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TO ALL THE YOUNG PEOPLE

WORKING TO CREATE A BETTER WORLD
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Introduction
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There is a saying: “History repeats itself.”

People use it all the time to explain why or how something might happen over and over again.

But is it true?

When it comes to the history of Asian Americans, most people were never taught enough in school to know the answer. Some students might have learned how Chinese immigrant workers helped to build the transcontinental railroad. Or maybe they have read about the incarceration of Japanese Americans during World War II. But that’s usually about it.

Eighteen-year-old Soorya “Rio” Baliga is one of those students who never learned about Asian American history in her classes. It made her feel like she was left out of history: “There was essentially implicit messaging on the part of the public school system telling me ‘you don’t matter; these white figures are the people worth learning about.’ That’s harmful and it makes you devalue yourself in a way.”

Seventeen-year-old Russell Fan had to learn about Asian American heroes on his own. In school, he was never taught about Patsy Mink, the first woman of color elected to Congress, or labor organizing legend Larry Itliong. It was frustrating that he had to wait so long. He felt that all young people deserved to know about these inspiring Americans. They needed to see that Asian Americans weren’t perpetual foreigners, but a vital and vibrant part of the fabric of the country. If that happened, surely it would help in the fight against the racism that he and so many other young Asian Americans were experiencing.
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College student Gabriella Son was one of many students testifying during a rally and press conference at the New Jersey State House in Trenton in December 2021, calling for the teaching of Asian American and Pacific Islander history in schools.

Christina Huang can remember being the target of racism when she was in the first grade. The school bus had pulled up in front of her house, where her grandmother was outside doing her exercises. Christina’s classmates teased her, called her names, and stretched the corners of their eyes, mocking her. That moment didn’t destroy Christina’s pride in who she was, but it was deeply painful.

Ten-year-old Bryan Zhao was sitting on his trampoline in his backyard when a white man walked up to the fence. He looked Bryan in the eye, bent down, and spat onto the ground. Bryan didn’t say anything. It had happened too fast to process. But he knew what it was. That man had meant to send a message to Bryan: a message of racism and hate.

Bryan’s encounter happened in 2020, during the rise of the global COVID-19 pandemic. Lawmakers and media personalities were using racist terms to describe the virus and blame Chinese people for the spread of the disease. The president of the United States at the time even called it “the Chinese virus.” New Jersey high school junior Kyler Zhou was at soccer practice when he was told that he and “his people” had caused the pandemic. All over the country, Asian Americans were experiencing a rise in racist and violent encounters.

Slurs were hurled at Asian Americans in the street: “This pandemic wouldn’t have happened if you stayed in your country where you belong!” or “You brought the virus on purpose!” A majority (68 percent) of the attacks were directed at females. Children and the elderly were other targets. Harassers seemed to be singling out the most vulnerable. In San Francisco on January 28, 2021, an eighty-four-year-old Thai American grandfather named Vicha Ratanapakdee was shoved to the ground by a stranger. He died of his injuries. Vicha was one of many elderly Asian Americans who were assaulted.

And then, on March 6, 2021, an armed gunman entered three Asian-owned businesses in Atlanta, Georgia, and opened fire, killing eight people. Six of them were Asian American women. The shooter had stated that he wanted to “kill all Asians.” Less than a month later, four Sikh American warehouse workers were targeted, shot, and killed in Indianapolis.

These mass shootings rocked the Asian American community. There was a simultaneous feeling of this can’t be happening in the year 2021, along with the chilling suspicion that we have been here before.
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People gather to protest at the “Rally Against Hate” in Chinatown on March 21, 2021, in New York City.

The rise in hate crimes against Asian Americans in the early 2020s felt connected to those individual, personal stories of feeling “othered,” like those of Bryan and Christina. It felt connected to their parents’ and grandparents’ stories, and it felt connected to the fragments of Asian American history that they did know.

Russell, Rio, Kyler, Bryan, and Christina felt they had to do something. Staying silent or accepting the violence was not an option. It was the height of the pandemic, which meant that all over the country, Americans were in physical isolation. Even so, the teenagers used the tools they had to find their voices and to find each other.

