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22
Exclusion
Greg Robinson

Within the field of Asian American studies, exclusion 

is a leitmotif that brings together collective histories of 

immigration restriction, detention, mass confinement, 

and citizenship denial. It expresses the organized 

forces, based in both state and private action, that have 

marginalized Asian Americans, and against which they 

have had to struggle, first to be permitted to enter the 

United States at all, and then to become accepted within 

the larger society.

To understand Asian exclusion, it is necessary to 

look at the larger history of ethnic stratification in the 

United States. From the time of their first settlement, 

Euro- Americans determined that America was theirs by 

right, an ever- expanding “white man’s country” that 

they did not mean to share with other inhabitants. De-

spite the vital role of African Americans and native peo-

ples in building the common society, members of those 

groups were excluded by both law and custom from full 

citizenship in the nation. Instead, members of groups 

not deemed “white” were at different times enslaved, 

segregated, expelled, or massacred with impunity.

In defining the boundaries of whiteness, social and 

political elites initially drew on geographical origin, 

skin color, and religious faith as prime markers. As time 

passed, they increasingly deployed the artificial concept 

of “race” and referred to innate biological characteris-

tics (largely borrowed or adapted from their European 

counterparts), a move that mostly acted to reinscribe 

and codify the same distinctions that had already been 

drawn. The heterogamous nature of American life 

meant that drawing biological distinctions among its 

people was an even more logically absurd process there 

than elsewhere.

In the course of the 19th century, a complex racial 

regime was established. Jews and other non- Nordic Eu-

ropean immigrants were at times subjected to hostil-

ity and unofficial bias as “lesser races,” and ultimately 

restricted in their immigration. Members of liminal 

semi- European or non- European groups (Hispanics, 

Cape Verdeans, native Hawai‘ians, Armenians) were 

arbitrarily characterized as white or subjected to infe-

rior status. Only native peoples and those of African or 

Asian descent were subjected to legal exclusion, a status 

that remained predominant in the United States, with 

minor exceptions, until the late 20th century.

Yet within this exclusionary regime, Asian exclu-

sion had a particular nature and operation, one that 

stemmed from both the timing of large- scale Asian im-

migration and the particular region of their settlement. 

Again, to understand this, we must look at the repub-

lic’s first nationality law, enacted by Congress in 1790. It 

enshrined racial caste in the United States by restricting 

naturalization to “free white” immigrants. What was 

unclear from the start was whether that term meant 

“Caucasian” or simply “not black,” a matter not resolved 

when Asians started to arrive. The first individuals of 

East Asian ancestry who came to antebellum America, 

including the (ethnic Chinese) “Siamese twins” Chang 

and Eng Bunker, the Chinese student Yung Wing, and 

the Japanese Joseph Heco, did not trouble the existing 

color line. All settled in the East, were received on equal 

terms, and were ultimately granted citizenship.

However, the arrival of masses of Chinese immi-

grants during and after the 1849 California Gold Rush, 

the first large group of East Asian ancestry in the United 

States, triggered widespread hostility in California. The 
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Gold Rush inspired the migration of waves of Euro-

pean and American prospectors hoping to make their 

fortunes. Having left their lives behind to come to the 

new U.S. possessions (war booty seized from Mexico), 

and traveling long distances overland or by sea around 

South America, they felt entitled to superior status 

and full benefits, and resented their hardworking Chi-

nese counterparts. After attempting vainly to legislate 

against all aliens to eliminate the competition, the 

all- white legislatures seized on racial bias (mixed with 

bigotry over “heathen” religions) as a tool to discour-

age Chinese settlement, and enacted legal disabilities 

such as barring Chinese from testifying against whites 

in court. The clear purpose of the law was to make it 

impossible for Chinese prospectors to win in cases of 

contested claims. The precedent was thereby created for 

viewing Asians as “colored.”

