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intricate and violent processes of imperial rule, we must 

also shed light on its ruptures and limits. Racialized 

subjects of the U.S. empire, including Asian Americans, 

have always fought back. “Our strategy should be not 

only to confront empire,” Roy advises for our current 

moment, “but to lay siege to it. . . . To shame it. To mock 

it. With our art, our music, our literature, our stubborn-

ness, our joy, our brilliance, our sheer relentlessness: 

and our ability to tell our own stories. Stories that are 

different from the ones we’re being brainwashed to be-

lieve” (2003, 3). That should define the mission of Asian 

American studies.

18
Enclave
Yoonmee Chang

“Enclave” when used in the context of Asian American 

studies is shorthand for “ethnic enclave.” The enclave as 

such is, broadly, a geographically distinct cluster point 

for a racial or ethnic group. The enclave’s political and 

economic structures become associated with ethnicity. 

In some cases, they can be accurately characterized as 

indigenous to, or at least historically embedded within, 

an ethnic group. In other cases, political and economic 

practices that look ethnicity based are adaptations with 

no inherent relationship to race and culture.

Vis- à- vis Asian America, places that are categorized as 

“enclaves” are known as Chinatown, Koreatown, Little 

Tokyo, Little Saigon, Manilatown, Little India, and so 

forth. Each of these enclaves has a distinct history as 

well as varying, ever- changing systems of social, cul-

tural, political, and economic organization. Even within 

a monoethnic rubric, enclaves are heterogeneous. For 

instance, “Chinatown” is an umbrella term for many 

different spaces, the most iconic being in San Francisco 

and New York. But it also refers to lesser- known com-

munities, such as in Philadelphia or Chicago, where 

geographical boundaries are blurrier and the majority 

Asian ethnic group might not be Chinese.

“Enclave” thereby refers to a variety of spaces that 

do not adhere to a single or stable model. Moreover, 

though enclaves could once be assumed to be urban, 

they are now increasingly suburban. The criteria for 

categorizing a space as an ethnic enclave have been un-

der longstanding contention. What makes the enclave 
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ethnic— the ethnicity of the residents or the ethnicity 

of the business community? Both? Why does this mat-

ter? Does the enclave take on its ethnic cast by popu-

lation count or by social imprint and power? Why are 

these not always equivalent? (W. Li 2009; Sanders and 

Nee 1992; Zhou 1992; Peter Kwong 1996).

These questions are underwritten by an instructive, 

but false binary: the understanding of the enclave as a 

community, on the one hand, and as a ghetto, on the 

other. The enclave is defined as a community insofar 

as community denotes structures and practices of co-

operation based on a sense of ethnic kinship. Race and 

culture are most saliently shared in the enclave, but so 

are political and economic interests. This characteriza-

tion of the enclave suggests that it is a voluntary, self- 

segregated formation whose residents are empowered 

and cooperate for the community good (Zhou 1992; Jan 

Lin 1998). The linkage between “enclave” and “com-

munity” is at times so reflexive that the terms are used 

interchangeably.

The characterization of the enclave as a community 

is in direct opposition to earlier depictions of spaces like 

Chinatown as sites of impoverishment, filth, and intrac-

table crime— in short, as ghettos. But it is worthwhile 

to ask what gets lost when this more negative construc-

tion of the enclave is minimized or erased. “Ghetto” 

has typically been used to denote spaces of racial- ethnic 

segregation in which residents are disempowered, due 

to unproductive, implicitly pathological structures of 

social, political, and economic organization. The dam-

aged and damaging conditions of the ghetto are some-

times rightly identified as structural, results of formal 

laws and entrenched social practices; and other times 

are identified as cultural, the result of ghetto residents’ 

behavioral inability to transcend, or cultural proclivity 

to create, their distressed conditions (Massey and Den-

ton 1993’ Wilson 1987). These conceptualizations of 

“ghetto” imply that its residents are powerless victims or 

self- destructive deviants. “Ghetto” strips its residents of 

agency.

