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AB STRACT
"‘f.h;AsianAmer'ican yoluth gang phenomenon has been a major concérn the last
: vthr‘eré decades. This dissert.ation"is on the formatiqi}_ and i_racializat-ic\)_n of Vietnamese | F:
Americar.i youth g:angs in ‘So.litiher'n 'Ca'.li'fom'ié‘v: :Why‘did these gangs emerge ét a
. parﬂcular tiiné"?’ vUnd'er What s:o:c_ial; histoficél, ﬁolitical, ahd econiomicxco'ntext‘s did ;[héy
: erﬁefge? In additiOh,' how ére thes‘e yc‘)uth"racialized‘? o | | |
: Using éfiticalv‘né,rrative me‘ghodOlogy, [ examine fhe emergéﬁce of “..‘1 ,5}’ and
, .._.sécond-'gér‘lératici)n Vietnamesc _and e£hnic Chivnesei-Vietnames,ei you;[h in the. Loé Angeleé
| | ‘m.é.tr-opoblitan arca.‘ The naﬁatives of three former ‘and Curréﬁt Vietnamese varlld ethnic
: "C‘h'inese-vVietnameSe‘ gang_ méml%grs are i)reéented in this research project. Themes vthat
feocgurred in the né.rratiy_es inclﬁde the poliﬁcs 'Qf migration;'questions of spéce, labor,
and‘clfass; rqcializétion aﬁd represeptatior};“ aﬁd contesting the urban/suburban dinvid_e. o
»Thes'e.: ?Hemes Iead to undcrstanding new ‘a'nd‘d‘ifferent‘zlirticulatio‘rvlé‘ of yéutil gaﬁgs in U.S
‘ch'l‘temppruar.y life.. N |
| Yet the lives of VictnamfeseiAr.ner‘ican’ ‘yOuth ca.nn‘ét' be discussed apart'from

'lérgér Soufheaét Asian and Asian Amé_rican cvontext's, riamely Vietna‘rrfése exodus to thé
) diaspo_raaﬁ'd Vietnamese migratioﬁ pattems Wifhin the US In additioﬁ, this research |
vs‘ituates Viétnamcse American y'ogfh in relation to U.S\. em‘pife and racialized class
| 'fbrmations/inequali';ies in Southern California. I éngagé thé theoretiézil aﬁalysis of “race”

~and racism and describe the historical and contemporary context for the racialization of

i



U.S’. Asians,‘.with a focu; on Asian Américan'identity, identity poli_tigs, an(i the
limit‘atipns of pan-ethnicv}:it}.( and ;‘ra;:e relations” parédigm. “

The eXpe?ience’s .‘bf Vie£ﬁamese Arﬁe'ripah youth vgang members need to be
con_sidéréd in orde; to théofiie réciziiiiéfion ah_d élaéé formation'in a chaﬁ‘giﬁg world
Théfe »ra'r‘e matg'rial and idedlogiéz;I c0nse(juénces for Viethanmée la‘ndiAsian’Ameri‘c.:aI‘l. :
.‘ youth gang fqrnié‘tvioﬁ in'Southern Califdrriia, includiﬁg loc;él, staté; and "natio‘nal policy
,implic.étiohsx._ A maJ or concern is arc;und tﬁé-politics of derpQI"t‘atiQn'and» questiOn tc“)f
citizeﬁShip. By uﬁdersféndipg the"pqlitical ecc;nOnvlyg.c‘)Vf racism, migration, and
§Chdoling—_hisforically,_;éoﬁt.é);t‘ualiy,_ran‘(‘vi. qompziratiyély—this prc-)j‘éc_t,_ fqndamén';all.y, '

’ -at'ter'n'p't‘s‘ {0 restore “aAn'd fec‘:dve_r_ our collective h'umanit'y_.- o
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CHAP_TER 1
INTR'ODUC](‘"ION -

‘ : Th1s researCh proj-ect'is on the forrnation and racialization of Vietnamese/Asian -
- American yo‘uth gangs .m'Southern‘»C‘alifovrnia.‘ Illvook‘?spev‘civﬂcally'at the‘ emergence of |
‘44’1.5‘” ‘(migrated‘to US as toddlers) and second-generation‘Vietnarnese-Chinese youth‘in
~ the Los Angeles metropohtan area I attempt to capture a h1stor1ca1 moment for “
: V1etnamese and Southeast As1an Amerrcan gang formatlon Why d1d these gangs
'emerge ata partrcular t1me‘7 Under what social, h1stor1cal pohtlcal and econom1c |
~contexts d1d they emerge‘7 In add1t1on I also ‘try to understand how these youth are .
’~rac1ahzed~—that is, how the1r bod1es are marked and demarcated both as gang members R
and also as A51an Amerlcan subJects Thus, the tltlev “Reppln 4 L1fe has two
mean1ngs One, it is the manner in which V1etnamese/As1an Amer1cans like other
racialized youth,. represent or cla’rmv gangmembershlp—anytlme, anyyyhere—‘_regardless
| of the consecluences. -’ Tyyo,l use it to talk'.‘about the representation‘, or rather morof
specifically, the racialization of Asian: AmeriCan"youth historically and in current times.
Indeed, itis for life. |

My work has always been'.with imrnigrant poor-and working-class populatiOns,. in- |
partlcular As1ans and Lat1nos Essentlally, what 1 hope to do through this proj ect is |
‘recover and recla1m my own hlstory because I came from 51m11ar p011t1cal and economic

conditions. ‘ In so doing;, | hope to give test1mony'to the voice and humamty of those who



have been racialized and cOloni’zed in different ways.‘ I am also building on the literature
in the fields of AsianAme'rican studies, cultural studies, and critical pedagogy. There is
: .s.'o‘me resea.‘rch on Asian Amaican youth;' howeverv," they tend to he university-based
| colle'g'e students’ (Chan; 2606; Alsayhar, .1999;1‘Lee, 2004). Although there is some work o
| 'on As1an American gangs and organlzed crime, they tend to be'in the ﬁelds of |
E o cr1m1nology, dev1ancy, and the law (Ch1n 1996 Long, 1996, Klein 1995) Th1s body of _‘
: llterature contributes much to our (mis)understanding of gangs However my work and
this dissertation are in conversation w1th, others in the aforementioned fields of Aslan
'v,j.American studies? cultural studies, and’.criti‘cal pedagogyf T am more interested in |
“theoretical understanding of gang formation;‘violence(both realvand symbolic); class
struggle and the (re)artlculatlon/(de)constructlon of /“race racism, and representatlon

, let1mately, this work is an anti- 1mper1a11st anti colonial, and ant1 cap1talist cr1t1que of

| ;'the U. S state apparatus

It is my attempt to broaden the d1scuss1on on subculture 1dent1ty, and schoolmg
ina changing U.S. polltical economy, especially in the ‘context of multi-ethmc Southern :
' _:California." It is by no means coincidental ’thatthere 1s not more reSearch on Asian
American youth, as they are r'acializedf and ,stereotyped as quiet, "su‘bmiss'ive, apolitical, A
studious, and do not: getinto‘ trouble w1th the law, and therefore,‘do not warrant serious 3
: and critical examination.“ "l"hese simplistic notions are problematic and _inac'curate,. given
the heterogeneous nature of anyracialized population. ‘, Through r:esearch, personal
“history and anecdotes, in-depthinteryiews with“‘former 'and current:- gang memb.ers,' and
my e)tperience asa youth worker’and l(—theacher 1n the Los An‘geles area, | hope to

painta more complex picture of Vietnamese and Asian American youth. [ humbly want



to document the voices of those who are most marginalize'd and deemed voiceless. One
can argue that they are already heard in some circles. - |
immigration i"r‘om'vVietnam? ;Southeast 'Asia’, and Asiahas subsided. The
formation of Vietnamese VietnameSe-Chinese" and Southeast Asian youth 'gangs in the .
early 19805 and an emergent second generatlon in the early 19905 has become a |
permanent and per51stent part of Cahforma 'S urban and suburban landscape This is aiso
apparent in other states with visible Vletnamese and Southeast Asian populatlons. The

ﬁrst generation of Vietnamese and Cambodian youth yvho got’ involvedin the early and

. mid- 19805 are dead in pr1son or grew out of “the game " ‘Based on my research vfoi‘ksI 3 L

o engaged w1th back home in Southern Cahforma and bu11d1ng onlJ ames Diego V1g11’
| ‘_.work (1998, 2002, 2006);- there is a very prom1nent second generation V1etnamese and-
- _Asian Amdican youth gang phenomenOn that is'more ¢ street -sociahzed than the1r

predecessors.v By any account, they’are products of hthe U.S. youth.gang culture‘that

o necessarlly street as ‘trad1t10na11y deﬁned,. given that they have Very dlfferent residential - -

and settlement patterns than .other racialize‘dvpopulations. In addition, their businesses,
both legitimate and“illegitimate,v are_not necessarily_demarcated by streets and bloc‘ks‘—:
something that is’ more associated vyithblack .'and Chicano‘youth gangs; .

| 1 would argue that second generation V1etnamese/Asran American gang
formation does not happen ina vacuum As m1gration from V1etnam Cambodla and
‘Laos reached its peak in the late 1_9705 and early 1980s as a result of the Vietnam
:conﬂlct many of the youth who migrate to the U. S under the most horrendous )

' condltions came of age in the early 1990s Many started h1gh school after arr1v1ng to the



| U.S. as toddlers. It also coincided vyith California’s increasing criminalization of youth,
and in 'pvarticular, gang_members of all hues. To be‘sure,ﬂ such '“Criminali‘zation” is usually -
‘ : associated yvith black} and Chicano youth. Accordingly, discussions of “youthv of color”
‘ ‘impacted by the juvenile justice system often overlo‘ok Asian American and Paciﬁc:
Island_er youth. 'However, the reality is that.arrest rates for Asian and ljaciﬁc Islander
l ) vyouth have increased drarnatically 'while the nati'Onal arrest rates for black and white
: youth have declined in the last 20 years (Kwon 1n Ginwright Noguera and Cammarota, |
2006 221; Le 2002) Since As1an American youth are rac1alized as model ”? and
- presumably ’ non—v1olent they are not necessarlly given the same kind of legitimacy by :
their peers, policy makers, scholars,iand educators' when discussing gang violence and
| historical/personal t'struggles InCalifornia’s"'urban' centers, however, they-are'racialized
: ‘.as both f‘model minority and gang banger because of the substantlal number of As1an
.American. youth gangs. - | ‘
k‘ - Many tceﬂainly not all):'of these youth grew up in poor and working-clags
:v neighborhoods iyith OtherAs'ians and Latinos, in areas where there has been a lo:ng
history'of gangs.:. ‘Ineyitably, these youth come into conflict because they haye to share"
the same spac'e.s and go to tl_ie same schools.‘ S‘ome Vietnarnese and. Southea’st. Asi_an:
youth got picked on yyhen they were younger by more established Chicano gangs in the |
area. Asa way to protect thernselves, ‘establish their own sense of identity; and find ways
" to deal with their family’s materialconditions, these youth form their own gangs. Asa |
youth from these neighborhoods, I have always been intrigued, but not surprised, that
these youth pick up certain characteristics that are associated with Chicano gangs. The

cholo aesthetics become partv‘of the representations that are uniquely Southern California.



- Gang formation and violence have always been part of urban life and immigrant
| ‘c'ornmunities, and the Vietnatnese/Asian Arnerican gang phenomenon is very much a part
- of that history. He_re, I mal(ethe distinction' between Vietnamese/ Southeast Asian youth )
,‘ gangs and Chinese/Taiwanese and some Filipino American youth gangs. The”latter’“two -‘ .
. vr’nigrated underiyery _diffe_rentconteth,-i’as a nuniber o"f these: youth (certainly not all)
A settled in more f‘suburb‘an’_’ middle-claSs areas. |

- Eyenthough imniigration has subsided fron_a_Southeast ‘Asia,v we see and feel the -
lasti'ng" effect‘sof. war and disblacements.'-* As a‘ result,_there 1s a permanence‘of Asian .
Amerlcan youth gangs, given the convergences of populatlons ina globalrzmg world

Due to dlfferent re51dent1al patterns and demographic shlfts for U S. Asians the last few f' .

o decades they do not necessarlly claim “turf” or territory, as 1t is understood (Gonzales '

| "’”Pasadena Star News 2004) .Perhaps: the exceptlon mlght be Cambodians Amerlcan

youth gangs in ‘Long Beach. 'V1etnamese and As1an American youth gangs are not

‘spatially bound If anythlng, Vietnamese/Asian American youth gangs complicate our
” | cornmonsense notions of urban- and street gangs. The political economy of gang
formation‘thenbeglns_'to ha_ve diasporic and national effects. They be_come connecte_d to . -
the.larger patterns of people imoving out to other areas of California or’other parts of the
- US Given the deportation of youth gangs to their countries of origin Since the mid to
late 1990s there is also a transnatlonal element that 1s also taklng place We see this take

: rlform in countries like EI Salvador and Cambodla (Guerra Vasquez 2005 Chow 2005)

V1etnamese Amerlcan gangmembers are very aware that they might be nextin line to get +

deported, as the U.S. and Vietnam continue to normalize diplomatic relations.



- Tracing and’lRevisiting History
The colonized man who writes for his oeopIe ought to use the oast with the
intention of opening the future, as an invitation to actlon and basis for hope
_(Frantz Fanon 1963, 232)
- Asa young V1etnamese Chlnese Amerlcan male socialized in Southern Cahfornla
~-in the 1980s and 199Qs~, I was an active partlclpant in Asian Amerlcan soc1al: and cultural
| _. scenes. Like many other yonth in their late teens and early twenties, I was very',much |
o part YOf the bnrgeoning A51an Amerlcan party scene. ,Growing up, | k_new_of guys who
- ‘yyerev'involye'd"with gangs, or at least,. claim'ed some form of gang ntemhe_fship. I yv;as_ too,
;. inVOlvedWith organized bashetball; both at scho‘ol and for an -Asian Aiherican club”tear‘n, o
tobe engaged w1th anythmg else.' The "love fof the g‘ame keot me oc'cuvpied and out of

- trouble: ‘Growing up in Los Angeles’s Chinatown and the' San Gabriel Valley, it also}

R . gave me a chance to ‘get‘out of “the hood.” I went on basketball trips with my club team o

o ‘Nor'thern Cal“iforniato -corn'pe'te againstlothe’r As1an American youth. This ts;the only

| titne 1 eyefllei»"‘t' the neigthrhood. I"iwedid not have the rneans ’to go on yacations.
Bashetball 'al_so kept one of my brothers out of trouble, but he had f'r‘iends growing np o
N ,yyho becafne more intimately inyolyed }with gangs. I‘wouldlike to share a couple of
anecdotes of two of his fr1ends who were heavily: 1nvolved w1th gangs in the early 1990s, o
' espe01ally in the context of the West San Gabr1e1 Valley These anecdotes Ihope w111
provide contexts and depth to the Asian ‘Amer1can youth gang experlence and give

'groundedness to Vietnamese-Chinese youth from theseparticular locations.
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F igufe‘ L Tattoos on gang member. The 1Chinese eharacter‘s.identil“y this gang member as

~ ethnic Chinese-Vietnamese. He also represents Los Angeles, as indicated by the “L” and
- “A”on each arm. Photographed by the author (2007) :

‘ A few of my brother s friends became members of the Westsrde As1an Boyz (for West
:S'an Gabriel'Valley)v upon enter1ng h1gh school. Growrng up, one friend was always in
R ‘ntrouble in school andyvith the law He was very much inVolyed w1th the “race ﬁghts’l’ |
: "‘_ .that happened betweeri ‘Asian and Latino studentsat his high sehool in Alhambran CAin "’
February 1992 (Hamilton Los Angeles Times, 1993) When he was 16 years old he got
imto a dlspute w1th the local pollce department He sheltered h1mself ina Buddhist
temple and refused to come out. les father tried desperately to persuade the pollce tol lét -
' '}Vlim tall< to hlS son before things went do'v'vn,. b‘ut the police were unrelenting. His friend
- was shot and l(illedin aninstant, as his father lool(ed on and could not do anything about

. it. My brothe"r was a pall-bearer at his friend’s funeral.



A second friend, .also from the same Asian Boyz gang, was the driver of a get- .-
| aWay car after they shot uptheir rivval,‘lW, ah Ching, at a graduation house" party in San
l\./Iarino an afﬂuent_.area in San Gabriel A% alley on June 5,1994.. This shooting left two
youth dead and seven wounded after these youth opened fire on 35 people (Torres Los
_Angeles T imes, 1994) The San Marmo incident followed a year of shoot1ngs assaults, -~
: and murders between these two r1vals in the San Gabrlel Valley. This ch11dhood frlend l
| the same fr1end my brother used to walk: to school with in junior hlgh school is domg
: llfe My brother last visited his frlend at Ways1de Correctlons 1n Valencla shortly after ,
E but lost touch afte‘r‘ he transferred tothe state penltentrar‘y. Hrs famlly‘does not. |
‘ necessari'ly want his friends ’toknow where he is locked up. My brother’s friend and his
L ” three homeboys were 17 and 18 years old at the t1me of the shootmg All four are domgl ’
: .lrfe w1th no parole These are the consequences of gang llfe for youth who became |
‘ .1nvolved after m1grat1ng from V1etnam and resetthng in the U.S. with their famlhes
- Not surpr1s1ng, the formatlon of youth gangs in Southern Cahfornia ‘1s 1nextr1cably
linked to mlgratlon pattems tothe,reglon. For example, Chlcano gangs began to take o

“shape with the large-scale migration from Mexico in the 1920s and 1930s (Vigil, 19‘88). -

T Many of these youth were products of working-class families who left Mexico, after the

o war looking forwork and a better life. This can also be' said for black families coming :
from the U. S South after WWII in the 1940s and 1950s as many looked for

vopportumtles and prosperlty out West and to get away from the overt racism of the J im

| -Crow South (DaV1s 1992 V1g11 2002; Gllmore 2003 Alonso 2004) The Asian

Amerlcan ‘street” gang phenomenon emerged ata time when Varlous Asian groups

N begun to take root in different nerghborhoods.. One can argue that 1n1t1al Asran American



gang; formation occurred'durlng the first large -scale m1grat10n of Asian Amerlcans in the

latter part of the 19 century When As1an Amerlcans predominantly men, arrlved to the

| 'YU.S. as cheap laborers and workers, they formed soc1al Organizations and tongs (Chan,

1994 ‘Kwong,- 1996) However contemporary A51an Amerlcan gang formatlon is
::'relatlvely recent due to select1ve 1mm1gration pollc1es and U.s. war in Southeast As1a

- over the last four_decades. |

| VThe rise :of youth gangs in Southern California can be 'attributed to continuous

waves of ‘im‘migration' both historically,and in contemporary times ’from Central .

'American/Mexico and Southeast As1a asa result of U S economic 1mper1a11sm and geo- '

polltics Moreover the late 1980s and l990s also served asa historical backdrop to the
, prohferation of “youth gangs in the state of Califorma Not c01nc1dentally, this rise had
much to do w1th the waves of propos1t10ns1mposed on the states youth, and in v‘

. particular, youth from working;classand marginalized vcommunities. Cer.tain laws like |
Proposition 21 (Gang Violence and .luveni‘l_,e‘Crime Preventi'onAct), STEP (Street
Terrorism Enforcement‘and Pr‘evention) Act of 1988, and Proposition- 184 (passedvin
1994), also known as the “three strikes’;,law directly impacted gang members and non-

: gang members ahke Many youth who were percelved as gang members were pulled
over, photographed and accordingly placed in the state s gang database also known as

‘ Cal-Gang (Gilmore, 2007; 'Pintado—Vertner and Chang, 2000). ' These youth were labeled
v'as ‘core” or ass001ate members of partlcular gangs In addltlon to fight against the

1ncreas1ng gang v1olence or rather the moral panic. (Hall and J efferson 1975; Cohen

1955; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960) in the state, certain gangs were handed gang 1nJunctlons.‘ o

One can receive a- longer sentence if one is assoc1ated w1th spec1f1c gangs on the list. The



notorrous Asian Boyz w1th its multiple cliques in Long Beach, San Fernando and San
Gabriel valleys, Los Angeles and other parts of the state were placed on the list for
puttrng in work’ ' for much of the l990s.-, ,They cont1nue to be on the list in 2009.
_ Given the changrng terrain we need to redeﬁne ‘urban” youth gangs.
‘ Traditronally, youth gangs have been assocrated w1th the ‘inner-city.” According to
“Rob1n Kelley (1997) “inner-city” pathologrzrng has 1ts roots in the rise of the liberal
‘ un1vers1ty asa result of the War on Poverty campargn during the J ohnson adm1n1strat10n
in the late 1960s and early 1970s Soclologlsts and anthropologrsts began to saturate

N poor and workmg class areas that were spatrally-bound Certam terr1tor1es were marked

~and rac1alrzed as- a vvay to make sense of the soc1al science research that desned to ,‘

| understand the poor and the urban polltlcal economy (Kelley, 1997) As such, analys1s
and ﬁndmgs on the 1nner-c1ty, 'are Ob_] ect1ﬁed and framed within a traditronal
black/whrte paradlgm As d1verse 1mm1grant populatrons have relocated to U.S. urban
| centers 11ke Los Angeles San Francrsco New York C1ty, and Chicago, there hasto be a
re- art1cu1atron and re- theorlzatlon of youth gangs spat1al relatlons and class formations.
- ‘G1ven the pathologizmg of “the barrlo or “the hood ”? youth gang violence is
synonymous with ¢ 1nner;c1ty d1scord Undoubtedly, these areas are greatly 1mpacted by
gang vio‘lence and the continued cr1m1nahzatlon of youth. However, there is a need to
problematize liberal s0cial scienCe and even “progressive” research that :comes from
these historical and methodological traditio‘ns.’ Much of thisliterature continues to mark,
racialize, categorize,’and divide populations within a black/white lens—when, in fact, the

| “inner-city” and the poor have always been multi-ethnic (Kelley, 1997).



Vietnamese/Asian American Youth Gangs
~In order to understand the Vietnamese American y‘outh gang phenomenon itis
necessary to do comparat1ve work and prov1de h1stor1cal contexts. At the turn of the 21St
o century, the estimated number of youth gangs nationally is over 30 000, and the number
of gang members is over 800 OOO The Los Angeles area, be1ng the gang capital of the
: ‘U S.,” tops the llSt w1th close to 8, OOO gangs and 200 000 gang members (Vlgll 2002)

- ;A51an Amer1can youth gangs account for 3 to 6 percent of the entire gang population .
(data from the National Youth Gang Center) Although these statistics g1ve us a‘'sense of
gangv formatlon numencally, it is very difﬁcult to: gauge the discourse Oftentimes the
N numbers are arbitrary. ThlS 1s.espec1ally the case for Vietnamese/A51an A_mer1can youth

~ ‘gangs. With that said 'they make up a relatively small number of all youth gangs‘ o

' vnat10nally However 1t is est1mated that there are 20 OOO to 50 000 As1an American gang .

o members in Los Angeles County alone (Alonso WWW. streetgangs com accessed Apl‘ll
o 20 2008). V1etnamese and Asian Amer1can y0uth .gangs are 0verwhelm1ngly ‘ |

| . concentrated in Los Angeles County, as well ¢ as Orange County and in cities l1ke San
Jose San Franc1sco/Oakland San D1ego Seattle Houston Dallas New Orleans and
New York/Nevv, J ersey, where there’ are s1zeable As1an American 'populations, |
particularlyVietnarnese and Vietnamese-Chinese (U.S. Census, 2000). |

| Historically', Vietnamese and lVietnamese-Chinese cOMunity leaders and |

: politicians have not ackhowledged the existence:of 'youth gangs or when they do, they

deem it an aberr‘ation.' Often the focus is on Viemamese American youth :who have made

adjustments academiCally and financially. ’The e,ducational achievements of Vietnamese :

' American youth are highly publicized andlauded in Vietnamese language newspapers.
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The nafion-building'frdrn dwithin and rhetoric of reconciliatien speaks to the Vietnamese
‘ refugee di'scqurse on “suecess” in the U.S. Undoubtedly, a signiﬁcant number go.on to
“ graduzite from major US nniversit'ies‘and cellege_s, ‘become pert of the manageriaI‘ and -
_:‘intellectual cless, and assimilate inte Ainericen middie-class life‘. Others have noi fared
- ‘es‘vvvvel-l vin the‘education system and workforee. 'Thei‘r sifuation is ,compar‘éble»to those |
who ‘migrzﬁed to the US nnder difﬁeult circumstances. ‘This canvbe generally concluded = - "
i’for youth and.their families‘whob migrated 'ont of theleg'acry of War‘and genoeide in both
| Southeést Asia and Central Amer‘ieé. | “ |
' “‘,‘Tlh}'ese redlﬂties zne Q‘Vershadowed by steries of economic ‘s‘uccevss, self—sufﬁciency, ,
fand educétionzil attainrnent. Neneﬁhelese; if is important to note*that unemploy‘ment and
un'derer'nplqyment have deen and remain amajor pfqblem for Y’i;etnavmese andlo\ther
:S‘e_utheast: .A;ians .in the US The average fairnilly ineor‘ne for Asians Amefic,ans .an'd o
.Vietnzimese is decep%ively highen because they have xnonewerkere in each fami‘ly. and
‘ ~tend to .live‘in metropelitan .ereas nvhere the,income mlght be thigher, but with aneven :
higher standard of living (Chan, 1994). For many WOrking-class Vietnamese American
. families, they ‘pool fheir le;N-Wage “inc>0mes together to make workable households. For - |
' niany youth who cornefrorn this hisfory, these are the matefial realities with which they
~ have to contend. | | |
Theemergenee df a VietnameseAmericanyouth gang subculture materialized
from the U.S.’s rnﬂitary and e’cdnomic interven_tiOn in S(')utheast Asia, beginning in the
1950s. The e.ffects and tranﬁ;as df war, poverty, racism, and negative educational
experiences drive some Viefnamese youth into the rnargins, and “fnrther fuel the ,

A f‘Obrmva'tiQnof ‘gang subcul.ture.‘ Gang subculture moved quickly from fdndamental .
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concems regarding protection,> self—preservation, and ethnic pride to potentially lucrative,
| and;oftentimes,’ illegal means.v The rise .of materialism in late US. capi.talis'tsociety and
‘ ﬁrst—hand‘ acco‘unts of eco:nor‘nic struggles intheiroyvn families, in many‘ ways,
. accelerated the desire‘ for working-.class immlgrantsuhj ects"to achleve material wealth
and status by any means and to get “a pieceof the American pie:” 'b |
' It i$ 1mportant to note that the emergence of V1etnamese Amerrcan youth gangs
~’c0}ihc1desw1th the © secondyvave v_that came from _V1etnam_1n the late 1970s }and early
1980s, 'which'exacerhat_edthe “‘boa‘t_: people”'crisis in their escapefrom Vietnam. A - -
' signiﬁ'Cant number_ of the “boat people”‘ (over '5l) percent) were young children or |
) _ teenagers,.and some came yvithOut parentsor other family members(Chan, 1'994; Vigil,
: " .20(‘)2); _U_n'like f“‘ﬁﬁm@é* familieS' that cMe mostly ivntact-,"a signiﬁcant numberof :
| "‘second;ane”'-youth came on the_ir o_wn,' becau_se "parents' did not haye the reso'urces to ' .
pay for thelr oWn escape.. Oftentimes, thes‘e youth yvould rn'ak:e the j,oumey w‘ith.a'
'relative or avfamily frlend. The -v“second yvave” reﬁJg'ees \yere also 'comprlsed of more
‘rural and yvorkmg class V1etnamese and ethnic Chmese »yh1ch made up 70 percent of
vthese refugees (Takakr 1989 Chan 1994) As a group, they were less educated and
| fam111ar w1th Western 1deology and values compared to the “ﬁrst wave’ that m1grated -
' 1mmed1ately after the “Fall of Sargon in 1975.
I the context of schoollng, the early arr1vals in the 19805 faced the negat1ve
’ effects of a fairly recent and h1ghly d1v1s1ve war. They were remmders of the enemy, the
yellow perrl’.’ who moved‘ into next door, both llterally and metaphorically. Invariably, ,
they were 'often:targets of phySlcal and verbal attacks from other y‘outh due to their |

'compa_ratively smaller stature,"different physical characteristics, refugee status, limited
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‘English language proﬁciency, and distinct hair style and dress. The stereotypes of Asian
Aniericans as “rnodel minority’l and Viﬁetnamese as the “good refugee”‘ has been harmful
in understanding complex issues that exist in immigrant and ra¢ialized coinmunities. The
sirnplistic rep;resentation of As1an American youth as “Whii kids,” their “over-
r'epresentation” in higher education’,and the ability of 'AsianjAmeri_cans to “overcorne’;
.any obstacles to ekcel and ﬂour,ish reinforce the idea of the US as the “land of . '_

- :opportumty and reﬁdge’ for demOCracy.l? For this reas0n,v_a,critique of capitalism ‘and

‘Us. e_rnplre must ex'istat the heart of the discussion..

Gang'Ster Nationalism and Identity Politics

H1story teaches us clearly that the battle against colonialism does not run stra1ght
away along the llnes of nat10nal1sm (Frantz Fanon 1963 148). - g

The 1nterethn1c relatlonshlps between and betw1xt certa1n rac1alized groups on the | i
streets impacts the1r relatlonships yv1th-1n institutions llke prlsons and schools. I -focus on “ o
two incidents that ‘give conteXt to the rise of Asian American gang Violence and “gangsteri

nationalism First, T discuss how As1an youth have been raciahzed due to A51an/Lat1no

: conﬂlct on the streets In 1989 a car-load of T1ny Rascal Gang (TRG) members a |
Carnbodian Amer1can gang,_,shot and k1lled a member of the E‘ast51de Longos (ESL),
perhaps the largest Chicano .gang in the,,city of Long .gBeach (Helfand,Los Angelés, T imes;
| l994;> Mangzer, Los Angeles Drzily News, 2004). Many observers see this as th‘e-incident,
that called for the Surenos (collective terrn for Southern:California’s Latino gangs) to
‘place a “green light (assaults 1nclud1ng beatings and stabblngs) on As1an inmates in Los
" _ “ Angles and Orange County S correctional fac111t1es (Tran Los Angeles Times, 2004

: Watanabe, Los Angeles Ti zmes, 2004). To be sure, there ‘were other incidents on “the
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outside” (mosﬂy' i}mepdrtedj 'gha‘; led up tensions 1n “the inside.;’ 'Thefe are also vreported .
inCideﬁtS of a “green light” on Asian Arﬁericans in the state penifentiaries (Y‘okot‘a‘,
Buddhahead Productioﬁs', 2002)..

"Idcntity' politics and V“r_acé., relations” are jusf_ ‘asv murky in thé joint, asli't is on “the
woutside.”_ Ih p.l:éii;ing‘ “green light” Oﬁ Asian Ar‘neriv'cér'is byi“j[he Mexicah Maﬁé ‘(.La Emv'ev),. /

Latino inmates have to decide who is, in fact, “Asian.”

 Fi igure 2. Vietﬁﬁmesé American gang member in prison. Despite identity politics in the
' joint, he shows.pride in his gang affiliation. Courtesy of You Tube (2008). -

‘According to one 1997 hit list obtainéd by a veteran ggng ihvéstigat'or, assaults were

. approved again‘st‘ Vi:etnamcsé, C_ar‘nbodians, Koreéhs, J apaﬁese, and Chinese. However,
'Filipino‘s, Hawaiiané, éirfd'nati.'\/és of Guam were aékéd to be“v‘leavve' alonc” (Watanabé,
Los Angeles fimés, 2004). In pragtice, many Latino"inmate»s/ gang members did not make
.di'stincti:ons' afnoné fhé different ‘gro‘ups.v‘ This has been a serious concern fpr Ahsian ,
~American inmates and tileif famiiies. The concern eséalated aftgf the Los Angeles
»‘Coﬁnty J ail sisté'm demded to return Asiaﬁ Americaﬁ iﬁmates‘to the general 'popﬁlation

on January 20, 2004 after a decade of protective separafion (Wétanabe,‘Los Angeles
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7 ime&, 2004). Many Asian American inmates resisted orders to return to the general jail
population by barric‘ading their cell doors with beds and setting' their mattresses on fire
| (Watanabe Los Angeles T imes, 2004) The resistance eventually was “quelled” by
| 3pepper spray.. Lockdowns were also 1mposed on 3,500 1nmates at two Orange County
Jarls (Theo Lacy and Men s,Central) on Aprll 1, 2004, after ofﬁcialsreceiyed tips that _
- some Lat1n0 gangs placed a “green light” on. Asian American inmates :as a result of two
3 gang-related shootrngs in Garden Grove CA (Tran Los Angeles Times, 2004). |
- As pr1sons are 1mpl1cated SO are out schools. There are 1nc1dents of “race ﬁghts”
between Asran and Lat1no students in Orange County (R1vera and Licthblau, Los Angeles
" T zmes 1991 Welbom Orange County Regzster 2006), the West San Gabriel Valley
(Hamilton Los Angeles Times,. 1993) Long Beach (Haldane Los Angeles T zmes 1991)
and Los Angeles (Quintanilla Los Angles Times, 1995) Although different rac1alized
T yout_h have been 1nvolved w1th v1olence in the schools, the brown/black conﬂrct received
' much 'of the:coyerag"e’ in_,both local and national‘.press.‘v These exchanges between specitic
groups have much to‘doi ',with‘d‘emographic and economic changes, and shifting class'
relations 1n Southern C'alifornia the last few decades (Darder and Torres, “2003v). As the
- black 'population isin decline 1n the city/ state, Asians and lsatinoscomprised the two
' large'st populations, with Asian ArneriCans being the fastest-growing over this'pe_riod.' It
is estimated that 'by the year 2020 Asian Americans will make up about 20 million of the
U. S populat1on (LEAP 1993) They w1ll 1ncrease by 412 5 percent from 1992 to 2050
as compared to 50.2 percent for all groups (New York T imes in LEAP; 1993)
. | Second, I examine how Asian American youth are racialized “from mth1n”;~that

is, how they are representedto _each other. I focus on:the 1993 pool-hall shooting
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incident in El Monte, CA as an example of such racialization. " This violent incident

| (caught on video), where a Wah Ching member shot and killed an Asian Boyz me'mber

L pomt blank exacerbated tens1ons between the two groups that still ex1st today

H1stor1cally, Wah Ching members in the San Gabrlel Valley are predominantly
| 'Chinese/Ta1wanese and tend to be more “well-off” and Asian Boyz members are
) typ1cally more Working class and products of war and emplre from Southeast Asia,

’ Undoubtedly, class and natronalist drscourse are clearly at work and need to be
1nterrogated in understanding m1grat1on pattems and educational attamments of Asian |
: American st'udent:s.. i |
Some of the most recogmzable Asian American .youth gangs 1n Southem‘ . |

: Califomia include the As1an Boyz (ABZ) Tiny Rascal Gang (TRG), and Wah Ching
. (WC) The pract1ce of us1ng a recognizable momker is s1m11ar to that of black gangs llke
the Bloods and Crips, | uvhere there mlght be' some loose afﬁhation or no assoclatlon at all.
As I wlll d1scuss later in the drssertation, such homogemzation of the groups was “
strategic,,in creating a more poWerful historic bloc (Gramsci,. 1971‘). -The p'oli‘tics of :

. ;identity a'.nd. representation are developed over real and imag_ined:discoursesas to ,'why '
' they;are “enemies” and “allies.” For example, the Asian Boyz gangs know and
;understand thattheir common enemies are Wah Ching and Lo\ma‘s in the San Gabriel |
Valley and Tiny Rasca_l Gang.and Eastside Longos outside of the area. WC and TRG are
allies and their common enemies are Asian Boyz. However, notallthe AsianBoyZ |
groups, like other gangs, getalongj_ even though ‘they'are under the same banner. A few

o Southeast Asian America‘n gangs also claim Crips affiliation due partly to their alliances
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with other black .gangs‘in some areas and largely due to their on-going battles with Latino
" gangs like the Eastside Longos in Long Beach.
Certain Asian American gangs are more -inciined to keep their membership
| | “Asians only- Some groups are ethnic- spe01ﬁc (e.g., Filipinos) and some groups have a
mixture of Asian bac_kgrounds,espe‘mally with s1m11arr immigrant history and class
- backgrounds (eg .As'i'an Boyz),: In recent y__ears, a fe,‘w‘ Asian American gangs have also
inciuded other nationalities and ethnicities. As one' of myj interviewee”states: “I am.
proud of Aheing Vietnamese:'-Chines:e',iyou knovi'. .. Ican’tbe nothing else.’-" He frowned
‘ upon Asian Amerrcan gangs w1th non A51an members “No Mexrcans | . no nothing‘ 1t
' Wouldn t be r1ght you know Like these days I : see they [A51an gangs] would be hav1ng_
' -Mex1c_ans_,wh1tes, this and.that. Another-rintervrewee expresses similar sentiments mv
_ having no.nl-Asianmembersv ina_histori}calliy‘_ Asran American gang; Given the history |
with Asian and Chicano yoith in the area it is hard for them (and others) to fathom the
idea of having non-A_sian membersin a historicaliy “Asian”' gang. Clearly, for many. ‘
youth, itis about_ethni‘e pride and solidarit}".j To be sure, a certain nationalism is

- constantlyat work in making sense of ethnic identification.

Theoreticai Lineages
| My examination o'fthe racialized dis'course and formation of Vietnamese youth
gangs 1n Southern Californiaspeaksto my desire to understand thi}s phenomenon
historieally, comparativeliy,v and contei(tually. It is my intent to study gang subculture in
o relatlon to questions of racism, m1grat10n class, and schoohng Undoubtedly, these

' issues are 1nextricably linked I attempt to show how they are 1nterconnected and why
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there is a need to frame the subject rnatter,-Within larger social, political, and .economic
contexts. This dissertatiOn seeks to understand the dialectical relationship bet\yeen |

-~ “large-scale” forces like migration, .war,'- geo-’politics, andempire and the “‘partic‘ularities”:
: ‘of youth gang forrnation. -H_ence, it is necessary to connect the cultural and the material.

