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America s Asan population has been soaring since the 1965 immigration reforms and
should reach 20 million by 2020 (Chang 1). In ademocratic political system in which,
theoreticdly, the number of votersisa predictor of political bloc power and satus, Asian
Americans are emerging, as they must to protect their interests, as aforce. Asan American
politica involvement has, consequently, been acquiring amore significant focus (Nakanishi 1) by
andyds and the media. Their dectord involvement, however, is not the palitical activity upon
which the mainstream media has concentrated recently.

The Fundraisng Scandal

In the year since the 1996 dections, the media have described at length Democratic
Nationa Committee (DNC) fundraisng in the Asan American community. U.S. law requires
contributors to be U.S. citizens, noncitizen permanent resdents (Nash and Wu 16), or
corporations (or their subsidiaries) which generate revenue in the United States (Holloway 20).
Asian Americans donated over $3 million to the DNC of which nearly $1 million was returned
when its source was discovered to be foreign. Few donors or party members soliciting
donations fully understood the campaign regulations. The DNC performed an audit to verify the
sources of its donors money, cdling its Asan American supporters “to ask whether they were
citizens, how much money they earned; who employed them; and whether they would authorize
the party to obtain a credit report on them” (Nash and Wu 15). There clearly were some

intentiona violations of campaign regulations and & the least impropriety on the part of the



Clinton team, yet did that justify aracist audit and Thompson' s racist hearings? DNC Chair
Romer clams “We had to do it” (Nash and Wu 15).

The maingtream media have neglected to question the racid angle the proceedings are
taking. Analysts, commentators and politicians overlook the difference between lega
contributions from Asan Americans and illegd donations from nonresident foreigners. This
“guilt-by-association” emphasizes the place of dl of Asan ancestry asforeignersin the
mainstream conception of America. Afraid of atarnished image, the DNC announced January
21 (1997) it would no longer accept donations from noncitizen permanent residents (which is
legd). Senator Feingtein (D-CA) has stated that she will be “very cautious’ about dl Asan
American contributions (Nash and Wu 16). Ross Perot, the DNC and others have racidized
the campaign finance system controversy, making Asan Americans a scapegoat for wider
corruption. Professor Carol 1zumi of GWU fears this scandd could isolate Asan Americans just
asthe emerge palitically (Nash and Wu 16).

Asian American Political Emergence

Asan Americans are emerging politicaly in the 1990's by both dectord and
non-electord means. Renewed interest in politics seems to shatter the myth of the community
being gpathetic and apalitica. To protect themsaves from discrimination and other crimes,
Asan Americans must seize upon their opportunitiesin the American political system and not be
discouraged by the odds. Below is areview of the scholarly literature which has discussed
recent (the last ten years) Asan American palitical involvement, issues and the responses of the

mainstream parties to these issues being raised.



Asian Americans have come to be regarded as paliticaly gpathetic and in most regions
are underrepresented (Nakanishi 2). Traditional perspectives which are concentrated on
electora participation seem to substantiate this notion. However, Nakanishi is correct to note
that most Asan American palitical participation has been of the non-electoral nature (Nakanishi
3). To be clear, palitica activity is performed not for an dtruistic sense of civic duty but to
protect and advance one sinterests. To advance such interests Asan Americans have had to
confront their near invighility due to low numbers of voters.

Asan American voter turnout has traditionaly been low. Ong and Nakanishi found that
their regigtration rate like other minorities lags behind whites; however, of those registered 76%
vote, afigure somewhat higher than the 73% of whites, 64% of Latinos and 63% of African
Americans (Chang 2). The problem isthat of 4 million Asan Americans digible to vote only 1.2
million were registered to vote in 1994 (Vietcurrent 2). Thislow rate of regidration (the lowest
of any race) muffles the community’ s voice.

