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Bridging Thought and Action: History, the Digital Humanities, and Building the

Foundations of Asian/American Political Thought

Vivian Yan-Gonzalez

Abstract: This article argues that understanding the historical contours of Asian American electoral
engagement provides an essential foundation for studying Asian/American political thought.
However, historians have tended to adopt a broad understanding of “politics” beyond traditional
civic and electoral politics, due to limited historical sources on Asian American electoral
engagement and the longstanding interest among Asian Americanist scholars in alternative politics.
I reintroduce Asian American electoral history as a vital and viable subject of study by exploring
how scholars can use digital humanities tools and methods to build the archives of Asian American
politics and to explore new insights and questions.

Introduction

I wish to begin with a simple, and probably uncontroversial, statement: that history matters. This
seems very obvious, given that the historical foundations of our scholarly fields continue to shape
our work today. Practitioners of Asian American Studies remain deeply engaged with the original
mission of Ethnic Studies as it was founded in 1968 by student activists at San Francisco State
College: to “provide relevant education on all levels to peoples of the communities they are
supposed to represent and serve.”! In 2022, scholars writing on the fortieth anniversary of the
founding of the Association for Asian American Studies “return[ed] to a question of relevance” as
they reflected on “the ways in which the field has and has not lived up to its founding activist

engagements and progressive promises.”? The study of Asian/American political thought likewise



pursues the spirit of relevance by challenging Eurocentrism in political theory—much as the
founding scholar-activists of Ethnic Studies sought to challenge the Eurocentrism of their own
education. Yet even as historical memory inspires and informs our work, we have at times
neglected the raw materials of history—that is, the people, events, and ideas that populate the
chaotic and messy world of the past. If the project of Asian/American political thought seeks to
represent and serve Asian American communities—to bridge thought and action—then it must be

grounded in the complexity and diversity of Asian American material realities and histories.

Why is this historical grounding necessary for Asian/American political thought, and what risks
do we run without it? Let us consider the gap between the political orientation of the field of Asian
American Studies, and the political behavior of the Asian Americans it seeks to serve. In 2002,
Viet Thanh Nguyen noted that “mainstream” Asian American academics, artists, activists, and
political leaders—a group he termed the “Asian American intellectual class”—exhibited a high
degree of “ideological homogeneity” and “rigidity” in its politics. Nguyen argued that these
individuals’ commitment to opposing the historical racialization of Asians as alternately a
dangerous yellow peril or docile model minority had produced a “political consensus” favoring
radical, anti-capitalist views.? Yet as Nguyen recognized, the left-leaning consensus in political
thought and culture among this class did not reflect a consensus in the political behavior of Asian
Americans writ large. Asian American voters largely supported the Republican Party well through
the 1990s, even as the GOP shifted rightward and African American and Hispanic voters left its
ranks.* Only by the early 2000s—shortly before the publication of Nguyen’s book—did the Asian
American vote split evenly between the Democratic and Republican presidential candidates.>
Twenty years later, a clear majority of Asian Americans regularly support the Democratic ticket.

But the unexpected increase in Asian Americans who voted for Donald Trump—from seventeen



percent in 2016, to twenty-nine percent in 2020—underscores that Asian Americans still do not
cohere in any “consensus,” left or right.® Despite the field’s desire to speak to our current needs,
the scholarship in Asian American political and intellectual history has struggled to provide context
and understanding for this long conservative trend until recently. The result, to paraphrase historian

Nic John Ramos, is that we are left “without a true assessment of power.”’

This article explores how the methods, findings, and insights of historical research can address two
key factors that have contributed to the gap between Asian American scholarly thought and
political action. Briefly put, these factors are a lack of source material about Asian American
electoral behavior, caused by the historical exclusion of Asian Americans from US civic life; and
a lack of political will among Asian American knowledge producers to investigate those electoral
engagements, caused by the ideological investments of the Asian American intellectual class. I
address the first contributing factor by using digital history tools and methodologies to excavate
and analyze historical Asian American voter registration data. Specifically, I analyze a limited
sample of data from the California Great Registers, which are collections of voter registration
records from counties throughout California for elections from 1866 to 1968. I revisit early
methodologies developed by Asian American political scientists, present the data and format of
the Great Registers in more detail, and discuss the feasibility study I conducted using these records
to construct a small-scale database, map, and analysis of Chinese and Japanese American voters.
The outlines of the temporal, geographical, and thematic contours and flashpoints of Asian
American political life that emerge from this work reveal a complex and messy past. This history,
in turn, addresses the second contributing factor by pushing scholars to adjust our theories in
accordance with new evidence. I analyze my findings in tandem with other historical sources and

contexts to explore how this project can produce new questions and insights for Asian American



political history. I thus show that the study of Asian American electoral politics is both viable and

vital to achieving a relevant analysis of Asian/American political thought.

