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The figure of the Asian American is perceived to be discrepant in and antitheti-
cal to the U.S. South.! Within the American imaginary, the Asian American as
perpetual foreigner and alien is always seen as a recent immigrant, and therefore
associated with contemporary times,” while the South is perceived as an anach-
ronistic and isolated region; this renders the two—the Asian American and the
South—allegedly mutually exclusive and incongruous. In these imaginings, the
South remains a space quintessentially American but one steeped in an antebel-
lum era of White supremacy, anti-Black racism, and outdated isolation; in sup-
posed contrast stands the figure of the Asian American who is associated with
immigration and borders, globalization, and contemporaneity. Even in assertions
of the “New South” as a modern, industrial, and cosmopolitan space, there is little
mention of Asian migration;’ instead the “new” refers to two different moments,
one beginning after the Civil War and the other indicating the economic boom
in which global manufacturing industries became located in the South.* In all of
these formulations, Asian Americans are mentioned, rarely if at all, when speak-
ing about the South. Consequently, Asian Americans are perceived to be doubly
foreign within the context of the South as a U.S. region; they might be perceived
to be and to create what we might call “discrepancies in Dixie.”

In contrast, historiographical scholarship within Asian American studies has
for several decades documented the presence and significance of Asian Ameri-
cans in the South. Narratives of Asian American historiography often begin with
the “Manilamen”—Filipino sailors who jumped ship and traveled to Louisiana
over land via Mexico.® Additional figures, Chinese coolies, South Asian peddlers
and lascars (sailors), Chinese Mississippians, Vietnamese refugee communities
in New Orleans, and Indian Gujarati motel owners are peppered throughout
the scholarship.” However, these figures quickly appear in and disappear from
understandings of the South as well as the Asian American Studies “canon®
Hence, while they offer some “local” color to Asian American historiography,
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for the most part, Asian Americans in the South become quirky exceptions to
the larger story of Asian America that is configured through its bicoastal, if not
Californiacentric, paradigm. Rather than see these historical figures as discrete
or random aberrations, we place them in close proximity to each other in order
to demonstrate and explore the presence and significance of Asian Americans
to the South. This proximity allows us to consider the racialized historical and
contemporary presence’ of Asian Americans in the South to trouble our formula-
tions of Asian America, the South, and racial projects within the United States.

By resituating Asian Americans in the South, this anthology considers the
discrepancies that are produced by this dis-placement. We find the many mean-
ings of discrepant—discordant, dissident, disagreeing, and variant—productive
in considering Asian Americans and the South. The figure of the Asian Ameri-
can disrupts popular discourses about the South in multiple ways: the Asian
American demonstrates the shifting meaning of Black and White in a region in
which this binary is writ large; is associated with foreignness and globalization
in a space assumed to be parochial and isolated; and most generally, troubles
more simple narratives of America’s own amnesia around his/her presence. It is
important to note that the South itself is considered a discrepancy within, rather
than an exemplar of, the nation.!® We seek not to be mired in the debate about
Southern distinction, but rather seek to understand how Asian American racial
formations within the South participate in regional, national, and transnational
racial projects. As Asian Americans and the South are both taken as exceptional
and anomalous, we seek to question these logics and expectations, asking how
the stakes may change if we see them as a lens into this region and the nation.
In other words, we believe that much can be gained when we consider Asian
Americans in the South.

The anthology considers the presence of Asian Americans in the South in terms
of demographics and epistemology. Racial demographics are radically changing
within many emerging Asian American communities located in the South. Long
studied through the lens of Black-White relations, studies of race in the South
are increasingly attempting to contend with the increasing presence of Asian
Americans and Latino Americans and their shifting racializations within the
context of the contemporary South. We want to emphasize that the significance of
Asian Americans to the South is not merely numerical or demographic. As many
scholars have argued, historically, the figure of the Chinese and Indian coolie has
been essential for the discourses of freedom and race during Emancipation in
the South, despite the low number of actual Chinese and Indian migrants. Thus,
a deliberation on the Asian American presence, past and present, can provoke a
consideration of Asian American racial formations and migrations in regard to the
broader constitutions of race, region, empire, and the nation-state. Consequently,
interdisciplinary scholarship on race in the South has considered three important
and related points: 1) the impact of the South’s history of transnationalism on
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racial formations; 2) the historical racialization of Whites (e.g., Arabs and Jews)
within the context of Black, White, and Asian American racial formations in the
South; and 3) the role of Afro-Asian connections in producing Asian American
and African American racial formations as relational.

In this manner, Asian American racial formations in the South have been
understood in relation to other racial formations regionally, nationally, and trans-
nationally; hence, several of the essays in this anthology attend to the nuanced
ways in which Asian American racial formations are located in relation to the
hegemony of the Black and White binary. Other essays provoke us to reconsider
the isolationist narratives of the South, reintroducing the South as located in a
historical web of global networks stretching across the Caribbean, Pacific, and
Atlantic. As discrepant subjects, Asian Americans in the South suggest more
than a project of recovery and recuperation. Instead, reflecting on the Asian
American presence can be a method of reconsidering discourses of race, slav-
ery, empire, citizenship, and the nation-state in broad terms. Therefore, it is not
just the contemporary demographics that scholars must reckon with—it is the
epistemological presence and absence (erasure, elision, and disappearance) of
these racialized figures that requires further exploration as well. We suggest that
attention to the presence of Asian Americans in the South demonstrates how
multiple social differences (such as gender, ethnicity, and sexuality) as well as
citizenship, nativism, and empire have continuously been constitutive of Asian
American, Latino, White, and Black racial formations.

The Imagined South

One might ask where and what is the South. Scholars have debated over its mean-
ing, its borders, its histories, its identity, its cultures, its distinction, and its role
and location within the context of nation for over a century.!! The South takes on
different meanings based on whether its definition is based on historical, social,
or geopolitical parameters. Historically, it is often used to refer to those states that
were slave states before 1860 now known as the Old South: Alabama, Arkansas,
Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, Mis-
souri, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia, as well
as the territory of Oklahoma. Dixie is a nickname that is often associated with
the states that seceded from the nation to form the Confederacy and refers to
the states listed above minus Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri. Dixie
also is used interchangeably with the terms Old South, Deep South, and the Bible
Belt to describe those states that are assumed to share some kind of cultural and
religious similarities. The U.S. census designates the South as a geopolitical region
that includes Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, the District of Columbia, Florida,
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia.'?
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We use the category of the South to signify a historical, cultural, and geopo-
litical space that is both understood to be a region of the United States and a
space connected to and part of other transnational spaces such as the Atlantic
world. More specifically, we recognize that the South is conceived as a coherent
region and place as it is associated with a distinctive and authentic Southern
culture and history. This history of slavery, war, Jim Crow segregation, and
White supremacy leads to differences in political economy, social and cultural
development, and racial projects. We point out that certain, but not all, spaces
within this geographic region are associated with the legacies of Southern his-
tory and culture(s). This collection utilizes both understandings of the South
as a geopolitical space in looking to specific places (e.g., Georgia, Louisiana,
and Texas) and as a part of our national imaginary in looking to sociocultural
discourses (e.g., Orientalist consumption, redneck humor, Black/White racial
binary, and Christian normativity).