Following the Civil War, the “white or black” ques-

tion was answered for Asians at a national level, but in 

contradictory terms. On the one hand, in early 1866 

Congress passed a bill to protect the civil rights of the 

newly emancipated freedmen. Its first section provided 

that all those born in the United States, apart from un-

taxed Indians, were citizens with the right to “full and 

equal benefit of all laws.” In his veto message of March 

27, 1866, President Andrew Johnson objected, among 

other things, that the bill would grant birthright citi-

zenship to ethnic Chinese as well as Gypsies, Indians, 

and African Americans. Following the message, there 

was extensive debate in Congress over whether these 

groups actually deserved citizenship. In voting to over-

ride Johnson’s veto and enact the bill, Congress effec-

tively determined native- born Chinese and other Asians 

admissible for citizenship on the coattails of blacks— a 

provision that the same lawmakers then made funda-

mental law by enshrining similar provisions in the 14th 

Amendment, adopted weeks later. The Supreme Court 

ultimately upheld the principle of birthright citizen-

ship in the 1898 Wong Kim Ark case.

But there was a catch. Ensuring equal rights and 

(future) voting to a then- tiny number of American- 

born Asian infants was a small sacrifice for principle, 

more symbolic than real. Meaningful exclusion instead 

became concentrated at the level of the immigrants 

themselves— if they could be kept out, no citizens 

would be born. When Congress voted in 1870 a sym-

bolic amendment to the original 1790 immigration act 

allowing “free Africans” to naturalize, Californian rep-

resentatives blocked a proposal to abolish all the other 

racial restrictions (even if these bars had been erected 

as adjuncts to that of Africans), to avoid naturalizing 

Chinese aliens who could then vote. Instead, Asians 

would be fixed legally as foreigners, and even their U.S.- 

born descendants would share that image in the public 

consciousness.

Meanwhile, coalitions of nativist political leaders 

and labor unionists, many of them immigrants them-

selves, began organizing boycotts of Chinese- produced 

goods and calling for outright exclusion of Chinese 

laborers. It was not simply a question of undercutting 

competition— they saw agitating against the Chinese 

(“the indispensable enemy” in the piquant phrase of 

Alexander Saxton [1975]) as a tool for winning political 

power. Building on established stereotypes, they con-

structed a threat out of a combination of biological, cul-

tural, and religious elements. The result was a violent 

exclusionist push by white settlers against the Chinese 

presence (and subsequently against other Asians, as 

they arrived). White terrorists in the West, abetted by 

local authorities, launched over a hundred anti- Chinese 

pogroms in the following years to drive out Chinese 

communities, with the goal of eliminating Chinese 

totally from the region. State and local lawmakers in 

California enacted racist legislation limiting Chinese 
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employment, barring interracial marriage, and exclud-

ing (later segregating) ethnic Chinese public school stu-

dents. To be sure, this color bar formed part of a larger 

nationwide, indeed international, movement of viru-

lent white supremacist sentiment against all nonwhite 

groups. Yet the concentrated presence of Asians in the 

West, a frontier area newly “won” to white domination 

which featured an unbalanced gender ratio, stoked “yel-

low peril” fears among whites of an Asian takeover and 

aroused sexual jealousy and anxieties about masculinity, 

which contributed to its particularly violent character 

(Pfaelzer 2005).

Congress, incited by the Californians and their allies, 

meanwhile became a center of action. The legislative 

dimension of exclusion is well known. The first victory 

of nativist agitators was the 1875 Page Law. It barred en-

try into the country of “undesirable immigrants,” in-

cluding Asian women suspected of being prostitutes (a 

provision soon stretched to include nearly all Chinese 

women, who had the burden of proving their inno-

cence). Seven years later, Congress enacted the first Chi-

nese Exclusion Act. This legislation barred all “skilled 

and unskilled [Chinese] laborers and Chinese employed 

in mining” for ten years. In order to prevent the estab-

lishment of ethnic communities (and hence the birth 

of children with citizenship rights), Congress barred 

even established residents from bringing in wives. Sub-

sequent laws— the Scott Act in 1888 and the Geary Act in 

1892— extended the initial exclusion and added further 

restrictions. In 1898, following the U.S. annexation, ex-

clusion was extended to Hawai‘i. In 1904 the exclusion 

law was made permanent.