Contexts and Challenges for Studying Asian American Political History

To better understand the two methodological and ideological factors that have limited our
scholarship, it is useful to begin with the history of white American attitudes towards Asian
American political activity. As historian Gordon H. Chang argues, Asian Americans did not move
linearly “from [political] apathy to activism,” but have instead been impacted by their perception
as alternately hyperpolitical or apolitical.® In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
nativists feared that Asians were hyperpolitical beings who would maintain loyalties of race to
their countries of origin, and thereby use their votes to undermine the United States’ sovereignty
and security. A core goal of the anti-Asian movement, then, was to prevent the emergence of an
electorate of Asian descent. Laws restricting immigration and naturalization on the basis of race—
as well as legislative and judicial efforts to strip citizenship from those who did manage to
naturalize—successfully suppressed the growth of a sizeable Asian American constituency until
recent decades. As a result, most Asians, except for birthright or derivative citizens, were
disenfranchised until their right to naturalize was legalized piece by piece from 1943 to 1952, with
some earlier exceptions for veterans. In 1950 in California, the state with the highest number of
residents of Asian descent (until the admission of Hawai'i in 1959), Chinese and Japanese
Americans composed just over one percent of the entire population; the number of voters would
have been even smaller.” With such a limited electoral footprint, few journalists or scholars found
it worthwhile to survey or study Asian American voters. Thus as sociologist Douglas S. Massey
noted in 1981, “There is no information on patterns of Asian political participation.”!? The first

national exit poll to consider Asian American voters was the NBC News/Associated Press survey



in 1982, which included a category for “Oriental.”!'! Recognizing the historical exclusion of Asian
Americans from the franchise, political scientist Don T. Nakanishi argued that researchers must
examine “politics” using a broad lens to encompass electoral and non-electoral engagement,
domestic and transnational activities, and multiple political and social groups.'? Scholars took up
Nakanishi’s call, shedding new light on Asian American engagements with state power in areas

such as labor, culture, and revolutionary and anti-colonialist diasporic politics.'?

Yet histories of Asian American engagement in “traditional” politics—specifically, civic and
electoral politics—have been slower to emerge.'* Disciplined by the US exclusionary regime and
by the mass incarceration of Japanese Americans in World War II, midcentury Asian Americans
worked to present themselves as respectable, non-threatening, and well-assimilated “model
minorities.” !> Although many took pride in voting as a demonstration of good citizenship and civic
belonging, activist movements of the late 1960s critiqued the perceived political apathy of the
“passive Oriental stereotype.”'® The Asian American intellectual class that emerged from these
movements therefore lacked the political will to analyze Asian American electoral engagement,
due to their “interest in alternative politics and in establishing an activist identity for themselves.”!”
Moreover, if many scholars “invest[ed] in the idea of Asian America as a place of resistance to

18 yet Asian Americans not only willingly participated in the political

capitalist exploitation,
system but often to favor the Republican Party and its neoliberal program, then the work of
highlighting Asian American radicalism and resistance might be jeopardized by investigating that
phenomenon. This political concern continues to shape the direction of our scholarship today,
especially as many people question the relevance and reliability of Asian Americans as partners in

the struggle for racial justice.!® In 2018, historian Madeline Y. Hsu again highlighted the urgency

of analyzing ideologically diverse and morally messy stories, and called on scholars “to move



beyond advocacy projects and redouble efforts to research narratives that do not simply produce
two-dimensional Asian American victims and heroes.” 2 New histories of Asian American
religious life, suburbanization, respectability politics, entanglements with empire, and more have
risen to meet Hsu’s challenge.?! This article continues the work of uncovering the Asian American

political past to develop a relevant analysis for our present.

While some Asian Americanists have taken a broad definition of the digital humanities, drawing
on media studies to examine Asian and Asian American engagement and racialization in media
and technology cultures and infrastructures, here I focus on the interdisciplinary field of digital
humanities scholarship that uses computational and web-based tools and platforms for analyzing,
presenting, and distributing research and educational material.?? Digital history projects in Asian
American Studies have predominantly focused on producing public-facing resources that
“decolonize the archive” by digitizing historical materials to increase access for non-scholarly
audiences.?® Well-known examples of online archives include Densho: The Japanese American
Legacy Project, founded in 1996; the South Asian American Digital Archive, established in 2008;
and collections of the Southeast Asian Archive at the University of California, Irvine, such as Viet
Stories: Vietnamese American Oral History Project, created in 2011. Such archives have also been
used as innovative teaching resources that generate critical in-class discussions of historical
content and methods as well as new sources, particularly oral histories, for scholarly research and
broader community engagement.?* Other projects, like the Chinese Railroad Workers in North
America Project at Stanford University, have used maps and audiovisual media to present original
research and teaching materials in innovative and accessible ways.?> Asian Americanist digital
humanities practitioners also use computational tools such as mapping, text analysis, and network