In the dominant American imaginary, “the South™ is perceived to be an ex-
ceptional space within and to be temporally asynchronous with the nation. This
regional difference is often understood through cultural, racial, and religious
terms. The South is seen repeatedly as the primary site of American racial trauma
and oppression. The region has been framed within narratives of distinction and
exceptionalism so that the Old South of antebellum slavery, lynchings, and Jim
Crow segregation is both romanticized for its quaint White Southern culture and
demonized for its historical and explicit acts of racial violence that, supposedly,
make it like no other region. These narratives inadvertently result in reifying
the dominant paradigm of framing race only through the binary terms of Black
and White while erasing the South’s exemplary experiences of race within the
nation-state. The South’s “failure” to be modern and American is attributed to
an individual Southerner’s own backwardness and inability to transcend her/his
individual racisms specifically, and Southern culture more broadly. Furthermore,
Christian hegemony is also strongly associated with the South. As we discuss
below, the South is perceived to be more religious and oppressive than other
regions; for example, the term Bible Belt is often used synonymously with the
South in most discourses. By rendering the South as explicitly racist and hyper-
Christian, these claims bolster non-Southern identities and spaces as postracial,
secular, and modern in contrast.

The American religious metaphor of the Bible Belt, which associates evangeli-
cal Christianity with the South, is both a product of the region’s history and an
oversimplification of it. There is, and has always been, more to the South than the
Bible Belt and that term’s implicit assumption that White Protestantism had taken
a different shape in the South. Even if the myth overstates the reality, religion does
play a very significant role in the lives of Southern residents; data have shown
not only that there are more churches in the South than in any other region of
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the United States, but also that those churches are attended more frequently and
by a greater proportion of the population.**

Among Southerners, more than a third (37 percent) are members of evangelical
churches, and more than a tenth (11 percent) are affiliated with a historically Black
church.” Even more individuals than those who self-identify as “members” may
nevertheless identify with the worship practices and cultural ideas expressed by
those churches. Hence, organizational religious practice is strongly ingrained in
the everyday practices of Southern culture. Charles Reagan Wilson uses the phrase
Southern Civil Religion to describe “a common religion of the South which grew
out of confederate defeat in the civil war” and that has an identifiable mythology,
ritual, and organization.’® Wilson also asserts that Southern Civil Religion did
not stand entirely separate from other Christian denominations.” What Wilson
identifies as Southern Civil Religion may be more directly named as Christian
normativity in the South. Christianity is hegemonic within social and cultural
practices across the South (and all of the United States); specifically, mainstream
culture is dominated by evangelical Protestant churches and moral values.’® The
normative presence of Christianity is encountered in the everyday lives of South-
erners both past and present. Although the proportion of adults identifying as
Christian is in decline in all regions of the United States, including the South, we
nevertheless suggest that the normative power of White Protestant Christianity
permeates Southern culture at many levels.”

Southern difference is often expressed through both temporal and spatial
tropes. As Southern cultural difference is marked as the residue of the ante-
bellum period, this association frequently locates the South in a temporal lag.
Hence, these contemporary narratives of Southern exceptionalism also function
to scapegoat the South as premodern, backward, and noncosmopolitan, thus the
only region that has not transcended its history of racial oppression within the
modern nation.”® Geographically, despite its long history of transnationalism
through the Atlantic and the Caribbean, the South is assumed to be isolated, rather
than transnational, and Southern culture to be insular, rather than transcultural.
This is not to say that immigration to the South has historically been as substan-
tial and vibrant as it was to other regions such as the Northeast, West Coast, or
Texas and Southwest border areas. But because of its narrative of exceptionalism,
the South is seen as removed from larger national and global processes such as
late capitalism, migration, empire, transnationalism, and/or cosmopolitanism.
Rather than locating the South as part of past and present global networks link-
ing Africa, Europe, the Caribbean, and Latin America to the United States, most
constructions of the South emphasize its lack of transnational connectivity and
globality. Hence, all Southerners, Black and White, are assumed to be noncos-
mopolitan and nonmodern, while the region is taken to be disconnected from
modern global processes. Despite its long-standing economic, political, social,
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and cultural connections with Europe, Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Ca-
ribbean, the South is, nonetheless, associated with parochialism, isolationism,
and xenophobia.?! In contrast to narratives that see the South as isolated, others
have located the South as globally connected in the past and present.?

While the significance of Asian American migration has been mostly ignored
in scholarship on the old and new South, the entry points of migration to the
South via ports and border crossings create different geographies. For example,
early Filipino migration to the South occurred through a geography foreground-
ing the oceanic circuits of the Pacific Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico, Mexico and
Texas borderlands, and the waterways of French Louisiana, while South Asian
peddlers traversed port towns from New Orleans to Charleston and Savannah.
Hence as scholars have indicated, the emergence and formation of Filipino com-
munities in Louisiana, and other Asian communities elsewhere in the South, can
help reorient Asian American studies and Southern Studies through alternative
geographies and formations that integrate the South with the Atlantic, the Carib-
bean, Central and South America, and the Filipino diaspora and Pacific world.?

Consequently, the trope of isolation coupled with the overemphasis on the
Black/White binary buttresses notions of the South as a nativist and parochial
space. Discussions of migration as well as Asian Americans and Latino Americans
disappear from renderings of the South. It is precisely this overidentification
with nativism that ensures the South an exceptional space within the American
imaginary—one by which America’s progressive narrative of modernity can be
measured and compared domestically. Of course, this idea of a nativist space in
the American imaginary has much more to do with the ways in which the South
needs to be understood as fixed within a premodern moment of isolation that
is unlike other places within the nation than it does with any material, social,
cultural, and historical realities.

Early Migration and Racial Formations
within the Transnational South

If we begin with the premise that the South historically is a space of transna-
tionalism, contact, intimacy, and presence rather than isolationism and absence,
how might we understand the Asian American South differently? Race and im-
migration are certainly writ large in the contemporary South and Southwest;
however, this volume suggests that we also rethink the historical narratives of
the South that discuss it as a space untouched by globalization. It is interesting to
note how this history of transnationalism is often erased in order to render the
South isolated and provincial; the South as a global geopolitical space becomes
abundantly clearer as scholars replace a paradigm of isolationism with that of
transnationalism. It is necessary to understand Asian migration to the South
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and its related spaces of the Caribbean, Latin American (including Mexico), and
Atlantic worlds®* within its embedded context of the three major global forces
that have shaped modernity: capitalism, colonialism, and nationalism.

If the African diaspora resulted from slavery, Asian migration is conjoined to
this history as a source of “voluntary” labor that succeeded slave labor;* hence,
these histories are inextricably linked. Moreover, examining the multiple and
cross-migrations that constitute Asian migrations through and between Asia, the
Caribbean, Britain, and the South suggests that the racial formations of Asians in
the South are formed within larger contexts than just those of the United States.
Studies of Asian migrant communities in the Caribbean and Latin America by
scholars, such as Walton Look Lai, Tan Chee-Beng, and Erika Lee, provide us with
a means of understanding how the South is part of larger transnational forma-
tions, such as the Americas or the Atlantic world, and how these transnational
processes form and impact racial formations and migrant communities. Study-
ing the U.S. South, the Caribbean, Latin America, and the Atlantic as a deeply
connected space has been a steadily growing project within transnational history
and cultural studies.

Asian migration to the South can be understood as indicative of the South’s
connection to other spaces such as the Americas and Europe, rather than as a
regional extension of Asian migration to California. Thus, discussions of Asian
migration to the South can be placed in larger transnational historical movements
in which South Asians travel the Atlantic world through Britain and other ports
as peddlers and lascars,” in which the sugar trade raises questions of racialized
labor and slavery,”” and in which Asian migration leads to the formation and
transformation of multiracial societies.?