, | My explorationof the Vietnamese.Anierican youth gang phe'nomenon as-a |

subculture has its theoret1cal genes1s from the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies

e (CCCS) at the Un1vers1ty of B1rm1ngham in Britain in the 1960s and l970s In the mid-- i

, 1970s the B1rm1ngham School and espec1ally scholars domg youth research” prov1ded
- a systematic analys1s‘of subculture from a Marx15t perspectlve (Hall and Jefferson 1975 '
' “.. Wulff 1995) These cultural studies scholars borrowed heav1ly from the rad1cal
: _‘:trad1t10ns of Anton1o Gramsc1 and Louls Althusser. More snec1ﬁcally,-they re-articulated
- Gramsc1 s notion of class and hegemony 1n their stud1es of workmg class youth in post- '
| ‘war Br1ta1n The influential works of Stuart Hall (1976) Paul WllllS (1977) Dick
,Hebdige (1979) and others have prov1ded me the analytical tools to d1scuss questions of -
identity, racisrn, d1aspora‘, youth,_ style, and subculture in the transnational contexts. I
o will further discuss sorne of the maj_or theoretical concer_ns and limitatiOns put forth bi’ ’.
' :these scholar‘sin the‘rnethodology 'chapter.
: Atthis time; vaould like to bring my research bacl< to gang vfo.rmation, as away
N to ground my theoretical analysis within the lived realities of niarginaliZed youth in
Southern Californ'ia.ﬁ I critically eXamine thé‘process of racialization as itp.ertains to
Vietnamese American youth gangs and their relationships to identity ;formation and
schooling. Tov discuss this phenomenon and racialized discourse in the Los Angeles

" metropole, I examine the important work of sociologist Robert Miles and his notion of .
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. racialization, anchored.in.'a ‘criti'cal interpretive approach to understanding racism. _ More ‘
speciﬁcally, Mlles ('1:989)‘ defrnes raciali'zat»‘ion as: ) -
| those 1nstances where social relations between people have been structured by the .
,. s1gn1ﬁcatron of human brologlcal characteristics in such a way as to define and
- construct’ d1fferent1ated social collectivities.  The characteristics signified vary
h1stor1cally and, although they have been usually been visible somatic features
o other non- -visible (alleged or real) b1olog1cal features have also been 51gn1ﬁed
(75) _ , ‘ _ . , .
The 1dea of “race 1s employed as the result of a process of srgnrﬁcatlon that are
éﬁrlbuted w1th meanrng and thereby used to organlze and sort: out populatlons The o
notlon of rac1allzat10n has been w1dely used and understood in d1fferent ways For Mlles
| the concept is synonymous w1th raclallzed categorlzatlon ‘I ﬁnd MllCS S notron- of S
‘ ”""’racrallzatlon to be useful because h1s work 1s framed w1th1n a polltlcal economy of
= : m1gratlon that: attempts tounderstandwhen why and how people move. : In addltlon' he : |
' compllcates the notron of rac1sm by>s1tuat1ng 1t 1n mult1ple forrns and loca11t1es In llne |
| " | with Mlles (1982 1989 1993 2003) Anton1a Darder and Rodolfo Torres (1999 2000
l 2004) Chorswang Ng1n (1997 2001) Peter McLaren (1999) and others have a
vehemently attempted to break the conceptual lrnk between the notron of race w1th that
| of racism as a way to dlstlngulsh the analytrcal use ‘of racism and re- center rac1allzed |
: class relatlons Darder and Torres S work in partlcular has been helpﬁ,tl in :, - |
.understandlng the study of raclsm and class formatlons in thc Southern Cal1fornia/U S
) contexts They br1ng much speclﬁc1ty anddepth to the1r analysrs of rac1allzed
‘ populatrons ina changrng pol1t1cal economy B | N
Compared to other racrallzed youth groups very little i is knownabout A31an

Amerlcan youth and even less about who are gang members ThlS is by no means

surprrsrng, given that ,Asran Amerlc‘:ans» are not necessarlly perce1ved as worthy



_theoretical and political subj ects ‘of induiry,-due to where they are “located” in the US
racializ_edhierarchy, manifested within.and outside of the ac_aderny. .,_vTo put it more
clearly, Asian Arnericans are not cons'rdered “rnarginallzed'enough” in their rnarginal.

© status as a minority population 1n the Il.S.,to warrant critical eXamination.‘. In our
L atten"lpts to createa truly progressiye politics of difl‘erence» and a more sustained.

| 'u'nderstanding: of class struggle in these “new times,” it‘i‘sbfundamental that"‘we rethink the'

ideaof represent»ation’.v_ Although much research is needed; the availabl’e data does )
, suggests t\ha‘tce‘rtain Aslan An1erican ethnic youth’ groups,v including 'Vietnamese, face |
serious issuesyvith poverty,"school dropouts,' and_ jluv.enile dellnquency (Ong and’
 Umemoto, 2006). o -

Purpose of Study and Key Research Quest1ons
The purpose of the study is to-examine the rac1alrzat1on and formatron of

Vletnamese Arnerrcan youth gangs in Southern Calrl;ormas I do SO 'by tak1ng on the
' questron of subculture and its relat1onsh1p to the pol1t1cal economy of racism, m1grat1on
and. school1ng .Although I recognrze the 1mportant contr1but1ons made by other trad1t1onsv
vand schools of thought in both Br1ta1n and the U.S., the scholarship from the Birmingham
School resonates most w1th my study Thls is so in large part because the Brrrmngham

School theor1sts offered a theoret1cally r1ch and grounded analys1s of subculture based

o on studies of youth in Br1ta1n dur1ng the 1970s. Although I work from a d1fferent time

and place T hope to br1ng srmrlar r1gor to my analys1s of Vretnamese American youth

gang culture in Southern Cal1forn1a.
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Below are some key questions that will be engaged in the dissertation:.

1. How have 1mm1grat1on h1st0ry and U.S. empire been 1mplicated in our
understanding of V1entamese American subj ects" :

2. How has the question of classinformed our understanding on the formation of -
V ietnamese/Asian American youth gang culture?

3. How do V1etnamese/Asran Ameérican youth/gang members experience racism
~in and outs1de the context of schooling? : :

4. What are the consequences of the. process.of rac1alization for
V1etnamese/As1an American gang youth/students in contemporary U. S '7

These duestions ar;e 51gn1ﬁcant because they bring complex1t1es to our-
- understanding Qf Asian American :populations. This is certainly':the case for Vietnamese
AmeI'ICanyouth v(iho came out of or are products of U.s. empirei In Chapter 2, I provide
- ,,ia detailed analysis of ,the Vietnamese:exodus to the diaspora. I er(amine Vietnamese
| migration pa_tterns in the US and then proceed 0 situate this ‘population within racialiied
| _class ine_dualitiesin Southem Califo'rnia. In Chapter 3,1 engage the theo‘ret_ical_ analysis ‘
' of “‘race”j‘andracism and:describe the historical and contemporary context for.the
racialization ofUS A51ans T focus on Asian Merican identity; identity pOlitics, and
| the limitations of pan-ethnicity. 1 will examine more clo_selythe racialization of |
Vietnamese gang youth in;later chapters to understand the process. of significationfor
' ._Asian» Americans. In Chapter 4, L .discuss‘/critique the methodological traditionsof social
- science research, as anway to locate myself theoretically. I go on to talk about data
sources and»history,‘ as I employ a critical narrative methodology._ In Chapter 5. and using
- ‘criti'cal narratiye, I dedicate the entire chapter to my three interyiewees yvho were l‘ormer
vandcurrent gang members. Here, we hear them speak from their respective locations -

~ about their stories. In Chapter 6,1do an analysis of the three narratives and their
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relationship to the theoretical/background literature(s). Finally, in Chapter 7, I make
conclusions and recomméndations regarding the Vietnamese/Asian American youth gang
phenomenon in Southernicalifofnia,‘ as to understand policy implications and

consequences nationally.

Signiﬁc'anc‘e df t‘he‘:St‘udy' -
B Along with my iﬂfte’rpr‘étjiye_i am;r()éch, I aiso USFC cfitical narrative niethodology. 1
did in-depth inter\}‘iews "with three (‘3)‘f6.1‘mer aﬁd/or cui’rént-Viicfname'se"Ameri(:'ar:l ga'n‘gv
o ,, me'rnbers.l Tl‘llesevnarraltivesv ar¢juxtapOSed mth th_e, theoretical and background |
' ﬁtérature(s). My,v‘obj‘ec‘tivev hc're 1s to uéé these'_stories to ground my»the;)retic‘al -
: 'qoﬁsiderét;i()‘ns‘. I ‘bg‘l"ievle fhey have mﬁch fo say about the complexities ‘(')f-bei:ng a youth
T and v\./ietn'v'cl”rnes‘e/As,ian A;Iiéfipaﬂ in the mldst of r;laj or demogféphié and ,sti;uc;;[ural
- qhahgés 1n the cbntenii;orér,y U.S’. landscape, éﬁd"in pafti’cu:Iar‘,‘ Céliforn‘ia. Henge, »t‘his' “
: researéh ’sp”eaks td til¢ iﬁlpoﬁanc; of luﬁd\e‘rstandi‘ng historicél; polviticél,‘ and ecoﬁomic
o .traj_‘e‘;’:‘toriesb from whiéh éfudenté an“d: pobulationé emerge. Tt also points to é'lbciﬁngs"[anding
need for research and ar;alyéis on A31an Améri(:ans that exami_nes ‘subsfanti\'fely th’e‘
. pr0blems, ‘coni’c‘erns,: aﬁd hardships, ‘face'c‘l by this ‘population,‘ éspecially its ybuth. Thére
. are méterial and policy imﬁliéations and éonséquences that are at play and needs to be
‘ addfessed.v . | | |
Althoﬁgﬁ this fesearg:h project may im@f,ve some fisks for both sﬁbj ect aﬁd ‘,
,reséafch¢r, their narratives are eséeﬁntlial to the stofy‘. It gives voice to pbpulations that
hisfofically have been deemeci VdiceleSs and reconﬁgures the notion of “marginality.’,’ :

‘Although there ié research on black ahd Latino urban youth gangs, not much is done on

23



Vietnamese/Southeast Asian Americans and other youth groups that have a relatively
.;é.cent ‘immigraﬁén, but oftentir_neS Vidlent géo-politic_al history. This research is much |
r;eéded in oﬁr understandings of ‘di‘\‘/érse populaﬁons in the U.S. Tt will hdpefully Shed :
' - lighton pc:)licy-making: ét the loc;al, s;;ate, and national levels.. These nérratives anci :

analyses are significant in our understanding of racialized populations in the 21% century.
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CHAPTER 2
VIETNAMESE IN THE U.S. POLITiCAL ECUNOMY
: Invorder,folr .vme to provide a syst_ematié analysis of the_Vietna_mgse refugee
‘ 5éxpefience in Southern C"aliforni‘é and to ehgage questions-of migration, dias’vpora,'class',‘
and racizil_ized identity as it'rélated to Viétnzimesc American youth. gz‘mg‘s,‘it is necessary .
- to 1-)‘r0\‘/ide é histbrical coﬁfekt.- To this ehd,: I have chosen to talkaﬁout the Vietnamese
fe_ﬁigee expericnée in;relétioti to US imperialism and continued empirc-building after |
' v_t‘he f‘Fall vof Saigon’?'inv _April 1975 , As aresult '.of war, a mas'vsfex‘ovdus ensued as ..
‘ ‘Vi'etname'sé exiles ended up ih différent_ parts ‘6f the globe. Many were résettled in the
o Unitéd Stétes dﬁe to U.S."s military intervention sincs the 1950s. Much of this chapféf ‘
foéuseé on _rribigrgtio‘n patterns of Vietnamese in th¢ U..S: diaspora, as pai't bf the US
_ | natibﬁ-state’é.at‘;efnpt thdésimilafé its vf‘efugee bopulatién. It also ‘sp’ea’ks to ‘fhev
’: raéialization 6_f ,Vietnamesé bo‘diev:s‘ duiiﬁg'thé ;&ar and 1n cohtempofary US sdciety, as
| Well as its locétiQnIWifhinlthé Asién Amé’rican class' strﬁéf[ure in Southéfﬁ California. ‘A‘sn
: such, ifprovides a deeper pn&erstanding of th‘e: context 1n which Vietnamese youth gangs ' ‘

evolved.

Contextualizing Empire

By most accounts, Vietnam was the site of one of the most brutal and destructive
wars between western imperial powers and the people of Asia, Africa, and Latin
‘America. U.S. military policies-search and destroy missions in the South, carpet
bombing raids in the North, free-fire zones, and chemical defoliation-cost
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Vietnam at least three million lives, ~the maiming of countless bodies, the
poisoning of its water, land, and air, the razing of its countryside, and the
devastation of most of its infrastructure. Indeed, more explosives were dropped
on Vietnam, a country two-thirds the size of Cal1forma than in all of World War
Il (Espiritu, 2005, xiii). ' ‘
Yen Le Espiritu (2005) g1ves. context to the devastatiOn of war and empire- .
building in Vietnam and SoutheaSt Asia more.thanth‘irtyfyears _ago. One can argue that a
. ;different kind of imperialist proj ect has'manifested si,nce the “Fall 'of Saigon” in April ,
| '1‘975. ».As"yve.‘moVed’intothe 21% century,' the b\.Nar in Southeast Asia seemed lilce a‘distant
memoiy. The‘de‘struction of’land Water air‘ and the lost of over three millio'n H
| V1etnamese llves faded 1nto the background as it leaves behind the lastmg images of
‘helicopters departing Salgon (now:Ho Ch1 Minh C1ty) South V1etnam 'S capital The
confl1ct in Vretnam has n}ot_ been forgotten in the U.Ss. 1mag1nat1on largely becau_se it was ,-
such 'an.unpopular' anddiv'isive' iyar,‘ and 1t lackednational 'resoliIe." The Americans;were ,
: not able to “liberateﬂ’"the Vietnamese peonle from the “evils” of communism in the1r | - |
'anointed role as “prOtectOrs;’ of democracy. | |
As the US. recovered from the war in Vietn'am,‘ the Vietnamese (and other
. Southeast Asians) are still feeling (and:‘liying) the relsidu'es of such destruction more than .
‘. three decades later. After the U.S. ended the milltary phase of the war in 1975, it
,continued to mamtain and enforce an e1ghteen-year boycott ona country it practically
destroyed. According to Vietnamese estimates, the war cost them over 3 mlllion lives, - :
300 OOO‘missing, 44 million \younded and 2 million harmed by toxic ‘chemicals. Its land ‘
was left ravaged by bombs and Rome plovys (land clearlng by large tractors) as yvell as

: chemlcal weapons (Herman and Chomsky, 2002 XXX). In contrast, the U.S. death toll
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' from the war was 58,000 or one-tenth of 1 percent of it‘s troops. Vietnam’s death toll was
17 percent of its population. |
- Only the Vietnarriese ~peoplewere attacked by‘c»hemi.cal _yvarfare ahd had their :
J”countr"ys’ide' destroyed. In 1961 and 1962, the Kennedy administration authorized the use
-of ehemioals 10 destro’y"r'ice .crop‘s. in South Vietnarn. This was in Violation of U.S.
- trad1t10n as well as 1nternat10na1 law. The pohcy of attemptlng to force enemy
‘, submlssmn by destroylng its food supply was not only agalnst the rules of war, but 1ts |
: .‘cﬁret and oyerwhelmmg” affect was on small chlldren. In add1t1on, the U.S. Air F oree,, .
' b'etweeri 1961 to‘\l97lf, §prayed 2vvb0>,milhor\1 gatlohs of,conc'entrated arsenic-based and
) d_iox‘inyiaden herbicrdee (mainl§ Agent Orange) on6 miiiion acrejs of crops and trees, |
besides usirlg l.arge quar;ti'ties of the :‘feuper tear gas,” napalrh,'and phosphorous.bombs
, ,:'(_Herman" ahd Chom:sky; 2002, xxx) ‘ An é’stimated _13 pereent of South V1etnam’s land
was :Stlbj eoted tovehemieal va’ttacks:.‘ o | :
| The use of Chemical 'Weapons and hapaim in Vietnam was prrrrrarily COrrﬁned to
o the S.outh'.b One reason 1t rerrraihed'rh the South is hecause the North Viethamese
s‘goyernment.had diplomatic reiations with othercountries. UH‘en‘ce,» su‘c’h‘ devastation and
| harbarousacts Would_ be widely pdblicried at the 'ihternatiorrai level. Much of the North’s ‘
social, ecohorrlic, and ‘poIitical centersv were left 'unharrned ﬁorn the ﬁghting. SOuth
. ‘V.ietnam, on the other hand, be'canre av»de facto U.S. colony. 'The 'sd_mh Vietrlamese
‘goveMGrlt wae esSentially a t)oopet government and thus, its people deerned voiceless.
.In F ebruary 1997, the Wall Street Journal reported that as'many as 500 000 children may ‘ |
| have been born with dloxm-related deforrnltles and b1rth defects in the South ‘were four

v’times of those irl,the North (Hermanuand Chomsky, 2002, xxxii). As these actions'and
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. numbers suggest, the claim of the U.S. government ‘fprotecting’5 South Vietnam was not |
ioniy dubious bilt also alblatant contrad’ietion to the facts. ‘This contradiction remained
 invisible to the U.S. rnedia. - |

As aresult of this invisibility., the history of war andimilitary.occupation in
v.Sou.theast Asia ha's largely been 'neglected in the Us. rnainstream public discourse. The
issue of raeisrn vifas ;apparentl}'/."“too sensitive” to discuss, as many American soldiers
ehoose not to Jcorhmerit when asked .aho.ut their hostility toward the Vietnarnese people -

: (Herman and Cho'rnskyv, '2002, 203). This.was a prominent theme- 1n the tleterans’

‘ recollections of the war. To be sure, three decades. of warfare destruction, from 1945 to
- 1975 (ﬁrst French eolonialism and then US imperialisrn), and the subs‘equentpost-x‘)var .
US trade and'aid‘economi_e embargo for the next tt)vo decades erippled Vietnam’s
} ,‘infrastructnre. iThis de:striietion left theacoun’try as one of the poore_st in the world. .It“

‘forced the 1mpend1ng mass exodus of V1etnamese people to different parts of the globe,
, “ emotionally torn and broken' The skipping over” of this devastating history by the U. S .
: according to Espirltu (2005) constitutes an orgamzed and strategic forgetting of the |
“war that “went Wrong” (xiii);' |
A telhng example of sueh “forgetting is the construction of the Vietnam War
| ‘Memorial in Washington D. C ‘established in 1982. It was commissmned to

‘ eommemorate and memorialize the U.S. -soldiers who fought in Vietnam. The
“remembering‘”of American soldiers also suggests the “forgetting” of Vietnamese bodies
: . within its'nationalist co‘nstr._uctionof rem’enibranee. As Viet Tha‘nhNguyen (2002), Yen
Le Espiritu (2005), and other Vietnarnese Am"erican scholars argue, Vietnamese bodies

must be “dehumanized”, in order for the humanization of American soldiers to occur.
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vthis metaphorical American body represents the “humanization” of the U.S. nation-state |
and its notions of ideology, culture; and freedom. Itis cl'ear.that racialized Vietnarnese
| bodies do not accord the sarne kind of dignity and humanity given to American bo_dies.‘
. ManySCholars and activists are concerned that after ma_ny years, the Vtetnarn War |
: has been used asa site for V(re)produ‘ction of Arnerrcan identities, and thereby; reinventing
" :rieo'-coioni.al projects. Vi‘etnam, asa historica‘vlj site,. has becorne ahistoriCaI. Vietnamese,
] and subsequently, Vietnamese in the diaspora are‘not'-afforded a ‘Vonice to “remember”
o ‘the1r perspectlyes on the yvar As we commemorated the 30" annlversary of the “Fall of
» Salgon a few years ago there are new terra1ns to wh1ch we must tend to. In conJunctlon :
w1th Doz Moz (economrc renovatlon) that started in the m1d-1§80s and V1etnam s call for
“free-market” ideology, the U.S. ended its economic.embargo of Vietnam in 1994 and
| ‘began normahzlng relatlons Since then, it has become V1etnam S top tradlng partner
' “;'and the two countr1es have worked closely to ﬁght ant1-terror1sm in Southeast As1a In .
’ "many respects the U.S. has ¢ won” the war 1t “lost” th1rty years ago. As Esp1r1tu (2005) )
| ~ points out the we- w1n even- when—we lose “syndrome Justlﬁed the war in V1etnam as ‘V'

"‘necessary” for‘progress,and democraCy xv). -

War and Mlgratlon

A refugee from a communist country once had arole in the story Amerlcans told -

- themselves. He who risked his life jumping over the barbed wire fence in Berlin
or sailed across the treacherous sea from Vietnam to search for freedom reassured
those at the end of the exodus trail that the American way of life represented
something worth having, that they lived on the right side of the cold war
divide...once the West readily opened its arms to these poor souls to validate the

. myth, and to score political points in their constant vigilance against communism.
Give us your tired, your poor, your huddled masses... (Lam, 2005, 76).
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Sucheng Chan (1 994) points out that contenlporary Asian immigration and the
refugee influx have been shaped by changes in U.S. 'immigration.legislat.ion'and Asia’s
- polltrcal economlc and m111tary relatlonshlps with the Unlted States since World War IL.
As the U. S emerged as leader of the “free world” after the Cold War there was a need to
. 1mplement antl-poverty and ant1—.rac1sm programs in the domestic sphere as well as’

‘ el1m1n‘ate restr1ct1ye 1mm1grat10n pollc1es to suggest that the U S is 1n fact a “land of
. opportumty Wh1le the hrghly educated A51an profess1onal class mlgrated asa result of
the 1965 Ir‘nmlgratlon Act, more than a mllllon_ refugees migrated from war-ravaged' |
| countries of Vietnam, Laos, and ’Canivb.odia' after 1975. By 1995, the number of refugees R

from these'th‘ree respectlve' countries was close to two million people.

Figure 3..A Vietnamese refugee woman and her three children. Over seventy-five
percent of the refugee population came from Southeast A51a came from Vietnam.
Courtesy of the Natzonal Archzves

Refugees differ from 1mm1grants in that the1r exodus was not always voluntary

_ More than half fr_om Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia ended up in the U.‘S. largely because
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- of American military involvementin Southeast Asi‘a.‘ Although Southeast Asians are a
marginalized historical bloc in Asian American studies,v this chapter attempts to show that
the categories of “S'outheast Asians” and “Vietnamese” are not homogenous entities and -

. __diffe'r_, ln qualitatiye ways. In the .case of the Vietnarnese, I will descrihevpthe departure of
Various Waves; class heterogeneit-y of "the Vietnamese population; and geo-political
3 pt)sitloning \yith the U.S. and its neighhori_ng countries, especlally China. As border

hostilities»intensivﬁed between‘ China and Vietnam a'ndf nationalismlgrew in the late 1\970&

- ethnic Chinese who had resided in Vietnam for decades, sometimes centuries, were asked .

~to leave

In the popular 1mag1nat1on the “Fall of Salgon r1n 1975 marked the beg1nn1ng of
the Vletnamese Amencan exper1ence However there were approx1mately fifteen
thousand V1etnamese in the U. S prior t to 1975 They con51sted mostly of d1plomats
o exchange students and wives of U S serV1cemen (Pham 2005) The “ﬁrst wave”
"evacuated' shortly after “The Fall of the Salgon.‘ - The 1975 evacuees _were a s_elect group |
primarily of th'e'VietnameSe managerial and elite class. Some WOrked closely with the
o ‘Amer1can embassy and many were connected to the. South Vletnamese government or

| military. When the communist North took control of the country, they feared for their
lives. Aside from polltlcal afﬁliation and economic status, many feared they would be
: persecuted for the1r religious bellefs More than half were Catholics.
| ~ The “first-wave” refugees who left before Aprll 29 (and a few who left on that
date) boarded planes at Tan Son Nhat airport and were ﬂown to Clark Air Base in the
| -Philippin‘es. Those Who left on Aprjl 29 were flown byhelicopters or taken hy bargesto

_ waitlng naval ships that carried them to Subic Bay in the Philippines. From the
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| Philippines, the refugees were ﬂown to Guam and then to one of four refugee ‘camps in
the U.S. (Camp Pendleton in California, Fort Chaffee in Arkansas Eglin Air Base' in
: Florida and Fort Indiantown Gap'in Pennsylvania), Whe_re they received security |
clearance and Waited for sponsorship and. then permanent relocation (Zhou and
Bankston 1998 42- 43)
By the end of 1975 more than 130 000 refugees resettled i in the U.S. (Vo 2000,
291) F ederal agen01es and other voluntary agencies (volags) were set up to assist in the
transition. Many of these volags ‘were rel1gious charities predommantly Catholic =
| char1t1es The “ﬁrst Wave Vietnamese had a comparatively eas1er t1me adj usting to life
in the United States than the later waves. They generally came from the educated class in .‘
which 37 percent of the “heads” of households had completed h1gh school and 16 percent :
R had been to college (Takakl 1989, 451) Many had been 1ncorporated into Western H
bourgeors life srnce French and U. S colomalism had left a deleterious 1mpact on '
Vietnam Hence, many had both French and English language proﬁc1ency, which
- ultimately helped With the' transmon to a new country They also had more marketable
skills for employment. In many ways, ‘Western assimilation had well begun before they
arrived on U.S. s0il. | N h |
| - The “second wave” refugees left Vietnambeginningin 1978-1979? at the height |
of the 'S.ino-Vietnames‘e conflict. Theyconsisted of more rural and'working.-class :
- Vietnamese and Sino-Vietnainiese. Seventy percent of these refugees wereiethnic
Chinese. As China/V ietnam relations worsened, China opened up its border as over a
’ quai‘ter million ethnic Chinese relocated. Many ethnic Vietnamese "also joined their

‘ compatriots because they were able to buy false papers and register themselves as
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v“‘Chinese” for the purpose of “unofiieial departure” (Haines, 1996, 43). The two flows of
nbligratiovn during the late 1‘9‘703 consiste‘d of v‘r‘unofﬁcial departures” and elandestine |
resc‘ap‘ees' that resulted infthe “boat people” crisis. The Vietniamese "‘"boat people”v
captured international attention‘, at a tinie when the globalilzation of labor and bodies

. began to emerge.

Figure 4. “Boat people.’; Vietnamese"leaving their horneland by sea to refugee camps in |
Southeast Asia. Courtesy of the Nationql Archives. ‘

Many of the "‘second wavie’:’; ieft 1n vpoo‘rly equipped and grossly oyererowded
- small boats unsuitable for the opensea. The_‘fboat people” left with no inclinations to
return and their futu're_ uncertain. In sor_ne instances, they ran out of food, water, and fuel.
. Some were preyed on bby Thai pirates in the Gulf of Siarn on their way to different
refugee carnps in. Southeast Asia: There 'are countless stories'of rape and torture. There -’
: vuere also tales of cannibalis'rn. In sorne cases, these boats were vforbidden to land by
authorities in Malay_sia,'Indon’esia, the Phiiippines, and Hong Kong and were told to go

back. Scholars'and federal reports have estimated that fifty percent or higher of the
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‘Vietnamese refugees drowned at sea or were killed during their escape (Chan, 1994,
157). |
The “boat people” receiVed much ‘sym‘p'athy from the international community,
including‘the United States,v for ,their harrowing experiences.‘ However, public sentiments
~were not in favor of admitting Vietnamese, because they were blat_ant reminders of a very
' recent and unpopular war. The Gallup Poll and Harris Survey reported that more than “
rhalf of the American publlc d1d not favor Vietnamese resettlement in the U. S (Relmers |
. c1ted in Vo, 2000, 293) Slmllar to that of. Cuban political refugees who left Mar1el
. Harbor from Aprll 15 to October 31 of 1980, the U.S. government officials were 1nclined_
" to admit theier.ietnarnese counterparts partly as va‘strategic maneuver to “undermine” ' ‘
. v‘cIOmmunist‘regimes in both countries.’ |
4. ‘The last wave'of Vietnamese‘ ini/olves the Orderlyt Departure Program. The ‘
program was the result of the 1979 Memorandum of Understandlng between Vletnam
and the United Nations H1gh Commlss1on for Refugees (UNHCR) endorsed by all the -
| ‘maJor resettlement countries, 1nclud1ngl the United States. In subsequent years,‘ Orderly
l;rogram hasbee_n the mechanism for U.S. efforts to help relocate two particular
Vietnamese groups.” The first group includes Afnerasian children, primarily.offspr‘ing of_
U. S. servicemen and V1etnamese women. The second group is.those who had been
. placed in reeducat10n camps asa result of the1r 1nvolvement w1th the South V1etnamese
reg1me. Those who worked closely with the U.S. government ufere incarcerated for
many years (as many as twenty) and faced tremendous d1scr1m1nation when released

(Haines 1996, 44). The. adJustment to life abroad has been especially difficult for these

34



refﬁgees due to healfh issués, th'en trauma of being imprisoned and tortured,‘ and fhe strain
from family rvne‘mber's'Who had migrated yéars ago.

- Some réfugees Were noi abl‘e to reSettle because they lacked both legal énd,
familiallconnect‘ions". With littlé opportunitie‘s for reSettlemerlt to Nbrth America, Europe;
Aﬁstralia or 6thér parté of Asia, many stéyed in refugee camps for -yearsi The distinction

A be':[v‘véen‘..“e.'con‘orn‘ic- réﬁlgée”- 'an.d,"v‘political re‘fl-lgee”vi's r')f.te“n» arbitrary. Thus, many Were
g sérrt back home-under the aSsﬁrrlptidrl of being ‘b‘econ:omi‘c ref}ugees.’." When forced
_:A’V‘ietnarnese repatri'e;tion.begar‘r 1n July 1989, thcre:was uproér from the infterriétionai andt )
hurrlarl rights comrnunity., Iﬁ the few proceeding yeérs, not mrlch was doné thpreverlt o
» ’:forcerl rep'atriati'o‘n. | ArldrerLam ,;(2005)",_ iﬁhis role as trarlslator and urrdércoyér |
jovurnalist‘for Pacz’ﬁc Newg Service, errféred a few of tlrese‘ rgrugees carrrps anri listened to
 tragic sfories of rapé_and suicidé,.witnessed"rrrhurrléne living conditrons, and heard
murderous faleé r)f 'géng ﬁ‘ghté in trre camr)s. ’
- Hong Kr)rlg, a orre-timeBritish bi’sla’nd‘colc‘)ny (and other reﬁige¢ i‘cvevrlters‘). 51mp1y N
- got tired of t_he refugeé crisis. The Uhited Nations H_igh'éommi‘ssion for Refugees, -
: accr_)rding to several former stéff memi)ers, coﬁfeSséd rhat they created'iiiling corlditions
* that were so uribearable thaf the Victnarhcse v;lould volunteer to rep‘atria't‘ev (Lam, 2005). |
"Hong Kbng, in particular, Wanted to gét rid of its .“irnpbssiblé subje‘c’ts"’ becéuse it was ‘
- being prepared to return fo the People’s Républi'c of China in‘l 997. Thirty-ﬁve thOusand
boat béople, 1n refugeé c:anrps.in. Southeast Asia were sent béék to‘ Vi’etnam ergainst':their' }- "
Will (Lam, 2005,_71)‘.‘ Many resis'red,‘but to-no avail. Their voices, once again, ,Were not

heard. Their humanity was not deemed human. A few committed suicide or self-
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immolation, reminiscent of Buddhist monk Thich Quang Duc during the war, as the

L ultimate signof protest (Viet Nguyen; 2002).

. » Vietnamese:‘in the Diaspora

The word diaspora 'a‘cc‘ording to Aihwa Ong (l995) evokes; two‘,intellectual

- predlcaments The ﬁrst is that of cultural Otherness in relation to our not10n of cultural

7 _'drfference The second concerns a notlon of the West as a refuge for democracy” (806)
“Ong suggests that for trad1t10nalWestern liberals, dzaspora offered “the fantasy” of the
o melt1ng pot It isa Way for “third- world” sub]ects and rac1ahzed others to a551m11ate into
Anglo-Amerlcan norms, _1deologres, and values. For the New Left, however5 1mm1grat10n '
| proVi‘.des a spaeefor culturalhybri‘dlity, akind of 'fj‘intercultural subj eetlvlty” that “Creates |

L transnational solidarities against totalitarian forces on the one hand and the excesses of

cap1tahst and env1ronmental explo1tat10n on the other (807) It suggests that er1t1ques of -~

. both,totahtarran regimes of the h0meland and global cap1tallsm’are linked d1alect1cally. -
Yet, as we see 1ncreasmgly, 1mm1grants from the nery affluent” Asia are m0re

concerned w1th the questlon of caprtal than human rights (Ong, 1995). As a group, they ,

T vlm1ght be more concerned with class status than class struggle. In the end, U.S.—styled

\“democracy and capitalism go hand in hand, with a lack of substantive cr1t1que

| The notion of dzaspora has a dlfferent meamng for Southeast Asians refugees.
They are part of the newer d1aspora and one they d1d not covet. There rs a long hlstory of‘ ‘
, draspora on the Asran continent, as many ‘Chinese m1grated to dlfferent parts of Southeast
As1a for economic onportun1t1es (Whltmore, 1996, 225). But the1r d1aspora Was one of

. necessity as a result of war, genocide,l and empire-building. For many people,
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immigration from communist countries, such' as Vietnam and Cuba, reafﬁrms the U.S. 'as |
the “refuge for democracy;” It is where political exiles and refugees are welcomed with
,open arms. This is Where the United »States c_an mal<e the claim as “moral leader” of the
* “free world.” The Vietnam War and i_ts subsequent refugees have add‘ed a twist to this
narrative. .‘The' powerﬁll U.S. military machine was defeated by cadres ‘of Vietnamese |
‘c'peasants.” The ‘Vietnamese people were'on h_oth ends of victory and‘defeat. } |
‘V'ietnamese in the diaspor-a were not sure; ‘what to make of it, given their role as signifiers
for the decline of'c‘u;s; military and moral force in the world” (Ong, 1995, 807). |
In some respects,fit was easier to fight the war half vway.around the world on
“enemy” territory. It is more difﬁcultwhen “the enemy shows up at your doorstep
_Many V1etnamese ‘and Southeast As1an refugees did end up atthe U. S s “doorstep
' V,They entered under the Indochina Miigration and Refugee Ass1stanCe of 1975 or the :
Reﬁlgee Act of 1980 as they were prov1ded public ass1stance m their resettlement
process Undoubtedly, res1stance toward admittmg reﬁJgees has much to do with the
h1story between the two natlons Furthermore h1gh unemployment competitlon with -
J apan and h1gh mﬂation rates durmg the m1d- and late- l970s added to th1s anti-Asian -
and V1etnamese sentiment The rhetoric of forelgners (once agam) takmg over American‘
iobs 1n a declining U.S. political economy re-emerged during this’ perlod. In addition, it |
was a concern that Vietnamese and other Southeast Asians would be a burden on the
welfare.system, as federal programs were implemented to vassist these “political
refugees.” |
- Aware of negative public sentiments on the Vietnam War, government ofﬁcials‘

_strategically distributed the refugee population all across the United States. The intent
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was to make their resettlement less conspicuous and forcing them to assimilate Vo,
2000). Each state received at least 100 refugees. The Vietnamese were dispersed into
- small grou"ps-thrOugh Various U.S. cities and towns to maintain low visibility. Inevitably, ,
tensions between refugees and other racialized and WOrking-claSS communities grew err'
competition for resources housmg, and jobs, espe01ally in urban spaces However
compet1t10n over _]ObS was not 11m1ted to urban spaces There were tensions in the ﬁsh
an(l shrimp induStry in .the Gulf Coast;statesas Vietnamese refugees uvere perceived as
. economiccompetitors. }\:_/ietname_se ‘and‘other Southeast Asians sentto smaller cities and
| towns' with aVery.small Asian presencefelt culturallyb and socially removed. For this™
reason, one can see '-the,emergence of ethnic co'mmunities.‘ The formation of the‘
Vietnamese community is Similar to‘ other immigrant ,communities'vi/ho settled before and
after them. | | .