The exclusion of Chinese served as a template for 

nativists to agitate for the successive exclusion of other 

Asian immigrant groups: Koreans, East Indians, and 

Filipinos (who were not immigrants, strictly speaking, 

once the U.S. colonized the Philippines, but who were 

nevertheless denied equal citizenship). Like the Chi-

nese, existing residents were barred from bringing over 

their spouses.

The one partial exception was Japan. Following cam-

paigns by West Coast nativists, President Theodore Roo-

sevelt (who had his own racial prejudices) moved to cut 

off Japanese immigration in 1907– 1908. Though the 

threat of war with the powerful Japanese empire staved 

off unilateral exclusion of Japanese immigrants until 

1924, Washington and Tokyo worked out a so- called 

Gentleman’s Agreement that achieved the same ends by 

informal means (by executive order, Roosevelt also ex-

cluded Japanese immigrants in Hawai‘i from resettling 

on the mainland, thereby restricting half the nation’s 

ethnic Japanese population to the territory). Japanese 

immigrants retained the right to bring over wives and 

children. The result was that sex ratios were more equal 

in Japanese than other Asian communities, though 

still majority male. Although the Cable Act (1922– 1931) 

singled out American- born Japanese and other Asian 

women for loss of citizenship if they married Asian im-

migrant males, thereby restricting the marriage market, 

by the time of World War II the numbers of American- 

born children in the Japanese community largely sur-

passed that of the adult alien population.

Once exclusion was enacted, it defined Asian 

Americans— first Chinese, and by extension other 

Asians, who were popularly identified with Chinese— as 

officially undesirable. Immigration inspectors respon-

sive to anti- Asian popular opinion, especially on the 

West Coast, followed their self- interest in interpreting 

their power to exclude as broadly as possible. Chinese 

and later other Asians who arrived at the Angel Island 

immigration station (including American residents re-

turning from trips abroad) were routinely harassed by 

immigration officials. They were grilled thoroughly by 

interviewers, who presumed them to be untruthful. 
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Even those finally admitted were frequently forced to 

wait, sometimes for weeks or months, to obtain per-

mission to enter or reenter the country. While initially 

courts stepped in to redress abusive rulings by immigra-

tion authorities, the federal government ultimately re-

jected judicial oversight under the doctrine of plenary 

powers.

As part of the exclusion law, those Chinese Ameri-

cans already resident were subjected to a regime of sur-

veillance. In order to establish their right to be in the 

U.S., unlike all other immigrants, they were forced to 

obtain passes (“certificates of residence,” later renamed 

“certificates of identity”) including descriptions and 

photographs, and find two white witnesses to vouch for 

them. Even established Asian American residents were 

denied due process against unfavorable deportation 

rulings. Similarly, because of the near- total exclusion of 

Asian women (apart from Japanese), ethnic communi-

ties were largely composed of aging bachelors, with rela-

tively few nuclear family groups and U.S.- born children.

Exclusion pushed Chinese Americans into clan-

destinity and deception as a way of life. In order to be 

permitted entry, “paper son” immigrants posed as the 

children of existing Chinese American residents who 

granted or sold such sponsorship to outsiders. Alter-

natively, immigrants pretended to be American born, 

asserting that their birth records had been destroyed 

in the great San Francisco earthquake of 1906. Numer-

ous Chinese traveled to Canada or Mexico and then 

were smuggled into the United States. In the end, a 

larger number of Chinese first entered the United States 

during the exclusion period, generally under false pre-

tenses, than during the entire generation preceding it. 

The long- term result was that many Chinese Americans 

grew up uncertain of their true origins or families, and 

biological kin relationships were replaced by others (Er-

ika Lee 2004).