Rio wrote articles about discrimination and COVID-19. Kyler started a magazine about Asian American issues called Hear Our Voices. At first, it was just him and two other friends writing. Within a year and a half, the magazine had a staff of twenty-six and over 15,000 readers. Russell founded a group in his New Jersey hometown called the Livingston AAPI Youth Alliance. Members of the Alliance, along with other Asian American youth like Christina, Rio, Kyler, and Bryan, started working with parents, teachers, and other advocates to make schools require Asian American and Pacific Islander history. They all believed that learning about the history of Asian Americans was necessary to understand what was happening to Asian Americans today.

These young activists joined the long legacy of Asian Americans who have stood up, spoken out, and worked alongside others to make America live up to its ideals as a nation of justice, equality, and freedom.

Asian American history is not made up of one single story. It’s many. And it’s a story that you have to know if you want to understand the history of America.

It begins centuries before America even existed as a nation. It is connected to the histories of Western exploration, conquest, and colonialism in Asia and beyond. It’s a story of migration; of people and families crossing the Pacific Ocean in search of new beginnings and opportunities or to escape hunger, poverty, and persecution.

It is also the story of race and racism. Of being unjustly categorized along with Native Americans and African Americans as inferior, dangerous, uncivilized, and unfit to become citizens. Of being segregated and prevented from attending certain schools, working in certain jobs, and living in particular neighborhoods. Of being labeled an immigrant invasion and national security threat and banned, deported, driven out, incarcerated, and spied upon. Of being blamed for bringing diseases into the country.

But it is also a story of heroism and bravery. Of fighting for equality in the courts, on the streets, in the schools, and in solidarity with others doing the same.

Does history repeat itself?

To know the answer, you first have to know the history. . . .
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Who Are Asian Americans?
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Asian Americans in the US (data from the US Census, 2016–2020).

Asian Americans are people who can trace their roots to countries throughout East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. Before World War II, Chinese and Japanese people made up the biggest Asian American communities in the US, but South Asians, Koreans, and Filipinos also came in large numbers. After US immigration laws changed in 1965, an even greater diversity of Asian immigrants came from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, and other nations.

Asian Americans are an incredibly diverse group, representing different religions, languages, societal status, and generations. There is no single Asian American story, though there are many similarities and connections.

The US Census uses the term “Asian American Pacific Islander,” or AAPI, to also refer to those who trace their heritage to the Indigenous peoples of the Micronesian, Melanesian, and Polynesian islands, including Native Hawaiians. While Pacific Islanders, Kānaka Maoli (Indigenous Hawaiian people), and Asian Americans do have many things in common, there are also important differences that can get lost when the groups are combined. The histories of Pacific Islander Americans and Native Hawaiians are complex, rich, and deserving of their own treatment, and so they are not included in this book.

Today, Asian Americans make up 7 percent of the US population and are the fastest growing group in the United States. They are a vital part of America’s future, and with growing numbers comes growing political power, growing responsibility, and a desire to know and understand their full history.
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1

Columbus’s Mistake

Some mistakes are so big, they make history.

When the Spanish explorer Christopher Columbus stepped off his ship and set foot on the Caribbean island of Guanahani in 1492, he was sure that he had achieved his life’s mission. This achievement would make him famous. It would bring glory to his king and queen. This moment would be recorded in history books, because this place that he had landed . . . was Asia.

At least, it was supposed to be Asia.

Europeans, going all the way back to the ancient Greeks, had long been fascinated with Asia. And not necessarily in a good way. They viewed the lands of “the East” as their polar opposite. For Europeans, the West was known. The East was mysterious. Europe was “civilized.” Asia was wild and barbaric. Europe was strong. Asia was weak, inferior, and ready to be conquered. Most of all: Asia was full of riches, ripe for the taking.

[image: image]

A late sixteenth-century engraving of Christopher Columbus arriving in the “New World” depicted the arrival of Spanish colonizers as a peaceful and welcomed event that brought Christianity to the “uncivilized” Indigenous peoples they met.