: Attefllpts by gouemment officials to prevent 'such‘ ethnic clustering backﬁred
because refugee"populations moved anyway. Since there are no laws to prohibit the |
moi/ement of refugees within its borders, secondary'migration an(l chain 'migration
emerged not too long after rcsettlement. thentimes, Victnamese refugees were sent to
'regions.vvvhere they hai/e not been able to integrate into the local econom}r. They were
sent to places with limited job opportun1t1es (Vo 2000; Zhou and Bankston, 1998 Chan
' 1994) Their sponsors, 1nclud1ng both pr1vate families or local char1t1es and
organizations, could only .pr_ovide minimal ﬁnancial assistance.v Asa ‘result, many
reﬁlgees relied on public assistance. To‘complicate matters, financial assistance from the )

- government was cut from 36 months to 18 months in 1982 (Vo; 2000, 292). Social
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,‘ programs for poor and working-class populations in ge’neral, and ir_nmigrants and
: refugees in particular, Were cut dramatically,dnring the early 1980s.
Secondary'mi'gration; and chain migration led Vietnamese reﬁigees to areas with
| more opportuniti_es' and with morefvi'.sl_ibleiimmigrant communities. Secondar}v"migration‘
has been prompted byrfactors»snch'as climate, empl’oyment opportlrnities; reuniﬁcation |
Wi‘_thwfamily members and friends, accessibility to social se!r:vices,v and the pull of '
established ethni_c communities such as the 'Little S'aigonharea' in Orange County,
‘ Californiai’.j» Like most other 'A'“sian—origin Ir)opulatlions (except Asian Indians), the
Vietname,se p.opulation wereconcentratedonthe .\Vest"Coast.' HoWever; California ishnot |
: the only site of relocation.‘ Unlil<e other‘Asian-origin groiips; they also have a sizeable
'/ ’representation in southern states espec1ally in metropohtan areas llke Houston (63, 924)
) bDallas (47 090) Atlanta (23 996) and New Orleans (14, 868) (2000 U.S. Census) |
"l_"he deyelopment of 'ethmc -commumtles suggests‘ the importance of maintarning" | |
tieS’With other ‘co.-leth_nics. Theylshared w1th other.Vietnarnese"the traurma o'f war, a sense
| of displacernent and alienation‘,y and feelingls of guilt'and loss of l’amily members who
:were l{illed or left behrnd "l".heyalso "had to contend with ‘-‘Start‘i_:ngv over”‘ 1n anew
| country and their complex relationships'.i'zvith the US and Vietnam, an “imagined |
homeland” srnce many have been gone for thirty years. Ast soc1ologlst Dav1d Haines ,
(1996) contends the formatlon of ethmc enclaves has both posmve and negatlve
consequences. On a p051t1\re note, 1t prov1des exiles a sense of 1dent1ty and belonging, -
often offermg mutual ass1stance in the forms of resettlement and the reductlon of anx1ety o
and dlstress for newly arrlved 1mm1grants On the downsrde it may lead to the

- development of ani‘nsular commumty, contributing tovinstablllty, ethmcconﬂlct,' and

39



’Vcriminal a;:tivities (46). : UnfOrtuhately, this point has been largely ignored when
discussihg the Vietnamese experlience’in the diaspora. | N |
The occup‘ational divs“crib‘utio‘n‘ of thé U.S. Vietnames‘vevpopulaﬁon includes 27% in

| manag}c»ment,“professiona‘l, and related éccupa‘éioné; 19.1% in sales and office and Qfﬁce
: ,ocqupa‘;ibns;~ 05% in farrﬁing, ﬁshing, and forestry bccupat‘ions; 5.9% in cbnstruction,
jext.r"clction, aﬁd mainten;clhc’.e,‘énd 28.1% in prodﬁcﬁOn, transportation, and material -
mdvi‘ﬁg occ;upati'qns' (2000 US 'Ccnsqs). The edug:latic.)nalv attainment rates of
Vietnamese Améfigans twenty.-ﬁ.\:/evyears and older are: 18.2% with less than a 9" grade
' edlicati on; 19.9% from 9"- 1 2“‘ ‘with:_ no diploma; 19.0% ar.e} h1gh school gradﬁates
. (include eqﬁiyal’er'lcy)’; ‘15.97%_ w'ith-some c:ol:l‘ege bﬁt no degree; 76% wit}:ll ‘anléssociate

 degree; 146% w1th al‘t_)vac'he'lqr degreeé and 4.9% wifh gfaduaté Or'prqfe;é,s,ic‘)'nal deg;reé.‘.
- 62%>0f all Viétnamése Ani_eriéan’é hav\:/_e’l at least attained _a‘high sqhdol .degréé ér higher,
and:‘ "a.‘l_mos'tv 20% havé attained abachelor’s dégree or higher.

o Thése; statistics élcarly shows that the U.S. Vietnamese populatio'n,‘. éloSe to 1.3 -
million and élmdsf 11% of total ASiérjns (2004 US Census Bureau), is ‘extremely_} diversé
in both léﬁbr diéfribufioﬁ and educatiOnal éttainmcnt. Thé»statistic’s ffom thé Censﬁs g_ive
us, in 'bréad stroke, a pértrait of the H\}fsie_tnamcs_‘e Amerigﬁn population. However, the
Cen,“su's>’is limited and always'problematic, since it obscures the specificities of particular

"po.pulaﬁ‘ons and tﬁeir historical trajectories. In addiﬁén, f;he stereotypé of Asian |
Americar;s as “model minority” and “economié success” hideé the ‘fac‘t that a significant
numbér’ of them live below the poverty line (Ngoan, 1994, 167). “The economic progrcss
, éfthe Vié‘;namése poplilation in the U.S. has Stéadily imprO\}ed since the last cénsus.

 Yet, 14.3% still live below the povcrty lirie (2000 U.S. Census). ’
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Political Economy of Southern California
Since the 1980s, Vietnamese ethnic communities have quickly formed in the U.S.
S Secondary and 'chain migration developed clusters in several metropolitan areas in

: Callforma Texas Georg1a and Lou1s1ana but some also settled in the Washington

- -D.C. /Northern V1rg1ma/Maryland area, and in the Northwest The most establlshed

‘V1etnamese‘enclave.incorporat,es the cities of Westmlnster, Garden Grove, and Santa
 Ana. . This enclave, known as Little'Saigon, is considered the largest Vietnamese

‘ coMunityin the United States with the highest COncentration of Vietnamese out of

- _ V1etnam (Zhou & Bankston 1998 74) Little Saigon began when 2 500 refugee families .

resettled in Southern Califorma in l975 By 1990 the communlty grew to 70, OOO
_ ‘Vietnamese making up 12% of Orange County S populatlon According to the 2000
Census,‘ there- are 233,573 Vletnamese.in Los A_ngeles, R1ver51de and Orange counties.
. Vietnamese,leaders rriaintain thatthe numheris muchhigher, perhaps"twice as much.
- They. insist that theVi'etnamese‘ :po.pulationj.is ‘undercounted and sO,me'might be identified |
: as""Chinese” orwith another ethnicity.‘ |
lhe development ‘of Little'Saigon,- .in some 'ways, is different than older Asian |
American communities. The Chinatowns,‘Manilatowns,and ethnic ipockets in'farming ,
communities were developed out ot residential segregation and ove_rt racism towar‘d' a
: mostly “bachelor soc1ety Consequently,f these ethnic enclaves historically consisted of
lpredomlnantly male laborers and were located near the downtown area of major cities.
Little Saigon, on theother hand, was developed in a once exclusively white,_middle-class :

. area. In the last three decades, the demographics have shifted to large Asian and Latino .
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lpopulations in We'stminster, Garden Grove, and Santa Ana. To be sure, Little Saigon has
grown to be‘ the center of .Vietnamese American cultural, social? and politicallife.

- vThe Little Saigon area in Southern California is distinct from newer Vietnamese
communities'. As the'ﬁrst and most prominent Vietnamese enclave in the U.S., its
iresidents were predominantly from the f‘ﬁréft. Waile,.” and hence’,.in’cluded many from the _‘
v ietnamese eliteand educated class. Other Vietnamese communities inthe'U.S. Were

"established by newer refugees cons1st1ng d1sproport10nately of second and third wave”
refugees In c1t1es llke Los Angeles San Franc1sc0 Seattle Oakland New York and
.‘Chicago V1etnamese tend to live and work in close prox1m1ty to established Chinese
'»bus1nesses (ie. Chinatown) partly .avs a result of ethn1c Chinese- V1etnamese »
.i entrepreneurshlp (Gold 1994 Vo 2000) Since the1r 1ncorporat10n into the U. S pOlltlcal'
‘ economy, V1etnamese Amer1cans have rev1talized many c1t1es most not1ceably, worklng- .
class areas in San J ose, San D1ego Oakland Minneapolis St. Paul Philadelphia and
Boston.r Oftentime‘s;'they share these urban spaces with other rac1allzed W'Orkmg;class '
‘and immigrant populati’ons.
| | In comparison to other established Asian American :groups,“the Vietnam'ese :
| popillati_on has a much lower average age, much larger households, and lower edncational'
| levels (Haines, 1986).‘_They also tend to be mlich more frequently below the poverty lin‘e.
- ‘Altho’ugh poverty rates have‘declined \i\}ith longe‘r»U,S. residency and higher levels of
educational attainment, Vietnamese families are still twice as likely, in comparison to the
- U.S. average, to remain highly dependent on public assistance (Zhou and Bankston, :
l998); "l;hey_workv as machine operators, assemblyline laborers, electronic’technicians,

‘nail salon and beauty care specialists, service-type work in the restaurants and ethnic
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supermarkets, and other unskilled or low-skilled jobs. ; These jobs tend to require minimal
language skills and formal education is not required. Many of these jobs cater primarily
to ethnic communities. | |

| Given the formation of the V1etnamese commumty in Orange County and other
 parts of the state residents tend to be pohtically conservative Many fought with the U.S.
agalnst the North Vietnamese and are vehemently ant1-commumst. Nothlng exemphﬁed 1 _

| anti-comrhunist sentiments more than the'“Hi-Teki’.’ incident that occurred in Spring 1999

- in Westininster vin the heart of Little Saigon. Truong Van Tran 'the Hi-Tek Video store

owner cla1m1ng allegiance to Vietnam and perhaps protestlng U.S. mihtary 1nvolvement ‘

N d1sp1ayed a p1cture of Ho Chl Mlnh ‘the former commumst leader and a large North

Vietnamese ﬂag in his store (Collet and Sedme 2003 1999) The Vletnamese

| commumty 1n Orange County was outraged by Tran s actions and his insistence of free
_speech, as protected by the 1St amendment An estlmated 15 000 came out to observe the

~ protest. His actions arehkened to putting up'a picture of Fidel Castro, long-tlme

‘ communist zleaderof Cubas_in Miami’s Little Hai/ana.. S

| Protests also ensued by Vietnamese Americans When Vietnamese Prime Minister

Phan Van Kha1 visited durmg J une 2005 Many carrled s1gns comparlng Phan to Saddam
Hussein, “the face” of current U.S. agitation and m111tary action. The protestors made the
connection with‘ Phan andivVietna’}m to Hussein and Iraq.- They hoped that Washington
Would-not acquiesce to Hanoi’s “ouertures"’,to form closer U.S.-Vietnam diplomatic and.

~ economic relations. President Bush rejected the protestorsi effort to link the war in
: Vietnam to Iraq and wanted the two nations to work together to fight “terrorism” in

‘ Southeast Asia: “thirty years after the war’s end, from the U.S. perspective, Vietnam )
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‘appears to be well on its way to become yet other ‘satellite regime’ of the ever-expanding |

American empire” (Espiritu, 2005, xvi);

k Racialization of Vietnamese Bodies
- The creat’ion of the Vietnamese as a subaltern 1n American history served the
 interests of the United States during the war. The facelessness of the enemy and
their lack of voice-as well as the lack of voice of American’s South Vietnamese
allies-created a void for Amerlcan discourse to dominaté. (Viet Nguyen, 2002
1 1 1) ; ‘
_ Yiet Thanh Nguyen, (2002)_ argues that Vietnamese bodies are ‘ra}cialized in two .
) ways: the snbaltern andemblematic victirn. He deﬁnes the “subaltern” as “a personor
group that is prevented from publ1c speech speciﬁcally ina colon1al situation of
Ce dom1nation (11 1) Durlng the war, the communist V1etnarnese or those sympathetic
with the‘cause vWere perce1ved as subalterns. Although their i(Oices were “heard” 1n_their_ :
resistance to U.S.f'milita‘ry 'interviention, their “face,llessness” allowed 'the US o :
- dehunianize these“bodies. The second kind of .Vietna‘lmese racialization is the
'“ern‘blematicvictim.” | Ngu}ien (2002) notes that the ‘4emblernatic‘victim” is"“the wayin’
wh'ich"the victimized body politic mani‘fest itself in Arnerican. discourse, which makes no
difference'b‘et\iveen representative and represented” (112). This person hecomes “the
i/oice""for'.all oppressed people,' or rnOre’ speciﬁcally,.“the representative” for the
Vietnamese refilgeeexperience. | | .
1The racialization of Vietnamese bodies and their experiences have played out in
very interesting Ways in the_ post-war years. There are many stories that have been told
by the refugeesithernselves and even more written about them. .Hov‘vever, what 1s clear is -

that it is an “official narrative” from the Vietnarnese living in the diaspora. It is the
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""emblematic Victim” who transcends the stigma and has “done good” in the U.S. Espiritu
(2005) and others.are concernedthat the “good refug.ee”narrative,, as articulated by
hegemonic.U.S.}disconrse and V‘i.etnamese American themselves, has enabfed the US to
' turn the Vietnam War into'a “good war” (xv). ertnamese'refagee‘s,‘ though absent from
B much of U.S. public discussions. around the war have become. f‘the yoice” of asSimilation
and success and “the representative” of ,U.S.. democracy,j here at home and abroad. This
’ | narrative'suggeSts that the’_war was “j‘ust and necesSary,” regardles's of its devastating |
vyi‘mpact on thekﬂ'people.’ | BN
The “good refugee narratlve assures that Vletnamese are on their way 0 bemg
| » the latest addrtron to the natronal d1scourse on As1an Amerrcans as model m1nor1ty
: The"‘good refugee” dlsc‘ourse “Val'orlzes capltallsm" equatmg ‘freedom’ w1th‘ economic
© . access and chorce upward soc1a1 mobrhty, and free enterprlse” (Esprrltu 2005 xv) The |
. rhetorlc of free market 1deology and cap1ta11sm has been deceptlvely used
| 1nterchangeably with notions of “freedom c1t12ensh1p, and democracy ” This is
manlfested for Vletnamese on both s1des of the ocean FurthermOre th1s rhetorrc has,
'accordmg to. Esp1r1tu (2005) “d1scurs1ve1y d1stanced” the “free world” from that of
“enemies of freedom ” It has thereby Justlﬁed contlnued m111tary and economlc
rnterventrons in V1etnam today, as it d1d th1rty years ago |
This rhetoric enabled pubhc ﬁgures hke U.S. Representatlve Dana Rohrabacher
(R:CA-45) to state in a press release on the twenty -fifth anniversary of the end of the
Vletnam War: “The compelhng d1fference between [Vletnamese Amerrcan] success and
| the poverty and under-development in their homeland is democracy and freedom” (c1ted

in Espiritu-, 2005, xv). To be sure,vRohrabacher is not the only one to think this way.
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Many Vietnamese Americans themselves are producers of this “good refugee” narrative.
There is an emerging Vietnamese middle-class in both the U.S. and Vietnam. And with
that said, structural and economic inequalities continue to persist, as the gap between the

rich and poor continues to widen in both the U.S. and Vietnam.

- Asian Amer1cans and Clasé Formations
Since the 1§70s, manufactufing"hvas anéd internationally to make use of IIOW- -
- Wage. landr markafé; As the manufanturing sectof has fallen, the s.erni’ce industfy in tné
U.S, has inéreased‘dnamati"éaliy. Asa féédlt, the “strudtura_l transfdrrnations"’ of thé ,
.pdli;tical 4e<v:o‘n(>),my réqnires »for“' 1mm1grants tn ﬁll these minirnum-n/age‘,_nns'killed or loW-
- skilled, and 'part.tinle :WQII'I‘(.“ In ﬂdrde.rA to meetteédnnrnic'iﬁpératives, US é‘apital mo;fed - -
' to A»sian and Latin"Arnefinan conntfiévs_ fdr Cheaper ‘vla.b(.)r and nnnducfion (Lovde, 1996,
:1 5) In additinn‘, tne 1965'In1n1i graﬁon Act 'allows.fof a renewed domestic lab»or'.-‘markdt,
vwith the'int‘ent of "attracting a técnnicaily trained labor forcé. AIthougn 'imrnigfation ,
: included people frnnl pra\}ious sénding dountrigs like Cnina'and the ‘Philippvvinés, the nevs}
‘ se'nding chntries »indlude, rnosf notabiy, South‘Korga, I'ndia,» and Vietna_m. ,
As work bccame nlofe»fnagmentéd and ~sp¢clialized, the U.S. n'eéded workers to |

meet those de_mands. v,A»fter World-War? II, ,oc’cnnational. pr‘efé.rences favored individuals
| in ;cechnical ﬁelds su'c‘h"as' engineering; science, and héalth. The ‘1.965 Irnmigration Act
““dpened np””:its’ doorbsA to attract séientists, éngineers, nuraes, and doctors. ‘The US failed
to attract tha targetcd grdups of highly-educated vEuropeans because Eufone, at the tifne,
‘was enjoying an economic boom in the post-war era (Ong' and Liu, 1994, 161). The

"elimination of exclusion acts, in conjunction with occupational preferences, allowed for
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- highly educated Asians to come to the US. Itis 51gn1ﬁcant to note that a huge labor pool
_ 'had already developed through educational exchange programs w1th certain As1an '
countries The number of South and East As1an fore1gn students in U.S. un1vers1t1es and

: colleges grew exponent1ally after World War 11 (Ong and Liu, 1994, 163). Many As1an .

L 'countries embraced Western-style educatlon asa way to advance polit1cally and

- :economlcally Thus, students from wealthy and ellte famrlies were sent to pursue

7 advanced degrees. As a result, class.relations were reproduced in As1a when they B
"”retumed or in the U.SL_ domestic sphere if they stayed. - |

| Even after‘ occupational preferences were tightened up, it did not slow the - -

: movement of Asian technlcal spe01alists health profess1onals and busmess elites. People '
A who m1grated in the late l960s and early 197OS became e11g1ble to sponsor family |
members and relatlves many of whom are also profess1onals As Ong and Liu (1994)

' note wh11e skilled labor was the primary econom1c target of the 1965 Act. it also made it -
© . easier for capltahsts to relocate when the U S allocated 10 000 v1sas for employment =
(1_63). "[hisaccom_modation for‘inves_tors.put the U.S. in competition»for Asian capitalists |
- ‘with other ec'onomically advanced countries such as Canada and Avustralia. ‘While family

’ »re_uniiiCation is an impOrtant dimension; it was also clear that'capitalserved as the driving
' force during this periodof econo\mic restructuring. | |
| Global restructuring has reshaped many U S. c1t1es Los Angeles emerged as one
Viof these “global c1t1es (Sassen 1988) It has arguably become the most 1mportant
‘ .v“global city,” given its locatlon along the Pa01ﬁc Rim (Dav1s 01ted in Ong, Bonacmh and
- Cheng, 1994) Los Angeles is a prime area for economic development It caters to large.

1ntemational conglomerates and their employees Migrants 1nclude lawyers doctors N
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engineers,'housing devclopers, financiers, brokers, and accountants. Many of these

: white-bollaf workers include technicaily-trained professionals from Asian countries.
- ‘With the vprolifera,tion of white-cbilar ‘WOI‘k' in a global city, there is also a néed for

. ,se’rvice‘-typeu j‘obs. | vThese ] obs’consist.of cleaning offices andwhomes‘, taking care of
cﬁildrep, and“working in fesféu_rants, bars, entertainmeﬁt, and o.ther”pe"rsc-)nﬁel‘ services. :
These workers ére primari'lyv L‘ati‘n‘:o‘ in}mig‘rant labor froin Mexico gnd. Céntrai Arﬁéri'ca
 (Ong, Bonacich, and Cheng, 1994,

”'The Asian Ame}rican class stm(;ﬁlrc ‘in the Los Angeles area is highly polarized.

It. rangés from high-levvel exe..cutiyés'a;ld investors frdm the Péciﬁc Rim-tradé of major

i 'A_s'ian com,_panieks and corbdfatiohs to working pfbfessionals to‘ s;nall business 0§vners in
. ethnic enclav‘e"si or thg 'decl.ivning i‘nﬁer-city, vd'ecvimatec‘i by deindustrialiiatio‘n. Others join |
| ‘ wbrking-glasé_Létihé im‘migre‘;n»t»s‘in the ‘seryice industry or light manufacmring such as |
, garmeﬁt wérk. On tﬁat ﬁéte,_thg in(;re'aséd “prQletarianizétiOn” of Asiah ilﬁmigrént -
womén’s labbr in the U.S‘.,_and Los Angeles since the 19805,-»brings.ﬁéw forms of
- éontradictions to Asian labor thé;t has been historically “male” or “patriarchai.” It is, 'as
. Lowé (1996‘) gonténds, “cbniménsura_te with a new .gendered intémational divi,sion of -
| la’bbr th;it niake use‘of "[_hird v;'prld:a.nd raci-ali‘z'e‘d iﬁmﬁigmnt WOm'én as ‘vﬂéxiblg’ Work
force in the réstmcmring of capitalism gldbally” ( 16). : |

' Ong (1989), Davis (1987), Darder (1999, 2004), Torres (1999, 2001,2004), Ngin

- (2001), and other scholars have n(;ted that in recent years; Los Ange1>es has ex‘.pe_ri‘enced. a
widenihg dividé betwéen the ‘.rich‘and poor, a divide marked by racialized class |
- fohnations" A report by the Czilifornia Assembly Select Committee on the Caﬁforhia

Middle Class shows that the income inequality in Los Angeles has’greatly inCréased. The
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1996 study showed that 41% of the residents of Los Angeles County lived in households |
making less than $20;000 a~year; two-thirds of the population had an annual income of
| less than $4f)‘ OOO.V Twenty-six percent ofthecounty residents llved in households in the
A m1ddle “income’ range of $40 000 to $100 000, Wh1le only 8% were maklng more than

$100,000 (Ngin and Torres, 2001) | -

Furthermore structural 1nequal1t1es in Southern Cal1forn1a became more
notic‘eable when jobs availableyyere primarily low paying.".The number of jobs cre'clte d -‘

" after therecession consis'ted mostly of se'rvi"ce industry employment.v As Ngin and Torres

| ,(200‘l)‘indi'(:ate 'the majorlty of j‘obs paid .less.than $25 000 annually and only one in ten .
: :“ jobs surpassed $60, 000. Th1s is compounded by the fact that the cost of living in the Los ,
- Angeles area is much h1gher than most large c1t1es and many of 1ts const1tuency work
| JObS that do not afford them full health beneﬁts "
- v» In the case of Asran 1mm1grantworkers in Los Angeles, the employment rates -

N (low—paying jobs notwithstandi'ng) are 83% for prime yvorhing-age (tyventy four-lsixty o
o four) and 63% for pnme Workrng -age females (1990 U. S Census c1ted in Ong and |
Azores 1994 109) These rates are comparable to African Amerlcans and Lat1nos and
sl1ghtly lower than those of Anglos. However, there are tvyo major exceptlons to the
‘relativ‘elyhigh level of ec',onomic actiyity (Ong and' Azores, 1994). ] ob’lessness in Los
‘ Angeles among Southeast Asian fincluding Vietnamese) males isat 33%, two to three - |

times h1gher than for other Asran 1mm1grant groups Hence the creat1on of an

underground economy by gang and non- gang members can certarnly be linked to
_ relatively high.unemployment among Southea'st Asian males. There is also a huge gap _
ifor female unemployment, as Southeast Asian females areat 58%. "fhe group that |

[
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exhibits a low e’inploymént rate is Japanese immigrant women at 49%. This ﬁg‘u‘rev is due

- partly tb the large‘ numbei of Japanése womén izv}io‘_are -Wives of employees of Japanese
nati‘onal corporatibﬁsv‘(109). Given cultural nomis and Visa réstriétiohs, these vwomen
_séid(im [iarticipate in the Wbrkforce; | |

The nced for ciéés érialysis i‘_sii_iidéniable‘ 1n discuSsing racialized vpopulatioris‘. -

“This is moét eivid’ent in a city like Los- Angele‘s, where there have bé‘eyn tr‘em‘endous‘ |
demogiaphié, Sdcial, pdiitical, and _ecbndmic bcv:vhanges durmg thé last four 'dec‘zlides'v.
,,prevjc'r; it has b‘eeri eixtre'riielvy; difficult due io the d'v‘erwhelminginﬂuencebénd -po"’wer ’o’fi B

. i;apiialism. By naturle,‘ ceipitaiism to"tzilizes and homogenizés the human experience, while

| 'iiltchsif}iiiig cdin'p‘etition for ] i)bs and dthei pr'ivileg’e‘s, iesources, _aind opportunities. "

‘ Although class__i"czil Marx13m d1d noi explicitiy eiddre’ss -i's_s}u:esvof “rac‘ial"’ cobnbﬂicdt, it.did
"‘:s:pevak to "class"divisi()ns amoilg 'rzi'cbia‘liz;c:d groups. In additioln‘, fhc v_impleméntatibn of
'i‘divide' and (;aniier’f stratégiéé h.zi;wdrked ef‘fectively"Wiih labor and immigration

| poiicies; 'hist‘oricaily and 1n these ,“n'éw timés}’f T hlS ‘piaysian extremeiy' proini_nent role in )

v‘t‘h.e divisionpf’rac"ializ‘-ed groups, limiting Wéiking-ciass u'rblity.v‘ To be Suie, the c;ipitaiist |

iciass benefits ‘g‘reatly,from racialiieti divisip"ns an.d‘ the lack of workingfclaés unity. .

| The 1992 Lo:s A‘ng‘eleg upiisings serve as aprin’ie ekample. As éresult of “race

‘, relations” zinalysis used byv écader_nics, jourtnalists,v politici‘eln'sj,.zvirid the_'n‘iedia,it failéii to

.' take irito‘ \accourjl'lc tile, multiplicity of _iséues and concerris releVaiit in multiethnié
éémmiinities. ”"lv"he focus on‘ce. agaiii Was on the black “underélass”irather:tlian the
'diScoiltent of r’n}ariy different racialized populations. The rhedia seemed to be
‘prco_cculi)ied with “racé re“latioils” bétween blécks and Kcireans,jrather than the victims of

the class rebellion. More than half of the biisinesses destroyed were Korean-owned,
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» While a third were Mexican, Latino, or Cueé.n-owned. T_he media did not seem to eare or '
notice that more Latinos were érrested thap African Arﬁericans and that a substantial
nlvmiber’of whites were also involxyled'irvi tﬁe looting and burning. Nor did it take ‘into -

va,ccc')urllt the drastic demographic changes that were at work in the »cr‘eation of new claes
~and récialized efﬁpic forrﬂatidns. (D‘ardef énd Terres;v’1999). , ‘As such,v the capifalist -

1 .i"mpefat‘ivee that creéted the social eondi';iohs, Which p'recipitated;the evente virrl“the ﬂrét |
‘place, were never pélrt‘of the diseussion. Tﬁe reai problems of soc_‘ial'and ’ecoeomic

* -inequalities in Los Angeles Were"-therefore left unattended.
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CHAPTER3

' RACISM, IDENTITY, AND THE RACIALIZATION OF ASIAN AMERICANS |

‘Situating the Diseourse o
‘Understand1ng As1an 1mm1grat1on to the Un1ted 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 found1ng of
the United States but father to suggest that the history of the nation’s attempt to
g resolve the contradictions between its economic and political imperatives through
laws that excluded Asians from citizenship-from 1790 until the 1940s-contr1butes '
~ toour general understanding of race as a contradictory site of struggle for cultural,
} 'economrc as well as polrt1cal membersh1p in the United States (Lowe, 1996, iv).
As Lrsa Lowe (1996) sought to link this partlcular genealogy of c1t1zensh1p and
racial1zat~10n to the 1mportance of Asia in'the development of caprtalrst.Amerrca, I seek to
do the same, but with an alternatiVe paradigm grounded in the political economy of
, hﬁigratiOn and racism. This perspeetive, first proposed in Robert Miles’s Racism and. .
Migrdﬁt Labour‘(1982), has given Marxist scholars an opportunity to reclaim class
Aanalysi.s. Along with Lowe, nﬁany scholars have greatly heen influenced (and rightftllly :
. s0) by‘Michael Omi and Howard Winant’ s Racial Formatz'bn‘ in the United States: From
the 1960s to the 1 990s (1986, 1994) However the work of Omi and Wrnant (and most
U.S. scholars) is grounded in a “race’ analysrs and race relations” soc1ology In this
ohapter', [ discuss the analytiealliniitations “o‘f uSing race” as the central unit of analys1s,

‘in the context of the 21% century. I seek to further discuss the political and ideological

positionalities of scholars»WOrking from a “race” perspective and the few that work from -
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- a racism paradigm\. In order tQ)articulate the increa;ing Signjﬁeance of class, I will
_ultimately rej ec‘tth.e analytieal use of “retce” and re-e'mphaeize'the tnultiple ferms of
racism that' .impact'marginaltzed pepulatiotis Within and outside of _theU.S.

N . Hist(‘)ri‘c.ally,’ the development ofU;S:.'céipitalis‘m and the vAmerican‘ citizen are |
deﬁhed “against"; the ‘“’Aei‘an t‘mmigrant (erlgai'vnv not limited to Avsians),“ legally, |
yecjenomical‘vl.y, zipd culturally (Lo’v‘ve‘,‘v19/96, 4’).‘ He_nce, ttle ra'cizil_izatton of Asians in the

| U..Sv.mAust be‘f\rame‘d historiCaIly, attd contextt;;tlly." “Asi;l:;?’-~“6.Asians;”“and “Ae'ian
Americahs;’ havealwerl}‘l‘s; been on eontested and tehﬁous .te‘rrvaﬁylv in their"relati‘(‘)’nshi‘p w1th
the U.S. nelltion"-state.’ It 1s safe to‘e(“)tlclude t}tat ‘Asiba'tvl ‘ceuntriee are ‘periceivedla‘s »,ffegotic.’

- .bav'_r‘barie,‘zi_nd éljeﬁ,” and A‘sian‘lab:o.rers rhigrating to the Uﬁited States sitlce the 1‘8.505 -

ottward aé a ‘:‘5yellow peril,” threate;t_ir.lgr to »disp‘l’acetwyhite Eufei:)een. 1mm1grants etnd o a :

v‘les“ser exteht,f blla‘ck»laber‘ér‘s in the US South aftef emancipation (Ibid, 4).

‘Ra’c;ializi‘ng the “Gool;’,’ -

An Orientalist racieli’zation'.‘etf. Asian‘ 'A‘merivc.an stlbj ects as,“_physiczilly;’,’
"“c‘tllltural.ly‘,”". and “‘vi_ntelleCtl'Jally” 'dift"ere’tlt from .“W‘hite‘s”,has' predeminated‘ sinee ‘the ‘ﬁrst |
lwz‘ive of Chinese workere migfated from Ggangtiong Prevince, Chinet i=nthe»18‘5'Os‘.r | They, :
‘ lzibered on the railroads a“‘ndﬂ'go'ld rtlines of the Western U.S. Such racializati()n, |
espeeially in times of economic erieie, resulted in the legal immigreti'on ekelusien zvicts‘ )
and laws é_igainst the nattiralizatien of U.S. Asians in 1882, 1924, and 1934. ‘According to
Lowe, Asia has‘. emerged as a'paitictllarly eomplieated “double front of threat and .
encroachfnent” for the United States (5) On the ene hatid, some Asian eountries have | "

become riVal_s to U.S. imperial domination within the global economy; and on the other: .
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l, hand,'Asian migrants are still a nece‘ssary racialized labor force within the domestic
. political;economy. By all means, immigration exclusion acts andnaturalization laws .
| continue to be,used to re'gulate; Asian bodies, but how these bodies are racialized ,has
 varied historically and contextually :
o Inour‘, attemots to analeze_contemporar).?racialized discourse, it is important to -
- '_ understand histo_ric:al"de\{/(elopments of U S iAvs"ians. However, .th.ev'focus of this chapter' is
onASIanAmerlcan identity,pan-ethnicity; andv its relationShip to the study of racism and -
class formations“'aﬁejrv 1965. 1965 marked»the year the Naturalihation and Iminigration »
" Act was 1mposed Wthh ultimately changed the face of “Asran America forever. The
' if-ﬁrst decade from 1965 1975 la1d the groundwork fora renewed a.rticulation of A31an
| v", Aniericansas both “‘good”‘and “bad” sub]ects 1 w1ll explore this d1chot0my later in this -
’ chapter Along w1th different As1an groups who have been in the U. S for generations , i'
“We also see the emergence of “new ? Asian m1gration durlng‘ the last four ‘decades [ '
: choose to 31tuate U.S. A31ans who migrated asa result of educational and professmnal

) "fpreferences w1th those who arrived as political refugees after the war in Southeast Asia,

- ?*begmnmg in the m1d l970s

The.'Korean conﬂict andthe war 1n SoutheaSt Asia (i.e.‘,.Vi‘etnam) laid the .
“ foundation for..U.’S. inVestmerit and “materialé’ extractionin Asia (Lowe, l996, 1857 It ‘
allowed ‘Asian countrie‘s to playprominentroles in economic restructuring ‘since the )
.19‘7 Os and thus,'op’enup -vmarlcets'v‘ for low-wage labor "ov'erseas (and here in the ‘U;S.)‘. In
addition the 9‘return"" of ‘Asian' migrants fo the US “,‘imperial center” brings together the |
- ‘Asian petit-bourge01s class and those from the working lclass They eventually merge

into a,pan-Asmn 1dent1ty, a topic I wrll,also addresslater in this chapter. “Asrans and

54



“Asian Americans” are discursively fixed due to the growing need for U.S. economic
domination.- According to Lowe (1996), the stereotypes' constructing Asians as “yellow
peril” and domesticated “model minority” are not a matter of exclusively stereotypical

rep_resentation in the‘cultural sphere, but theyhave historically ,been “instantiated”

- , through the state’s class1ﬁcat10n of rac1ahzed As1an 1mm1grant subjects ( 19)

The work of Om1 and Winant ( 1 986 1994) examines the legal genealogy of As1an
s Amerlcans (and other raclahzed populatlons) in what they called ¢ racial formation.”

They deﬁned “racial fOrmation” as the socrohlstorlcal process by wh1ch raclal categories
are created, 1nhab1ted transformed and destroyed” (1 994, 55) They argue for a theory
of ‘,‘ra01al formation by proposing a process of h1stor1cally situated prolects in wh1ch |
“humans and .social' structnresare represented_ and organized” (‘56).‘ As Omi and ‘Winant
.;’i.ndicate, .“‘rac'e"’" is both' a .r_nattero;f social structure and cultural representation for US ',‘ |
: nati'onal gronns like African Americans, lJatinos, Native :vA‘mericans,'and Asian .
Americans. They state thattoo often, attempts ‘to nnderstand “race’; and._“racial ‘
| _ ineduality’5 simply as a’social strnctural .phenomenon‘,b for exarnple', are unabl'e to account

- for' the origins,- natterning; and transformation of ‘v‘rac‘ial”‘udifference (1994, 56). |

- “Although the critique made by Omi and Winant of mainstream approaches to

“racial?’ theory and'polit_ics are nseful 1n understanding racialized formation since the
' l9605 in' the U.S., there are limitations to their_th_eoretical and political apnroach. Before
looking at these limitations, I agree with Omi and Winant that racialized (rather than
.' rac1al”) categorles are socially constructed transformed and then destroyed. In

add1t10n they continue to problematlze the temptation to thlnk of race” as somethlng o

"‘ﬁxed, concrete, and objective” or to see the concept just as an ideological construction.
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As they critique 'both positions, the}‘/ also reify the conCept of “race” by stating that it
: s1gn1ﬁes and symbolizes soc1al conﬂicts and interests by referring to different types of
’ human bod1es (55). Omi and Winant (1994) correctly p01nt out that selectlon of these
._ particular human,features' for purposes of “racial” signiﬁcation is always and necessarily »
a social and historical process. However, inan attempt to make such a distinction ,on |
‘ "‘race,”“(i_)mi and Winant reify so'cial”relations by concluding that all human beingsbelong
to a v‘f_race”v (i.e.v, Asian American race,»Latino race,et cetera). | |
| De’spitﬂe'the uncertainties and contradictions of such‘,alterm, Omi and Winant
(1 994) insist that"“race;’ "Continues to playa fundamental role in -structuring and :‘
'representmg the soc1a1 world As I have stated in the prev1ous paragraph » race” scholars
}1n this trad1t10n 1n51st that * race 1_s neither m_ere 111us1onnor something ﬁxed.’ They ‘Vw‘ant »
s ‘-‘;to.‘se‘e ‘-‘race” asa dirn.ension,‘of human representation'.- Omi ‘and ‘Winant (1994) co.nclude
that it is not pos‘sihle to -‘"j ett'ison’;,’Widely held beliefs that are central to everyone’s
identity anq _fundamentalto their vunderstanding of the social world (5 5) This
cominons’ense notion'of “‘race”:naturalizesracialized cate’gorization of different subj ect_s.
l"he fact of the matter is’tha’t “race” has its. limits because it_is simultaneously
- geographical and historical. Furthermore;'the focus onb“racial” identity as the basis for -
politi_calmobili‘zati‘on has led'toserious analytical problems. Scholars Often coritinue to
use the concept without critically engaging theconstruct itself. “Ohviousness,” as Miles
, (1993') indicates, is a “‘condition Whichdepends uponthe location of the observer and the
set 'of concepts .employed to ,‘conceii/e and interpret the obj ect” (3). Clearly, our location

‘and the lens through which we. seevary in depth and perspective.
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According to Robert Miles (1989), ;‘rac_e” is a social construction of reality

" “‘imagined” rather than based on biological reality (71). Its commonsense usage speaks
i/oiumes for its practicality but 'not its speciﬁc ‘utility‘., The fact that we are selectively

| choosing physical characteristics indicates that this is by no means a natural category,.

| For example, before“whites"’ were gi\ren their' o\&n “racial” category, there were many
) f‘white races” (ie., Celti‘c race, Ttalian race, Ang'lov:Saxon,‘v et cetera). .Mile's (1987) notes ;
that the processes and. representations of “race” have a history; Signiﬁcation and - L
representation have heen used in Europe the last centur1es to categorize human bemgs |
B When somatic and phenotypical characteristics were not convenient, religion and
".nationality?\‘were use(i as a way to Vd_emarcate populations. bThe creation of the"“Other” E
was .based on the sighiﬁcation of human biolo:gical characteristics and socially- o

N constructed mental capac1t1es Furthermore to s1mp1y focus on° race is problematic due
' , | to the “abstraction of cultural differentiations and the failure to 1dent1f}i c1ass d1v1s1ons
within distinct groups Given that Miles S anaiys1s is fundamental to my work it would

'be 1mportant at this pomt to deﬁne his notion of raciahzation

| 'I\;Iiles’s Notion of Rac’ialization
Robert Miles (1 982 1989 1993 2003) notes that the notion of “race” ﬁrst
'appeared in the English language in the 17th century However, 1t did not become '
prominent until the sc1ent1ﬁc movements in the late 18th century Europe and North
America (69).. Miles »(11989) posits that the contempOrary theoretical framework of
racism was first used-to ide'ntify Nazi Germany’s notion of Aryan superiority and J e.wish

inferiority. As a result, raCiSm came to refer strictly and exclusively to “race.” What
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Miles .Véhemently éttempts to do is break the cooceptual link between the notion of
“race” with that of racism as a way to distihguish tho analytical use of raoism. The word
‘.“race” is used to larbell: groops on the sole ".basis:of » phéﬁotypical features. 'v i"hero'is ~no
scientific justiﬁcation to simply distinguish “'raceS” based on select j)h_enotypi‘cal
Acharact:e'ris-tios"thé’[‘ Qary VWi‘dely from h'e‘igh'tv, to weight, léngth of afms and legs, havir,-‘sk.iri
'color,"'and s0 on.. The ioea of :“raoe” is emplo}?ed'éé f;he result o‘f é‘,‘ifp’rocess' of
‘ vs‘igniﬁc‘at‘ion” that are ‘attr'ibut‘ed With meaniﬁg-and’ther‘eby"ll-lsed' to‘_ organize and sort out
' po‘pvula‘tions.v | S
.Thé rjotion of racialization has beon w1dely usbed and buvnd,e"rs’tood in different

‘Ways.‘ Frantz Faﬁon (1963)1'§Qos one of the‘ first to use the.conceptv in‘discussivr“lg't‘he‘
.difﬁcolties fac'in‘gidecoloniz'ed'intellectuals irvl‘Arfrica When construCting a oultliral future
(Miles arvlyd'Browr‘nl, 2003, 99).5 MichaolvBanton uses racialization to_fefer more“formally
.' to tho use of “race” to “structure;’ Vpeople"“s‘ pe‘r'ception'sv of t‘hev world’s population. Miles
and Bfown (2()03) noto that‘Bantoh’s' usago of the concept was l‘imited duo to its
sciootiﬁc theories of topology for. oatcgorizing' populotions» (100)_‘. SOm_e scholars duﬁng B
_the 1980s distinguiShed betWe_env “‘p'réotic‘al‘” aod “ideologic_al"’ racializatioo. The vformof G
)r,efe‘rs to the formation’of :“racial”g»ro‘ups‘a.nd fhé latter refer to the idea of““race"’ in
:discouArs"ev. UTS.V soholars liko:O:mi and Winant (1994) use the conCopt to “‘s.,ignify the. : |
extension of racial .mveaning to a previously racially unclass'iﬁed relationohip, isocial ,
oréoticeé orv g.roup.A. .racialization is an ’ideoiogioai ‘processr,v a hvistorically speciﬁc one”
(Miles and‘BrowAn, 2003, l"OO). For 'Milés, the concept is synonymous with racializeo

categorization.
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” There. are three characteristics to Miles’s racialization model in his attempt to |
= deconstruct “race.” The lirst characteristic encompasses a“dialectical process of
~ signification” (104). It is the ascribing. areal or alleged biological:characteristics with
| meaning to deﬁne the .“Other” that necessarily entails deﬁning Self by the same criterion' ,
v(Miles, 1'9‘87).' ‘The examplesgiven include lthe"differentiated physicalcharacteristics ‘of =
| »‘European explorers and merchants and Afr1cans The Europeans saw themselves as -
| b1nary oppos1tes of Africans in the construction of “race » The Aftican’s blackness
_‘,‘reﬂects”‘the Europ‘ean‘,’s .whiteness. When Al‘ricanswere later tal<enin as slaVes and
deemed “inferio'ﬁ’ (especially in the US) wh1teness 1mpl1c1tly and explicitly (through
“brute force) was looked upon as 7“su;perior This relat1onsh1p is leg1t1mated and
reinforced by. power and d“omination.o\./er rac1alized populat1ons.
_ The second ’characteristic entailsv.the process of racial'ization as“ a means to identify‘ ,
: ‘_the emergence of « race’ and its 1mpact on the world’s population Miles makes 1t clear |
that the world’s population has been sorted organized and. d1v1ded by European thought .
- vs1nce the l-7_()Os. As a reSult, although“‘race_ is no longer articulat'ed in formal political :
. discourse 1t is still assu'med that “races’? eXist as distinct and bi'.ologically defined terms.
' “(Miles 1989) However as Miles and other have argued race”‘is ideologically.
managed and socially constructed for the beneﬁt of the dominant group.
| Thethlrd and last characterist1c is that the ;‘racialization of human beings entails
the raciali.aation of the processes in wh1ch they participate and the structures and
| institutions that result” (Miles, 19.89,‘ 76). Asa result of racialiZation; the ins_titution_s and
| 'structures are also racialized. , Therefore, isSues of power will come to the forefront and _‘

be attributed to various phenotypical characteristics of racialized groups. Two examples
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- are the representation of racialized groups in decision-making positions and the

- privileged status of irnmigration la‘vs‘z.: For example,bMiles looks»atthe privileged
migration patterns for “‘ivvhites?" 1n both ‘Austr’alia and Britain, While Asian, African, and

. Caribhean t’bodies ‘were condernned as “illegitiniate” in these places.

| “Inan atternpt to contextualize Miles’s deconstruction of “race” and‘ the rnove to
rac1alization Chorswang Ngln and Rodolfo Torres (2001) discuss the racialization model -

' *"by suggcstmg that the language of ¢ race” and “race relations” should be carefully v
analyzed Without reifying it. This is done S0 byv some scholars who consciously p'lace the
terni “race’f inqliotation marks to distinguish, its use from any biological irnplications.
These scholarsvmention 'that."notf vuntilrecently,_discourse on African Americans, Latinos;
Native Aﬁeriéané' and Asian Americans Was largely based’ on phenot'ypical.

| characteristics These phy51cal makers Were used asa mechamsm to exclude and exp101t
‘ :_ rac1alized gronps For Mlles ( 1993) concepts of rac1a11zatlon racism, and exclusionary

H ‘, 'pract1ce 1dent1fy spec1ﬁc ‘means of d1srupt1ng the reproduction of the cap1tallst mode of
R production. This allows us to rstress consistently and rigorously the role of human
agency evenwithin particu1ar historicaland niaterial circumstances ‘and to recognize the

speci_ﬁcity of particular‘ forms of oppression” (52).