analysis to conduct research by building new datasets and by visualizing, analyzing, and



interpreting sources.?® Digital tools are particularly promising for Asian American history by
offering new ways to create archives and approach sources, to discover new knowledge, and to
develop and answer new questions. These advantages can help researchers to address biases in the
archival record that have historically favored the stories of East Asian Americans along the coasts,
and to trace those individuals who may not have left behind personal written records. By
integrating digital tools with traditional historical methods, we can see into the past in new and

vital ways.

Voter Registration Records as a Historical Source

The first scholars to develop systematic attempts to identify and analyze data on Asian American
voting were political scientists in the 1980s who often relied on voter registration lists as a source
base. While some data existed on Asian American voters in Hawai'i, where their electoral impact
was far stronger, very little data was available on Asian Americans on the mainland.?” Grant Din
led one of the earliest efforts to analyze Asian Americans using voter registration lists, using the
San Francisco County official voter registration lists from November 1983 to identify and analyze
Chinese and Japanese voters in the Chinatown, Richmond, and Sunset districts.?® Working around
the same time, Don T. Nakanishi led a team of researchers at the UCLA Asian Pacific American
Voters Project to identify Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Filipino, Vietnamese, Samoan, and Asian
Indian voters in twenty cities in Los Angeles County using the county’s official voter registration
lists for the June 1984 primary.?’ Individuals were not asked to identify their ethnicity when they
registered to vote, which posed a challenge to scholars narrowing their focus to individuals of
Asian descent. As a result, both studies relied upon sight recognition of ethnic surnames—a
pragmatic, although deeply problematic, methodology. In essence, researchers browsed through

voter registration rolls and picked out people whose surnames looked like AAPI names. Despite



the limitations of this method, Din and Nakanishi were able to create the first empirical data on
Asian American voters of various ethnic groups in specific geographical regions.? This was a key
breakthrough for the study of this politically marginalized population. Yet the information
produced on Asian American voters remained limited to the 1980s and after, offering little in the
way of source material for scholars seeking to understand a broader scope of Asian American
politics over time. After all, voters of Asian descent in the United States have been participating in

elections and organizing as citizens and voters since at least the 1880s, and likely earlier.?!

Nonetheless, the innovative and trailblazing work of these political scientists presented a potential
path towards building a unique archive of Asian American political history, highlighting not only
a viable methodology but also a valuable source base: historical voter registration records. Such
records exist for many counties throughout the United States and are often held in county or state
archives. In California, these county clerk voting registers are known as the Great Registers.
Records exist from many counties throughout the state for every two years from the 1860s to 1960s,
although materials are missing for various years and localities; as a result, the records are most
complete through the 1940s. The rolls include individual information for each registrant at the
precinct level, such as name, address, occupation, and political party affiliation. The original books
are held at county-level archives, historical societies, libraries, and museums, while some
microfilm copies are available at the California State Library in Sacramento. Genealogical research
companies like Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org also offer digitized and searchable scans with
optical character recognition (OCR) capability.? A sample of one page from the Great Registers
is reproduced in Figure 1, showing registrants from precinct 926 in Los Angeles’s Little Tokyo
from the 1940 elections. Figure 2 provides a close-up of the page.** Adapting and applying the

sight recognition methodology developed by Din and Nakanishi to the digitized records on a large



scale could turn the Great Registers into the basis of incredibly valuable historical information

previously unavailable to researchers.



Figure 1. A sample page from the Great Registers, showing precinct 926 in the city of Los Angeles

from the 1940 elections.
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Figure 2. A close-up of Figure 1.

