
Preface 

Understanding Asian immigration to the United States is fundamental to 
understanding the racialized foundations of both the emergence of the 
United States as a nation and the development of American capitalism. 
This is far from claiming that Asians are the only group to have been 
racialized in the founding of the United States but rather to suggest that 
the history of the nation's attempt to resolve the contradictions between 

its economic and political imperatives through laws that excluded Asians 
from citizenship-from 1790 until the 1940s-contributes to our general 
understanding of race as a contradictory site of struggle for cultural, eco­
nomic, as well as political membership in the United States. To this end, 
I have engaged in a materialist critique of the institution of citizenship, 
not to discount the important struggles through which Asian immigrants 
have become, after the 1940s, citizens and in that capacity have widened 
the meaning of "rights" in democratic society, but to name the genealogy 
of the legal exclusion, disenfranchisement, and restricted enfranchisement 
of Asian immigrants as a genealogy of the American institution of citizen­
ship. I have sought to link this particular genealogy of citizenship to the 
importance of Asia in the development of Western capitalism globally and 
the use of Asian labor in the development of capitalist America. The failure 
of citizenship to guarantee truly equal rights to all the nation's citizenry is 
not only an index of the historical and persistent racial, class, and gender 
contradictions of American society but also a condition exacerbated since 
World War II by the contradiction between U.S. national institutions and 
the imperatives of the global economy. 

In the period from 1850 to World War II, Asians entered the United States 
along the economic axis, while the state has simultaneously distinguished 
Asian immigrants along racial and citizenship lines, accordingly distancing 
Asian Americans - even as citizens - from the terrain of national culture. 
In light of the importance of American national culture in forming subjects 
as citizens, this distance has created the conditions for the emergence of 
Asian American culture as an alternative cultural site and the place where 
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the contradictions of immigrant history are read, performed, and critiqued. 

My discussions consider Asian American cultural forms as alternatives to 
national cultural forms and as sites for the emergence of subjects and prac­
tices that are not exhausted by the narrative of American citizenship. Cul­
ture is the terrain through which the individual speaks as a member of the 
contemporary national collectivity, but culture is also a mediation of his­
tory, the site through which the past returns and is remembered, however 

fragmented, imperfect, or disavowed. Through that remembering, that re­
composition, new forms of subjectivity and community are thought and 

signified. Cultural forms are not inherently "political" -indeed, culture in 
the modem nation-state has been traditionally burdened to resolve what 
the political forms of the state cannot-but the contradictions that produce 
cultural differences are taken up by oppositional practices that are brought 
to bear on the political institutions that presently exist. Alternative cultural 
forms and practices do not offer havens of resolution but are often eloquent 
descriptions of the ways in which the law, labor exploitation, racialization, 
and gendering work to prohibit alternatives. Some cultural forms succeed 
in making it possible to live and inhabit alternatives in the encounter with 
those prohibitions; some permit us to imagine what we have still yet to live. 

In this book, I have wished to make connections between Asian Ameri­
can cultural studies and the current range of ethnic cultural studies proj­
ects, between discussions of race in the United States and Marxist theories, 
and between literary study and feminist analyses of racialized women's 

work. I am not positing an orthodoxy to be followed but connecting these 
discussions in order to open a space in which others, perhaps finding 

worthy gaps, errors, or elisions, will make use of and build on the work 
only begun here. 

Over the past decade, I have had the opportunity to work with extraordi­
nary students from whom I have learned much that has affected this book. 

Our learning together has given me enormous pleasure. My thinking here 
is dedicated to those students, to thank them for what they have taught me 
and to contribute to the intellectual and political projects in which they are 
and will be engaged. My special thanks to Enrique Bonus, Seunghee Cha, 
Gerardo Colmenar, Kimberly Dillon, Kip Fulbeck, Ramon Garcia, Mahnaz 
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Ghavnazi, Grace Kyungwon Hong, Claudia Huiza, Eleanor Jaluague, Helen 

Heran Jun, James Bong-Su Kang, Min-Jung Kim, Leng Loh, Minh-Tram 
Nguyen, Arnie Parry, Nhu-Ioc Phan, Demian Pritchard, Chandan Reddy, 
Gigi Szabo, Vanita Sharma, Carol Song, Anupama Taranath, Ramie Tateishi, 
and Michael Yamamoto. 

