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ABSTRACT  

The mid-1970s was a turning point in the history of New York’s Asian/American 

communities. As the city stood on the brink of economic collapse, the broader labor 

movement’s membership declined, but many Asian/American New Yorkers 

demonstrated their labor activism in worker centers, grassroots organizations, as well as 

unions. This was also a moment, as the Cold War waned, when tens of thousands of 

Asian migrants resettled in New York City. With the influx of migrants in a tightening 

economy, the nature of the city’s workforce changed, adding to the growing labor 

surplus, just as work was disappearing. My dissertation titled “One Rise, One Fall: Labor 

Organizing in New York’s Asian Communities, 1970s to the Present,” is a study of labor 

activists’ strategies to deal with the economic crisis and reconcile their racial difference. 

Through oral histories and archival research, my dissertation bridges the fields of 

Asian American Studies, urban studies, and labor history. While historians have 

examined the intense economic transformations of the 1970s, noting the changes in the 

labor market and decline in trade unionism, few have examined the varied attempts to 

organize durable unions and labor organizations in this period. My dissertation 

contributes a class analysis to the literature on racial formation, examining the strategies 

of New York’s Asian communities in harsh economic times. Dominant discourses about 

race and class, like yellow peril and model minority narratives, became a barrier for 

Asian/American labor activists looking to build worker power and remake their city. In 

some instances, Asian/American workers were perceived as dangerous foreigners who 

were taking white working-class jobs, and in other contexts, they were docile and 

deserving subjects in contrast to black and brown Americans. These two poles – of 

yellow peril and model minority narratives – informed Asian/American labor 
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mobilizations. This study examines how race and class were inextricably intertwined, 

affecting modes of labor organizing in every industry.  

Opening with a study of Asian/American building tradesmen and their fight for 

jobs in the mid-1970s, “One Rise, One Fall” examines the multiple strategies that 

Asian/American workers deployed in order to cope with economic changes and racial 

discrimination. In my study, Asian/American organizers struggled to organize new 

immigrants in the Chinese restaurant industry in the 1980s, and rank-and-file garment 

workers fought for fair piece rates despite the logics of a global supply chain in the 

2000s. Each chapter is a case study of organizing strategies in midst of Asian/American 

laborers’ varied circumstances of citizenship, race, class, and gender. As labor organizing 

became increasingly difficult in an era of increased migrations, weakened labor laws, and 

globalized production, labor mobilizations in Asian communities occurred in and outside 

of unions. My research reveals the capacity and creativity of labor activism in grassroots 

organizations, worker centers, and labor unions, since the 1970s. Through this case-study 

approach, my dissertation analyzes the experiences of organizers and workers, in order to 

investigate how Asian/Americans navigated the politics of work, difference, and the 

radical restructuring of the urban-based global economy.  
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PREFACE 

 

In the spirit of Isang Bagsak, this dissertation is called “One Rise, One Fall,” a translation 

of this Tagalog labor chant. On the grape farms of Delano, California in the late 1960s, 

Mexican and Filipinx grape farm workers chanted Isang Bagsak to signify a unified 

struggle for racial and economic justice. It called on participants to come together and 

build a movement for working people. 

 

With origins on the grape farms, this labor chant has reverberated among 

Asian/American working people at their work places, in union meetings, and on the 

streets. From the Filipinx farm workers to Hawaiian educators and Chinese construction 

workers, Asian Pacific American working people have chanted Isang Bagsak to signal a 

vast working-class movement among Asian immigrants and workers of color. This study, 

One Rise, One Fall, honors these pasts and legacies for Asians in America.1 

 

The Isang Bagsak chant features the Unity Clap, which is a slow unified clap among a 

movement’s participants, to sound like a heartbeat and signify, “one rise.” The clap 

quickens until activists collectively shout “Isang Bagsak,” meaning “one fall” in Tagalog. 

 

                                                        
1 For more, see Matthew Garcia, “Labor, Migration, and Social Justice in the Age 

of the Grape Boycott,” Gastronomica 7:3 (Summer 2007), 68 – 74; Dawn Bohulano 
Mabalon, Little Manila Is In the Heart: The Making of the Filipina/o American 
Community in Stockton, California (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013).  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In 1986, in the wake of the Asian American movement, Mini Liu and Monona 

Yin founded the Coalition Against Anti-Asian Violence (CAAAV) at a forum in New 

York City on “Violence Against Asians in America.” Attended by two-hundred fifty 

people, the forum signaled the urgency felt by Asian/Americans to organize around hate 

crimes against people of color in New York City.1 Two years later, as CAAAV became a 

standalone grassroots organization, the leaders changed its name to the Committee 

Against Anti-Asian Violence, keeping its acronym. CAAAV members and supporters 

organized around police violence, supporting the victims of police brutality and their 

families. Through the publication of the organization’s newsletters – The Voice – 

CAAAV reported and kept the pulse on hate crimes and police violence endured by 

Asian/Americans throughout the country and organized to undo New York City’s culture 

of policing communities of color.2   

 In 1992, CAAAV shifted its mission from combatting police violence to 

organizing around racialized violence of all kinds. This, in particular, included a move to 

break down the systemic violence against working Asian/Americans that manifested in 

the form of physical harm, labor exploitation, gendered violence, as well as police 

brutality. Through the formation of the Lease Drivers Coalition (LDC), the staff decided 

                                                        
1 “Ten Years Organizing Resistance, 1987-91,” The Voice 8:1 (Winter 1996).   
 
2 For more on CAAAV’s early campaigns around policing, see Vivian Truong, 

“From State-Sanctioned Removal to the Right to the City: The Policing of Asian 
Immigrants in Southern Brooklyn, 1987-1995,” Journal of Asian American Studies 22:1 
(February 2020), 61 – 93.  
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to organize yellow-cab drivers, identifying that many were South Asian immigrants. 

Organizers spoke to the prevalence of physical harm on the job, as well as the systemic 

violence of low pay for South Asian immigrant drivers. They asked their newsletter 

readers, “How can CAAAV organize Asian communities to combat police brutality and 

racial violence? How should we address the underlying economic injustices which make 

our communities so vulnerable to this violence?”3 In an issue from 1995, they illustrated 

their point again, “For CAAAV, the end to abuse stemming from racism at schools, in 

neighborhoods, or on the streets is only one part of the struggle. In order to confront the 

most pervasive form of racist abuse affecting our communities, we will be expanding our 

efforts to organize Asian immigrant workers in these oppressive marginal industries.”4  

New York’s yellow-cab industry was corrupt. Each taxi required a medallion to 

pick up passengers, and the medallions limited the number of yellow-cabs on the streets. 

But the city had not issued new medallions since 1937, and in the 1970s and 1980s, 

medallion speculation increased their value, too expensive for most immigrant drivers’ 

pocket books. In 1979, drivers leased a medallion and car from a garage and broker, who 

profited from drivers’ cheap labor through a new practice called lease driving. Lease 

drivers were independent contractors, without labor protections or collectively bargained 

contracts.5 The South Asian immigrant drivers who became members of the LDC were 

lease drivers, who worked for inadequate pay and day-long shifts. After subtracting the 

lease and gas expenses from a day’s earnings – barring any tickets, robberies, repairs, or 

                                                        
3 “From Tenants to Taxi Drivers – CAAAV,” The Voice 4:2 (Fall 1992), 4.  
 
4 “CAAAV Takes on Systemic Violence,” The Voice 7:1 (Spring 1995), 4.  
 
5 Frank J. Prial, “3 Officials of Taxi Union Defy Van Arsdale on Contract,” New 

York Times, June 22, 1971.   
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accidents – the driver took home, “on average, $50.00 a night, which amounts to a $4.17 

hourly wage” or $19,000 yearly.6 Meanwhile, CAAAV noted that the brokers made “as 

much as $1000 a week from a single cab.”7  

Back in 1966, the New York City Taxi Drivers Union was founded and 

guaranteed income, health insurance, and benefits to drivers, but its organizing strength 

was short-lived. Rebelling against union President Harry Van Arsdale as early as 1971, 

disenchanted members of the union formed the Taxi Rank and File Coalition to challenge 

the union’s leadership and to demand fair contracts for drivers. By 1979, union leadership 

had yielded to lease driving, changing the nature of yellow-cab driving for good. Noting 

these major shifts in the yellow-cab labor market and the influx of South Asian 

immigrants to the industry, CAAAV’s initiatives to organize lease drivers was a strategy 

that was critical of the city, the union, and the brokers who sought ever-cheaper labor.   

Throughout the 1990s, CAAAV organized laborers – from yellow-cab drivers to 

domestic workers – with the understanding that systemic violence created a precarious 

and swelling Asian immigrant work force in New York. LDC’s first staff member was 

Mobashar Khalil, a South Asian driver himself, and later, more organizers would join 

him.8 LDC organizers met with drivers on the first and third Mondays of each month, and 

there were also monthly weekend meetings in Brooklyn, in order to accommodate 

Brooklyn-based drivers who worked during the week.9 Organizers and volunteers handed 

                                                        
6 “Lease Drivers Coalition,” The Voice 4:2 (Fall 1992), 5.  
 
7 Ibid. 
 
8 “South Asian Community: Lease Drivers Launch Membership Drive,” The 

Voice 5:2 (Fall 1993), 4.  
 
9 “Organizes in Immigrant Communities,” The Voice 4:2 (Fall 1992), 5.  



 

 4 

out leaflets and questionnaires, asking drivers about their concerns and conditions. They 

approached drivers and prospective new members at gas stations and restaurants and led 

strikes at garages, demanding driver safety against harassment, police brutality, and 

unsafe conditions on the job. In one of LDC’s early campaigns, organizers fought to 

install one-way radio signal devices in each vehicle that would act as a distress signal for 

drivers, at the flip of a switch, to call the police – such as in the instance of robbery or 

assault – and ask for help.10 Dues cost $5 per month for members, and by 1995, LDC 

organizers offered a range of benefits, including legal representation for tickets, a 

subscription to newsletters and bulletins, as well as paperwork assistance for workers’ 

compensation.11 CAAAV’s pan-Asian campaigns against anti-Asian violence became a 

strategy of labor organizing.   

CAAAV staff organized Asian immigrants and Asian Americans, and in doing so, 

they demonstrated the agency and power of New York’s Asian communities. Struggling 

to combat anti-Asian violence of multiple forms – from hate crimes and police violence 

to unsafe labor conditions and exploitation, and more recently, to tenant harassment and 

inadequate housing – pan-Asian organizing became a pliable and robust strategy. In the 

case of labor organizing, CAAAV’s strategies demonstrated creative range, particularly 

as an organization without union resources.  

One Rise, One Fall: Labor Organizing in New York’s Asian Communities, 1970s 

to the Present records the stories of Asian/American working people who labored in 

                                                        
10 “LDC pushes plan for radio signaling device: City Council to hold hearings on 

driver safety,” In the Driver’s Seat, 1, 1995, Mini Liu Papers, CAAAV Archive, New 
York.  

 
11 “LDC – more than services,” In the Driver’s Seat, 3, 1995, Mini Liu Papers, 

CAAAV Archive, New York.  
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multiple industries with few protections and low wages. Demonstrating the dynamism of 

labor strategies, activism, and methods to secure better wages and safer workplaces, this 

study shows the range and creativity of Asian/American working people and organizers. I 

begin this study in the 1970s, a turning point in the history of New York’s 

Asian/American communities. As the city stood on the brink of economic collapse, the 

broader labor movement’s membership declined. But this was also the moment when tens 

of thousands of Asian migrants were resettling in New York City. With the influx of 

migrants in a tightening economy, the nature of the city’s workforce changed and 

Asian/Americans entered the labor market just as work was disappearing. Despite these 

economic conditions, conditions that historically made it extremely difficult to organize 

unions, I locate working people in Asian communities and the labor campaigns they 

waged. This study narrates labor activists’ strategies to deal with the economic crisis and 

combat racial discrimination.  

 

The Literature 

One Rise, One Fall moves the margins to the center, prioritizing the work, 

experiences, and resistance of Asian migrants and Asian Americans in New York City. 

This dissertation bridges the fields of Asian American Studies, labor history, urban 

history, as well as food studies. In 2019, with the sesquicentennial of the completion of 

the Transcontinental Railroad – the two preeminent academic journals of Asian American 

Studies Journal of Asian American Studies (JAAS) and Amerasia Journal – each 

published special issues on Asian American labor. In the introduction to “Guests and 

Strangers: Asian Workers in Transnational Perspective,” the special issue of JAAS, 

Robyn Magalit Rodriguez summarized that scholars in the 1990s and early 2000s had 
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indeed, looked at working-class Asian migrants and Asian Americans to undermine 

notions of the “model minority” narrative. But, Rodriguez continued, “since the early 

2000s, research on working-class Asian immigrants’ lives, work experiences, and 

activisms as well as those of migrant workers…tends to be rather slim, certainly in the 

pages of JAAS.”12 The intersection of Asian American Studies and labor history is 

beginning to emerge as a critical focus of Asian American Studies, as more literature is 

published about the history of working people and their organized resistance to economic 

exploitation and racial discrimination. 

In particular, scholars of Asian American labor history have influenced this study. 

Moon-Kie Jung’s sociological text, Reworking Race, argued that interracial plantation 

and longshore workers “reworked race” to understand their class status and race-making 

in interwar Hawai’i to mobilize a robust working-class movement against the oligarchical 

elite.  Heather Ruth Lee and Chris Friday’s scholarship present histories of capitalism on 

opposite coasts – from New York to the Pacific Northwest and Alaska – at the turn of the 

twentieth century, identifying the complexities of immigration, labor markets, and 

political debates among workers and bosses. Historians Renqiu Yu and Xiaolan Bao’s 

studies of the Chinese hand laundry workers and garment workers (respectively) 

provided astute analyses of New York’s Chinese immigrant laborers and the ways they 

organized collectively for fair wages and a better world. Their scholarship highlight the 

challenges of introducing a union to Chinese immigrant workers in New York, in the 

context of fraught histories of union corruption and discrimination. More recent 

                                                        
12 Robyn Magalit Rodriguez, “Introduction,” JAAS 22:1 (February 2019), ix. See 

also, Arnold Pan, “To Our Readers,” Amerasia Journal 45:1 (2019), 1-2; Gordon H. 
Chang, “A Note for History,” Amerasia Journal 45:1 (2019), 3-5; Robyn Magalit 
Rodriguez, “Introduction,” JAAS 22:1 (February 2019), vii-xvi. 
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literatures shed light on care economies and work, analyzing the transnational 

thoroughfares of migrant laborers.13 While these scholars and literatures identified the 

significance of labor to our understandings of Asian America, these historical works 

assessed the labor conditions and racialization of Asian workers in one industry or in the 

more distant past. This dissertation is a pan-Asian and cross-industry study, shedding 

light on the varied strategies that brought working people together and allowed them to 

fight for better conditions. By examining multiple industries, people, and geographies, 

this work tells a history about a range of methods and strategies deployed by organizers 

and rank-and-file activists, to better their lives and their communities, in spite of 

economic crisis and racial discrimination. 14  

This study also builds on the field of labor history, especially histories of the 

recent past. While historians have examined the intense economic transformations of the 

1970s, noting the changes in the labor market and decline in trade unionism, few have 

examined the varied attempts to organize durable unions and labor organizations in this 

period. Lane Windham’s Knocking on Labor’s Door revised the literature on the decline 

of the so-called American working class, positing that the 1980s – rather than the 1970s – 

                                                        
13 See Rhacel Salazar Parrenas, Servants of Globalization: Migration and 

Domestic Work (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001); Catherine Ceniza Choy, 
Empire of Care: Nursing and Migration in Filipino American History (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003); Robyn Magalit Rodriguez, Migrants for Export: How the 
Philippine State Brokers Labor to the World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2010).  

 
14  See Moon-Kie Jung, Reworking Race: The Making of Hawai’i’s Interracial 

Labor Movement (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006); Chris Friday, 
Organizing Asian American Labor: The Pacific Coast Canned-Salmon Industry, 1870-
1942 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994); Renqiu Yu, To Save China, To Save 
Ourselves: The Chinese Hand Laundry Alliance of New York (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1995); Xiaolan Bao, Holding Up More than Half the Sky: Chinese 
Women Garment Workers in New York City, 1948-1992 (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2001); 1948-1992 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001). 
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was the nadir of labor activism in the private sector. She examined union elections, rather 

than union membership numbers, to identify a longer history of working-class resilience 

and resistance to capital expansion. Like the older tradition of labor history, I examine 

workers’ consciousness, trade unionisms, and the building of labor movements. But my 

study reveals the varied circumstances of migrants and workers of color, placing race, 

racialization, and race-making at the center. In this study, I identify who working people 

were, where they labored, and how they fought back. For many of my dissertation’s 

subjects, their claims and struggles were about being workers while Asian/American and 

Asian/Americans while working.15  

New York City – its politics, built environment, and communities – is yet another 

subject of inquiry in this dissertation. As Asian/American laborers and activists 

campaigned for jobs or better conditions during economic crises, they responded to and 

pushed for the remaking of New York City. While New York is a case study for many 

urbanists, Asian American Studies scholars have spent less energy studying Asian 

communities in the Five Boroughs, focusing instead on cities in California and on the 

West Coast. Works by urbanists like Joshua Freeman, Martha Biondi, Kim Phillips-Fein, 

                                                        
15 For historical studies of the 1970s, see Judith Stein, Pivotal Decade: How the 

United States Traded Factories for Finance in the Seventies (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2011); Jefferson Cowie, Stayin Alive: The 1970s and the Last Days of 
the Working Class (New York: The New Press, 2012); Thomas Borstelmann, The 1970s: 
A New Global History from Civil Rights to Economic Inequality (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2012); Bruce Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift in American 
Culture, Society, and Politics (New York: The Free Press, 2001). 

 
For notable labor histories of the recent past, see Lane Windham, Knocking on 

Labor’s Door: Union Organizing in the 1970s and the Roots of a New Economic Divide 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2019). Gabriel Winant also locates 
decline of the working class in the 1980s. See Gabriel Winant, “‘Hard Times Make for 
Hard Arteries and Hard Livers’: Deindustrialization, Biopolitics, and the Making of a 
New Working Class,” Journal of Social History 53:1 (2019): 107 – 132. 
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Johanna Fernandez, and Brian Purnell have fundamentally shaped this dissertation, 

noting the specificities of New York’s work places that do indeed, make New York 

exceptional.16 But this study extends the work of “East of California” in Asian American 

Studies and takes seriously the interplay of race, labor, and place, building on notable 

place-based studies by Asian Americanists.17  

One Rise, One Fall tells a history of multiple struggles and strategies deployed by 

Asian/American working people and labor activists in New York City. Labor organizing 

occurred outside of restaurants after hours, at construction sites, in illegally converted 

lofts, at airport terminals and gas stations, in church pews, at community-based 

organizations, in college classrooms, and on the streets. Moving through multiple sites of 

organizing, through studies of varying archives and oral histories, this dissertation reveals 

the creative range of Asian migrants and Asian Americans, as they fought for better 

conditions, racial justice, and a worker-centered New York.  

 

 

                                                        
16 See Joshua Benjamin Freeman, Working-Class New York: Life and Labor since 

World War II (New York: New Press, 2000); Martha Biondi, To Stand and to Fight: The 
Struggle for Civil Rights in Postwar New York City (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2003); Brian Purnell, Fighting Jim Crow in the County of Kings: The Congress of 
Racial Equality in Brooklyn (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2013); Kimberley 
Phillips-Fein, Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of the Age of Austerity 
(New York: Metropolitan Books, 2017); Johanna Fernández, The Young Lords: A 
Radical History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2020). 
 

17 For place-based studies of Asian communities, see Dawn Bohulano Mabalon, 
Little Manila Is In the Heart: The Making of the Filipina/o American Community in 
Stockton, California (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013); Eric Tang, Unsettled: 
Cambodian Refugees in the New York City Hyperghetto (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 2015); Vivek Bald, Bengali Harlem and the Lost Histories of South Asian America 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015); Scott Kurashige, The Shifting Grounds of 
Race: Black and Japanese Americans in the Making of Multiethnic Los Angeles 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).  
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Yellow Peril and the Model Minority   

 Asian laborers’ contact with American trade unionism began in the nineteenth 

century. Working in harsh and deadly conditions on the Transcontinental Railroad, 

Chinese men confronted white laborers, bosses, and vigilantes. Among the most hostile 

toward Chinese laborers were unionists. Asian muscles, bodies, and labor threatened 

white America, and yellow peril – a fear of Asians’ taking over white working-class jobs 

– led to exclusionary policies and practices that marginalized Asian/American people. 

Beyond the West, yellow peril ideas also swept the continent. In New York, by the late 

1800s, Historian John Kuo Wei Tchen wrote, “Chinese New Yorkers were increasingly 

represented as abject opium-smoking, rat-eating criminals who threatened public 

virtue.”18 With origins in the nineteenth century, this discourse continues to haunt Asian 

communities. Tchen and Dylan Yeats described the continued looming threats of the 

yellow peril tropes, 

In the contemporary Western world, to evoke Yellow Peril has become synonymous with a 
looming dread where the potential threat is as good as any actual violation. Today yellow perilism 
has become an omnipresent haze – a malaise that sometimes coheres around an actual event, a 
fictitious character, or something else deliciously dangerous to establishment norms.19 

This dissertation reveals that these tropes stuck with Asian/American workers in New 

York, one-hundred-and-fifty-years later.  

In the 1970s, Asian/American labor organizers and rank-and-file activists still felt 

the harm and legacies of early American union history and politics. Citing the violence of 

the nineteenth-century unions, some Asian/American laborers shunned organized labor. 

Others tried to reform existing unions, from within the AFL-CIO’s ranks. Some formed 

                                                        
18 John Kuo Wei Tchen, New York before Chinatown: Orientalism and the 

Shaping of American Culture 1776-1882 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1999), xxiii.  

 
19 John Kuo Wei Tchen and Dylan Yeats, Yellow Peril!: An Archive of Anti-Asian 

Fear (London: Verso, 2014), 14. 
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their own organizations to provide mutual support for laboring Asian/Americans. In the 

multiple strategies to cope with racism and labor exploitation, union leadership, 

politicians, and the media would recycle yellow peril tropes that continued to cast 

Asian/American workers as outsiders in the American workplace.20  

 On the other side of the same coin, the model minority narrative is a discourse 

that also depicts the way that Asian/Americans are seen and see themselves. Within a 

global context of World War II, many Asian communities transformed from “enemy 

aliens” to the “model minority,” or Asian/Americans became the docile, upwardly 

mobile, deserving, and apolitical characters of the American Dream. In this 

transformation, some went from being internees in the camps across the American 

Southwest to American interrogators in the Korean War; and others became the “whiz 

kid” or the boss of multiple garment factories; and some became the protagonist of the 

American suburban dream of the postwar era.21 Among many Asian Americanists, 

                                                        
20 For more on Chinese/American communities in the nineteenth century, see 

Beth Lew-Williams, The Chinese Must Go: Violence, Exclusion, and the Making of the 
Alien in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018); Jason Oliver Chang, 
Chino: Anti-Chinese Racism in Mexico, 1880-1940 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
2017); Mary Lui, The Chinatown Trunk Mystery: Murder, Miscegenation, and Other 
Dangerous Encounters in Turn-of-the-Century New York City (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005); Heather Ruth Lee, Acquired Tastes: Chinese Restaurants and 
the Business of Becoming Citizens, 1870-1949 (forthcoming). 

 
For more on Manhattan’s Chinatown, see Diane Wong, “Shop Talk and Everyday 

Sites of Resistance to Gentrification in Manhattan’s Chinatown,” Women’s Studies 
Quarterly 47:1-2 (Spring/Summer 2019), 132-148; William Wei, The Asian American 
Movement (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993); Peter Kwong, The New 
Chinatown (New York: The Noonday Press, 1987); Jan Lin, Reconstructing Chinatown: 
Ethnic Enclave, Global Change (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998). 

 
21 See Monica Kim, The Interrogation Rooms of the Korean War: The Untold 

History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019); Ellen Wu, The Color of Success: 
Asian Americans and the Origins of the Model Minority (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2013); Becky Nicolaides and James Zarsadiaz, “Design Assimilation in Suburbia, 
Asian Americans, Built Landscapes, and Suburban Advantage in Los Angeles’s San 
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historians Madeline Hsu, Erika Lee, and Ellen Wu have written about the temporal 

transitions from yellow peril to the model minority narratives. Hsu wrote about Asian 

immigrant professionals, who were complicit or active participants in the creation of this 

discourse. And Wu noted that the invention of the model minority narrative occurred in 

an era of black uprisings and the global Cold War. She explained, “By the twilight of the 

civil rights era, the success stories of Japanese and Chinese America had themselves 

become success stories,” and this was in contrast to black and brown Americans, or those 

who allegedly were not model minorities.22  

Asian/Americans, too, were complicit or active in the formation of this discourse, 

but at the same time, many working people resisted it. While the model minority 

narrative firmly gripped the stories of immigration, upward mobility, school testing, 

entrepreneurialism, and the Asian/American family, it became a narrative to defy. 

Obscuring the realities of hardship at work, racial discrimination, and financial insecurity, 

the model minority narrative was also a barrier to organizing efforts. These narratives 

risked divorce from contexts of war, imperialism, abuse, family separation, camps, 

refusal, and resistance. On the one hand, by the 1970s, Asian/Americans had become the 

model minority, for others and to themselves: obedient, complacent, and not-black. On 

the other, my historical actors attempted to take center stage and reinvent the image of 

themselves, not as the model minority, but as defiant and political working-class 

Asian/Americans.  

                                                        
Gabriel Valley since 1970,” Journal of Urban History 43:2, 332 – 371; Jennifer Fang, 
“‘To Cultivate Our Children to Be of East and West’: Contesting Ethnic Heritage 
Language in Suburban Chinese Schools,” Journal of American Ethnic History 34: 2 
(Winter 2015), 54-82. 

 
22 Ellen Wu, The Color of Success: Asian Americans and the Origins of the Model 

Minority (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 242.  
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My study about race and class in Asian communities separates from the literatures 

on yellow peril and model minority discourses. In One Rise, One Fall, Asian/Americans 

at the work place were both, the dangerous and the model minority. For example, in the 

garment trades, Asian workers were the model immigrant. Employers saw them as docile 

and industrious workers, who labored in New York’s principal manufacturing industry. 