............ Tani, Fumio, 350 E 15t St .....ceeveveseesssssassssssssss. salesman, D
RN R Tani, Jiro, 258 E Ist St ....coonnseness ey O e reporter, R
RO PR Tani, Saburo, 258 E 1st 8t ....c.covicenrssvrssssssscccnssssns artist, R
PR, Tashiro, Ichimi, 242 E 18t St ..v.cvvereecsannsssasascnss salesman, R
VR Tepavac, Marko, 228 E 2nd St ...evceccsccacananss csssesrs laborer, D
SR e Terry, Harry A, 112 Weller st ...cvivvvevvnnracnnnenss shoe shiner, D
veessessnsss Thiedemann, John H, 330 E 2nd st ....... R N retired, R
............ Thompson, Thomas, 228 E 2nd st ....coviivesrrrrasssannanns tinker, D
e N R T Tierney, Patrick F, 47114 E 3rd st ......ccviinviiinnannes switchman, D
............ Tomita, Mrs Mariana, 325 E 2nd st ......coiineenennnns waitress, D
P TR Toshiyuki, John Y, 260 E Ist St ... cevvecvcenannanennns pharmacist, D
P Turk, Horace, 230 E 2nd st ........... R P S cevuseyas Dotired, R
U
eesssssesss.Upton, Ernest D, 471% E 3rd st .....conuee o e ... salesman, R
A"/
S T e Vaughn, Marvin V, 228 E 2nd st ... ..iiiiaiiianninns S retired, D
............ Vaughn, Thomas H, 4713 E 3rd st ...ooviiiiiiiniiiiniiei janitor, D

Conducting a Feasibility Study with the California Great Registers

In this section I discuss a feasibility study I conducted from 2018 to 2021 at Stanford University
with various computational tools to evaluate the potential uses and research value of the California
Great Registers. Several challenges were immediately apparent to the goal of making these records
viable for historical research. The first hurdle is the incredible amount of data that the Great
Registers offer. Despite gaps in the record for various counties, the size of the collection—
estimated by one study to be some 735,000 pages in more than 600 volumes—offers incredible
opportunities for historians working across large, medium, and small scales.** Researchers could
address questions as broad as contrasts across regions or time periods, or they could conduct
narrow inquiries such as tracking specific individuals through the years. For instance, I conducted
a search for Chinese American attorney and community leader Y. C. Hong in Los Angeles, and

found his registration information for roughly every two or four years from 1920 to 1956, during

11



which he identified as a Republican each time except for one registration as a Progressive in
1934.%° But to process and analyze this scale of information would require dedicated funding and
training to support a team of researchers. Furthermore, there were contractual issues that limited
the application of digital tools to efficiently analyze the Great Registers. The Ancestry Library
Edition, which I used for this study with access provided by my university library, could not be
scraped for contractual reasons. The platform also could not support mass downloads. Even if |
adopted a strategic approach that focused on key years, elections, or precincts, I would need to rely
on manual transcription, which posed a major time hurdle to creating a workable database of even
a smaller electoral district. Some scholars have negotiated licensing deals with Ancestry.com to

build such databases,*® but this option was not available to me due to limits of time and training.

Keeping these restrictions in mind, I embarked on a small-scale project using the digitized
collection from 1900-1968 held on Ancestry.com to create a database and map using Google
Sheets and ArcGIS Online. Google Sheets is an easy-to-use spreadsheet software program, while
ArcGIS Online provides a mapping and analysis tool with additional features for collaborative
work and interactive storytelling. I searched for a few common Chinese and Japanese surnames in
the years 1920 and 1940 to pinpoint precinct records with Asian voters. I selected 1920 to represent
the emergence of an early generation of Asian voters, the majority of whom were probably Chinese
men. For instance, the Chinese American Citizens Alliance, a fraternal organization that admitted
only male citizens and promoted their political participation, enjoyed a period of nationwide
growth in the 1910s.?” Japanese Americans were a generally younger electorate, with many Nisei
or second-generation individuals born in the 1920s; the Japanese American Citizens League, which
similarly admitted citizens only (but accepted both men and women) was formed in 1929.% The

gender distinctions among Chinese and Japanese American voters were shaped by legal barriers

12



that excluded more Chinese than Japanese women, allowing Japanese American communities to
develop a more balanced gender ratio, as well as different Chinese and Japanese cultural and
economic attitudes towards the emigration and settlement of women and families.* I selected
1940 as my second date of comparison to include the maturation of some of these young voters,
as well as to consider the country’s dramatic social, political, and cultural changes from the end of
World War I to the eve of World War 11, including the growth of women voters after the passage

of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.

I then used the sight recognition method developed by Din and Nakanishi to identify Chinese and
Japanese American voters in the selected precincts and years. Most results came from San
Francisco, Los Angeles, and a handful in Oakland, while a smaller number of results were based
in Stockton, Sacramento, and San Jose. I manually transcribed the data into a spreadsheet on
Google Sheets and noted when I was less confident in an individual’s ethnic or racial background.
I also entered more Chinese than Japanese names. In total, I collected about 1,000 entries. Figure

3 provides a screenshot of the resulting spreadsheet.

Figure 3. A screenshot of the spreadsheet created in Google Sheets.