Marxist Project of Theorizing Racism
' Omi .and Winant ( 19“94) argue that ‘fradical"’ theories of racism, while critical of
the existing “racia ”? IOrder,- can not appreciate the uniqueness of “race” in the U.S. (3).
They claim_that these radiCal theories siinply fail fQ address specific U.S. conditions due

to the fact that they have been influenced by movements and intellectual traditions
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outside of the U.S, The left as Omi and Winant (1994) would have us beheve have
succumbed” to romantlc 1llus1ons Even more s1gn1ﬁcant they state that there are little
: .theoretrcal and analytlcal efforts to “counter” the r1ght (Vm) It m1ght be true, but it is
) also clear that there 1s much analys1s done by ' Mrles and other scholars working from a
v‘partlcular strand of Marx1st analysrs Th1s ‘racism’ paradrgm Wthh surfaced in the
" 1970s. and was re- artrculated most nobly by Mlles (1982) is cr1t1qued by scholars in the
U.S. and abroad. Th1s approach accord1ng to ‘race’ scholars, reduces race’ tov |
‘ ethn1c1ty It neglects to see the cont1nu1ng orgamzatlon of soc1al 1nequa11ty and
0ppress1on along racral” l1nes (Om1 and Winant, 1994, 70). The theoretrcal and polltlcal
dlscu-sslon of reducmg ‘race’ _to ethnlcrty has many people up in arm, because for them,
1t advocates a .“color—blind‘” discourse., | B
| - Itis as'surnedthatthe' elimination of "frace” as an analytical ,category"“vwould lead to
.‘a'“color blind_”fdiscourse‘; T his is not What Miles and _other scholars are arguing. :This is
‘ cértainlinot What‘I am‘argu_ing'.‘ l?or this' reason, there' is much resistance to the
) deconstruction of ‘,‘race”v due to the fear of deLlegitimating the historical rn_ovements that
are grounded in race Instead the intent is to argue that skin color.is not an inherent |
characterlstlc but in fact a product of s1gn1ﬁcat10n For example human beings -
,“1dent1fy” skrn color-to mark or symbohze other phenomena ina h1stor1cal.context in- :
) which other signiﬁcati_onoccurs. “CollectiVe identiti‘es are produced and social
inequalitiesare structured when people include and exclude people through the |
s1gn1ﬁcat10n of skin color” (Darder and Torres 2004 41) Thus, it is important to |
understand the s1gn1ﬁcat10n of sk1n color and to understand how it is produced and

reproduced, given different historrcal contexts. ‘In order for us to address structural .
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inequalities,. there has to be a shift from “race” to a plural conceptualization of racism. In
| so 'doing‘, we can interro'gate the different meanings attributed to: racialized g‘roups.
At this point, it is important to make'some distinctions on the various Marxist |
“critiques ;.on “racef’ andraclsm The two strands I will be addr‘essing are;the Marxist
theorv of “‘race relations” and those working from pol»itical economy of migration. One
- of the first Marxist texts tof ‘analyze “‘racerelations” is from sociologiSt Oliver Cromwell;
~ Cox’s C’aste, Class and Race ‘(19’:7>0)‘. fAlthough his work was cited in 1‘97‘0, it was ﬁrst
v'pvuvblished in 1948in the US Cox’s C. aste, Class and Race were considered by 'manyto
be :z;he. seminal text in the l\/:larx_i\st tradition. .Essentially, Cox set out to develop a"Marx\'ist
| critique of “race relations.” The c.entral.'idea 1n his teXtis to articulate the inter-
) | relatlonshlp of caste and ‘race relatlons in the UsS. | rSouth In addltlon Cox sought to
| y dev,elopv a mater1a11st approach that “1den‘t_1ﬁed” class 1nterests and exploitatlve practices
i what he called race preJ udrce the concept us_ed befOre the creation of the termv o
“racism” (Miles 1993, 31 ) o
In line w1th al race relatlons perspectlve Marx1st scholars and activists in the
US have attempted to combme both a . “race” and.class analysrs. To be clear, this is the :
‘s‘ource of theoretical disaéreement. Marxist analysis on “race” and “race relations”
.“heCame prevalent with the emergenceof racializved groups during the New Left
‘ movement in the l960s and 1;97(')'s. For’ ei(ample many Asian .American Marxist‘
'orgamzatlons grew out of th1s movement However the Asian American “New Left”
: also separated themselves from the domrnant New Left when it came to the anti-war
| movement an_d to questions of racism and' nationaloppressiOn (Espiritu, 1992, 45). Asian :

' Americans scholars and "activists did not see the contradictions of theorizing a Marxism
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that emphasized both “race” and class. In many ways, they were articnlating class
analysis from a “racial” perspecti\le. The ‘national liberation movements in Asia :n/ere a
source of . insniration ancl ‘solidar‘ity, as-well as the internal colonial critique made by
f" ‘oppressed‘ groups in the U.S. The latter, in partlcular, was very much gronn(led ina
“race” analysis_. .Althou‘gh the internal.colonial model is not as r?vide,ly nsed now as it vras
" in'the 1960s and 1970s, it can be argued that this discourse is articulated‘ln a different
capacity as much today,as it was four decades ago.iv,
The strongest cae'e for rete‘ntion of “race” as an analytical concepthas much todo |
‘ Wlth how"victirns "ofracismhafve taken on this term as a"way to re51st their polltical and
E economic snbordinati‘ons. This retention of “race” has many'COnsequences.because of its‘ o
- | lack of analy‘ucal rlgor The 1dea of race”.was closelsl associated with ‘the idea of
| “black” ln the U S and Br1ta1n (M1les 1993 Hall 1996) In fact one can argue that the -
notron of race’ struggle is synonymous w1th the “black” struggle However the use of |
, “b‘lack” ae a means of pollt1cal mob1l-1zat1on ~embod1es”, a spec1ﬁc rather tha’n a un1versal
‘,tradltlon of res1stance a re51stance that focuses solely on the colonial dom1natlon of -
Afrlcan subjects (M1les 1993, 3) The. attempt to. generallze the “black” struggle to all
colon1zed subjects, whose llves are 1nﬂuence by rac1sm “dlsavows the speclﬁc cultural
~and historical origin of nen-African peOple. The .anal}fsis of racism in the U.S. l(and
.Britain) with a “race” ‘perspective,‘ radical or otherwise, is misleading ‘because the idea of
" “race” is highly ideological. The.‘po‘litical economy of migration pers'pective proposed} -
by Miles (1982 1989, 1993, and 2003) and others isa major theoret1cal break from |

Marxist theory of “race relat1ons prevalent in ‘much of the Marxrst Wr1t1ngs in the US.

academy.
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. Péul Gilroy‘ (1989) (who has since shifted h‘is> f)osition along the lines of Mileé’s |
cr,iﬁque) and ofhef “race” scholars argue thét é Marxist analysis of capitalism based on |
};istdrical Sfance_s of 19™ ceﬁtury Eur'ope‘is inappropriate. Whileiboth Gilroy and A.

' »Sivanandén_‘(1983) distancé themselves -frorh the EurOce'nfric Marxist tradition (largély .
o because of its presumed inabilfity‘to deal with “race”), Sivannandan has rec‘la‘imed
, Marxism: in order to co@textl_l'alizé‘ “race” relative to class, while Giirdy rej ects Marxism
| in order to‘e’s'te‘lblish the:absolute aufonomy of ‘;race” apart from class (Miles,. 1993, '43).‘
| This.importaht disti‘nct’ion‘reminds us that neithe;r Mérxism nbf‘the “black radical |
"tradiﬁon” is‘mon‘olithic; but in fact, has Véry, diverse conflicting and contradictory
,poéitions; :
| Thus, thé task for schblafs Working from a p'_olitical éc'cv)nomy«cv)f jmigration,
‘perspec‘tive 1s not to rcreate,'a Ma‘rixiist théQrSf of “race” that is more “vélid” than
"cdnsefvatii\/e §r liberél fheofies. The task at hand is to deconétfgct the ‘nc‘)'t'io‘nv of “race” |
- and détaéh it from the .c'c')ncvélpt of racism. Skeptics reiterafe that Marg’s-théoretical and .
hist_ofical aﬁélysis on the mode bf brdductiohhqs lim‘it’ed analytical value because
egample‘s‘ér'e "speciﬁc to the natufe of é‘épitalistvdevelopméhvtvin Britain é,l’“ldlEl..lliope in .
| gen.eral. vTh'is.fype of analysis pfesumeé that it"woﬁld be best t:Q articulaté the notion of |
b“r.‘a\ce” in aplace like the U.S. Where fhere is along history of slavery. (v)nvvthecontr.ary,‘
* Miles has convincingly_éfguéd tha;[ the tOtaﬁZing natilre ‘of capitaﬁsrﬁ dqes not recognize |

the color or national line.
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_ Question of PoliticalEconomy ‘ |
' ‘Due to the utility of “race” as the central unit of analysis, it is not surprising that |
the theories practices and polrc1es that have informed soc1al sc1ence analysis of
| vmarglnahzed populatlons dur1ng the last few decades are deeply rooted in 1dent1ty pohtics '
(Darder and Torres 2004) A pollt1ca1 economy 1nsp1red class analys1s and a cr1t1que of '
capitalism are noticeably m1ssrng from ‘much of the h1stor1ca1 and contemporary analys1s
-~ of rac1alrzed groups In addition most scholars dorng work on African Americans -
. Latinos, As1an Americans and other subord1nated groups are unw1ll1ng to engage class
d1V1s1ons ‘and their contradictionsywthln.and ‘betwe_en these diverse’ rac1alrzed
" ipop:ulations. “ This negle‘ct of classanalysisis often carried out with an effortto sustain a s
politic'al«,base that yvas ﬁrst deVelop_ed dur1ng the civil .rights movement's in the 1 960s |
‘:When class'ismentioned, it is donethrough references to the “race, class; and géﬁdei?’
intersection of oppressions. As a result, it reinforces the idea that class should be treated b
- as one of many equally;yalued ‘compone‘nts of analysis, The fact of _the matter is that
class and “race” are concepts of -different sociologi'cal order. Antonia Darder and ’ | ,‘
,‘_“Rodolfo' Torres (2004) make' this very important distinction by positing that class and
.":‘race do not occupy the same analytical space and thereby cannot const1tute
explanatory alternatives to one another.'.‘.class isa material space, even Within the B
‘ mainstream definitionthat links the c0ncept to occupation, income status, and
| educational' attainment-all of which re'ﬂect the materiality of class, though without -
analytlcal spec1ﬁc1ty (128). In effect it places “race” in themiddle of the discussion -

and moves the analysrs of class to the background
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. Despite the“factvthat ."‘race” and gender invariably intersect and interact with class,
fhey are not colprimary (MCLaren and J z‘ira‘mil»lo,v 2006;‘,79). In agreement with McLaren
and Jaramilio (2006), 1 also. thCeptualjze c'llas_s‘str,ugg‘l'e as one in a series of social
aﬁtagonisms, bﬁt argue that vqlass moét,often “‘sustaiﬁs” .th'e conditions that pfoduce and
“reproduce tﬁe Othér antggonisms (79). vk'This 'isinvot'_ to say that We" qan reduce facisni and
. s‘evxism to class. “Tihese antégonisms éfe indg_ed dialeﬁtiCal, in i‘ts nature. However, class
| struéé,le as the' primafy antag;ﬁism, heip _shapés and fOnns the baﬁicﬁléﬁties of bthér |
'zsoci‘alv‘ antagoﬁisﬁis‘.liké rac‘ism’;ethn()c‘entrisr‘n, genc{ler,{ et"cete.ra.' Class explOitatiQn,!a'l"s a o
topic of discussion isA hérdly éxpl_Ored in schoalé of edﬁéatioh and teacher édﬁcaﬁon

| ,pr’og‘fa'mvsv (McLarcﬂ and J éra\mvilrlo, 79) wﬁen speékihg of inééme and educationai :
. stfatiﬁéation. It 1s oﬁén linkq& (i‘n‘verr'y limited way) to 'distribtitipn of resourf:és and

) oppérfunity? f | | | |

In their conceptual inierrbgation of cvfiﬁ,cal raéé fthe(‘)ry (CRTY), Dard‘er and T;)rr’e‘s

'(2004) are concernéd that.CRT, in using “race” as the .‘ceﬁtral‘ unit of analfsis, does n'ot‘
| ch‘:areﬁ_Jll‘y undérfake a syétemati‘c dvi_sc'u‘ssion of class aﬁd, more iﬁpoﬁanﬁ, a substantive
| - critiQue of capitalism“‘(‘9v9). In pontendihg with questions /_of “race” and iﬁstitutional
power, references are made to. ‘fcléss” and/or ‘;capitalisrﬁ:” vHﬁ(‘).w.eVévr, the 1ack of serious
enéégement by critical réce théqris‘ts with thes¢ issues is a serious éhortcoming. Their |
- efforts in aﬁalyzing socibeéonomic vint;crests grounded i‘n‘llaw and éducation are
“generally vague and under‘-t'heori'zevd” (99). Due to undef—tﬁeoriiing, critical raéev theory
» »fails to provide an in-depth analysis of capitalist social felations iﬁ our efforts to o
underétand social, éducational, and economic inequalities. __Ambiguous concepts like

“white supremacy” and “institutional racism” used by critical race theorists are,
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: acc‘drding to Robert Miles, problematic due to the tendency toward conceptual inflation
(99). _Thé intent is not for ‘griti"cal scholars to dismiss the important bodyz of work in CRT.
However, there is a cleafanalytical distinction in the political and intclIéctual project of

3 scholars and those of racism, grounded in political economy.

| Probl¢£ns_With‘fRa§e ReiatiOns” Paradigm :
- In'atternpts to analyze t.h:e‘:'c‘om‘p’]exities of “raéé” and “race 'ré]ations”v'probl.ems in
. ‘ ihe US, ‘most’ schOlar‘s‘hvave plaéed tremeﬁdoﬁs e‘:mphasisuon the .rio'tion of "‘white‘ B
, suprémacy.’f »T'his éoﬁcept connotes th¢ existéﬁcé vo‘vf an ideologsf thévtvha_s"v“bla‘ck” people -
as the primary,bbj'ééqt ,o‘f: -r-acisvr‘fl}and “V\;hité”/ peo‘pl-g: as perpetrétérs. 6f :raqisi,n.. v"The |
féiﬁcatiOr_i. of skin color as the _i‘n‘okst. aLctive determinant._ df social relatiéns between'black | e
and White popUlations ig_nofés the “:l.li.s“tori‘c'arl‘and cOntempGrary oppreésiqn of ‘pOpulation‘s ,
Whé have beer; treated as Idi'stinct;hd iﬁferiér “race” V\ilit‘h'out‘ thev necessafy refcfencev fo
b,skivn »c:olor_’_’ (D':ar'def ar{dﬁqurrés,'~1’9'9'9,' 194) The vanal‘ysis of “white suprerﬁécy” .
. essentialiiés soc_ie}l relaﬁons aqd inﬂerenﬂy reprbduceé a racisniv that p t?rceivég whites as
."‘supe‘riobr” and.blacks as “inféridrf baéed solely on phenotypes. | This dich.c')tor.ny.v g
bresUpposés blacks as \‘?iv‘ctim_s énd Whites as pefpetrators, fénds to homogenize file objects
éf racism. This doés not tal_(t? ir'1t-ancco‘unt the different experience;s‘ of social class,
efhnicity, gender,'and séXual identity. AntoniaDafder ahd ‘Roc“i.cy)lfon Torres (1999; 2004)
chal]engé tradiﬁonal_.nqti(v)ns vof “race” by calling for a return to class analyéis in
understanding raCiSI;l in the US, sﬁécinct]y point to the oppdsitional limits of “whitg;
supremacny”: )

Theories of racism that are founded upOh the racialized idea of White Supremacy
adhere ’rigidly to a “race relations paradigm.” As such, White people and the
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psycholegical inﬂuenceof White ideology on both Whites and Blacke, rather fhan
to the complex nature of historically constituted social relations of power and
their material consequences....despite its oppositional intent and popularity among
many activists and scholars in the field, still fails to critically advance our
understanding of the debilitating structures of capitalism and the nature of class
- formations within-a racialized world (Darder and Torres, 1999, 184).
 Miles (1989) 1n51sts that racism is not a ‘fwhite pfoblefn.’” ‘ Rather, the exploitative
A‘ power structure is"White. The reiﬁeetion of 'ski_nv, e‘olo.r rhistakenly privileges signification
| and1gnores t‘he ‘lébeiin’gYof :i:n_ferior '.‘.‘r'aces’v’» -Witheut refereeee to skin color. Seme |
f"‘exervn‘pl‘esr.ef this iinelude the racialjiz,ation of JeIWé, Irieh, italians, and _the Gypsies in
. E;urope,v and _rhuch of the‘A‘svien eenti-neht in its sjlbordinate position to colonial Japan for
50 rriany"yea'rs., Thefefere, it is“irﬁ}‘)efati&ie ‘that‘we do not reproduce the,reeist notions of
' ’r‘;cl_cial'ize'cvl infer_izorvi‘vty. "Instead,i Darder and 'lT}or;res ( 1999) insist that s’eﬁolafs, educatofs,
and ‘pol:icym.akersv need to -‘c‘r'eate Va efitieal theory of LfaciSm tha;; will Beﬁer confront
- issuee of 's'yovcievl,‘,‘ eeo_nemic, end edUcati;onellAi_nequavli.t.ies. o | |
In cenjunctien _with»e f‘Whife supfemacy”,eritique,'there are also eﬁalytical
PrObIeniS Witl; “thedisCourse‘f"Of ‘;‘inefituti_oﬁeil'r'aci’s’m.”v The term “institutional racism”
v‘Was ﬁfst developed in S.tokely Cafrhichael and_Chafles V7 Halni_lten’s BZéck Power: |
Poliﬁe& of Liberdtion zn A}ﬁefiea‘, bublished“in 1967. Carrﬁichael and Hafnilton (200 1)
: 'deﬁne fac?'sm ’as the “predic‘évtion -lo‘f decisiens and belieies on cohsideratioﬁs of race for
the purboseo»fv subordinatihg; aracial gfeep eﬁd maintaining control over that greup”
:(1‘1 2) They distinguish between two forms of racism: individual racism va.n‘d‘ institutional |
racism. Individeal raciem involved the overt acts of vielence en and B’y individuals (i.e., = -
individual “Whites” acting against i_ndividual “blacks”) whieh can resulted in bodily .
| darﬁage or destr‘_uCti.o‘n‘ef propeﬁy. institutional racism, on the other hand, is less eyert .

and subtle, but uhdoubtedly ho less destructive than individual racism. Carmichael and
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' Hamilton describe institutional racisrn as originating “in the operation of established and
. respected forces in the society, and thusreceives far less public condernnation’f than _‘
bindiv‘idual racism (112). |
| Carrnichael and Harnilton’s analysis has_proi/ed to ;he highly inﬂuential,

eSpecially with i&frica‘n iAinerican scholars and activists WO'rking from the ,int‘ernal =
COlonial perspective; Most scholars Who use the notion of institutional racism have '
‘empha51zed somecommon themes Ina cr1t1cal 1ntroduct10n to Barry Troyna ] Raczsm_ -
;ana’ Ea’ucatzon (1993) Fazal Rizv1 in accordance with. Miles ] analy51s (1989)
h1ghlights these common themes F1rst the notion of 1nst1tut10nal racism is h1gh11ghted

: by the idea that the ffdefense ofa system; from which advantage is derived is based on a:
pattern of racial ditferentiation” (97)‘.‘ _‘In this‘sense_,racisni is perceived asa “structural’f( e
relationship in"v;vhich one group beconies the dominant, andthe‘other subordinated..

_ Second the concept of rac1sm in this traj ectory presupposes a generalized view of the ‘

term, which'refersto all beliefs actlons process and practlces which lead to, or susta1n, '

discriminatlon against and the subordlnation of m1nor1ty ethnic groups” (9) Third, 1t
- 1nv‘olves a reJ ection of the view that 1n51sts that 1ntentlonality and/or motivation are
“nece_ssary‘ measures” to the absence or presence of racism. -And fourth, it suggests that '
racism has to.be 1n the cont_ext'of a “dominant” and “subordinate” relationship. |

: Although anumber o‘f US scholars have tal(en on the notion of “institutional .
racism” .and have attenipted to gii/e it more coheré_nce and analytical rigor, 'rnany have
failed‘to do so due to its conceptual inflation. The concept of “‘racisrn” is used to refer to
a .“range of phenornena (beliefs, actions, processes) but with a speciﬁc emphasis on their

| consequences for the domination of one group by another” (Miles, 2003, 68).
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Consequently, the notion of institutional racism creates a black/white dichotomy that
subsequently defined racism as something that “white” people do to‘ “black™ people
(Darder and Torres, 1999). The concept, for this reason, is used with a lack of
substantive analysis. It becomes highly problematic in a society like the U.S. due to its
cultural, economic, and demographic diversity. In the next'section, I will discuss the
implications and consequences of a black/white analysis on As_ian American communities
and how the U.S. ﬁation—state has historically and contempdrarily situated Asian

American subjects.

Hegemony, Capitalism, and the “Model Minority”

[13

Asian Americans as the nation-state’s “model minority” has a very long history
that can be traced back to the 1850s when the Chinese were “obedienf” and “satisfactory”
workers in the gold mines and the railroads of the Western U.S. and the “model”
Japanese, Chinese, Filipino, and Korean workers labored in the sugar-cane plantations in
Hawai’i (Chan, 1991, Takaki, 1989). But the “model minority” thesis that we come to
know in popular imagination first arose in the late 195 OS, by sociologists attempting to
explain the low levels of juvenile delinquency among Chinese and Japanese Americans
(Omatsu, 1994, 63).b The stereotype remained a social science construct until the 1960s,‘
when it was used again by conservative political commentators to pit Asian Américans’
“respect for the law” against African Americans’ involvement with the black power and
civil rights movements. In this sense, Asian Americans are perceived as the “good race”
and African Americans the “bad race.” Asian Americans were “good” subjects who

represented hope and possibility for other historically marginalized groups in capitalist

America.
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This rhetoric helped to generate Vmuch resentment towards Asians inthe U.Sata
time of social ~and political fe_rvor. The intent was to take.focus away from the issues at -
‘hand. By the 1970s, the stereotype e.ntered the political mainstream, around the same | o '
fime that a-large number of select Asian migra_nts andpolitical refugees added more
comple;rity to the on-gvoing’debate. To reiterate the racialization of Asian Americans as

model minority is not just about cultural (m1s)representat1on as Lowe (1996) suggests,
A’ but has to do with how the nation-state classifies, sorts,i and demarcates bodies as way to | _
, maintain hegemonyl |

| According to Glenn Omatsu (19926, the Widespread acceptance of the stereotypea
was not just a result of the growing number ‘of ASians in the U.S. or the increasing
attent1on from mainstream 1nst1tut1ons but m fact, 1t comcided wrth the rise of the New

x vRight and the corporate offensrve on the poor: (63) Omatsu correctly notes that the

N model‘m‘inority stereotype has been critiqued politically, but not 1deolog1cally It is

~ critical that we do not leave out th1s important dimen51on 1 would also l1ke to stress a |
‘. | ,> material dimen'smn, ,mthe Ma_rxrst sense,in my crltique of the “model m1nor1ty‘ -
stereotype 'of Asian American subj ects. | |
| It 1s fundamentalto understand the ‘stereotype in the context of material conditions
| | | inU. S soc1ety at different h1stor1cal ]unctures As I alluded at the beg1nn1ng of this v, |
chapter the label1ng of Asians as both “good” and “bad” subJ ects has much to do with
the economic and polit1cal 1mperat1ves of theU.S. w1th the As1an country of origin. In
~ this case, Asian Americans as ' obed1ent »? “doc1le and “apolitical” bodies are used to
perpetuate and reproduCe certain colonial relationships in the domestic sphere. In

_particular, the neo-conservative movements of the ‘early-1980s played an important role, |
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in redefining the language of civil rights and creating a “moral vision” 4o_f capitalism. It
‘cilearrly constituted a éampaign to “restore” trust in c'apvital.ism‘a’nd' those valtles assoéiated
with the thetOric of “free enterprise.” It was a return to a “celebration of values, an
emp-hasisl‘on hafd Wéfk and’ self reliatlc‘e, zt revspev.clt fot authority, and an attack on
- prevailing civil rightsthinking ‘avssociatedw'ith tﬁe Afri;an Amcfican ct)mmunity”. |
(Omatsu,r 1994_; 63). Asian Am¢ri¢éhs,' in thi s instancé, \tvcre use‘d to symbolize the
résj‘ﬁrrectjbn of caﬁitglist values. Th‘efimages of hatd-working Asian immigrant
mért:ﬁanté laBorihg in our inn:er-citi(c‘as and.dvér-a'c}ti'e\iing studentsvexcellin-g‘ in the |
classrooms reiﬁforce the lortg-he'ld beiief thét' if you Work hard and do nqt cdmplain; the "
.‘.s.}istem will fewa.td you ’re_garjdléss- of éthnicity or ciass locatidrt.‘ |
D‘escribing Asitm Amerlcans as “model trlinority"’ continués to t)bfuscéte the
ditlterse' and éompiex éxbértences of YATsians in theUS Instead of fecoénizihg differ‘e‘n.ce»,_ "
Asién Americéhs are lumped into a ‘;race.” As I have d-irscﬁséed éaﬂier, the coﬁcept of
“race” is prdblevmati_c.f By .“painting” .Asian Americané asa homogenevo”lis g‘roup,thev_ )
‘“modely minotity” Stefeotybe"‘eraseé ctﬁnic, cultural, Social-class,: gendér, 1anguage, |
~sexual, generatiortail, aChievemént,. ,and-otﬁcr diffetences.(Leé, 1996, 6) The im?ositioh
of categorical labeiing on ab“racev” suggests‘that all Asians are “successful” in th-ev face of
| ractsth, in the clds'sfooms, at the office, restaurant, cleaner, liqtlor store, or ddughnut
shop. In anyncv:as.e, thé stereotyp‘e denies the rates of poverty and illiteraéy in Asian |
Americatl commtmities (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 1992).. Situating Asiatn
American experiences in relation to political e;ohomy, migration, and diaspora help tls

begin to comprehend the complex nature of this racialized population.
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The“‘minority model” stefeotypé asa hegemnnic device (in the Gramscian sensé)
| rnaintains the»dofnina_née of elifes in a racialized hierarchy by diverting attention away -
: from racialized ineQualify and by 7~“setti.ng standards for how niinoriﬁes should b‘ehavbe” ‘
(Lee, 1996, ‘6);: As’ian:Amcri.cans as the “model minority” capturgd the US imagination
. ;wnenvthe US ‘News and World Report pnblished an article in 1966 f‘lauding’5 Chines‘e
- Anlericans as é"‘éunne;é,si”in the‘rnid‘st‘ politicalﬂnphgaVals. | As the article’ states, “At a R
time when‘it,i‘s being prrnplolsed that hundreds of billions be Aspent; to uplift: Negrnes and | B
| other,minoritic,s; the‘ﬁntinn’;S 3‘00,000'Chineéé.Aniericans afé movmg ahead on th:e‘xir |
, own-w1th no help‘frnrn'anynne: (‘:‘Supges_s:'S‘torj",”'73). The articlé also présents Chinésc x
;Afneficané as “gnod ¢iti2ens"7 and now Cninatowns: iacrolss the U.S. e'lrev “safe” places. |
Asian A'me:r‘icajn wr'ite.r zind’a‘ctivis.t-l*;rank ‘C_hin(i 99‘“‘0) articnla“[es in hi‘s-\?vrit‘ings the
‘ 'nbtion Qf a v‘v‘_r“avc‘ist ,10\(6”' for Avsian_Aniericans; and nafédoxinélly,; a ‘f‘ranist vh’avte” fo; ,
3 Afrlcan Anieri(:ans and:dthe‘rv marginalized gronps in their relatinnship to thé nation-state.
Chin’_‘s naming gi\:/esj non‘;éXt to th‘e‘ posifionality of raéial_iZed populatinné 1n US sociefy .
and how they ha\}e élways béen’ strat(;gically use'd" against each other. | |
‘ There are ,i‘(‘iejo:logical and 'r.naterial‘ impliéationé to which we rnust‘tend t,c‘).. Its .use‘v
‘ asa hegemonin de_viée"tells us that we need to ask an& dn more substantive ane.llysisvof
" the racialization of Aéian Americéns‘ (and other popnlationé) andv to challenge the -
presupposition of “racé” as ;cl‘ qomin'o:nse_nsé notion’; Antonio Gramsci’s nntion of |
hegeﬁony is é concept réfeﬁing fo épa'rticular forﬁ of dominance in Wnich tne fuling
class legitimates its ‘positibn and secnres‘thé. acceptance, if not outright support, of those
| below them (Hoare and Smith, 1971),. In this instance, Asian Am_ericans‘have. : |

“consented” to their label as the “model minbrity.” This is not to suggest thatrthere is no
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- resistance or’agency.‘ In fac‘t,'_‘Asian American scholars and activists have critiqued this
E vs'tere"otyp"e' frdm its inception. Regardless, fhe sféreotype has great adhesive value, for it
‘still-p‘lay>s a promineﬁt rc')le‘in dur thinking add arialyéis of and about Astians’ in the U.S. '
| One can also- go. beyond the US borders in driderstanding' Asiarlls,’esvp.ecially Chine_se and |
. J,apanese,' as .“middlyeldle’n”b in other parts of the World. , |
' Oma'}tsu‘(_19‘94)'r_1'c‘)tes the A.'sia-n: Amériéan movemedt cdincided not With civil
ir‘ights, but ‘tvhev black power rndvetnén't and tha'; _I\dalcolm X, rather than Martin‘vLuther ‘ | |
K1ng J I., Was the lpading inﬂuefide_. Thé “str‘uggle for v.many Asian Amer‘ican acholars and
acfi'vista- was 'dot baSéd s'o much on “racial” i)ride but to reclaim lafgar- poiitical and ‘
/ \economlc strdggles of bast gdneratlons Due to the promlnenca of the black/white
paradlgm As1an Amencans and other radlallzed groups ‘get left out of the fheoretlcal and .
L polltlcal d1ﬂscu55101‘ntbecause they are ,neltherfbla_ck,nor white. The blagk/whlta parad‘lgn‘fn‘, »
: deeted thev'};list‘oriéa ‘and'i'ss_llv'e‘s of A.sian‘ Americans as ih.s’i_gn.i‘ﬁcaﬁt or sécbndary 1n the
existjdg U.S. ‘ﬁiararqhy of racialized of)pre”'s”sic‘)n.‘ Suffice it to say, kGramsci"s war of
pdosivtio‘r.z contends fthat Asian Ameficads had to aituate jthefnselves as a “racial” group for o
social, cditural, bol_itical and economic pu'rpoé_es. ‘And due to disdriminatory practices
agaidst U.S. Asians, the desire to create a pan-Asiad coalition was a necessary politiéal
tool for the sustenancé_ andsurv1val of the gfoup. '. |
| Thc jnclusidn‘ of Asian Americaﬁs in t‘he‘}“peovplke as dolor” paradigm isa
precafious and tenuous one at“ besf. Givén that }Asviaa Americans are categorically labeled
as 'thev “quf;l ‘minority” and have.“hondrary white” status, it is ‘sometinie‘s difficult for
.iéther Yr'acialized groups (Who mighf not be aware of tﬁa histories and struggles of Asians

- in the U,S.) to Conceive them as “legitimate” people of color. “Whites” also perceive
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them as not as “legitimate” because historically they have not_“suffered as much,” in
relation to say, Aftican Ameri_cans:.‘ Ihave no intention of “showing” or arguing that
Asian’Americans have"‘suffered enough” to ‘qualify them as f‘people of color” or an
“oppressed” group.» l\/Iy intent here is to‘show the limitations ofa ;‘people‘ of ‘color”'
analysis because it still falls into a black/wh1te paradigm It does not take into account
: the d1fferent polltical and 1deolog1cal perspect1ves or class locations of individuals from .
different groups. I_n engaging the discourse, I am not taking‘away from' its historrcal and |
‘ political sign‘i-ﬁcance in the._co_ntinued attempt to create solidari‘ty vacross ethnic and class
| lines.. Asian Americans and their Wtzr.of maneuver speak to how, complicated identity
. pollt1cs can get, as they negotiate the murky waters of “race relations.” The analys1s on
. rac1sm must go beyond what wh1te people say and do to “black” people However th1s

1s not to’ suggest that White on—black rac1sm is. not srgnrﬁcant

‘} I’,imits of Asian American Pan-ethnicity‘
Gilroy (2000) warns us about the dangers and limits of 1dent1ty polrt1cs

He engages with the pressures and demands of multicultural soc1al and pol1t1cal life and

| insists that the ’idea of “race” canno__t have an “ethicallydefensi_ble” place-in our analysis
Cof racialized' popul‘_ations’-in late capitali_sm. For Gilroy, itis fundamentalto ,move from-'a
“short-cut” solidarity based solely on simila‘r‘ phenotypical characteristicsor some shared '
history. He is more interested ina political culture, beyond the, color line. ,G‘ilroy (2000) |
| ur,ges us to go beyond identity politics and work toward what he calls “planetary |
' hur_n_anism.” Frantz Fanon’s work profoundly speaks to Gilroy’s vision of humanity.