Meanwhile, during the 1990s sweatshop crisis, politicians and the media quickly re-cast 

this narrative. According to them, garment workers became silenced laborers for their 

Chinese bosses, who were particularly abusive and waiting to infect the whole industry 

with markedly un-American labor exploitation. And then, in the 2000s, Asian garment 

workers of New York were made invisible, as the afterlives of 9/11 unfolded and 

obscured workers’ campaigns for safe work conditions. They lost their jobs as the city 

reconfigured its political economy, prioritizing private development, re-zoning 

manufacturing spaces, intensifying the offshore production of apparel. At once, they were 

yellow peril and model minority. And also, they were made invisible, as market logics 

overtook their livelihoods. Throughout my study, Asian/American working people were 

seen as dangerous, disruptive, docile, diligent, and also disappearing from working-class 

America. At once, they disappeared and were held up as examples.   

Meanwhile, the empirical data on Asian/American communities in New York 

demonstrates that they were indeed, not disappearing. In the aftermath of the 1965 

Immigration Act, New York City’s demographics shifted dramatically. Asian 

communities in the Five Boroughs became more numerous and diverse. With steady 

growth from 94,449 Asian-identifying people in 1970 to 872,777 in 2000, New York 

became home to the largest Asian population in the country, larger than Los Angeles and 
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San Jose combined. In the 2010 census, 12.77% of New Yorkers – approximately 1.1 

million – identified as Asian, and nationally, it is the fastest-growing racial category.23  

Despite this growth in the era of Crazy Rich Asians, Asian communities faced 

high rates of poverty and the largest gap of inequality, in contrast to white, black, and 

Latinx communities. According to a report from 2008 by the Asian American Federation, 

a nonprofit organization that conducts research and policy advocacy, “To most poor 

Asian immigrants, the issue is not finding work but having the opportunity to earn a 

decent living to provide for their children and older family members.”24 The report 

continued, “Their collective labor helps fuel New York City’s economy. Yet they remain 

poor, often unprotected, and trapped on the lower rungs of the economic ladder.”25 Much 

of New York’s Asian/Americans were working poor, and it was not for a lack of jobs. 

Among a host of factors, low wages, housing costs, and an absence of labor protections 

were among the key issues that affected Asian/American working people.26 And in 2018, 

“one in four Asian immigrants arrived to the United States less than 10 years ago,” and 

among all Asian/Americans, immigrants had the highest rates of poverty.27 Additionally, 

                                                        
23 Asian American Federation (AAF), Census Profile: New York City’s Asian 

American Population,” 2000, “Data Derived from analysis by the Asian American 
Federation Census Information Center”; Adeel Hassan and Audrey Carlsen, “How ‘Crazy 
Rich’ Asians Have Led to the Largest Income Gap in the U.S.,” New York Times, August 
17, 2018. 

 
24 AAF, Working but Poor: Asian American Poverty in New York City (October 

2008), v. 
 

25 Ibid.  
 
26 Ibid., xi. In 2008, “only 8 percent of low-income working-age Asians were 

unemployed, compared with 11 percent of the general working-age population.”  
 
27 Ibid., 28; AAF, Hidden in Plain Sight: Asian Poverty in New York (June 2018), 

6.  
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the number of Asian/American New Yorkers living in poverty swelled by 44% from 

2000 to 2016, with 245,000 Asians living below the poverty line.28  

While these statistics do not tell the full story about the lived experiences of Asian 

communities in New York, they urge scholars to think about working people and the 

impact of the model minority narrative to obscure the realities of a city and its peoples. 

The Asian American Federation noted that, while national statistics about 

Asian/American communities might identify high median household incomes, the 

specificities of New York’s Asian communities revealed the opposite.29 In 2018, the 

organization reiterated, “The Asian American community, particularly in New York City, 

has struggled to overcome the model minority myth.”30 Public discourses obscured the 

realities of working-class Asian/American New Yorkers. In spite of these realities, 

workers have also organized their work places, fought against racial discrimination, 

demanded desegregated industries, and transformed their city. My study examines the 

majority of New York’s Asian communities and how their working-class lived 

experiences undermined and sharpened our understanding of how the model minority 

narrative operated among working people. 

 New York’s Asian communities are indeed growing, and many Asian New 

Yorkers have settled in the outer boroughs. Some of these neighborhoods include 

                                                        
28 AAF, Hidden in Plain Sight, 6; Hassan and Carlsen, “How ‘Crazy Rich’ Asians 

Have Led to the Largest Income Gap in the U.S.,” 2018.   
 
According to the 2000 Census, the four largest Asian ethnicities in New York 

were Chinese, Filipinos, Indians, and Koreans. See AAF, Working but Poor, 24.  
 

29 AAF, Working but Poor, ix.  
 
30 AAF, Hidden in Plain Sight, 9.  
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Bayside, Elmhurst, Woodside, Jackson Heights, Richmond Hill, and Flushing in Queens; 

and Sunset Park, Bensonhurst, and Sheepshead Bay in Brooklyn. For example, the 

percentage of Chinese New Yorkers living in Manhattan fell, instead increasing in 

Brooklyn. And among Chinese New Yorkers, most of them live in Queens at 40%.31 The 

majority of Bangladeshi, Filipinx, Indian, Korean, Nepalese New Yorkers also live in 

Queens.32 One Rise, One Fall begins when real-estate pressures were becoming an 

inevitable challenge to confront, especially for working-class immigrants. Chinatown 

residents moved to Sunset Park or Flushing, at a time when rent was on the rise and work 

places were shuttering. Workers commuted by bus or subway to get to their work in 

Manhattan, or in some cases, their work also moved to the outer boroughs. In the case of 

garment shops in Manhattan’s Chinatown, landlords harassed contractors and illegally 

converted factories, preferring tenants who could pay higher rents. Responding to these 

pressures that went beyond contract negotiations, labor organizers deployed creative 

strategies to protect working-class jobs in Manhattan and elsewhere. In every chapter, the 

threat of displacement loomed large for Asian/American working people in New York.33  

What makes New York particular for the study of Asian American labor is the 

high rate of unionization among Asian Pacific Americans, in contrast to their 

counterparts in other urban centers of continental America. In a recent report by the 

                                                        
31 AAF, “Profile of New York City’s Chinese Americans,” 2019.  
 
32 AAF, “Profile of New York City’s Bangladeshi Americans,” 2019; AAF, 

“Profile of New York City’s Filipino Americans,” 2019; AAF, “Profile of New York 
City’s Indian Americans,” 2019; AAF, “Profile of New York City’s Korean Americans,” 
2019; AAF, “Profile of New York City’s Nepalese Americans,” 2019. “Data derived 
from analysis by the Asian American Federation Census Information Center.” 

 
33 For more on Sunset Park, see Tarry Hum, Making a Global Immigrant 

Neighborhood: Brooklyn’s Sunset Park (Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 2014).   
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Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance (APALA), Untapped Power, 8.4% of Asian 

American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islanders (AANHPI) in America were members 

of unions in 2018. In New York, these figures were higher at 22.3%. This is in contrast to 

national statistics on union membership rates overall, at 10.5%.34  

But these statistics do not reveal the politics and strategies of labor organizing. In 

particular, they silence the stories of labor activism among Asian/American laborers who 

do not have union coverage, or work in informal industries. New York’s Asian 

communities also organized in sectors of the economy that were difficult to organize, and 

workers in unorganized industries have found ways to fight back. For example, in 2019, a 

vast coalition of organizers, grassroots organizations, attorneys, and workers from 

multiple industries – including restaurant workers, nail salon workers, and sex workers – 

fought to secure the passage of the Securing Wages Earned Against Theft (SWEAT) Bill, 

                                                        
34 Unionization rates among Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific 

Islanders in Hawai’i recently surpassed rates in New York. And the unionization rate 
among APIs in New York is consistent with the overall unionization rate in New York. 
See Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance, AFL-CIO, Untapped Power: The Strength 
of Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander Working People (Nov 2019); 
Ruth Milkman and Stephanie Luce, The State of the Unions 2018: A Profile of Organized 
Labor in New York City, New York State, and the United States (September 2018). 

 
Among New York’s Asian/American labor organizers, many were founders of the 

Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance (APALA), the first and only constituency 
organization for Asian and Pacific American workers of the AFL-CIO. While this 
dissertation does not recount the history of Pacific Islanders and their labor struggles, 
APALA organized Asian American and Pacific Islander laborers as a multiracial and 
diverse coalition of workers. Some of the founding workers and organizers had come 
together through the Asian Labor Committee of the New York Central Labor Council, 
AFL-CIO; others had met on the picket lines in unionization drives or labor campaigns; 
some were meeting other API union members and labor organizers for the first time. The 
founders of APALA were from many industries and job sites, and New York’s founding 
cohort – garment workers, public teachers, hotel and restaurant workers, building trades 
workers, and municipal government staff – were mostly from America’s largest unions. 
For more on APALA, see Kent Wong, Voices for Justice: Asian Pacific American 
Organizers and the New Labor Movement (Los Angeles: Center for Labor Research and 
Education, 2001). 
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which addressed the difficulties of collecting stolen wages from employers.35 According 

to a 2014 report from the Department of Labor, when employers can hide their assets, 

“workers in New York are cheated out of anywhere between $500 million and $1 billion 

in wages a year.”36 The SWEAT coalition rallied in Manhattan and Flushing, and 

workers lobbied in Albany, demanding guarantees on the security of back wages. With 

the bill, employers’ assets would freeze, in the event that they owed workers wages. A 

coalition of multiracial workers from multiple workplaces and industries came together, 

united in their precariaty and common interest for more guarantees and workers’ rights. 

While Governor Andrew Cuomo vetoed the SWEAT bill in January 2020, the life of the 

SWEAT bill demonstrated the readiness among workers for a broad uprising and a 

continued future of labor organizing, with or without union representation.37 One Rise, 

One Fall narrates the history of Asian/American labor activists who deployed multiple 

strategies to fight back against racism, budget cuts, globalization, urban changes, as well 

as worsening work conditions and inadequate wages.  

 

Methods 

One Rise, One Fall tells the stories of working Asian and Asian American people 

through oral histories and archival research. From its beginning, conversations among 

workers and labor organizers grounded this work. The logic of this dissertation stems 

                                                        
35 NMASS, “Members of the SWEAT Coalition,” June 7, 2019, 

http://sweatnys.org/members-of-the-sweat-coalition/, Accessed March 4, 2020.  
 
36 Michael Gartland, “Workers in NYS are owe up to $1 billion in stolen wages: 

experts,” Daily News, November 11, 2019.  
 
37 Michael Gartland and Denis Slattery, “Cuomo vetoes worker rights bill, vows 

to float revised version this year,” Daily News, January 2, 2020.  
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from my asking questions like, “What is a useful dissertation to support working people 

in their quest for economic and racial justice?” It is necessarily a work of presentism and 

community-engaged research.   

Many of the stories in this dissertation are far from lost. Narratives about the labor 

campaigns at Confucius Plaza or the collapse of the garment industry’s union shops are 

certainly part of the living memory of recent New York. While these narratives are 

largely unwritten, they are stories that are told among Asian American New Yorkers who 

organize for racial and economic justice – among families and friends, over meals, 

sometimes in classrooms, and even walking tours through Manhattan’s Chinatown.38 But, 

through archival research, what is revealed from this study is the centrality of work and 

the impacts of fiscal austerity, a swelling service sector, and global markets for workers 

of color and particularly for Asian immigrant workers. Asian/American workers 

organized, in spite of or ignited by New York’s fiscal crisis, building the framework to 

understand their racial difference through the lens of labor and class.39  

                                                        
38 Minju Bae, “Unraveling “Under One Roof”: The Tenement Museum and Its 

Discontents,” Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the Americas 17:1 (March 
2020), 75 – 90; Hyperallergic (@hyperallergic), “The @CtownARtBrigade 
#chinatownNot4Sale #KandersMustGo #DecolonizeThisPlace tour is beginning 
@nyuapac #woke WRRQ Collective,” Twitter thread, May 17, 2019, 
https://twitter.com/hyperallergic/status/1129463887198343174, Accessed March 8, 2020.  

 
39 For more on the Asian American movement, Diane Fujino, “Who Studies the 

Asian American Movement?: A Historiographical Analysis,” Journal of Asian 
American Studies 11: 2 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, June 2008), 127-
169; Michael Liu, Kim Geron, and Tracy Lai, The Snake Dance of Asian American 
Activism: Community, Vision, and Power (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2008); Yen Le 
Espiritu, Asian American Panethnicity: Bridging Institutions and Identities (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1992);  Afro-Asia: Revolutionary Political and Cultural 
Connection between African American and Asian Americans, ed. Fred Ho and Bill V. 
Mullen (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008); Diane C. Fujino, Heartbeat of Struggle: 
The Revolutionary Life of Yuri Kochiyama (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2005); Diane C. Fujino, Samurai among Panthers: Richard Aoki on Race, Resistance, 
and a Paradoxical Life (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012); Daryl J. 
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In addition to archival research in multiple repositories, this work created new 

archives. In December 2013, I began to co-build the archives of CAAAV: Organizing 

Asian Communities (formerly known as the Coalition Against Anti-Asian Violence), a 

housing justice organization in Manhattan’s Chinatown. This archival corpus of 

photographs, newsletters, audio and visual materials, paper records, and ephemera 

demonstrates pan-Asian organizing as a method of labor activism among migrant and 

low-wage Asians in New York. Many Asian migrant workers, particularly those working 

in informal sectors, turned to organizations like CAAAV to combat labor exploitation, 

tenant harassment, unsafe work places, police brutality, and racial discrimination. In 

1992, when CAAAV formed the Lease Drivers Coalition, coalition members supported 

workers’ campaigns and fought corruption in the city’s taxi and limousine system. But 

without the resources of a labor union, CAAAV’s campaign to support workers became 

increasingly under-resourced and infeasible. Additionally, the organization’s strategy to 

organize diverse Asian/Americans had its challenges, as tensions among East 

Asian/Americans and South Asian/Americans escalated. While this dissertation examines 

tensions around unionisms, it is also a study of the labor organizations and worker centers 

that Asian American labor organizers built and Asian migrants approached, when their 

work places did not have collectively-bargained contracts. Building these archival 

collections has informed this dissertation, locating Asian/American labor activism across 

organizations, sectors, and industries.40   

                                                        
Maeda, Chains of Babylon: The Rise of Asian America (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2009).  

 
40 “Lease Drivers Coalition,” Voice (Fall 1992), 5; “South Asian Community: 

Lease Drivers Launch Membership Drive,” Voice (Fall 1993), 4; For more on New 
York’s taxi drivers, see Monisha Das Gupta, Unruly Immigrants: Rights, Activism, and 
Transnational South Asian Politics in the United States (Durham: Duke University Press, 
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Lastly, oral histories are critical to this study. I conducted oral histories with 

public-school teachers, electrical workers, restaurant workers, leaders of community-

based organizations, garment workers, labor organizers, and union staff. Together, these 

audio files and my relationships to the respondents create connections among 

Asian/American labor activists to aggregate a narrative around their work experiences 

and past organizing drives. The oral histories revealed the priorities, politics, and ideas 

that were most important for my historical actors. The respondents informed this work 

from the bottom-up, pointing to what was urgent to tell. It was important for this study to 

matter for its subjects, and oral histories were a method to ensure this priority.  

Oral histories also speak to experiential histories of Asian/American laborers that 

are largely absent in the archival record. Most of the immigrant workers and workers of 

color were rank-and-file, with a shorter paper trail. Many of my historical actors did not 

speak or write in English. Consequently, the records are often from labor organizers, who 

recognized the importance of collecting records, or they are about the labor organizers 

themselves, part of union records and bureaucratic labor forms. To combine these 

challenges, an unforeseen obstacle of the archives is the digital turn. While some labor 

organizers like May Chen printed countless e-mails and included them in her files, most 

faxes or e-mails certainly did not make it into repositories. My oral histories inform the 

silences of the archives, exposing the myths of the model minority and challenging 

                                                        
2006); Biju Mathew, Taxi! Cabs and Capitalism in New York City (New York: The New 
Press, 2005).  

 
For more on CAAAV, see Eric Tang, Unsettled: Cambodian Refugees in the New 

York City Hyperghetto (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2015); Miliann Kang, The 
Managed Hand: Race, Gender and the Body in Beauty Service Work (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2010).  
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scholars to re-center our gaze to working communities of color in an ever-changing 

global city.   

 

Chapter Outline 

  One Rise, One Fall examines the varying strategies that Asian/American workers 

deployed in order to cope with economic changes and racial discrimination. Each chapter 

is a case study of organizing strategies in midst of Asian/American laborers’ varied 

circumstances of citizenship, race, class, and gender.  

This study begins with a chapter called “Who’s New York Plan?” in New York’s 

building trades industry in the 1970s. In spite of Mayor John Lindsay’s New York Plan, a 

“hometown” solution to diversify the building trades in the 1970s, construction workers 

were predominantly white men. Many had become disaffected by the rise of the New 

Left and the anti-Vietnam War movement. In May 1970, white construction workers 

violently disrupted a protest and memorial at City Hall, as a demonstration of their 

support for President Nixon’s policies in the Southeast Asian wars. That same year, in 

1970, James Chin returned to his home in Queens as a Vietnam veteran and got called up 

for a job interview. Local 3 of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 

(IBEW) was hiring minority workers and veterans, to diversify the trades in accordance 

to Lindsay’s affirmative action policies. For Chin, joining the union was a way to secure 

a steady paycheck and pension, in midst of economic crisis and racial discrimination. 

This chapter tells the stories of Asian/American unionists of Local 3 and their quest for 

work and belonging.  

The next chapter, “Rise Up,” studies community control as a method for labor 

organizing. In 1973, Confucius Plaza was slated to be a large housing project, elementary 
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school, and recreational space in Manhattan’s Chinatown. Despite job shortages in the 

neighborhood, no Asian/American construction workers were hired to work on the site. 

Rob Takashi Yanagida, a Japanese American activist from the Bronx, called attention to 

hiring discrimination at the construction site and argued that the Chinatown community 

ought to control their neighborhood’s built environment. Yanagida believed that unions 

like the one that James Chin had joined were racist, and the community needed to take 

matters into their own hands. In 1974, Asian/American activists occupied the 

construction site and organized rallies, meetings, and marches. In their call for the 

immediate hire of Asian/American tradesmen, Asian/American activists and Chinatown 

residents marched alongside Black and Puerto Rican construction workers, who had also 

called for community control in East Harlem. This chapter examines community control 

as a tactic for multiracial labor organizing.   

            Chapter four, “Rapid Simmer,” goes into New York’s Chinese restaurants. As 

more Asian migrants settled in New York in the late 1970s, the union movement 

recognized the need to build membership beyond its English-speaking capacities. In 

1978, the Hotel Employees’ and Restaurant Employees’ union (HERE) hired four 

organizers proficient in Chinese languages. In the 1980s, one-sixth of Manhattan’s 

restaurants were Chinese, and this industry was among the largest employers of Chinese 

immigrants. Restaurants was particularly challenging to organize, since many employees 

worked for tips and low wages, among co-ethnic workers and bosses. But HERE did not 

appeal to every organizer. Some organizers accused the union movement of racial 

discrimination, and a worker center called the Chinese Staff and Waiters Association was 

founded to advocate on behalf of Chinese immigrant workers. Throughout the 1980s, 

these debates about unionisms played out as Chinese restaurant workers accused their 
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bosses of wage theft and unsafe conditions in a number of Chinese restaurants from 

Chinatown to Midtown. Restaurant workers pushed Asian/American labor organizers to 

support worker-centered solutions, revealing debates about ethnic solidarity, class 

consciousness, and diasporic priorities.  

            Finally, “Ripping at the Seams” demonstrates the strategies of the garment union 

at the turn of the twenty-first century. In the 1980s, there were nearly five-hundred small 

garment shops in Manhattan’s Chinatown. By the 2000s, most of them closed or moved 

to the South or abroad. Overseas production and the increasing price of rent in Lower 

Manhattan severely limited the capacity of contracting shops. Labor activists of the 

Union of Needletrades, Industrial, and Textile Employees (UNITE) combatted the 

cheapening price of garments and depressed wages. This chapter follows rank-and-file 

activists and their pursuit of regulatory legislations to protect jobs, demand language 

accessibility, and preserve zoning laws for manufacturing spaces for garment production. 

Despite workers’ commitments to labor activism, the union could not improve workers’ 

pay or conditions. The decline of the garment union, this chapter shows, demonstrated the 

forceful capacity of fluid capital to extract cheap labor in a global supply chain.  

 

Conclusion 

This study reveals the capacity and creativity of labor activism in grassroots 

organizations, worker centers, and labor unions, since the 1970s. Unions proved to be 

both an opportunity and a barrier in the organizing of Asian/American workers, and 

consequently, unions bookend this study. Alex Hing, an Asian/American rank-and-file 

labor activist and hotel restaurant cook, described, “if you don’t agree with what your 

union leadership is doing, you have the right to overthrow it. But you have to organize.” 
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Union history is fraught and Asian/American working people have challenged, reformed, 

and rejected unions throughout American history. Asian/American unionists and 

working-class activists have also struggled with each other, forging unified or divergent 

paths in their quest for work or better working conditions. While I demonstrate the 

tensions and challenges of labor formations in each chapter, through this case-study 

approach, I also argue that it is necessary for a broader view of the labor movement. One 

that encompasses all organizations, with a clear ambition for racial and economic justice. 

Public discourses around Asian/Americans also shifted in the 1970s. As Ellen Wu 

had noted about the adaptability and resilience of the model minority narrative, the ways 

in which diverse Asian communities in America become “a single cluster of consummate 

colored citizens was in a sense a mid-1960s update of an ingrained American Orientalism 

that held that all Asians really did look – and act – alike.”41 And then, by the 1970s, 

Asian/American activists – especially on campuses throughout America – contested the 

model minority narrative and racial liberalism, claiming instead, their political defiance 

and opposition to US hegemonic power, in the US and abroad. The 1970s was a decade 

of decline – in union membership rates and American economic prosperity – and still, the 

model minority narrative sustained mythologies about American opportunity, racial 

tolerance, and success. From the intersection of Asian American Studies and labor 

history, my study urges scholars to reconsider the ways workers of color have organized 

labor resistance, in the face of multiple challenges. While some historians have argued 

that the 1970s marked the decline of the American working class, or that the 1980s was 

its nadir, my study considers the lives of the people most affected. Asian/American 

working people and labor activists coped with economic crises and racial difference in a 

                                                        
41 Wu, The Color of Success, 242, 252.  
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multitude of ways. One Rise, One Fall examines the work place as a center of Asian 

American movement politics, extends the periodization beyond the 1970s, and considers 

the longevities of Asian/American resistance against racism and capital expansion. 

 

A Note on Terms  

 As in most studies, the language around identity is important to note. Throughout 

this study, I use “Asian/American” to connote a multiplicity of identifiers. Scholar David 

Palumbo-Liu wrote that the idea that becoming American “should be read as a history of 

persistent reconfigurations and transgressions of the Asian/American “split,” designated 

here by solidus that signals those instances in which a liaison between “Asian” and 

“American,” a sliding over between two seemingly separate terms, is constituted.”42 

Palumbo-Liu continued that these terms are “simultaneous and equal…at once implies 

both exclusion and inclusion.”43 This dissertation is about Asian migrant and Asian 

American workers, combatting or sliding into discourses about Asian belonging in 

America.  

                                                        
42 David Palumbo-Liu, Asian/American: Historical Crossings of a Racial Frontier 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 1.  
 
43 Ibid. 



 

 27 

CHAPTER 2 

WHOSE NEW YORK PLAN?:  

ASIAN/AMERICAN TRADESMEN AND THEIR LABOR ACTIVISM  

 

When James Chin returned to Queens in 1970, he joined a growing cohort of 

workers of color trying to make their way in the building trades. He had some electrical 

training from when he was deployed to Vietnam, one year prior. The building trades 

would become Chin’s civilian refuge, as it was for many veterans. But unlike many white 

veterans, Chin had lingering questions about his position and belonging in the trades, 

New York, and America.1 

In 1970, the same year Chin returned from Vietnam’s Central Highlands and less 

than ten blocks away from anti-war demonstrations among college-aged Asian/American 

activists in Chinatown, the hardhat riots broke out at Manhattan’s City Hall. By the 

1970s, the building trades had become notorious for its white male membership’s 

aggressive support for the Vietnam War and its staunch opposition to civil rights. In May 

1970, construction workers faced off against college students at City Hall, where they 

had gathered to memorialize the victims of the shootings that took place at Kent State 

University in Kent, Ohio and to protest the American military invasion of Cambodia, 

Laos, and Vietnam. A couple of weeks later, the Building and Construction Trades 

Council of Greater New York organized a rally that drew between 60,000 to 150,000 

people – many wore their hard hats – to show their support for Richard Nixon and his 

Cold War policies in Southeast Asia. A reporter for the New York Times described the 

                                                
1 James Chin, Oral history with author, September 21, 2017.  
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scene, writing, “Flags, fervent oratory, patriotic tunes and a river of yellow, red and blue 

hard hats moving down Broadway marked yesterday’s demonstration.”2  

At the same time that white workers marched in the streets, giving a preview of 

the politics of backlash that would dominate the 1970s, activists from the Asian 

American and African American communities called on the building trades to open up 

their membership rolls. They demanded that the city enforce anti-discrimination 

legislation on the books and pressed the trades to adopt affirmative action policies. But 

these demands created some obvious tensions. What would workers of color do once they 

got inside these traditionally racist unions? How would they be treated at the union hall 

and on the job? Would this, in the end, be a viable strategy for linking concerns about 

race and class? For some Asian/American activists, as it had for other communities of 

color, the Vietnam War sharpened their understanding of their position in American 

politics as marginal, racialized, and disposable. Consequently, the hardhats’ affinities for 

Nixon and his pro-war stance, further alienated Asian Americans from the building 

trades, an industry that had never welcomed them in the first place.  