Voting in the U.S,, unlike many other countries, is voluntary and is mede al the more
burdensome by regigiration. In severa studies conducted in the postwar period (on the genera
US population), University of Michigan researchers (led by Sears) found the congtraints of
regidration regulations hed the grestest explanatory vaue for Americans not voting. Smply,
potentid voters did not know how to register or the registration facility was inaccessible.
According to the FEC, Clinton’s Motor-V oter Registration program and concerted efforts by
community groups have helped to remedy the problem (FEC).

Congraintson Voter Participation



For the 1996 dection, Asan American and Latino groups launched massive voter
registration endeavors, targeting over one million new voters. Volunteers, such as Sandy Dang,
discovered many potentid voters smply did not know how to register (Vietcurrent 2). Overdl
in the US population, voter regigtretion is highly corrdated with income, education and
percentage professionals'managers, however, among Asan Americans these socio-economic
indicators are a weaker determinant (Nakanishi 17).

Nakanishi posits three mgor factors which diminish the propengity of Adan Americans
to regigter: the language barrier; many immigrants come from countries with repressive politica
systems; and some are more concerned with home country palitics than those of the US. Adan
Americans are two-thirds foreign-born and more than one-fourth (of those over 18) say they
cannot speak English well (Nakanishi 16). In the 1996 regidtration effort, community leaders
specificadly sought out multi-lingud registrars to deputize for the process. Chang suggeststhe
date provide trandators provide trandators and bilingud voting materids (Chang 2). This further
could explain why Asan Americans and Latinos are sgnificantly below African- Americans
(who are generdly native speakers of English) in registration rates. A breakdown of registration
rates among the Adan American ethnicities would be ingtructive (i.e., South Asans and Filipinos
should be more literate in English, due to its use as alingua francaiin their home countries, and
more likely to regider, ceteris paribus, than Chinese).

Of the mgor sources of Asan American immigrants (PRC/ROC, Philippines, Japan,
India, Korea, Southeast Asa refugee sources) only India and Japan have maintained
democracy (of the dominant-party form) for the entirety of the postwar period. ROC has had

one free election and ROK has been without dictatorship for a decade. The Philippines has had



mainly military dictatorships and PRC and severd Southeast ASan countries (Laos, Cambodia,
Vietnam) a*communist” oligarchy. Consequently, Asan immigrants to the US hed little
experience in democratic politics or even dectord procedures. When voting occurred in many
of these sates, it was accompanied by intimidation and alack of choices (contestation) on the
balot. When they emigrated, they had little practice and less faith in a democratic eectora
system. A concerted effort of political socidization, as was indtituted for previous immigrant
waves, is necessary to give Asian Americans confidence in the system.

Nakanishi discusses a length the politicd transnationdity of Asan Americans.
Immigrants have sought to influence events in their homelands aswel as US palicy through
activitiesin the US. Of course, the KMT long maintained ingtitutions in American Chinatowns to
work on behdf of ROC interests. Many immigrants dso have relations with and journey
intermittently to the home country (due to improved trangportation) which may spark interest in
those countries development. Indiaand PRC are emerging as regiona military powers and
Japan a globa economic one. Oftentimes, the émigrés (and even their children) are more
concerned with the events occurring in the country of origin than palitical hgppeningsin the US.
For Nakanishi, and dso Chang, these factors are the greatest deterrent to Asan American voter
registration. When Asan Americans are registered, they vote a a higher rate than any other
race (Chang 2).

Additiond studiesin this area are needed. Nakanishi’s study concentrated on Asan
Americansin two cities (San Francisco and Los Angeles) which respondents he sdlected by
surname (Nakanishi 9). Cities tend to have a higher proportion of their populations industrid

working class, unionized, and claming Democratic party identification. By studying only cities