These ideas were spread by European merchants and travel writers who journeyed to Asia and spun fantastic tales of their eastern travels. One of the most influential travel writers of the Middle Ages was a man named Marco Polo. In the 1200s, his popular book about his journeys in the Middle East and Asia described unicorns, exotic customs, and mountain streams flowing with diamonds, as well as “heathens” who could be converted to Christianity. His writings helped to stoke a rising European hunger for all things from the “Orient,” especially spices, silks, and sugar.

Whoever could figure out how to fulfill that demand stood to make a lot of money. The Portuguese sailor Vasco da Gama found a way to reach Asia by sailing around the coast of Africa. When he returned home, he sold the cargo in the belly of his ship for six times the price he paid for it. Clearly, this trade route was worth more than gold, and the Portuguese weren’t going to let anyone else have it. At one point, Portugal claimed that all of the Indian Ocean belonged to them, and they prevented ships from other countries from sailing there to trade. This might seem unfair, but according to the Portuguese, it was Finders Keepers.

That meant that if other European countries, like Spain, wanted to reach the riches of the Orient, they were going to have to find another way to get there.

Enter Christopher Columbus.

Inspired by Marco Polo’s writings, Columbus set off across the Atlantic Ocean to find a new route to Asia and claim it for Spain. But when his ships landed in the Caribbean in 1492, something seemed a little . . . odd.

Where were the spice markets that Marco Polo had written about? Where were the gold-roofed buildings? Asia wasn’t supposed to look like this.

Unfazed, he wrote to the king and queen of Spain, telling them that these “new lands” were full of boundless wealth and native people who would be easy to convert to Christianity and enslave. Best of all, Spain could claim it all for themselves, because Finders Keepers.

Of course, Christopher Columbus hadn’t found Asia. And of course, he hadn’t found the Americas, either. What would eventually be known as North and South America had been populated for at least 15,000 years. The population of both continents before Columbus arrived was about 90 million. Indigenous peoples had built thriving civilizations complete with megacities and advanced technology, and they had no intention of becoming slaves of Spain. But neither Columbus nor the explorers who would follow him, claiming lands in the names of distant kings and queens, would let these small complications bother them.

Because there was another concept that was even more powerful than Finders Keepers. And that was Takers Keepers.

In 1493, the pope, the leader of the Catholic Church, issued a decree called the “Doctrine of Discovery,” which drew an imaginary line on the globe running from pole to pole about a hundred leagues west of the Cape Verde islands in the Atlantic Ocean. The decree stated that any land west of that line not already inhabited by Christians was Spain’s for the taking.

That one letter written by one man set into motion all of Europe’s claims on the Americas. It influenced the imperial ambitions of European nations all over the globe, including in Asia. And centuries later, the United States would use that same Doctrine of Discovery to justify pushing its borders west, seizing land from Indigenous Americans.

With the pope’s decree, Spain was going to take all this “new land”—whether it was Asia or not—and they were going to keep it for themselves.
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This world map from 1624 shows the line defined by the Doctrine of Discovery.

Christopher Columbus went to his grave believing wholeheartedly that his ships had landed in Asia. His blunder might be laughable if it weren’t for the destruction and genocide that followed. His voyage ushered in the age of the Spanish Empire in the Americas. France and Britain would come along soon after. Millions of Indigenous peoples were killed by European settlers, either through direct violence or imported diseases. Communities were decimated, children were taken from their families, Indigenous people were removed from their homelands, and many were enslaved.

Columbus may have been mistaken about where he landed, but his voyage did connect Asia to the West in new ways. The Spanish Empire would eventually stretch around the globe, finally reaching across the Pacific Ocean to the shores of Asia (for real this time). When the first Asians arrived in the Americas, it was Spanish galleons that carried them there.

And some of those early ideas about Europeans being strong and superior and Asians being weak and inferior continued to shape how Asians were treated in the New World, and later, the United States.
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Following the Routes of Empire: Asians in “New Spain”

In the years after Columbus’s journey, Spain applied Takers Keepers to huge swaths of North America, South America, and most of the Caribbean, an empire they called Nueva España, or New Spain. And then, in 1565, a Spanish monk named Andrés de Urdaneta charted a course from Acapulco, Mexico, all the way across the Pacific Ocean to a large group of islands off the coast of Southeast Asia. They would later be named in honor of King Philip of Spain: the Philippines. The Spanish Empire now spanned the globe.