Despite all the pressing questions, for Vietnam vet and high school graduate 

James Chin, the building trades represented a chance at lifelong financial stability. The 

breakdown of segregation in the building trades did not however, change these 

institutions. He got into Local 3 of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 

(IBEW), one of the first few Asian/Americans in the local and often the only person of 

color on the job. Under affirmative-action initiatives, joining the union gave Chin access 

                                                
2 Homer Bigart, “Huge City Hall Rally Backs Nixon’s Indochina Policies,” New 

York Times, May 21, 1970. See also, Homer Bigart, “2 Protest Groups Meet on Wall St.,” 
New York Times, May 13, 1970.   
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to union wages and benefits, but inclusion in a racist industry, in order to get ahead, was 

never going to be a strategy for all Asian/American working people.  

Like Chin, Lonway Moy’s story illustrates the road to financial stability. Moy was 

also among this early generation of Asian American tradesmen who became a union 

member. He was in the manufacturing division, and thanks to his union pay and benefits, 

Moy was his family’s breadwinner. While he, too, was able to secure financial stability, 

he confronted questions about his racial belonging and rank-and-file labor activism, 

throughout his career as a construction worker in Local 3.   

The stories of two building tradesmen, James Chin and Lonway Moy, 

demonstrate some of the strategies of Asian/American building tradesmen in midst of 

economic decline and racial discrimination. For Chin and Moy, their racial difference 

secured their positions in the union, but entry in the union did not protect them from 

discrimination. But according to Moy, “The only way to change the system, in my 

opinion, is to change from within.”3 From within, Chin and Moy would contribute to 

building an Asian American workers’ consciousness that celebrated the union movement 

and became a stronghold for the pan-Asian labor movement. But it was always an 

individualized solution to the problems of race and class among Asian/American New 

Yorkers. Chin and Moy’s union membership represented one strategy in combatting 

economic hardship, but it would never be a solution for all Asian working people. 

 

Meat vs. Rice: The so-called “Asiatic Coolie” of America’s Laborers  

 American unions have a long history of discriminating against Asian workers. In 

the nineteenth century, America’s white working class encountered an influx of Chinese 

                                                
3 Lonway Moy, Oral history with author, January 7, 2019. 
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migrant laborers with hostility and resentment along the Transcontinental Railroad and in 

urban California. After railroad companies – aided by government land grants – cleared 

indigenous lands to make way for new technologies, in an era of US expansion into the 

West, the Philippines, and the Pacific, Orientalism textured the debates around Asian 

migrant workers. Anti-Chinese sentiment was rampant among white working men, and 

the most vocal among them was the leader of the American Federation of Labor (AFL), 

the nation’s largest federation of trade unions, Samuel Gompers.4 

 In 1886, Samuel Gompers, a cigar maker in New York City, founded the AFL. 

The influence of the Knights of Labor was waning, and Gompers became the principal 

leader of the labor movement. Scholars of the early history of the AFL’s craft unions 

identified their conservative unionism, nonpartisan politics, and largely white, American-

born, and male base, driving what Gompers coined and Historian Julie Greene analyzed, 

“pure and simple politics.”5 “Pure and simple politics” demonstrated “a highly exclusivist 

trade union federation,” in which trade union members and leaders were the only ones 

entitled to “determine the shape of American labor politics.”6 Gompers and the AFL 

sought to control the labor supply, gatekeeping available jobs for white working-class 

men and determining who belonged in the American labor market. During the economic 

                                                
4 For more on the Transcontinental Railroad, see David Montgomery, The Fall of 

the House of Labor: the Workplace, the State, and American Labor Activism, 1865-1925 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 67 – 69; Alexander Saxton, The 
Indispensable Enemy: Labor and the Anti-Chinese Movement in California (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1971); Manu Karuka, Empire’s Tracks: Indigenous 
Nations, Chinese Workers, and the Transcontinental Railroad (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2019).  

 
5 Julie Greene, Pure and Simple Politics: The American Federation of Labor and 

Political Activism, 1881-1917 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 2. See 
also, Timothy Minchin, Labor Under Fire: A History of the AFL-CIO since 1979 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017).  

 
6 Greene, Pure and Simple Politics, 2. 
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panics and recessions of the late nineteenth century, being highly exclusive about who 

had access to work was a strategy to ensure that AFL union members had guarantees and 

good wages. By keeping the labor supply down, particularly in a time of economic 

downturn, each worker had access to higher wages. This politics informed Gompers’ 

leadership, demarcating the bounds between those who were and were not union 

members, granting distinct privileges and protections along this binary.  

Immigration policy also determined AFL membership and politics, aligned with 

the federation’s vision to control the labor supply.7 Gompers was a major proponent of 

anti-Chinese policies, including the notorious Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which 

would largely suspend the migration of Chinese workers into the United States. In 1902, 

Gompers wrote Meat vs. Rice: American Manhood Against Asiatic Coolieism, calling for 

the extension of immigration restrictions outlined in the 1882 act. This document 

embodied the anti-Asian sentiments that permeated the American labor movement. The 

central question of this document was, “Which Shall Survive?” between the white 

working class or the Chinese migrant laborers, posing a mutually exclusive and racist 

analytic for nineteenth-century settlerhood in the West. His reasoning for the law’s 

extension was – at least – two fold. First, by working for lower wages, Gompers claimed 

that Asian migrants displaced white workers. He went as far as to claim that Asian 

workers could even perform labor in the absence of meals, at the cost of white workers’ 

livelihoods. Second, by allegedly taking jobs from white working men, Asian laborers 

threatened the manhood of white men, making their unemployed status unattractive to 

white women. Gompers concluded, “It must be clear to every thinking man and woman 

                                                
7 See Gwendolyn Mink, Old Labor and New Immigrants in American Political 

Development: Union, Party, and State, 1875-1920, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1990); Alexander Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy: Labor and the Anti-Chinese 
Movement in California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971). 
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that while there is hardly a single reason for the admission of Asiatics, there are hundreds 

of good and strong reasons for their absolute exclusion.”8  

In spite of American trade unions’ racial hostilities, Asian/American workers 

organized different strategies and created their own labor organizations. Historian Renqiu 

Yu wrote about the Chinese Hand Laundry Alliance (CHLA) of New York, founded in 

1933, in the aftermath of a discriminatory city ordinance proposal. New York City 

officials proposed to charge a license fee and require US citizenship from all public 

laundries’ workers and employers, targeting Chinese hand laundries where workers were 

often Chinese immigrants without citizenship. Promising to challenge the proposed city 

ordinance, as well as to organize against racial discrimination and economic exploitation, 

founders of the CHLA – within its first month – recruited more than two-thousand new 

members.9 Yu’s study examined the transnational perspective of Chinese hand laundry 

workers, to resist the Japanese invasion of China, raise funds for the resistance, as well as 

to organize themselves in the face of American racism and anti-Asian policies.  

American unions confirmed Asian New Yorkers’ suspicions again around the 

time the CHLA was founded. In 1933, the Seamen’s International Union had called for 

the deportation of hundreds of Chinese seamen, recycling Gompers’s rhetoric that 

Chinese workers labored at cheaper rates and took away jobs from white Americans. The 

Chinatown community was already deeply skeptical of unions. Then, the Laundry 

                                                
8 Samuel Gompers and Herman Gutstadt, Meat v. Rice: American Manhood 

Against Asiatic Coolieism, Which Shall Survive? (reprinted by Asiatic Exclusion League, 
1908), 22. For more on the relationship between Asian workers and organized labor in 
America, see Alexander Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy: Labor and the Anti-Chinese 
Movement in California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971); Peter Kwong, 
Forbidden Workers: Illegal Chinese Immigrants and American Labor (New York: The 
New Press, 1997). 

 
9 Renqiu Yu, To Save China, To Save Ourselves: The Chinese Hand Laundry 

Alliance of New York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995), 40-42.  
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Workers Industrial Union – an affiliate of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union – 

approached laundry workers, and CHLA’s leaders claimed that they never thought to 

work with “any white trade union.”10 The CHLA accused labor unionists of dividing the 

Chinatown community with long-term ambitions to destroy Chinese hand laundries for 

the benefit of white laundry businesses.11   

Meanwhile, card-carrying workers held on to their union pay and benefits with 

determination. Widening the gap between the individual and the collective, the privileges 

of white working-class men and their refusal to share limited the possibility of organizing 

the masses.12 American workers, Historian Robert Zieger argued, did not think like a 

class and therefore did not organize “system-threatening” strategies.13 Historian Robert 

O. Self pointed to the invocation of the family – as an individual unit – among 

Americans. In the case of some white blue-collar workers, antidiscrimination regulations 

threatened their earnest effort and alleged self-made manhood. Self claimed that the 

discourse of masculine individualism, characterized by hard work and merit, perpetuated 

racial discrimination in the building trades. On the other hand, black construction 

workers, too, sought access to high-paying building trades jobs and union pay, to become 

                                                
10 Yu, To Save China, To Save Ourselves, 158.  
 
11 Ibid., 157-160. 
 
12 For more on American workers, political parties, and socialism, see Eric Foner, 

“Why Is There No Socialism in the United States?” History Workshop 17 (Spring 1984), 
57 – 80. 

  
13 Robert Zieger, American Workers, American Unions, 2nd ed. (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1994), 10, 12; see also David Montgomery, Citizen Worker: 
The Experience of Workers in the United States with Democracy and the Free Market 
during the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 9.  
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breadwinners for their families.14 The notion of the individual worker – as opposed to 

workers’ consciousness or class struggle – was a central pillar of “pure and simple 

politics” that guided the AFL.  

Despite long histories of whites-only unionism, by the 1970s, many 

Asian/American tradesmen like James Chin and Lonway Moy would use the union to 

claim their right to a decent job. Membership in the building trades industry offered Chin 

and Moy a steady paycheck, pension, benefits, and safe working conditions. Inclusion 

was their strategy, especially as the economy constricted. For Self, this strategy was for 

striving breadwinners, for male heads-of-households to provide for their families. And it 

was a strategy for financial stability and a piece of the American pie, aligned with the 

building trades unions’ sustained practice of “pure and simple politics.”  

But the specter of Gompers’s anti-Asian sentiments was ever-present among 

Asian/American labor activists. “Nothing made my heart more warm than when we 

walked into the AFL building in DC, and we stood underneath the statue of Samuel 

Gompers, and we smiled,” Moy described.15 Standing in the AFL-CIO atrium in 

Washington, DC, Moy reclaimed the House of Labor as a card-carrying union member 

and Asian worker. Both Moy and Chin eventually became leaders in creating a 

community of Asian/American workers, across industry, locales, and alongside other 

workers of color, to build a movement within the House of Labor and to re-define what it 

meant to be a nonwhite worker in America. But joining and reforming the unions from 

within were not the visionary strategies of organizing the laboring masses. For Chin and 

Moy, beneficiaries of affirmative action policies, card-carrying workers of color would 

                                                
14 Robert O. Self, All in the Family: The Realignment of American Democracy 

since the 1960s (New York: Hill and Wang, 2012), 43-46.  
 
15 Lonway Moy, Oral history with author, January 7, 2019. 
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transform the labor movement from the inside out. Moy believed, “the only way to 

change the system, in my opinion, is to change from within.”16  

 

The New York Plan For Whom? 

During the “long civil rights movement,” affirmative action encompassed – as 

Historian Philip F. Rubio defined – “compensatory civil rights enforcement programs,” 

such as job protections, race-conscious admissions at universities or colleges, as well as 

smaller scale policies, regulations, and programs.17 The patchwork of affirmative action 

laws, executive orders, policies, and practices often relied on state enforcement or 

protections, entrenching civil rights gains and relying on bureaucrats, government 

officials, and funding for equitable conditions. In New York, government officials were 

unable to enact and enforce effective affirmative action policies, as the city’s budget 

tightened and racial hostilities among working-class men escalated. But Rubio argued, 

“A conundrum for the movement for justice and equality has always had to do with its 

ultimate reliance on federal power – the same power that brought into being and still 

perpetuates injustice and inequality.”18 

The tensions of state power and its negligence made New York City in the 1970s 

a difficult place and time to be an Asian American worker. On May 8, 1970, as a 

thousand college-aged protesters mourned the death of students at Kent State University 

                                                
16 Lonway Moy, Oral history with author, January 7, 2019. 
 
17 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political 
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and protested the US invasion of Cambodia, two-hundred counter-protesters in hard hats 

violently disrupted them at City Hall. The counter-protesters were white construction 

workers, electrical workers, plasterers, sheet metal workers, carpenters, plumbers, 

painters, and other members of the building trades unions. Those who witnessed the riots 

recognized the violence of working-class whiteness. The next day, the New York Times 

reported,  

The result was a shambles in which the rampaging unionists beat students, smashed windows and 
cowed city officials into ordering the American flag back to full staff, thus canceling the half-staff 
memorial to the Kent State dead originally decreed by the Mayor. Not one construction workers 
was arrested at any stage of this civic humiliation.19 

New York City Mayor, John Lindsay, had announced a period of mourning. The half-

staff flags outside City Hall reflected these orders and a broader sentiment about the 

tragedy of the shootings. As building tradesmen displayed their determination to hold 

onto their privileges, the skirmish at City Hall – known as “the hardhat riots” – revealed 

the geopolitical conditions that advantaged the white workers of the building trades.20   

The hostile determination of the white working class demonstrated that their class 

and economic interests were secondary to their whiteness and masculinity. This was 

evident in the May 8 riots when helmeted building trades workers gathered to disrupt the 

anti-war protesters. On May 20, the Building and Construction Trades Council of Greater 

New York sponsored a rally where ten-thousand unionists and their supporters attended. 

They carried signs that read, “Lindsay for Mayor of Hanoi,” accusing New York City’s 

liberal mayor of being unpatriotic. New York’s white working men imagined themselves 

as Cold War warriors, defending American interests against the guerilla fighters of 

                                                
19 “…Violence on the Right,” New York Times, May 9, 1970.   
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Southeast Asia. When the media and anti-war demonstrators condemned Richard Nixon’s 

secret invasion of Cambodia and Laos, white working-class men championed their 

president, white masculinity, and patriotism.21  

Richard Nixon also determined the scaffolding of affirmative action in American 

labor unions. Officials selected Philadelphia, a city with a particularly egregious record of 

racial discrimination against nonwhite applicants, to become the test case for affirmative 

action regulations in the building trades. The Philadelphia Plan was a legislative initiative 

to integrate the building trades in Philadelphia through hiring and, eventually, training 

programs. Rubio claimed, “the Philadelphia Plan – conceived in black protest but 

implemented primarily by the Nixon administration – became both precedent and 

paradigm for other affirmative actions.”22 The Philadelphia Plan became the model for 

other city-based affirmative action programs. Despite their deep flaws, the Philadelphia 

Plan and its derivatives provided some leverage to nonwhite workers seeking inclusion in 

the building trades unions and jobs.23   

                                                
21 Jefferson Cowie, “Nixon’s Class Struggle: Romancing the New Right Worker, 
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Norton & Company, 2005).  

 
For more on the Philadelphia Plan, see Black Power at Work: Community 

Control, Affirmative Action, and the Construction Industry, ed. David Goldberg and 
Trevor Griffey (Ithaca: ILR Press, 2010), Stacy Kinlock Sewell, “Left on the Bench: The 
New York Construction Trades and Racial Integration, 1960-1972,” New York History 
(Spring 2002), 203 – 216; Thomas J. Sugrue, “Affirmative Action from below: Civil 



 

 38 

The Philadelphia Plan did not go unchallenged. Civil rights organizations claimed 

that it violated the Civil Rights Act of 1964, by imposing hiring quotas that could 

discriminate against white workers. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act outlawed job 

discrimination based on “race, color, religion, sex, or national origin” and set up the 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Opponents of the Philadelphia 

Plan claimed that the program was racially discriminatory against white workers. But, as 

historians Robert Weiss and David Golland noted, opposition to the Philadelphia Plan 

traveled across the aisle. For example, opponents on the left observed that the EEOC was 

understaffed and had few enforcement mechanisms or powers. Unable to hold all 

employers accountable for workplace or hiring discrimination, they claimed that Title VII 

and the Philadelphia Plan’s reliance on the state for racial justice would be impossible. 

Liberal politicians contended with debates about choosing to honor the demands of black 

constituents for more comprehensive affirmative action regulations or organized labor’s 

calls for the dismantling of race-based hiring altogether. In 1968, in midst of these 

debates, the US Comptroller General deemed the Philadelphia Plan illegal under the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964, claiming that it offered preferential treatment on the basis of race.24  

The dramas surrounding the Philadelphia Plan shaped affirmative action plans 

elsewhere. In 1969, Arthur Fletcher – the Assistant Secretary of Labor for Employment 
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Standards – announced a revised version of the Philadelphia Plan.25 Fletcher expressed 

the need for explicit hiring quotas to desegregate the trades and to force affirmative 

action on the unions and industry. But opponents of affirmative action – claiming that the 

hire of specific numbers of nonwhite workers discriminated against white workers and 

violated the Civil Rights Acts – opposed numerical quotas. Instead, the revised plan used 

percentages and target ranges of workers’ hours, in order to convince civil-rights leaders 

that affirmative action measures would indeed, hire nonwhite workers based on 

population demographics. This new plan required all federal contractors in Philadelphia-

based construction projects that would cost more than $500,000 to submit affirmative 

action plans for nonwhite labor specifications. Contractors were required to acknowledge 

the new regulations before breaking ground. Even as many contractors hid behind the 

toothless “good faith effort” clause, the Philadelphia Plan led activists in other places to 

press for jobs and federal pressure on local building trades unions.26    

In January 1971, just six months after the hardhat riots, Mayor John Lindsay 

signed the “New York Plan” to address the unbearable whiteness of the city’s building 

trades and their hiring practices. New York’s building trades, too, were notoriously white, 

masculine, racist, and resentful of the civil rights movement. The building trades unions 

had near-autonomy in the hiring and training process. Meanwhile, most of the 

construction was city, state, or federally funded and built by union laborers. 

Consequently, the unions were key perpetrators of racial discrimination in the industry. 

The city’s ineffectual commitments to press the unions to desegregate coincided with a 

                                                
25 For more on Arthur Fletcher, see David Hamilton Golland, A Terrible Thing to 

Waste: Arthur Fletcher and the Conundrum of the Black Republican (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2019).   

 
26 Weiss, "We Want Jobs,” 129, 153.  



 

 40 

national downturn in construction projects, as well as an uptick in unemployment as the 

economy began its recess. The whole industry was at fault – from the unions, to the 

contractors, the city, and even the presidency – for racially discriminatory hiring 

practices.27  

 Like the Philadelphia Plan, Lindsay’s New York Plan relied on the building trades 

industry to create equal opportunities for workers of color on their own. But this came at 

a tricky moment. In the 1970s, the American economy stumbled. Inflation and 

unemployment followed. Governments had less money in their coffers. Long-term 

building projects and most new ones were put on hold. In this moment of cutbacks, 

unions were reluctant to expand their membership rolls. But union leaders also realized 

they were not going to get work if they did not make some concessions. The question was 

how to manage the political and economic pressures. Lindsay’s offer of voluntary 

compliance seemed like the best bet. They could talk about making “good faith efforts” 

while not doing much. The 1970s was a decade of recessions, with fewer public 

construction projects and therefore fewer jobs.28  

Under the New York Plan, the number of nonwhite apprentices served as 

evidence for racial integration at the union. Workers fell into the following categories: 

White, Black, Puerto Rican, and “Other nonwhite.” The New York Plan disaggregated 

the “Other nonwhite” category to include “Chinese, Japanese, Pilipino, and Other,” and 

in reality, “Other nonwhite” workers made up 1.8% of the city’s workforce.29 While 
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Black and Puerto Rican workers had identities of their own in this statistical schema – 

albeit vague and imprecise – Asian workers were “other” and “nonwhite,” insisting on 

their invisibility. With these categories, the New York Plan required employers to hire to 

fill a “target range,” which would identify the number of hours a nonwhite worker would 

need to work. Still, these categories that were meant to reflect New York City’s racial 

demography did little to address the racial exclusion of Asian/American workers.  

Unlike the training program outlined in the revised Philadelphia Plan that aimed 

to force the racial integration of segregated unions and job sites, the New York Plan 

proposed to create segregated training facilities. The facilities would train nonwhite 

workers brought in under the plan, and eventually, the proposal claimed that the new 

workers would be integrated at job sites. Historian David Hamilton Golland exclaimed, 

“Sixteen years after Brown v. Board of Education, a New Yorker [Peter Brennan] was 

proposing the establishing of a segregated training facility!”30 Peter Brennan, the 

president of the Building and Construction Trades Council of Greater New York, 

championed the New York Plan, garnering support from liberal leaders like John 

Lindsay. Significantly, Brennan had been instrumental in organizing the May 20, 1970 

rally of helmeted workers, and six days later, gifting a hard hat to Nixon as a token of 

appreciation. While the hard hats had red-baited Lindsay, Brennan used Lindsay’s 

tenuous position among New Yorkers to get his support. And while Lindsay claimed the 

New York Plan was a civil rights victory, civil rights leaders opposed the New York 

Plan, wholesale. The New York Plan, as some African American community members 

identified, was an apprenticeship training program that had no stipulations for 
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journeymen positions or job security. Within three months, the New York Plan was in 

crisis, as the US Commission on Civil Rights began hearings by March 1971. But in this 

brief window of time, some workers of color, including Asian/American tradesmen, 

began their new jobs in the building trades.31    

By the summer of 1971, the hometown solutions – including the one in New York 

– had demonstrated that this kind of affirmative action would not secure economic justice 

for communities of color. 1972 was an election year, and federal affirmative action was 

no longer a priority for the Nixon White House. The building trades unions of the AFL-

CIO announced their neutrality in the election, but the hardhats’ patriotism had already 

demonstrated their support for Nixon. Once Nixon was re-elected in his second term, his 

new Secretary of Labor, Peter Brennan – the former President of the Building and 

Construction Trades Council of New York – became symbolic of the kind of white 

working class that the mid-1970s would champion.   

 For workers of color who had been admitted entry into the building trades unions 

in the early 1970s, in this era of economic austerity, racial hostility displayed by the 

hardhat riots, and false starts, affirmative action regulations secured their new positions. 

While the New York Plan offered too few opportunities for most Asian/American 

laborers, continuing to bar workers of color from joining its ranks, for a few, affirmative 

action policies gave them a chance at individual advancement. James Chin and Lonway 

Moy, members of Local 3, got in as rank-and-file union members and secured their 

futures, but their membership in the building trades unions was not a strategy for 

structural change or desegregation.   
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“The only way to change the system, in my opinion, is to change from within”32  

James Chin grew up in Queens. His parents emigrated to the United States from 

Northern China, before he was born. For all of Chin’s childhood, his father worked in a 

laundry. In the context of employment discrimination, Chin recognized that this was the 

role of the first generation, to work in “Laundry store or restaurant.”33 Asian immigrant 

parents often saved, aiming to send their children to schools and lift their families into 

middle-class comforts. Defying the emerging stereotype of the “whiz kid” or model 

minority Asian American student, Chin recalled that he was not interested in college.34 

After high school, he worked part-time at the Post Office for two years, before he was 

drafted in 1968 and sent to Vietnam.  

Similarly, Lonway Moy’s story challenges the model minority narrative of inner-

generational class mobility. As he recounted, Moy was the “lucky one” in his family, the 

only sibling born in a hospital. Moy grew up with his Chinese immigrant parents and 

siblings in Bellerose, Long Island, in what he called, a “typical American childhood…in 

the ‘burbs.” Despite what he described as the ordinariness of his childhood, Moy’s family 

lived in Long Island, because it was the only place his father could afford to open a 

laundry. Unlike his white school friends, Moy’s family lived in fear. During the Korean 

War, Moy’s father was worried that the government might reopen internment camps for 

all East Asians. The parents of Moy’s childhood friends instructed him to walk through 

the back door of their homes, so that their neighbors would not see that their children 

were associating with an Asian boy. He remembered the first time he had heard a racial 
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epithet hurled in his directions, and it would not be the last time. “Now I’m in an 

industry,” he explained, “where these terms are thrown around like it was water.”35 

Back in the 1960s, despite opposition from its rank-and-file members, the leaders 

of Local 3 pushed through a number of affirmative action stories. Local 3 of the IBEW 

crafted an argument that it was an exceptional building trades local that responded to the 

calls for desegregation and affirmative action. According to Purnell’s study, in 1963, 

“Local 3 Electrical Workers outright refused to admit African Americans.”36 In three 

years’ time, in 1966, led by Harry Van Arsdale, the local implemented an initiative that 

would bring minority workers to Local 3, much to the chagrin of many of its members. 

Two years after the passage of the Civil Rights Act, the local took on three-hundred 

nonwhite apprentices, making fifteen percent of the local’s total apprentices. Despite 

these efforts, the local made no guarantees about hiring journeymen of color, supporting 

nonwhite workers in leadership positions, or articulating longer term visions for racial 

justice. Through these minor shifts in Local 3’s operations and its rhetoric of diversity, it 

was able to convince Lonway Moy, that – unlike the other building trades unions – it was 

a “proactive union…because of the diversity.”37   

But the IBEW newsletters in the aftermath of the hardhat riots demonstrated the 

reluctance of Local 3’s leadership to address race and racism in the trades. The Electrical 
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Workers’ Journal – the international newsletter of the IBEW that circulated among all of 

the locals and to their members – made little mention of the New York Plan or broader 

agendas for affirmative action. In every issue of the newsletter, there was a brief 

summary of each chapter’s updates. In June 1970, instead of reporting on the hardhat 

riots in Lower Manhattan, Thomas Van Arsdale – the Business Manager of Local 3 – 

reported the successes of the Third Annual Spring Arts Festival in New York City.38 

Finally, in September 1970, Van Arsdale briefly wrote, 

President [Edward] Cleary, representing our local, was in the NYC construction union delegation 
that met with President Nixon in the White House on May 26th. The President’s invitation was a 
result of the spontaneous demonstration of the construction workers against the degradation of the 
American flag by the radical student groups in New York City. 
The labor committee presented President Nixon with a construction helmet as a symbol of the 
construction workers’ continuing support of United States policy in fighting communism.39 

This short summary of the hardhat riots omitted the racial tensions of New York’s 

building trades industry. Instead, he accused the protesters of being “radical student 

groups” who were practicing “the degradation of the American flag,” as they mourned 

the deaths of fellow anti-war protesters in Kent, Ohio. These silences about race and anti-

discrimination campaigns in the newsletters highlighted the whiteness of the trades 

workers who were included and photographed in the issues. The local’s early adoption of 

equal employment initiatives had caveats that did not demonstrate a commitment to 

desegregation. Despite misguided efforts, Local 3 finally opened its doors for some 

Asian/American workers in the 1970s, at a time when these opportunities were fleeting. 