Recent research on Asian racialized labor migration before, during, and after
slavery reconsiders how (South Asian and Chinese) coolie migration is located
within the global sugar economy, slavery, and American and British imperialisms.
Scholars situate the figure of the coolie squarely at the center of national and trans-
national discourses about race, slavery, and migration in the age of emancipation.”
They suggest that prior to emancipation, the option of coolie migration was raised
as an economic option to enhance America’s competitive edge in the sugar indus-
try; arguing for coolies as a cheaper, more docile, and “more free” form of labor
in relation to enslaved Africans, advocates of indentured labor from China posed
coolies as a competitive and moral alternative to slavery. Consequently, Southern
attitudes toward Asian migration have fluctuated with the changing status of slav-
ery and labor needs in the South. In these debates, various parties conceived of
coolies as a coerced or a voluntary form of labor. Coolies were repeatedly wedged
into debates of slavery, freedom, and migration; generally, Chinese coolie migra-
tion to the South was discussed in relation to domestic debates about slavery and
emancipation and in relation to international debates about (South Asian) coolies,
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empire, and capitalism. Thus, focusing on the coolie is a way of foregrounding
how Asian migrant and bonded labor is firmly located within modernity and the
global forces of capitalism, colonialism, and nationalism.

Early on, with the exception of Californians and U.S. diplomats to China,
no opponents were as vehemently anti-coolie as proslavery Southerners; citing
examples from the British deployment of South Asian indentured labor within
the Caribbean plantation system, they argued that Chinese indentured migration
was worse than slavery and would threaten the Southern economy and the free
American way of life through savagery, miscegenation, and the obfuscation of
slavery.*® Through this scholarship, one can see how the political economy of em-
pire and racialized labor migrations (African slavery and Asian indentured labor)
are mutually constitutive within this context. By considering the racialization and
migration of Chinese coolies in relation to discourses of slavery, for example,
scholars make clear that the category of “immigrant” emerges in a dependent
and vexed relationship with concepts of free/enslaved and White/Black. Prior to
emancipation, it is the figural presence of the coolie, rather than demographic
presence of Asian Americans, that is key to understanding these larger discourses
of migration, slavery, freedom, and the nation-state in relation to the transnational
space of the South. In this moment, coolies were located significantly between
Black and White, between slavery and freedom—and were perhaps critical to
the perceived line between them. Asian migrants played a significant role within
the region linking the Caribbean, Latin American, and Atlantic worlds with the
South; the side-by-side participation of Asian and African migrants in struggles
for freedom continues to be a growing site of scholarly and activist exploration
in these regions.

After emancipation, some Southerners looked to immigration, in addition to
free African Americans, as a means of acquiring cheap labor to support primarily
the agricultural economy. The Southern states also advocated for reversing the
prohibitions within immigration law; for example, the governor of North Carolina
in 1900 lobbied for the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act when cotton growers
complained of labor shortages.™ A desire to reformulate a racialized underclass
of subordinate laborers created a resurgence of interest in European and Asian
migration to the South, this time, with greater Southern support. “Coolies rep-
resented a vexing anomaly whose contested status would reconstruct American
identities after emancipation. Where would coolies fit in a race-obsessed society
that no longer bounds Blacks to enslaved labor or allowed racial barriers to
citizenship rights?”*? Coolie labor advocates whitened the figure of the coolie in
order to render him a voluntary immigrant who was continued to be perceived
as being dangerous to dissolving the line between colored and White. In 1867,
sugar and cotton planters brought over one hundred Chinese laborers, some from
Cuba, to Louisiana to work the plantations with emancipated African Ameri-
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cans.” This resurgence of interest resulted in the migration of several hundred
additional Chinese laborers to Louisiana, Mississippi, Arkansas, Alabama, and
South Carolina toward the end of the nineteenth century in widely dispersed
areas.>* Chinese did not necessarily seek to migrate to the South—“a destina-
tion that they dreaded even worse than Cuba or Peru.* These were not seen as
successful ventures and Asian labor migration to the South ceased soon after
this initial migration of laborers. Historians have long pointed out that most
immigrants in the latter half of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth
century went to places other than the South because of the expanding economic
opportunities of the Northeast and Midwest and because of the inhospitality and
nativism of the South. However, Chinese coolies were sought-after plantation
labor; because they were a cheaper source of labor compared to Black slaves, there
remained a lot of anxiety about their participation in the labor market. “Only
‘one power alone could conquer’ the ‘immorality of the Chinamen and Indians;
but ‘these are the races of all others most difficult to convert to Christianity”*¢
One plantation owner is said to have remarked, “I believe they are completely
destitute of moral principle. They are all heathens and won't become Christians.™
Consider the interplay of race and religion inherent in the owners’ viewpoint.
Slaves, while Black, were seen as preferable to coolies because slaves converted
to Christianity more readily. By contrast, there was a fear of coolies that did not
exist about slaves—a fear that related back to their unwillingness to adopt their
employers’ religious viewpoints. Non-Christians were less acceptable, and the
only path to full acceptance (within the other, race-based social constraints of the
time) was through conversion to Christianity. In summary, racism, xenophobia,
and Protestant Christian supremacy continued to flourish despite a need for ad-
ditional labor and the scarcity of immigrants in many Southern communities.
While anti-immigration fervor targeted European and Asian migrants, religious
and racial ideologies about the Oriental and Mongol races more strongly fortified
anti-Asian immigration sentiment in the post-Civil War era.

The long-standing vitality of evangelical Protestantism as the cornerstone of
Southern religious and civic culture can easily obscure an equally long-standing
history of religious diversity. The region is, and has always been, a nexus of
global flows of population and commerce, particularly with respect to trans-
Atlantic trade. Different religions’ adherents migrated to the South in precolonial
and colonial times. Thus, in addition to the spiritual traditions of the region’s
indigenous Native Americans, it was home to the Protestant Christianity of
northern European traders, the Catholicism of French migrants, the animist
traditions of African and Caribbean migrants, and the Hinduism and Islam of
South Asian sailors and traders. Scholars have often remarked upon the ways in
which some of these practices have been integrated into various nondominant
forms of Christianity.
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Afro-Asian South

Moving away from Whiteness, we consider the relationship between Asian Ameri-
cans and African Americans in the South. As discussed earlier, Asian Americans
have often been measured against, aligned with, and outside of Whiteness in many
ways. Usually characterized as a subfield, Afro-Asian Studies pursues the multiple
dimensions and modalities of the “encounters” between African Americans and
Asian Americans; however, seldom has the South been specifically demarcated
as a space for these numerous and strong interactions. This collection provides
numerous examples of how the South has facilitated and been the space of such
encounters.

The interactions between African Americans and Asian Americans were shaped
by the broader national discourses of Orientalism and anti-Black racism. The
specter of the coolie within debates about emancipation and slavery created anxi-
eties about race, labor, and citizenship among Whites and African Americans. In
arguing against Asian migration, both Whites and Blacks often posed the heathen
aliens (Chinese and Hindoos) as unable to assimilate into America. In decrying
segregation in the South in Plessy v. Ferguson and voicing the minority opinion,
Supreme Court Justice John Harlan sought to name the injustice of segregation
by contrasting the privileges denied to the African American with the supposedly
inappropriate and undeserved privileges garnered by the Chinaman who could
ride with the White citizen in the streetcar.®® Both Whites and Blacks employed
an Orientalist difference to pose Blacks as more capable than Asians of inclusion
into the nation and citizenship. Hence, some Black discourses of Orientalism
defined and framed Blackness as more American in relation to Asian American
religious and racial difference. Many different examples of African American de-
ployments of Orientalism within Black discourses, popular periodicals, Christian
and feminist discourses, and literary narratives have emerged as scholars seek
to understand the mutual constitution and inextricable histories of Asianness
and Blackness within Afro-Asian interactions; it is notable that many of these
examples emerge from within the space of the South.

