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            Author’s Note

         
         With the exception of quoted experts and public figures, I have changed the names and identifying characteristics of people
            I know to protect their privacy. The stories and conversations in this book reflect my memory of events. Others may recall
            shared experiences differently.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         I grew up in San Gabriel Valley—also referred to as SGV or the 626—an ethnoburb in Los Angeles County where Asian immigrants go to never assimilate. Asian immigrants in the 1970s, initially mostly Chinese, built our own ethnic enclave, economy, and ecosystem in SGV. Chinese banks, Chinese grocery stores, Chinese-language schools on Saturday mornings for their ABC (American-born Chinese) children, and Chinese hair salons (because there are few things more frightening than the inability to communicate with your hairdresser and walking out of the salon with surprise bangs). I grew up with two Wing Hop Fung locations, each a ten-minute drive away from our one-story, three-bedroom home in the ethnoburb. Wing Hop Fung was where I fabricated stories in my head about my mom being a Chinese herb witch, as I watched her gather pungent, brightly colored seeds and plants to slow cook medicinal stews that would restore my yin and “undo the effects of all the fried chicken and pizza I ate at Jessica’s birthday party last weekend.” Dr. Lee, who provided psychiatry services in Mandarin, Cantonese, and Toisan, practiced down the street. Chinese Baptist Church held worship services, Sunday school, and weekly Bible study in English, Mandarin, and Cantonese around the corner. 99 Ranch, Quickly, and King Hua for the best dim sum outside of Hong Kong were all in our zip code. Across the street from King Hua was Costco, where they carried mooncakes, lap cheong, and dehydrated sea cucumber in bulk, because hoarding dehydrated sea cucumber in bulk is apparently the love language of immigrant dads. Everything we needed was in the ethnoburb. 

         
         My popo relocated from Hong Kong to join us in SGV when she was in her seventies. When she and her husband prepared to retire
            and settle down in Hong Kong, he instead decided to start a new family with a woman decades younger whom he’d had a secret
            affair with for almost ten years. Without any options and overwhelmed by shame, my popo left her home, her apartment where
            she raised three children with her ex-husband, and her mah-jongg group in Hong Kong to live with us in San Gabriel. She started
            over at seventy in a foreign place where she couldn’t speak the language, didn’t have any peers, and couldn’t get around.
            She was isolated and heartbroken. With barely a kindergarten education, her life ambition was to become a wife and a mother.
            She loved flaunting how good she was at both roles. In true Cantonese matriarch fashion, she bragged incessantly to her social
            circles about her husband’s and children’s accomplishments. Now, with three adult children with families of their own, she
            was not needed as a mother, and no longer a wife. She had no purpose. Her ex-husband’s affair decimated all status and belonging
            she held in their community. When I was a child, she would insist, “Your popo has become a useless nothing.” It perplexed
            me because I never saw her that way.
         

         
         But getting left by her husband wasn’t her entire story. With the safety net of the ethnoburb, she rebuilt. After living with us for a few years, she moved into her own one-bedroom apartment on Main Street in Alhambra, a city that neighbored San Gabriel at the heart of the ethnoburb. She walked to 85 Degrees everyday, where they rang a cowbell whenever fresh baos came out of the oven. She made friends with Cantonese neighbors in her building, and they started their own mah-jongg group where they would debrief the latest episode of whichever Cantonese drama that aired on TVB the previous night. She found a Cantonese church and got baptized. She never learned English, drove recklessly in the 99 Ranch parking lot, and didn’t give a fuck. She may have confirmed a few stereotypes, but the ethnoburb saved her. She stayed unapologetically herself through the upheavals of divorce and displacement. In the safety net of SGV, she got her groove back. 