Gilroy (2000) posits that “(Fanon).. -spoke for that dissenting formation, from a position ‘
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inside and against the larger cultural and intellectual structures that had shaped his
| consciousness. ..[He] deman’ded‘national liberation for colonial peoples but linked that
prO_] ect of revolutionary reconstructiOn to the deliberate production ofa -newconception
of humanity” (70). | | | |
There are’ many polltlcal ga1ns in playrng the game of 1dent1ty polrtlcs | l{ere
N Grlroy states that Dr Mart1n Luther Jr. is one of the few. c1v1l r1ghts leaders who did not |
- exp101t that ass001at10n However those who “followed in his- (Klng S) wake have not
"always been S0 scrupulous” ('13‘3). ‘He also_expresses his high esteem for writer James '
: Baldwin by pointing outthat Baldwin helps us to see the many ‘,fdangers involved in v
Vacuous ‘me-too-ism’ or sOme other pointless and immOral cOmpetition .oVer Which
peoples natlons populatrons or ethnlc groups have suffered the most” (l 13). Baldw1n
. speaks agalnst this k1nd of essent1alrsm by absolutely refusmg to speak from the |
| perspectlve of the ‘VICtlm. For h1m, the victim has no point.of reference for the Ve‘ry ,
',reason that he or she sees himself or‘herself ‘as a Victim (131).
| Viet Nguyen (2002) states that the Asian American body politic has been mOstly | "
‘ concerned with' demographic heterogeneity and not necessarilyideolvogical het,erogeneity
v(}6‘). Ideolo:gical'heterogeneity should notto be mistaken for class heterogeneity, whic‘h
most Asian American scholars and activistsare willing to acknowledge. Nguyen points
out that the Asian Amer.ican inte_lle'ctual class “betrays” their own ideological rigidity
when they are not willing tov re_ad for ideological hetero geneity (7). The Asian American
| movement, the subsequentdevelopment of lAsian‘Mericanstudies programs haVe
. attempted, though with limited success, to unify diverse Asian ethnicities into one

'political'and-cultural bloc. Along with intellectuals',‘Asian American capitali’sts and
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unabashed pan-ethnic “entrepreneurs” have transformed perceptions of Asian America.
We must engag'e in,self-‘critique in understanding the limitations.of Asian"America
(Nguyen, 2000). | |
' The rac1alizat10n of A51an Americans espec1ally before the 19605 forced As1ans
in the U. S to frequently practice ethnic disidentiﬁcation.” This is the act of distancing
one’s group from another group so as to not be mistaken for and. suffer the blame for the
presumed misdeeds ofa partlcular group (Espiritu 1992 20) Given the imperial wars
.,betw_een their mother countries and J apan? ethnic disidentiﬁcation ,was most evident
| .during the Sec'ond World’vW‘ ar wheri -Chinese,.Koreans, and Filipino_s “distanced’:’
themselves from J apanese Americans.‘ Chinese, Fil‘ipinos, and Koreans;.v wore “ethnic” -
:clothing' and identificationbuttons to differentiate themselves from J apan and J apanese
Americans,seen :as the enemy race” at the time | These 1dent1ﬁcation buttons izvould
explicitly state the hatred_andanimosity Chinese, Koreans, and»Filipinos had for Japan, | |
| and thus, J apane"s:e Americans. During the Cold War era, the Chinese were racialized as
the “enemy race and Japanese Americans were seen ina p051t1ve light. -One can“ ‘_
g certainly argue that Muslims Arabs and South Asian Ind1ans are similarly rac1alized as
.such"txoday. This also -attests o the pervasiv'e problem of “racial” lumping historica’lly
: and contemporaril}i |
The black power and civil rights movements in the U. S and the anti-colonial
national liberation‘movements in Asia had a profound impact on the political
consciousness of Asian Americans. Inﬂuenced' by these broader political and economic
struggles Americans of A51an ancestry work 1n solidarity to “denounce racist

1nst1tutional structures demand new or unattended rights, and asserts their cultural and
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racial distinctiveness” (Espiritu, 1992, 25). However, this does not explain why a pan-
Asian identity or consciousness was not able to devel‘opt until thev 1960s. Given the nature
.' of Asianex'clusion acts and naturalization policies, a pan-Asian identity prior to the
1 9.60's was not feasibleb‘eca,use the U.S. Asian population was predominantly ‘foreign-‘. V
born and they did not share a common:»language. In addition demographic‘ and
res1dent1al se gregation w1th 1ts history grounded in the segregated Chinatown and
Mamlato'wn ghettos or the farmmg enclaves in many parts of the West Coast made it )
difﬁcultfor the creation an “Asian American” cons01ousness.
B T here is also a class dimensiontothe development of pan?Asian identity, coined :

ﬁrst by college act1v1sts The term was’ later extended by professlonal and commumty

spokespersons to lobby for the “welfare of all A51ans (Espiritu 1992, 35) The term was‘ o

- (and still is) embraced by umvers1ty students, profes51onals, artists, and poht1cal activists," |
most of V:which came from theimiddle-bclass. Pan;Asian consciousness “thrived” on

4 college campuses and 1n urbari(settingsf hovvever, it made'very little impact on Asian K .
ethnic ¢ﬁ¢1‘aVe's. Here lies the concern of scholars and activists thebri'zirig as Asian .
Americans but also recognizing thei limitations (and even dangers) of a pan-Asian
identity. The pan-vAsian structu_re: has continued to be a source of friction and mistrust,
with less “domilr_iant”‘ groups feeling “shortchangedand. excluded” (Espiritu, 1992’, S1).
The influx of Asia_n immigrants after 1976‘5 and “tightening” of public funding sources
further deepened ethnic and class inequalities amongst Asians. |

lEspiritu and Ong’s (1994) concern is not with “class variations within any given

Asian population, but rather with 'systematic variations in the class distribution among |

Asian populations” (309). In understanding differences in historical develop‘ment,
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migration patterns ‘and contemporary conditions of differe_nt groups, we begin to see why
: Asian American groups have had very different clas‘s profiles. As a.result, there are intet-
'_ ethnic contlicts and‘ tensions that existed within Asian American communities. ‘This |

' speaks to the reproductlon of power. and control of resources by certain ethmc groups

: Lopez and Esp1r1tu (1990) have argued that the relat1ve success s of A51an American pan-

"ethmclty has largely b'een due to the 1nfluence of a s1zeable‘m1ddle and professmnal class
- (Espiritu and Ong; 3 l‘4)‘.'..However, 1 agreewith Espiritu and Ong (l994) in saying that

”‘ there»is a-heavy- plrice to payror the ‘%relative su_cc‘ess”‘ of coalition-building among Asian
' 'i"Arnerican‘ groups, a priCe that is sometimes too b1g for some. |
- Due to mater1al implications to “A51an Amerlcan designatlon certa1n groups .
=z have made (successful and unsuccessful) attempts to break away from the category This

is largely because their needs are ne1ther met'nor addreSsed under_ausplclous labehng.
" Leonardo (2000) looks at the 1dent1ty of F 111p1no Amerlcans and their contmued struggles
w1th the “Asian Amerlcan category (the same can be argued for Southeast As1ans and
more speciﬁcally, Vietnamese Americans).‘ F 1lipino Americans have‘adopted nevv labels
likev“_Paciﬁc Islanders”to‘ signify their-desire‘ to shift in association with the category.
- Unlike most other Asian groups, Filipinos have»had a profound. Spanish inﬂuence, due to
the colonization of the Philippines by Spain. Some :‘would argue that Filipino identity 1n
the US may perhaps be more linked to “Hispanic” than ;‘Asian.»” This is the result of
some previous cultural commonalities like language, but more so their ovvn responses to
.the Asian American “political climate.” |

Filipino_Americ’ans feel that their disadvantaged po.sitio'n,.in the labor market and

historic under-representation in higher education gives them a strong claim to protection
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| from the state. B.ecausel they are lumped with other Asian.American groups, their claim
“ is often “diluted”‘ due to the-»relatively hi\gh'socioeconomic level of the Asian aggregate 3
i .(Espiritu and“‘Ong; '3 12). In addition,"vFilipino Americans feel they are marginalized asa
" btopic in A51an 'American studies, a ﬁeld dominated by the most established Asian |
Anrerican ‘groups (Japanese and Chine’sej; They have;considered severing ties vv_ith Asian =
1 'American politics and aligning themselves w1th Latinos, especially 1n California, vvhere_
: Latinos have uincreasingly gained political p}ovver. : ': |
The insistence on pan-ethnicity has and continuesto do much harmv‘in vobfuscating
: problems of 'unemployment and_undere‘rnployment, uneQuai’revvard (i-e., “glass ceiling”), o
occupat10na1 segregation under—presentation and most important, class polarizatlon in |
, _Asian American communities The U.S. Census (2002) substantiates this argument The
"average yearly 1ncome dur1ng a three year perlod (2000- 2002) for “A51ans was $54 999,
o about $10, 000 more than “wh1tes ” “$25 000 more than “blacks ” and $21 OOO more than
“HispamCS As Harry K1tano a.nd Roger Daniels (1998) pomt out this homogenizlng
- mechanism does not reflect the high rate of poverty among As1an Americans refugees 26
.percent for Vietnamese 35 percent for Laotians 43 percent for Cambodians and 64
percent for Hmong (San J uan, 2002 101) This data does not speak to the h1stor1ca1
| lpart1cular1t1es of different Asian groups and the1r relationshlp to U:S. hegemony.
Moreover, Ngin andTorres (2001_) argue that theorlzlng Asian American (and Lat1no)
| identities and ethnicities can b‘est be understood within the changing U.S. political
econorny and international division of labor. | |
| The aforernentioned statistics clearly show that the Asian American population is -

_nota rnonolithic socioeconomic group." In fact, it is increasingly differentiated along
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class lines. The postWar removal of “racial” barriers in the economic sector did in fact -
"increase the'number of educated and professional Asians in the U.S. bY'en Le E‘spiritu and
Pau] Ong (1994) pos1t that the preference for hi ghly educated labor in 1mm1gratron
leglslatlon ﬁthher w1dened the economlc gap, thereby re1nforc1ng class inequalities in
' Asran Amerlcan commun1t1es(298).v This is most apparent wrth-mlgratron policies:
' Asian professional class 'entered the country through oCcupationai categories Whereas -
m'ostly’vyorking-class.Asians wereallovye'd entry through family reuniﬁcation categories;
Not surpr1s1ngly, the Asian Amerlcan class structure mlrrors the structural
o segmentatlon of the U S. pohtrcal economy (Esp1r1tu and Ong, 303) As expected there :
| isa large number of Asian Amerlcans 1abor1ng in low-paylng service occupatlons as, well o

. as the top t1er of the U.S. occupatlonal h1erarchy
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CHAPTER 4

" METHODOLOGY

| ‘Theory as Method
Tam proposing that theory. at its most simple:level is impertant for indigenous
people. At the very least it helps make sense of reality. It enables us to make
assumptions and predictions about the world in which live. It contains within it a
method or methods for selecting and arranging; for prioritizing, and legitimating
what we see and do.. Theory enables us to deal with contradictions and ,
uncertainties. Perhaps more. s1gn1ﬁcantly, it gives us space to plan, to strategize,
and to take greater control over our resistances (Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, 38)..
“In theorizing the fo‘rmatio;i and racialization of Vietnamese American youth
gangs in Southern California, I employ. a materialist cultural studlies analysis to the study
of youth subculture, racialized identitie_s, and contemporary urban studies. My workis
framed within the eriticé_I tradition.ih‘{eduQation, U.S. ethnic studies, and cultural studies,
inspired by the University of Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies
(CCCS)‘ in their studies of working-class youth in Britain. In line with the Marxist-
' inspired‘Bivrmingham School and other critical scholars doing work on youth, identity,
and schooling, this dissertation is an attempt to rigorously connect theoretical
-+ understandings of the ¢ macro‘trans(formations)” and the “micro-politics” of racialized
 youthina partlcular t1me and : space (N ayak 2003 6). This dlssertat1on seeks to
understand. the dialectical relationship between “large-scale” forces like migration, war,
geo-politics, and empire and the “particularities” of youth gang formation. Hence, it is

necessary to connect the cultural and thesmate'ri’al
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Undeniably, the Birmingham Schoolhas‘been a great source of theoretical
innoyation"yet they haVe had their share of criticisms. These'Criticisms Warranted» or
,,not 1nclude the lack of engagement w1th the quest1ons of. “race gender and sexuahty
‘ (Wulff 1995) In add1t1on the1r sem1nal collaborat1ve work, Reszstance through thuals
(1976), has long been cr1t1crzed for bemg thorough in its theoret1cal analys1s but lack1ng
_ emp1r1cala studies. For them. the focus on 'youth subcultures is derived from V1sual
'representat1on press reports h1stor1cal and secondary sources (Nayak, 2003, 17)

| Undoubtedly, there were some scholars at the CCCS who were 1nvolved with -
ethnog;raph1c research Paul W1ll1s Learnzng to Labor (1977) was probably the most
. well known scholarshrp in th1s Vem of 1nqu1ry He attempts to' understand the processes o
', ;"of schoolmg by engagmg intet- ethn1c/commun1ty relat1ons and the local pol1t1cal
economy (N ayak 2003 7) I mtend to. do the same in art1culat1ng the V1etnamese‘ :
} 'Amer1can youth gang phenomenon in Southern Cahforma | |

It is clear that the B1rm1ngham School was cr’1t1cal of the pos1t1V1st trad1t1on that ;
) " has 1ts genealogy in the Ch1cago School of Soc1ology As. outl1ned by Norman K. Denzm ; |
| (2001) the pos1t1V1st trad1t10n 1s based on the followmg assumpt1ons (a) there isa reahty'
. that can be 1nterpreted (b) the researcher as a subJect must be separate from any k
representat1on of the obJ ect researched (c) general1zat1ons about the Ob_] ect of research
are “free from situational and temporal constramts: that is theylare un1versally
generalizable” *(44)"and4) ‘there 1s a cause and effect for all phenomena, and 5,).our ,‘
,analyses are objectwe and “Value free” (44) (1n Mad1son 2005, 12)

In art1culat1ng V1etnamese Amer1can youth gangs, the pos1t1V1st tradition are

incoherent (or rather I speak against) w1th my own political and methodolog1cal .
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N interventions. It is my intention to bring speciﬁcity to the research by doingin-depth =

interviews with three Subj ects from a particular location. in accordance with a critical .~

narrative ‘m.ethodology-,‘ it vyas'never my goal to get a “repreeentatiye” sarnple, but rather;
‘iv'to allow these i_nteryiew 'subjec_ts to stand (and speak) on their own. These.narratiyes |
: b‘ring much life, depth, and analytical rigor to the dis‘cussion.” As aresult, it might be-

- more helpfui to underStand ‘,“‘real\ity” in niu‘ltiplei,'rather_ than in singular form. As a |
}reéearcher and sorneone _froni similar oontents Amyanallyse's of theseyouth and the

o phenomenon are by no means * objective and’ certalnly not ‘value-free.” | aoked what T

“hope to be: highly political..questlons. It yyas not easy gettlng 1nterviewo’i“orthis work. In .

‘faet a couple of po?tential intervieyv oubj‘ects' decideci-not to particinate because it
_hpresumably, would conjure up too niuch pa1n and angulsh In addltion they did not -

. ;necessarily want to share 1nformation that mlght 1mp11eate them I was fortunate to be

. .able to conduct the»interv1ew_s that I d1d largely because_ of my reiationship with key :

- v,_"fy‘cultural brokers,.” Thus, the laSt thing:I_ Want to do is to objectify my research ';ubj ects-;

ao they haye-been objectified, labeledé and racialized enough on.the streets, and in the | |

‘7 | cornmunities; .

Miehael :Burav‘voyv (2000) ‘rhakes_ his c_ritique of the Chicago Svchoolz "vaen as it

practiced a Soeiology of “the common man,” [the Chicago School] was always hostile to

anyt'hing that smacked of ‘revolution or socialisni. In foeusing on urban settlernent from
the perspective of Social controi they were ob‘l‘iViOus to the very forces that were

. ,transformingthe city” (12) It is fundamental that I closely examine the Very forces

; (1dent1ﬁed above) that create conditions for the formatlon of urban youth gangs to

" emerged and ﬂourished. "Burawoy (2000) also critiques the Chicago School for saying
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' Very little about class relations-in their scholarship, with the exception of Ernest ‘Hiller’sl
The Strike (13). |
o The Birmingharn scholars, on the other hand, yvere interested in class relations,
’ class consclousnéSs and c‘lass conflict when exanlining youth-subculture in post-war .
Br1ta1n They do so from avery d1fferent 1deolog1cal and methodologlcal locat1on [ask
| 's1m1lar pol1tlcal quest1ons in look1ng at post V1etnam War and the subsequent waves to
) the U.S. and other 1‘ndustr1al1zed countrles. I see the parallels of refugee and 1mm1grant
youth comlng from yvar-torn countr1es like V1etnarh Cambodla and Laos with that of =
- youth from El Salvador Guatemala and N1caragua in Central Amer1ca Although the
Ch1cago- School made great contr1but1ons to research on urban commun1t1es their -
‘methodologlcal approaches and pol1trcal 1ntentsv are dlfferent than those scholars who are
. more 1nterested 1n a radlcal cr1t1que and transformatwe analys1s about the world we l1ve
: ,. in. To be sure, we st1ll feel the. methodolog1cal res1dues of the Ch1cago School today |
Although much U S. youth gang l1terature suggests the 1mportance of
ethnograph1c and qual1tat1ve research, it can lack analyt1cal depth at certa1n cr1t1cal
junctures. Thls is especrally evrdent for engaging 1n afundamental dlscuss1on of
demographic', social, i’political, and econornic changes of the last four decades, :
| particularly' within a multi-ethnic contekt like Southern California. In effect, the politics
. of rnigration, globaliiati_on of class and‘labor, and theorization of racism are generally not "
a part of the d1scuss1on And if it is, it plays a minimal role To be sure, most of the
o l1terature on gangs and racialized youth are d1scussed in the context of cr1m1nal1ty and
'deviancy. Bnt1sh cultural stud1es sCholar Dick Hebdige (1979) states:

Pa1t1c1pant observation continues to produce some of the most interesting and
evocative accounts of subculture but the method also suffers from a number of
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significant flaws. In particular, the absence of any analytical or explanatory
framework has guaranteed such work a marginal status in the predominantly
positivist tradition of mainstream sociology. More crucially, such an absence has
ensured that while accounts based upon a participant observation approach
provide a ‘wealth of descriptive detail, the significance of class and power
relations is cons1stently neglected or at least underestimated. In such accounts,
* . the subculture tends to be presented as an independent organism functioning ‘
outside the larger social, political, and economic contexts Asa result the picture
- of subculture is often 1ncomplete o :
It is my rntent to-paint a more.complete picture of subculture, racialized
- schooling, and identities as they pertain to the Vletnarnese/ASian American youth gang -
fonnation in conternporary Southern California. I do so by providing a detailed socio-
~ historical analysis of Vietnamese migration in the diaspora;v_direct results of U.S. foreign
\ _policies and lntervention 1n Southeast Asia. 1 trace the Vietnamese refugee experienceto
, different»parts of the US , with the emphasis on‘resettlement'in Southern California. To
fprov1de greater context and spec1ﬁc1ty, I focus on Vretnamese Ch1nese youth gangs 1n
the San: Gabr1el Valley and Los Angeles s Ch1natown/L1ncoln He1ghts areas w1th wh1ch o
| ‘I am most fam1l1ar and‘intlmately lrnked. At the sarne t1me, I believe there is a need to -
* discuss their formation along with other Asian American youth and the larger gang

. phenomenon in the_ Los Angeles metrOpolitan'area;' :

. : Data.'S‘ources and Hlstory
I examined texts on theories of racism, 1dent1ty and representauon m1grat1on
~urban youth gangs (especrally black and Chrcano) subcultures in the U.S. and Britain (1n '
- the cultural stud1es trad1t1on with Stuart Hall, Dick Hebd1ge Paul Willis, and colleagues);
.and the emergence of contemporary ethmc commun1t1es (1n part1cular As1an Amerlcans

‘and Latinos); as well as academic journals, census data, governmentreports, and other .
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secondary sourcesi that focuses on urb_an youth and schooling, as broadly defined. I have

- also ‘spent a s,ubstant'ial amount of time viewing and analyzing Asi‘an American youth. :

| gang blogs on YouTube.‘yideos-.‘ Although it is not my' intent to'do a discourse analysis‘
on texts, the visual representation» (slide‘shows) on You Tub,e have been helpfulin“

' articulatmg how bloggers engage issues of representation and racralization—wrth each-

other and With other ¢ perceived” non-Asian blo ggers in the U S. and abroad The slide

~ shows of Asran Americ,an youth gangs,-and Vletnamese mpartrcular, gives me a‘ sense of - .-

,the kind of dialogue they are haying'on;line. 'Itcertainly a}ffects conversation off-lineand_ o
| in thecommunity. | »

" I-,have also .used local print media such‘ as the Los AngelesTimes AO‘range Co'itntj) -
Regzster Long Beach Press T elegram Pasadena Sl‘ar News San Gabrzel Valley T rzbune '
LA Weekly, and Pasadena Weekly to substantlate locahzed contexts discourse and
~ temporality. I traced Vietnamese and Asian American youth gang formation in Southern
“ 'Californra from 1988- 2008 1 choose to focus on the late-l980s because it was at this -
‘ :t1me that Vietnamese/As1an American youth groups were rac1allzed as street gangs. |
' Not corncrdentally, 1t reﬂected the state of moral panic for Cahforma ‘as the state was
1nfused With various anti-youth (and antlfimmigrant) acts, which crimrnalized youth (and ”
immigrant's) with alleged “gang” association.'-’ Thrs came out Vfrom the Wari of Drugs
campaigns that were hitting our cities land str'eets hard in the 1980‘s.

Even though this period sawthe emergence of Vietnamese and Asian American
~ youth gangs, these groups have always been part of their communities. Asian American
: youth gangs ga1ned notoriety in some crrcles because they were represented” more like

. the Chlcano and black gangs in terms of dress style and speech. Whrle I relied on local
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print media, the reality is that most gang-related crimes are unreported. lThis is especially :
true for Asian‘ American youth?v given the effects and consequences of racializing Asian .
Americans asa moct’el minority. The fact of the matter is that"we are unaware:' of what

~ goes on in our ow_n communities. For every. article I‘”was'.able.to dig up from"theee |
newspaper clippinge regarding. Vietnamese/A's.ian American youth gangs, there. are N
- perhaps twenty other incidents that get swept under the rug. - o

 Talso draw on my own eXperience growing up and working as a youth worker and -

K-12 teacher in predomlnantly A51an and Lat1no workmg class 1mm1grant communltles B

"vﬁrst in Los Angeles and then the adjacent San Gabriel Valley 1 see first-hand the |

~ formation and convergences. of dlf_ferent youth gangs as the result of m111tary, .pohtlcal, .

._and eConomic" impositi_on ‘in Southeast ‘Asia,- Central America, and Mexico 1n ';the’late
l‘:970s and 19805 ’l‘his phenonienon bro‘ught together _established Chinese American andl
'Chicanoyouth.gangs who had been. 1n the Los Angeles area for quite sorne time with ‘. :
Inore recent irnmigrant and ref‘ugeeyouth gangs froin Vietnam, éambodia, and El |
Salvador 10 name a few | " B

| As a youth worker in Ch1natown/L1ncoln Helghts in the late 1990s, I helped

coord1nate a gang-preventlon/after-school program, as rnany of these youth were coming-
of-age. L.A. Bridges, acity-‘funded_community program, attempts to lmk schoole, , |
faniilies and communities. Strategically designed for middle-schoolstudents it is
1mplemented in working- class areas of the c1ty where youth gang act1v1t1es are most

, prevalent Although youth gangs come and go the spec1ﬁc groups I am engaging today

were very much a presence twenty years ago.
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My teaching experience ata nevucomen school on the Westside (while an.
'.;undergraduate at UCLA) was helpful in my forrhatwe thinking about gang formation and-
: class 1nequal1t1es in Southern Cal1forn1a The newcomer” school, des1gned for recently-

arriv_ed immigrants to the country7 ironically is located 1n Bel Au, one of the most
fal‘ﬂuent aneas in Californ‘ia. -Since allof our students (including _Vlethalnese, Kotean',
.. ,Chinese, Annenian, M_exvicanv, and Salvadoranj were hused in from different Working;
class areas of Los Angeles';the students brought with theIn a certain amount of “street
.»knowledge ’regardlng gang format1on in their’ respect1ve ne1ghborhoods It helped me
| (and the students) conceptually map out the city and th1nk about the materlal cond1t1ons _
- :o‘f partlcu_lar areas, as Wetake the buses and ‘dr1ve our cars to Bel Air each mornlng. |
| Givendrlav,rnatic demogr’aﬁhic, econolnic changes,‘ shifting clasg relations in the -
| Southern Cahforma landscape We need to recognlze the rise of various ethn1c youth |
gangs from relatlvely recent but extremely V1olent mlgratory and geopol1t1cal h1stor1es
" (i.e., Armemans Vletnamese Cambod1ans and Salvadorans) In add1t1on my own
‘ act1ve partlclpat1on in the Southern Cahforma party scene as a youth and more

- speci_ﬁc‘ally; in Vietnarnese and Asian} American cultural production gave me ﬁrst;hand
accounts of the jcornple)‘(ity of ethn_ic and ldentlty formation, generation, subculture, and
i ’schooling in .hyhrid‘and contested spaces. :lt ’got'me thinking aboutv’Wanting to help‘ g‘i\“/e -
voice to Vletnamese and Aslan American youth that are most rnarginalized, given their |
‘ lahel as “gang ‘rliembers,” | More important,‘ they u/ere ahle to show through these |

j narratives (oral hiStor‘i"e_s) the complexities of life and what it means to be fully human.
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Critical Narrative
Upon taking a Iristorical' materialist/critical cultural studies approach, I used
critical narrati\re methddology; In researching Vietnamese Anwrican anth gangs,i I want
to clarify\the notion of “youth.” Nayak(2003)_prleernatizes thevconnnensense notion ef |
l‘“yout ” | B
| v Terms such as ‘you’th? and ;young neople’ are .used for their econoniical ease. " ’A
These terms have been subject to critique and should not be seen as biological -
-~ states (e.g. ‘the pubescent-teens’) or psychological phases (e.g. ‘adolescence’) in.
an individual’s development. Instead, ‘youth’ is treated hete as a social and '
_ mutable category that continues to have different meanings in different times and -
~ places(3). = o } : ‘ ‘
' : Myithree subjects‘, one Woman and two males, Were 29 and 30 years old at the time‘o‘f the .
| interview. The woman was _in\/‘ovlived‘;fr(‘)ni 16-19 year.s old andvboth rnales,.g‘got invol\}e‘d
Cati3 and 14 years oilidand continned to do so at var}iing degree. Here, I arn not using“
o “yo'ut Y asa biologicalstate, ibut ratiier constrdeting their formation-situated-in very
K :particular social and iiistoricai contexts. | |
In locatinga critical narrative 'meth.odology,‘ D. Soyini Madison (2005) outiines '
three key“rnain p(‘)intsthat Were very helpful for my interviews w1th former and current
Vietnamese .Arnerican.f youth gang rnembers. First, _Madisqn discusses the irnportance of
positiondlity as resea‘rchers. ' She suggests that it is fnndamental to "‘ackno‘wledge our oviIn’ ,‘
pdwer, privilege, and _biases jnst as. we‘denounce the nOWer structure that surro‘lindour |
- subjects” (14)- I was clear with my SubjeCts abQut the research goals and intentions. ‘This “
is articulated through my researcvhv questions, methodolqu, and theoretical frameworks
that drive the dissertation; They agreed to do the interviews because of the level of trust

and respect placed on the intermediary. In this manner, it also extends to me because of

my cvlose relationship with these two intermediaries. I was positioned both as a “graduate
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student/ researcher” and perhaps more signiﬁcant,as someone “from the neighborhood”
that can and will respect their humanity. | |
Second, Mad_ison speaks of theneed to engage ina dialogical manner With your

3 research subjects: ,“Dialogue emphasizes the'liying coMunion ofa feltésensing,

embodied mterplay and engagement between human beings Tt keeps the ‘meanings -

} vbetween and the conversations with the researcher and the Other open and ongorng” (14). .
’ There Was a sense_of dialo'g’ical e'ngagement with both myself and the Subjects. As much
| ;as they share with me their life ‘stories, I was also Willing to engage them in mine-, as -

. open and honest as 'I-possibly can -I‘believe that they Were as open and honeSt as they" '

were because we Were 1n d1alogue W1th one. another. lt is clear to me that these subJ ects,
= through their narratives want to be in d1alogue with the rest of the World They, as

Vretnamese/A51an Amer1can- sub_]ects ’Want to be heard and to be able to share their pain,' o

jfrustratron Joy, sorrow and happrness 'l“hey expressed that o one is really hearing
them, and toa greater extent, not reco gnlzing their history/humanity More succ1nctly, "

| one interviewee expressed that no*one is looking into shit” and that folks f‘don t

. understand the roots of it.” In many Ways I am.trying to do both. |

~Third, Madison stresses the 1mportance of the. theory/method nexus. ‘Hence
critical ethnography becomes the “doing”- of critical theory: “Theory, when used as a ,

: ‘mode of interpretation, is a method,' yet it can be distinguished from method when a set‘of
'concrete actions" grounded by a spe'ciﬁcscene is required to complete a task. We .rely IOn '
theory...to interpret or,-illuminate a social action.” (15). In looking at the narratives and

~ other sources, Iam constantly engaged in theorizing Vietnamese American youth gangs.

‘Much theorization, in conerete ways, is done through the grounding of the research,
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; vdesigning interview questions»,v developing .themes, and.coding _,the d'ata (15). Forme,
there has to be an alliance with theory and practice (methodl, as it drives.each other.
Iinterviewed ‘all three t"ormer and current Vietnamese and Vietnamese-Chinese

American gang members in Southern Cahforma in November and December 2007 The |

'. youth d1scussed how and why. they got 1nvolved with gang life; the ways in wh1ch they i
‘have been racialized by other As1an and Ch1cano gangs in prison and on the streets; the :

" racism and discrimin_ation from the police;'educational experiences; immigra‘tion and

family history; and the p.erp_etual label vas “thugs.” T used a tape recorder and had a set of

interview questions, along with cAOnsent form for the interyiewees,.’ All subjects,‘ as .

, indicated above, were over 18 y‘earsiold. -The interviews with the two males were doneat
o my brother s apartment My brother grew up and went to school w1th them and a'number o

| of the1r homeboys He has been a great source on the toplc because he understands and

- knows the ‘context extremely well. He is "_Very kno’wledgab_le and grounded about - o

'Southern CalifOrnia’s Asian.“A’mericangang forrnation beginning 1nthe early 1 99:..Os, but:‘
in particular, Vietna‘mese-Chinese “street” gangs emerging 1n the WestSan Gabriél :

-+ Valley. My interview with the woman was:_do‘ne 1n her car. She is-a fr_iend ‘of a friend, |
She provided a very different way of looking at this phenomenon due to herlocation_ asa
Vietnamese,American -woman, someone.who‘ grewzup 1n Orange County, and was part of
aFilipino American g'aﬁgL All interyiews wereconducted indiVidually.i . |

‘These in-depth‘i_nterviews were open-ended and lasted more than.two hours each.
During interviews, I used a tape recorder. I decided not take notes because I felt that it -
was fundamental.for me to engage them‘in dialogue.'v I 'spent time wntmg out notes after

of the interview as well as my interpretations. The audio-tapes were transcribed using
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pseudo‘nyms.“ All three participants consented to be audio-recorded. Before the

" interviews began, T made clear the purposes of the research and why they were asked to '. .

| participate. I made clear that criminal activi‘ty is not the focus of the research. Rather,' I

‘was interested in hearing about their story. . It was made explicit to ‘part_i‘cvipants that they

_were given all _rightsv to turn off the audio-recorder at any given moment, ask questio'ns or

for clarification, or to retract certain information once it is recorded. .

: "Below are' a list of interview'qoestio‘ns I used in my engagement with my research’ _

 subjects:
| 1. Where were ‘_you' borh? If 1n Vjietnarhv, when ditl ‘yohr‘ fanrily resettled ih the U.'S;?:
L 2 What is :your yrelvationship with l‘your‘ famiiy like? | |
3 ‘ What 'kind of work tloe‘s yoar farrrily do? :
4. What was it hke growrng up in Southern Cahfomra7 What was 1t hke berng
- Vietnamese in'Southérn California? . : :
5. What have been:yoar.’experiences in-"scho'ojl‘.‘? o |
| 6. What arev your e)rr)errences like with othe_r_‘students‘?
A Have you e)rperie‘r'roed raeisrh, prejudrce, or other'aets of drscrimrnation?'
8 How did you get ih\wolVed in a gang? | |
E 9. erave you had experlences with the pohce‘7 'If S0, what were your experiences lrke . |
| vwrth the pohce’? :
10. What are your famrly s‘ expectatrons of you around educatron work and berng
. ‘Vretnamese‘7 t
11'.lWhat is going on with you now? What’s happenihg in your life? ) '
| .12. Is there anythrng else ‘you want to’share or add?
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CHAPTER 5 -

VIETNAMESE AMERICAN YOUTH GANG NARRATIVES

| , Introduction»

This chapter consists of three (3) narratives from former and current- Vietnamese .
, American youth gang members All three 1nterv1ewees are e1ther 29 or 30 old. The ﬁrst
tvyo narratives (P Do g and Melo) are Vietnam-born male members who 1mm1grated to
o '”'the U.S. With the1r famllles as toddlers. The third narratlve (Linh) is from a U.S.-born

‘ woman vyho grew_ in Orange. County, CA‘. She still lives and works around the area.: The

two males grew up in the ‘S‘an Gabriel ‘Valley- and continue to be part of the Asian*
: American you.thi gang' subc.ulture in Southern California. All three are products of the'i |

- Vietnamese “boat people exper1ence P-Dog and Melo were part of the ¢ second wave”

*_that came in the late 1970s and early 1980s, wh1le Linh’s family were: part of the “first

,wave refugees who left the country shortly after the “Fall of Sa1gon” in Aprll of 1975

| While P'—Dogand Melo are connected to Los Angeles County, Linh’s context has
~also been Orange County, including a lot of time spent in the Long Beacwcerritos area. P
hinh grew up going to private Catholic school, until the last two years of high school. P- .
-Dog and Melo went to ne1ghbor1ng public elementary, junior, cont1nuat1on/h1gh schools
in the West San Gabr1el Valley, where it is predomlnantly Asians and Latinos. They

have known each other since junior high school and both got involved with the same
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gang around the same time. Both are still involved, at varying degree. Linh, on the other
hand, no longer claims gang membership. "She was heavily involved from 15 to 19 years ‘,

Cof age.

| 'SP-Do‘g
: :P-—Dog was bornﬁin Vietnam 1n l977land came to the U S. as athree year old in
1980 His famrly mrgrated by boat from V1etnam across the South China Sea to refugee |
camps in the Ph111pp1nes and Hong Kong, respectlvely before resettlrng in Seattle (WA)
2 Hrs father ] srbllngs also resettled in Seattle After spendrng a couple of years in the |

' ""-‘Northwest' P-Dog' ] father‘ﬁrst made the-dr1ve‘dOWn Interstate-S to Southern California.

. P- Dog and hlS mother came shortly after Although they d1d not have relatrves in

" Cahfornra hlS parents had some friends from thelr home town who settled in the “Golden
«:State,” ,aroundthe same t1me they moved to Seattle. P‘-Dog and his parents moved to

‘ Llnooln Heights, a predomlnantlyvhatino and A51an American wOrking-ola.s-s section in

.'Los Angeles and eventually to the diverse San' Gabrlel Valleyv,eight miles east of
Downtown His mother vrs ethmc V1etnamese and father ethmc Ch1nese from Vretnam
1 He is the oldest of three 51bhngs in the famrly | |

| Now 30 years old, P-Dog isa second-generatiOn gang member. His father was an -
or1g1nal member of V1et Chlng, a V1etnamese Chinese youth gang Whose members were
, prrmarrly from Vretnam They were part of the first wave of Southeast Asran youth
gangs in Southern California 1n the late 19705 and early 19805. Aocordlng to P-Dog, his
fatheriwas‘ a “kick-back l(id that never went to school.. .hestole from the rlch and gave to |

the poor.” P-Dog’s father is the third oldest of sixteen children and “did what he had to .
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do” to provide for his family. 'His father worked odd jobs, including as a butcher in
Asian'supermarkets in Southern'California and years later as a floor-man at a casino in
Emeryvﬂle r1ght out51de of Oakland (CA) Other than the odd jobs here and there, P-
Do g does not remember what l’llS father d1d for a living.

At an early age, P-Dog was ‘exposed to various types of illicit activities. He
states, “born and ralsed (a gangster) Just like the mov1e Menace to Soczety 1 wake up ‘
and see a gang of _]ewelryonthe table.. robblng _]ewelry store...robbing, you know. I
was born and raised inthis game,'baswally. What I saw [was] what I saw when | was
: ‘.yo‘ung. People saw black people like that white people they never see Asian people.