Many African Americans realized that policies and processes that oppress
based on race, ethnicity, and religion could reflect or impact negatively their
own attempts to claim rights; claims to assimilation and Christianity could most
certainly backfire. Going beyond anti-Black racism and Orientalism, Afro-Asian
studies suggests a more dynamic and heterogeneous discourse with multiple
forms, politics, and modalities of Asian and African encounters in the South.*
Certain aspects of Afro-Asian studies emphasize the points of connection and
solidarity as a counterdiscourse to these endeavors. Bill Mullen suggests that
Afro-Orientalism is a “signifying discourse on race, nation, and global politics
constituting a subtradition in indigenous U.S. writing on imperialism, colonial-
ism, and the making of capitalist empire.”*" As a basis for cross-racial solidarities,
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Afro-Asian can be “employed as an important site where a crude opposition be-
tween Blacks and Asians can be contested, where the parallel courses of Western
imperialism through Asia and Africa can be explored, where the experiences of
African Americans and Asian Americans as slaves and indentured servants in the
Americas, respectively, can be compared, and where cross-racial, cross-ethnic,
and trans-Pacific political solidarity that is not based on racial identification can
be sought out”*!

Examples of Afro-Asian encounters can be found within past and contem-
porary Southern Black texts. In the novel Dark Princess (1928), W. E. B. DuBois
links struggles against segregation with those against imperialism through the
figure of an African American activist protagonist and an anti-imperialist Indian
princess. As Desai discusses, the novel articulates DuBois’s complex interna-
tionalist, anti-imperialist, antiracist, Marxist politics focusing not only on the
infamous color line between “darker peoples” and Whites in the United States
and transnationally, but also on the racial hierarchies among people of color that
impede political anti-imperialist solidarity.> DuBois furthers his query of the
role of the African American proletariat in the internationalist movement against
capitalism in a vision that is not Afrocentric but is simultaneously national and
international. To achieve this, Dark Princess explicitly ends in the South in an
attempt to connect to the Africa and Asia it faces, searching continually for con-
nection and inspiration between African diasporic and Asian liberation struggles.
Desai posits Mira Nair’s film Mississippi Masala as a contemporary example of
how recent migrations have led to similar narratives of Afro-Asian encounters.

Essays in this collection implicitly and explicitly further discussions through
studies of past and contemporary Afro-Asian interactions. Historically, Bald ad-
dresses the relationships between Indian migrant peddlers and African American
women in early-twentieth-century New Orleans, and Bow contemplates Asian
American racial interstitiality within the Black/White binary in the mid-twen-
tieth century. Within contemporary communities, Brandzel and Desai examine
how Asianness is deployed as a mark of cosmopolitan inclusion in relation to
African Americans at Virginia Tech; Vu locates the White supremacy and racism
faced by Vietnamese Americans in relation to the racism experienced by African
Americans in Houston; and Nguyen probes the Afro-Asian encounters between
Vietnamese Americans and African Americans in post-Katrina New Orleans.
We hope that this collection will encourage and engender other illustrations of
Afro-Asian imaginings and solidarities between Asian Americans and African
Americans in the South.

Immigration, Labor, and the State in the Twentieth Century

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the United States relied heavily on
its history of dominance and colonialism of Mexico, in addition to its history
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of slavery and Asian migration, to satisty its labor demands within agricultural,
railroad, and other industries. Hence, Asian and Latino racial formations are
also bound together due to a shared legal, economic, and social status within
histories of dominance and colonialism that constitute both Asia’s and Mexico’s
relationship with the United States for the last two hundred years. During the
nineteenth century, many Mexican laborers worked in places that had been re-
cently colonized and had historically been part of Mexico as the United States
seized land in California, the Southwest, and Texas. While usually considered in
isolation from each other, it is abundantly apparent that Asian and Latino histo-
ries of migration, labor, racial ideologies, and state management are conjoined;
specifically, it is often the case that they are racialized constitutively, meaning
that racial ideologies often compare and contrast the groups, pitting them against
each other and assigning values of desirability and belonging.

Latino and Asian labor and migration histories inform and shape each other
through state management of labor, mobility, citizenship, and capital. As Asian
migration and settlement became less attractive, the passing of the Chinese
Exclusion Act in 1882 led to a dearth of migrant labor for building the railroads
and the subsequent recruitment of Mexican workers by the railroad compa-
nies. Mexican migrants, unlike their Asian counterparts, were characterized
by greater mobility between the United States and their country of origin. This
mobility and flexibility was in part supported by the nation-state and capital,
neither of whom sought Mexicans as citizens or permanent laborers. Asian and
Latino immigration became increasingly linked, though differently managed,
as the demand for cheap racialized labor expanded in the twentieth century.
Hence, when the patrolling of the United States—Mexico border was established
in 1904, it was not so much for the surveillance of Mexican migration, but the
prevention of Chinese and other Asian laborers entering through Mexico. The
border patrol is one example of a modern state technology for managing the
migration of racialized populations across borders that was developed to target
Asians and then extended to other racialized groups. In light of nativist and
eugenic sentiments, new quota systems put into place by the Immigration Acts
of 1921 and 1924 continued to limit immigration based on nations of origin for
Asian and European immigrants, but did not apply to Mexican migrants. Nev-
ertheless, Mexican migrants were also subject to increased management and
regulation through taxes, labor contracts, and literacy requirements. Policies
and technologies of regulation denied permanent residency and citizenship to
the vast majority of Mexican migrants, facilitating the state to control the flow
of migration whenever the demands for labor increased and deporting or ex-
pelling migrants en masse when demands decreased. Such was the case of the
Mexican Repatriation between 1929-1939 when nearly half a million Mexican
workers were forced to repatriate. In contrast, the Bracero Program (1942-1964)
marked the formal intensification of the state’s regulation and management of
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the racialized (Mexican) migrant labor system as demands by agriculture and
railroad industries increased due to war, Japanese internment, and other fac-
tors. The program expedited the mobility of Mexican migrant labor and return
migration while preventing citizenship within the context of the rising nativism
and White supremacy of this period. Nevertheless, facilitating exploitation and
opportunity, this controversial guest worker program drew forth and focused
the xenophobia and racism against transnational Mexican migrants while si-
multaneously providing labor to farms throughout California, Texas, and the
Southwest as well as the South.

While Asian migrants had already been racialized as foreign and non-American,
this period conjoins Latinos and Asians as foreign and unassimilable aliens within
social and legal discourses, resulting in the formation and emergence of a new so-
ciopolitical and legal subject—the illegal alien. “The racial formations of Asians and
Mexicans in the 1920s were particularly significant because they modified a racial
map of the nation that had been marked principally by the contours of White and
Black and that had denoted race a sectional problem.”** As scholars point out, this
period demonstrated not only the establishment of new immigration policies and
technologies by the state, but also a tremendous contestation about the meaning
and metrics of race itself. While nativism, eugenics, and White supremacy thrived,
the paradigm for defining and understanding race was repeatedly brought into
question. Shifts in racial ideologies in which race was increasingly linked to body
(physiognomy) and place (nation) produced new discourses and technologies for
defining and identifying citizenship eligibility and racial classification for Asians,
Mexicans, and other ethnic groups as we discuss below.