(n=2) Nakanishi may not have a predictor of the nation-wide population. Also, as heis aware,
the practice of identifying race by surname may inaccurady reflect many multiracid people,
those who have Americanized their names, those who have interracidly married, and names
which are ambiguous as to origin. Nakanishi understands these wesknessesin hisresearch
methodology but due to the dearth of data on Asan American electora participation has made
an important contribution to the fidld. Chang confirmed many of Nakanishi’ s arguments some
ten years later, relying on exit polls conducted by the Asan American Legd Defense Fund
(Chang 6). (Asan Americans were sdlected by sdf-identification.) The ANES studies which, as
of 1994 were il lodged in the black/white dichotomy need to begin work on Asan American
politics.
Asan Americansin Office

The second form of eectord involvement is running for office. A long-established force
in Hawaii, Asan American candidates are becoming more common on the mainland.
Nationwide over 2,000 Asan Americans held politica officein 1996 (Chang 9), mainly a the
locd levd. Asthar party identification is split (discussed below), Asan Americans have been
elected on both the Republican and Democratic tickets. Sen. Daniel Akaka (D-HI), Sen. Danidl
Inouye (D-HI), Rep. Patsy Mink (D-HI), Rep. Robert Matsui (D-CA), Rep. Jay Kim (R-CA)
and Gov. Gary Locke (D-WA) are among the most prominent Asan American paliticians.
Gov. Locke sees 9gns of Asan Americans bresking through the glass ceiling to higher offices
(Chang 11). In its October/November 1996 issue, A. Magazine asked prominent Asian

American politicians and politica scientists “How long will it redlly be before an Asan American



dtsin the Ovd Office?’ Responses ranged from “Now” (Rep. Kim) to “Never” (Prof. Peo-Te
Lein) with mogt predicting in the first haf of the next century (Chang 12).

Gov. Locke s eection may well foretdl of Asan American political success throughout
the mainland. While Hawaii has a mgority Adan Americans and Cdifornia 11%, Washington
has only 5%, much closer to the nationd figure of 3%. Locke' s campaign received one-fourth
of its funding from Asan Americans (one-third of which was out-of-state) (Ewell 3). Yet, with
only afraction of Washington of Asan descent, electoraly Locke had to transcend race. Prof.
Andrea Smpson argues that its eesier for aminority to win in a date like Washington which is
87% white because there is less overt tenson and consequently less backlash (Smon 2).
Essentidly, minorities must reach a criticad mass for the white mgority to percelve their numbers
and clout asthreatening. At the beginning of desegregation in the South, University of Michigan
researchers found most whites willing to accept “afew” African- Americans as neighbors or
schoolmates, however, when the Africanr American proportion climbed above 20%, the whites
felt threatened and backlashed. For this reason, perhaps Rep. Bob Underwood (D-GU) isright
when he suggests the first minority eected Presdent will be an Asan American (Chang 12) as
African- Americans and Latinos will have reached that threatening critical mass. Gov. Locke
hopes Asan Americans will see benefits from the paliticd system and increasingly participate as
voters and candidates.

Non-Electoral Participation

Adgan Americans have become more of presence in the US political system by non-

electora means. Campaign contributions and labor (volunteering for candidates), registration

efforts and politica protests are the most common sorts of involvement. Adan American



candidates have rdied own their community much more for financing than votes (Chang 8).
They dso often contribute to candidates in different districts and states. Gov. Locke raised 15%
of the fundsfor his campaign from Adan American communities outsde of Washington (Chang
8). Asan Americans donate more to the politica parties than any other group classfication
except Jews, this money is used to influence candidates especidly regarding appointments. In
Cdifornia, Asan Americans represent 10% of the population but 30% of campaign
contributions (Chang 8); Hamd and Schreiner argue that Asians use their money asaway to
make up for paliticaly inggnificant numbers. They go on to argue for an dliance of Asan
American money and Latino votes, on issues of agreement such asimmigration and language
(i.e. opposing English as America s officid language), to contest for seets especidly in Cdifornia
and New York (Hamel and Schreiner 52). Donating money to campaigns is the most important
way which is currently politically feasible to advance Asan American political power; the recent
fundraising scanda may scare many off from future contribution thus diminishing their gbility to
influence policy.