This was the local and union home of Moy and Chin. 

During the year he served in Vietnam, Chin was keenly aware of his racial 

differences. He was the only Chinese American soldier in his unit. But being the only 
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Asian/American person was a familiar feeling for Chin. He had gone to a Catholic school 

in Corona, Queens, across the street from his father’s laundry, where he was the only 

Asian student. In 1968, Chin was stationed in Tuy Hoa, in the Central Highlands of 

Vietnam, part of the 636th artillery unit. Despite his opposition to conscription, he became 

the first and only Asian soldier in the 636th. In Vietnam, Chin worked with switchboards, 

radios, and other electrical communication systems. He also ironed and hemmed the 

fatigues of his military superiors. Because Chin grew up at his father’s laundry, he 

claimed to be very familiar with caring for garments. He described this fondly, missing 

the tokenizing undertones of these orders. Still, his overarching recollections about his 

time in Vietnam was, “I got drafted, I had no choice…I did my duty. Did what I gotta do 

– you know – I survived.”40   

For Chin, becoming a card-carrying member of Local 3 of the IBEW was a 

strategy to find stability in his civilian life. In 1970, Chin’s time in Vietnam was up. His 

gun unit had offered Chin a signing bonus if he agreed to stay for another year, but he left 

his unit as early as he could. Back in Queens, he returned to his part-time job at the Post 

Office, while he looked for full-time employment. After working with communications 

devices in Vietnam, he focused on jobs in the electrical trades, especially those in the 

building trades that offered a stable and decent-sized paycheck. Around this time, he 

heard that Local 3 had launched a new initiative to train and hire veterans, as well as 

nonwhite workers. In 1970, he joined a cohort of twelve apprentices of color. Over seven 

years, he learned the ins and outs of electrical work.  

In the decades before Chin entered the apprenticeship program, the IBEW and 

other building trades unions constructed multiple barriers to keep minorities off of 
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construction sites. Entry into union apprenticeship programs and hiring practices that 

relied on kinship networks were principal methods to racial gatekeeping. Fathers, uncles, 

and grandfathers who worked as construction or electrical workers, metal workers, or 

plumbers introduced young men to the building trades industry. Their relatives took them 

to union halls and familiarized them to their future union brothers. For white male 

breadwinners, passing down union pay and benefits was a form of inheritance for their 

families. These kinship networks and the familial qualities of union halls closed the doors 

for most workers of color who never had full access, perpetuating the unions’ whiteness. 

Apprenticeship programs accepted new recruits intermittently, and the number of new 

apprentices fluctuated with the market, determining whether there were enough jobs 

before taking new prospective members. Once recruited, prospective trades workers went 

through the apprenticeship program for approximately five years, taking evening classes 

and getting on-the-job training. Their pay rates began at half the rate of journeymen, 

increasing every year during their training.41 Because of the seasonal nature of 

construction jobs, union halls were also recreational centers for workers to create 

community.  

In Chin’s case, he finished his apprenticeship program in seven years, when it 

usually took five. The recession slowed down his progress. In a context of job deficits in 

New York’s building trades, he was unable to fulfill the on-the-job training required for 

the program. Chin was intermittently unemployed, like most building trades workers 

during the economic downturns of the 1970s. They tapped into the union’s dwindling 
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unemployment fund. Economic crises fueled resentment among the white workers in the 

building trades, who blamed affirmative action programs for shrinking union coffers.42   

When the government pressured the building trades unions to open its rolls to 

workers of color, white workers clung on to their union privileges more tightly. They 

feared deeper financial instability and sought to protect their status as breadwinners. It 

had been the insularity of these unions that had secured decent wages and safer 

conditions, offered white men refuge from the booms and busts of the economy that 

dictated their work, and built a strong sense of solidarity among these brothers. When the 

government intervened with anti-discrimination legislation, at the very moment the 

economy was contracting, most building trades unions resisted. They argued, government 

intervention – that called on unions to open union membership – threatened their piece of 

the pie. Despite opposition, the Department of Labor proposed that unions admit more 

nonwhite applicants to become apprentices and journeymen. Resentment from the 

building trades intensified, but unions that did not follow through with this practice were 

threatened with deregistration.  

 Using kinship networks to introduce their brothers, nephews, and sons to the 

local, Moy’s father helped him to get into the apprenticeship program. In 1970, the year 

of the hardhat riots and when Chin returned to Queens from Vietnam, Moy had graduated 

high school. Like Chin, Moy did not want to attend college. He had trouble finding full-

time work, and instead, he was working three part-time jobs, “doing nothing.” He began 

to think that joining the military was looking attractive. Moy wanted steady work. And, 

to his benefit, some of his family members had already made their way into Local 3. Moy 

did not know how, but his uncle managed to become a member of the manufacturing 
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division of Local 3. He claimed it was “absolute luck.” His uncle helped Moy’s father to 

get into the local. About his own entry, “Because my father was in, I think that had some 

play,” Moy explained. Despite his familial connections, getting into the apprenticeship 

program was not easy for Moy. In 1971, he attempted to get into the construction 

division’s apprenticeship program, but he was denied entry. His father stepped in and met 

with the director of the program. “You don’t like Chinese? What’s wrong with my kid?” 

Moy’s father asked. And then, in July 1972 – the next time the construction division 

called for applicants for its apprenticeship program – Moy got in, and it also took him 

seven years to complete the program. There were not enough jobs in the industry to 

provide apprentices with adequate on-the-job training.43  

For Moy, working in the trades was a way out of a “traditional Chinese ethnic 

job,” like restaurants or laundries. He emphasized his choice to become a construction 

worker, “I like it because I was working…It was a job.” But it was not just a job. It was a 

job with union pay and benefits that offered Moy the privilege of becoming a 

breadwinner for his nuclear family. While inclusion did not offer a way to desegregate 

the unions and the building trades industry, or to address the systemic inequalities that 

barred Asian/American working people from membership, it was a way to secure 

individual financial stability. Moy would not have to open a restaurant or a laundry. For 

Moy, the union became a way to envision his family’s future as well, a network and 

livelihood that he could pass on to his sons, who would also join the union as they 

became adults.  

While Moy and his family fought for inclusion in the building trades unions, the 

rest of New York was struggling to diversify the building trades. In January 1973, Mayor 
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Lindsay announced the city’s immediate withdrawal from the highly contentious New 

York Plan. John Darnton of The New York Times reported, “despite vigorous efforts by 

the city to obtain union compliance, only 537 minority trainees had been placed,” of the 

goal to place eight-hundred nonwhite trainees in the building trades.44 The low number 

was not for a lack of nonwhite applicants, but resistance from the unions to open its rolls. 

For those who did get it, these antidiscrimination pressures offered them leverage. But 

getting in was the challenging part, especially for Asian/American workers. According to 

a report from the EEOC, between 1969 and 1972, the percentage of Asian membership in 

the building trades unions fell from 0.7 to 0.2 percent, while other nonwhite groups had 

minor increases in membership figures. In addition to the New York Plan’s limits, 

Asian/American working people were often left out of the antidiscrimination measures.45  

While admitting to the New York Plan’s insufficient stipulations, city officials 

still claimed they had put in a good effort. Deputy Mayor Edward K. Hamilton tentatively 

lauded the New York Plan for hiring more trainees than any other city with a hometown 

solution. He noted that the city enacted this voluntary plan, emphasizing that it was not 

under the Federal government’s direction and distinguishing New York as exceptional 

and accountable to its workers of color. Instead of the New York Plan, Lindsay claimed 

he would request that the Federal government impose timelines for the hire of nonwhite 

workers on federally-funded construction. And for city or state-subsidized development, 

Lindsay alleged that the city would submit new legislation to City Council and New York 

State government for new affirmative action policies. But Nixon’s Secretary of Labor had 

been the head of the Building Trades Council in New York and one of the co-signers of 
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the original New York Plan. Brennan maintained that the New York Plan was the answer 

to combat racism in the trades and discrimination in the unions. Meanwhile, Lindsay’s 

alternative proposal, in the shadow of the New York Plan’s failures, was to appeal to 

Brennan for more comprehensive affirmative action legislations.46  

  Lindsay’s announcement came just as New York began to feel the first effects of 

what would be a decade-long crisis. In the absence of a hometown solution, it was 

unclear what New York City officials and the mayor would do to enforce anti-

discrimination practices in the trades. Workers – like Moy and Chin – experienced the 

strains of unemployment as the city’s budget crisis deepened. When Abraham Beame 

took over as mayor in 1974, the city – on the brink of economic collapse – deprioritized 

affirmative action. During Beame’s tenure, in the face of the city’s fires, blackouts, 

school closures, and public-sector layoffs, the multiple crises of the mid-1970s intensified 

the problems of segregation at work. Racial and economic inequalities deepened, 

widening the gap of haves and have nots, consumers and producers. On a federal level, 

the number of construction projects drastically declined, further pushing down 

unemployment rates.47 

For Asian/Americans, the politics of affirmative action in the building trades 

became a grassroots issue with the building of Confucius Plaza in Lower Manhattan. 

Chinatown’s economy was failing, and the neighborhood’s housing crisis was dire. The 

neighborhood’s job shortages also exacerbated the Chinatown’s economy and livelihood. 

When a contracting company cleared five-and-a-five acres at the foot of the Manhattan 

Bridge, community members demanded that the city redistribute these building trades 

                                                
46 Golland, Constructing Affirmative Action, 153-6.  
 
47 Phillips-Fein, Fear City.  



 

 52 

jobs to Chinatown’s workers. The contractor had not hired any Asian/American workers. 

Given the kinds of “good faith” measures that allowed the city to turn a blind eye to the 

failures of the contracting company, Chinatown’s residents accused the unions, the 

contractor, and the city of racial discrimination at Confucius Plaza. Activists and their 

supporters who had amplified the issue of job shortages and exposed the hiring injustices, 

organized across race and ethnicity, to call for community control.  

Chin heard about the picket line at Confucius Plaza, and he emphasized, 

“everybody heard about…it was all over the news.”48 He pointed to the activists’ 

methods, “Coalition. You know, that’s how they used to do back then.” Construction 

workers of color had come together at Confucius Plaza, and for them, labor organizing 

was a strategy of self-determination, as the city was failing to implement comprehensive 

anti-discrimination or affirmative action regulations. They challenged the unions and the 

city’s ineffective regulations, demanding structural changes to their city.49   

Chin was among the beneficiaries of collective action at Confucius Plaza. After 

the strikes and negotiations, city officials enforced the immediate hire of Asian 

immigrant and Asian American building trades workers at Confucius Plaza. Chin was 

called up in a hurry from a desk job to work at Confucius Plaza and fulfill activists’ 

demands. He was among the initial cohort of twenty Asian workers at the construction 

site. At Confucius Plaza, he maintained employment through the first years of the fiscal 

crisis, when many others could not.50 
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Activists’ demands for community control at Confucius Plaza differed from 

Chin’s aims for inclusion and mobility. Instead, he recalled the college helper program at 

Confucius Plaza. If the economy would allow, Chin described that the college helper 

program encouraged family members of building tradesmen to work on a construction 

site for one-fourth of the pay. Temporarily hiring college-aged students was a way to 

nurture prospective union members and keep union wages and benefits in the family. The 

students were sons, and eventually daughters, of union members. “My son was a college 

helper for two years,” Chin recalled. “So he worked for the summers. For the two 

months, he made $6000.” The college helper program was another way that the union 

gave advantages for members, improving their individual circumstances. Chin also 

imagined that the college helper program could be a way to recruit more Asian/American 

tradesmen. The union was a family, and it valued its members. He figured, why not try to 

bring other Asian/American tradesmen into the family? While the activists at Confucius 

Plaza sought to upend the city’s reliance on racist unions for workers, Chin attempted to 

use the union – such as through the college helper program – to diversify its members.51   

 Like Moy, Chin believed in reforming the union from within, encouraging Asian/ 

American workers, students, and friends to apply and join the union. He said,  

So, sometimes, if I hear something. I’ll let them know, too. I’ll give them the word, pass it around, 
you know. Whoever wants to come in, call me, and I’ll talk to them, and give them information. 
How to, what to do to get it. Lot of them don’t want to. They don’t know how hard it is. They 
think electricians is to change light bulbs. Oh, no! 

Chin got the word out about jobs or openings in the unions’ apprenticeship programs. 

Chin emphasized that his line of work was not simple, and it required the rigorous 

training that the apprenticeship programs offered. Chin’s strategy to encourage 

prospective workers to apply and go through the apprenticeship program was not going to 
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transform the labor movement, but he saw it as a way to diversify the ranks and recruit 

more Asian/American workers.  

Unlike Chin, who worked at Confucius Plaza until it was complete, Moy faced 

the growing fiscal crisis. During the first years of his career as a construction worker, 

Moy was unable to secure steady employment. After graduating from the apprenticeship 

program, he was unemployed for eighty-four straight weeks. “With my wife and two 

kids,” he said, he felt like he had “no future.” Later, describing New York’s labor market, 

he said, “there was nothing here.” He turned to a program run by the IBEW that provided 

jobs to unemployed tradesmen, allowing them to go to a job site in another city where 

they were openings. In 1978, Moy went to Nebraska City to get work.52 

While Moy was in Nebraska, he encountered a different racial formation than the 

one familiar to him in New York. Prior to temporarily relocating to Nebraska City, he 

had largely worked in renovations. Constructing new developments presented new 

challenges, including working outside in the winter cold. He described the sub-zero 

temperatures, and he was wrapped up in winter clothes to stay warm on the job. In 

Nebraska, he worked along a number of American Indian tradesmen. He was surprised 

when one of his co-workers asked him, “What are you?... What tribe are you from?...Are 

you Arapaho, Navajo, Apache?” “I’m from one of the Far Eastern tribes, brother,” he 

answered. For Moy, this was indicative of how few Asian/Americans there were in the 

Lincoln area. Moy worked in Nebraska for one year before returning to New York. 

Working in Nebraska sharpened Moy’s understanding of New York’s labor market. 

Unlike Nebraska, New York had the potential to hire more Asian/American tradesmen, 
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but racial discrimination barred this from becoming a reality. “I got a bug in my head,” he 

said, “Why aren’t there more Asians in Local 3?”53  

Moy recalled some of the local’s ineffective diversity campaigns. For example, he 

remembered, when a museum exhibition was traveling from China, union leaders called 

on the Chinese rank-and-file for a photo opportunity, or a “grip and grin.” “They literally 

pulled me off the job, and said, ‘You’re going to go over there,’” he said. Union leaders 

had told the general contractor, “We want to show that we have a Chinese presence in 

Local union number 3.” But Moy knew that this was a publicity stunt, because among the 

thousands of members, there were very few Chinese members in Local 3. He added, “I go 

there, and I’m seeing twenty people who I’ve never seen before. Thirty-thousand people. 

You don’t see a lot of Chinese.”54  

The local eventually got it right, according to Moy and Chin. As Local 3 was 

diversifying its workforce and hiring nonwhite and women workers, both Chin and Moy 

witnessed the formation of countless clubs that celebrated the local’s diversity. In 1983, 

the local’s Business Manager, Harry Van Arsdale, Jr., formed the Chinese American 

Culture Club, the predecessor of the Asian American Culture Club. Moy recalled that 

Van Arsdale pulled “together the senior members who are Chinese. Only Chinese, 

because I don’t think we had too many other people, and if we did, we didn’t know.”55 

The name change occurred as the Asian/American worker base of Local 3 was beginning 

to include members beyond Chinese/American workers, bringing other Asian members to 
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the fold of the social club.56 In 1983, Moy had been the first unofficial president, and 

Chin was elected President a few years later. Among many clubs, there were also clubs 

for queer, Latinx, and black workers of the local. For Chin, these clubs demonstrated that 

the union had righted its wrongs of past discrimination, celebrating a multicultural form 

of diversity. The role of workers of color was to spread the word when job openings and 

opportunities arose, or when the apprenticeship program was taking new applicants. But 

this would not break the exclusive culture of the building trades.57 

Chin and Moy would slide into the tough culture of the building trades, learning 

and performing a blue-collar masculinity that was embedded in their work sites. Moy 

described that construction sites did not allow much room for worker grievances. 

Needing “thick skin” was one way he described the masculinity of the building trades. 

Historian Jefferson Cowie highlighted that Nixon had also shared these sentiments. The 

President had said, “they are men, not softies,” referring to building trades workers and 

confirming the centrality of white masculinity in working-class America.58 Moy said, 

“Touchy feely is not construction. Having a moment is not construction.” He continued, 

“The words ‘Too bad’ and ‘So what’ were a very common come back. ‘I had a bad day.’ 

‘Too bad. Go to work.’ Or ‘I had a bad day.’ ‘Ah…So what? Go to work. I don’t care.’ 

They told you, ‘I don’t care. I am your HR department. Go to work.’” He also described 

the physical altercations, 

But I’d confront them in a very loud and major way. I would embarrass them. Take a page from 
our black and Hispanic brothers and sisters. “You want to dance with me? We gonna dance.” “We 
going to be foolish about this? Come on, we can be foolish.” "Or we can coalesce and make this 
work. Its all on you.” You know, one foreman…one steward, because I was a steward at one time, 
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walked up to a foreman. He was given everybody a hard time. And he goes, “Listen, pal, this can 
be a stormy romance or a honeymoon. What do you want?”  

Here, dancing was a euphemism for physical confrontations that were common among 

trades workers, according to both Chin and Moy. Moy noted a power imbalance among 

workers of color, who were often rank-and-file working under the orders of white 

foremen. He claimed that racialized and hierarchical relationships on a work site often 

created antagonistic environments. Despite the hostilities of craft unions and masculine 

construction sites, Moy described, “But it does toughen you up. You’re never immune. 

But you understand the mentality of people that are very set in their ways. And I have to 

conform, because I don’t run the system.”59  

 While the foremen at work might respond with “too bad,” the Asian American 

Culture Club became a place for workers to air their grievances. Both Chin and Moy 

identified that the club was central to their role as rank-and-file workers. Moy described,  

We had no sounding board before. First time in Chinese American history - in Local 3, I’ll qualify 
that - I could sit down with another construction person, electrician, and say, “What happened to 
you?” And the guy would say, “Well the guy, you know, screwed me in this…” You know? And 
we would educate one another on how to deal with that situation. My situation is different from 
yours, but if you got a boss, or a foreman, or a co-worker that’s being miserable to you, if you’re 
one of those quiet guys, you got a problem.60  

The club met monthly, and membership consistently hovered around twenty-five to thirty 

people. Often, workers turned to the club for advice or ideas regarding a problem at work, 

temporarily tuning into the meetings until their situation was resolved. Additionally, the 

club was an opportunity to gather Asian/American members for social gatherings with 

their families, paving new routes for kinship networks to sustain their efforts to reform 

the local through familial recruitment strategies. The Asian American Culture Club 

became a strategy – albeit a limited one – to hire more Asian/American building trades 

workers and secure opportunities for those who had been shut out.  
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In 1989, Moy became one of the labor activists to represent the building trades 

unions in the Asian Labor Committee of the New York City Central Labor Council. The 

members of the Asian Labor Committee, made up of Asian/American union leaders and 

workers from multiple unions and industries – such as the garment union and the 

teachers’ union – prepared to form a New York chapter for a national labor organization 

that would represent Asian American, as well as Pacific Islander, union workers. In 1992, 

Moy and Chin became one of the founding members of the Asian Pacific American 

Labor Alliance (APALA), which was an initiative in the AFL-CIO. Similar to the other 

constituency organizations of the AFL-CIO – like the A. Philip Randolph Institute which 

was founded by Bayard Rustin to create an alliance among black trade unionists – 

APALA fostered a sense of community among Asian American and Pacific Islander 

working people. Both Moy and Chin were active leaders in the New York Chapter of 

APALA, and they attended conventions regularly to advocate on behalf of New York’s 

working people.61  

Still, Moy emphasized he was always rank-and-file. He narrated, “I never attained 

a position of authority within Local Union number 3, as far as being an elected official or 

Business Agent or something along those lines. I’ve always worked with my tools. That 

was my capacity. Maybe a glass ceiling, maybe not.” And he continued, “I have 

delusions of grandeur like everybody else.” While affirmative action policies and 
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diversity campaigns in Local 3 secured Moy’s position in the building trades, these did 

not guarantee upward mobility or leadership development.62  

Moy articulated his labor activism, “That’s one thing I’ve been taught. The only 

way to change the system, in my opinion, is to change from within.”63 Once they got into 

the apprenticeship programs and became card-carrying members, Chin and Moy were 

able to utilize the same kinship networks, college helper programs, and advantages that 

were given to white building trades workers to aid their families and recruit new 

members. These were narrow strategies that relied on entry into exclusive unions, but for 

Chin and Moy, inclusion represented a steady paycheck in the face of financial 

uncertainty. Still, through affirmative action programs, alongside the Asian American 

Culture Club and APALA, Moy and Chin were able to carve out a path for themselves, 

their families, and future Asian/American members. 

 

Conclusion  

While James Chin and Lonway Moy used the union’s tools to get ahead – as well 

as to recruit and ensure the hire of more Asian/American workers in the building trades – 

these efforts were never going to be enough for all Asian/American working people. In 

the economic recessions of the 1970s and 1980s, the government withdrew from 

construction, and the number of publicly-funded projects declined. While some of the 

building trades unions, like Local 3 of the IBEW, had initiated efforts to integrate, most 

workers of color did not have access to career or leadership development. And the New 

York Plan had failed. Sociologist Roger Waldinger described, “The history of the New 
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York Plan is the story of an opportunity squandered. In the conflict over directly swelling 

minority jobs, protest groups and civil rights organizations never had a real chance. From 

the start, the unions and contractors froze them out, pushing them to the sidelines where 

they could picket, demonstrate, and slowly melt away.”64 During the 1980s and 1990s, 

the Reagan and Bush Administrations rolled back on affirmative action programs, and 

campaigns for job desegregation or anti-discrimination measures in the building trades 

became a distant memory.  

New York would recover from the fiscal crisis, but the victors were private 

developers and contractors who hired non-union workers for lower pay.65 Moy lamented 

the swell in the number of non-union workers. He recalled that union workers had been 

responsible for building eighty-five percent of all construction in New York. This was the 

case, as recently as 1990. But in 2015, that figure fell to thirty-five percent. Moy told a 

story of dilemma, as the unions could not support a broader work base, in the face of 

fewer union jobs. He said,  

I don’t know how to correct it. The building trades, the unions that are involved, there’s been a 
concerted effort to organize, organize, organize. Supposedly. Okay. Building trades and unions, in 
particular, are very reluctant to organize because they say, “if we bring more members in, there’s 
just x amount of jobs to be had that are union.66 

Moy lamented the union’s continued practice of gatekeeping. In this new economic 

regime that depended on private development and unorganized workers, the building 

trades unions faced a new crisis that transcended the questions of desegregation and 

affirmative action. The building trades unions had lost their grip on the labor supply. 
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They were losing members and power, as construction no longer relied on them for 

laborers.  

 Becoming a card-carrying member of Local 3 meant financial stability for Chin 

and Moy and their families. In the 1970s, in spite of feeble affirmative action policies, 

both Chin and Moy got into the building trades unions. The economy was contracting, 

but they were able to secure their futures as breadwinners. They faced discrimination on 

the job, often the only work of color at a construction site. But, despite the building trades 

industry’s whiteness and exclusionary practices, Chin and Moy exonerated the IBEW’s 

past, citing the social clubs as evidence of the local’s efforts to diversify. Still, the racial 

demographics of construction trade unions nation-wide remained disproportionately and 

overwhelmingly white. Without open membership, broad organizing strategies, and 

coalitional politics to unite working people across unions, industries, and locales, new 

market forces and political agendas would overwhelm and re-configure the labor market. 

As the number of publicly-funded projects diminished and real-estate development 

increasingly hired nonunion workers, the union’s “pure and simple politics” fragmented 

New York’s building trades industry. The next chapter considers the politics of 

community control, as activists demanded the immediate hire of Asian/American 

tradesmen at Confucius Plaza and envisioned broad working-class movements.67   
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CHAPTER 3 

RISE UP:  

FROM THIRD WORLD LIBERATION TO COMMUNITY CONTROL AT 

CONFUCIUS PLAZA  

 

My arrival however coincided with newspapers and television screens filled with images of dead 
young American men in body bags, of Vietnamese cities under siege, and of massive protests in 
the US and elsewhere against American involvement in the quagmire that was Vietnam. The 
passion and controversy generated by that war in Southeast Asia was especially brought home to 
me the day that I witnessed the well-publicized beating of antiwar protesters by hard hats in lower 
Manhattan. The sight of burly construction workers – many with pins declaring “America: Love It 
or Leave It” – roughing up young people, people my age, horrified me.1  

Luis H. Francia  

In 1973, Asian American activists discovered that the general contractor of 

Confucius Plaza – slated to become the largest housing project in any Chinatown in the 

country – failed to hire the promised forty Asian/American building trades workers 

required by the city’s affirmative action measures. On May 31, 1974, after months of 

petitioning and picketing against hiring discrimination, several hundred protestors 

responded to a call for a city-wide strike. Asian American activists occupied the 

construction site in Lower Manhattan, accusing the city of turning a blind eye and 

drawing attention to the hiring injustices in the building trades. The next day, the New 

York Times reported, “seven young people were arrested for trespassing and disorderly 

conduct when they climbed over the fence into the site and tried to stop cars. Several 

times mounted patrolmen on horseback rode into the crowd to break up attempts to block 

traffic.”2 Activists demanded the immediate hire of Asian workers at Confucius Plaza, as 
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well as more trainees and journeymen throughout New York’s construction sites.  