Reconsidering Race, Considering Whiteness

How were Asian Americans located in relation to Blacks and Whites during
segregation? How did the racial codes account for a “third race” that was strongly
associated with xenophobia and nativism? As Leslie Bow so poignantly points
out, how can a binary system account for partial or different racializations? In this
section, we discuss some critical moments in Asian, Black, and White racial and
ethnic formations within the South; primarily, we turn to how race and ethnicity
were decided and assigned legally for a variety of groups to better determine how
Asian Americans were relationally read into race. Within the binary racial para-
digm already described, the concepts and definitions of Whiteness and Blackness
have changed over time (although it could be argued that certain fundamental
tenets of the racial paradigm for Blackness, such as the idea that “one drop” of
African blood made one Black, have not). We are not interested in simply in-
serting Asians into the Black/White binary, but questioning the binary and the
ways that Asian Americans and others (such as Syrians and Jews) are racialized
similarly and differently in relation to Whiteness and Blackness.
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Clearly, racial formations of Asian Americans in the South have changed as the
broader racial ideologies have been transformed. Scholars (e.g., James Loewen,
Susan Koshy, and Leslie Bow) interested in the racialization of Asian Americans
in the South have turned, in part, to the Chinese Americans settled in Missis-
sippi prior to 1965 to explore the processes of Asian racialization; several reach
the conclusion that these Chinese Americans became White. Racial ideologies
within the twentieth century underwent great transformations and legal disputes
were a critical site where race was not just interpreted but produced and managed.
These twentieth-century court cases demonstrate the mutability of racial ideolo-
gies as they articulated Whiteness in terms of biology and blood (grounded in
science and pseudoscience) and then in popular perceptions of race (as defined
by the “common man” and dominant culture). Shifting between cultural and
biological definitions, racialist thinking deployed many differing ideas of race to
further racial projects. It is illuminating to look more broadly at the legal debates
about the meaning of Whiteness that provide the broader context for this one
community. The phenomenon that allowed Asian Americans to go from Black
to White within this Mississippi community requires that we examine how ra-
cialist thinking produced these categories legally during this time; one method
for doing so is to attend how race and ethnicity were constructed in relation to
Whiteness for other migrants.

It is important to note that the contours and characterizations of the racial
category Asian, like Whiteness, have also changed over time. The answer to the
question “Who is Asian?” is different today than during antebellum times. In-
deed, the concept of “Asian”—a category of regional origin only used by the U.S.
Census Bureau in the late twentieth century—may not have even existed in the
nineteenth century, which was dominated by the racial formation of Oriental.
Historically, Asian racialization has often fluctuated. Today Asian American is
posed as a panethnic racial and political category that encompasses various eth-
nic groups who have been similarly racialized as Oriental. However, this is not
to say that Chinese, Koreans, Indians, Pakistanis, and others, who can all be
now categorized as Asian, are identically racialized. For example, even within
the context of this collection, it is clear that East Asians such as the Chinese in
Georgia and Mississippi (Bow and Bronstein) can be and have been racialized
differently from the South Asians in New Orleans (Bald). These studies of earlier
communities demonstrate the complexity of the racialization processes for many
ethnic groups.

To understand the complexity of the racialization process during the twentieth
century for Asian Americans including East Asians and South Asians, the situa-
tions of two other racially ambiguous groups—Syrians and Jews—are illustrative.
Like South Asians, Syrians and Jews were seen as racially ambiguous: not Black,
White or “mongoloid” (Oriental or East Asian), based on a visual inspection.
At the same time, these groups carried the perception that their cultures were
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inassimilable and “fundamentally at odds with the Southern Way of life”** Three
court cases, each involving a dispute over the granting of citizenship to an indi-
vidual (a legal process known as “naturalization”), each of which took place in
the early twentieth century, demonstrate how skin color, geography, religion, and
congressional intent were all factors in the racialization of Syrians in the South. In
all three cases, Syrians petitioned the courts for citizenship. In order to become
a U.S. citizen at the time, the applicant was required to be “White,” a term which
was used but not defined in the Naturalization Act of 1790. In Georgia in 1909,
Costa Najour was granted citizenship when a court concluded that Syrians were
members of the “White race”* In making his case for naturalization, Najour
relied on “scientific evidence” and asserted that there is a distinction between
skin color and race. The court agreed, conveying the message that skin color did
not matter if individuals “possessed personal qualifications deemed necessary
for naturalization”*® Importantly, Najour was a light-skinned man. A few years
later in South Carolina, when Faras Shahid petitioned the federal court in that
state for citizenship, color apparently did matter; Shahid was denied citizenship
because of the darkness of his skin.*” In this case, the court ruled Syrians were
not White, they had never been White, and that this was a matter of common
knowledge.*® Thus, one could be both Asian and “White” under certain circum-
stances, and ascription of lightness increased the eligibility for citizenship while
darkness decreased the likelihood.

George Dow was also a Syrian immigrant residing in South Carolina in the
early twentieth century. His quest for citizenship highlights the combination of
factors that led to the denial of his request. In 1914, Dow was refused citizenship
because the judge disagreed with his argument that “scientific evidence” showed
Syrians to be “Caucasians.”* The judge denied Dow’s petition for naturalization,
ruling “the applicant is not that particular free White person to whom the act
of Congress has donated the privilege of citizenship in this country with its ac-
companying duties and responsibilities.” The outcome was unacceptable to many
in the Syrian community, who raised funds to support Dow’s appeal of the lower
court’s decision to the federal circuit court. And then on appeal, we see another set
of factors impacting the racialization process. In Dow v. United States, 226 F. 145
(4th Cir. 1915), citing scientific evidence and congressional intent, the presiding
judge held: “At the date of the new acts and amendments . . . it seems to be true
beyond question that the generally received opinion was that the inhabitants of
a portion of Asia, including Syria, were to be classed as White persons,” thereby
overturning the lower court’s decision to deny George Dow’s application for U.S.
citizenship. Dow gained citizenship as the Fourth Circuit court concluded Syrians
were White because, at the time the law was passed, the Congress’s understanding
of geography was such that individuals from a certain but unspecified “portion
of Asia” were, in fact, “White persons.” Thus, whereas the lower court concluded
that Dow was not the sort of person Congress meant to be “White,” the circuit
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court reached the opposite conclusion. Clearly, this contradiction, within the
scope of a single legal case, demonstrates that Syrians had little control over which
racialization processes were in effect and impacted their shifting racial formations.
Moreover, while citizenship afforded certain privileges, it did not protect against
discrimination. In Georgia, Syrians like other groups such as Jews and African
Americans were for many years even after George Dow won his case, the targets
of the Ku Klux Klan, thus indicating how Syrians’ racial experiences occurred in
multiple and often contradictory domains.

Juxtaposing the situation of the Syrians with those of Jews in the South shows
how the combination of religion and geography further impacts the racialization
process. Jews in the United States had always been entitled to citizenship. Syr-
ians argued that they too were Semites, like the Jews, and therefore they should
be considered citizens also. In the South, the idea of racial contamination had
roots in religious difference. The judge, while granting citizenship to Najour, also
stated in his opinion that “Najour, as a subject of the Muslim Ottoman Sultan,
was incapable of understanding American institutions and government.”>° While
the Jews were othered based on religion, there was another dimension to the
racialization process—that of geography. Most of the Jews arriving to U.S. shores
came from Europe; Syrians, even if Christians like Najour, did not. Such implicit
and explicit unfavorable comparisons to Protestant Christianity were part of the
racial othering process in which Orientalized Muslims were seen as incompatible
with democracy, modernity, and citizenship within a White Christian nation.