£ F 3 H
Year Last First Street address Occupation Affiliation Precinct City County Ethnicity (prest Date on docum

234 1920 Wong Kin Wing 746 Grant Ave Clerk Republican 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco Chinese 1920 April 3
1920 Wong Wy 15 Waverly Place Cook Republican 24 SanFrancisco  San Francisco  Chinese 1920 Apnl 3

1920 Wun Lung Way 754 Grant Ave Merchant Republican 24 San Francisco San Francisco Chinese 1920 April 3

1920 Wong Chong 39 Waverly Place Cook Republican 24 SanFrancisco  San Francisco  Chinese 1920 April 3

1920 Wong Yung 739 Commercial Merchant Republican 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco  Chinese 1920 April 3

239 1920 Wong Len Fong 885 Clay Cook Democrat 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco Chinese 1920 April 3
4 1920 Yip Sing 701 Grant Ave Clerk Republican 24 SanFrancisco  San Francisco  Chinese 1920 April 3
1920 Yee Yow Wing 717 Grant Ave Cook Republican 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco  Chinese 1920 April 3

242 1920 Yee Fook Sing 717 Grant Ave Laundryman Republican 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco  Chinese 1920 April 3
1920 Yee Gum Chung 20 Waverly Place Porter Republican 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco Chinese 1920 April 3

244 1920 Yep Hung Suey 737 Clay Merchant Republican 24 SanFrancisco  San Francisco Chinese 1920 April 3
45 1920 Young Wing 721 Clay Labaorer Republican 24 SanFrancisco  San Francisco  Chinese 1920 April 3
1920 Chin Ah Len 823 Sacramento Merchant Republican 24 San Francisco  San Francisco  Chinese 1920 October 2

247 1920 Chew ‘William Franklin 770 Commercial Ironworker Republican 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco Chinese 1920 October 2
1920 Hook Look 611 Grant Ave Clerk Republican 24 SanFrancisco San Francisco Chinese-maybe 1920 October 2

Once I had that data, I used Geocodio (geocod.io) to identify the latitude and longitude coordinates

of the collected addresses. With that geocoded data, I then used ArcGIS Online to create a custom
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map upon which I plotted voter’s addresses and color-coded each point according to the
individual’s political party preference. I split the spreadsheet into two documents, one for the year
1920 and the other for the year 1940, to create two layers of data on the map that can be contrasted.
I also created two charts in ArcGIS Online to summarize reported partisanship for each year. The

resulting map and charts can be seen by the public at the following URL, and Figure 4 also provides

a screenshot.

Figure 4. A screenshot of the map created in ArcGIS Online.

= Selected Chinese and Japanese American voter registrations, 1920 & 1940 Open in Map Viewer Classic Sign In
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Streets, neighborhoods, and place names have changed in the century since 1920, so not all data
points could be mapped, and not all the points that appear on this map can be guaranteed to be
correctly placed. Nonetheless, there is enough general overlap in historical and contemporary
regions where data was plotted and where Asian American communities have lived, such as

Chinatown, to say that this map is fairly accurate. For this reason, I chose not to overlay historical
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https://stanford.maps.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=8b0a8677380243d28f5fbf0ca8e5c4cb

maps from 1920 or 1940 onto the current map. Viewers can toggle the two layers for 1920 and
1940 data on and off, alter the size and appearance of plotted points, and view the charts indicating

trends in partisanship in 1920 and 1940.

Findings and Paths for Further Research

While keeping in mind the limitations of its methodology and sample size, this feasibility study
offers critical glimpses into key questions for Asian American political history. The first major
insight is simply a better understanding into the facts of who voted, when, where, and which
political parties they preferred. There are several advantages to using voter registration records to
locate this information over other sources. First, while the decennial census records before 1950
compiled some state- and county-level data on the potential voting population of Asian descent,
these figures represent a project of state surveillance conducted due to the government’s fears that
such individuals posed a racial threat to American democracy and sovereignty.“’ This data
dehumanizes the people it tabulates, treating them as racialized subjects of suspicion rather than
as individuals with rights. For many years these figures also overcounted the potential Asian
American electorate without including their citizenship status, shoring up fears of the purported
“yellow peril.” The figures do not accurately reflect the number of Asian American citizens who
registered to vote in an election, which would have been much smaller. Second, research on Asian
American political history has relied primarily on print materials and archival collections, but this
approach tends to identify a limited subset of politically active individuals who had the time,
money, or status to have their names printed in ethnic or mainstream newspapers.*! These were

typically men and elites within their communities such as professionals or businessmen.