So it is easy to see why the term “ghetto” would be es-

chewed in favor of the agency- endowing “enclave.” This 

substitution is strikingly specific to Asian Americans. A 

survey of the relevant interdisciplinary literature shows 

a mindful disavowal of “ghetto” in favor of “enclave” in 

studies of Asian American segregation (Y. Chang 2010). 

But “enclave” as a metonym or equivalent of “commu-

nity” is not innocent. Its use performs a paradigm shift, 

in which racial- ethnic segregation is relieved of being 

a structural, social liability, and privatized as a cultural 

expression of a self- segregated community.

“Ghetto” is not so readily dispatched in regard to 

other racial- ethnic groups, namely African Americans. 

In this multiracial context, the use of “enclave” for 

Asian Americans put them in antagonistic relationship 

to blacks. As is well known, the model minority myth 

pits Asian Americans against African Americans, charac-

terizing the former as hardworking, thrifty, and family 

and education oriented, in opposition to the malinger-

ing, sexually promiscuous criminality that stereotypes 

the latter. Like the model minority myth, “enclave” 

overstates and oversimplifies the socioeconomic success 

of Asian Americans. A central form of agency encoded 

in “enclave” is economic agency, namely the drawing 

upon racial- cultural bonds for economic advancement 

(Zhou 1992). But this arrangement has its winners and 

losers— business owners enrich themselves by exploit-

ing workers under the banner of co- ethnic cooperation. 

Weighted toward such positive but unbalanced effects 

of cultural agency, “enclave” does not account well for 

the class divides within it (Peter Kwong 1996). In addi-

tion, “enclave” obscures the fact that Asian American 

segregation results from structural class inequity. Asian 

American segregation might result from voluntary 
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interests, but also does so from de jure and de facto 

discrimination.

“Enclave” brings us to the unwieldy concepts of cul-

ture and class. I suggest that a major drawback of using 

“enclave” is that it privileges cultural agency, and thereby 

obscures racialized class inequity (Y. Chang 2010). This 

epistemological tension between culture and class is 

not only germane to defining the meaning of enclave, 

but is also a core problematic in Asian American studies 

overall. Overdetermined as the model minority, Asian 

Americans are cast as immune from, or at least eas-

ily transcending, poverty. This diverts attention from 

those who do not rise out of poverty, and enlists Asian 

Americans as testimony to American exceptionalism; 

Asian Americans are used as the metric of America’s so- 

called classlessness. Though class inequality during the 

administration of President Barack Obama has strongly 

entered mainstream sociopolitical discourse, Americans’ 

more recognizable exceptionalism has been their alac-

rity in avoiding the topic of class. Vis- à- vis Asian Ameri-

cans, “enclave” feeds the obfuscation of class inequity. 

Certain usages of the term turn attention away to class 

configurations that are inequitable because they are, for 

that very reason, unpalatable.

19
Entrepreneur
Pawan Dhingra

Ethnic entrepreneurship supposedly symbolizes 

minority uplift based on principles of free choice, free 

markets, and limited government support. Within 

this neoliberal framework Asian American business 

owners have become yet another version of the “model 

minority,” a population other minorities should 

emulate for their hard work and resourcefulness and 

whose achievements indicate a meritocratic United 

States. Ethnic niches, that is industry-  or product- 

specific stores commonly associated with an ethnic 

group, have been heralded by politicians and minority 

communities themselves. So, more than simply an 

economic term, the entrepreneur (i.e., one who finds or 

creates opportunities and products, often through self- 

employment) is an ideological construct.

In truth, Asian Americans’ entrepreneurship of-

ten results from their discriminatory treatment as un-

wanted foreigners within a capitalist system exploitative 

of minorities. Early Asian immigrants entered self- 

employment in response to the low wages and harsh con-

ditions of paid labor and punitive immigration laws. By 

the late 1880s, Chinese Americans had subservient jobs 

as domestic servants, cooks, and gardeners due to forced 

residential segregation and job discrimination (Takaki 

1989). In response they opened up restaurants, laun-

dries, and other stores, labor considered too effeminate 

or cheap for whites to do. Japanese immigrants worked 

as farmhands, eventually earning enough to become in-

dependent farmers (Bonacich and Modell 1980). In cities 
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