         
         Sometimes my mom would take my popo out of SGV to go window-shopping in Beverly Hills, and they would drag me along. As a
            child, Popo outside of the ethnoburb was a frightening, multisensory experience. She always brought her full self. She was
            large and in charge. She tried to bargain and make deals. In Cantonese. At Saks. They do not speak Cantonese there. They also
            do not tolerate haggling there. Her voice and presence were always loud, even and especially when we were the only Asians around. You don’t speak Cantonese? Too bad and sit tight, because Popo is about to start her
            diatribe about her cheating ex-husband who you’ve never met before in a language you don’t understand. 626 or 90210, my popo
            did not code switch. I, on the other hand, started my PhD in code switching when I was nine, after transferring to an uppity,
            predominantly White private school.
         

         
         Popo outside of the ethnoburb was an unassimilable tornado that left me in the dust, embarrassed and flustered. Whiteness taught me to be ashamed of her behavior because Whiteness is actually terrified of people like my popo, coming out of the ethnic enclave and daring to assert herself into White spaces. When immigrants like my popo settle in a place like SGV en masse, White people are so afraid that they need to relocate. It’s called White flight. It scares them when we collectively create our own belonging without participating in the traditional, time-honored process of assimilation. In ethnoburbs like SGV, White flight occurred because “too many” Asians like my popo arrived, bought up property, refused to acculturate, and made it our own. We disturb Whiteness and destabilize American respectability politics when we create and thrive in our own systems without them. The ethnoburb flourishes despite not assimilating. In fact, it flourishes because it doesn’t assimilate.
         

         
         My popo and the ethnoburb demonstrate that we can create our own power and belonging without learning English, participating
            in White institutions, and Americanizing. But it is a communal endeavor, one that requires everybody’s imagination and care.
            Unassimilability is not an act of individualism; it is an interdependent community of popos finding each other, helping each
            other refill their prescriptions, and setting weekly dim sum dates so nobody gets too isolated. I question if my popo could
            have had her comeback tour if not for the Asian immigrants who came before her and with her, collectively creating their own
            sense of home in the diaspora through the ethnoburb.
         

         
         As many early Asian immigrants to this country were barred from accessing White institutions, working together to build and protect the ethnic ecosystem was a matter of survival and necessity. Over a century later, unassimilability is the vision I witnessed among my popo and her friends in the ethnoburb, relying on each other in their collective insistence to thrive in their latter years, away from their homelands. Unassimilability is about cultivating our own social networks and daring to prosper in America without Whiteness. It is our ancestors and the elders creating home. 

         
          

         I grew up in the ethnoburb with everything I needed, and still, the ethnoburb was limited. The goal my parents communicated to me was to attend predominantly White schools, get admitted into their universities, and work stable jobs in their institutions. As the ethnoburb created resources in the forms of shadow education and SAT prep catered to second-generation youth to achieve these goals, so began my laboring for validation from Whiteness. I suppose everything worked out as planned. I got initiated into PWI after PWI (Predominantly White Institutions), until I was surrounded by Whiteness and suddenly embarrassed of the unapologetically Asian ethnoburb that got me there. I was nine when I started at my first PWI and, almost overnight, began pretending I didn’t understand Chinese, lying to my White peers about where I lived, and trying to throw tantrums to get out of Chinese school (it never worked because I was too afraid of my mom to follow through). In its unassimilability, the ethnoburb ironically gave me the support and resources to approach adjacency to Whiteness and resent where I came from. Unlike my popo, I was easily and eagerly assimilable. 

         
         Taking Ethnic Studies a decade later helped me critically interrogate and reject the compulsory assimilation of growing up
            in America (even in the ethnoburb), and I’ve mostly dropped the facade. I clumsily persevere through as much Cantonese as
            I can in my biweekly calls to my parents, even though I speak like a first grader. I visit Bellaire, the Asian ethnoburb in
            Houston, foraging for goji berries, dried dates, and white fungus at 99 Ranch and H Mart to try to become my own Chinese herb
            witch. I teach and write about Asian American identity. And still, at my current PWI, where I’m completing my doctoral degree,
            I catch myself continually longing. More nods of approval, more publications, more awards, more proximity, more validation,
            more recognition, from them. I tell myself it’s not at all about Whiteness, but about wanting to succeed in a system never
            made for me. But ultimately, they are the ones who continually define success, and I’m left wondering when it will be enough,
            and when I will be enough.
         