Nakanishi cites domestic protest activity as an important form of non-eectord activity
(Nakanishi 19). Thisincludes drikes, petitioning, marches and recognition politics. Some
recent examples of protest are JACL’ s internment struggle and opposition to Cdifornia's
Proposition 187. Such activity has along history in the Asan American community asit was one
of few ways to exert palitica influence before the granting of franchise. Thiswill continue to be
an important method of broadcasting the community’s message until registered voter number

increase to a non-negligible levd.



Hame and Schreiner evince that neither the Republican nor Democratic party isa
perfect fit for Adan Americans (Hame and Schreiner 52). Chang found 51% of Asan
Americans were Demacrats and 19% Republicansin New Y ork City in 1996 and nationdly
there were dightly more Democrats than Republicans (Chang 6). Nakanishi found in Los
Angeles 48.5% were Democrats and 29.4% were Republicans (Nakanishi 10). In both LA and
NY C there were 20-30% who identified with third parties or no parties. Neither Chang nor
Nakanishi provide numbers for the mainstream population to which to compare their datafrom
the Asan American samples. Hamd and Schreiner make ther assertion without providing data
for it in their article. In studies conducted for his 1996 book The Decline of American
Political Parties Wattenberg found that 20% of the American population did not identify with a
magor political party. The figures Chang and Nakanishi provide may not be sgnificantly varied
from the generd population. Y et, Hamd and Schreiner’ s assertion may il be correct. In the
classc studies of party identification, researchers generaly adopt the ICPSR 7-point scale of
identification or the “feding thermometer” which alow respondents to indicate a difference
between strong Democrat and weak Democrat, etc. Hamel and Schreiner’s clam may well be
true but take the form of Asan Americans weakly identifying with the existent political parties.
This party identification is rooted in Asan American issues which have politica salience and
how the established parties address them.

Asian American Issues

Theissues with the mogt political sdlience for ASan Americans are immigration and

language issues (Chang 4; Clark 12; Massey 2). Most ASan Americans are immigrants or

children of immigrants. Asans form the bulk of the INS s family-reunification preference
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immigration (which the Republicans have attempted to reduce). Proposition 187 in 1994 (which
would cut off welfare and public hedth to dl immigrants regardiess of status) made immigrants
fed attacked and gavanized the community in opposition to thisissue. The second issue of
importance ded's with attempts to make English the officid language of the US. Many Asan
Americans spesk little or no English; officadizing the language would effectively cut off many
from access to government services. Currently, the INS citizenship test is offered in Spanish,
Tha and Vietnamese, Englighonly ordinances may be directed & limiting the sze of the
electorate of the speakers of such languages.

Other issues of importance to Asan Americans are welfare, admissons, affirmative
action, smdl-business, economic/minimum-wage and foreign policy (Chang 4; UCLA-AASC 1;
Takagi 1). Proposition 209 (1996) energized Cdifornia s Adan American community in
oppaodition to its proposed destruction of affirmative action. Asan Americans voted 76% in Los
Angees and 61% state-wide againgt Proposition 209. Opinions on discrimination and
affirmative action were condgstent with the voting patter and bipartisan as 73% of Asan
American Republicans and 79% of Democrats opposed the measurein LA (UCLA-AASC 1).
Behind this ballot issue was the question of whether affirmative action policies hdp or hurt Asan
American chances in education (see admissions, below) and employment. In Proposition 210,
Asan Americans endorsed an increase in the Cdifornia minimum wage 66-34% (UCLA-
AASC 2), an issue important to the working class and smdl-business owners. Asan
Americans have dso expressed interest in foreign policy, a subject of periphera importance to
the generd US population. Especidly “political” refugees from communist-controlled areas and

émigrés from countries now emerging as military and economic powers (PRC, India, Japan,
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ROK) take candidate positions on nationd security and foreign policy issues into account when
voting. Recent immigrants and their children vary most from the generd population in their
internationd interest.