Among the demonstrators was Rob Yanagida, an Asian American activist from 

the Bronx. In 1969, Yanagida cut his teeth as an organizer and participated in the Third 

World takeover of his campus, City College. From San Francisco to New York, students 

of color demanded new curricula, one that was organized around the study of imperialism 

and racism. They fought for self-determined and decolonized campuses, where 

administrators, educators, and classmates could re-imagine pedagogy from the bottom up. 

Asian American students – alongside their Black, Chicanx, Puerto Rican, and Indigenous 

classmates – occupied campus buildings, took over classrooms, and held teach-ins. For 

many students of color, these campus skirmishes were expressions of Third World 

liberationist thought. Calling on Asian Americans to unite as “yellow power,” activist 

Amy Uyematsu wrote,  

Blacks and yellows in the United States identify with their relatives in the Third World. And 
although the race situation in America is not strictly analogous to white colonialism and 
imperialism, the blacks and yellows have suffered similar consequences as Third World people at 
the hands of American capitalist power.3   

Historian Vijay Prashad, referring to the early decades of the Cold War, wrote, “The 

Third World was not a place. It was a project.”4 This political project for self-

determination was the tenor of student uprisings, demanding “dignity above all” for 

students of color.5 For Asian American activists in New York like Yanagida, Third 

World liberation became a vision for their city, the United States, and the world.6  
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Asian American identity emerged as an invocation of the Third World political 

project. Throughout the late 1960s and 1970s, activists of color rallied around self-

determination, arguing against assimilation or reform. As Asian Americans looked to the 

revolutionary struggles of the Cultural Revolution in China, or the anti-imperialist 

guerilla fighting in Vietnam, they came together to form a multiethnic racial identity and 

political practice. Asian American consciousness represented a rebellion, during a time of 

global unrest. According to curator Karen Ishizuka, in 1969, when activist Yuji Ichioka 

coined “Asian American” as a way to identify one’s self, it “marked a seismic shift in 

consciousness. More than just a descriptor, the term subverted the Orientalist tradition of 

lumping all Asians together – this time as an oppositional political identity imbued with 

self-definition and empowerment, signaling a new way of thinking.”7  

 When Yanagida demanded that Asian/American workers build Confucius Plaza, it 

was an articulation of Third World liberation. In 1973, he uncovered hiring injustices in 

Manhattan’s Chinatown and recalled a long history of anti-Asian exclusion. Asian 

Americans had argued, Chinatown’s substandard living and working conditions were 

consequences of discrimination and exploitation. Amidst job shortages, budget cuts, and 

the fiscal crisis, Yanagida replied that it was time for Asian/Americans to take matters 

into their own hands. Extending his ideas of Third World liberation, he called for 

community control. At Confucius Plaza, community control presented a political claim 
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that prioritized the needs and decision-making power of Chinatown’s residents, 

particularly in the development of their own neighborhood. Yanagida co-founded Asian 

Americans for Equal Employment (AAFEE), the organization that would organize 

Asian/American workers to call for hiring justice at the construction site of Confucius 

Plaza. Community control became a vision and strategy to address the job shortages in 

Chinatown.8 

 AAFEE was a pliable organization, able to shift its visions from community 

control to equal employment. As AAFEE organized community members, building trades 

workers, and other Asian Americans to demonstrate and pressure the city to intervene at 

Confucius Plaza, their demands to hire Asian/American workers from the geographic 

neighborhood of Chinatown changed. With tensions from community members, as well 

as difficult debates with city officials, place-based calls for community control became 

challenging to sustain. With their eyes on the prize, they demanded affirmative action. 

AAFEE activists called on the city to enforce equal employment and place 

Asian/American trainees and journeymen to sites throughout New York. AAFEE pushed 

for specific numbers of Asian/American workers on construction sites, throughout the 

city, softening their calls for community-based hiring. In the process, they challenged the 

city’s toothless anti-discrimination regulations and pressured policy makers to explicitly 

require the hire of “Asian” workers. 

The Confucius Plaza struggle of 1974 became a hallmark of New York’s Asian 

American movement, inspiring many communities toward collective action in future and 

multiple mobilizations. The activists’ visions for Third World liberation had expanded. 

Asian American activists followed the teachings of Mao – to “serve the people” – to 

                                                
8 For more, see Carmen Chow, “Righteous Harmonious Fist,” Gidra (June 1971), 

13, Gidra Collection Densho, Digital Repository.  



 

 66 

serve Chinatown and its community members, even if it meant working with city officials 

to mediate this conflict in order to secure more jobs for Asian immigrant and Asian 

American workers. Rob Yanagida’s intellectual journey demonstrates the ideological 

shifts from Third World liberation to community control politics and affirmative action 

enforcement, as strategies of labor organizing in New York’s communities of color.9   

 

Rob Takashi Yanagida’s “Intense Period”10 

Rob Yanagida – who went by Takashi in his younger years – knew two New 

Yorks. He is a “Sansei Baby Boomer,” or third-generation, Japanese American, who 

grew up in a working-class family in the Bronx. His father was an undocumented 

Japanese-immigrant restaurant worker, and his mother was a second-generation Japanese 

American from a family of sharecroppers in Colorado. Yanagida recalled that he was 

often the only student of color in his school, and his school friends were from the Bronx’s 

Jewish, Irish, and Italian communities. On Saturdays, Yanagida attended Japanese 

language classes in Manhattan, and on Sundays, he went to the Buddhist church for 

religious services with the Japanese American congregation. There, he was in the 

company of New York’s small but prominent Japanese American community who were 

leaders in the Asian American movement. He described that, while many Asians in 

America at the time might have felt isolated, he felt grounded in two communities, “one 

white and one Japanese.”11  

 At Bronx Science, where Yanagida attended high school, his classmates 
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influenced his political awareness. “I had a Latino close friend, a couple of Jewish friends, 

who were very lit up with the Cuban Missile Crisis in the early sixties.”12 He continued,  

My friends brought transistor radios to school, almost thinking this thing with the Soviet Union, 
the possibility of nuclear war or just, they were very aware of imperialism, or whatever it was 
called, the Cold War. And it just opened my eyes to this big world that even my classmates were 
very concerned about, and I guess I was maybe 14 or so at the time. 

At school, his friends introduced him to the volatile and global Cold War, and its news 

broke on their radios, in the newspapers, and during recess. Piquing his interest, 

Yanagida distinctly remembered reading a New York Times article that reported the split 

between China and the Soviet Union in the Communist bloc. As a high-school student, he 

began to think about the meanings and models of communism, which would become a 

major facet of his intellectual work in his young adulthood. When Yanagida graduated 

from Bronx Science, he was sixteen years old. He enrolled at City College in the City 

University of New York (CUNY) system and began the self-described “intense period” 

of his political education.13  

 The multiple campaigns that embattled CUNY in the late 1960s and 1970s 

became Yanagida’s alternative college classrooms. He became active in the drive to 

preserve open admissions for high-school graduates and the fight for free tuition at 

CUNY. Both were under attack. As the city had been borrowing and running deficits for 

decades, New York City was cutting its budgets and CUNY’s programs were under 

threat.14 In the free-tuition campaign, Yanagida became a bus captain, coordinating and 
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recruiting students to go to Albany to lobby, testify, and demand increases to CUNY’s 

budgets. City College offered a free education, benefiting in particular, students of color. 

Yanagida emphasized that Asian students also took advantage of the college’s free tuition 

policy, “Most of the students from Chinatown who attend college, commute to C.C.N.Y.” 

Yanagida continued, “Asian student activists at C.C.N.Y come almost exclusively from 

working-class and petty bourgeois family backgrounds. Most are either immigrants or 

children of immigrant parents.”15 

In 1969, like many students of color on multiple college campuses throughout the 

country, Yanagida participated in the Third World takeover of his campus. Historian 

Gary Okihiro – who had been an activist during the Asian American movement – wrote,   

The Third World referred not to nation-states but to regions, areas of the world once conquered, 
colonized, and impoverished by Europeans. In 1900 the African American scholar and activist  
W. E. B. Du Bois delineated that global color line as the problem of the twentieth century, which 
was colonialism (material relations) and racism (discourse), the ideology that upheld white 
supremacy and nonwhite subservience. Third World studies stems from that lineage of 
anticolonial, antiracist struggles identified and described by Du Bois, among others. That global 
context was waged over power, of course, the power to know and the power to rule. The oppressed 
and their relations to power, then, are the subjects of Third World studies.16  

Third World studies activists demanded curricula that studied power, examining 

imperialism and racism to situate their own upbringing in context. Yanagida referred to 

the Black, Puerto Rican, and Asian students as “third world students,” positioning their 

demands in a Cold War framework for decolonized education. Together, they could unite 

against US imperialism and racial discrimination. About the takeover at CUNY, 

Yanagida said, “I had a very seminal, life-changing, identity-changing memory.” He 

attended a Black Power conference at City College, which occurred as Black and Puerto 
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Rican students demanded Third World studies curricula at CUNY. He recalled that 

students of color let him into the conference hall, simply by the virtue of his phenotype. 

For Yanagida, this was a deeply formative moment in his analysis about race, belonging, 

and self-determination.17 

 When the 1969 takeover did not result in classes or programs for Asian/American 

students, Yanagida participated in another set of demonstrations at City College in 1972. 

He wrote in Bridge magazine, aptly subtitled “The Magazine of Asians in America,” 

“Angry Asian speakers charged that, while programs had been set up to meet the special 

needs of white, Puerto Rican and Black students, the 1,200 Asian students on campus, 

somewhat less than 10 percent of the student population, were being neglected.”18 

Students demanded the appointment of a new chairperson for the Asian Studies 

department, the hire of bilingual Asian/American staff, and free-tuition to Asian 

immigrants “continuing its tradition of offering such free education to past generations of 

white immigrants.”19 Their principal pedagogical vision was for “a relevant program of 

studies that would eventually serve the needs and interest of average working people in 

the community.”20 Alongside their Black and Puerto Rican classmates, Asian students 

occupied the Asian Studies department for three days. After the third day of the 

occupation and rallies, City College appointed a new chairperson and began listening to 
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students’ demands.21  

 Campus occupations and students’ claims for Third World liberation were also 

demonstrations of emergent racial identities in this period. According to Historian Daryl 

Maeda, Asian Americans came to understand their racial exclusion and identity, through 

an understanding of blackness, and in relation to other racialized Americans. Performing 

blackness was an oppositional politics, and Asian Americans turned away from whiteness 

and assimilation to understand themselves. In the context of the Vietnam War, Asian 

American activists watched the news in horror, as they connected US militarism to 

racism. They claimed, imperialism and racism were two sides of the same coin.22   

 Enmeshed in debates and conversations about Asian American-ness, Yanagida 

became involved in the anti-war movement. For Yanagida, the Vietnam War was a form 

of anti-Asian militarism, illustrating the extensions of US racism on the world stage. 

Multiple events throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s revealed the parallels of US 

militarism abroad and at home. In May 1970, after students’ confrontations with violent 

police forces and the National Guard, such as in the case of the Kent State shootings and 

Jackson State killings, high-school and college-aged students throughout the country led 

demonstrations and shut down campuses. Yanagida participated in the City College 

rallies and demonstrations against the Vietnam War, connecting the militarization of the 

police to the war zones abroad.23  

 After graduating from City College, Yanagida continued to study the ideologies 
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of the Third World left, communism, and anti-imperialism. He became one of the first 

members of Asian Study Group, a Marxist-Leninist-Maoist group devoted to reading the 

works of Marx, Lenin, and Mao. The group consisted of approximately ten to twelve 

members, who were all activists looking to read theoretical tracts for political action. The 

small membership was a tactic to keep the group tight-knit and supportive of one another. 

Issues of surveillance and red-baiting also worried members. Meanwhile, Yanagida held 

positions of leadership that posed a possible security threat to Asian Study Group. He 

was an appointed member of the New York State Advisory Committee to the US 

Commission on Civil Rights, as well as the Executive Director of the Basement 

Workshop. Given these positions of leadership, Yanagida recalled, “I was expected not to 

admit that I was a member of [Asian Study Group].”24 Keeping a low profile protected 

Asian Study Group from security breaches, and being secretive prevented divergent 

organizations from warring one another. In this “intense period,” the discussion and 

readings of Asian Study Group offered Yanagida a theoretical worldview about political 

change, developing his ideas about collective action and Third World rebellion.25   
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Serve the People, Serve Chinatown  

 In the late 1960s and 1970s, New Yorkers witnessed and participated in multiple 

grassroots rebellions, combatting the impacts of budget cuts, job shortages, racial 

discrimination, and layoffs. Construction projects became a site of such mobilizations. 

From East Harlem to Brooklyn, construction workers of color demanded that building 

trades unions open and diversify their membership, but also, they claimed that 

community members ought to have greater say in the construction of their neighborhoods. 

Scholars David Goldberg and Trevor Griffey wrote, “building trades unions became a 

critical axis for the rise of Black Power and community control politics.” They urged 

fellow scholars “to rethink the history of Black Power through the fusion by the 

movement of community control and labor organizing.”26 Following the lead of Black 

and Puerto Rican construction workers, Asian Americans were also on this quest to 

demand community-centered building projects.  

While workers of color and Black Power activists shed light on hiring 

discrimination in New York, Yanagida witnessed similar struggles among 

Chinese/Americans in San Francisco. In 1969, Yanagida traveled to San Francisco and 

met with the founding members of Chinese for Affirmative Action (CAA). He witnessed 

CAA’s inaugural labor mobilization in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Chinese/American 

activists influenced by – like Yanagida was – Third World liberation politics and ideas of 

self-determination, demanded the hire of Chinese/American construction workers at the 

construction site, slated for a Holiday Inn. Chinatown ought to be built by 

Chinese/American workers, CAA had argued. For Yanagida, CAA’s calls for jobs for 

                                                
26 Black Power at Work: Community Control, Affirmative Action, and the 

Construction Industry, ed. David Goldberg and Trevor Griffey (Ithaca: ILR Press, 2010), 
3.  



 

 73 

Chinese/American construction workers demonstrated that Asian Americans also had a 

place in the debates around community control in New York.27  

While Yanagida witnessed CAA organize for jobs for Asian/American 

construction workers in San Francisco’s Chinatown, activists in New York were also 

determined to secure community control in their neighborhoods. For example, the Young 

Lords Party, a predominantly Puerto Rican grassroots organization modeled after the 

Black Panthers, provided services to poor, migrant, and working-class community 

members in East Harlem, as a practice of community control. The Young Lords, 

critiquing the city’s social services and substandard conditions in communities of color, 

provided free chest x-rays to test for tuberculosis in East Harlem and organized to 

demand better hospital conditions at Lincoln Hospital. They claimed that they needed to 

do something about their own community’s health, identifying the city’s neglect of 

Puerto Ricans in a long history of systemic inequalities. Among other radical leftists of 

color, the Young Lords practiced the teachings to “serve the people,” referring to Mao’s 

revolutionary dictum to apply theory to practice, organize the masses, and support the 

community. “Serve-the-people” programs were the applications of political education and 

the “nucleus of the communist world outlook.”28 

Learning from the Young Lords, Asian American activists also organized around 

                                                
27 While CAA was not able to secure jobs at this construction site, CAA activists 
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public health and articulated their ideas about community control. “The health conditions 

and facilities in Chinatown have continued to worsen.” Carmen Chow, a contributor for 

Gidra magazine, wrote, “The clinics serving Chinatown give bad and inadequate care to 

Chinese people.”29 In July 1971, Thomas Tam and volunteers like Regina Lee organized 

the Chinatown Health Fair, a ten-day public health fair, where volunteer medical 

professionals set up a street health clinic on Mott Street in Manhattan’s Chinatown. 

Organizing this fair revealed the tools of community control, to raise awareness about 

health, as well as to test for tuberculosis, lead poisoning, and other preventable health 

conditions and illnesses. Members of the steering committee for the street fair 

emphasized the need to “discourage all tourists since purpose of the street fair is to serve 

community people.”30 Nearly five-hundred people received health information and 

utilized the free medical screenings; and over a thousand people got free chest x-rays to 

test for tuberculosis.31  

For Asian Americans, serving the people often referred to serving Chinatown’s 

poor, immigrant, and working-class communities. To some Asian American activists, like 

Regina Lee, Chinatown was their home. Community control was an opportunity to 

address structural inequalities and the city’s blind spots that affected Chinatown’s 
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workers, residents, and families. For those who were not from Chinatown, like Yanagida, 

it represented the center of political organizing and identity formation among Asian 

Americans around race and class. In Chinatown, Yanagida could both, organize around 

issues of economic hardship and racial discrimination. To serve the people was to serve 

Chinatown’s people.32  

Asian American activists kept a close watch on the neighborhood, while they 

debated the merits of community control. Inspired by earlier campaigns for community 

control – uptown, in San Francisco, and in Brooklyn – members of Asian Study Group 

discussed, Chinatown residents ought to have decision-making powers in the 

development of their own neighborhood. Manhattan’s Chinatown, as was the case in 

many Chinatowns across the country, was an overcrowded neighborhood in decline, 

where housing was substandard and unsafe, health clinics were inadequate or under-

resourced, and jobs were dangerous and exploitative. Asian American activist, Rocky 

Chin wrote, “New York City is not San Francisco. It is older, larger and louder. Also 

denser, dirtier, richer and poorer.” He continued, “Chinatown is a unique ghetto colony.” 

Asian Americans argued that the impoverished conditions in Chinatown were not an 

accident, but instead, “the concrete consequence of almost a century of discrimination 

and oppression.”33 In the spirit of serving the people, Asian American activists argued 

that Chinatown residents should be able to determine their own neighborhood, 

contending that it had been neglected for too long.34    
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In the Time of Confucius Plaza  

Back in 1970, President Nixon had announced the passage of the Philadelphia 

Plan, the first affirmative action plan authorized at the federal level. But it was a move 

merely to appease civil-rights advocates, rather than a political decision for racial and 

economic justice (as seen in the previous chapter).35 Still, modeled after the Philadelphia 

Plan, the New York Plan was also a hometown solution that weakly aimed to diversify 

the building trades industry. The building trades were notoriously white, racist, and 

resentful of the civil rights movement. The unions had control of the hiring process and 

perpetuated the whiteness of the industry. The New York Plan was, Yanagida wrote, a 

“flimsy legal guideline for the entire industry,” unable to desegregate this industry.36    

Referring to the hardhat riots of 1970, Yanagida described, “Union misleadership 

and a few hardhats played out the scenario in the streets as anti-war demonstrators were 

dramatically assaulted at the Wall Street protest during the Cambodian invasion in the 

spring of 1970.”37 Yanagida noted that some of the leaders of the building trades unions 

were New Yorkers, pointing to Peter Brennan in particular, who had been the President 

of the Building and Construction Trades Council of New York and became Nixon’s 

Secretary of Labor. In this context of all-around militarism and ineffective affirmative 

action initiatives, construction workers of color who had been excluded systematically 
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36 Yanagida, “The AAFEE Story,” 397.  
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from the trades, pushed unions and the industry to re-imagine the terms of equal 

employment. “Affirmative action from below” was an incisive criticism of the status quo, 

demanding instead, desegregation and economic justice.38  

Given how the New York Plan operated, Asian American laborers had little 

chance to join the building trades unions. Prospective building trades workers went 

through a selective apprenticeship program, taking evening classes and getting on-the-job 

training. Their pay rates began at half the rate of journeymen, increasing every year 

during the program.39 When the government began to intervene with anti-discrimination 

legislation, most building trades unions resisted, seeking to maintain their control of the 

labor supply and the size of the pie. 

Yanagida wrote, “all in all, the ‘affirmative action’ and job training programs are 

smokescreens.” He continued, “The capitalists allow in only the number whose 

exploitation increases the rate of profit.”40 Yanagida referred to the apprenticeship 

programs of the building trades industry, gatekeepers for who would become a building 

trades person or not. Allowing only a few nonwhite workers into the unions at a time, 

affirmative action programs were not doing enough. Yanagida continued, “Entering as 

part of training programs, they often start as part of a cheap labor pool…often denied 

union membership, only to be laid off when the programs end during the next 
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recessionary cycle.”41 He revealed that the workers of color, who got lucky and did 

become apprentices, only got contingent jobs. Despite opposition from union halls, the 

Department of Labor proposed that the building trades unions admit more nonwhite 

applicants to the apprenticeship programs. Peter Brennan – as the Secretary of Labor 

under Nixon – reluctantly promoted the New York Plan and anti-discrimination measures. 

Under the guise of “good faith” requirements, Brennan’s gift to the building trades unions 

was a lax policy.42   

Yanagida was not the first to criticize the operations of the building trades and the 

New York Plan. In October 1973, the United States District Court for the Southern 

District of New York investigated and sued unions for ongoing worker discrimination 

and limited training programs. That same year, the NAACP announced that they would 

file law suits to invalidate hometown solutions, for their inabilities to diversify or 

desegregate the building trades. Many civil rights organizations and construction workers 

of color did not support the New York Plan, highlighting the wrongs of segregated 

apprenticeship training facilities, the lack of positions for journeymen of color, the 

absence of paying jobs, and the prevalence of pay inequities.43  

Yanagida suggested that the New York Plan allowed city officials to turn a blind 

eye to unfair treatment, and he blamed the city. The Mayor’s office merely required 
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contracting companies to “make a good faith effort” and consequently, allowed 

employers to continue to operate as usual.44 Sharing Yanagida’s sentiment, a reporter for 

the Village Voice asked, “Why does the city still persist in begging the unions for 

voluntary cooperation, instead of enforcing its own laws?”45 Another reporter boldly 

stated, “the New York Plan made it legal for them to exclude minority workers from their 

unions.”46  

During these debates about affirmative action, a contracting company began the 

construction of Confucius Plaza. In 1973, Confucius Plaza was a demolition site and a 

five-and-a-half acre clearing at the foot of the Manhattan Bridge, slated for a forty-three-

million-dollar housing project. The plan for Confucius Plaza was a twenty-five thousand 

square foot plaza, as well as a 1200-seat elementary school (PS 124) and some 

commercial storefronts. The city aimed to address Chinatown’s housing deficiency and 

unsafe conditions for lower and middle-income residents and families.47 But in 1974, as 

construction on the project was underway, activists accused the powerful building trades 

unions of failing to hire Asian and Asian American workers. “One of the biggest issues 

was the de-facto exclusion of Asian Americans from the building trades unions,” 
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Yanagida emphasized.48  

Federal monies in the form of an urban renewal grant subsidized the construction 

of Confucius Plaza. As a publicly-funded project, union laborers had to construct 

Confucius Plaza. But, in the face of weak or absent affirmative action policies in a white 

industry, requiring union workers left Asian/Americans out of the labor pool. In 

accordance with the New York Plan, such building projects had required contract 

compliance from contractors. Compliance acknowledged that contractors were 

committed to hiring nonwhite workers on job sites. The contracting company – 

DeMatteis Corporation – had “assured members of the area’s Community Planning 

Board No. 3 and the sponsors, a group of prominent Chinese businessmen, that workers 

from the community (in particular Chinese workers) would be hired to build the 

complex.”49 Despite contractors’ claims, the DeMatteis Corporation had not hired any 

Asian workers, failing on the promises of community-based hiring.50 
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Yanagida was the whistleblower. Because of the notoriety of New York’s 

building trades industry, Yanagida had assumed there was hiring discrimination at the 

site of Confucius Plaza. To corroborate his hunch, he did some calculations. As a 

member of the New York State Advisory Committee to the US Commission on Civil 

Rights, Yanagida had access to data from the commission’s investigations into the 

building trades, notorious for its exclusionary operations. “So I had these libraries of all 

of the investigations they had to do. They spent lots of money investigating the 

construction industry.” He continued, “There’s no statistic, almost no statistics, on Asian 

Americans. So I just made up something that population of Chinese and Asian Americans 

in New York is 3%, total construction industry is x, there should be several thousand 

more Chinese citywide.” Rarely, he said, did the investigations disaggregate minority 

status or report on the roles of Asian/Americans in the trades. As he studied a list of 

unions in violation of the Civil Rights Act, he found that Local 46, Metallic Latherers 

was one of the unions in question. Yanagida knew many Local 46 workers were also at 

the Confucius Plaza job site, and despite its discriminatory practices, Local 46 had been 

tasked with hiring workers at the site. Pointing to numbers and charts, Yanagida’s 

calculations revealed the shortcomings of affirmative action programs in New York’s 

building trades industry, especially in the instance of Asian and Asian American workers 

who were often un(der)represented.51 
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The city had relied on union-contractor relations to self-regulate and follow 

through with equal employment regulations. When an issue arose, mediation occurred on 

a case-by-case basis. Construction workers of color and their supporters had been 

picketing construction sites throughout New York City for about a decade, calling for 

community control. Confucius Plaza was the first such site for Asian Americans and 

Chinatown. Yanagida described that with the passage of the Civil Rights Act, segregation 

at work began to change, as more African Americans and Puerto Ricans joined unions 

and were hired to work, but this change was slow to include Asian/American workers. 