For Jews in the South, anti-Semitism was predominantly based in religion and
class; they were not seen as racially different, or subjected to legal segregation
and social exclusion like Blacks. (One major exception was the lynching of Leo
Frank, a young Jewish man, after he was convicted of murdering Mary Pheagin
in 1913 in Atlanta.) Still, Jews did confront residential restriction, social isolation,
and university quotas.” Jews could be used as a scapegoat when convenient. For
many Southerners, especially staunch segregationists, the Jewish presence was
a “problem,” as they perceived Jews to be “White niggers” or of inferior blood
who were diluting the White race by encouraging race mixing.** Echoes of these
ideations can also be seen in the experience of Asian Americans in the South.
Asian Americans, like Jews, were not Black and therefore entitled to some of the
privileges of Whiteness, but were nevertheless not quite White.

Juxtaposing the varied Syrian and Jewish experiences of racialization described
above with the experiences of East Asians in the South further illustrates the mul-
tidimensionality of the racialization of Asian Americans, and how that racializa-
tion collided with the underlying Black/White paradigm. In the much discussed
1927 case of Gong Lum v. Rice,” the U.S. Supreme Court upheld a lower court’s
ruling that, as between the categories of White and “colored,” Chinese Americans
were “colored” When Gong Lum charged that his daughter was denied access and
admission to schooling because of her race, he claimed that she was “Chinese” and
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not colored or mixed blood. As there were no separate schools for “Mongolians,”
he further argued that his daughter should be able to attend the White schools
in preference to the “colored” schools. The Supreme Court denied this claim to
Whiteness and affirmed segregation for Chinese Americans as colored. In the
educational context of the time, that designation resulted in a denial of privileges
enjoyed by Whites, and a grouping of the Chinese with Blacks.

James Loewen’s analysis of the Chinese Mississippi community proposes that
the Chinese Americans generated a shift in racial formation and classification
from ambiguously colored (1920s) to White (1960s) within the span of a few
decades.> The significance and simplicity of this explanation has been the site
of interrogation by recent scholars, who have sought to trouble and complicate
this story of racial assimilation and normalization. Despite Loewen’s claim that
the Chinese “became White,” one can see other markers for the continued ra-
cialization of Asian Americans as racial Others past the middle of the twentieth
century. For example, the famous Southern case of Loving v. Virginia, though
not explicitly about Asian Americans, shows that in 1959 anxieties about racial
mixing, miscegenation, and intermarriage still reference Asian Americans within
discourses of Whiteness. The Lovings—Mildred, who was of Black and Native
American ancestry and Richard, who was White—were charged with violating
Virginia’s ban against interracial marriage. The trial judge who sentenced the
Lovings to a year’s imprisonment for their crime of marrying, argued for the
continued separation of races with these words: “Almighty God created the races
White, black, yellow, malay and red, and he placed them on separate continents.
And but for the interference with his arrangement there would be no cause for
such marriages. The fact that he separated the races shows that he did not intend
for the races to mix.”* Despite Loewen’s assertion that the Chinese in Mississippi
are White, it is also apparent that in 1959, anxiety about racial mixing, miscegena-
tion, and intermarriage continued to dominate discourses of Whiteness. In this
formulation, Asianness exceeds and buttresses the Black/White binary in defining
racial and ethnic formations in the South, and the concept of the “yellow” and
“malay” people as non-Whites, would seem to contradict Loewen’s conclusion.

The legal cases discussed above are significant mile markers in twentieth-
century U.S. history, and particularly Southern history, because they demonstrate
how racialization occurred through the legal system, and also impacted how
Asian Americans experienced other economic, political, educational, religious,
and cultural institutions. Clearly the dominant Black/White racial binary has
affected the racialization of Asian Americans. Asian Americans have been seen
as in-between, partially Black and White, mediating middlemen, third race, or
as part of a racial triangulation. Though these various arguments take different
positions on Asian American racialization, they all suggest that the racialization
of Asian Americans is continuously (re)produced in relation to other racial for-
mations such as Latino, Syrian, White, and Black. The essays within this volume
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examine historical as well as contemporary Asian American racial formations in
the South from a variety of perspectives to implicitly and explicitly highlight the
ambiguous, complex, and changing racialization of Asian Americans. Scholars in
this volume deploy various approaches to suggest no simple or singular historical
racial formation of Asian Americans in the South. We propose that these disparate
accounts relay the diverse and shifting racializations of Asian Americans in the
South historically.

This volume continues the Asian American Studies project of telling a variety
of Asian American stories: an Asian American interracial marriage story, an
Asian American civil rights story, an Asian American violence story, an Asian
American segregation story, an Asian American labor exploitation story, and an
Asian American religious story. By doing so, we hope to demonstrate the complex
and numerous ways that Asian American racialization is both intersectional and
relational (with other groups such as Syrians, African Americans, Whites, etc.),
thereby reading Asian Americans into race.

Emerging Communities

The long-standing presence of Asian Americans in the South is often overshad-
owed by discussions focusing on the recent migrations to the South. Changes in
the Southern economy over the last decades of the twentieth century have made
the region an “immigrant belt” for Asians and Latinos in unprecedented ways.*®
Recent developments in the revitalization of the South’s industrial, agricultural,
and technological economies have been preceded by transformative transna-
tional and global processes.”” Asian and Latino migration to the South has been
integral to these developments. Despite these transformations, there is no doubt
that anti-immigration policies and practices are strongly entrenched in the South
and Southwest—from the Minutemen vigilante border patrols to discriminatory
laws and policies, there are many indications of nativism and resistance to Asian
and Latino migration in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. For example,
though many Southern states later benefited from migration engendered by the
pivotal 1965 Immigration Act, it was poorly supported by these same states. The
Senate passed the act with a vote of 76 to 18, with all but two of the dissenting
votes coming from Southern Senators.*® (This vote echoes earlier deliberations
about the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 that garnered Southern support.) In
examining the Congressional deliberations of the 1965 Immigration Act, it is
clear that many Southern constituencies were opposed to lifting the immigration
restrictions set forth in the Immigration Act of 1924. However, the overemphasis
solely on isolationism and nativism poorly illuminates a more complex history of
attitudes and perspectives on immigration within the South. Although nativist
and anti-immigration activism and ideology have a long history in the South,
political and social attitudes toward migration have fluctuated during the last few
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centuries and should be considered in light of larger Southern interests in such
systems as slavery, empire, and race as discussed earlier.

Anti-immigration racism, White supremacy, and nativism continue to thrive
in the South; recent policies targeting migrants have proliferated nationally, and
specifically, in the South. Modeled on the contemporary Arizona law SB 1070
that allows for the checking of immigration and citizenship status for racialized
subjects by law enforcement officers, many other states—including Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma,
South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia—have proposed or passed similar legislation
that requires proof of citizenship. This is not to say that only states in the South
have proposed such measures, but that a large number of them are located here.
Although many of these laws are perceived as targeting Latinos, Asian Americans
must be considered as a target of such policies as well.”