         
         The compulsion and pressure to assimilate are nothing new. For many, assimilation has been a survival mechanism. Among early Chinese immigrants in the US, the assimilability versus unassimilability binary was a weaponizing concept. As the early Chinese population in San Francisco expanded in the mid-1800s, so did White anxieties about Chinese immigrants taking gold, jobs, and resources. The yellow peril stereotype positioned Chinese immigrants, and by extension all Asians, as a dangerously unassimilable, heathen, and diseased threat to US society. In contrast to early European immigrants, who would eventually become White through acculturation and render their ethnic ties relatively inconsequential, Asian immigrants could never assimilate. Our foreignness would always be visible and consequential, threatening Whiteness, and thereby a barrier to our own citizenship. 

         
         The unassimilable yellow peril stereotype justified anti-Asian laws and White supremacist violence that disadvantaged and
            terrorized early Chinese immigrant communities. The 1850 foreign miner’s tax, for example, stipulated that no foreigners could
            work his mining claim unless he paid a monthly license fee in gold dust, a fee arbitrarily increased by California over the
            next few years. The fee was only applied to Chinese and Latino miners, not European miners, and corruptly enforced by collectors
            who pocketed money and physically assaulted our communities. With Latinos, our safety and security were at the whim of Whiteness.
            Falling on the unassimilable side of the binary had dire and material consequences on our communities, and I often wonder
            how this memory of violent exclusion stays embodied within and among us, several generations later. Perhaps this is why I
            find myself achieving my aspirations yet inadvertently still striving for the PWI approval. Or maybe I’m desperate to find
            some intergenerational connective tissue to my ancestors to make me feel more at ease about my neurosis in graduate school.
         

         
         In the chance that it is at least partially intergenerational, then unassimilability and resistance must also run in me. Despite the racial violence and hostility, Chinese immigrants in San Francisco still cultivated their own ethnic enclave with Chinese grocery stores, newspapers, and businesses. My paternal great-grandfather played an integral role in developing early San Francisco Chinatown, importing goods from South China to supply grocers. He and his brothers managed the transport and sales of dried sausage, mushrooms, rice, and herbs. I like to imagine him as the community lap cheong dealer, hustling on Kearny Street to offer a taste of home to the diaspora while securing remittances to send back to his family. At a time when Chinese immigrants were excluded from White neighborhoods and institutions, he helped San Francisco’s historic Chinatown grow its own. 

         
         To pursue this opportunity, my great-grandfather left my great-grandmother, two daughters, and adopted son (my grandfather)
            in Hong Kong. Financial constraints made it impossible for him to travel back to see his family. Even if he’d had the resources,
            immigration restrictions made it risky for him to leave and enter back into the US without being detained on Angel Island.
            There was no such thing as family reunification. The country wanted Asian labor, not Asian families, communities, or humanity.
            The Page Act of 1875 banned all Chinese women from entering the US on the assumption that they were sexually immoral prostitutes,
            making the early Chinese immigrant community a bachelor society. But who are we without our kin? In the diaspora, my great-grandfather
            created chosen family in Chinatown through associations, formed around family names and province of origin. Associations served
            as political and social support systems to newcomers, helping meet basic needs of the community and representing a unified
            voice to fight discriminatory legislative processes.
         

         
         As my great-grandfather organized with other early Chinese immigrants to build a defensive ecosystem, Whites felt threatened and doubled down on the yellow peril stereotype through legislative efforts. In April 1852, California governor John Bigler called for an exclusionary law to bar future Chinese immigrants, representing the first declaration of anti-Chinese sentiment by a public official.1 Media soon swiveled to bolster Bigler’s virulently racist position. By 1853, the San Francisco Daily Alta California published,
         

         
         
            [The Chinese were] morally a far worse class to have among us than the negro. . . . They are not of that kin that Americans
               can ever associate or sympathize with. They are not of our people and never will be, though they remain here forever. . . .
               They do not mix with our people, and it is undesirable that they should, for nothing but degradation can result to us from
               the contact. . . . They can never become like us.
            