Empires create routes, pathways that connect distant places to each other. Initially, the purpose of those routes is to transport physical goods from one end of the empire to the other. Once those routes are in place, people follow.

Throughout the age of the Spanish Empire, galleons (huge wooden ships described as “castles in the sea”) departed the port city of Manila in the Philippines, their cavernous hulls loaded with Chinese porcelain, silks, and cotton. They carried emeralds, rubies, and diamonds from India, Cambodian ivory, Ceylon cinnamon, Sumatran pepper, and Persian carpets. All this treasure was bound for Mexico, where it would then travel across the Atlantic to Spain. On the return journey, the same ships carried chests full of silver pesos to pay for the bounty—the first international currency.

[image: image]

A sixteenth-century map shows the Spanish Empire in the Western Hemisphere. Unlike a kingdom, which is usually one region or territory that is ruled by a king or queen, an empire encompasses different territories and peoples that are sometimes all the way across the ocean from the government that reigns over them.

Filipino and Chinese sailors made up most of the crews on these ships (along with some Japanese, Southeast Asians, and South Asians). A long history of Asian maritime trade and exploration had made these men into skilled sailors. But on Spanish ships, they were treated little better than animals.

They were subjected to filthy conditions, given half the rations provided to the Spanish crew, and rarely paid the wages they were promised. Without proper clothing, some froze to death on deck during their journeys. With conditions that bad, is it any wonder that many sailors refused to make the return trip home?

When one Spanish galleon landed in Mexico in 1608, only five of the seventy-five-man Asian crew returned to the ship to make the journey back to Manila. The others stayed in “New Spain” to create new lives for themselves. These men—for it was almost entirely men who were recruited for such harsh working conditions—and many others who followed became some of the first Asian settlers in the Americas.

[image: image]

The Filipino fishing village of Saint Malo in Louisiana is believed to be the first Asian settlement in the United States, founded by sailors who deserted their ships in the 1840s. They represent the long line of Asians who had come as part of European colonization of the Americas.

After sailors, enslaved persons made up the next largest group of Asians coming across the Pacific to New Spain, where they became a part of the slave economies in the Americas.

Enslaved Africans had been brought to the Americas by the first conquistadors. And then for 400 years, more than 12 million enslaved people endured the passage from Africa across the Atlantic (up to one in five did not survive the crossing), to make European expansion and settlement of the Americas possible. Indigenous peoples were also enslaved in large numbers.



RACISM

How does someone justify Takers Keepers? Not just the taking of land, but the taking and degrading of human life? How could anyone ever defend slavery or genocide? One of the ways has been to use racism. As historian Ibram X. Kendi explains, “A racist idea is any idea that suggests something is wrong or right, superior or inferior, better or worse about a racial group.”

Dating back to the 1400s, European thinkers and rulers used racist ideas to justify Takers Keepers in Asia, Africa, and the Americas. They used them to justify the kidnapping and enslaving of Africans and sending them across oceans to live the rest of their lives in captivity. Africans were depicted as savage animals that needed taming. Asians were weak heathens who needed conquering. Indigenous peoples were uncivilized and did not deserve the lands that they possessed. All needed to worship the same god that the Europeans did. Racism powered colonialism, and vice versa. And when European settlers reached the lands that would eventually become the United States, racism came, too.

Racist justifications can look like this:

1. Those people are inferior to us. They look different from us. They act different from us. They don’t believe in our religion. They are not as smart or civilized as us.

2. Those people are dangerous. They are hardwired to be violent. They will harm or dominate us unless we dominate them first, remove them, take away their rights, or destroy them. It’s us or them.

3. There are too many of them. If we don’t control them, they will multiply, and their numbers will overwhelm us.

4. This is for their own good. They are too uneducated and uncultured to know what’s good for them. They don’t follow our beliefs. By controlling them, we are saving them and helping them become better people: people like us.

Whenever we see or hear language like this, it should set off big alarm bells. Because too often, these words are followed by acts of cruelty, injustice, and violence.