: We re st111 refugees but we’ re 11V1ng the same style though H1s father was already
,1nvolved w1th street life in V1etnam P- Dog had thls to say about his chlldhood
lexperlences in L1ncoln Helghts and the West San Gabr1el Valley
S 'It s-cool. It s rough I guess It’s part of llfe 1 don t know how to describe it.
It’s like other people...we didn’t get no.. .growing as kids...going back since
~ elementary, we played “kick-the-can,” you know what I'm saying.. .playing little
marbles...running around the apartments .whatever you call it, the “Asian -
proj ects ' '
. He continues:
l don’t know how people have dlfferent style, but 1 grew up doing what I did. 1
have been a crook all my life, I guess, you know...to now. I see a lot of shit when
- [ was young, you know. I see uncles stealing this...me and'my friends when me
~ and my friends went to elementary school...we see the other kids stealing one

-candy, when we can steal the whole box. That’s how we thought when we kids,

you know. That’s when I was six years old. Why steal one candy when you can

steal the whole box. That s my life. That’s how I grew up.. _]ust been fuckmg
- around. : ‘
P-Dog experieneed first-hand the'emergence of gang culture for Vietnamese and

Asian immigrant youth in multi-ethnic Southern California. ‘As P-Dog’s father and his

homeboys were coming up in lthe early 1980s as young refugees, P-Dog and his
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homeb0yswere putting in work inthe early l 990s as teenagers. VP-D‘o g states, “...80

AWhat escalated is. .. what thestoryis. : .they (his - father’s generation) brought the gan‘g

- (V1etnamese Chlnese gangs) down here” (to Southern Californla from V1etnam) P- Dog

draws parallels w1th hlS refugee experience w1th that of ﬁctional character Tony
‘Montana the notorious Cuban gangster from the movie Scarface “T am from the
reﬂtg_ees, man 1 am frorn the camps .same th1ng yow see [w1th] Tony Montana in the |

: .Cu’ban camps when he got sponsored to the U. S .same th1ng w1th us. He [Montana] -

came as a dishwasher my dad came here chopping meat His mother works in the nall

salon busmess since the early 1980s. They got off welfare ﬁve years ago and Sectlon 8

two years ago | | |

P Dog has been a member of the Asian Boyz (AB) since 1990 as 13 year old. His

: -age group is the oldest generation of Asian Boyz from the West San Gabriel Valley One

‘, of the 1n1t1al reasons why P- Dog got 1nvolved w1th AB has much to do w1th wanting to be " ‘

part ofa famlly and protectmg themselves from other Asian and Chicano gangs |

(collectively known as" the Mexicans’ ) in the area In Jumor h1gh P- Dog and his fr1ends

. ;were‘bulliedione' t00 many times by older Chicano gang members. P-Dog and h1s - |

homeboys became ‘.‘a'unit” uponentering high school and broke' away from traditional

- Asian gang hierarchy by not anointing aleader. He stateS'

: Yeah, we got Jumped in...we talk like blacks and dress like ¢ eses, you know. We
still Asians, though. We still have Asian background. We still got the triple OGs,
the forefathers or whatever you want to call it, you know. The people we talk to,
man...people for wisdom. It’s not like the other (Asian) gangs out there, we got
no “dai lo” (big brother) or whatever you want to call it...leader. We got no

leaders, no nothing like that .1no “shot-callers”...none of that sh1t We don t
llsten to one person, we’re a unit. It’s teamwork :
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He .received his education on the streets. He isa high school drop-out with a 9™ grade
‘edu’cation. He has gotten straight F’s on his report card si-'nce‘ the' »3“1' grade:. He had been
| in and out of Los Angele's_.Coun‘ty’s youth detentlon facilities during his teen years and
,got most of his.vhigh school credi-t-s while in juvenile hall. He did time at Camp Scudder |
| and Camp Mendenhall | |

In the- early l990s P- Dog s Asian Boyz cl1que was the f1rst generat1on of Asian

gang members in the area to break away from trad1t1on wrth the1r dress style and gang o

- protocol They were young and trymg to bu1ld a rep > For P-Dog, wearlng D1ck1es

' Nrke Cortez and shavmg off the1r heads are as much styl1st1c asitisa lrfestyle P Dog
o states -

Yeah that S how ‘we got problems w1th the Ch1nese gangs here (San Gabr1el

Valley). They didn’ 't like us...the Asian gangs. We’re not llke the Asian gangs S

because they say we’re d1sgrac1ng them because we’re not the way Asian gangs
~should be, you know. Back in the early 90s, no one (Asian gangs) was dressmg v
like us. "You know, everyone was sticking to their Chinese...whatever -
Vietnamese style. You’re talking about 88°, 89°, 90°, 91°...we’re the only one
dressing like Mexicans still, talking like blacks with a blue rag hanging on the left
side. Other than that, these days everyone Jil’ kids out there, trying to dress the
C way we dressed ' 4 o ' ‘ I
'_P-Dog continues to dreSs the way he has the fast 18 yearsof his life ' However he has
changed and grown my mental1ty sa d1fferent story, though you know. My age is
older than my.body. More seasoned, P‘-Doguserves as a mentor to the ¢ youngsters ? the ,
next generatlon of AB members commg up
P- Dog and his: homeboys are frequently “hit up’ by other gang members and the
- local polrce departments. As he explams:
They (the police)...they check “what hood are you from?”...what does' this

. number stands for on your body?” They asked for all this stuff, youknow. Back
- when we were young, they asked for cigarette burns like “why do you have the ‘
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c1garette burns here’?” .you know...this and that. That’s how they represent
themselves as Asian gangs, fuck...in 90”, 91°.

' P -Dog. further explalns
o The ﬁrst thing they [the pollce] ask you “who- do you roll with?”” They don task

“what’s your name?” [I’ll say] I don’t roll with nobody...they decide to check
(for tattoos)...what does this stand for? Does it really matter, you know? Back

then, T used to tell them where I was from and whatever...this and that. But [as] I '

- see it now, it shouldn t matter where T am from. I’'m 30 years old. 1 hate it when
‘young, little cops come in, like 19 years old, telling me what do , you know what
-~ I'm saying.. ..talk to me like a man I’ll talk to you like a man. Doesn’t mean.you .
~ have a badge and you think you’re cool, man. - You know, we got fucked by cops
back in the day when they make the Asian [Gang] Task Force As1an Task Force
‘.used to come and beat our ass up. , :
He,:still‘ gets harassed' on a‘,c'ons1stent ba51s because of his dress and the many tattoos that’
'~ adorn h1s body He covers it up by wearing long pants and sleeves when he can.
However he has a hard t1me domg that 1n the hot and humid Southern Callfornla
summers. He got his. ﬁrst tattoo on hlS chest that says “AB” (As1an Boyz) when he was
13 He continues “I can’ t walk around with my mom, ay. My mom wouldn t walk
around w1th me. ,She s scared.-._.ll"ke,she embarrassed. Anytime we go to Wal-Mart or
 some shit, shewalks two aisles away. from me because I'm tatted out from the head to my = -
toes.”
For P-Dog, school is where he went “to meet girls and'get into_ﬁghts.,” His
' _educational experiences evolved around three institutions ‘the local high school, |
‘.continuat1on high school and youth camps The Junior and high schools P- Dog attended
in the Rosemead/ San Gabriel area are predominantly As1an and Lat1no ‘At his pub11c ‘
‘ hlgh SChOOl 1nS_an Gabriel (CA),- his gang would get into fights with other Asian and

: Chlcano gangs These race ﬁghts between racialized groups are by no means just gang

: members The general populatlons at the school also get 1nvolved “Just random
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;vpeople.’. .Idon’t know how it starts, man. T just know it starts.‘ ‘One day, we say “fuck the -
. ese...fuck the beaner. ..and they would say fuck the chino, you know. That’s how it is.
We 1l get into it and don t know why, to tell you the truth. People Wlll be. bringing guns
to school I see that sh1t all the time .back when we were g01ng to school ”?

To get away from gang life in Southern Cali‘fornia P-Dog moved to Seattle to live
»_-'w1th an uncle in 1993 when he was 16.” ‘He talks about his h1gh school experience in
fSeattle “I tripped out in school over there man. It was like Saved by the Bell (TV show) |

i or sornething. He ‘compareshis h1gh school in Seattle w1th the one in Southern

: Californiai “Youwent to the restroo'm you see mirrors. San Gabriel (HS) and
: stuff you don ’t see mirror, man. They got no lockers for us, man.. 11ke fucking six _

| 1nches b1g, SiX inches wide, you know It’s crazy P -Dog struggles w1th traditional |
educatlon and never enjoyed being in the classroom “I guess [ wasn’t the k1nd of person )

'that can sit down and just sit there, you know. ’m not saying ’'m stupid. I just can’t s1t S
‘ 1n a claSSroom‘.”_ _I—Ie’sums it up:: “Ij ust can’t do school. L1ke when I went to '
continuation [high school], all T got to do is cheat offthe notebooks to geta diplor_na, I
coul(ln’t even c‘l_o that.” | | | | R

| Although hev‘moved out'of the sta_te .and was away from his homeboys, he could |
" not stay away from trouble: “I was busted for stealing cars and radio [in Seattle]. I
| inoyed away from the envirOnment that you see in Southern California. ..just couldn’tget
away [from] it.” He eventually finished off the school year and went back to California.
His one year away from California coul(l have sayed P;Dog’s‘ life. It was at a time .whe_n .
many of his horneboys went to prison'for “nutting'in work” on rival gangs and were

“involved in other illicit activities. P-Dog states, “Like I said, a group of 10 friends...like
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- the 10 I'kicked it With like seven of them are doing life, two of them are dead. I |
. bas1cally lost them all of them at the age of 17. We're just like 17 years old at the time.

We weren’t that old » It pa1ns h1m to see many of his friends domg double hfe or dead:
It hurts, man. It’s hkeseemg.anythmg. It s like seeing your own brothe_r die, '_
man. We’re not brothers for real, but we’re still brothers, man. The only thing is
different mom, different dad, basically. ‘You know, we bleed for each other, man.
‘We care for our own, regardless of how itis. That’s how it 1s . o

' When asked if PD is stlll 1nvolved he replled by saymg, you can never not be -

. mvolved we klcked it with the same people because that’s all we know, you know We o

' got no frlends outside the 01rcle, man. P-Dog is part of a famlly. He grew up with a

: strong sense of family P- Dog states vvith family, you’re not going to let your little -

‘ brothers d1e but you ain’t gomg to be out there kllhng people for them, you know ” The

o politics of belongmg is very clear for P Dog and hlS homeboys “when we were growing_

j up, it was usagamst everybody, P- Dog is making attempts to be more “frlendly and

“trying to get along” vvith everybody. As he reﬂects, “we d1d what wedld when we vvere
young. . Basically vve-"re just chilling now." Alot of usare raiSing family,' you know.”

“ P-Dog 1s a,tWo;strike felon.,“Hel was released _from prison two months vago*at the _. )
; timejof this intervievv. YH‘e‘ is doing a vvork release program at the Sheriff’s headduarters
in East‘ Los Angeles.to gain his freedom. He .h_asf three more months of vvorl( before he
goes on probation. If l’-l:)og violates his probation he will be sent to state prison for
‘» three years because of a Jomt suspens1on “I'm stra1ght Jain’t trymg to £0 up- state
"D‘ue to hlS cr1m1nal records, P-Dog is not qualiﬁed for U S, naturalizatlon He is greatly
concemed that he might get deported back to Vietnam, a country he has never been to
. | sinc.e leaving as a three year old.‘ The.' dep0rtation issue hits very close to home fOr P-Dog

*because he has a friend [due o his criminal records] who recently was deported to Hong
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Kong. P-Dog is very well aware that Vietnam and the U.S. are making efforts to make
this a reality.
~For P'-ch,' being inyolved initially was out of protection and brotherhood onthe
streets. Over time, there are economic reasons that are work. As P-Dog makes clear:
Not a11 of us arerich, you know: The government’svstill helping us after all these |
years, man. You know; it’s not that we’re lazy....times are tough out here. We
weren’t born with a silver spoon. You can only do so much ..especially a single
lady raising fucklng all of us, you know.” R '
: : He makes it exphcrt that he .has no 1ntentlons of putting any ‘v‘hype” .into it, for’he is -
- merely telhng his story He referenced movies hke Rush Hour and T 00 Fast T 00
F urious, when talkrng about 1naccurate representatlons and the lack of depth and
. compl_ex1ty in understandrng _Asran Amerlcan- youth gang culture: “‘They [the medla]
| 'vdon?t show the deep roots of i_t,vi man.” ‘When a'sk:ed"if he has regrets, P-Dog has this to '
say:
No regrets, no regrets. Well, I do have regrets.'. My friends had to go too quick,
- man. Couldn’t last longer with them, man...I regret most of my friends went to
jail with only one pussy in their lives, you know. They never had kids...barely -
had sex once...had a girlfriend one time. Most of them went in...like my best
friend, my role dog...he got locked up-at 17, man. He’s going to spend the rest of
~hislife in jail. He had double life and no parole at 17. He’s 30 years old now,
. you know He S strll a teenager He barely had a grrlfrrend you know ‘

In 2000, he almost got sent away for a murder charge, but fortunately, the case got

“thrown out. He is tak-ing it day by day, without knowing what tomorrow holds. P-Dog

~ states:

- Same shit, different day, just don’t know the flavor of the Kool-Aid, you know...
that’s all it is. You don’t know what’s going to happen. You live to live, man.
That’s me....I got no education. I _]LlSt got to go with what I know best. I do what
I got to do in life, you know.
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. In the same year of h1s murder charge, he also had a child w1th a young woman.
' H1s son and the mother now live in Texas He has minimal contact with them He
-_ c0nt1nues “Just because we’re from somewhere we’re not bad people We’re caring
people too you know.” P Dog acknowledges that he should feel fortunate that he gets R
' support from his family P- Dog show a great deal of love and apprecrat1on forhis - -
| » mother: “I'love my mom. [To] stick w1th peoplein her life like that people would drop
}us already, man...to have a son like 1 me, how her husband was, 1S unconditional -
love, . .strong lady.' [ give it to my' fucking mom.” P-Dog giVes. much thanks to his
* mother for repeatedly usmg her hard-earned money to bail him out of jail or pay for his

- lawyer fees over the years. | |

. Melo
~ Melo was born in Vietnam and immigrated to the U.S in mid-July 1979 when he

was ‘about‘a year and a half.' Melo his parents; paternal grandparents 'and four siblings :

,got sponsored to. Oklahoma before movrng to Phoemx (AZ) shortly after. They moved to B

' 'Arizona because the1r relatlves resettled there In Phoenlx Melo’s parents both worked
o support the famlly H1s father was a dishwasher and h1s mother worked as a waltress
ina Chrnese restaurant His grandmother took care‘ of Melo and his siblings. His siblings '
started school in Arlzona but he was still too young and stayed home. They resettled in
‘Southern Cahfornla after a few years in the “Valley of the Sun Melo and his fam1ly of
" nine moved into a crowded three-bedroom apartment in-the c1ty of Monterey Park.

. Cioined the ;“Chinese‘Beve’rly Hills” ’in'the mid-1980s by land developers to attract the
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Asian petit bourgeois class overseas7 Melo and his familylived on the bottom of the hill
‘ 'along’with other primarily lower}middle and wo,rking-‘ class Asian and Latino families. :
| Melo’s parents started out selling toys at the local indoor and outdoor swap meets.
”,They Worked at the swap meets for.about seven yea.rs and eventually opened up a toy
7 wholesale busmess in Downtown'Los Angeles in 1988. The parents have since ret1red
. ,v after labormg in the busmess ‘for another -l 5 years._ As his parents Were busy worklng,j .
lMelo was under the care of his older siblings growlng up.‘ Melo’wa's highly involved in
'organlzed basketball He played on his school team and was sol1d academ1cally He was
" , -Egett1ng above average grades on l’llS report card Melo attended R1chard Garvey
Intermed1ate School Located in Rosemead (CA) the school is comprlsed of
'predommantly Asian and Latmo students- ' Garvey Intermedlate was fertlle ground for
gang recruitment and formatlon Whlle at the school he was 1ntroduced to a: youth who
- brought the As1an Boyz gang into the area in 1990 As1an Boyz in the West San Gabr1el |
- . }Valley was 1n1t1ally known as As1an Brotherhood (ABH)
Melo gradually hung out less w1th his basketball frlends and more w1th his- gang '
' | fr1ends He eventually dropped out of the basketball team and got straight F 'S h1s
fr’eshman year. In h1s rebell1on aga1nst an older ~brother who attended the same h1gh‘
.' school Melo chose not to take any of h1s ﬁnal exams: “I have my older brother who was‘ |
' | trying to be my dad He was telllng me what to do.. and I rebelled aga1nst him. Who the
hell was he to tell me what to do, you know He also got much more attention as a
gangster” than a “baller ” Melo dlscusses the formation of his AB gang at his h1gh

| ‘ school “At the time in school we didn’t get along with nobody We were . the most
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hated gang. Pretty much because we were, like, new and coming up and we didn’t care.
-We were setting trends ?
_ Melo talks about the stylistic d1fferences with h1s As1an Boyz gang and that of

' other Asian gangs in the area:,

Early 90s .Those [Asian] gangs were like FOBS (“fresh off the boat”) We were o

“pretty much like new style...coming out looking like eses, wearing Dickies,
- (Nike) Cortez -bald-headed...they [other Asian and Chicano gangs] hated us.
. They [Asran gangs] were dressing like Chinatown...dressed up in slacks.. their
. hair going up...got their'1985 [Toyota] Supra going. . burnpmg Modem Talkmg
(popular New Wave band’ from Europe).-
" Melo started h1s sophomore year w1th freshman stand1ng due to his grades the
: f‘prev1ous year Not soon enough 1nto the school year he got mto two ﬁghts and got :
) k1cked out of Keppel After being reJ ected by Rosemead hlgh school he ended up at San
| Gabriel HS. where he got kicked out again for not gomg 1o class in February of 1993. He’ e
' f,ended up dropp1ng out the Test of hrs sophomore year: | “They tr1ed to give me |
7 cont1nuation (h1gh school) and | sa1d for what 1t sa Waste of t1me’ ” The district-
‘ ,‘ office also offered home-study, but Melo would not comply. Due largely to the free time
he has for not being 1n school, he became heavily involved with As_ian'Boyz during the .
| -summer of 1993 | |
He got re1nstated at Keppel h1s Junior year ‘In making efforts to please his
;,parents he attended class regularly, was gettmg average grades and did not want to get
into more trouble. Ho_wever, a month 1nto the school year, he was “hit up by Lomas
‘ gémg members. As Melo remembers, “These eses started shit with me. ..about 5 of them -
surrounded me. “What do you vvant todo...I Was’like “whatevers,” you know. So T tell
them “lunchtime’?. . .nextthing I called my homeboys up. ‘.Lunch-time comes around, we

' “catch them at the park...we ended up shooting them.” Melo’s gang did not get along
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“with other Asian gangs at Keppel, as well, “we used to hate them (other Asian rival
gangs).” Since the Asians and Mexicans got at it...we call peace at that time. We got
-along. The Hispanics, you know, tried to get at all of us. So we just teamed up... If it
meant us, like, getting along with our enemies which was our own race, t0o...we had to
do it, cause’ they made it a racial thing.”
' Because of his involvement in the shooting, Melo was locked up for a‘ year, ﬁrst :
“at Eastlake Central Juvenile Hall and then at Camp CB. Afﬂerbaugh in La Verne As
- Melo reﬂects of h1s time at Eastlake and the fate of taking “the deal” when it was given to :
© him: -
I:keep going to, courts, you know. I'had a public defender at that time. They told
‘me the best we can do is give you a year at camp. I had witnesses pointing me
- out. There’s nothing I could have done so I had to take the deal. I mean, I think
. if Tknow what I know now, I would probably just walk. But if I would have .
. walked, I'would not be here right now...if I was out at the time that I wasn’t
locked up, I would’ve been locked up with the rest of my- homeboys doing life
for the other stuff that they did. ‘ o
Melo quickly shifted topi'c to talk 'about his schooling experience while incarcerated'
" The school.,.I didn t learn anything in there It’s pretty much stuff I already
" knew. All the teachers made it seem like I was brilliant or something, you know
what I mean. Iknow all this stuff already...come on! It’s like it’s in high.
school...“dude, this guy’s smart”...the teacher would look up like, “whoa the

‘Asian kids are smart.” : : ,

As Melo ‘reﬂects on his incarceration, “There wasa handful [of Asians]. Like
five, six, seven out of like, 60, 70 people in~a dorm.:.the staff loves us. They trust us. In
- there, there are not many of us...so we [Asians] stick together.” However, Melo recalled

a time when he wanted to “get at” arival Wah Ching gang member. He states: “I had to
- show face, yon know. I cailed him out and he didn:’t want none. ‘So we kept it cool. At

that point, it’s whatevers, you know. The Hispanics...the black people didn’t say
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anythingon me. because‘they knew he Was my enemy...so they couldn’t look down at
me...like ‘he’s a punk’.
L Although Asian "youth- and other'WardS have riyals frorn the sarne racialized group |
on "‘the outside they do not have an opt1on but to hang with “the1r own” while
_1ncarcerated Melo talks about 1dent1ty politics i in both J uven11e Hall and LA County Jail,
-~ two places where he did t1rne and 1ts connection to the streets:
~ County Jail’s totally ‘different, man. Even if you’re from WC (rival Asian gang),
" youstill have to get along. Because there’re so many Southsiders, which are
‘Hispanics.” The Surenos don’t like us. The blacks...we’re cool with, but
still.. -you know...it’s always like that. It started, I think, from TRG (Tiny Rascal
- Gang) In Long Beach, TRG and Eastside Longos...they’re enemies. Eastside
- Longos are Hlspanlcs .they’re Surenos. We don’t get along with any of those
. two [gangs]. But in jail, we get along with TRG because they’re As1an .the
~ Surenos gave “ green light” on all the Asians in County
After gettin’g out of C_amp Afﬂerbaugh in 1994 Melo moved to.Arizona;in to live _
“with relat1ves hlS ]un1or and sen1or year of h1gh school to get from gang life i in Southern '
Cahforma He ‘was on probatlon at the t1me but had the bless1ng of hlS probation ofﬁcer
~to move out of_state. Even though he was st1lldressed : allv banged out” and got into a
| couple of altercations, he was able to finish school and received his diploma. He -
 received much of his class credits in juvenile hall.” Being too homesick, _he moved back -
to Southern California shortly after graduation and proceeded to get caught up in “the
life” again: “People were still around. I was still involved. At the tirne, it was still on
' the low-low, you know what T mean. ‘We did things on the loW. It was not until I moved
away again where things blew up again [in 1997]. -
He also hegan to take metharnphetamine. Melo spent the next few years moving
back and forth from‘ California and Ariiona é,truggling to stay-clean: “I had to stay away |

from drugs. My mom went to the fortune teller saying that if ‘you would stay‘ [in =
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Cahforma] you would die’.” He attended'Mt.‘v San Antonio College Community College
| : k (CA) sparingly. Most of the time, he was high on methr Melo ended up ﬁnishing his

‘ associate degree at Mesa Community Colle;‘ge (AZ). He began to work for an electronics
company for a short period of time “doing -wirings.”, He movedlback to Califomia for
" good in 2000, | | |
At the time of employment, his criminal records did not‘show. because 1t wasa

“juvenile [record] Once Melo turned 18, he could have c0nceivably “sealed” his

- records ult1mately g1v1ng h1m a fresh start. However when the pollce found 2 000 p111s

| of Ecstasy on h1m and a partner in 2003 1t came back to “haunt” him. The DA (dlstrlct :

, attorney) brought Melo s case up and gave him another strike. He states : ...I.should

have seal [my record] after I turned 18.. which I messed up. I was messed up on drugs at o

that t1me Actually, I blamed myself for domg it.”

o As aftwo-Strik’e felon,‘ Melo'is doing what he can to insure that he does not do
more time. Hestill'hangs out”with the older‘Asian Boyz members, but is nOt “actively‘ :
invol‘ved”:' “pretty mu‘ch, [ did my time. I earned my stripes already. '”‘l"hat’s.how it -
'works. I canvs‘till come around. I still get that respect. No one’s gong to talk shit to me,
. you know.” As a seasoned‘gang member, he feels like he does not have anything to |
“ 'prove because “they know what I’'m about already ” Now 30 years old; Melo is an OG ‘
~ (original gangster) from his clique. He knows some of the Asian Boyz ¢ youngsters -the‘ _
: 13 and 14 years olds about the same age when he first got 1nvolved A lot of young guys

are commg up. He talks about the age range of different Asian Boyz chques in Southern

. Californla “For our area [W San Gabrlel Valley] my generation’s the oldest. But in

108



, Long Beach there’re fools that are 40 years old 50 years old There are people in Van
Nuys that are 40 years old that are in ABZ.”

‘ Melo has spent more than half of h1s life as-an Asian Boyz member He has ¢ put
in work” for h1s gang He 1s saddened that some of fr1ends had to bgo away so young In
a span ofa year and a half from 2000 to 2001 four of Melo s homeboys passed away
‘He rem1n1sces about the consequences of life chorces ‘ |

Itssad becausethat s the only time when I see my homeboys [are. at funerals]
‘you know. It’s like.. damn T mean, there’s noth1ng I can do. I get a phone call,

“hey, homie passed away.” Of course; I'm going to book a flight to make it to the
" funeral. It’s like shit, you know.. it’s sad you know.. but got to pay my respect

Since he has been back‘permanently to Southern California; he goes to Rose Hills ~ ~

. Cemetery 1n Whittier e;very two,_three months_ to yisit his fallen homeboys: “I know |
: they’re looking out forme They';re loohing overzmeso llpray for them hope they;re
ok you know and r ll see them when I get up there or wherever they re at .pretty. much
-tell them I d1d not forget about them ? Although he is not “active ? he is nevertheless
involved because of the respect that he gets from his younger homeboys. HlS younger
. ho‘meboys understand wh_at Melo is trying to do; as he is trying to ‘change' h1s life. -
| Because _of that, he still has a fstrong afﬁnity for the gangbecause 1t has been his supp.ort .
- 'group all thesve years.' - | | | |
Due to his“:‘cholo”‘ dress and shaved head, he, gets f‘hit up""allthe time from
younger gang members and theﬁpOlice. .:Although he does not “look’; for trouble, he will
have to get involved when itcomes; He is going to have to claim “Asian Boyz,” even if
‘it means “getting jumped.” As much as it is important for him to claim membership
then his homeboys are around, itis even more significant when no one is looki'ng. bMelo

“explains:
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: Because it’s like, if I didn’t do that [c1a1m gang affiliation], everything that all my
homeboys did that got locked up for and died for would be [for] nothing, [if] I
didn’t do that. That’s why I do what I do. If I didn’t claim, did all this work...kill
all this people or the ones that died for Asian Boyz will be for nothing then...it’ll
never stop It’s not going to stop...it’s on- -going. It’s like Bloods and Crips. It

~ keeps going back- and forth, yeah. But I am not active, you know. I.don’tdo any
- .of that stuff. Ilet the youngsters do it.
Melo straddled the fine and tenuous line_‘ of being committed to the “h_omeboys; but -
also vWanting to change_hi's lifestyle. He is also concerned about his citizenship status.
| Since he has a criminal record, he is not qualified for naturalization. He frequently thinks
rvabout' the possibil'ity?of getting deported to Vietnam a country he has no collections of.
HIS parents are also very concerned regardlng this d1lernma H1s father became a-U.S.
| c1t1zen before Melo turned e1ghteen and mother after he turned e1ghteen Hence he
o could not be naturahzed through h1s parents He reﬂects “That s why I hold back on the
' _th1ngs that I do because ok I mean, itsa good thing, but yet it’s a bad th1ng, you :
- know It sa good th1ng because it keeps me, alnght on my toes because you gl get
deported It sa bad th1ng because I have to keep worry1ng about 1t
Melo is currently a full-tlme student and llves w1th his brother He is set to beg1n '
h1$ second semester of the radiology program at Pasadena C1ty College He has three '
more se_mesters to go. When ﬁn1sh_ed with the rad1ology~pro gram, he will have to take
the state board to be certiﬁed as an x-ray technician. His brother, himself an x-ray
‘ ’technician, got Melo intothe program. The teacher is aware of his criminal records and

[1

will need to fight for him. Melo is very intent on finishing the program: “.. .pretty much
‘with me, if I put my mind to it, I can achieve. It’s just as long as I stay focused...that’s

‘my problem‘.. Right now, I'm Veryifocused because I got nothing else to live for.” Melo |

puts extra efforts into the program because of his records. He has to show the state board
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and his teacher that he is very serious about his coursework and fieldwork. His
classmates.“.trips out’-’ because he is doing well.‘:in the vprogram. Melo'sits in the back of =
| clas's and _feels \good that his classmates are asking }tir‘n"for help. He llkes the fact that

' they are call1ng him a nerd - |

| Melo has been clean from drugs for almost four. years and has been off probat1on

'for:a year. At the t1me of h1s drug bust in 2003 the Judge _dec1ded to send him to rehab |

- 1nstead of g1v1ng h1m a longer sentence He is trymg to make the most of th1s

' opportun1ty His relat10nsh1p w1th h1s s1bl1ngs has gotten better the last few years It was

not always the smoothest espec1ally when he was heavrly 1nvolved with the gang and
drugs. He 1s_ foreVer ;grateﬁ.ll that his parents came to see h1mv every weekend when he
'was doing.-.tlme. ‘Melopoints outthat many of the wards'do notget Visitors
| Melo has good fam1ly support around him: “1t s hard for me to do the th1ngs that
| ‘I do and my fam1ly st1ll supports me. Whoa you know Igive a lot to them I g1ve
| 'thanks to them for dorng’that. They support. . .try1ng to make me a better person. ..even
'though [ don’t work r1ght now. If I need money, they 1l give it to me, but [ don’t ask
| | them I tr1ed to ﬁnd l1ttle _]ObS here and there.. try1ng to be leg1t try1ng not to do
anythmg bad. I'm grateful to be here [to be al1ve] ” As Melo reﬂects 'for me to-
witness all that it has made me humbled gomg through what I went through seeing all -
that stuff. I m humbled N mean gomg to Ja1l too. If everyone went to pr1son lrke
"~ once...it’ll make a person more well rounded They reahzed that like, whoa...they treat

you like an1mals in there‘. . .berng in jail...in [LA] County Jail.”

. 111



At the beginning, he was “afraid. . that’s why [ WOuld only go so far, you know.
Alright, this is my final chance too. If I fuck up, I would lose the1r support ” Itis an

~ issue that he continues to struggle in h1s commltment to both fam111es

 Linh

Lmh was born in Orange County, CA in 1978 Her parents migrated from
Vietnam shortly after the “Fall of Saigon in 1975 to the U S. They took a circuitous
, Journey by boat from Vietnam toa refugee camp in Guam before resettling in Ohio,
where their;sponsors reside. Llnh is the second oldest of four children in the family. ,AHer
older sister was born in.Ohio and therest-of the children in Califomia. Linh’s father :
worked at Kentucky l3ri'ed Chicken (KFC) for a couple'of years,before saving enough .
money to move the family to Southern California. ‘_There, her mother went to adult - |
- school and sold YAvon products, but Linh did not remember the kind of business her fa_ther -‘
“'was involved m the ﬁrst few years.' She‘ states “My parents pretty much struggled to
raise a family of four .as any Vietnamese family, they were really strict They worked .
‘hard for their kldS and they want us to see the value of havmg [an] education

When Linh was ﬁve years old her family moved to Lake Forest (m Orange
County) and her father started his own aviation company. He d1d parts for McDonnell- B
Douglas and her mother got intothe real Lestate business, catering to theVietnamese ‘. |
| community that emerged in the early l980s in Westminster/Garden Grove/ Santa Ana -
- area. Linh states, . _',their careers kinda took off with the Asian community because
that’s who they worked with.”‘ To be closer _to Little Saigon; Linh’s family moved to |

Westminster when she was seven years old-as a third-grader. ‘Ironically, she felt most
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o .distanced and alienated from the Vietnamese community, because Linh and her siblings .'
‘ vattended'a predominantly white K-8 private Catholic school. Ijinh’s family was one of |
two‘Asian families in the school-'.‘ Being both Vietnames‘e and Catho_lic,_her parents
a Wanted the'children toattend Catholic school'.‘ Thus, Linh and'her sihlings have been |
going'to Catholic-school since ‘kindergarten; | S
.Groxvving up, Linh struggled \'iv'ith her idcntity,as a young Vietnamese woman. She
: spoke 'English a_t: school;’ but was expected to ‘speak‘ Vietnamese at home: “It was difﬁciﬂt
. to keepup With my Vletnamese language. . .soI grew apart. from it. The reason for that
,’ was [ really Wantedto be ,White because that"s all,I knew. ‘-That’s all myv friends.” Lmh :
" was ;‘embarrassed” to:bringvVietnamese food to s‘chool because it looks, tastes;'and :
, ‘s‘rnells different than the food her claSsmates'brought.- As a Way to acculturate, she was .
” _&ery‘g;i;ve in sports, es‘.;');e'éialyi basketball. Basgetb;m ans the one thing that hel_ped her
ﬁt in.. She has beenballing since the third grade; AHowei/er,‘ she can help but to think'hovw;
 she does not iit in \i\'hen she is off the.bas1:{etball court and in the homes of her white :
friends;‘- “T felt someWhat excluded hecause of just the difference; . .,"on culture. But I tried
to‘make myself as accepted as'possihle, ‘you_ knovV.’7 In the first two years at Mater Déi e
| high school in Santa Ana (CA), Linh vsias highly involved_v\ivith school and hasketball.
That was her life. Although her parents “forced” her to play the piano she felt most
comfortable on the hardwood ﬂoor w1th a basketball in her hand. |
- At Mater Dei in' the mid 19905 L1nh also began to hang out with dlfferent people. .
Although there were some Vietnamese students at the high school, she did not hang out -
“ with them beCause she did not find much “1n common” with them. She was highly

involved with sports and'most of her Vietnamese compatriots were not. In trying to make
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sense of her Vietnamese identity, she started to hang out with more Asian students: It
lwas the ﬁrst time I ﬁnally found common, likes.” -She endedup splitting her time ,‘ :
between her.“jv ock” friends and her “ethnic” fr‘iends.' In the proeess', she got introduced to -
| other friends yvholwere not from her high sc‘hool: “I would say I had met a few
Vletnamese peopleand v:Filipinos and [ start hanglng out yvith them. ..it started out as just
.dancing crews.-” These :danei'ng erews would “battle” at parties‘ andwould invariably get -

into ﬁghts w1th other crews. The danc1ng crew she was part of gradually crossed over |

' ,- ‘into bemg a bona fide gang She reﬂects it was predomlnant guys and it was a few

: g1rls And we [the g1rls] had probably ten good fr1ends who were part ofit. And how
‘they did it was bas1cally jumping you in [gett1ng 1n1t1ated] .and you know .it’s the g1rls
| on the g1rls and the guys on the guys. . | |
| As a young V1etnamese woman, L1nh was rnvolved w1th the Wests1de Islanders a.

F 1l1p1no/Pac1ﬁc Islanders gang that has its or1g1ns in Long Beach She belonged toa

. ' group that —cl1qued out out in Cerr1tos (CA) At the time, she was 15 years old.

In1tlally, L1nh and a couple of the females were g1rlfr1ends of the lslanders gang

. _rn'ernbers. VShortly after, they created a female cl1que w1th1n the gang. Linh explains:

1 think the reason why I chose to do it [join up] because. ..I felt comfortable with
this crowd of people. I felt so comfortable that they were my family. And I ‘
mean, my parents, I wasn’t close talking to them. [With my parents] it’s get your
schoolwork done and that’s it. You don’t understand anything else...I’'m right,
you’re wrong. There’s was a lot of fear with me and my parents, so I wasnot -
close to them. There’s no talking to them. But with my friends, I felt invincible.
HoWever, there were some tensions regarding the girls in the gang. Ther}e‘were

 some questions as to how certain girls got in the gang. As Linh recalls, .. .at one point,

there were two cliques. It was us 'that kinda been with our boyfriends for a long time and

o got jumped in and there was another group that these other guys started when they didn’t
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get jump in. Pretty much, they got trained in.” Basically, one group of females fought to
get into the gang andthe other group had ser('to get in. |
B In her delsire to please her parents and'also wanting to have fun, Linh led a -
7“doub1e hfe”: of ‘be'mg a “model‘ student” and gang member: Linh sta't'es,( “ Was really,
'really hard-core‘rnto the gang .and heat up people. .V.girls, guys',"whatever the case is 'and
. assrsted them 1n whatever‘ they need 1t But I’ll be thatstudent in the fronit seat of k‘class"’“ ..
[laughing]; " She continues,' “.. ‘.unleSSavYQ’u Were réally in the group', you know none of 3
my white friends Kriew i was involved]...it was just the Asians‘,v. So, I was a‘total_1‘y1 |
‘ different person‘ at school. But then outside of school,'youkn0w‘,v"it was tot'ally different.’
' ‘, You know, we would start t’roubi‘e.at parties clubs.'. .or parks ..or barbeques anythlng
o we go to.” However 1t got toa p01nt where she had a dlfﬁcult titme balancmg separate
:11ves Most of the frrends that L1nh hung out w1th went to school in Cerrltos and Long
- | Beach. ;Llnh was becomrng less 1nterested belng at Mater Dei and more 1nterested in
| “krckmg it” with her ;‘outside frrends As expected her grades also begrn to suffer
When' her Jumor year came she “demanded to her parents that she was done’
“with Catholrc sch_ool. It was too strict for her, a_fter being i in Cathollc school all her l1fe'-
~ With much resistance from her parents;’ Linh tr_ansferred to La Quinta h1gh school in
b'Westminster (CA).' She went from a‘predominantiy white" Catholic school to ‘a |
‘\ predomrnantly Aslan and Lat1no school L1nh states, “So I went to pubhc school ended
- up gorng [to La Qu1nta] with a friend there. And that s when it really went downh111 from
there. You know5 it was not so much dOuble life anymore. I was showing people at
school who I really was out‘side [of school]....it was to a point where I_was putting my

‘ ‘friends. ..the gang‘. . runnmg away...just wanting to have fun first.”
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Linh no longer had to wear her uniforms. She could wear whatever clothes she
’ .chooses Linh dressed the way she was dressing when not inschool She wore a lot of
_tank and halter tops w1th Jeans. iBut sometimes she would rock the D1ck1es like some of
'her home‘girls. Linh reflects ..it was funny, though Because of that, the teachers had
a d1fferent perception of you. That’ s when I learn early on that, whoa, they don t know
you, but they 're going to judge you.’ Playing on the basketball team at La Qu1nta her |
f1rst year did help her get acclimated to the new school: “So Idid start play1ng basketball
‘ ‘there‘ too.‘ So I-was still really, really good. 1 still had my game on and I start haVing the :
two. separate [set of] friends aga1n A few Vietnamese male students gave her a hard t1me
" _because Linh was not hanging out w1th “her own > In fact, she has gotten into a couple |
of fistﬁghts with the V1etnamese guys over this issue. Accordmg to Linh the :
“ lVletnamese females d1d not say anything to her because they were “afra1d’ of her
b One of the r'easons why Lmh liked hang1ng out w1th her Islanders.frie‘nds was
because they were 1n1t1ally dancers Lmh is b1g fan of h1p hop and really enj oyed |
»watch1ng her fr1ends “break” and do rout1nes Since she was already friends with them, it .
was difﬁcult vfor her to break away from them when they decided to join up: “I know it
‘so‘unds."stupid now;- but it’s lil}<ea bond that teenagers have with the_irfriends. The worst
thmg you can ever do is leaye a friend. 'You. went along with the ride.” Linh went along ,
: ‘for “the ride” her senior year of high school when her then-boyfr1end got shot and a
| friend got stabbedat a warehouse party by rival gang members ‘As she reﬂects “it was
. a big, big c0mmotion all in there. And 1 do‘n’t know what gang it was. It was directed to
us ,because we werethe strongest: Someone has to take'someone down.”. As sherecalls:

This is the first time I ever saw someone got shot...to be my boyfriend, it was

 really, really hard and I stood by him. I think I...felt stronger because I was the -
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stronger person for someone else and you had no choice. You had to help him,
- you know. Everyone was coming to me to see how he was doing. Everyone
‘come to me to ask questlons
Linh’s boyfriend was in a coma for avweek. -Linh “moved up” in the ranks
. because people were coming to her to ask questions regarding the status of her boyfriend,
a respected gang leader. -She took care of him throughout his recovery: “I'mean it’s a big
E deal for what happen.- And me being in high schOol [ was like, ° oh my gosh I dropped

eyerything'.-l .you know, T stopped going to school...T was d1tch1ng a lot ” In the process

' .Linh’s relationship with her parents began to ‘*plummet ” It got toa pomt where she was

: ‘ stay1ng w1th her boyfrlend and would not talk to her mom for Weeks Through this

ordeal, her parents came to understand the extent to which she was 1nvolved in gang l1fe | |
Linh’s mother sent her to counse‘llng, but it w‘as of not much -help |
Linh’s cllque went through a lot of turmo1l in 1998 her first year in college

y Though never-a great student her grades were good enough to get her 1nto Cal- State
| Long Beach That year her boyfr1end got arrested for domg a dr1ve by on a r1val Slnce '
the shootlng was done 1mmed1ately after L1nh and her boyfrlend got 1nto a big ﬁght she
was blamed for_ his 1nd1scretlons. He was locked up for three years. Although some of

| his homeboys d1d put the blame on L‘inh",‘t'hey can n’ot deny the fact that she was always '
- there for him when and after he got shot. Around thesame time; one of their gang
leaderscommitted suicide. This iincident was really hard for Linh because they were
k close friends_ and the fact that Linhand a few other members found him de‘ad with a "
gunshot wound to the head in his apart_ment.‘ It was the first time Linh has seen a dead
body As she reﬂects

A lot of people look up to him and he was very high in the ranks, When he d1ed I
mean there were a lot of quest1ons unanswered .why he took his l1fe because he.
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‘had side businesses and not a lot of people knew about it. It just broke people

apart. People didn’t like each other and everyone start fighting one another. And
that’s when the bond of having fun just went to busmess and people back-
stabbmg each other. . :

The ¢ gang leader 's suicide left Linh and many of the members d1straught It
created alot of tens1on d1strust and confusion. By her second year in college after four
years of bemg heavrly 1nvolyed, she began to pull away from the Islanders clique:

I see my friends not graduatmgfrom hrgh school, bemg pregnant and having two

kids, and using drugs, and again I would still go out to Long Beach, and I would

- st1ll see the same people...gosh, I never want to be pregnant at th1s young

age.. [not] with-this guy. [knew that these guys are not the guys that I want to

marry then agam [am. datrng these guys. ’
N It d1d help that Lmh was in college and met friends not from the gang. It did not help that

. she wants to leave this lrfe beh1nd Lmh was makrng attempts to turn her life around
B She.was‘known as the schoolglrl ”? but also used to be- the “head guy’s g1rlfr1end ?
,In1t1ally, the gang members d1d g1ve her a hard t1me when she attempted to distance - -
herself They were not sure what to make of her wantmg to break away
Lmh 'elaborates on the matter on leavmg her old life behind, “Be be1ng ’involved ;
‘ w1th the gang for four years and me steppmg away from it and [poss1bly] facmg the -
consequences I was worrred about 1t I felt very grateful but at the same time I felt like
I had to make a drfference and change. Though not definite, she bel1eves that herex-
boyfrlend, while imprisOned, had something to do with her not facing retribution for
leaving the gang. Approaching 30 years old, she feels very fortunate that she'was able to
turn her life around with it not being “400 late.”