Since the 1980s, Southern states have been the location of rapidly increasing
Asian and Latino immigrant populations. The 1986 Immigration Reform and Con-
trol Act again functioned as a method to prevent and criminalize undocumented
labor migration. The Act unintentionally shifted previously established migration
patterns geographically, deterring Californiacentric Mexican migration to more
national dissemination, including the South. Furthermore, with its increase in
state surveillance, heavily patrolled borders led to undocumented workers seeking
longer and more permanent residencies rather than attempting frequent recross-
ings. Hence, the 1990s saw a great influx of Mexican (and Asian) migration to the
South where agricultural, manufacturing and processing, and service labor were
in high demand; within census counts alone, the Hispanic populations increased
200-400 percent within Southern states during this decade.®

More recently, the 2010 census® clearly shows that some of the fastest-growing
areas in the United States are located in the South. The top six states of growth—
Texas, California, Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, and Arizona—gained nearly
a total of fifteen million people in the last decade and accounted for more than
half of the overall increase during this time. These increases continue a trend
from recent decades of migration to states in the South, Southwest, and West.
While these numbers include all groups, not just Asians and Latinos, past analyses
clearly indicate that much of this increase can be attributed to immigration from
these two groups: by 1980 over 20 percent of the country’s foreign-born residents
were in the South, and by 2000 the South was home to over one-quarter of U.S.
immigrants.® It is important to note that growth was concentrated in large met-
ropolitan areas in the South. In a recent study, the fastest growing metropolitan
areas in the nation—Houston, Atlanta, and Dallas-Fort Worth—had growth rates
of approximately 25 percent which accounted for over 50 percent of the growth
in Texas and Georgia.%

The significant increase in Asian migration to the United States spanning
the latter half of the twentieth century (1950 and 2000), a thirtyfold increase,
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reflects the changes in immigration policies during this time. By 2000, the Asian
American population in the South increased 106 times, the highest among all
regions.®* Since the 1960s, with the changes in immigration policy, the foreign-
born population has quadrupled.®> Secondary and tertiary migration to the South
from other states like California has also increased due to the draw of lower
costs of living and greater economic opportunities.®® Between 2000-2010, the
Asian American population in the South increased 43 percent, making Asian
Americans the fastest-growing racial group in the nation with a total popula-
tion of about fifteen million.’” Sakamoto et al. note in this volume that more
Asian Americans now reside in Texas than in Hawaii, and in Atlanta than in
San Francisco.

It is important to note that demographic studies often undercount vulnerable
groups, such as unauthorized residents and undocumented migrants. Crossing
borders without authorization, staying beyond authorized periods, or violating
methods of legal entry can classify an individual as “illegally” entering or residing
in the United States. Ironically, despite a long history of crossing borders with-
out authorization in response to restrictive immigration laws, Asian migrants
remain largely invisible within political and social discourses on illegal immigra-
tion. Though Asians constitute a smaller percentage of undocumented migrants
than Mexicans (approximately 6o percent) and other Latinos (approximately 15
percent), migrants from the Philippines, India, Korea, and China, nevertheless,
comprise nearly 10 percent of the total unauthorized immigrant population of
the United States.®® Recent reports suggest that Asians, especially South Asians,
continue to cross the U.S.-Mexico border in increasing numbers; with Indians
accounting for nearly one third of non-Mexican unauthorized migrants detained
in 2011.%

However, experiences of racism and class differences within Asian America
continue to be erased so that Asian Americans are constituted as a model minority,
pitting them not only against African Americans, but also against Latino Americans
in contemporary American discourses. For example, a recent Pew Research Center
study on “The Rise of Asian Americans” has the subtitle “Meet the New Immigrants:
Asians Overtake Hispanics.” Playing on many discourses that evoke an Asian tide,
model minority, tiger mom, and perpetually foreign, the online report rejuvenates
multiple stereotypes. It is important to note that the Pew study profters economic
statistics and explanations that can be misleading—the study explains that Asian
Americans have the highest incomes and most education because they “place
more value than other Americans do on marriage, parenthood, hard work, and
career success.”’’ Consequently, the media coverage of the report pits the figure
of the Asian professional against that of the undocumented (“illegal”) Mexican.
The report has drawn the ire and critique of Asian American Studies scholars
and community activists who have noted its heavily biased presentation of in-
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formation, misleading framing, perpetuation of stereotypes, and fostering of
interracial strife and competition. In their letter to the Pew Research Center, the
Asian American and Pacific Islander Policy Research Consortium emphasize that
data for income has to be calibrated more precisely to acquire an accurate picture
of Asian American wealth; for example, an adjustment for household size (per
capita) and location shows that Asian Americans earn only seventy-one cents
for every dollar for non-Hispanic Whites.”! Furthermore, such reports do not
attend to the highly variable income distribution of Asian Americans wherein
certain ethnic and refugee groups (including Hmong, Cambodian, Vietnamese,
and Laotian Americans) are much more economically vulnerable with significant
rates of poverty that are sometimes higher than those of African Americans. (See
Roy Vu and Margeurite Nguyen in this volume for in-depth analyses of Vietnam-
ese American communities in the South.) It is imperative to delve more deeply
into Asian American communities to identify and understand the significance
of location, class, and economic differences, rather than presume homogeneity;
otherwise, it becomes possible to foster ideologies that obliterate the interrela-
tionships between racial groups (Asians and Latinos) and the differences within
Asian America.

These documented and undocumented migrants have appreciably remade the
landscape of the South with highly visible and vital communities in many rural,
suburban, and urban spaces. As a consequence of these migrations, in towns,
suburbs, and cities scattered throughout the South are Korean shopping centers,
Vietnamese apartment complexes, Hindu temples and Islamic mosques, and
Hmong farms. In motels and universities, restaurants and low-income housing,
fishing villages and manicured suburbs, Asian Americans span the professional
and class spectrum.

Religious Hegemonies

Contemporary migration of Asian immigrants has increased the vitality of re-
ligious diversity in the numerous emerging communities located in the South.
Samuel S. Hill notes that this religious diversity contributes to “the dismantling
of normative religious patterns and conditions.””? Contemporary Asian American
religious communities in the South face the challenge not only of establishing
their own ethnoreligious communities, but also of doing so in the entrenched and
sometimes hostile presence of Black and White Evangelical Christianity. Asian
migrants have arrived in a place not only where Whiteness and Protestantism
are normative, but also where they have functioned as an established part of a
political and cultural power structure that for centuries has subjugated Blacks
and oppressed and marginalized others.” Since the Immigration Act of 1965,
Asian American religious groups have developed strong communities within
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the South. The entire Southern landscape is peppered with Buddhist and Hindu
temples, as well as gurdwaras, mosques, and Korean churches. These houses of
worship and others can be found in small and large towns alike.” In some places,
rapidly growing Asian Christian communities have achieved the “critical mass”
necessary to break off from predominantly White host churches and establish
their own separate houses of worship.”> Often, Asian American religious com-
munities have had to establish and maintain themselves in this hostile terrain by
creating and fortifying clearly demarcated ethnoreligious spaces, by exposing and
guarding against the normative influence of Christianity, and by slowly adapting
social and political structures to accommodate religious diversity and difference
through legal, cultural, and media activism. In doing so, these communities have
begun to expose and erode, if not dismantle, some of the dominance of White
Protestant Christianity in the South.

Increasing decade after decade since 1965, Asian immigration is now impact-
ing the traditional biracial order. The shape of that impact, and the nature of
the changes that will result for mainstream Southern culture, largely remain
to be seen. Will demographic changes, along with the influence of other social
identities such as religion, lead to a loosely organized “triracial” order posited
by Bonilla-Silva “white, honorary white, and the collective black?””® Will Asian
American Buddhist, Sikh, Hindu, and Muslim communities be accepted and
be able to participate in the Southern cultural and political citizenship as much
as Asian American Christians? In contemporary times, individuals who do not
follow Christianity continue to be seen as potentially suspect, particularly in the
political culture of the U.S. South.