Although nowhere near as numerous as those enslaved from Africa, enslaved Asians also fulfilled the demand for labor. In the 1500s and 1600s, the city of Manila in the Philippines became a center of the slave trade. Portuguese enslavers captured people from Macao, India, Burma, Malacca, and Java for transport to Latin America and the Caribbean. Six thousand enslaved people from these countries entered New Spain every decade during the seventeenth century. Enslaved people from Asia were freed in 1672, and in 1700, a royal order prohibited the Asian slave trade. The transatlantic African slave trade, however, would continue its brutality for more than another century.

By the 1760s, Spain’s age of empire was fading, and so too was its control over trade routes with Asia. The British Empire would soon rise up to become the world’s leading Taker and Keeper, with the British East India Company exporting goods from Asia to ports all over the globe, and colonies in nearly every time zone of the world. In 1776, one of those British colonies decided to break off and do its own thing.

This new nation, the United States of America, would be founded on the highest ideals of humanity:

Justice.

Freedom.

Equality.

Like the British before them, and the Spanish before that, this brand-new nation would become more and more connected to Asia and Asian goods.

Eventually, Asian people followed as well.
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Broken Promises: Afong Moy and the Struggles of Asian Laborers

In 1835, a Philadelphia newspaper advertised a traveling museum of Chinese “curiosities.” For 50 cents, visitors could view furniture, paintings, vases, and an “unprecedented novelty”: an Asian woman. Her name was Afong Moy.

[image: image]

1834 illustration of Afong Moy performing as “The Chinese Lady.”

Just a teenager, Afong had been lured away from her family in China by American merchants who then brought her to the US to perform the role of an exotic item that would attract customers for their imported goods. Just like Europeans before them, Americans had become obsessed with things from the “Orient.” It was seen as a status symbol to own Asian furniture and porcelain figurines and to drink Chinese tea. Chinese fabrics and silks became highly fashionable among the well-dressed set.

The merchants had promised Afong that she would be able to return to China after one year—a promise they likely never intended to keep. She was put on display for eight hours a day while spectators watched her eat with chopsticks and listened to her speak in Chinese. Thousands of people came to gawp at her (including then US vice president Martin Van Buren) in New York City, where she was first put on display. Her captors often highlighted her bound feet, even unwrapping them to show the bare skin to an entire auditorium of spectators. For a young Chinese woman at that time, it would have been a humiliating violation.

Afong protested, but what could she do? She was at the mercy of the merchants. For them, she was an object, like one of the teacups in their collection. But Afong was not a mere thing to be admired. She was a person—in fact, she was the first known Asian woman in the United States. And soon she would be followed by thousands of men, women, and children making their way to the Americas from Asia.

As soon as the United States became its own country, it made plans to trade with Asia. Just days after the defeated British left New York Harbor in 1783, American ships set off for China. Trading with China would bring wealth and security, something the new nation needed. By the time Afong Moy arrived in 1834, the United States was a prosperous young nation on the rise. Having broken free of the British Empire, America was now on its way to becoming an empire itself.

The US was building up its navy and expanding its territorial borders by wrenching land and power away from Native Americans. At the same time that Afong Moy was being displayed in New York City, Native Americans were being forcibly removed from their homelands in the Southeast and sent to so-called Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma) under the Indian Removal Act signed by President Andrew Jackson in 1830.

As the United States grew older, the racist ideas that had justified Taking and Keeping grew with it. The nation that had been founded on ideals of freedom, justice, and equality continued to rely on land taken from Native Americans and the labor of enslaved Africans for a large portion of its economy.

The fertile land of the southern US, the Caribbean, and Latin America had proven to be a profitable machine, pumping out tobacco, rum, and sugar, and making vast amounts of money for the landowners and investors. For centuries, this machinery had been fueled by slavery.

The British Empire finally abolished slavery outright in 1833, and other European countries eventually followed. It took decades for the United States to join them. America fought a bloody civil war over the right to continue to enslave other human beings, and in 1865, it became one of the last “free” nations to free its slaves.