Given his stance on community control, Yanagida was not interested in working with the 

building trades unions for Asian/American apprentices, trainees, or journeymen; and 

instead, he called on the city to intervene, for the hire of workers from Chinatown, as 

well as broader enforcement and oversight.52 

But, by the time Yanagida exposed the hiring injustices at Confucius Plaza, the 

Mayor had already withdrawn from the New York Plan. In July 1973, in the absence of 

an affirmative action measure, it was unclear how nonwhite workers would be able to get 

jobs in the building trades. At Confucius Plaza, while the DeMatteis Corporation had 

hired some nonwhite workers, none of them were Asian/American. Meanwhile, in the 

contract compliance paperwork that they submitted to the city prior to breaking ground, 

there had been nineteen Asian/American trainees - bricklayers, carpenters, lathers, tapers 
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and elevator constructors – who had registered. But without the New York Plan or 

broader antidiscrimination measures, there was not a policy to enforce in the building 

trades industry. Meanwhile, Yanagida and others had noticed that the city agencies had 

not placed these Asian/American trainees, despite the quota of thirty-nine positions 

allocated for trainees. Without an affirmative action policy in place, they demanded more 

from the city, pressuring for more oversight, Asian and Asian American journeymen 

throughout the city, and community-based affirmative action.53 

In contrast to the city’s affirmative action programs, Yanagida saw community 

control as a strategy for job creation in Chinatown. Drawing from what he learned from 

CAA in San Francisco’s Chinatown, Yanagida brought Confucius Plaza to the attention 

of Asian Study Group. To “serve the people” in Chinatown, Asian Study Group’s 

members agreed that they needed to secure jobs for Asian and Asian American workers 

in Chinatown. If low and middle-income Asians were going to live in these towers, 

Yanagida claimed that Chinatown’s construction workers should be able to develop and 

build the plaza, especially in a context of job shortages in the neighborhood. Community 

control became a strategy to create jobs for Asian and Chinatown-based workers.54  

In late 1973, Yanagida, members of Asian Study Group, and other Asian 

American activists founded Asian Americans for Equal Employment (AAFEE, 

pronounced like “taffy”), to serve the people and secure jobs for Asian and Asian 
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American workers. AAFEE began as an ad-hoc group of volunteers, who worked in 

construction, other building-trades, or working-class jobs. Some attended high-school or 

college, and others worked as professionals and lived in the community. Many were 

members of other Asian American organizations. Yanagida recalled that a few AAFEE 

members were graduate students from Hong Kong, who had overstayed their visas. In its 

founding year, AAFEE’s principal missions were to secure jobs for Asian/American 

workers at Confucius Plaza, while demanding as much community control as possible. 

To accomplish this mission, AAFEE’s founding members began to organize.55 

Yanagida called for community-based initiatives to hire workers. AAFEE 

distributed flyers, held meetings, published articles in the newspapers, met with 

community members for one-on-one discussions, raised funds, and organized. They also 

publicized their demands on the radio, which played during the day in Chinatown’s 

garment shops where many of Chinese/American women worked. They disrupted 

business-as-usual at the construction site, coercing the city to listen to their demands for 

community-centered decision-making. Yanagida continued,  

 The point was to use the leverage of being in the community that you can actually do something 
stronger than boycott. You can actually stop construction, if you had enough people willing to be 
arrested, and feeling like they can keep this up a little while, and get the press, and maybe get 
enough community support that starts changing things without electoral politics…just – kind of – 
radical ways of making change.56  

Community control placed the power in the hands of those who would be most affected 

by the construction and changes to Chinatown.57   

 

Asian Americans for Equal Employment at Confucius Plaza 
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As early as December 1973, AAFEE founders began to inform and educate 

workers and the community about their visions for self determination and demands to 

secure more jobs for Asian workers at the construction site of Confucius Plaza. They held 

meetings, in order to prepare the community, and they called for the immediate hire of 

qualified construction workers from Chinatown. Two months later, in February 1974, 

approximately seventy workers gathered at Chinatown’s Transfiguration Church, 

attending an AAFEE Workers Committee meeting. High attendance revealed the urgent 

need for job creation in the neighborhood. By the next month, AAFEE petitioned and 

collected eight-thousand signatures for the hire of Asian workers from Chinatown at 

Confucius Plaza. The number of volunteers swelled to hundreds, signaling this 

community’s readiness for a grassroots mobilization. As AAFEE conducted political 

education trainings, members and supporters continued to raise awareness about their 

demands for job redistribution to Chinatown’s community.58   

The city, contractor, and the unions were not going to cede to activists quickly. In 

April, Alan DeMatteis of the DeMatteis Corporation finally met with AAFEE activists, 

but it was a meeting solely to try and quell AAFEE’s pressures, resulting in no guarantees.  

Yanagida recalled that these meetings about policy had little capacity to encourage 

change. Those in power diverted responsibility from one government body to another. 

The construction unions excused themselves from the conversations. Meanwhile, workers 

continued to pressure Mayor Abraham Beame and other city officials. They demanded 

that leaders act in workers’ favor and hold the contractors and unions accountable.  
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The Housing and Development Administration (HDA) – the official city agency 

that was responsible for the site’s construction – emphasized that it was not city policy to 

require contracting companies to hire from a community. Instead, regulations regarding 

nonwhite workers applied at the city level, independent of the circumstances of localized 

neighborhoods. Concerned about community-based hiring, an administrator from the 

HDA asked, “If workers from the Chinatown vicinity were hired to work on this 

particular development, what would happen to them on completion of Confucius 

Plaza?”59 Yanagida summarized the HDA’s misunderstanding, “government 

administrators contended that if Asian Americans insisted that Asian Americans be hired 

at Confucius Plaza, then they could not work in Harlem or Bedford-Stuyvesant, since 

minority residents of those areas would claim the same for groups.”60 

 AAFEE demanded jobs, not smokes and mirrors. While officials at HDA argued 

that hiring Asian building trades workers would take jobs away from other nonwhite 

workers, AAFEE contended that Asian workers were not hired in the first place. The 

notion of “minority workers” was not disaggregated based on race, nor did it set 

parameters on where workers lived for contract compliance. The agency dismissed 

AAFEE’s broader critique of affirmative action in the building trades. In a neighborhood 

that was suffering from budget cuts and economic austerity, where day care centers, 

schools, precincts, and factories faced closure, activists demanded the redistribution of 

jobs at Confucius Plaza to the community’s labor surplus. While four-hundred jobs 

became available at Confucius Plaza, no Asian/Americans were hired. Meanwhile, there 
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were residents in Chinatown who had many years of experience in construction work, in 

the United States and in Asia. According to Yanagida, even the HDA had “acknowledged 

that dozens of Asian workers whose names were submitted months previously, by dint of 

years of experience, were qualified as full-scale journeymen.”61  

While AAFEE activists criticized the toothless debates around affirmative action 

in the building trades, demanding community control was becoming increasingly 

challenging. As AAFEE began to interact with unrelenting HDA officials, AAFEE’s 

demands for community control softened. But their commitment to serve the people was 

a pliable philosophy. While Yanagida continued to critique affirmative action plans that 

prioritized percentages and numbers without regard for where workers were from, 

AAFEE pushed for an equal employment policy that would specify how many Asian 

workers would be hired. In the case of Confucius Plaza, serving the people came to mean 

securing jobs for Asian and Asian American workers, more generally and beyond 

Chinatown. To serve the people, AAFEE needed to work with city officials and agencies. 

As comprehensive structural change seemed unlikely at Confucius Plaza, they began to 

demand the hire of forty Asian/American workers, adhering to earlier affirmative action 

stipulations from the New York Plan.62  

Tensions from within the Chinatown community also contributed to AAFEE’s 

shifts away from community control, amplifying instead an anti-discrimination agenda.  

AAFFEE members were up against Chinatown’s established leadership, and in particular, 

the Consolidated Chinese Benevolent Association (CCBA). In 1883, Chinese diplomats 

founded New York’s CCBA, in an effort to provide support for Chinese in America and 

                                                
61 Yanagida, “The AAFEE Story,” 397.  
 
62 Ibid.; Rob Yanagida, Oral history with author, March 27, 2018. 



 

 88 

to legitimize Chinatown, at a time of Chinese Exclusion and anti-Chinese violence. It 

became an alliance of sixty hometown and family clubs, and men could go to the CCBA 

– located at 62 Mott Street – to meet one another and form fraternal bonds among other 

migrants from the same hometown and homelands.63 

The CCBA claimed to be the “official spokesman” of Chinatown. CCBA leaders 

were factory owners, restaurant owners, landlords, and merchants, interested in protecting 

business interests in Chinatown. The leadership had major stakes in the neighborhood’s 

businesses, as many of the leaders also offered financial investments and loans. As more 

and more Chinese migrants moved to New York City throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, the rift between working people and the leadership of the CCBA 

grew. In the mid-twentieth century, immigrants were poorer, and like Historian Him 

Mark Lai had claimed, “the older groups in Chinatown communities have been reluctant 

to share their power with the new arrivals.”64 AAFEE’s strategy to empower working-

class people to disrupt the construction site of Confucius Plaza threatened the CCBA’s 

investments and image as Chinatown’s leadership.65   

 In the struggle to secure jobs for Asian and Asian American construction workers, 

AAFEE activists initially sought to appease CCBA leaders. AAFEE appealed to the 

CCBA’s anti-discrimination stance. They wrote to them regarding the picket line and 

plans for future demonstrations against the contracting company. Conveying political 

urgency, AAFEE amplified the issues of racial discrimination while downplaying 
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working people’s uprisings against the state, the contractors, and the unions. The 

Chinatown elite tacitly agreed that there were indeed hiring injustices at Confucius Plaza, 

but they refused to march in the streets. AAFEE’s agenda to empower working people 

threatened the CCBA’s businesses in Chinatown and Confucius Plaza.66 

Concerned with the geopolitical conditions of China, the CCBA leaders bristled at 

AAFEE’s politics. Over time, the CCBA leadership had become virulently anti-

communist. In the mid-twentieth century, as the Communist Party in China rose to power, 

the leaders of the CCBA expressed their opposition. As CCBA leaders aimed to gain 

American politicians’ favor, they bolstered the Nationalist Party of China, or the 

Kuomintang (KMT) in Taiwan, refusing to recognize the Communist Party in Mainland 

China. CCBA leaders were fearful of anti-US sentiment, in the face of a growing and 

powerful Communist China. Anti-communism had become rampant through the 

McCarthy era, and supporting the KMT was also the position of the US. Consequently, 

Asian American activists’ affinities for Chairman Mao and his teachings threatened 

CCBA’s stance that Chinatown ought to support the KMT. 67 

Despite AAFEE activists’ and CCBA members’ common interests in combatting 

racial discrimination at work, their ideologies were at odds. In the late 1960s, Asian 

American activists explicitly criticized American capitalism as a racist economic system, 

condemning entrepreneurial and business interests of upholding bourgeois “white 
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chauvinism.”68 Asian Americans throughout the country took issue with the CCBA’s 

self-proclaimed leadership, business-mindedness, and stance regarding China. Instead, 

AAFEE looked to unseat the CCBA, uplift the grassroots, and support the struggles of 

working people.69   

AAFEE’s street campaigns and public-facing approaches to address hiring 

injustices shed light on the divergent approaches of AAFEE and the CCBA. Much to 

CCBA leaders’ dismay, AAFEE activists called a strike. On April 24, 1974, several 

hundred people – AAFEE members, unemployed workers of color, members of a 

multiracial coalition of construction workers, and community supporters – attended and 

rallied at City Hall. At this first demonstration, a few daring protesters climbed onto 

construction vehicles and cranes, successfully halting construction. They began to see 

what worked to get the attention of the press, the community, and the contracting 

company. Yanagida recalled, “Coercion works.”70  

Occupying the construction site in April, AAFEE activists targeted the city and 

the contracting company’s pocketbooks. On May 16, 1974, AAFEE organized a rally in 

Chatham Square of the Lower East Side, convening speakers from social service 

organizations, as well as participants who were immigrants, workers, the elderly, 

community leaders, and local clergy members. During the rally, two-hundred-and-fifty 

activists gathered at the construction site, calling for more picketers and supporters. 

Activists from the rally marched to Confucius Plaza. They forced construction to a halt 
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again. Yanagida depicted the scene of the May demonstration, 

To stop the work and hit the contractors financially, demonstrators had to sit on cranes in the roads, 
persuade workers to stop, and argue with foremen. The police were mobilized but with hundreds 
of demonstrators around the site, there was a standstill. Finally, at the end of the day, with most of 
the work stopped, the DeMatteis Corp. signed an arrest order, and the police arrested ten Asian 
American demonstrators. The war was on.71 

A spokesperson for the DeMatteis Corporation responded, “Every day of delay costs 

more than $50,000…If these people really want more housing down here, why don’t they 

let us get on with it?”72 A solution to the contractor’s financial woes was to honor 

demonstrators’ demands. Picketers demanded affirmative action and the hire of forty 

Asian/American construction workers, recalling the requirements of the New York Plan. 

Protesters refused to abide by the status quo of labor deficits and unequal conditions.  

AAFEE’s calls to action came at a moment when Chinatown’s substandard 

conditions were deteriorating from bad to worse. Throughout the city, the fiscal crisis had 

hit hard. The city was mired in a budget crisis and on the brink of economic collapse. 

During Beame’s tenure, in the face of the city’s fires, blackouts, school closures, and 

public-sector layoffs, segregation at work was just one of many crises. Yanagida 

illustrated that AAFEE’s shifts toward a nuts-and-bolts style of organizing was still 

connected to the broader struggle for working people. He wrote,   

Unemployment is sweeping the land. The fight against layoffs and the fight for jobs is expressing 
the ever more strident militancy of the working class as a whole. The fight of minority workers for 
their democratic rights, against on-the-job discrimination, exclusion from higher paid jobs and 
industries, for the right to unionize in marginal industries, is a fight inseparably linked to the 
overall proletarian struggle.73 
  
In the face of economic downturn, more and more people demonstrated their 

solidarity for AAFEE’s calls for economic justice. Among the demonstrators was 
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Councilwoman Miriam Friedlander, who had stood on the picket lines alongside 

Chinatown community members and allied labor groups. Yanagida said, Friedlander was 

the “only figure in city politics that I saw or expected, to show support like that.”74 While 

Councilwoman Friedlander picketed alongside Asian American activists, other city 

officials frustrated AAFEE activists. Yanagida reflected on “the unwillingness of the 

city’s equal opportunity officials to seriously enforce anti-discrimination measures, rather, 

they seek to “mediate” conflicts, “smooth over” tensions thus throwing their weight to the 

side of discriminatory unions and contractors.”75 In spite of these officials’ unwillingness 

to recognize AAFEE’s urgent demands, the demonstrations marched on, and eleven more 

protesters were arrested the next day, including Yanagida.76   

While AAFEE sought to secure the immediate hire of forty Asian/American 

workers and more city oversight, the Third World liberation politics that Yanagida had 

learned as a college student were evident in his efforts to build multiracial coalitions 

around Confucius Plaza. Working with other labor activists of color who had also 

demanded community control and the desegregation of the building trades, Yanagida 

built a coalition with groups like Black Economic Survival, the Black and Puerto Rican 

Coalition of Construction Workers, and East Harlem’s Fight Back. Many of the worker-

activists from this coalition were black immigrants, and they – too – had organized for 

community control at construction sites uptown. Workers from this coalition showed up 
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at rallies and signed petitions in solidarity, demanding racial and economic justice for all 

communities of color. They were also among those who put their bodies on the line at 

protests, getting arrested for occupying the construction site, alongside AAFEE activists. 

Such Third World liberationist and multi-racial coalitional politics were fundamentally 

different from the CCBA’s political philosophies.77  

AAFEE’s Marxist-Leninist-Maoist roots troubled CCBA leaders, but their 

leadership status seemed to wane. As community members continued to throw their 

support for AAFEE, the CCBA’s political clout lessened. Harnessing this transitional 

moment, AAFEE activists sought to prioritize working-class Asian/American community 

members and their alliances with other working people. AAFEE members seized this 

opening to reshape New York’s Asian America, building multiracial coalitions and 

forcing the city to contend with Chinatown’s demands from the grassroots.78 

AAFEE reassured Chinatown’s working people that participation in these 

demonstrations would not affect their own relationships with their bosses or the CCBA. 

On May 27, AAFEE attended the CCBA Board of Directors meeting and demanded that 

the CCBA release a public statement in support of the immediate hire of Asian/American 

workers. The CCBA still opposed multi-racial demonstrations, highlighting anti-black 

racism that was pervasive in the community. But by releasing a public statement, 

working-class Asian/Americans would be able to participate in AAFEE's actions, assured 

that Chinatown’s employers would not blacklist them from employment.79 

On the picket line, AAFEE invoked a long history of anti-Asian racism. At 
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Confucius Plaza, one of the pickets read, “Chinese Built the Railroads; Why Not 

Confucius Plaza?,” outraged by the exclusion of Chinatown workers in the building of 

this housing project.80 Picketers connected their efforts to secure building trades jobs in 

Lower Manhattan to the role of Chinese laborers in the construction of the 

Transcontinental Railroad in the nineteenth century. Recognizing the contribution of 

Asian labor to the American project, this picket questioned exclusion. To add, activists 

argued that their communities had to have a say in the decisions of their neighborhoods. 

Persuaded by AAFEE’s claims and pickets like these, more working-class people and 

older members of the Chinatown community began to show their support and joined the 

picket lines, in spite of the CCBA. And while the leaders of the CCBA may have agreed 

that Asian/Americans belonged and deserved access to the same jobs, the CCBA 

remained steadfast in their disapproval of protest.81  

Having organized in anti-war campaigns and the Third World takeover in 1969 at 

CUNY, AAFEE activists like Yanagida demonstrated their organizing savvy. At 

Confucius Plaza, they drew large crowds to the protests for equal employment. On May 

31, hundreds of protestors responded to a city-wide call to action. Yanagida recalled that 

the scene was violent. He witnessed the police on horses, on scooters, and on foot 

assaulting protesters. Some activists climbed into and occupied the construction site, 

while others stopped car traffic. According to a reporter, the CCBA “called on the 
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demonstrators to stop while an attempt at negotiation went on. The request was 

ignored.”82 While activists attracted community members to the picketing lines, the 

DeMatteis Corporation continued to characterize AAFEE as a “bunch of gangs,” 

dismissing activists’ demands for serious change and discrediting their wide reach.83 In 

spite of the opposition from the CCBA and the contracting company, these marches and 

demonstrations against the city’s ineffectiveness and the DeMatteis Corporation’s 

discriminatory practices halted construction.84  

After this culminating rally and strike on May 31, demonstrators finally 

convinced city officials of the urgency of the Confucius Plaza construction jobs. A few 

days later in June, protesters gathered again, to call on the city to respond to political 

repression and equal employment violations at Confucius Plaza. In the three weeks of 

demonstrations, fifty-seven protesters had been arrested for trespassing, obstructing 

justice, assaulting an officer, and resisting arrest. This time, the city government finally 

surrendered to hold urgent negotiations regarding AAFEE’s demands.85 

AAFEE’s anti-discrimination stance and the call to hire Asian/American workers 

persuaded some liberal leaders. Irving S. K. Chin, the first Asian New York City 

Commissioner on Human Rights and supporter of the employment of Asian/American 
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workers at the site, wrote to city agencies. He wrote, “it is hard to believe that for a city 

of over 10 million residents that it has taken this long without an apparent solution of the 

hiring of a few Asian-American workers.” Chin argued that the discrimination found in 

the building trades with the construction of Confucius Plaza was an opportunity for New 

York City to take initiative in creating meaningful change towards anti-discrimination 

and affirmative action.86  

AAFEE eventually persuaded the CCBA, too. Man Bun Lee – the new president 

of the CCBA – was more amenable to AAFEE’s strategies and politics than other 

members of the CCBA. Lee was a wealthy and powerful restaurateur in the community, 

and unlike his CCBA colleagues, he preferred to address community-level politics, less 

concerned with the geopolitical debates of the People’s Republic of China. In 1976, 

Yanagida qualified that Lee was “palatable to the declining right-wing elements in the 

CCBA.”87 While Lee had not joined in on the early calls for action, he supported 

AAFEE’s demands for equal employment at Confucius Plaza.88   

The CCBA leaders and AAFEE activists’ differing strategies pushed the city to 

address employment justice from multiple fronts. While AAFEE activists and their 

supporters occupied the construction site or picketed in the streets, Lee and members of 

the CCBA took the issue of equal employment to Mayor Beame. They sought to settle the 

conflict quietly, behind closed doors and off the streets. The CCBA, under the leadership 

of President Lee, began to accept AAFEE’s appeals and politics. Like AAFEE, the 
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CCBA demanded the hire of forty Asian/American construction workers at Confucius 

Plaza, but the vision for community control had shifted. The CCBA’s liberal turn with 

Lee was a major step towards a political transition in Chinatown, but allocation of 

numbers and figures through affirmative action firmly supplanted the demands for 

community control or Third World liberation.89   

 City agencies hurried towards quick settlement and conflict mediation, rushing to 

place Asian/American workers on construction sites and get the construction of 

Confucius Plaza underway. While contractors were losing cash, workers urgently needed 

fair jobs. On June 10, Yanagida and some of the founding members of AAFEE finally 

met with city agencies, in order to negotiate how the city could intervene on behalf of 

Chinatown and Asian/American workers. There were several city agencies, organizations, 

and people involved in these meetings, including the CCBA leadership, Mayor Beame’s 

office, the Board of Urban Affairs (BUA), the Housing and Development Association 

(HDA), the US Civil Rights Commission, and the DeMatteis Corporation.90 AAFEE 

members agreed not to call for action during these negotiations. In late June, city 

agencies, the DeMatteis Corporation, and AAFEE met to reach a final agreement. 

Officials of the HDA summarized that, in order to work at Confucius Plaza, 

Asian/American workers needed to have the following criteria: They had to be legal 

residents with a green card, to have proof of their skills for the trade, to speak English 

“adequately enough to function on a construction site,” and to be registered with the 
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state.91 These meetings revealed the power of collective action, persuaded city officials 

away from their reluctance. HDA had resisted AAFEE’s demands months prior, but by 

July, a working-class uprising had forced the HDA to confront workers’ concerns about 

racial discrimination at Confucius Plaza.92 

 Three weeks after the rallies at Confucius Plaza and marches to City Hall that had 

halted the construction, AAFEE activists and community members successfully pushed 

the city government to hire Asian/American construction workers. In July 1974, HDA 

and BUA city officials, AAFEE activists, CCBA leaders, and the Mayor’s office met for 

a mediated discussion. The first term of agreement read, “Ten to twelve Asian 

journeymen will be placed citywide, through HDA.” 93 The city also agreed to enforce the 

immediate hire of approximately twenty trainees at Confucius Plaza, from a list prepared 

by AAFEE of Asian/American trainees in Chinatown. Hiring some Chinatown residents 

to work at the construction site actualized some of AAFEE’s earlier demands for 

community-based hiring. Additionally, they agreed that city officials would work to 

notify Asian/Americans when apprenticeship training tests re-opened periodically, 

through local newspapers and media. Yanagida and AAFEE had accused the building 

trades unions of racist hiring practices, but for now, this was the way to get 

Asian/American workers on construction sites. Twenty-four Asian building trades 
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workers were hired at Confucius Plaza.94  

Regarding the negotiations at Confucius Plaza, the US Commission of Civil 

Rights articulated, “This agreement was the first in which government compliance 

agency established goals specifically for Asian Americans.”95 Although AAFEE’s victory 

did not fulfill the visions of Third World liberation or community control, it demonstrated 

activists’ nimble organizing to secure the hire of Asian workers. Calling on community 

members to demand and pressure new conversations for affirmative action became an 

effective labor organizing strategy in Chinatown. Recognizing the shifts and 

compromises that occurred by the time of negotiations, Yanagida claimed that their 

victory was that contractors, government officials, and Chinatown’s old guard were 

“forced to contend with the rising forces among the Asian-American working class.”96  

AAFEE continued to organize working-class movements. In August 1974, 

AAFEE activists gathered in Chinatown to celebrate their recent successes of securing 

jobs at Confucius Plaza. At the event, they pivoted and called for supporters in their 

ongoing struggle against unsafe housing, inadequate attention to public health, 

insufficient and unequal school funding, and police violence. AAFEE activists’ successes 
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at Confucius Plaza, a massive public housing complex that is visible from nearly any city 

block in Chinatown, displayed the capacities of Asian American labor activism. And for 

Yanagida, it was a sign that Chinatown’s proletariat was ready to re-imagine their 

community.97 

 

Narratives about Asian/American Workers   

Throughout the struggle at Confucius Plaza, Asian/Americans challenged and told 

multiple narratives about themselves. In June 1974, while negotiations and conflict 

mediation were underway, Irving S. K. Chin wrote,  

The Confucius Plaza demonstrations seeking the hiring of Asian-American construction workers 
engenders a historical opportunity for New York City to finally open up the construction and 
building trade industry to the long neglected Asian-Americans. The paramount problem not only 
in Confucius Plaza but in our American Society is that the Asian-American is not treated as a bona 
fide minority but is accorded “third class minority” status.98  

Sent to Nixon’s Secretary of Labor, Peter Brennan, as well as Alan DeMatteis, Mayor 

Beame, among others, Chin articulated the nature of racial discrimination that had 

occurred at the job site of Confucius Plaza. Without specifying “Asian” or “Asian 

American” in the claims to hire nonwhite workers, Chin pointed out that 

Asian/Americans were excluded or made invisible. Put another way, he reiterated that the 

unions had not certified Asian/American trainees because of racial discrimination. He 

wrote, “the union’s failure…appear to be the usual stereotyped excuses and unsupported 

rationalizations to justify why they are not hired, to wit, a) that these Asian American 

workers are illegal aliens who walk in sandals; and b) that they don’t speak English.”99 
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He identified that discourses about Asian working people were obstacles in 

Asian/Americans’ quest for racial and economic justice. He identified yellow-peril tropes 

that portrayed Asians in America as perpetually foreign, not deserving the jobs that were 

reserved for the white working class. At the same time, Chin claimed the docile and 

yielding characterization of Asian people. Irving Chin wrote, “it is true that the orientals 

have gained a reputation and immortality as people of great patience,” emphasizing that 

the time had finally come for the hire of Asian/American workers.100  

 While Irving Chin traded in yellow peril tropes for ones about the patience of 

Asian peoples, Rob Yanagida’s writings referred to Asian/Americans as “a forgotten 

minority.” The forgotten-ness operated in multiple ways. Such as in the 1972 occupation 

of the Asian Studies department on campus, as well as the explicit demand for 

Asian/American construction workers at Confucius Plaza, Yanagida’s activism in the 

1970s called on New Yorkers to disaggregate and specify “nonwhite” categories. Like 

other nonwhite Americans, Asian/Americans confronted discrimination and economic 

hardship, but according to a report by the New York State Advisory Committee to the US 

Commission on Civil Rights, “their plight has been ignored by Federal, State, and local 

agencies responsible for providing services to all Americans.”101 If Asian/Americans 

were explicitly mentioned, the report mentioned that it was often as a lump category, 

without specificities about what or who was “Asian.” This was the case at Confucius 

Plaza and in most affirmative action policies. Consequently, in New York, “Asian” often 
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stood for Chinese communities, disregarding non-Chinese Asian communities. This 

disregard was part of the forgetting.102  

Yanagida also critiqued notions about the model minority. He remembered the 

significance of Man Bun Lee’s leadership in the CCBA and the liberal turn in the 

struggle for jobs at Confucius Plaza. In 1973, Lee had testified at an investigative panel 

of the US Commission on Human Rights, and he had discussed the myth of the model 

minority. Yanagida recalled,  

So Mr. Lee, having his talk centered around the myth of the model minority. So here’s this leader 
of the CCBA’s six companies. He broke the stereotype. I knew it before, because of how he was 
clearly an ally, from the tactical confrontational things that, after the confrontation, after the mess 
in the streets with cops, fifty-some-odd people arrested, he was still showing support. He wasn’t 
disengaging. And it was through the demonstrations for jobs at Confucius Plaza that AAFEE 
activists conveyed the meanings of Asian American identity.103  

Organizing for jobs for Asian/American workers, the struggle at Confucius Plaza of 1974 

was a defiant stance against the model minority narrative. Yanagida and his comrades 

aimed to expose the myths of this discourse. While Man Bun Lee’s liberal politics had 

not aligned with Yanagida’s Third World liberationist claims for community control, they 

agreed that the model minority narrative was a myth. Discourses like the model minority 

or the yellow peril narrative discredited the agency of Asian/American New Yorkers, and 

the struggle at Confucius Plaza revealed these barriers.  