Moreover, once the genie of anti- Asian racism loosed 

by the Chinese exclusion movement had been let out of 

the bottle, the marginalization of all Asians continued 

to spread. Even after the cutoff of Asian immigration— 

the ostensible goal of exclusion— had been achieved, 

the immigrants continued to face segregation and 

episodes of mob violence. White agitators organized 

pogroms against Japanese Americans in places such as 

Toledo, Oregon, in 1925 and Maricopa County, Arizona 

(future center of anti- Mexican agitation), in 1934. Fili-

pino Americans were attacked by mobs in Watsonville, 

California, in 1930 and Hood River, Oregon, in 1932.

Legal discrimination expanded as well. Long after 

the Supreme Court’s 1886 Yick Wo v. Hopkins decision 

formally barred laws with “disparate impact” on specific 

groups, Chinese operating restaurants and laundries 

continued to be handicapped by special legislation and 

licensing initiatives. The most significant example of 

anti- Asian legislation was alien land laws, enacted by 

California in 1913 and copied by nearly half the United 

States after World War I. These laws prevented  “aliens 

ineligible to citizenship”— a transparent euphemism 

for Asian immigrants— from purchasing or owning ag-

ricultural land. As a result, Asian aliens (predominantly 

Japanese) were forced to rely on white associates to hold 

the land for them or place title in the names of their 

American- born Nisei children, who were citizens (Dan-

iels 1962).

Asian American citizens were likewise targeted by le-

gal discrimination. In a third of the states of the union, 

Asians were barred from marrying whites (Filipinos and 

East Indians were sometimes singled out separately for 

restriction). Chinese schoolchildren on the West Coast 

and in Mississippi were relegated to black schools, while 

California permitted local school districts to segregate 

“Mongolians” (i.e., Asians). Even in the supposed inter-

racial paradise of Hawai‘i, the establishment of “English 
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standard schools” in the 1920s, open only to pupils 

whose English was acceptable to authorities, effectively 

excluded the mass of Asian Americans from equal edu-

cational opportunity (Asato 2005). West Coast Nisei, 

meanwhile, faced widespread Jim Crow exclusion in 

the shape of restrictive housing covenants— some 80% 

of Los Angeles housing was off- limits to nonwhites in 

1940— plus exclusion from parks, swimming pools, and 

theaters.

One perverse shadow of Asian American exclusion 

by the outside society was forms of exclusion practiced 

among and between Asian groups. Masses of Nisei were 

exposed to their parents’ prejudices against ethnic Ko-

reans and Filipinos, while those descended from bura-

kumin remained marginalized within Japanese popu-

lations (Geiger 2011). In both Chinese and Japanese 

communities, Christian ministers joined at times in 

movements to oppose and suppress Buddhism as a hea-

then and backward religion. Mixed- race couples, and es-

pecially their biracial offspring, occupied an uncertain 

position within Asian communities, and sometimes 

were shunned altogether (Spickard 2001).

This heritage of exclusion helped lead to the mass 

confinement of West Coast Japanese Americans during 

World War II. Although Japanese immigration was cut 

off after 1908 and completely halted in 1924, white na-

tivists maintained a propaganda campaign against eth-

nic Japanese in California throughout the entire prewar 

period. Using the technique of the big lie, they repeat-

edly charged falsely that the Issei were agents of Tokyo, 

and Nisei were foreigners due to their (purely nominal 

and increasingly rare) status as dual citizens. In the 

months following the Japanese military attack on Pearl 

Harbor in December 1941, craven and careerist Army 

officials, supported by opportunistic political lead-

ers, newspaper editors, and commercial group leaders, 

pressed for wholesale exclusion of the region’s entire 

Japanese population. On February 19, 1942, President 

Franklin Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which 

authorized the Army to set up an “excluded zone” that 

ultimately covered the entire Pacific Coast. Japanese 

Americans were taken from their homes without due 

process and forcibly transported, first to holding centers 

and then to a network of camps outside the Pacific Coast 

(G. Robinson 2001). Even after Japanese Americans ob-

tained “leave clearance” and were paroled from camp, 

they remained barred from their home region. The ex-

clusion would be progressively relaxed during 1943 and 

1944 to accommodate certain groups, notably Nisei 

soldiers, but would not be lifted until after the U.S. Su-

preme Court’s ruling in Ex parte Endo in December 1944. 