Linh is the only one of her gang friends to obtain a college degree. Many dropped

| out and half of the members received their high 'school diploma via the GED. At one

point in college, she tried to reach out to some of her girlfriends and talked to their
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~ parents in hopes that they can also turn their liyes around and get them to attend college. '
Her girlfriends felt like she had changed and d1d not necessar1ly want her help ‘She feels

| fortunate that she made it out, for the most part unscathed. For her part, she volunteered -
: in after school programs working w1th gang members. L1nh states “T remember try1ng to
g1ve back to the commun1ty and I would tutor in the midst of Long Beach and 1 would
tutor my r1val gangs 1n a fac1l1ty But the way I dressed outs1de the gang, they wouldn’t
. even thought that a g1rl would be. [1nvolved] |
| ‘ L1nh has kept n touch with one g1rlfr1end from thecl1que She has d1stanced

herself from the rest It has been a'good six years Although she was able to leavé her

old life beh1nd the pa1n and angu1sh cont1nue to: stay w1th her to th1s day Linh realized . |

that she needed to go to therapy, for she had suppressed the pa1n for SO long TT reﬂects
1 probably Just seen how many people were Just hurt.. how many innocent people N
- were hurt.” People have taken their own lives....I th1nk that was the wake-up call
‘when my friend comm1tted suicide. I just couldn’t understand. He was so well-
- liked, so popular, ‘has a son...and everything going for him within the gang. [
~ didn’t understand why he committed suicide and it really made me sad. Ilook
. back and I learned never to take my l1fe for granted aga1n ‘ -
- Linh makes it clear that percept1on was always very important to her, “I honestly
~can say that it’s the perception piece. You want the title so bad...something that attracts
“me. T am-attracted to bad guys. That’s how I was vwhen‘l was younger. I wantthe
toughest guys. And that’s what I would always date...the toughest guys.” She has |
become more at peace With herself and the decisions that shemakes in recent years. ‘Linh
s working at a job where she strives and that she enjoy immensely. She has becomes
" much closer to her parents in recent years. She credits them for “instilling” in her the

- values and fortitude to change. However, she also uses her parents’ marriage as an

example of somethlng Linh would rrot want for herSelf_: |
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- My parents’ relationship. ..I think it made me who I am today.. .beeause again,-
my dad...you know, typical Asian father...wants to be in charge...you know,
would sit there and would demand that food is ready...kids are taken care of by .
- the mother’s side.. and didn’t show any appreciation. That me stronger and
~ what’s the word, “ruthless.” I promise myself that I would not let a man tell me
- whatto do. I refuse to learn how to cook at first because I didn’t want to cook for
g 'a man."
In recent years; her parents are proud of her and confident in the personal and
: professronal decrsmns that she makes She now talks openly about her gang experrences
with her father Regardlng her father “he has made a change for the better. We have a.

great relatlonshrp. We .talk all the time. You know, me and him are very similar.. .both

of us are hard-headed. But at the same time, we can agree to disagree.
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CHAPTER 6

' ANALYSIS OF THE NARRATIVES

o Introduetjen :
There are threevrnajor themee that surfaced from the narratives: iy Politicsof
"’Myig,ration, 2) Space‘,and Labor, :and 3) Iiacialization and ﬁenreSentation. I al’So ineludejd o
. »subv-theme‘sffoy_r ““Ra‘cialiéativon and I-"\e‘pre'sentation.-b” These includethePOi{itics of Style,

'ViblenCe and Schooling, Racism on the Streets, and‘Rac‘ializatio‘n_from Within.

P.elitivc‘sof .Mig'ratien o

: RD(_)}gi and Melo Wefe t.h’ree years and one ;year old, ”res"pect‘ively, wh‘e’n they léﬁ'
"Vietna_rn with the-ir‘:farni’l‘ies in 1979-1980. 'Linh’-s' family‘ left the eountry as nart of the -
‘ “f;lrst'wave” in 1975 She was 'born a few years late'ri in California Inste.ad' of leaVing by
boat to refugee camps in Hong Kong and the Ph111pp1nes (as P Dog and Melo s families .
did), L1nh’s farnily went to Guam Th1s is 51gn1ﬁcant because it dlstlngulshes moments
in wh1ch different groups left the country. As articulated i in chapter 2, the “ﬁrst vaave
that left V1etnam was prlmarlly the profess1onal and 1nte11ectual class and was linked to
the U. S embassy. They tend to be mostly ethnlc V1etnamese and ardently Cathohc ThlS '
was certainly the case for Linh’s family. Bch P-Dog and.Melo are ethnic Chinese and

. wef‘e p'roduetsk of the mass exodus that left the country between 1977 and 1980. T'hisv "
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Jparticular wave was comprised of a large laboring class and a high percentage of ethnic
Chinese many of whom have been i in Vietnam for generations (Takaki 1989, Chan,
| 1991) |
It is important to note that all three families initially r_esettled‘in different p'a‘rts of i N
the U.S.: They lived'in' place.s were their sponsors resided. This is by nomeans surprising
- ‘given the US government’s intentto. disperse Vietnamese and Southeast Asian refugee
' :popu]ations across the country, as a way to ass1m11ate them into mainstream society (Vo
2OOO)V It was also the attempt to, allev1ate the high concentration of V1etnamese refugee
and immigrant populatiOns in California. Be ~that as it may, secondary m1gration to the
“Golden State” was -veryf common and something-all three'families did however :at
- .varying t1mes and traJectories P- Dog S family went from Seattle to Los Angeles s
L1ncoln He1ghts and the West San Gabr1el Valley, while Melo’s family went from e

"'Oklahoma Arizona and also to the West San Gabrlel Valley L1nh’s fam1ly went from

~_ Ohioto Orange County These 1n1t1al locales were places that both P Dog and Melo

revi51te‘d in their teens to get away from the Southern »Cahfomia gang culture .and drug] _.
addiction. | B
| A signiﬁcant number of ;Vietnamese had settled in the Westminster_/Garden Grove "
l area in om;ige County by the carly and mid-1980s (Vo, 2000). A number of ethnic-
ivChinese'from Vietnam also resettled in the Little Saigon area. However, this fact gets - -
lost.‘for two reasons: first, the contentious ‘history between the Vietnamese populace.and
ethnic C_hinese from Vietnamj, and second, the need for Vietnamese community-building
-in Califomla Hence the L1ttle Saigon area becomes a homogenizmg mechanism to gain

_ economic power and political clout for V1etnamese Americans. A substant1al number of
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_ethnic-Chinese Vietnarnese started out 1n the Chinatown and Lincoln Heights areas' and
eventually made their way up to the San Gabriel Valley in the neighboring cities of -
Monterey Park Alh‘arnbra Rosernead and San Gabriel. To be sure 'there is already a

| Very sizeable As1an populatlon in the area (Fong, 1994 Sa1to 1998) .‘

Due to the1r ear11er mlgratlon Lrnh’s famlly had opportunltles to establlsh A
thernselyes somally and economrcally. ‘Even though Linh’s parents started out worklng at
faSthood 'j‘oints and setling make-up produets,_ they possessed:certain capital (e. g.,

' ,'e'ducation, English fanguage .sk;ills‘) ,that allowed for mob‘ility.“, Both Melo and P-Dog’s |
-families, and in ,p'ar_ticular the"latt‘er,i werei not formally-educated’ in Vietnarn. 'Since P,‘-
' Dog’s parents cante' here fas young re‘fugees, they‘had'to ‘Work and hustle to Sunport‘ .the‘ o
. .';famlly P- Do g’s father was already 1nvolved W1th crlmlnal act1v1t1es prior to the1r
| -‘mlgratlon to the U S He contlnued th1s line of Work P- Dog $ father and hlS V1et Chlng
; (Chlnese translatlon V1etnamese youth) gang was, in fact, a precursor to many of the , “
‘ Vletnamese-Chlnese street gangs-that_ chqued out” in d1fferent parts of Southem .
, Ca11fom1a These youth came out of the refugee exodus from Southeast Asia after the
: Vletnam War. | | | |
Linh’s inyolvement_ asa young Vietnamese Woman ina Fi.lipino gang is, of
course her -choic'e' however her de'cision came out fronr a speciﬁ‘c vco‘ntext. She grewup . -
»gomg to Cathollc school until the last two years of high school Ironlcally, her private - |
K- 8 school is isin the heart of Little Saigon. In h1gh school she hung out w1th mostly
’F111‘p1no American 'vstudents at Mater De1, a private Catholic school in Santa Ana. Hence, -
it is not surprising that she joinedan all-Filipino dance creyv.- Her then-boyfriend yvas

also Filipino, as the dance crew crossed oyer to being a full-blown gang. Linh’s religious

123



upbringing might partly have attributed to her attraction to Filipinos, many of whom are
Catholics. Even though she lived in Orange County, she never spent time with other
AY ietnamese youth in Little ‘Saigon.r Linh explains “You know, it’s pretty sad. Inever
hung out with my own culture growmg up | Just because I saw them [V1etnamese] in
, the1r gang and me 11v1ng my double llfe I couldn t let my parents see that ” When Linh
went to church w1th'her family in thtle Saigon, she would see_Vietnamese gang
: members hang"out Iand smoke 'inifront of the 'church : They Were not sure if Linh was -
1nvolved They Just knew that Xshe was not involved w1th them

| P-Dog and Melo grew up in the West San Gabriel Valley and- hung out with other '

: A51an 1mm1grant youth from srmilar contexts Their Westsrde Asran Boyz (for West San

- Gabriel Valley) gang 1s a by product of the area in terms of class background ethmc

make -up, and 1mm1grat10n hlstory By all accounts they are one of- ﬁve recogmzed -
'A51an Boyz gangs in Southern Callfomia and perhaps one of a couple dozens in other
'parts of Cahfomia and in the U. S Many of the Asran Boyz in Southem Cahfomia are |

| products of either the Cambodlan genocrde under the Khmer Rouge or the V1_etnamese
) “boat people” exodus espec1ally in the contexts of Van Nuys, Los Angeles and the San
- Gabriel Valley (Haldane 1991, Hamilton 1994) G1ven their pan- -Asian 1dent1ﬁcation
* they also mclude Flllpinos, w1th a 'large number living in the San Fernando Valley. There
are other similar groups cOmprised of Hmong, Laotian, and Cambodia youth in smaller
cities like Fresno, Stockton and Modesto in Central Califomia,and around the San |
Francisco Bay Area. Thls speaks to the resettlement patterns of yarious Sv0uthea'st Asian

American communities. It also indicates the mobile nature of these groups, as they -
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‘traversed to other spaces to do bus1nesses or get away from the larger Los Angeles
: metropohtan area (Vlgll 2002). |
Although youth groups like T1ny Rascal Gang (TRG) and Asian Boyz have their
or1g1ns in the Cambod1an enclave of central Long Beach P- Dog, Melo and their As1an
' ‘Boyz gang represent the SGV (San Gabr1el Valley) and do business s1m11ar to that of
) Other Vletnamese-Ch1nese and Chinese Amerlcan gangs in the area. Thls is reﬂectlveof .
. | Vtheiridentity asv-ethn‘ically Vietnamese-Chinese. ’They make. the distinction of not :belng a
. p.ure Vletnamese gang, llke the ones commg out from Orange County or the _‘ -
B Chlnese/Talwanese American gangs in the San Gabrrel Valley Like other gangs with
' fmultlple cllques or 51des not all the Asian Boyzcl1ques know each other 1nt1mately
glven the sizes and locales of these groups but they d1d come together to battle Wah
Chmg (WC) after the 1nfamous El Monte pool hall shootmg in 1993 The1r groups range
' from perhaps 30-40 members to over a few hundred members with the two largest o
: groups in Long Beach and Van Nuys To be expected the number var1es from the. degree
of comm1tment to. the gang (hard cores and assoc1ates) and also havmg members being in
: and out Qf prlson. P-Dog and Melo’s group is rel_atlvely smaller ‘than_ other Asian Boyz. - "
- gangs given that many of their__yhomeboys are lock_ed up for their transgre_ssions as

' 'teenagers. A few are dead from gang retributions.

Space and Labor
It goes without saying that the movements of racialized populations are impacted
by the existing historical; political, and economic conditions. The Asian ethnic make-up

of these youth gangs is contingent on demographic changes in the state. To take a closer
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- lookrinto Asian American resettlement pattems in Southern Califomia, P-Dog and Melo’s
Westside Asi-an Boyz gang in the West'San_Gabriel Valley, for ekample, is c.omprised
mostly of Vietnamese-Chinese youth, vl/hlle Asian Boyz. in‘ the San Fernando Valley/Van ‘
~ Nuys tend to be more pan—Aslan yvith l?ilipinos, Cambodians, and Vietnamese. ‘The Long
Beach clique has been ‘predominantly Cambodian, as the area has a large concentration, of
’ Ca‘mbodian Americans. The Little-Saigon area in Orange County; not su'rprisingly," |
consists of anumber of \./lvetnamese youth who are.inVOIVed, while the |
C‘errito,s/LakeWood, area tendsrto be pan;Asian and more.m.iddle-class. - Asian Boyz in the -
. VC‘hinatown/Lincoln ‘Hei'ghts,‘ like their -Westside cohort, are predomlnantly_ Vietnamese:;
'C‘hinese. ‘To be sure, many of these areas already have exlsting Chicano' gangs. As ‘a : R
| g;v}result they .“beet” over “turf ”? both real and 1magmed in thelr ﬁght for supremacy in the
- streets and a piece of the underground economy This is conﬁrmed by the 1nterv1ewees
, and my ,personal knowle’dge of the Southem Cahforma terrain,
‘ Some g‘roups'vdo hang‘out vylth each other partly due to proximity vand similar |
) working-class history. P-Dog; ‘for example, hangs out with some of the homeboys from
.' ‘Chinatown/ Lincoln Heights because he;is from the area. For P-Dog and manyothers,‘
~ their families moyed from Chlnatown/Lincoln Heights to the San Gabriel Valley.' l\/lany
B 'ended up going to the same schools in the area—prlmanly in the Alhambra school district,
" which 1ncludes Mark Keppel San Gabrlel and Alhambra h1gh schools (Hamllton 1993).
Th1s is also my story because, we too,,moved from Los Angeles S Ch1natown to the West
~ Gabriel Valley when I was in junior high school in the late 1980s. Asa result, schools‘
' ,become sites of lgang f_ormation and’ ethnic solidarity. Groups move back and forth rather

- easily betwee_n Chinatown and the San Gabriel Valley because both groups tend to be
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ethnically Chinese and some of them» speak Cantonese. Since Chinatown is a short drive
"down Interstate-lO to the West -San Gabriel 'Valley, these two groups (and others like
them) 'l;'unction ina similar tradition to other Chinese American youth gangs in terms of
| how they‘handle their businesses:. They are more “underground” with the types of

activities they are involved with.

B s&ab Meets, Nail Saions, and Class Conﬂiet
All three sul)j ects and their families, in many ways, ar’e repr'esentatiye of the

diVerse refugee experiences from Vietnam ‘FOr_exaniple,.I;inh.’lg parents were able td
establilsh the'rnselves in their professions’l l;ecause they were part’ of the. first wave in the - "
_mld 1970s. The1r labor catered spec1ﬁcally to the growth of the V1etnamese community
in Orange County Linh’s mother due her language capability and connectlon to the
, Vietnamese community, got into the real estate bus1ness It was a good time for her to be ‘ -
~in this‘business as familles"began to take root in theirnew countr-y Llnh’s father started a

company makmg airplane parts for McDonnell Douglas This proved’ to be quite - “
lucrative at the t1me due to the boommg aerospace 1ndustry in Southern Cahforma |
‘ (Davis 1990" Gilmore' 2007). Not coincidentally, the state was also transitioning from

| manufacturing labor to aerospace and technology, as many of manufacturing Jvobs went

‘,overseas to Southeast As1a and Mexico (Lowe 1996) Linh and her s1blings benefited
: ‘.from her parents ablllty to establish themselves profess1onally They, for the most part
lived a middle class ex1stence They grew up in Lake Forest and Westminster and went

to private school for most of their- formatlve years. §
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P-Dog and Melo’s family work his‘E(')ries are more reflective of most sécond—wave |
families, which are mOStly,anking-class' (Cnan, 199%1). P-Dog’s motner has worked in
' tne' nail salon business 1n .thé Los Angeles area fon the last 25 ‘y'éars,.while hiysv»father
worked odd jobs including being a butcher in Asian s'npermarkéts. The service-sector -
| j"nbs that P-Dng’s‘ parents oc'cupied cate'r“ed‘rnosﬂy' to bthnr Asian‘irlnmigran_ts.. The fact
.ttvhat iheyﬁWer'e‘ éls_b ovn wglfare and Sectinn 3 (as'si.sted houéing) s'ugges‘ftsv fhat they were |
._, getting paidv“unde.‘r“the‘tabl.e,” a prgCticé that is Ver};_comnlon in VietnMese/Asian
."»immigrant conlmunifies. ‘Thi‘s,p‘racti-ce_ inclndes getting paid by cash and therefore g‘o‘es "
‘ under-repOrted '6; bunrep‘(')rted.‘it:is nnly in 'rncén‘t‘};fears that P4Dng’s family got off -
: Welfare and‘Sf":ction 8. Meio’s parents‘l’eib(-)réd in’tih‘e ontdoof swap niéc_ts séiling toys for " :
yééirn befnre they ,Were nbln' to open a wholééale‘ business in Downtown L_né Angeles_, |
This ,;)vork‘was ﬁuCh \_rnol‘re‘ sta.bl.ej bénausc it Was not nontin'gent on “jfea‘lthér.v Liké’. nidst H
small buginess qwnefs andv 'rniddlte—men,‘ tney spent a lqt of tim'e énd énérgy Qva:r‘the yéars ,
N | trying to nlake'.a l‘ilving.‘ | . o -
UnlikeP-Dog and Melo; Linh’s“ inv_él{zement wifh gang culfme doés not
necessarily fit nnder‘ Working-cinés_narratines that are associatédxwith fhe -“‘unde‘yr'clasvs”' - |
a theory of gnng formation. "fhen ngéin, the f‘orfnétipn’ of Asian Amefiéan youtn gangs .
:b“reaké‘ awéy f;oﬁ'traditional underStandings of gan:gsvés an “inner-city” phént)mvenoni |
) Undoubtédlsl, ‘,A_sian Amer_ic‘an gang formafidn reflects the dive_rsé inlnligration |
experiencés'of U.S. ‘Asians the last four decades. Linh’s gang involvemént in the v‘
Cen‘itos/Long Beach context was enlblematin ofa y"})uﬂi subéulturé that has éiways a
' ‘v’extended beyond the Los Angeles “inner-city” core;' There have alwéysv.been yQuth

gangs in all_ corners of Southern ‘Calif(v)rnia, from the poorest neighborhoods to more
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affluent ones. 'Although her gang “cliqued out” (another set under the same banner broke
: ‘oft) to Cerr1tos m1ddle class suburban area in Los Angeles her gang has work1ng class ,‘
roots in Long Beach In fact, this was a source of tens1on between the two cllques g1ven
thelr dl‘fferent spatral, generatl_onal and economic background‘s. '
r Linh has this to "say about some of the differences betweenthe two groups‘:" “T .
. | know the LOng Beachclique did look down on the Cerritosclicvlue alot just becau‘se they
did not come from where they [Long Beach] was comlng from They re dr1v1ng nicer .
. cars They have the1r mommy and daddy S money, you know And they. [Long Beach]
.' can see right th‘rough 1t like other people. ‘You re just trymg to do tl'us:for an
| ’experlence Th1s is my llfe k1nda th1ng, you know A few-Cerritos members would
: ',: go at length to buy apartments in Long Beach so they c0uld be co‘ns1dered one of them e
V The Cerrltos chque yearn the k1nd of respect and legltlmacy that is afforded to the ‘Long e
Beach cllque given its estabhshed h1story that goes back three generatlons The F111p1no
gang of wh1ch L1nh was a part speaks to. the dlfferent 1mm1grat10n and educatlonal ‘
‘expenences ofa partlcular As1an ethmc group (Alsaybar 1999) |
P Dog talks about some major dlfferences in economic traJectorles within Asian
American youth gangs in Southern Califomia. P-Dog indicates that some Asian |
American gang'yOuth in Southern C‘allfornia are: mlddlefclass; and thus,iare involved for |
~ other reasons,as well as economic. Hetalks specifically of gangf formation and class
- relathns in the San‘Gabriel Valley, an area he knows yery intimately.:
A lot of people struggle | The point is that some bad people make it right. There’s
a lot of rich kids out here gang-banging. They’re from Arcadia [middle- class area
in the San Gabriel Valley] alot of Taiwanese gangs. They’re rich, man.... I
don’t understand my damn self why rich kids gang-bang. I figure it’s for the

thrill.... Lot of us, we go out there and make our money to survive, so I don’t
have to get money from my mama or my dad, you know. We got to do what we
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~ got to do to survive, ay. The lifestyle we live.... It’s not [that] we choose this
life... I was given thisfucking life. '

As P-Dog rnahes‘clear above and' as Marx reiterates, “Men. [and wern'en] make
their ewn history; hut they dov not rnake itj ust as theyt please, they do net make it under
‘circur’nstances chosen by themseh/es,‘ but under circvumstanc,esdirectly eneountered,>‘
v‘given and transrnitted fr(‘)m. the past (1n Hebdlge 80) P- Dog grew up in “the game.”
_He saw first- hand the k1nd of work h1s father and h1s homeboys were putt1ng’ in growrng
up,: Asa young_boAy, he saw'a ‘ gang of JeWelry. .. stick with »cash”l on the dining room .
tah_les, results of robheries' and hdrne invasions on their own reﬁ.tgee/rmmigrant" |
| conrrnunities. They did what they felt like they had to do to survive and get rich quickly. -
Mostcarne to the US as teenagers and youngi adults and d1d th possess the
- education/capvital needed to ﬁlnetionin “capital:ist ArneriCa.‘._. These VietnameSe youth "
”em-eirged 'from mas‘s rnigration frorn Asia at a tirne htlhen others from Mexico and Central
”_VArneriCa were also immigratin'g.v"Both‘;migraﬁdnsWere results of military, politicai,. andb B
: econornicturrnoil' in both‘ parts of the ‘:world. As, a"con‘sequence, a new wave of Latino
youth gangs(e.g. Salvadoran) ‘alsoer‘nerged from these communities (Guerra .Vasqhez in
- Maira and Soep,b2005). ‘To be s‘ure‘ there are many para‘llels with Salvadoran and :
Vretnamese/ Cambodlan Amer1can youth gangs as they shared similar geo-pohtlcal
histories. As the case, the hfe that P-Dog’s father and hrs homeboys led have put many “
of them behind bars, never t0 be seen and heard agarn
“As many.of the ﬁrst—generation Vietnarnese gang members are locked up, dead, or

“retired,”‘a seeondfgeneratren carne of age in the early1990s. Many like P-Dog, Melo,
and L1nh started hlgh school at a time when there was an explosion of youth gangs in

California, the militarization of our streets, and subsequently, the increasing -
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criminalization of youth in racialized and marginalized communities (Davis, 1990;

: " Gilmore, 2007). Rivalries were .vfor_rned out of a par‘ticular formation for first-generation

’ __‘Asian American youth gangs. Oftentirnes, it stems fro‘rn long historical conflict from the ,
: Ahome countries, for eX‘ample bet\yeen 'ChineSeN ietnamese and V.ietnamese/Cambodian
'youth Perhaps the two largest warring fractions in Southern California and certainly the
| San Gabriel Valley are between P- Dog and Melo S Asran Boyz and the Wah Ching (WC), ,
' ',gang Wah Ching, with their origins from Hong Kong and San Francrsco in the 19705

battled wrth the V1et Ching gang for much of the 19805 in Southern California S Asran

o Arnerican communlties and now wrth its many derivatives

Contesting the Urban/ Suburban D1v1de
Like the Asian Boyz WC also has multiple cllques or what they called 51des."’
"The different “51des 1nclude some Vietnamese and other A51an members from working- |
- class fannlies. Like some Asi_an Arnerican .youth‘ gangs, it also ineludes ahandfulfof non-
- Asian‘,‘ylouth. Ho_weyer,a nurnberiof WC menrbers tend to be nriddle—class and‘of N
; Chinese/_T.aiWanese background. Som'e5 certainly "not all, are fr_orn rn0re afﬂuent areas N
ilike ‘Ar'cadia, San.Marino‘, and Royvland Heights in the San Gabriel Valleyi Asian ..
.jAmerican.youth gangs bring ciomplexities to the U.S. gang analysis whi'ch is cornmonly
“ articulated through a black/brown lens Institutionally, it continues to be lramed w1th1n a
black/white paradigm w1th the state taking on the role of “whites.” - Asian American
youth gangs complicate the way we think about urban/suburban divide, given how :
residential patterns of p‘ost—l965 Asian Ameri_cans are different from other racialized

: populations.'
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Bangele D. Alsaybar (1999) mal(es the distinction between two dominant gang:
models in discussing Filipino American youth' gangs in Los Angeles One. model is the
“urban type, exempllﬁed by the Satanas, an old t1me Fillplno gang from the mid-
Wilshire and Temple areasin Downtown Los Angeles and the other model is the

“suburban” type exemphﬁed by the Bahala Na Gang (BNG) whose formation has been
.in suburbia (126) The formation of F1l1p1no Amerlcan youth gangs in th1s case, speak to |
- dlfferent migration patterns of F111p1nos to the Southland. Some F111p1no Americans, o
hi_storieally, resettled in the “imer-oity”A@d others in rnore traditionally-deﬁned
s'uhurhan :\ar.eas. ‘VAlthoughAlsayhar writes speciﬁcally_about F111p1no American youth, '

g ':his analySis is helpful in understanding other post-1965 Asian American youth groups. -
_ V1etnamese/ Southeast As1an 1mm1grant youth brlng another dimension to the analysis of t

| 1As1an Amerlcan youth and urban culture g1ven the1r un1que h1stor1cal and materlal |
' conditions and the decentralized nature of Southern Califomla |

As we see the emergence of Asian Arnerican youth g‘angs in working-‘class: ‘

‘ rieighl)orhoo.ds 11ke the Chinatowns and Filipino-towns, we see their formation in other
~ spaces as well. Many consequences of «gangformation in “inner-city” ’a.reas,'like

protection frorn Chieano gangs,' sthnic solidarity,and hrOtherhood in the streets, have

: always been prominent -1n “suburban” areas like Long Beach and Van Nuys We
_‘certa1nly see th1s in the San Gabrlel Valley w1th P -Dog, Melo and other Asian Amerlcan

youth and the1r on-going tensions w1th each other, as well as Chicano gangs in the area.
‘ i In Llnh’s Cerrltos context, her former gang battled with other Asian American youth
- groups, including other Filip‘inOS, Chinese, and Koreans. In Long Beach,‘ their main rival

is the Westside Longos, a long-time Chicano gang. The two,dominan_t models of
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i Alsaybar (1999) alluded to are useful in conceptualizing the formation of gangs in both
f?urban”' and “suburban” s’p.aces. Perh'aps'more so than in any other cites,‘the |
: :urban/suburban dichotomy inrthe'l;os Angeles area becomes blurred and is conceptually
inaccurate. - In addition to the urban/suburban problematic; there isalsoa | |
suburban/ suburban divide. For eiample,' Santa Ana, ‘Garden Grove, and Westminster are
not the same as Laguna Beach and Mission Viejo in terms of ethnic composition class .

: differences and polltical afﬁliations Yet these crties are lumped as ‘ suburbs of Orange
V’ ‘ County Long Beach Alhambra, Norwalk and South Gate differ from Pacific Palisades
band' Beverly Hills, yet they are all regarded as the suburbs of Los Angeles County
V(Espiritu", 2009, r)ersonal communiCation); : He_nce? there isa need to re—articulate and re-_‘
conceptualize raCialiZed poor[working-class,/.populations and spatial relations in the 215
century | o » | |
o The San Gabriel Valley and cities like Monterey Park Alhambra San Gabriel
and Rosemead provide an,excellent example inunderstandmg both ,the_multiphcities and
| ‘speciﬁcitiesl'of Asian American .populations.: The W,est San Gabriel ‘Valley’(along with‘.
Little Saigon), with 1ts large concentration of Asians, has replaced' Chinatown as the
.cultural, _economic, and social hub' t:or the As_ian refugee/immigrant community. S‘The San

Gabriel Valley (similar to Little Saigon) hasundoubtedly become a thriving business area

~ with many Asian restaurants, cafesboutiques superstores, banks, and other institutions

(Fong, 1994; Saito, 1998) Although the area 1s booming, a substantial number of As1an
folks who live and work in and. around the area are not domg well economically The
economic “success” of these areas ob_fuscate class d1v1s1ons among the As1an petit

bourgeois class and that its proletariat. It is safe to say that many business owners do not
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live in the area. We do not have to go to historic ethnic enclaves to find poorand
worhing-claSS’ Asians yvorking side by side with other poor and working—class Latinos,
| where they labor as garment worl(ers, busboys,' dishwashers, waiters; meChanics,
butchers, manicurists, and other service 'sector jobs (Light, 1994).
- Since.V‘ietnamese/Asian American youth gangs are reflective o..f diverse

populatrons these gangs 1nclude members across the socio- economrc spectrum ‘The )

o materral condrtrons of youth gangs l1ke the Asian Boyz and Trny Rascal Gang (by no

- ‘_'means lrm1ted to these two gangs) have much to do w1th the legacy of U S foreign

'p011c1es in Southeast Asra and people S subsequent exodus to 1ndustr1al1zed countries lrke ‘. ‘

| the uU.s., Canada Austraha‘ and Germany As aresult, there are also V1etnamese and

) V1etnamese Chinese youth gangs in these respect1ve countries, as vyell (Wallace Los ’

" | Angeles Tin imes, 1995 szer New York T imes, 1996) Furthermore the format10n of
: mrddle-class,Asran Amer1can youth‘ gangs in more afﬂuent areas in Southern Callforma

Lo 1s a product of the nat10n-state s select1ve 1mmrgrat1on pol1c1es and Amerlcan economlc .
R 1nterests in the send1ng countr1es (Prashad 2000 Ong, Bonac1ch and Cheng, l994) Thrs o
- is most prom1nent in Cal1forn1a g1ven the state’s close relat1onsh1p to the Pa01ﬁc R1m B

_ spat1ally and econom1cally (Ong, Bonacrch and Cheng, 1994)

.‘ Raciali_zation and Representation ‘
- Politics of Style. |
As P- Dog, Melo, and the1r homeboys started high school in the early 1990s they
| d1st1ngu1shed themselves from other As1an gangs in the area with their dress style and

speech They were perhaps the first Vietnamese- Ch1nese gang in the San Gabriel Valley ,
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| to df_ess like the “eses” (Chicaﬁo gang members) and talk “black.” Moreb apéciﬁcally,
meif mode of ‘s.peec‘vh ié associated with urban black Verﬁacular." Undoubtedly, theypwére

‘ ipﬂpenced by th“e _risp of hip Hop music and West Cpast ‘“gar.lgsta rap” that waa_ going

}tthrough the Southem Cpalifo;’m_iar airwa§es. 'They were rpc_‘king the Dickies, N-ikrev Cortez -
‘_and.shavi'rvlg» off their heads,‘v muc‘hli/ke‘ fhei; Chicand couﬁtefpar'ts.' These “cholo””

 aesthetics echo a’particula; hiatory ticd to fhe n‘llarginal‘ization and fésiStance. of sacond- ‘

: generation Meaican Americ‘a_n youth 1n the ‘1’930s‘,yvanvd”1940s (V igil, 1988, 6). We can .

{ ceﬁainiy see parallels, with refué’e‘é and immiérant ydpth erherginjgfrbm war, |

'. v, 'displacgmér;ts,: and pdiférty from c‘oun,t‘ri‘es lli‘k‘e'Yiétnam‘,'Cambodia, and El Salvador, as’ ' ‘
they appropriate :(and fe}aﬂipaiaté) the stﬂistic dimension ‘:of ,“phol'o"’ yoilth‘_and. cpunter¥ '
"’cultprai'.spe.ech patterns aé_sqpiated vyith thé black wprkipg-class (Kelley, 2000):._ |

| . “ , Sty_lis‘fiéalli many Vietnaﬁles’e,imﬁ{igra.n.t youth in thé 19805 an'd 19905‘ favdrcd a ‘, :
more’v‘v‘G'Q“”v look, as pppqséd to l"‘s‘[»réet.b” : They'\;vo‘r‘e' s‘l‘acks ar_id dress shlrts bought from
| shops and l:)'oa.:tiQues, in ethnic e‘nclave‘s lika ‘Chirllvatow.n or Littie Saigdn. _Vie'tri‘amese.'f
imniigrapt yputh 'vferé inﬂvuénvcéd by the,.“Navx.fl‘ Waile” dress and style thatv wéfe comihg
out from Euiope ‘beg‘i‘r‘ining ‘iﬁt'ﬁ’e aarly 19803. .They'r were also listening to.music tﬁat E
was distinctly from the other side of the globé. Melo statés,‘ “Tho‘pe‘ éaags were like
“ vF.QBt‘s [f‘Frésh' df ‘the B“oaf’_’]v. We were like nev;f Style. ..coming out looking like
' eses.. .and theylylatéd:us.” Melo and his f‘l .5”and second-generatiop: cohort nﬁade a
éohscious ‘effort to rnbye away from wha‘t‘ was associated with the Vietnamese refugeev> ,
exper'ienc_e‘. For U.S“.-‘solcialvized Vietnamese youth, dressing like the "‘esés” and ,talking’

“black” were “‘symbolic forms of resistance” (Hebdige, 1979, 80). It coincided with the
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_rise of U.S. gang culture: and a response toathe ",‘Wjar on Youth” campaigns in.California '
~inthe 1990s (Pintado;Vertner“and Chang, 2000). -

" P-’Dog,Melo, and their homeboys were perceived as, “disgraceful” by other Asian ’
- ’Ameri;can gangs in the a:re’a ‘because they did not follow "‘Asian” gang convention. '.The C
- ‘Chica_no gangs gave them a’hard time too, beCause.they' did not understand why these -
«‘Y‘Chinos’»’ were emulating their dress and style P-Dog makes 'it clear that it is .,rnore than' |
Just dress and style He states “A lot of people these days they th1nk it’s a style But

7bas1cally, it s not a style 1t sa Way of life.. A lot of k1ds [are] wearrng Cortez ‘.