 

Legacies and Afterlives   

Throughout the late 1970s and 1980s, AAFEE continued to respond to 
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Chinatown’s multiple crises. Less than a year after the struggle at Confucius Plaza, the 

organizers of AAFEE called attention to police violence and organized community 

members again. On April 25, 1975, Peter Yew was brutally beaten by the police after a 

minor traffic accident in the Lower East Side. Yew, a twenty-seven-year-old architectural 

engineer from Brooklyn, witnessed an accident and verbal altercation between a white 

driver and Chinese driver. As the white driver attempted to leave the scene, he bumped 

onlookers with his car and chaos erupted. Yew was a bystander, who was brutally beaten 

and charged with assault of an officer.104  

On May 19, 1975, AAFEE activists drew ten to twenty-thousand people to the 

streets. As demonstrators protested police brutality and demanded justice for Peter Yew, 

AAFEE again persuaded the community to demand justice for Asian/Americans. In their 

broad calls for racial justice, AAFEE also called for the end to “discrimination in 

employment, education, health, housing and all other social services to minorities and 

working people.”105 Many commercial storefronts were closed on the day of the protest, 

so that community members and merchants could attend the demonstrations. Even the 

CCBA took to the streets.  A reporter wrote that Man Bun Lee had rallied the crowd and 

said, “If we do not unite, other people are not going to take us seriously.”106 Yew was 

eventually exonerated, two police officers were indicted with misconduct, and collective 
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action won again.107  

AAFEE’s ability to shape shift, from demanding community control to equal 

employment to future campaigns, became its greatest strength. In the early 1980s, 

AAFEE underwent an organizational name change, in order to reflect its broadened 

mission, to Asian Americans for Equality (AAFE). Initially, it remained committed to a 

worker-centered agenda. And then, in the 1980s, AAFE began to develop housing. There 

had been devastating fires in Chinatown that influenced the organization to re-evaluate its 

role in the neighborhood. In 1985, a three-alarm fire at 54 Eldridge Street killed two 

people, and 125 people found themselves suddenly homeless on a cold January night. 

This building had been a victim of neglect, and its residents had been living in unsafe 

conditions. After the fire, leaders of AAFE found interpreters for the homeless families of 

54 Eldridge Street, as they were transferred to city shelters. Eventually, AAFE found 

them public housing. This was not Chinatown’s first fire, but this fire led to the creation 

of Equality House, up the street on Eldridge Street, which would provide temporary and 

permanent shelter for homeless families and elderly community members. The city gave 

AAFE two abandoned buildings, as the city delegated its responsibilities under the guise 

of giving back to the community. The State Department of Social Services granted one 

million dollars for construction, in order to shelter community members before 

transitioning into more permanent dwellings. In the building adjacent to Equality House, 

AAFE would provide permanent housing for low-income families. In 1988, AAFE’s 

newsletters were almost entirely about tenants, residents, landlords, and housing. By the 

1990s, AAFE deprioritized labor justice and worker power and became a leading 
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affordable housing developer of New York’s Asian communities.108 

 While AAFEE underwent significant changes and remained in Chinatown, Rob 

Yanagida left Chinatown to organize working-class communities elsewhere, still 

committed to Third World liberation and community control politics. After the hire of 

Asian/American tradesmen at Confucius Plaza, Yanagida returned to East Harlem, where 

he continued to work on hiring and employment justice for construction workers of color. 

When he left Chinatown, he was grappling with the politics of the Asian American 

movement. He questioned his Japanese-ness in this broader multiethnic Asian American 

identity. As a Sansei, he claimed, his proximity to Japan, Japanese imperialism, and 

Japan’s relationship to China reminded him of his position and role in Chinatown. Aware 

of these geopolitical dynamics and reinforcing his views on self-determination, he 

emphasized that Chinatown affairs ought to be left to the Chinese. After Confucius Plaza, 

Asian Study Group – which would become Workers’ Viewpoint – reassigned Yanagida 

to work on rank-and-file activism elsewhere. In East Harlem, he continued to support 

construction workers – who were predominantly Puerto Rican and Dominican migrants – 

at job site actions, meetings, and political education classes.109   

While Yanagida’s approach to labor organizing continued to adapt to his ideas 

about race and work, Chinatown’s working people confronted new challenges more 

aligned with the AAFE’s organizational concerns. As early as the 1980s, tenants of 
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tenement buildings in Chinatown recognized gentrification and its impacts. In midst of 

landlord harassment and a regime of increasing rents, tenants were being priced out, as 

new developers flipped tenement buildings that had been neglected and in decades-long 

disrepair. Bill Chong of AAFE had told a reporter, “What we’re afraid of is the 

Manhattanization of Chinatown, making it a place where only wealthy people can 

live.”110 And in addition to the rise in rent, Chinatown’s population was growing. A 

community board member had said, “There always have been space problems in 

Chinatown, but now there is fighting over every square inch of real estate because of the 

influx of other Asians.”111  

New York’s Asian America was increasingly working-class migrants, who 

worked in unorganized industries and severely affected by the lack of safe and secure 

housing. In this regime, the construction industry and its jobs have taken on another 

dimension and meaning. New developments fueled Chinatown’s ongoing crisis, and 

construction in the neighborhood represented luxury buildings, rising rents, and 

displacement. According to Cathy Dang, the Executive Director of CAAAV: Organizing 

Asian Communities, a housing justice organization that works with Asian immigrant and 

Asian American tenants and low-wage community members,   

The divide that happens between community and labor is a lot about housing and jobs and hotel 
development. So for example, unions will advance their membership and themselves at the 
expense of other people. And unions are important. We need secure jobs, but how do we do it in a 
way that doesn’t advance just one set of people over the expense of others. So, if a job comes up 
to build these luxury towers and they’re union jobs, even though community doesn’t want these 
luxury towers because they’ll cause displacement, they’ll still take the jobs because it creates jobs 
for 5 years. And that’s where the community/labor division happens.112 
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Manhattan’s Chinatown, as well as other neighborhoods in New York, has to confront 

these tensions between the building trades workers’ need for jobs and the struggle to keep 

housing accessing to working New Yorkers.  

 

Conclusion 

 At City College, Rob Yanagida was a student of the Third World political project. 

As a witness to the global Cold War, he learned that American racism was an extension 

of imperialism and US aggression. Organizing and participating in his campus takeovers 

– to demand curricula that matter to students of color – Yanagida’s college years were 

formative ones. From his participation in the anti-war movement and readings with Asian 

Study Group, Yanagida argued that self-determination would liberate the masses from 

capital exploitation and racial discrimination. These ideas would also shape his strategies 

for labor organizing.  

 When Yanagida revealed hiring discrimination at Confucius Plaza, he was among 

a number of activists who envisioned community control to ensure racial and economic 

justice at the construction site. He organized and co-founded AAFEE, and they argued 

that self-determination was the only way to bring about meaningful change. Chinatown’s 

communities ought to determine Chinatown, they argued. As they demanded that the city 

redistribute jobs to Chinatown-based Asian/Americans, the organizing and negotiating 

processes proved to be challenging. Recognizing the urgency of jobs, their ambitions and 

strategies began to shift. Instead of community control, their vision changed to call for 

the immediate hire of forty Asian/American workers and broader equal employment 

measures. AAFEE – consisting of workers, students, and community-based supporters – 

organized, rallied, occupied, and negotiated, amplifying its anti-discrimination stance and 
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demands for affirmative action. After multiple demonstrations, AAFEE successfully 

secured the hire of twenty-four of Asian/Americans at Confucius Plaza, and activists 

pressured the city to place Asian/American workers throughout the city’s construction 

sites. Community control did not become Confucius Plaza’s reality, but ten workers from 

Chinatown were hired. Yanagida’s story revealed the multiple and pliable ideas, visions, 

and decisions at Confucius Plaza to respond to the community’s needs and secure jobs.  

While Yanagida would eventually leave Chinatown, so that Chinese/Americans 

could continue to organize this neighborhood, “serve the people” referred to a broad 

conception of community. The philosophy to serve the people became an organizing 

principle that combined theory and practice. While Yanagida’s calls for Third World 

liberation and self-determination had transformed on the ground at Confucius Plaza, 

serving the people was a fluid political agenda. Responding to community needs, 

Yanagida and AAFEE secured jobs for and with Asian/American workers. For Yanagida, 

organizing working people went beyond shop conditions, wages, and contracts. From 

Third World liberation and community control to affirmative action, the politics to serve 

the people encompassed pliable strategies of labor organizing at Confucius Plaza and 

Asian/American New York.113   
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CHAPTER 4 

RAPID SIMMER: DEBATING UNIONISMS FROM MANHATTAN’S CHINESE 

RESTAURANTS IN THE 1980S 

 
In 1978, a New York Times reporter wrote, “For as long as Chinese restaurants 

have been popular, the knowledge that their waiters and busboys work 12-hour days for 

tips and less than a dollar an hour in wages has been an open secret in every Chinatown 

in the country.”1 By the 1980s, one sixth of New York’s restaurants were Chinese 

restaurants, and they were among the largest employers of Chinese immigrants. Wages in 

New York’s Chinese restaurants were low, jobs were unreliable, and the labor surplus 

created by the increasing number of migrants exacerbated intense competition. The 

reporter continued,  

For just as long, employees have been afraid to protest the unlawful wages or hours. In some 
cases, their reluctance stems from the fact that they are illegal aliens and fear deportation, in other 
cases because they are members of the owner’s family or because their employer sponsored their 
immigration. Others fear unemployment or blacklisting in the Chinese community.2 

With new arrivals every day, work conditions in Chinese restaurants were getting worse.  

High turnover and a labor surplus, consequences of low-wages and increased 

immigration, made it challenging to organize Chinese restaurant workers. This was 

certainly the case in New York’s twelve-hundred Chinese restaurants. Immigrant laborers 

in the service sector, often did not have access to minimum wages, healthcare, or job 

security. In 1982, Seong Moon Lee, a server at Midtown’s Hawaii Kai Dining Room, 

described that his weekly income was eighty-two dollars and fifty cents per week, and he 

typically earned sixty to ninety-five dollars in weekly tips. He worked five days per 

week, and his hours changed at the whim of his bosses, especially on holidays. For 
                                                

1 Donald G. McNeil, Jr., “Unionization of Chinese Restaurant Breaks a Grim 
Tradition,” New York Times, July 8, 1978.   

 
2 Ibid. 



 

 110 

example, on Valentine’s Day in 1982, dining-room workers were called into work early 

to serve a long day of back-to-back customers. Every week, managers deducted six 

dollars and fifty cents from pay checks to pay for workers’ meals. If Lee was sick, he had 

to find his own replacement and pay his replacement from his own wages; otherwise, 

management would deduct his sick day from his pay check. Workers did not have 

medical insurance or retirement plans. And on top of these conditions, he said, “we 

waiters were all afraid of being fired if we spoke up to complain.”3  

In the late 1970s, despite these obstacles, some organizers successfully began to 

unionize Chinese-restaurant workers. In 1978, at Uncle Tai’s Hunan Yuan – a spacious 

and upscale restaurant of Northern Chinese cuisine in Midtown – front-of-house workers 

went on strike. They claimed that the chef-owner was guilty of on-the-job abuse. Labor 

organizers learned that management gambled on premises, workers and owners alike 

drank on the job, and inappropriate conduct was rampant. As dining room and kitchen 

workers protested mistreatment and corruption, they also demanded better wages, 

overtime pay, and welfare benefits. The Chinese restaurant industry in New York was not 

typically a site of visible labor unrest, but the workers at Uncle Tai’s set a new precedent. 

It became one among too few New York-based restaurants to win a union election. At 

Uncle Tai’s, the Hotel Employees’ and Restaurant Employees’ Union (HERE) negotiated 

the first collectively-bargained contract at a Chinese restaurant in New York, creating the 

conditions for a safer workplace with “House Rules” for the restaurant, increasing wages, 

and securing more vacation, sick days, and pensions for workers.4  

                                                
3 Seong Moon Lee, Affidavit for NLRB, April 26, 1982, AALDEF Papers, 

TAM321, Box 15, Folder 2, *.  
 
4 House Rules for Uncle Tai’s Hunan Yuan, HERE Local 6 Papers, WAG148, 
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The union victory at Uncle Tai’s would usher in an exceptional and unusual 

decade in the history of Chinese restaurant organizing in New York. Labor organizers 

approached Chinese migrant workers, an overlooked labor force in New York. And they 

began in Midtown and the Upper East Side, before going to Chinatown. After negotiating 

contracts at Uncle Tai’s, HERE approached workers at other Chinese restaurants. They 

asked workers questions about their wages, overtime pay, and conditions at their work 

places. Workers signed union authorization cards, elected collective bargaining 

representatives, and pressured their bosses to fix and address exploitative conditions. In 

1980, Hunan House Restaurant on Mott Street became the first signed union contract in 

Manhattan’s Chinatown. A year later, Local 6 supported the pickets at the Gold Coin 

restaurant, successfully pressuring management to conduct an election. Chun Cha Fa 

restaurant also negotiated a contract, cutting workers’ sixty-hour workweeks to forty-

hours and raising hourly wages for workers, paid holidays, sick days, healthcare, and 

retirement benefits. In addition to HERE, the only AFL-CIO affiliate organizing Chinese 

restaurant laborers, independent unions emerged to join the fight for economic justice for 

Chinese restaurant workers. Like the contracts at Uncle Tai’s, the independent unions’ 

contracts of multiple dining-room and kitchen workers also addressed wages, shop 

conditions, benefits, and even, job security. The 1980s was a hopeful decade for Chinese 

restaurant workers looking to improve their workplaces. One rank-and-file labor activist 
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at Uncle Tai’s had claimed, “I want to change the history. America is a free country, 

labor union guarantees benefits – but not for Chinese until now.”5  

Chinese restaurant workers in the 1980s encountered two types of unionisms: the 

path set by the AFL-CIO or the independent unions supported by the Chinese Staff and 

Waiters’ Association (CSWA). In the early unionization drives at large-scale Chinese 

banquet halls like Uncle Tai’s, the white leadership of Local 6 of HERE had assigned 

Chinese/American labor organizers to support Chinese laborers. Some Chinese restaurant 

workers were suspicious of HERE, questioning labor organizers’ motives. And in the 

context of these suspicions, in 1979, Wing Lam and other disenchanted labor activists 

founded the CSWA to serve as a new worker center for Chinese-restaurant immigrant 

workers. They approached the workers who were tentative about Local 6 and offered an 

alternate path. Highlighting the AFL-CIO’s racist past, the CSWA expanded its own 

membership and urged workers to join independent unions.  

By the end of the 1980s, these two labor organizations diverged severely, creating 

parallel paths of labor activism. For some, AFL-CIO affiliated unions like HERE 

represented an opportunity for workers to belong to a broader union movement, and for 

others, the federation was the enemy. The conflict also divided those with integrationist 

aspirations – to create a multi-racial labor movement – versus an ethno-nationalist model 

that aimed to organize Chinese workers exclusively. While pre-existing unions had 

organizational strength, some activists questioned the AFL-CIO’s abilities to address the 

needs of diverse immigrants and ethnic or racial minorities. This was a familiar dilemma 

for many people of color, and by the 1980s, Asian communities in New York confronted 
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it head on: To join pre-existing organizations among working-class communities or to 

create new ones that addressed the particular plight of Asian workers.  

Between 1978 to the late 1980s, labor organizers debated two visions for labor 

organizing that would affect the union drives at multiple Chinese restaurants. Labor 

organizers like May Ying Chen and Wing Lam were central to these debates, articulating 

divergent ambitions for migrant workers and their relationship to New York’s working 

people, more broadly. The split between Local 6 and the CSWA revealed the fractures of 

Asian communities, regarding their geopolitical positioning, race and belonging, and 

their understandings of labor and work. The Chinese restaurant workers’ claims to their 

livelihoods, demands for better work conditions, and drives to unionize and bargain 

collectively revealed how their varying strategies of labor activism led to sectarianism in 

New York’s Asian communities. This chapter travels to some of these Chinese 

restaurants and identifies when tensions boiled over.  

 

A History of Organizing in New York’s Chinese Restaurants  

The Hotel Employees’ and Restaurant Employees’ Union (HERE) was founded in 

the early twentieth century. It had been the Waiters’ and Bartenders’ National Union, 

which the American Federation of Labor chartered in 1881. By the early decades of the 

1900s, HERE membership had grown from a mere one-thousand members – comprised 

mostly of men who worked as bartenders and servers – to over sixty-thousand members. 

In 1900, HERE reluctantly began to organize women. According to Historian Dorothy 

Sue Cobble, the first separate-gender waitress unions were “not merely a product of nor a 
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reaction to the discrimination of male workers.”6 Instead, they became sites of labor 

feminism, where women could advocate for each other, away from the union’s men.  

Still, these early white waitress unions excluded women of color. Black women 

organized into segregated locals, or not at all. And this arrangement continued into the 

1930s. White waitresses were also unwilling to organize with and hostile toward Asian 

women workers. During an era of anti-Asian sentiment, in the decades after the passage 

of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, some white workers had anxieties about 

immigrants taking white working-class jobs. For the white women in HERE, union work 

was reserved for native-born white Americans and Asian workers were unambiguous 

outsiders, unassimilable and foreign. By extension, HERE members claimed that Asian 

workers threatened the service trades. Until the 1930s and 1940s, there were few all-

gender or mix-race locals. When the locals of HERE began to organize workers of color 

in earnest, the union’s history of exclusion informed many Asian/American labor 

activists’ ideas about unions and their limits, through the late twentieth century.7  

Meanwhile, by the 1920s, Chinese restaurants were firmly part of New York’s 

culinary and laboring landscape. According to Historian Heather Ruth Lee, Chinese 

restaurants were part of a network for workers, breadwinners, and families to make 

transnational livelihoods. And for migrant laborers, Chinese restaurants became places 

where they could dream of home.8  
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At the same time, by the 1920s, New York’s Chinese restaurants were also tourist 

destinations, for out-of-towners and New Yorkers alike. At the turn of the twentieth 

century, “slumming” had become a popular form of voyeurism, as wealthier white 

tourists visited New York’s black, Chinese, queer, or poor communities for 

entertainment. Slumming satisfied their fantasies about their exotic and foreign 

neighbors. In Manhattan’s Chinatown, staged opium dens, Oriental souvenir stores, or 

cheap chop suey Chinese restaurants were part of a route for these tourists, amusing 

wealthy white audiences with an orchestrated tour of “authentic” Chinatown lives. 

Chinese business owners reinforced these stereotypes and expectations for white viewers, 

gaining profits and power as ambassadors of Manhattan’s Chinatown.9  

After the Depression, some Chinese restaurants re-opened and became lavish 

settings for the American appetite. According to Historian Madeline Y. Hsu, well-to-do 

Chinese/American restaurateurs recreated the Chinese food landscape in major American 

urban centers, like New York and San Francisco. In opening grandiose Chinese 

restaurants, Chinese/American entrepreneurs also redefined Chinese ethnicity. They 

marketed Chinese food as a high-end cuisine, more refined than their chop-suey 

predecessors. These new restaurants made their money targeting non-Chinese consumers. 

From San Francisco to New York, this re-packaging involved ornate imperial Chinese 
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decorations in large restaurants that served the spicy dishes of northern China. Some had 

waterfront views, velvet booths, or white tablecloths, with hundreds of seats, later 

becoming scenes for high-budget films.10 By the postwar era, these ornate, refined, and 

also staged Chinese restaurants were popular among white consumers.11  

The Cold War informed the transformation from yellow peril to model minority, 

or in the case of Chinese restaurants, from cheap and greasy chop suey to elegant 

banquet-style Szechuan cuisine. As Chinese/American restaurateurs refashioned Chinese 

cuisine, they convinced white consumers that Chinese American-ness was palatable as an 

ethnic identity that could belong in American society. No longer the food of exotic 

outsiders, consumers could go to Chinese restaurants to taste the foods of exotic insiders, 

the model minority, or ethnic Americans. Through narratives of working hard and 

transforming Chinese food, Chinese/American entrepreneurs were becoming emblems of 

the model minority narrative, enjoying the comforts of middle-class America. On the 

world stage, it was in the interest of the US government to emphasize its racial liberalism 

through culinary proxies. In this context of liberal pluralism, some racialized Americans 

strove to become part of the model minority, exemplars of upward mobility. These 

restaurateurs exemplified the possibilities of belonging in America. High-end Chinese 
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restaurants displayed sanitized, exotic, and nonthreatening ethnic minorities. And some 

Chinese restaurant employers got rich in the process.12   

But the position of Chinese/Americans also teetered between belonging and 

foreignness throughout the Cold War, especially as they related to China. In the early 

1950s, Chairman Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party won the Chinese Civil 

War. American foreign policy aligned with the Chinese Nationalist Party, or the 

Kuomintang (KMT), creating a distinction between the “good China” in Taiwan and a 

“bad China” on the Mainland. Fearful of anti-communist crusades, many 

Chinese/Americans claimed they were no longer aliens of the Exclusion era, by declaring 

their ties to the KMT and thus, America. While this alliance between the United States 

and the KMT provided Chinese/Americans opportunities, this new sense of inclusion 

came with limits. Chinese/Americans were still subject to surveillance. As Historian 

Ellen Wu explained, “Chinese Americans remained tethered to China in the American 

public’s imagination,” unable to break free from their foreignness.13 In the case of New 

York’s Chinese communities, longtime leaders of Manhattan’s Chinatown attempted to 

silence supporters of China’s Communist Party, participating in a nationwide anti-

communism campaign. The stakes were high, determinative of Chinese/Americans’ 

belonging and Americanness.14    
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Chinese restaurants set the stage for multiple conflicts – of good and bad China, 

employers and workers, model and defiant minorities. In the 1970s, US-China relations 

changed, when President Nixon visited China in 1972. The subsequent thawing of 

tensions led to another influx of Chinese migrants, goods, and food in urban centers 

across the United States. Chinese restaurants in New York were already popular among 

hungry consumers, deepening restaurant managers’ pockets. As they had always been, 

Chinese restaurants were the site of employment for new migrants, and workers 

continued to face unsafe conditions, low wages, and no job security. In New York, as 

Asian American college students, graduates, and activists took to the streets to challenge 

KMT-sponsored community leadership and oppose the Vietnam War, they also supported 

working-class activism. Some Asian American activists became labor organizers, forging 

new paths to galvanize working-class immigrants around their labor. While anxieties 

about communism ran deep through Asian communities, the labor organizers of Chinese 

restaurants challenged business interests and defied notions about the passive and 

hardworking immigrant worker from China.15  

 

Two Approaches to Organize Chinese Restaurants 

Asian American labor organizers recognized that, while some Chinese/American 

entrepreneurs were able to access the American middle class through Chinese restaurants, 

most rank-and-file laborers struggled to make a living. As tensions ran deep in Asian 

communities, such as in the struggle between those with allegiances to the Communist 

Party in China and the KMT in Taiwan, labor organizers also made their claims. Two 
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divergent paths of labor activism emerged, and these politics played out in Chinese 

restaurants.  

One method of labor organizing was through HERE. In 1978, Local 69 began to 

unionize New York’s Chinese restaurants, in earnest. A year later, when four small locals 

of HERE merged to form Local 6, it became the only union in the AFL-CIO for culinary 

workers in New York, comprising of sixty-thousand members. The President of New 

York’s Hotel and Motel Trades Council set up two offices to organize Chinese 

restaurants: One at union headquarters in Midtown West, and the other, in Manhattan’s 

Chinatown. The local hired Hon Kwok Mo, Robert Ngow, and May Ying Chen, who 

were proficient in Chinese languages to form the Chinese Committee within Local 6. 

They worked out of the new Chinatown office three days per week, providing language-

accessible assistance and becoming an organizing hub for Chinese restaurant workers.16   

Local 6’s operations were like the other locals of HERE, but for Chinese 

restaurant workers, it was the Chinese Committee that made the difference. The 

Asian/American organizers of the Chinese Committee approached workers after working 

hours, persuaded them about the benefits of collective bargaining, and supported their 

union drives. The challenges of organizing Chinese restaurants had to do with Chinese 

immigrants’ perceptions of unions and the racial dynamics of union politics. Historically, 

HERE had not organized Chinese immigrant restaurant workers, and workers were 

suspicious of the union’s white leadership. Consequently, it mattered that Chinese 
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American organizers – like May Ying Chen – who spoke a Chinese language approached 

working people.17  

But Local 6 did not remain the only labor organization for Chinese restaurant 

workers. In 1979, labor activists founded a worker center, the Chinese Staff and Waiters’ 

Association (CSWA), a grassroots organization of volunteers and laborers. The founder – 

Wing Lam – formed the CSWA after the HERE merger, unhappy with the union 

bureaucracy and politics. Lam, born in southern China, moved to New York by way of 

São Paulo in the mid-1960s. One of his first jobs in New York was working for the 

garment union. But when his relationship with the garment union soured, he became a 

restaurant worker and founded the CSWA.  