Despite the endemic anti- Asian prejudice and discrimi-

natory legislation, a majority of Japanese Americans 

chose to return to the Pacific Coast in the years after the 

war (G. Robinson 2009).

Ironically, World War II also set into motion a dy-

namic that ended the legal exclusion of Asian Ameri-

cans. Motivated by the desire to propitiate China, 

America’s wartime ally, the Roosevelt administration 

campaigned successfully in Congress to remove the 

insult of total exclusion and replace it with the insult 

of near- total exclusion (China’s annual immigration 

quota was set at 105). Yet, by the same act, immigrants 

of the “Chinese race” were finally declared eligible for 

naturalization. Three years later, East Indians and Filipi-

nos were likewise rendered admissible in tiny numbers 

and authorized to naturalize, and in 1952 the McCarran- 

Walter Act ended absolute exclusion of immigrants 

from Japan and all other Asian countries. By that time, 

the U.S. Supreme Court had already struck down state 

laws directed against “aliens ineligible to citizenship,” 

while California had repealed its school segregation 

laws and been forced to abandon its laws barring inter-

racial marriage. In the succeeding years, the Japanese 
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American Citizens League helped lead movements for 

repeal of interracial marriage laws in other Western 

states. The Supreme Court’s 1948 Shelley v. Kraemer deci-

sion, which struck down legal enforcement of restrictive 

covenants, led to an easing of housing discrimination 

against Asians.

Even a half- century after the end of state- sponsored 

discrimination, exclusion and its legacy remain vital 

factors in Asian American life. Integration into Ameri-

can society remains a challenge for many Asians, espe-

cially refugees and other new immigrants. Exclusion 

manifests itself in such areas as media stereotyping, 

the glass ceiling at the workplace, housing bias, and 

hate crimes on the street. Within Asian communities, 

various subgroups remain marginalized. Most notably, 

LGBT Asian Americans must often fight a dual burden 

of invisibility, and justify their presence within the 

larger community. We may hope that the success of 

Asian Americans in breaking through barriers of exclu-

sion from mainstream American society will translate 

into further visibility and integration for gays and lesbi-

ans within Asian communities.

23
Family
Evelyn Nakano Glenn

In popular usage, the ideal family unit is a nuclear 

household consisting of a mother, father, and children 

residing together. However, the U.S. Census Bureau 

defines the family more broadly as “two or more people 

(one of whom is the householder) related by birth, 

marriage, or adoption residing in the same housing 

unit.” In other contexts, “family” may refer to (all) those 

related by blood or marriage, regardless of whether or 

not they live under the same roof. Societies differ in how 

they reckon blood relationships. They may recognize 

kinship through only the male line (patrilineal), only 

the female line (matrilineal), or both male and female 

lines (bilateral). Moreover, the question of “what is 

family?” can be considered via its functions, namely, 

producing and reproducing persons as biological 

and social beings. These functions are accomplished 

through a gender and generational division of labor. 

Alternatively, family relations can be imagined; 

sociologists and anthropologists have used the term 

“fictive kin” to refer to those who are considered to be 

family members even if they are not formally related. As 

Alvin Gouldner (1960) observes, families also encompass 

“status obligations”— duties that are attached to one’s 

kinship position in the family. For example, in many 

cultures, mothers are expected to care for young 

children; fathers to contribute economically; and 

children to obey parents. Importantly, status obligations 

have moral relevance. Others (both within the family 

and in the larger community) may judge whether a 
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