In contrast, the Great Registers offer scholars an opportunity to understand Asian American

political engagement at both the macro and micro levels using data that is more precise, inclusive,

15



and holistic. My samples from just the years 1920 and 1940, for instance, show that we can analyze
large-scale shifts in the number of Asian American voters and in their political views. By
comparing partisanship between these years (see Figure 5), we see evidence of a leftward shift
among Asian Americans over the New Deal era. In 1920, Republican registrants were
overwhelmingly dominant (249 of 265 entries, or 94.0%). But in 1940, Democrats and
Republicans were evenly split, with 504 Democrats (50.0%) to 481 Republicans (47.6%). The
dramatic shift documented in this feasibility study may not reflect a comprehensive picture of all
Asian American voters, but documenting this contrast allows us to raise important questions about
the appeal of the New Deal to Asian American voters, the speed of their realignment, and how long

it lasted.

16



Figure 5. A comparison of partisan affiliations among selected Chinese and Japanese American
voters from 1920 to 1940.
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We may also adopt smaller scales of analysis to study particular demographic groups. To what
extent did class or gender relate to a voter’s political preferences? My data for Chinese American

self-identified cooks in 1940 shows that 58 were Democrats and 45 were Republicans (see Figure
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6). They were almost evenly split within this class and occupation, which is particularly interesting
when we consider the strong support among workers for the New Deal. While cooks may not have
been organized workers, Chinese Americans were no strangers to the general rise in labor militancy.
In 1938, for instance, the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union had helped to organize a
105-day garment workers’ strike in San Francisco’s Chinatown.*? Considering that many garment
workers were women, how might Chinese American women in San Francisco have identified
politically? In 1940, women were recorded with “Miss” or “Mrs.” before their names. Of 91
Chinese American women voters in San Francisco, 56 were Republicans, 32 were Democrats,
one—student Pearl Fong—was a Progressive, and 2 declined to state (see Figure 6). These results
may reflect the persistence of a class bias among those women who had the time and resources to
register and vote. An even more detailed breakdown by city, occupation, or even marital status
could be possible. From these brief examinations of class and gender, we can see how the richness
and malleability of the data offers previously unimaginable opportunities for scholars to explore

Asian American history in a new light.
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Figure 6. Selected Chinese American cooks, 1940.

Declines to State
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Figure 6. Selected Chinese American women in San Francisco, 1940.
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With this data, we can incorporate Asian Americans into narratives of US political history where
they have been previously overlooked, and we can also consider how we might retell Asian
Americans’ experiences of key historical moments. Asian Americans in the Great Depression, for
instance, have been primarily studied in social, labor, cultural, and art history, but rarely in political

history.** The New Deal’s political impact on racial minorities, meanwhile, has been mainly
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understood through the realignment of African American voters, whose support for the “Party of
Lincoln” collapsed. In 1932, Roosevelt received only twenty-three percent of the Black vote, and
in 1936 that figure leapt to seventy-one percent. African Americans became an essential
component of the New Deal coalition, a powerful electoral bloc that included urban political
machines, farmers, labor, Southern Democrats, and racial, ethnic, and religious minorities such as
Catholic and Jewish immigrants. But the dramatic change at the ballot box did not entail immediate
changes in partisan identity. In 1936, forty-four percent of Black voters registered as Democrats,
thirty-seven percent as Republicans, and nineteen percent as independents; and they were evenly

split between the two parties in 1940, at forty-two percent, and again in 1944, at forty percent.**

It is highly unlikely that either political party viewed Asian Americans as a meaningful
constituency, yet comparing Asian American views to other minority groups can still yield
important questions into race, citizenship, and partisanship. My feasibility study shows that Asian
American support for the GOP also fell dramatically, leading to roughly equal affiliation with the
Democratic and Republican parties by 1940. Historians have argued that the New Deal’s economic
impacts on African Americans were key drivers of their realignment. But as Judy Yung has noted,
non-citizens were excluded from many New Deal programs, so that in 1940, “only 7 percent of
unemployed Japanese in California, 12 percent of Chinese, and 14 percent of Filipinos were
employed by [the] WPA [Works Progress Administration], as compared to 60 percent of all
unemployed blacks in the state.”* When contrasting African American and Asian American
partisanship, what might explain their similar shifts despite contrasting political and economic
experiences? Historical scholarship can provide some insights while provoking more questions
about how voters weighed foreign policy and domestic issues, economic concerns and civil rights,

and citizens’ perspectives and diasporic contexts. Charlotte Brooks, for instance, has argued that
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Chinese Americans began shifting towards the Democrats in response to the Roosevelt
administration’s Asia policy as well as its New Deal relief and housing programs.*¢ On the other
hand, Japanese Americans not only debated Roosevelt’s record at home and abroad, but also
worried over the implications of his unprecedented campaign for a third presidential term for their

own civil liberties.*’