Without the advice and friendship of Elaine Kim, this book could not have 
been written; her wisdom, perseverance, and generosity are unmatched. 
I thank Gary Okihiro for his scholarly example and for offering me detailed 

queries and comments on the whole manuscript. I wish to acknowledge 
the attentive comments from Yen Le Espiritu, Michael ami, and David 

Palumbo-Liu, each of whom drew from diverse disciplinary training and 
experience to help me to frame these discussions more adequately. I also 
respectfully thank L. Ling-chi Wang and James Lin, who ten years ago en­
couraged me to begin this work, and whose assistance over the years­
whether through bibliography or moral support-has been extremely im­
portant. I am grateful to Yong Soon Min for permitting the Press to include 

her graphic in the cover design. 
San Diego has been a fertile community in which to work, and many 

people have offered sustaining encouragement. George Lipsitz's integrity 
- his unique sense of justice and steadfast commitment to making our 
work useful to the largest progressive discussion - has been an inspira­
tion; he is an indefatigable colleague and an invaluable friend, whom I am 
honored to know. Over the years, Page duBois and Susan Kirkpatrick have 
given crucial, enduring support to this work as friends and writing part­
ners. I also thank Michael Bernstein, Dana Cuff, Frances Foster, Takashi 
Fujitani, Rosemary Marangoly George, Judith Halberstam, Stephanie Jed, 
Masao Miyoshi, Joseph Nebolon, Teresa Odendahl, Vicente Rafael, Rosaura 
Sanchez, Mary Tong, Winifred Woodhull, and Lisa Yoneyama, whose sym­
pathies and solidarities have sustained me in differently important ways. 

The laughter of my daughter Juliet has brought me joy throughout. 
Colleagues and friends in other locations have inspired and assisted this 

work at various points, and to them I express my respect and affection: 

Homi Bhabha, Judith Butler, Oscar Campomanes, James Clifford, Angela 
Davis, David Eng, Donna Haraway, Barbara Harlow, Cora Kaplan, Laura 

Hyun Yi Kang, Dorinne Kondo, Martin Manalansan, Chandra Talpade 
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Mohanty, Satya Mohanty, Jose David Saldivar, Leti Volpp, and Shelley Sunn 
Wong. I am indebted to the accomplishments and loving support of Tani 
Barlow, Donald Lowe, Lydia Lowe, and Mei Lee Lowe. Lastly, I am grate­
ful to David Lloyd for rare intellectual companionship and abiding, faithful 
love. 

Ken Wissoker has been a superior editor during the process of making 
this into a book. Joe Becker and Marc Brodsky were helpful and agreeable 
throughout. Grace Hong assisted greatly in the making of the index. The 
University of California Humanities Research Institute, and fellows in the 
projects on Minority Discourse, Feminism and Discourses of Power, and 
Colonialism and Modernity: The Cases of China, Japan, and Korea, pro­

vided contexts in which to discuss chapters 2, 6, and 7. Some of the indi­
vidual chapters, listed below, were published previously in different ver­
sions. I thank those publishers for permission to reprint, as well as the 
volume editors who offered indispensable editorial advice: 

"Heterogeneity, Hybridity, Multiplicity: Marking Asian American Dif­

ferences," Diaspora I, no. 1 (Spring 1991); "Canon, Institutionalization, 
Identity: Contradictions for Asian American Studies," in The Ethnic Canon: 

Histories, Institutions, Interventions, ed. David Palumbo-Liu (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1994); "Imagining Los Angeles in the 
Production of Multiculturalism," in Mapping Multiculturalism, ed. Avery 
Gordon and Christopher Newfield (Minneapolis: University of Minne­
sota Press, 1996); "Decolonization, Displacement, Disidentification: Asian 
American 'Novels' and the Question of History," in Cultural Institutions of 

the Novel, ed. Deidre Lynch and William Warner (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1996); "Unfaithful to the Original: The Subject of Dictee," in Writing 

Self/Writing Nation: Selected Essays on Theresa Hak Kyung Cha's DICTEE, 

ed. Elaine Kim and Norma Alarcon (Berkeley: Third Woman Press, 1993). 
Also published in Gender and Colonialism, ed. Timothy Foley, Lionel 
Pilkington, Sean Ryder, and Elizabeth Tilley (Galway, Ireland: Galway Uni­
versity Press, 1995); and "Work, Immigration, Gender: Asian 'American' 
Women," in Making More Waves, ed. Elaine H. Kim, Lilia V. Villanueva, 

and Asian Women United of California (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997). 
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