The Parties Respond

Above have been mentioned some of the issues which hold the most sdiency inthe
Asan American community and earlier the assertion of week party identification. Hamd and
Schreiner argued that neither the Republican nor Democratic party is a perfect fit for Adan
Americans (Hamel and Schreiner 52). How have established parties addressed the concerns of
the Asan American community? The parties have adopted positions of a number of these issues
(Takagi; Masey) and gppointed members of the community to government posts (Wu 1) in
response to growing politicd party. Due to the remarkable diversity of Asan Americans both
ethnicaly and socio-economicaly the mgor palitica parties have been unable to present a
platform which could address the community as ablock. Even some generd positions of the
community gppear to randomly take plank from each party: support for affirmative action,
strong nationd security, open immigration, anti-communism, wefare and public services, samdl-
business subsidies, €tc.

At the risk of overamplifying, some trends in party identification shifts can be seen over
the last twenty years. Parties have gained Asian American support as rewards for policy
positions and logt it as a pendty. The 1965 immigration law revisons by the LBJ-directed
Democratic party served to gain the support of aplurdity of Adan Americansfor atime.
However, in the 1980 s neo- conservative Republicans adopted foreign policy, admissions and

gmdl-business issues as their own, sdlling the package aong with its contrived “modd minority”
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theory (Massey 22). Republican President Reagan was very popular among Asan American
voters (Massey 23) for his staunch anti-communism and his support of smdl businessinitiatives.
On the question of admissions, there has been a contentious debate of which policy is
discriminating againg Asan Americans. Takagi argues Adan Americans get squeezed out from
both directions: from the bottom by affirmative action preferences (to benefit the poor and
underrepresented minorities) and from the top by quotas (legacy, minority caps, “academic
diversty” arguments, and in rare cases, racism) which are addressed by separate political
aliances (Takagi 116). Neo-conservatives ganed many followersin the 1980 stelling Asan
Americans they were the model minority and that preferences for African Americans and
Latinos diminished their chances of acceptance. In sudies conducted by universties,
discrimination from both directions was found to be limiting Asan American admissons (Takagi
118). Schools responded by moving to class-based preferences which eiminated the saliency of
thistoadl. Y et, many Asan Americans were Republicans for the Republican party to lose/scare
away...which it promptly did. In the 1990's, Asan Americans heavily shifted to Democratic
identification as the Republicans adopted extreme positions on immigration and language,
scaring the community away (Clark 12). Clinton demonized the GOP on these issues gaining
massve support from the Asian American and Latino communities. For now, Asan Americans
give the Democratic party dightly more support but seem to identify with a moderate socidly
conservative Democrat such a Presdent Clinton. No party has yet found a perfect fit but the
candidate Clinton has come very close.

The other method of addressing concerns is through gppointments. After being

pressured by the OCA and other groups Bush appointed 30 Chinese Americans to posts.
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Clinton has recently nominated Bill Lann Lee as Attorney Generd for Civil Rights, the highest
ranking position thus far in the bureaucracy for an Asan American. Wu writesthat Clinton is
very committed to having Lee asthe top civil rights enforcer (Wu 1). Both parties have
rewarded Asan Americans for their support by appointments.
Conclusion

Asan Americans are growing ever-sronger in the US politicd system. Neither mgor
political party has successfully addressed Asian American concerns, until one does party
identification will not strengthen to an “assured bloc” leve as African- Americans have achieved.
Asan Americans need the politica system to promote their interests. They mudt register to vote;
they must donate time and money to campaigns, they must run for eection; they must make their
voice heard by dected paliticians. They parties will become less stable dectordly and financidly
(given agrowing Asan American population) if they do not address Asan Americanissuesin a
fair and honest manner aswell as dlow them to rise in governmental and political ranks. The
future of American society liesin itsincreasng Asan American and Latino ranks which must be

induded in the system.
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