We might also use voter registration data to ask about change and consistency in Asian American
politics over time, revealing watershed moments that the markers of mainstream US political
history may overlook. The New Deal helped remake the relationship between African Americans
and the two parties, beginning a shift that has lasted to the present day. It is unclear whether the
era also introduced a new phase in Asian American politics (albeit one characterized by strong
two-party competition). On the other hand, the incarceration of Japanese Americans during World
War 11, or fears among Chinese Americans that they would likewise face incarceration during the
Korean War, may have been more influential. A Democratic administration carried out the wartime
incarceration of Japanese Americans, drawing on the federal agencies and resources established
and expanded in the New Deal to build and administer the camps.*® This intimate experience with
coercive state power caused many Japanese Americans to turn their backs on the Democratic Party.
Even Norman Y. Mineta, a political trailblazer and leading Japanese American Democrat, recalled
that for many years after the war he and many of his friends felt, “It was the damn Democrats that
stuck us in those damn camps, and why the hell should I register as a Democrat?”’#’ Mineta’s views
shifted by 1960, but anecdotal evidence from my research suggests such sentiments have persisted
among some Japanese Americans to the present day.>® Geraldo Cadava has traced the emergence
of a loyal Hispanic Republican constituency that solidified during the Nixon administration.>' It

may be possible to explore whether a similar Japanese American Republican core formed in the
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wake of the incarceration, and if so, how consistent and durable it was. While gaps in the timespan
of the Great Registers may not allow us to see the full shift of how, when, and where Japanese
Americans became one of the most reliably Democratic Asian subgroups, these records can
nonetheless offer critical glimpses into the issues and moments that defined Asian American

politics.

Indeed, even fragmentary data and sketches can allow us to imagine new research questions. For
instance, we might inquire to what extent the Asian American Movement and other social
upheavals of the late 1960s and early ‘70s affected Asian American political thought as well as
political behavior. Movement activists radically transformed the way that Asian Americans
understand themselves as a demographic, social, and political minority. In the half-century since
activists first critiqued the “passive Oriental stereotype,” the call to “end the silence” has suffused
all areas of Asian American political culture.®” Yet in an unexpected twist, people across the
political spectrum have all found power and purpose in recognizing that Asian Americans have
been repeatedly marginalized. In 1972, Japanese American William “Mo” Marumoto, a White
House aide in the Nixon administration, advised the bipartisan Nisei Voters League to abandon the
“traditional stereotyped role of the ‘Quiet American’ . . .”>* Chinese American Republican
fundraiser Anna Chennault urged cooperation among Asian communities in her speech to the
Congress of Filipino American Citizens in 1980, advising, “the Asian Americans have a long way
to go in the political arena because in the past we have been the silent minority.”>* Shortly after
the 2016 election, David Wang, founder of Chinese Americans for Trump, explained that “[w]e
are the silent minority. We never talk about politics, and this is why politicians usually sacrifice
Chinese-Americans for other ethnicities.”>> Even if those invoking the critique of the model

minority myth may not fully appreciate its meaning and implications, the powerful rhetoric that
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Asian American radicals introduced has undeniably reshaped the languages and cultures of Asian
American politics. The significance of that transformation at the ballot box, however, remains
unclear and ambivalent. Activists interested in alternative politics may have ironically contributed
to the electoral success of conservatives as voter turnout declined in the 1970s, driven in part by
the new phenomenon of the “dropout,” or “the one-time voter who no longer votes.”® Social
scientists Michael Roskin and Moon H. Jo similarly speculated in 1978 that “the only political
success that Asian-American radicals have contributed to is the rise to prominence of [Senator] S.
I. Hayakawa . . . and his subsequent election to the Senate as a conservative.”>’ Such questions
and insights challenge us to rethink how Asian American experiences with state power, citizenship,
democracy, and activism can contribute new perspectives and challenge old understandings in

political history and political theory.