         

          

         A series of exclusion laws codified Asians as racially unassimilable and ineligible for citizenship, with the Chinese Exclusion
            Act remaining in US law from 1882 until 1943. My great-grandfather died of lung cancer right after the Chinese Exclusion Act
            was lifted, never getting the chance to return home and reunite with his family.
         

         
         Unassimilability assumes Asians pose a racial danger to American society, and we are especially threatening when we are organized and able to provide for ourselves. Unlike assimilable European immigrants of the time, who also cultivated their own ethnic enclaves, our undeniable foreignness inherently endangered the racial purity of this country. These stereotypes returned with antagonistic US-China geopolitical relations and inflammatory political rhetoric during COVID-19 (e.g., “China virus”). All it takes is war or disease to resurrect violent, racist narratives of Asian Americans and Chinatowns as perpetually foreign, diseased, and unassimilable. We are easily at the whim of Whiteness, and the impulse to assimilate and cooperate is especially seductive in times of crisis. 

         
         At the onset of anti-Asian racism from the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020 Democratic Party presidential primaries candidate Andrew
            Yang called for Asian Americans to respond to the rise in discriminatory incidents by proving our “Americanness.” Yang called
            on us to wear red, white, and blue; be civically engaged; and proudly show the world that “we are Americans.” He compared
            the moment to World War II, when large numbers of Japanese Americans volunteered for military duty to prove their patriotism.2 But Japanese American soldiers giving their lives to the military-industrial complex to prove their Americanness did not
            keep them safe. One hundred twenty thousand Japanese Americans were still violently surveilled, incarcerated, and denied basic
            citizenship rights because they were deemed dangerous and unassimilable. They were still dehumanized.
         

         
         Asian American cultural campaigns also emerged during the pandemic with slogans like “I’m from here.” These messages not only erase North American Indigenous peoples, who are the only ones “from here,” but are ineffective in keeping us safe. After Yang published his op-ed, anti-Asian attacks increased by 150 percent in major cities throughout the pandemic.3 A targeted White supremacist shooting at a spa in Atlanta murdered six Asian women. One in five Asian Americans who had experienced
            racism displayed symptoms of racial trauma.4 Asian Americans who had experienced racism were more stressed by anti-Asian hate than the pandemic itself.5 Throughout history and more recently, laboring to prove our citizenship and belonging does not secure our safety in this
            country. Asserting our Americanness does not actually protect, save, or legitimate us.
         

         
         At the cornerstone of exclusion is the violent binary between assimilable and unassimilable, deserving and undeserving, good and bad. The “model minority” stereotype, for example, positions East Asians as the “good, hardworking, and law-abiding” minority, pitting us against Black and Brown communities, who are commonly stereotyped as “lazy” or “criminal.” In the immigrant rights movement of the 2010s, DREAMers were deemed as the “good immigrants” because they were educated, and received temporary protection from deportation because of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). Immigrants working in domestic, agricultural, or construction labor, on the other hand, were supposedly “stealing jobs and not paying taxes” (both of which are untrue), making them “undeserving” and deportable. Feminist abolitionist organizers like Survived & Punished and Mariame Kaba have shown us the lengths our society and the criminal justice system go to separate the “good” sexual assault and domestic violence victims from “bad” ones. “Bad” victims are frequently Black women criminalized and punished for protecting themselves and their families against abusers. “Good” victims, on the other hand, are the innocent White women who go missing on true-crime shows, deserving of our sympathy and protection. 