In answering this question, it is important to consider the rise of Nikki Haley,
Governor of South Carolina, and Piyush “Bobby” Jindal, Governor of Louisiana.
The South’s only two governors of color, Haley and Jindal are both Indian Ameri-
cans who converted to Christianity before starting their political careers. Haley
was raised in a Sikh family and converted to the Methodist faith at age 24. Jindal,
raised in a Hindu family, converted to Catholicism in high school. As candidates,
and now in office, both frequently assert and make reference to their identity as
Christians. Haley and Jindal are the first non-Whites elected governor of their
respective states. Was it by “accepting Christ into their lives” that they made
themselves acceptable to the South as political leaders? Put more simply, and
more broadly, is religion a litmus test for full acceptance into Southern society?
Isita “secret handshake” that Asian Americans can master and “become White”?
Or do their ethnic and racial identities cause consternation and are their conver-
sions (Jindal) or “acceptance of Christ” (Haley) questioned just as they were with
Indians and Chinese coolies over a century ago? Despite their political victories,
will their authenticity and acceptability in Southern culture remain perpetually
subject to challenge because of their racial and religious backgrounds?
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Asian American Studies and the South

We hope that these sections have made clear what can be gained by locating Asian
Americans within the South. We would also like to consider what is gained by
locating the South within Asian American studies. Scholars have long considered
whether or not Asian American studies can be best addressed by a California-
centric paradigm. In looking to the South, while California may function as an
important point of reference for some (see Bronstein in this collection), it by no
means provides the dominant paradigm. While there has been a move to consider
the West Coast—centric orientation of Asian American studies by facilitating the
rise of the “East of California” paradigm, the framing continues to provincialize
and marginalize other sites and spaces within Asian American studies. As Stephen
Sumida forcefully argues:

Working with evidence of Asian/Pacific American history and culture of the
South and Midwest reveals certain limitations of a Californic paradigm. . .. The
expression “East of California” itself both reinscribes and plays with notions
of centrality of the West Coast in Asian American studies. By contrast, not
boundedness but the vastness of the places to the east—as well as to the north,
south, and west—of California in Asian American studies resists centralization.
The seemingly scattered evidence of whatever concerns Asian American studies
East of California—and all the better because it seems scattered—speaks of not
one but many centers, many points of origin and departure, for narratives that
constitute the field.””

In fact, the essays in this collection suggest various material and discursive condi-
tions of emergence as well as numerous ports of entry and routes of migration.
Although we want to ensure these sites and presences are located and noted on
the map of the South and Asian America, in shifting to the South, we hope to do
more than pepper the map with new “sightings” of Asian Americans or create a
singular narrative about the South. Importantly, we seek to think about the signifi-
cance of Asian American migration to, racial formations within, and community
formations in the South as well as the epistemological and intellectual questions
raised about the region and space. What we highlight here methodologically is
not the addition of a different region to Asian America by deploying a cookie-
cutter paradigm based on a California model, but rather a consideration of how
the South as a transnational space raises its own questions, concerns, histories,
and arguments for Asian American studies.

This multidisciplinary collection of essays highlights the presence and involve-
ment of Asian Americans in the American South. We explore the intersections
of racial formation, immigration, religion, gender, and community formation
both past and present. And in doing so, we hope to illuminate the presence of
different Asian groups in Southern U.S. history and show how their presence
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and involvement in their communities are part of Southern life. From a vari-
ety of methodologies and approaches, the essays provide analyses of how Asian
Americans are located in, adapting to, and transforming the South.” The essays
in this collection are grouped into three sections: Disrupting Race and Place;
Community Formation and Profiles; and Performing Race, Region, and Nation.

In the first section “Disrupting Race and Place;” the essays offer divergent ways
of understanding the racialization processes of Asian Americans in the South.
In “Selling the East in the American South: Bengali Muslim Peddlers in New
Orleans and Beyond, 1880-1920,” Vivek Bald’s insightful analysis presents the
complex racializations and negotiations of South Asian sailors who jumped ship
in Southern and Northeastern seaports and became entrepreneurs who traded
ethnic notions within the larger cultural economy of Orientalism of the time.
Leslie Bow’s previously published essay, “Racial Interstitiality and the Anxieties of
the ‘Partly Colored’: Representations of Asians under Jim Crow” has revitalized
the study of Asian Americans in the South as it critically intervenes in the debates
about Asian Americans’ near-White status in popular and scholarly discourses;
Bow provocatively forwards the idea of “racial interstitiality” as a method of
reading the excess of racial formations within the context of the Black/White
binary. Finally Amy Brandzel and Jigna Desai in “Racism without Recognition:
Toward a Model of Asian American Racialization” turn to Seung-Hui Cho and
the violence at Virginia Tech to critically interrogate Asian American masculinity
and racial formations in relation to contemporary postracial discourses in the
American South since 9/11.

The next section “Community Formation and Profiles” articulates how differ-
ent Asian American groups remake the Southern landscape. Daniel Bronstein’s
detailed and rich essay “Segregation, Exclusion, and the Chinese Communities in
Georgia, 1880s-1940” examines the impact of various state apparatuses, including
exclusion laws, on the little remarked but fascinating Chinese American merchant
communities in Atlanta, Augusta, and Savannah, Georgia. Based on the more-
detailed 2000 census (rather than the 2010 census),”® Art Sakamoto, ChangHwan
Kim, and Isao Takei in “Moving out of the Margins and into the Mainstream: The
Demographics of Asian Americans in the New South” meticulously present the
changing demographics and provocatively suggest the beginning of a new stage
of Asian American history that is characterized by improved socioeconomic
opportunities and a move away from the Asian American strongholds of Hawaii
and California. Roy Vu’s engaging discussion in “Natives of a Ghost Country:
The Vietnamese in Houston and Their Construction of a Postwar Community”
identifies the significant factors impacting the emergence and establishment of
the refugee Vietnamese American community in Houston, Texas. Khyati Joshi’s
essay “Standing Up and Speaking Out: Hindu Americans and Christian Norma-
tivity in Metro Atlanta” explicitly and importantly focuses on the significance of
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race, ethnicity, and religion by discussing the how and why a group of Hindus
in Metro Atlanta came together to challenge Southern Christian normativity.

The final section focuses on “Performing Race, Region, and Nation.” Jennifer
Ho's capacious essay “Southern Eruptions in Asian American Narratives” attends
to the eruptions of Asian American literature and film about the South as they
disrupt multiple narratives about race relations and racial subjectivity. Jasmine
Kar Tang in “A Tennessean in an Unlikely Package: The Stand-Up Comedy of
Henry Cho” probes the comedy and figure of Southern and Asian American enter-
tainer Henry Cho. Tang utilizes Bow’s framework of racial interstitiality (see this
volume) to better locate Cho’s racial, classed, and gendered performances within
the context of White Southern comedy and culture. Finally, Marguerite Nguyen
in “Like We Lost Our Citizenship: Vietnamese Americans, African Americans,
and Hurricane Katrina” examines newspapers and archival documents to un-
derstand how Afro-Asian relations in New Orleans East have shifted before and
after Hurricane Katrina.

We hope this collection will soon be one of many that take immigration, trans-
nationalism, and race as central to the study of the South. In the twenty-first
century, the migrations of Asian Americans and Latino Americans to the South
can no longer be ignored or marked as discrepancies. These improbable South-
erners have already arrived and are radically remaking the landscape.
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