D1ck1es Whatever It S how you feel L1ke Iam 30 years old I’m st1ll wearrng -

E D1ck1es I’m st1ll wear1ng the Jacket represent1ng [As1an Boyz] but I’m not part of it R

| ‘anymore' Even though P Dog s role has evolved in h1s group, he dresses the way he
:“‘»‘always‘ has for the last twenty years - This 1s not go1ng to change any t1me soon because 1t
‘11s part of h1s 1dent1ty | o | |
Even though P- Dog, Melo and others were the ﬁrst generat1on in the San Gabrlel
Valley to dress like the “eses ? the “cholo1zat10n of Asian Amerrcan youth has been
- gorng on for awhrle Along ‘w1th the “New Wave style Iremember see1ng As1an |
- cholos whrle growrng upl in Ch1natown in the early 1980s. These youth tend be second “
and th1rd-generat1on Ch1nese Amer1can youth soc1alrzed in the streets. of L0s Angeles. :
They were 1nﬂuenced by Ch1cano gang aesthetics (1nclud1ng‘car culture) in the area. To

go back even further F1l1p1no youth gangs 1n the l970s around the m1d W1lsh1re/Temple ‘

" area were h1ghly 1nﬂuenced by the‘ ‘cholo” aesthet1cs 1nclud1ng dress grafﬁt1 and

' tattoos The precursor to the Temple Street gang (TST) in Downtown Los Angeles was -

: 'reportedly started by Mex1can and F1l1p1no youth in the 19205 and 1930s (Alsaybar
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1999, 1.22).- Nevertheless, it was'not until post-1965 immigration 1egis1ation that we see
the emergence of Asian ethnic?speciﬁc “s‘treet’f gangs. -
| Violencelqn‘c"z’ ‘Sch‘oolingﬁ; ‘ : o
: Scho’ols haye'always been site'ssolf ideological and politic\al ‘deyrses for the U.S.

state apparatus. ‘Schoolsare also sites for group soc-ialization.’ Young peOpIe corneto ‘. |
congregate for most of 'the iday, :ﬁve ’days a week, in schools. Ttis only natural that gang. -v
forrnatron nemergesfrom these institutions,» given that'this 1s where -youth spend mo‘st_ of |
their time. Hence, gangformation' and schooiing are intimately'linkedin the‘nar'ratives of |
;P.-'Dog,‘Meloy,;and L1nh Their schooling exper‘iences: arefinformed by class; gender, and | -
o spatiaI' differences wh1ch are .'crucial factors‘in their. gang- involyem’ent., A signiﬁcant B

‘ ‘. reason why P Dog,. Melo and their frlends came together as a gang is because they got
. trred of be1ng bulhed by older Chlcano gang members in school and on the streets He
tells of 1nc1dents of where Lomas (perhaps the‘ Iargest Ch1cano gang in the area) gang

.members were try1ng to steal h1s b1cyc1e and pushed h1m and frlends around wh11e they
were playmg basketball at the park or walkmg home from the1r ]umor h1gh school. They '
'got “hit up and asked if they belonged toa gang | N

| Melo and h1s AB homeboys mater1ahzed asa gang in. the1r freshman year at Mark :
- Keppel h1gh schoolr in 'Alhambra. ‘Melo states, “Once you hit h1gh school, everythrng-

.» “changes "You have aH these friends around you, . [a] to‘tally 'different environment you ‘
know what I mean. It’s hke all the friends that I grew up with j ]om gangs And so you *
know I grew up w1th them too . so I got involved.” In add1t10n to be1ng in conﬂlct
w1th other A51an gangs at school they also battle w1th Chicano gangs Durmg the 1980s

and 1990s these “race ﬁghts ” or rather rac1ahzed conﬂlcts were common occurrences
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at various schools in Southern California. These conflicts are still happening in some
Southern Californian schools given dramatic demographic and economic changes and
sometimes shifting classrelations in some areas. Some of these incidents involving '
| As1an and Latino students occurred in Long Beach (Haldane Los Angeles Times, 1991)
Los Angeles S Lincoln Heights (Quintanilla Los Angeles Times, 1995) Orange County s
'Little Saigon area (Rivera and Licthblau Los Angeles Ti zmes 1991 Gomez Los Angles
Times, 1991; Welbom Orange Counly Regzster 2006) and the San Gabriel Valley
o (Hamilton, Los Angles, Ti zmes, 1993; Tawa, Los Angles T zmes, 1993). |
The P- Dog gives a demographic overview (though not totally accurate, but does -
give a good sense of the area) of the on- going racialized tenSion between and Within
- populations at his high school and the general San Gabriel Valley area:
The “race ﬁght” is Asians and MeXicans baSically the whole school Where we
live in the San Gabriel Valley...is 48% Asian, 48% Mexican, 2% black, 2%
white...even if it is 2% white or black. 1 mean, I give 1% each even. That’s the
luck of the draw, you know.. If you see a black guy or white man walking around
our neighborhood, it’s like they’re lost or they are looking for they live. You see
the driver next to you is a Mexican or Asian. - So when you’re talking about the
- “race fight” thing, that’s how it is.  You take any two groups...they can be best of
. friends...stuck in the hall...stuck in a room for a whole day, they’re going to start
bugging each other. - e C - S
Over the years, these “‘race ﬁghts” between Asian and Latino students at varying
degree occurred at all three high schools (Mark Keppel, San Gabriel and Alhambra) in
the district Gang members are involved but by no means are they the only ones.
One of the more memorable ‘race ﬁghts occurred in February of 1992 when
.~ Asian and Latino students were in conflict with each other at Mark Keppel high school in

_ Alhambra, The tension “boiled over” in two days of fistfights as five Asian and seven

Latino students were arrested (Hamilton, Los Angles Times, 1993).. The school was in

138



lock-down, as students were not allowed to leave their classroom's. The police confiscated
seven knives, apiece of sharpened glass;and a loaded gun..: School ofﬁcial exbelled 24
students and recommended that those arrested be prosecuted for hate crimes. Melo, then
aTreshnian:, and his gang called truce wrth other Asian gangs at ithe school. They teamed
up and. went at 1t with the “eses” fromr Lomas; Melo indicated that Chicano gangs made |
i 1ta “racial thing 7 | | | | |
The 1992 conﬂict at Keppel was a srgn of things to come for Melo and h1s
- homeboys He got heav1ly 1nvolved wrth h1s Asian Boyz gang over the summer of 1993
and stopped attendrng class . Once re1nstated that fall at Keppel they went at it agarn
‘ w1th Lomas After Melo got “hit up” by a number of them they dec1ded to meet ata.
= park down the street from the h1gh school where Melo and h1s homeboys d1d a drrve by -
' _'on Lomas members The shoot1ng got h1m locked up for a year The chorces that Melo
. P-Dog and the1r gang made as high school students changed their lives forever The year | ‘
~Melo was 1ncarcerated and P- Dog was sent to live w1th an uncle out of state a number of
. their homeboys got locked ,up, many'of whom are doing double life sentences‘with- no
‘parole for rnurder.- ‘Luis Rodriguez, author of A‘lways‘ Rtmﬁing, La Vida Loca:f Gang
Days in L.A. (1 993)» and foMer Lomas member, talks about racialized tension between
‘Ch1cano and white students when he was a Mark Keppel student in the 1970s ‘In the
: early 1980s tensions were brewrng between U S. -born and newly arrived. refugee and
V 1mm1grant students. Rac1al1zed conflict and gang “V1olence went to another level in the
1 9905; as it coincides with the accessibility to highfpowered ﬁrearms. |
P-Dog and Melo’s schooling experiences are similar since they went to

neighb’oring high schools in the.area with other Asian and Latino students. Linh’s
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schooling was at a private Catholic school with other middle-class white students until -
- her last two years of high school, when she to went to school with other Asian and Latino
. students in Westminster. The'Asian students at her high school were nrimarily
Vietnamese,--’ since Little Saigon is aronnd the corner. There were on-going tensions with’
Vietname‘se/Asian and'Latino'stndentsin this area as well (Rivera and Licthblau Los .
‘Angeles szes 1991) Linh was the only one from her former gang that Went on to
| - obtain‘a college degree She led a dual l1fe as both model student in class and ¢ gang-
| -banger out31de of school. She strnggled w1th the expectations of being a young ‘
- Vietnamese American woman and the roles ascribed to. it by her parentsand others: _'
1 was doing that at such an early age because I wanted to fit in. So at school I
‘acted a certain way. With my friends, I’'m going to act a certain way. .I’'m going
to be tough. I’ve always been really tough but at the same time, I have always.
been very weak. . .trying to figure out who I was. And I didn’t have anyone to talk -
“to. Tdidn’t even how to talk to someone. You know, I had counselors at school
~ but can you imagine going to them and telling them, “Hey ’'m in a gang.” Tknow'
it’s wrong, but it’s fun.. I’'m doing it. She’s going to look at me and have a totally
‘ different perceptlon I mean, I was a good student.
Melo was abl_eto get his high school d1ploma after movmg out to Arizona to ﬁnish his |
' junior and senior year. P-Dog did not finish high school. ‘He received his education on
the streets.
" Racism on the Streets’
On the streets, P-Dog and his homebOyshave to deal with racism and
- discriminatory acts by the local police departments and other gang members. According ‘
o P Dog, their relationship with the police and the A51an Gang Task Force, in particular,
Vhas always been contentious Invar1ably, the ﬁrst thing the police ask them is, Who do

o you roll‘ w1th?’f and proceed to ask them to lift up their ShlI'tS to check for tattoos and

cigarette burns, signifiers of Asian gang affiliations back in the day. Given the rise of
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Asian American youth gangs in Southern California since the 1980s, some police
departments created ethnic-specific task forces. Asian Gang Task Force was set up in
v'multiplelocations vvith visible Asian American gang culture, from Los Angeles to Long L
Beach, down to Orange County,'and back to both valleys (San .Gabriel and San
Fernando). o |
In 1987 the Law Enforcement Communicat1on Network and the Los- Angeles
County Sheriff’ S Department began to develop a large: database known as the Gang
‘ ."Reporting, Evaluat1on, and Tracking System (GREAT):to “collect, store, and analyze
' personal 1nformat1on about suspected gang members” (P1ntado Vertner and Chang,
. Colorlmes 2000) Also known as Cal Gang, the database conta1ns more than 300, 000
‘;names and is used across the country (10) Since As1an Amer1can youth gangs are h1ghly‘_
mobile and have satell1te groups in other parts of the U. S this form of surve1llance did |
1mpact them tremendously As Pmtado Vertner and Chang state (2000) these databases
- 1nd1scr1m1nately cr1m1nal1ze youth and 1dent1fy1ng them as suspects before any crime
o has been comm1tted (10) It is unfathomable to think that wearing FUBU Jeans and bemg
related to a gang member qualiﬁes someone as'a ¢ gang member in some states.

: These gang databas}es, no doubt, 1mpact youth of color in California. However,
given the adhesive value of the “model minority myth,” Asian American youth and
criminality are‘_not neces‘sarily linked. The dominant discourse assumes that “racial -
proﬁling” happens to black and Latino youth‘ only, but as Melo?s describes, racialization ,

* oceurs across the board, regardless of phenotype. This is especially the case for those
- who might be perceived as “gang members.” Melo states, “They [the police] gaveusa

hard tir'ne. Every time we go cruise around. . '.theysee a car full of Asians, they’ll pull us
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over.” Melo continues, “...Back then When we iNere young, we didn’t know the law.”

* They would s.earchthe car and would‘ find something illegal.” ‘Melo and P-Dog often
mentioned that the ail cops‘wo_uld give them a difiicult time, especially the Asian
‘Ameriean police officers. Melo thought'they would give him ‘.‘juicé"’ since they are of

- Asian descent. On the eontrary, the Asian ‘American officers gave them the. hardest time.
Melo explalns “To them we're a dlsgraee to their ethn101ty The fact that \ye re A51ans
'_and we’re out gang banglng, 1t makes them look bad. They would talk sh1t to us all the

~timg, saying, “You guys are a disgrace They Would say that to us, ‘What the hell are .

you guys d01ng‘7 The A51an cops would tell us that

As Damel Tsang (1993 1994 1995) and Chorswang Ng1n (1997) document in thev B

| : iWOI‘k W1th V_1etnamese/As1an Ameriean students in Orange County, many of these youth
| u_nvyillingly had:their photos taken and iare linked to gangs. Ngin (1997) artic'ulates:inher
3 ethnographic findings that~“Asian youths are ra'"cialized througha process of signiﬁeation |
‘based on their fashion and who they,‘,h'ang out’ with.” She further notes that"‘la_bels such’
. as ‘gang memhers’ and ‘gang‘associ.ate"‘and ‘signiﬁ'ers such as hair styles and‘clothes |
have become the new commumty criteria for defining gang membership
(http //sun3 lib.uci. edu/dtsang/A31anYouth accessed 7/20/07) A number of
"_Vietnamese/Asmn youth have been criminalized through this ra01ahzing mechanism, as .
. - their mugs and ﬁies arein the local police rlepaltments’ gang database.
| Melo remembers this happening to him as a'young teenager: “Back then \yhen we
were 14, 15 [years old], they took all klnds of pictures of us.. pietures of our tattoos, we
didn t know that. But now I know they can’t do that. Now I know the law. Tt’s kind of

too. late, but whatever. : Pretty much, they would manipulate our r1ghts w1thout us
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knowing.” Although Melo is now aware of his rights, he is also aware of the unequal
power dynam1c between law enforcement and gangs

' That s pretty dirty what the cops did. 1 mean, we didn’t know our rrghts They
~ took advantage of us... Nothing we could do about it because we’re gang ,
. members. You know, who’s going to win...their words against ours. They re
- gorng to ‘'say they got probable cause, in' which case they don’t. They’re going to .
say that.. Of course, they’re going to w1n because they’re cops. So, therefore we -
- were taken advantage of .as gangsters.. be1ng kids, ‘too, you know.

Melo attempts to make sen’se of the tenslon of Asian Amerrcan_‘pohce officers, in -

particular:
It's hke we were ra1sed d1fferent1y than the cops you know what- I mean. We
didn’t have nothing. 1 pretty much.. .they were raised differently. They d1dn t

~ grow up where we grew up. So, it’s different, you know. They grew up.. they
probably have straight A’s.. We grew up, you know what I mean, gang- -banging.

So it’s kinda d1fferent They see us d1fferent1y and we see them d1fferent at that
t1me : , ; o :

| ‘ _P-Dog'talks about the 'racialization Of gan-g members in the 1990s in the contexts
“ “of ant1-youth legrslatron whrch 1nc1ude the Street Terrorlsm Enforcement and Preventron

(STEP) Act of 1988 and Proposrtron 184, also known as “three strrkes and you're out” |

o law vUnder the STEP Act, gang membershlp is pumshable up to three years. So in

addition to domg time for the offense gang members do extra t1me for violent offense.

The STEP Actallows_ for law enforcement to come up ..wrth arset of criteria to determine

Whovis and isnota “gang member.’; P-Dog were yeryaware of laws created to

’ cr1m1nahze his status as a gang member and h1s Asran Boyz gang, m partrcular “It’s

not that easy. You get labeled. You’re from AB (As1an Boyz), you get labeled, |
 man.. .especially with the law, too. Back then, Pete Wilson put the 18™ Street law for the

'. “ ,Mekicans., .they put the ‘As‘ian‘Boyvzlxlaw for us.” Here, P-Dog is referring t0 gang

‘injunction ,placed on f‘high—proﬁie” gangs in California, including 18™ Street and his own
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gang. This includes getting extra time because of one’s association with the Asian Boyz.

Both P- -Dog and Melo are two strike felons ‘Should they receive another “strlke ” they

. will have to do t1me 1n the state penitentiary (Gilmore 2007)

Racialization from Wzthm o
As the‘y‘.areracialized and labeled by the police, they also racialize each other.
| 'Due to the fact .that groups like the Asian Boyz encompass ethnicities (Vietnamese .

Vietnamese Ch1nese Cambodian and F111p1no) the process of rac1ahzat10n is apparent

‘- ~as they do not know what to make of each other P- Dog explains -

Even though we re family, we re from the same thing, there’s a1ways that line
you don’t pass, you know. They re [Cambodians and Filipinos] always going to
‘look at you differently because of your race. You look at thern differently
because you don’t know the fuck they’re saying to you. Like us down here [W.
San Gabriel Valley], we gangbang the Asian way...not like [Asian gangs in]
Long Beach. “Long Beach” gangbang like Mexicans and blacks...stand around ‘
street corner and shit, taking care of blocks, you know. Why take care of one
~ block when you can take care of the whole nelghborhood the whole 01ty, you
- know?" : :
v ‘The fact that they belonged to an umbrella moniker like the “As1an Boyz” does not -

” ;guarantee that they will get along with one another. As1an American youth gangs do not
o necessarily clalm “turf’ (as tradltionally deﬁned) perhaps for the exception of, as P- Dog
~ noted above, As1an gangs (primarily Cambodlan but also 1nclude Vietnamese Laotian

ete. ) in Long Beach

The El Monte pool hall shoot1ng in December of 1993 added more fuel to the fire
that continues to burn today. It was on the night when a Wah Ching member; Chung
Lewong Yang (aka “China Dog”) shot and killed Lea Mek (aka “Kicker”), an Asian

Boyz member in a brawl between the two youth groups (http://www.amw/fugitives/case,

accessed 2/18/08). The shooting received;a tremendous amount of exposure from various
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media—seryic,e outlets because it was caught on video and due to the violent content. It
continues to be notoriously popular onvalternativemedia like You Tube some ﬁfteen
_ years later. This was a hi ghly signihcant moment in their “beef,” hut most members ’. |
would have a hard time unders_tandihg hcw and why such conflict exists in the first place.
| Melo was “pret_ty piss’ed‘?’v .when he heard ‘one of his homeboys was fatally. shot.hy o
a WC‘vrival wh1le in pris_on." After this,incldent,,differ;ent ‘Asian Boyi’ cliques ‘cMe R
i , | together as an umbrella‘t érouﬁ, asthey scught ‘retaliation onWah Chingv(WC) :gang '
members h/lelo‘ states‘ .all the homeboys from Long Beach Van Nuys Chinatown,
_out here [W San Gabnel Valley] .every n1ght; they"wentlo(")kmg for th’em‘(’WC), you
haow | o L
| When asked that Wah Ch1ng also has mult1ple cl1ques or “s1des > Melo 1nd1cated }
‘ that “it d1dn t matter WC was WC at the t1me After awh1le you know they d1d too

| much stuff:. 1t all caught up, you know ” In reﬂectlng on h1s time in pr1son “I th1nk if I

' know what I know now, I would probably Just Walk But 1f | would have Walked I would. L

’not be here rlght now [d01ng the 1nterv1ew] pretty much.” Durmg an 18 month stretch

) between 1995 and 1996, pollce 1ndrcated that the A51an Boyz was'ccnnected to a dozen
‘murders‘ (htt»n://www.amw/fugitlves/Case, 'accessed 2/ l 8/08) A number‘ovf th'e. West_side

"  Asian Boyz members.fare dcing life and a few dead frem gang\retallations,» acar accident,]‘

and adispute'withthe local police.
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CHAPTER7
CONCLUSION

_Because itis a d1stortion of be1ng more fully human sooner or later being less
‘human leads the oppressed to struggle against those who made them ‘so. In order
for this struggle to have meaning, the oppressed must not, in seeking to regain
their humanity (which is a way to create it), become in turn oppressors of the. -
oppressors, but rather restorers of the humanity in both (Paulo Fre1re 1993, 26).

This dlssertat1on speaks to the need to cons1der experlences of

o V1etnamese Amer1can youth gang members l1ke P-Dog, Melo and L1nh in order

: | to theor1ze racrahzation and class formatlon ina changlng World More
, _important, it 1s an attemptto restore their:humanity. 1 begin in Chapter 1 With
" Itracingj youth» gang formation and history,hy locating myself in the research. I
discuss the format1on of V1etnamese and Southeast A51an youth gangs. Although |
o1 proV1de spec1ﬁc1ty to the research Tcan not dlscuss V1etnamese American youth
vw1thout 51tuat1ng_them in larger Southeas_t A51an and Asian American contexts
, _because they ev'olved‘from similar‘circumstances. In Chapter 2',"I.proyide a
| detailed analysisof the l/‘ietnamese exodus to the diaspora. I ex'amine
‘ Vietnamese ‘migrationh patterns in the U.S. and then proceed to situate this . -
’.,population ’Within the context of U.S. empire and racialized class |
| formations/inequalities in Southern California. In Chapter 3, I engage the
theo‘retical,analysis‘ of “race” and racism and deseribe the historical and
contemporaryconte{(t for the racialization ovf U.S. Asians. 1 focus on Asian |

' American identity, identity politics, and the limitations of pan-ethnicity and “race
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;telations?’ paradigm. In Chapter 4, I discuss and critique the vmethodological‘
traditions of soctaI' scienee research,_es a way to lolcate myself theoretieally. 1
ptoceed with my diseussien of theof§ as methed :énd deta’soutces, as | employ a
" critical narrative methedelogy. | |

In Chebter 5,1 preseht the nerfatives of three:ihtet\'/ieWees Who Were '
former a’ndv current V ietnar‘nese :and ethnijchhinese-Viethamese gang members;
In Chapter 6; [ ‘o"ffer- ah analysis of the three narratives. C‘erteih therhes that
reo.ecurred‘ in all three nartatives include the politics of r,nig'rati'env; questions of
» ‘space, 1abor,[and‘c1ass; brepresehtfé_itie‘n ahd racialiZatioh; end contesting the R
urban/ subufhan diivide. These.them_es lead to unde’rstahdihg new and different
articulvat‘ivous' of youth‘gahgsiih' US eontempora;y'life,. v‘vHere in‘Chapter 7-,>I meke‘
eohclusions end vfecetntnehdétiehs regerd_ihg the Vietnamese/Asian Amer‘ican-
. youth gang phenomenon in Southem Cahfomla as a means ef generatlng further
' understandmgs of nat10na1 pohcy tmphcattons and consequences I d1scuss the >
issue of deportatlon and question of c1t1zensh1p. | Here, I am remmded that this .

'dissertatien is fundamentally a humanizing project.

Deportatlon and the Question of C1t1zensh1p
1 study the idea of 01t1zensh1p not only in the idiom of rlghts articulated in the ,
" legal context, but also i in the context of the ways in which a set of common (in this
‘case American) values concerning family, health, social welfare, gender relations,
- and work and entrepreneurialism are elaborated in everyday lives (Aihwa Ong,
2003, xvu) '
As we close i in on the first decade of the 21 eentury, the Vietnam War and the

refugee exodus from Southeast Asia in the 1970s.and 1980s seem like a distant memory.
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il‘"his history is conveniently placod on the shelf as the US (and the"rest of the world)
" focuses on another region. Our collective Historical rflemory (or rather amncsia) de‘oeives
" us-in thinking that»we, too, can close thle book and move on to the next chaptor. Although
the book might be closed, the consequeoces of war will always been felt by those direcfly
and in‘_direc'tly‘ impacted by this 1egacy.‘. ‘vMalcolm 'X“(19’63) referred to the “chickens
,‘ ooroing home to roost,»” wﬁich TJ . English (1995) épplied to the impact of US foreign
- ‘ i)olicy in Vietnam, \g/hén'diso‘ussing Vietoamese-Chinese‘ gangs in New York City: “U.S.
- foreign po.rl.icy'}fac»l come ‘h‘ome o roost, and the untidy residue of the Vietham Wat had
- taken on yet"énothér'iugly, uneioected, peﬁnotation” (9) Indeod; ft is U.S. foreign poiicy'
aﬁd iﬁtéﬁention in Vietném, Cambodia, and Laos that are “coming home to roost,”
. manif_ésted in g:ang»yiolence on the streets of Célifornfa and in othor parts of the U.S. We
valsoseo this. hapfiening w1thyouth coming‘frOm similaf geo-political historfes (e.g., '
Salva;doraos, ‘Arrnenialns). | |
‘Thé guestion of ciffzenshipeor' moro specifically, deportation—is a major source
of concem and st-r'ess for vP_‘-Dog,.‘Melo, and others in s_imﬂar sitositions. Given their
crimiﬁal records, they'are_‘not eligiole ‘for natturalizlation;‘ They are very Woniod that they
might get deﬁorféd back to Viofﬁém, zf country they havé not been to sioce they left as -
foddlers. This is something Linh does not have to ‘worryfabout since she is U.S.-born. In
.recenf years, the U.Sv. goVermﬁeﬁt has made concerted efforts to oopon,gang members
and other immigrant youth with criminal records back to th'oir, countfies of origi-n.‘
Coontries like El Sal\;ador and Cambodia héve taken yoﬁth back With criminal records
~ since 'th_e mid fo- late-1990s (Guérra Vasquez, 2005; Chow, .2005).‘ ‘P-Dog, Melo, and

other Vietnamese American youth are cognizant that they might be the next to go, as the
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U.S. and Vietnam are “normalizing” relations. Many of these youth have been socialized
. on the streets in California, as they can potentially import U.S. gang culture back to their
" countries of origin.,‘ Many have little or no recollections of their time in their old
"co,untries haV'ing‘left ata Veryyoung age. For them, home is Los Angeles,,Long Beach,
San- Gabr1el Valley, Cal1forn1a and the U S. Th1s is all they know
" The questlon of deportat1on is always in the back of their m1nds Both P-Dog and :
~ Melo have two strlkes on them. They understand that gettmg another strike can send
; th‘em to the _state pen1tent1ar1es. or get them deported through Imm1grat1on‘and
NaturaliZation 'S‘ervices. Melo was three months»away’from having his juvenile record
lsealed As he explams
T My m1stake was | d1dn t seal it. Ididn’t seal my record. When I turned 18, I
e vshould have sealed my record. It came back to haunt me...when I got arrested
" again back in 2003 for drugs. Automatically. after 10 years, your juvenile record
seals by itself automat1cally .even if'you don’t seal it. It was 9 years and % and -
T got arrested. , And then, my Juvemle record, the DA (district attorney) brought it
~ back up and gave me a strike for it. Now, I'have a strike from my juvenile record
.~ which I'should have sealed after I turned 18.. .which T messed up. T was messed:
_ up-on drugs at that time. Actually, I blamed myself for not doing it. It came back ,
~to haunt me. » S : L _
: Th1s specter of “haunt1ng is always w1th current and former gang members Even when '
one no longer cla1ms membersh1p or 1s act1ve th1s h1story is always part of the1r l1ves
P- Dog states “To tell you the truth when I grow up, 1 Just want to live. Living’s hard
., Just live. ~That’s what 'm do1ng now.. Just llve man. Next day you could Just get shot..
get k1lled don t matter That’ s how I see llfe as, to tell you the truth.” Here P-Dog -
describes his desire to fully live without having to constantly watch over his back.

' Unfortunately, for most youth who are and were heavily involved with gang life, this is

- not an option.'
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Writihg Back/Talking Back
The Birmihghani Schojol t198'2) discusses “wtiting back” in mut:h of the poét-

| aolonial and anti—cdlonial_litérature of th_e‘ Centre for Contemplqrary Studies (CCCS).
Lihda Tuhiwai Smith (1‘997) offers the not‘:ionlf bf “rééearéhihg back,” which “[ihvolves] a .
' “knc')w:ingness of the cc.)lonyi_z'erv_’.'and:’a récoye_ry\(l)f’ out_aclves; an analysis of colonialism,

. and a struggle for sélf—determination” N. 1 attémpt ;to do the ‘sat:nt‘:‘ in my analysis .andb
' .'aitic.'l,llati.b‘n of Viétnamésé Atne'rican §o_ut1i gahgs.~ I do thié by ret:overirig our collective
. histoty (mi_ﬁé and the ihtewiewees). ‘ Henca, the need to»theorétically]under‘stand |
racialiaatiOn and class formation is‘necessafy in articulating pop‘ulattons that haV¢ héen ;

‘ _racia‘li‘erd, darharcated, andcolonlzed 1n diffAe,vre‘nt ways. Thié is‘most evident in cities’ ‘ ,
:4.like Los Anghles,v Where thére have beeh trqfnenddus damographia shifts andveconom‘ic‘:’_
‘j’_c‘hahg'é's vf‘or the iast fozur de,(':vades.‘ It 1s fuhdarhantal that‘ we undetstahd thcb»p‘oliti}cal

" ecOnabthyi:'af migt‘ativoh‘ and:rahism that‘a_te.vprotnirierit in Sbuthém_Califbmia and
elsevt/hére{ Hovtzevef, 1t has’heen ggtremely ditﬁcult dueA to the éSsentialized notions of

: i;ientity andthe ovefwhélrhihg inﬂhéncé and poWér of -(‘:ap‘italis,rh. By nature,‘calaitalis_tn
y hbm‘ogehﬁés thévhuman expe_rience, while intensifying competitihh faf j'obs ahd other ’
privileges, re_saurcas, and opportanitiéa. We séé this rhatetialiiéd ih the streets. The
emergehce of youth vgangs does not happen i‘na.vacu‘un.l. “ -

. In additian, the ithplementatio‘n of “divida and cdnquer” strategies has worked
»effectit/ély to 'disengage éritical qu’évstioyn:s around tacism—“ﬁth real conséquences such as
: - the crirhinaliz‘atioh of yo.vuth, residential/ecanorhic'segregatioh; unemployment and under- ‘
employment, labor, ahd imrhigtation policies. “Divide and conquer” strategies further

create divisions amongst and within racialized populations. This is dialéctically
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manifested in the streets, pribson system; and in our schools. As such, the capitalist
imperatives that created the social conditions wh'rch precinitated inter-ethnic fensions— |
and spec-iﬁcally youth gang conﬂicts in the ﬁrsvt‘-plaCe—are oftentrmes not part of the
dli"scussion." The real problerns. of sooral and 'econornic inequalities and the 'c‘onsequences

: of representation on raeializedl ‘bvod'ie’sv in Southern California are, tnere‘fore, left‘

7 unattende‘d».‘ Hence,'my‘ researeh speaks to the need to eonsi'der experiences of :
>‘Vietnarnese American };outh gang mer'nbers.like VPv-Dog,'Melo, and Linh in the attempt to -

.theorize raoialization and class formation in a 'changin'g world.

- HumaniZation L
“ But Whrle both humanlzatlon and dehumamzat1on are real alternat1ves on1y the
- first is the people’s vocation. This vocation is constantly negated, yet it is
affirmed by that very negatlon It is thwarted by i inj justice, exploitation,
'oppressmn and the violence of the oppressors; it is affirmed by the yearning of
- the oppressed for freedom and justice, and by their struggle to recover their lost
. ‘humamty (Paulo Freire, 1993, 26) C
' Freire’s (1993) words above succmctly descr1be the struggles that P- Dog, Melo :
Linh, and other former and cnrrent youth gang members have to contend yw1th ona dally
 basis. Theybstrugg.le. to fully live because of the conditions surrounding them, inelu"ding‘
‘both real and"symbolic violence, racisrn, and marginaliiation. P-bog reflects on his
“crazy life.” He states, “We ‘gr‘ew up too quick. Basically, [because bof] our lifestyle, we
" _got to man up before we had to man up. We could have been kids still, but we didn’t act
like kids. .' ‘We’re acting like young crazy adults, trying to run the world. We didn’t have
- a chance to be regularkids; ;. like join the basketball team or whatever you want to calvll it, -

you know.” P-Dog and others like him got involved early in junior and high schools.

The choices and decisions that they made (arguably, perhaps they did not'have'a choice)
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cost them dearly, asa numberof them are locked up, dead, or just trying to survive. They
continue to negotiate with gang involvement and cope with the pain of losing friends and
their own innocence at such a young age. In many respects, they continue to struggle—

'andhope—ffor a more humanizing world, as they yearn for freedom and justice.

Educational/Social Policy Implications
~and Material Consequences g

Ki-Taek Chun ( 1995) does a excellent job of articulatmg some of the educational
1mp11cat10ns and ramiﬁcations that Asian Americans faceasa consequence of bemg the
."‘model minority’;’ and haVing “honorary white” status ‘One consequence is the pattern ot : |
| occupatlonal segregation that “dehmlts the range of occupational aspirations and ch01ces K
of As1an American youths (96). There is a general trend for Asian Americans to be N
over- concentrated in certam areas such engmeering and biophys1cal sciences yvhere
;‘quantitative? nonlmguistic skills are at a.premlum, and of aV01d1.ng other ﬁelds like

' social sciences; humanities, and the arts, whose primary vehicle for professional activities
o is vyith li’nguistic commun'ication or interpersonal contact”*(Chun 1995 '105).A This form
“of seIf-1mposed exclus1on and segregatlon isa resuIt of past d1scr1m1nat1on and the o

- ongoing rac1alizat10n(s) that exist for As1an Amerlcans in the schools and. out on the
streets;' |

3 It is not by coincidence that As’ian_Americans are concentrated in certain fields. -
As Chun notes in Wong"s case study ( 1977)'of Chinese Meriean youth in California,
occupational aspirations are greatly influenced by their “fear of economic competition
and racial prejudice,‘ and the resultant discrimination” (105). In essence, their

N ’ocCupationai aspirations andchoices are, in many ways, determined for them by the
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| récialiiéd world in which they ﬁved. I“[ is an adaptive response to their social realities
| where the concern is moré fel;cltevs to survival than a reﬂ»ectionI of aptitudc, ;prefe’rence, ahd
: .oi)en choic‘e.z In the c‘onte):(tl of -educationv, fbr chmﬁie, teachers, administrgtérs,
'céunseloré ‘énd othef proféssironvals must not perpetuate the existing st_eréotYpes WHén
| workiné w1th Asian Aihérican st‘udent‘s 6r any student fof. that matter. There are great
pfessurés to aésirﬁilafe-thh sur_vibv,‘a‘l'is at stak_é,: as was the case fovr the parents and-
grandpérents’ 0:f ﬂi@se Asiah A‘mericaﬁ-bsub'j ect'sv, which genéfates rﬁuch fésentment ;towar.d
‘the self and toWard others. This can potentially lead to a sensé of lost identity and éven
’ '.‘se.‘lf-‘hate. |
Sﬁbsequéhtly, Viefnaniese and Southeast A51an r'evfugeves from the 19705 andv
; | 1‘9‘8‘.:0.‘5 and :theif' Ajﬁericanrborﬁ children added énothcf laye.r_to‘ th¢ already ‘c_omplexA
o Avre,_lciali’zec‘l politics. I éx‘_amiﬁed‘ the:VietriaInése Aﬁeficm experience in relatioﬁs to |
é-mpi’r'e—buvildving‘ by th(’e‘U.S.;;. its subsequent mass migraﬁon to the “iﬁbéfial Cénter”; thé g
qﬁcétiéh ;)f<class; fdr ‘dviffjefént “anés”; thé héterogéneity ;)f “Vietnamese”. America, _a’ndv
ho»;z Vietnamesc bodijes afe racialvizedAaél bdth ‘fsubaltern” and “emblematic Vi“ct‘im’a
during the war and inv éontémpofary U..S.;" and lastly, Asiaﬁ American cjlassfqnnatibnsv,‘in o
} '. thé'Los‘ Angeles area since 1-97’5. : Theée isfs’ués are highly signi'ﬁcant inthe
| eproratiOn/anélyses of the-fonhati’on and racialization  of Vietnamese Am_ériéén youth
~-garigs in Southern Californiéj and in understanding schooling iri‘ca}‘)italist‘ America._ As
has beeﬁ noted, the forrlr‘lati(‘)n of these Vietnamese American _“‘s,ubal'terns"’ (youth gang -
~members) is inexfricably linked to war énd émpire, migraﬁon paﬁems, political économy

of racism, and the emergence of ethnic communities.
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The rhetoric of Asian Americans as a “model rninority” and Vietnamese as the.
“good refugee” has been harmful in its distortion of the complex issues that take. place in
| irnrnigrant‘ andraciali‘zed-comrnun'ities. The 'sirnplistic representation',A as ;pointed, outvi
‘ earlier,' of 'Asian Arnerican youth as “whiz ‘kids-,' “‘oyer-representation’? in higher
| education and the ab111ty of Asian Americans to “overcome’ ’any obstacles to excel and .
| ﬂourish reinforced the 1dea of “America as the “land of opportunity and “refuge -for’
democ_racy.- Suchone-d1mens1ona1 distortlons,have deﬁmtely casta perniciOus o
. shad_owi’ over those Who have not doneas' vyell, 'including Asian Arnerican youth yvho
: drop out of school, get vc‘a:uvght up in the_ juvenile SySteni,'and Struggle~with adolescent life .
o (Umenio,to and Ong, 2006, v)‘..“ I‘ndeed,‘ these are some ofthe», central issues in the
’dissertationz.‘ This alone points to a longstanding need ' for. resea.rch and analysis on Asran -
B Americans that ei(amines sub'stantiv‘ely the problemjs,concerns,and .hardships, faced‘by
this populatlon especlally its youth
Thrs study attempts to ﬁll some of the gaps that currently ex1st in the llterature on
Asian American y0uth today. It is my ~1ntent to examine a Variety of related j1ssues, within
the context of a critical pollcy analysrs and ethnic stud1es I cons1der how the presence of -
.>V1etnameseAmer1can youth 1mpacts soc1al publlc and educatlonal polrcy To What
extent.are polrcres tal{en into cons1derat10n when looklng at refugee communities and,
more speciﬁcally, when eXamlmng 1nequalit1es in educatlon?‘ Cana drsaggregate data be
useful for Asian Americans? What are the results of an essentialized identity? How does “
this hinderour quest for justice and economic dernocracy? | |
The “over-representationf’ of Asians in US higher education and other arenas 1s

conceptualized within a “race” discourse. As a result, this analysis is reproduced in how
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we think about Asian American ponulatiOns. The use of “race” as a central unit of
analysis has proved debilitating for many. Missing from much.'of these statisticslis a lack :
of rigorous 'analysis in understanding the particularities of different groups. This is
' eyident When‘we talk about schooling,of .Vietnam'ese Americans' “For examnle James
:Diego Vigil Tomson H. Nguyen and Jesse Cheng (2006) discuss how in some h1gh
‘ | schools in.the Westmmster/ Santa Ana/Garden Grove area in Cahfomia the dropout rates
| for Vietnamese American students are more than thirty percent; : This data contradicts
1 [ -simplistic notions of Asians in the US More imnonant; it calls for more speciﬁcity,
' greater,interrogation, andcriticali analysis., ..Clearly,',- there is aneedto understand.
immigration policy, labor, ‘raciSm- and class contextuallyf.fThe'material impli'cations and |
consequences are real, as reﬂected through our theorrzing and pohcy making Hence we
| cannot beg1n to talk ahout educatronal pohcy 1ssues and their 1mpact on Vretnamese
Amerrca'n youth, w1thoutunderstand1ng both:the dlfferences and complex1t1es of the
historical, politic‘al,"and economic traj ectories that »shape the‘liyes and academic | |
“,exvperiences of students from :Vietnamese and "A‘sian American commun)ities.‘ This

dissertation attempts to take one step in that direction.
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