Conclusion

As this project expands from the feasibility study to a larger-scale dataset and analysis, the insights
and suggestions discussed here will continue to evolve. It is important to note that the historical
task of contextualization will be vital throughout the work. Asian Americans lived, worked, and
voted alongside their neighbors, but they also faced unique pressures and influences that others
did not. Thus the Great Registers’ data on Asian Americans must be compared to broader political
trends from other demographic groups and other regions, and analyzed within local, national, and
international developments. These comparisons will make Asian American trends more
meaningful, allowing historians to consider when and where convergences and contrasts occurred,
and why. It is also essential to disaggregate data and contextualize findings within the diversity of
Asian American experiences. As Nakanishi emphasized, scholars must remember the unique

factors that have shaped distinct Asian American communities and their political activities: specific
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histories of immigration and refuge, legal and social exclusions from citizenship and civic life, the
persistence of diasporic and transnational politics, and more.>® Aggregate data that lacks such
nuance has been used time and again to argue that Asian Americans are a model minority by
highlighting averages rather than unpacking socioeconomic differences within the group.®” A
digital humanities approach that emphasizes both elements of the term—both the digital tools to
create and analyze data, as well as the humanities methods to contextualize and interpret

findings—can help scholars push back against misinterpreted and misleading data.

Moreover, the Great Registers can tell us much about Asian American voters at both the micro and
macro levels, but we must also note two significant absences that should affect our interpretation
of this source: the perspectives of non-citizens and the undocumented. The inability of Asian
immigrants to naturalize placed a weighty burden upon the first generation of Asian American
voters, who sometimes felt the need to vote not only as individuals but on behalf of their
disenfranchised communities. One Nisei reflected during the 1936 election that many Issei parents
pressed their political views upon their children. “I don’t know whether we should be so obedient
to our parents since we, citizens of America, are the voters and should use our judgment,” they
pondered. “Again we realize the situation our dear parents are in, so we have two sides of the
question to face. I hope 1 voted wisely.” ®© This context raises thorny interpretive and
methodological questions. What did it mean, on a psychic and emotional level, to feel the burden
of representation in the casting of a ballot? How might that consideration have influenced an
individual’s vote? How else might non-citizens have tried to express their political views during
elections?®' We must also consider how the ambiguous legal status of many Chinese Americans
might have produced biased data. Chinese Americans created “paper son” networks in order to

circumvent the Chinese exclusion laws, producing extended and even multi-generational families

24



with insecure legal status.®? This likely discouraged many Chinese Americans who claimed to be
citizens from participating in formal politics in order to avoid exposing themselves or their families
to suspicion. After Chinese were granted the right to naturalize in 1943, a political skew emerged
that favored comparatively wealthy recent immigrants who were not embedded in paper networks

and could therefore register and vote with confidence.

Thus while the study of voter registration records may seem to be a nation-bound project, centering
individuals with legal citizenship participating in formal civic and electoral activities, it also speaks
to questions of citizenship, empire, and the transnational that are driving scholarship in Asian
American Studies, US political history, and Asian/American political thought.®* By the 1940s, US-
born individuals began to outnumber immigrants in the Asian American population. Yet historians
have also found that about twenty-five percent of US-born Japanese Americans and between
twenty-five to fifty percent of their Chinese American counterparts at some point migrated to their
countries of ancestry.®> Many of these same individuals also registered to vote and cast their ballots
in US elections, and their community newspapers often featured news and editorials about US
politics alongside updates from Asia. Their experiences speak to the interplay of US power in the
Pacific, race and citizenship, and surveillance and migration. They challenge us to reexamine
traditional political concerns from the perspectives of the racialized, marginalized, and
transnational. How might an election, a campaign contribution, the two-party system, or even the
meanings of liberal and conservative look different in these communities, and how might those

perspectives reorient our understanding of US politics and power?

More critically for Asian American Studies and the study of Asian/American political thought, this
project asks us to grapple with the historical diversity of Asian American engagements with power.

Asian Americans today are the fastest-growing demographic in the US electorate, as well as the
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only major racial or ethnic group dominated by naturalized citizens.®® As such, media and scholarly
analyses have often turned their attention to these new voters, examining how diasporic contexts
have translated into conservative US positions in unexpected and surprising ways.®’ Yet from a
historical perspective, diasporic and transnational concerns are not new to Asian American
electoral politics. Conservative politics are not new, either, whether among naturalized or native-
born voters. For over a century, Asian Americans have struggled over issues of citizenship, race,
and empire not merely in their extra-electoral activities and cultural production, but at the ballot

box as well.

As Fred Lee and Kevin Pham write in the introductory essay of this symposium, “The ultimate
wager of AAPT is that Asians exist politically, hence think politically.” Using digital humanities
tools and methods to create and analyze data on Asian American voters substantiates our long
existence as active participants in US politics—a role that the state had deliberately suppressed
and that Asian Americanists later forgot. While this data must be interpreted carefully, in context,
and with caveats, it nonetheless offers important glimpses into how Asian Americans have
grappled with the ideas and debates of our time, and how the most mundane and everyday of us
have acted on them. Recognizing this history is vital to developing a robust foundation for the

study of Asian/American political thought.
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