         
         These binaries, covertly and overtly weaponized against all of us, are rooted in what Black feminist author bell hooks defines
            and critiques as imperialist White supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy. hooks explains the ways imperialism, capitalism,
            racism, heterosexism, and patriarchy work together to oppress in overlapping and distinctive ways (much like Kimberlé Crenshaw’s
            term “intersectionality”). The norms constructed by these systems facilitate a politic of disposability, protecting those
            perceived as deserving and valuable and inflicting violence on those who are deemed disposable. The US as an empire legislates
            this politic of disposability, from local to national to international levels. While we are affected by oppression in distinct
            ways depending on who we are, the through line is imperialist White supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy, which hooks insisted
            on naming over and over again so we can eradicate it. We are often pitted against one another by imperialist White supremacist
            capitalist heteropatriarchy, as many of us feel coerced to assimilate and cooperate with Whiteness for the myth of survival
            and security. The Asian ethnoburb, for example, is seduced to distance itself from Blackness, while I am pulled to disaffiliate
            from my own Asianness, all to be perceived by Whiteness as deserving of belonging and protection.
         

         
         For Asian Americans, assimilation into Whiteness and cooperation with the US as a nation state and an empire are not only about surviving the yellow peril stereotype and its violent consequences but about legal and social status. During World War II, Chinese Americans tried to position ourselves as the “good Asians” by disavowing Japanese Americans, who were scapegoated for the attacks on Pearl Harbor and labeled as the “foreign enemy” of the time. In a historic moment that could have inspired Asian pan-ethnic solidarity over shared experiences of stereotyping and discrimination, Chinese Americans chose to prove loyalty to the state instead of to other Asian Americans. Aligning with the US was especially consequential for our legal status at this time, with the importance of China as an ally in America’s war against Japan leading to the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act. Pan-Asian group solidarity held minimal meaning against the possibility of legal inclusion into the US empire. 

         
         Of course, there have also always been movements of resistance. There were Chinese Americans who stood in solidarity with
            Japanese Americans during World War II. And while Yang lauded the Japanese Americans volunteering for military service, he
            neglected to mention the No-No Boys, a group of twelve thousand Japanese Americans who refused to show allegiance to and fight
            for a government that stripped away their civil rights and incarcerated them without cause. The No-No Boys received their
            name by answering “no” to two questions on a questionnaire given to Japanese Americans in the incarceration camps. Question
            number 27 asked, “Are you willing to serve in the armed forces of the United States on combat duty, wherever ordered?” and
            question number 28 asked, “Will you swear unqualified allegiances to the United States of America and faithfully defend the
            United States from any or all attack by foreign or domestic forces, and forswear any form of allegiance or obedience to the
            Japanese emperor, or other foreign government, power or organization?”
         

         
         Outraged that the US demanded that they vow loyalty to the country after flagrantly violating their civil liberties and separating them from their families, the No-No Boys refused to enlist in the armed forces and participate in the US war machine. As essayists Gary Tachiyama and Roland Kotani explained, “[The No-No Boys] were castigated by the Japanese American community and the broader public as being disloyal traitors to the United States.”6 The No-No Boys suffered and lost immensely as a result of their defiance. The US transferred them to a War Relocation Authority
            segregation center established as a kind of brutal penal colony at Tule Lake to punish them.
         

         
         While there have always been movements resisting the US empire, the pressures to assimilate persist. Some of us bravely risk
            everything to protest America’s hypocrisies, and still others are ashamed of our resistance and would rather we quietly cooperate.
            The ways we are racialized by this country are unstable and reactive to geopolitics, so our racial politics in response are
            also slippery and precarious. More often than not, we are inconsistent and cacophonous in how we respond. As a collective,
            we simultaneously refuse and embolden the violence of the US empire.
         

         
         Since the end of World War II, proving our allegiance to this country also became entangled with the model minority myth, strengthening the undercurrent toward assimilation. Asserting that Asian Americans are loyal, quiet, and good workers helped advocate for social inclusion and replace the yellow peril stereotype. We were no longer unassimilable and dangerous. Instead of threatening to take over and disrupt the racial order, we would now have the chance to cooperate and fortify it. Some of us, mostly East Asians, could work hard and shut up in exchange for conditional belonging and material security. We could get close to the protection of Whiteness. 