By the late 1800s, slavery had been abolished, but the economies that slavery had built were still humming along. There was so much money to be made. But who was going to do all that work and take the place of the formerly enslaved people? In the American South, free African Americans continued to be exploited for their labor: wrongly incarcerated and forced to work as “leased convicts,” or caught up in a relentless cycle of “debt slavery” in which they toiled to repay bogus debts.

The British, whose empire included Jamaica, the Bahamas, and Guyana in a region of the Caribbean called the West Indies, turned to Asia and their other colonies to solve their labor problem.

Most of South Asia, including present-day India, Pakistan, parts of Myanmar, and Bangladesh, had been under British rule since 1858. They named this large region “British India.”

The British colonizers immediately started to make changes to British India’s economy and agriculture to benefit their empire. Local farming families suffered as they were forced to supply raw materials and cash crops to enrich Britain. This exploitation, combined with a population boom, caused people to leave their homes in droves.

Labor recruiters employed by West Indian plantation owners swept in to make offers that many could not refuse. Did you just lose your farm? Do you owe money? they asked farmers in the markets and railway stations where they hung out. There was work and easy money to be made abroad, the recruiters told them. All you need to do is sign this contract, work for a few years, make a lot of cash, and return home a rich man.

At least, that’s what was supposed to happen.

Lured by these promises, more than 419,000 South Asians set off for plantations in the British West Indies as indentured laborers bound under contract known as “coolies.” They were a diverse group: Muslim, Hindu, and Sikh, hailing from all over British India. Due to the physical nature of the farmwork, most were men.

And most found that their contracts were a complete sham.

Disease ran rampant in the filthy conditions. Workers slept in cabins that once held enslaved Africans. Their diet was poor. Their signing bonuses and wages were stolen from them. They were cruelly punished when they didn’t meet expectations. The women who did sign on were paid less to do the same work as the men, and were even more vulnerable to abuse.

Some laborers didn’t even come willingly: they were coerced or outright kidnapped. Just as racist ideas about the inferiority of Black people had justified slavery, so too did racist ideas about Asians justify the unequal conditions under which Asian indentured laborers worked and lived. Planters regarded them as “more akin to the monkey than to man.”

Those people are inferior to us.

South Asians were purposely kept separate from Africans to prevent solidarity or coordinated uprisings. They rebelled anyway. Indentured laborers went on strike (refused to work). They marched and walked out on the job. The British government defended the system, but activists back in India were protesting. Finally, India’s colonial government had had enough. By 1920, the indenture system was terminated. By that time, Britain had become a lion of the world, powerful and wealthy. And it had built that wealth on the backs of enslaved Africans and indentured South Asian laborers.

In the same way that British imperialism had caused suffering for South Asians, the growing presence of European powers in China and the unequal economic rules they put in place hurt Chinese farmers and workers. Even worse, China’s southern provinces were battered by droughts, typhoons, rebellions, earthquakes, plagues, floods, and famines. Many started looking abroad for better fortunes and for sheer survival.

Beginning in 1874, some were sent to Cuba and Peru as indentured laborers. “I had to labor night and day,” a man named Yang Wan-sheng recounted. “Suffered much from cold and hunger, was flogged when seriously ill, and was chained and imprisoned for resting a few moments.” Conditions were so bad that many took their own lives.

And yet, like the South Asians in the British West Indies, the Chinese laborers found ways to fight back. Some went on strike or sabotaged their plantations. They filed protests in court, ran away, and in some extreme cases, they attacked their overseers. In 1877, Spain and China finally signed an agreement that freed all Chinese laborers in Cuba from their contracts.

[image: image]

Chinese laborers in South America were often treated cruelly by their overseers.

But even after gaining their freedom, the majority of Chinese indentured laborers didn’t return home to Asia. Some had married and started families. Others were too ashamed to go back home without the wealth they had dreamed of. And others saw opportunities to work and make their fortunes in the Americas. Many stayed and created vibrant communities in Cuba. From there, some gradually began to make their way to the United States.

Over the centuries, enslavers, labor recruiters, steamship companies, and officials had built up a vast system to move enslaved and indentured people from Asia to Latin America and the Caribbean. As the world finally shifted away from the brutalities of slavery, that system also shifted, helping to bring the first free Asian immigrants to the United States.

As
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