         
         The subtext beneath the model minority myth was “If Asians can get in line and succeed, why can’t everybody else?” Journalists,
            politicians, and sociologists weaponized this rhetoric as fodder to strip away welfare and social services, pull back on civil
            rights wins like affirmative action, and delegitimize claims of ongoing systemic racism. The simplified, flattened case of
            Asian American “success” is continually used as an ideological weapon against Black and Latino communities who face significant
            and distinct systemic barriers. The model minority myth is a convenient anti-Black framework to explain racial inequality
            as a problem of individuals and ethnic cultures, not ideologies, policies, or institutions. And how many of us actually internalize
            this narrative, believing minorities who struggle simply have a poor work ethic? In fact, how many of us actually rely on
            positioning ourselves against Blackness in order to secure our own sense of worthiness in this country?
         

         
         Through these racial dynamics, historian Ellen Wu argues, “Asian Americans’ place in the racial landscape went from being ‘definitively not White’ to ‘definitively not Black.’” By distancing from Blackness and aligning with the political goals of the US empire, many of us managed to not just survive the yellow peril stereotype but to find supposed social belonging in the US racial landscape. But this belonging always depended on our agreeability with Whiteness. We grew acceptable to the White gaze on the assumption that we would never threaten existing White political and institutional dominance. We became conditionally assimilable and maybe even respectable, as long as there isn’t a war or a pandemic. This belonging relied on us imposing these ideologies on one another, policing members of our own community for not learning English, working low-wage menial jobs, and refusing to acculturate. We ostracize those among us who threaten our own assimilation. 

         
          

         I certainly wanted to repudiate my popo when she was yelling in Cantonese at Saks, but just as she could not be assimilated, she could not be
            corrected, certainly not by me. So instead, I stayed hidden in the clothing racks lest a White person saw me and associated
            us together. Popo aggressively threatened my compulsion to blend in and belong, but she was onto something. Proving our Americanness
            hasn’t saved us. Being the “good minority” has us trapped in a liminal state between belonging and exclusion, where our rights
            of citizenship are conditional. So what if we, like my popo, refused to assimilate and cooperate? What if we dared to act
            large and in charge in spaces that expect us to shrink and contort ourselves to be palatable to Whiteness? What are the political
            possibilities of Asians in America who refuse to belong here and participate in this charade? What if we leaned into our peril as the fastest-growing electorate, and actively positioned ourselves as an unassimilable danger to Whiteness? The state wants
            our labor, but never our full humanity. So instead of trying to prove our loyalty to the state, what if we cultivated belonging
            with one another and practiced disloyalty to this country?
         

         
         When enough of us refuse to assimilate and cooperate, we pose a threat to established racial hierarchies and we rewrite racial narratives. Like the ethnoburb, we threaten Whiteness when we don’t assimilate. We turn the model minority myth on its head, refusing to be manipulated as the “good immigrants” who quietly give our labor to this country without threatening the status quo. We become rebellious. We become visible. We destabilize White supremacist hierarchies and narratives that depend on our silence and weaponize us against Blackness. 

         
         Unassimilability is a proposition to refuse to belong here altogether, together. It is a distinctly Asian American politic
            of refusal that rejects acceptance by the US empire as aspirational. Unassimilability frees us to define ourselves, our belonging,
            and our power independent of Whiteness. Unassimilability, when exercised collectively, is our weapon and hope against the
            violence of the US. Moving beyond the model minority myth, unassimilability is less about proving ourselves to Whiteness,
            and more about holding it accountable while divesting from it altogether. As evidenced by the COVID-19 wave of anti-Asian
            hatred, no amount of cooperation and “success” in the US can protect us from the arbitrary violence of how Whiteness perceives
            us. Thus, unassimilability is a liberatory paradigm, inviting us to align with one another, rather than with this country.
         

         
         Throughout this book, I explore how unassimilability is expressed, suppressed, and negotiated in different sites of Asian diasporic life in America. I search for new names and language to clarify who we are and who we can be in this historic moment of social movements and revolutions. Octavia Butler wrote, “There’s nothing new under the sun, but there are new suns.” In our refusal of the US empire, I reconsider the term “Asian American” and look for new suns. Historically, “Asian American” was an anti-racist, anti-imperialist, and anti-capitalist political identity coined by UC Berkeley graduate students Emma Gee and Yuji Ichioka during the Asian American movement in the late 1960s. It has since been reduced by the mainstream to politics of inclusion and representation. I am ambivalent about the term’s capacity to hold our diverse experiences together and pessimistic about its political utility at this current moment. Instead of anxiously guarding the “American” part of these hyphenated identities, what if we disavowed America and owned our diasporic sense of racial placelessness? Being part of the Asian Diaspora is to not have a place because of Western imperialism, Orientalism, and capitalism. Instead of trying to claim a place in this genocidal, anti-Black fallacy of a country, what if we created belonging in the diaspora by claiming one another? I propose Asian Diaspora as an expansive political identity, one that rejects belonging in America and centers the constellation of Asian diasporic experiences, relationships, and resistance. 

         
         Both assimilability and unassimilability have cost me. There is a price to pay for each paradigm. And yet, I struggle toward unassimilability, even while assimilation is more convenient, comfortable, and safe. I find unassimilability is worth whatever losses I accrue, because orienting myself away from Whiteness and the US empire unlocks political imagination to create a new collective identity with diasporic co-strugglers against imperialist White supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy. While assimilation may appear seductive, I’ve witnessed the violence of the US—from Ferguson to Mauna Kea to Gaza to all the sacred lands and people the US has bombed and colonized—and I refuse to pledge allegiance. 

         
         In Minor Feelings, Cathy Park Hong writes, “The paint on the Asian American label has not dried.” Hong uses this metaphor to describe the unfinished
            and mercurial nature of Asian American as a political identity. Indeed, we are unfastened and paradoxical, simultaneously
            contracting and expanding in response to racial trauma, geopolitics, demographic changes, and social movements. We oscillate
            between assimilation and resistance. In our ongoing and often contradictory states, unassimilability is our effort to keep
            painting the portrait toward revolutionary politics and capacious solidarity. While the process is unwieldy and clumsy, radical
            political identity is an urgent aspiration and necessary endeavor. As the State reveals itself to be increasingly useless,
            violent, and hypocritical, daring to assert our unassimilability grounds us in ourselves, each other, and our collective power.
            Following my popo’s lead, may we refuse to belong here, together.
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The Ethnoburb

         
         I was back in San Gabriel Valley the summer after I graduated college, visiting the used bookstore at the San Marino library,
            in the more uppity part of SGV. I overheard an employee, a White woman in her seventies, proclaiming to a younger White woman,
            “My ancestors were immigrants too, but they assimilated. Unlike them—they come over, take over, don’t even bother learning
            the language.” She glanced at me and then back at her conversation partner. “San Marino didn’t used to be like this. They’re
            everywhere now.” She spoke of the influx of families like mine like an unsettling pest invasion, infiltrating her spaces and
            disturbing her American suburb. In his book Resisting Change in Suburbia: Asian Immigrants and Frontier Nostalgia in L.A., historian James Zarsadiaz writes that White folks’ reactions to the demographic changes in San Gabriel Valley commonly ranged from dissatisfaction to outrage, the latter exemplified by this bookshop employee. Growing numbers of unassimilated Asian immigrants in the traditionally White suburb reflected the larger, changing contemporary world where White people no longer felt centered. 

         
         The entire “adult” generation of my family in the US are immigrants; my cousins and I were the first to be born here. With
            the SGV ethnoburb as their entry point, they had minimal need or desire to assimilate. They learned the language, but spoke
            it rarely and clumsily and didn’t seem to care. They ate, spoke, and breathed in Cantonese, and I was both embarrassed and
            protective
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