The vision of the CSWA was to support Chinese/American restaurant workers, 

with or without union coverage. Initially, the CSWA had been an association of workers, 

and because it was volunteer-based, members of Local 6 could join. Then, a split quickly 

divided the labor organizers of Local 6 from those who aligned with the CSWA. As the 

CSWA’s membership grew and capacity for organizing increased, Wing Lam began to 

promote and coordinate independent unionism, directly competing with Local 6 for their 

base in Chinese restaurants. This fracture between the Chinese Committee and the 

CSWA became indicative of the diverging unionisms for Chinese workers. The CSWA 

would later expand its membership – beyond Chinese restaurant workers – to become a 

leader in the movement for independent unions, separate and often in opposition to 

HERE, as well as the AFL-CIO.18   

                                                
17 Vanessa Tait, Poor Workers’ Unions: Rebuilding Labor from Below 

(Cambridge: South End Press, 2005), 126. 
 
18 The CSWA would eventually expand its membership to those who labored as 

rank-and-file workers in the garment and construction industries, in addition to 
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The divergence also represented different visions for how and where Chinese 

working communities would be situated in New York. While Local 6 was part of HERE, 

an affiliate of the AFL-CIO that operated internationally, the CSWA and its independent 

unions were initially for Chinese workers in New York, exclusively. The difference in 

scale and scope spoke to broader politics about whether racialized workers wanted to 

repair relations with the AFL-CIO – in spite of its exclusionary pasts and politics – or to 

create organizations on their own. For Chinese migrant workers, like those working at 

Chinese restaurants, these dilemmas were also entangled in their diasporic positioning 

and knowledge. For some, unions connoted the Communist Party and risked potentially 

alienating the KMT-supporting business community. For others, it meant establishing 

unwanted formalized relationships with white union leaders. Consequently, organizing 

independent unions at Chinese restaurants alleviated many of these tensions.  

The tensions between Local 6 of HERE and the CSWA deepened, within the first 

unionization drives. May Ying Chen, a Chinese American labor organizer from Boston, 

who had been affiliated with both Local 6 and the CSWA, experienced the fracture. In 

the 1970s, Chen had been living in Los Angeles. She visited Delano to learn more from 

the Filipinx and Mexican labor activists and farm workers who fought for higher wages 

and better conditions in the mid-to-late 1960s. Like many Asian American activists, she 

was politicized by the famous Delano farm workers’ labor mobilizations and inspired to 

continue to work with Asian/American communities for better working conditions. When 

she moved to New York in 1980, she joined the CSWA to work on the organization’s 

grassroots campaigns for Asian working people. At the same time, Local 6 hired her to be 

part of the Chinese Committee staff, responsible for translation, clerical work, and 
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correspondences among different stakeholders. In 1980, both the CSWA and HERE were 

organizing restaurant workers in large up-scale Chinese restaurants uptown. As Chen’s 

work at the local intensified, members of the CSWA questioned her loyalties. The CSWA 

expelled her from the membership, marking the fissures between these two labor 

organizations. The Chinese Committee of Local 6 and the CSWA were developing their 

organizing strategies simultaneously, but these two organizations – while their stances 

were diverging – had the same base: Chinese restaurant workers. And while the CSWA 

and Chinese Committee had initially been able to work together, this alliance was short-

lived.19 

For Chen, the dilemma of unionisms was also about American racial politics. She 

recounted, 

And there was a big struggle over whether we should encourage these Chinese workers to join the 
white man’s union, or organize among themselves as Chinese. And for me, it made sense for them 
to join the established union, even in spite of discrimination or whatever, because you have to go 
into those environments to engage and make them more aware of what the needs and issues of the 
Asians are.20  

Among Asian/American working people, the AFL-CIO had a reputation of being the 

“white man’s union,” and it had been slow to repair its relationship with communities of 

color.21 In the case of organizing Chinese restaurants, there was legitimate concern about 

the power dynamics. The Chinese Committee needed the support of the union’s white 

leadership, in order to facilitate working people’s campaigns for collectively-bargained 

contracts. For Chen, labor organizing in Chinese restaurants also had some unforeseen 

challenges. “I realized in getting to know the workers better and really working with 

                                                
19 May Ying Chen, Oral history with author, May 18, 2018.   
 
20 Ibid.   
 
21 In these characterizations, the AFL-CIO was notably gendered. But in an oral 

history interview, May Chen identified the chauvinism and masculine style of organizing 
that the CSWA conducted.  
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them that the union became a wedge, or a weapon, that were using against the 

employer…” She continued, “not only for workplace mistreatment, but for different little 

vendettas that they had against the boss.”22 Still, Chen claimed that – by the 1980s – 

Chinese restaurant workers were beginning to fight for their collective needs, developing 

a workers’ consciousness that sometimes defied their ethnic loyalties to their bosses. 

While the CSWA and Lam would continue to highlight the whiteness and incompatibility 

of the AFL-CIO, the Chinese Committee aimed to inform the union’s understanding of 

Chinese immigrant workers, to transform Local 6 from within, and to firmly establish 

that the working people of America were multi-racial and multi-lingual. For Chen, this 

was the role of the labor organizer: To organize workers around their collective struggles 

and identities as laborers and eventually, develop multiracial solidarities that would 

transcend the capacity of Chinese-only unions.  

 

HERE’s first try: Organizing House of Chan  

The House of Chan was the first Chinese restaurant that HERE organizers 

attempted to unionize in New York. This large restaurant was in Midtown West, at the 

corner of Seventh Avenue and 52nd Street. The founder and first owner of the House of 

Chan, Sou Chan opened its doors in 1938 with his savings from various rank-and-file 

restaurant jobs. He had arrived in America a decade earlier, beginning with humble 

ventures. In 1928, as a new migrant from Canton, Chan worked as a dishwasher in 

Oregon, before moving to New York. Then, in 1935, he was a waiter in a Chinese 

restaurant on Fourteenth Street. Later, he became a food vendor selling meats to Chinese 

restaurants in New York, before finally opening House of Chan. Chan had a personal 

                                                
22 May Ying Chen, Oral history with author, May 18, 2018.   
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history as a migrant and restaurant worker himself, but Chan’s restaurant would become a 

site of labor exploitation and workplace mistreatment by the late 1970s. HERE’s 

involvement at the House of Chan demonstrated the difficulties of securing union 

contracts in its earliest years of organizing Chinese restaurant workers.23   

 In 1978, Local 69 of HERE organized House of Chan’s front-of-house workers, 

and they went on strike. Hosts, cashiers, servers, and labor organizers set up pickets 

outside the restaurant, demanding that employers honor their collective bargaining rights. 

Notably, one of their key demands was job security. They were fed up with arbitrary 

firings and high turnover. At the same time, organizers knew that job security was nearly 

impossible to stipulate in contracts at restaurants, where part-time and low-wage work 

made high turnover the norm. Going on strike, though, endangered workers’ prospects 

for job security for themselves. Still, for hopeful workers, getting fired was worth the risk 

for fair contracts. Then, in April 1981, Dennis Wong and Danny Eng – dining-room 

workers at House of Chan – wrote to Local 6 about rumors that the restaurant was closing 

in a direct response to the union campaign.24  

 The Chinese-language press in New York reported, the House of Chan workers 

were unhappy with the local’s lack of support for front-of-house staff during this 

uncertain time. Workers had elected Local 6 as their collective bargaining representative, 

but – before they could negotiate contracts – management closed the restaurant. The 

union election no longer mattered, and workers were unprotected in the face of closure. It 

was illegal to retaliate against unionizing workers, but closing the restaurant to avoid 

contract negotiations was a loophole and a new form of retaliation. By closing the 

                                                
23 “Sou Chan, Founder of Restaurant, 69,” New York Times, February 25, 1978. 
  
24 Letter from Dennis Wong and Danny Eng of House of Chan to Mr. Pitta, April 

1, 1981, HERE Local 6 Papers, WAG148, Box 6, Folder 6, *. 
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restaurant, Local 6’s unfulfilled efforts to negotiate with management left workers like 

Wong and Eng out of work and disenchanted.  

Job security guarantees were difficult to negotiate into contracts. When workers at 

the House of Chan sought to negotiate a successor clause, Vito Pitta – the Business 

Manager of Local 6 – noted a 1974 ruling in Detroit, regarding a sister local in HERE 

that negated the possibility of job-security clauses. In this 1974 instance, the court ruled 

in favor of Howard Johnson, a hotel chain, voiding workers’ union contracts with their 

previous employers. Despite this ruling, and in the wake of restaurant closure, Pitta 

argued that Local 6 would continue to fight for successor clauses in union contracts. But, 

for workers, Pitta’s solidarity felt hollow, as they were unable to get their jobs back. 

Workers like Dennis Wong and Danny Eng wrote to Pitta,  

Mr. Pitta, the House of Chan crew has fought very hard for a union. Local 6 also put much time, 
effort and money into our organizing drive. You yourself down at our picketlines. If after all this 
we still lose the battle for a union, we think that it will have a negative impact on Local 6’s 
organizing other restaurants.25 

In these letters, Wong and Eng prophesized that other Chinese restaurant employers 

would use restaurant closure as a union-busting tactic, to avoid legal repercussions and to 

protect their assets. Despite workers’ appeals, in April 1981, the House of Chan closed 

for good, and Local 6 summarized that it was “a big loss.”26 May Chen noted that the 

owners were selling the entire building to real estate speculators, an intensifying 

challenge for labor organizers in New York. While the early 1980s would present more 
                                                

25 Letter to Pitta from Wong and Eng, April 1, 1981, HERE Local 6 Papers, 
WAG148, Box 6, Folder 6, *.  

 
26 “Report on Chinese Committee work,” July 15, 1981, WAG 148, Box 6, Folder 
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opportunities for Local 6 to organize Chinese restaurant workers, the failures at House of 

Chan was a prelude to Local 6’s organizing campaigns.27   

 

“The white people’s union” at Midtown’s Peng Teng Restaurant 

In 1976, Peng Chang-Kwei opened Peng’s Restaurant, a stylish restaurant on 44th 

Street in Midtown East, near the United Nations, that would become famous for the 

chef’s creation of General Tso’s chicken. It was part of a new wave of Chinese 

restaurants in New York that honored the spicy cuisine of Hunan Province, “rebelling 

against bland Cantonese food.”28 Chinese restaurants, well before 1976 when Peng’s 

opened, had become tourist destinations. And Peng’s Restaurant catered to dignitaries, 

celebrities, and tourists. One food critic for the New York Times noted that he had to ask 

the waiter for “the true Hunan fire.” While their dumplings were allegedly less than 

stellar, Peng’s kitchen offered elegant seafood and specialty meat dishes in generous 

portions. Additionally, “Chinese desserts, by and large, do not tempt Western palates.”29 

Reviewers recommended dishes like General Tso’s chicken, Peking duck, and Peng’s 

special dinners. While Peng’s appealed to well-to-do eaters, the fierce competition went 

unnoticed by restaurant reviewers. When workers went on strike and rebelled against 

                                                
27 Letter to Kwan at the China Daily News from Pitta, April 17, 1981, WAG148, 

Box 6, Folder 6, *; Rough draft for China Daily News by Chinese Committee, April 15, 
1981, HERE Local 6 Papers, WAG148, Box 6, Folder 6, *.  
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their bosses, they attempted to make their position visible. In 1979, workers of Peng’s 

restaurant took to the streets to demand better from management.30   

As the workers at the House of Chan prophesized, the owners of Peng’s 

Restaurant followed and learned from the union-busting tactics of the House of Chan’s 

management. They fired workers and strategically closed the restaurant to re-open, 

allegedly under new management. At Peng’s, there were two attempts to organize a union 

for front-of-house workers. In the first instance, workers had signed union pledge cards 

with Local 69. Dining-room workers worked six days each week and ten-hours per day, 

at below state minimum wages. According to the Peng’s Restaurant Workers Support 

Committee, the owners had been harassing their employees, looking to split workers’ 

solidarity and persuade a few workers away from participating in the organizing drives.  

In retaliation, management fired two of the rank-and-file activists. Alongside community 

supporters, the Chinese Committee picketed outside the restaurant. While a complaint 

had been filed with the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), this union drive with 

Local 69 failed, as the HERE locals of New York were undergoing a merger. Then, in the 

second attempt, in December 1980, workers approached Local 6’s newly-formed Chinese 

Committee, and they renewed the unionization drive. Management, again, refused to 

bargain collectively, but with picket lines, the Chinese Committee successfully pressured 

them to hold an election. On February 19, 1981, twelve front-of-house staff at Peng’s 

Restaurant voted for the union and successfully elected Local 6 as their collective-

                                                
30 M. H. Reed, “Keeping the Hunan Fires Burning,” New York Times, October 14, 

1979; Richard F. Shepard, “If You’re Not Going Away on Labor Day…” New York 
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bargaining representative. But three days later, the owners shut their restaurant’s doors, 

and twenty-five workers lost their jobs.31  

According to Historian Heather Ruth Lee, Chinese restaurants often had multiple 

employers, or partners in restaurant ownership, who rotated in and out of management. 

During the Exclusion era, as Chinese restaurant owners fought to hold merchant status, 

exempting them from immigration restrictions, multiple-ownership was a method to 

secure immigration papers. In the late twentieth century, this practice of multiple 

ownership became a way for managers to shuffle partner shares. Employers closed the 

restaurant, rearranged shares among partners, and re-opened under a new name to claim it 

as a brand-new venture. As a new business, employers annulled previous unionization 

drives and refused to re-hire workers. Meanwhile, from the perspective of workers, the 

business was the same at it had been prior to the closure, at the same location and with 

nearly all of the same managers running the restaurant.32 

The Chinese Committee confronted management. When Peng’s Restaurant 

suddenly closed, it was allegedly for renovations. But workers knew that closure was 

employers’ method to avoid contract negotiations and unionization, without 

repercussions. During the months of the restaurant closure, Local 6 held meetings with 

the rank-and-file, assisting with unemployment insurance, job searches, and filing 

paperwork with the New York State Department of Labor to report minimum wage 
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violations at the restaurant.33 On May 9, 1981, three months after the closure, Louis Teng 

– one of the new partner-owners – re-opened the restaurant under a modified name. May 

Chen investigated the changes in partner shares at the former Peng’s Restaurant and the 

new Peng Teng Restaurant. She concluded that Mr. Peng remained the largest individual 

shareholder, but with the re-opening, his share diminished from forty to twenty percent. 

On the other hand, Louis Teng was a new addition to the list of shareholders at Peng 

Teng Restaurant. According to Chen, Teng was “a paper shareholder,” who had not yet 

paid for his share and was simply a front for this new operation.34 By re-opening as a new 

restaurant, management claimed that the restaurant’s closure undid any prior contractual 

commitments that they might have had to their employees. In 1981, this management 

practice of closing the restaurant, shuffling partners, and then, reopening became a new 

method in union-busting at Chinese restaurants. The bosses at Peng Teng Restaurant – 

building from the lessons of the House of Chan – would set a precedent for Chinese 

restaurants, where workers were replaceable.35 Chen and other labor organizers worried 

that this strategy to deny workers’ bargaining power would become the norm among 

Chinese restaurants, making it too easy for management to deny “democratically chosen 

union recognition by simply changing their corporation’s names.”36 
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Like at the House of Chan, job security and the successor clause had been a key 

concern among workers at Peng’s Restaurant, since before the restaurant closed. Only 

four workers were re-hired at the new Peng Teng Restaurant, and many were left out of 

work. Meanwhile, one day prior to the restaurant’s re-opening, the Chinese press ran a 

newspaper advertisement for new workers at Peng Teng. The restaurant owners were 

looking to hire new employees, despite those who had been laid off. When a busser 

reapplied for his old job, the owners offered it to him on the condition that he turn in his 

union authorization card. They also demanded that he promise to oppose union 

representation at Peng Teng Restaurant going forward. The Peng’s Restaurant Workers 

Support Committee asked the New York City Central Labor Council, to send a letter to 

restaurant management about re-hiring workers and acknowledging the union contract, to 

endorse the support committee, and to join the picket line during lunch and dinner hours. 

Workers were convinced that a successor clause in their contracts would protect them 

from future changes in ownership.37  

Siding with the restaurant’s owners, the New York-based Chinese-language 

media attempted to discredit Local 6’s agenda. In May 1981, as management refused to 

negotiate with Local 6 at Peng Teng, many of the Chinese daily newspapers linked the 

union to the Communist Party. The Chinese Committee of Local 6 was not ready for this 

kind of redbaiting. As the news stoked Chinese migrants’ fears about the Communist 

Party in China, the union’s alleged relations to communism became a concern among 

organizers.  
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Chen suspected the laid-off workers from Peng’s had gone to the worker center at 

the Chinese Progressive Association (CPA) in Manhattan’s Chinatown for support with 

unemployment insurance and financial assistance. Like AAFEE, the CPA had roots in the 

Asian American movement, and reporters had red-baited them, too, for their grassroots 

campaigns against the neighborhood’s business owners and the KMT. The CPA offered 

serve-the-people services to the community, including language assistance, trainings on 

tenants’ rights, cultural activities, and care for elderly community members. In this 

instance around Peng’s Restaurant, the CPA also provided direct-action support, calling 

on community members to boycott the restaurant and pressure management to re-hire its 

employees. In the 1980s, for those who had allegiances to Chinatown’s old-guard 

leadership, the CPA represented young extremist radicals, followers of communism and 

street activism. For the reporters of the Chinese newspapers, the CPA was an easy target 

to accuse of being a communist organization, and by extension, the workers who sought 

the CPA’s services were characterized to be communist, as well. The newspapers claimed 

that the laid-off workers from Peng’s were undermining Chinatown businesses and 

allying with the wrong sort.38 

Alongside the media, management at Peng Teng Restaurant blamed the union for 

exposing rank-and-file workers to communism. Martin Harris – who the Chinese 

Committee had accused to be “full of excuses and talk but no action” – was the preferred 

attorney among many union-busting restaurant owners, defending business interests over 

low-wage workers’ rights. Harris echoed managers’ claims about their workers. In their 

efforts to silence the union, restaurant owners went a step farther and accused Local 6 of 
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being an affiliate of the Communist Party. These alleged ties, the managers of Peng Teng 

Restaurant claimed, gave them pause about contract negotiations.39  

Redbaiting represented a larger fracturing in Asian communities, regarding 

Communist China and communism, more generally. Historian Charlotte Brooks noted the 

particular significance and influence of anti-Communist sentiment and stakes in New 

York’s Chinese communities that went as far back as the 1950s. After the Chinese Civil 

War in the early 1950s and Communist China’s role in the Korean War, 

Chinese/American leaders in New York vehemently defended the KMT. With the 

dangers of McCarthyism and redbaiting that could lead to restaurant closure, blacklisting, 

and ostracism, Chinese/American leaders and organizations asserted their stance against 

Communist China. As the KMT in Taiwan became an American ally, in the face of their 

common communist foe, Chinese/American community leaders and business people in 

New York intensified their claims of anti-communism. While there were factions among 

those who supported the KMT, the debates among differing parties largely obscured the 

Chinese/American left and ignored questions that concerned working-class people. While 

Asian American activists worked to discredit the pro-KMT leadership in Chinatown, 

redbaiting tactics lingered to control vulnerable working people and discredit organizing 

drives in Chinese restaurants.40  

To protect themselves from redbaiting, the leadership of Local 6 denied any 

connections to communism or the CPA. In June 1981, the Business Manager for Local 6, 
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Vito Pitta, wrote to Louis Teng, one of the owners of Peng’s, “Reports in the Chinese 

press to the contrary, Local 6 is not affiliated or in any way connected with any 

organization in the Chinese Community.”41 The Chinese community that Pitta referred to 

was the CPA, fearful that workers’ affiliations with community-based organizations 

could lead to more redbaiting. In an immediate release, titled “Local 6 urges Chinese 

workers to unionize, disclaims affiliation with any Chinese organization,” Pitta reiterated, 

“Charges that Local 6 is linked with outside organizations are untrue and distracting.”42 

Instead, he claimed neutrality, “We are a union of hotel, restaurant and club employees 

and our only affiliations are with our international union and various AFL-CIO bodies.”43 

Local 6 staff aimed to convince Chinese workers that unionizing was not part of a 

Communist agenda. Separating the work of the CPA from the union also meant alienating 

some community members, who supported and organized with the CPA. This declaration 

that Local 6 was not working with grassroots organizations and community-based groups 

in Chinatown would increasingly galvanize anti-Local 6 organizations to act on behalf of 

rank-and-file workers in the community. Unable to recognize these unintended 

consequences, Pitta claimed, “The real issue is working conditions and what unionism 

can do about them” and not community-grounded organizing.44  

                                                
41 Letter to Louis Teng from Vito J. Pitta, June 4, 1981, HERE Local 6 Papers, 

WAG148, Box 6, Folder 6, *.  
 
42 Immediate Release, “Local 6 Urges Chinese Workers to Unionize, Disclaims 

Affiliation with Any Chinese Organization,” June 4, 1981, HERE Local 6 Papers, 
WAG148, Box 6, Folder 6, *.  

 
43 Letter to Louis Teng from Vito J. Pitta, June 4, 1981, HERE Local 6 Papers, 

WAG148, Box 6, Folder 6, *.  
 
44 Local 6 HERE, Immediate release, June 6, 1981, HERE Local 6 Papers, 

WAG148, Box 6, Folder 6, *. 



 

 134 

In spite of redbaiting, the pressure campaign at Peng Teng Restaurant to re-start 

contract negotiations and re-hire workers was ongoing. By June 1981, only six of the 

twenty-two servers, bussers, and cashiers who voted in the union election were re-hired at 

Peng Teng Restaurant. The Chinese Committee sought to get at least another six 

supporters of Local 6 re-hired. In their renewed efforts for contract negotiations, May 

Chen outlined that there ought to be two free meals during a full-time employee’s shift, 

specific wage scales and pay increases over time, a total of eight holidays per year, as 

well as vacation time. And most importantly, the successor clause would ensure that the 

management at Peng Teng would not close its doors again and re-open without re-hiring 

workers.45 In an internal memo for Local 6, May Chen wrote, “We feel that it must be 

asked for (though we realize it lacks legal clout) because Peng Teng may use the same 

trick of closing/changing names again to avoid the union.”46 Organizers wondered, 

“There must be some way to prevent or discourage Peng Teng from doing this again.”47 

But the pace of contract negotiations slowed.  

 In the summer of 1981, Local 6’s white leadership and the union’s bureaucracy 

began to wear on the organizers of the Chinese Committee. The contract negotiations at 

Peng Teng Restaurant did not look promising. In July, the Chinese Committee wrote to 

Pitta again. Chen argued, “There have been too many ridiculous delays and excuses on 

signing the contract. Local 6 must take a stronger position. If they’re not signed up by 

Monday (8-3), informational pickets should start Tuesday. NLRB complaints should be 
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filed for fired workers.”48 And then, again, in early August 1981, the Chinese Committee 

wrote a more forceful letter, identifying the waning reputation of Local 6 in the Chinese 

press with what seemed like an endless contract negotiation at Peng Teng Restaurant. 

Pitta’s distance from the Chinatown community was growing. The committee wrote, 

“The situation at Peng’s demands immediate attention and action if Local 6 is to salvage 

a sinking reputation in the Chinese press and community.”49  

The delayed responses from Local 6’s leadership exposed racial dynamics and 

tensions. As the process slowed, the Chinese Committee accused the union of tokenizing 

them. They argued that the local was rendering the Chinese Committee useless, 

especially as the union delegated most of the decisions to a white union leader, John 

Russell. Throughout the negotiation process, May Chen had attended three meetings with 

Russell to speak with Peng Teng restaurant-management’s lawyer, Martin Harris. After 

Harris asked Chen to leave a meeting, Russell expressed unwillingness to share 

information and meeting notes with Chen. Russell’s withholding information angered the 

Chinese Committee, and Chen questioned his dedication to the well-being of the workers 

at the restaurant. She recognized the familiarity of dismissing or casting Asian Americans 

aside. Meanwhile, workers were losing their trust in their union. In a letter to Pitta, the 

Chinese Committee called for Russell’s replacement, claiming that his lack of 

communication and disregard for Chinese workers and businesses was fogging his 

judgement. Local 6’s direction was halting. Ten days later, the Chinese Committee wrote, 
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“Prospects for signing [the contract] look very unlikely,” disappointed by Local 6 

leadership. They braced for a picket line at Peng Teng Restaurant.50  

 As Local 6’s reputation declined among Chinese restaurant workers, Wing Lam 

of the CSWA found an opening to intervene. By 1981, Lam had already begun to 

spearhead independent union drives and contracts at a number of Chinese restaurants, in 

spite of Local 6. He envisioned that independent unionism in the Chinese-restaurant 

industry would elevate Chinese workers and indict established unions of exclusionary 

leadership. In a strange turn of events, the management’s attorney, Martin Harris, became 

the attorney for an independent restaurant union, affiliated with the CSWA.51 Supporting 

Wing Lam’s campaigns for the worker-members of the CSWA, Harris handled the 

independent union’s contract. For Local 6 organizers, the CSWA’s relationship with 

Harris was suspicious. He had a reputation for aiding the sale and purchase of businesses 

for Chinese entrepreneurs. And now, Wing Lam and union-busting restaurant managers 

had a common attorney and adversary. Local 6 organizers hesitated, “We strongly oppose 

the independent union, but we don’t want to be used to play them off – especially if it 

means putting aside Peng Teng which is much bigger and more significant to sign up.”52  

 New York’s Chinese press, which had redbaited the union, began to side with the 

movement for independent unions. While they weakened Local 6’s reputation in the 

Chinese community, the press preferred to strengthen Chinese-only organizations like 

Lam’s CSWA, claiming allegiances to ethnic identity over class struggle. During these 
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embattled months against management at Peng Teng Restaurant, several other Chinese 

restaurants throughout New York City were organizing with and without Local 6. In 

these multiple labor disputes, the Chinese press characterized Local 6 as a “white 

people’s union,” an entity unable to prioritize the interest of Chinese members. The 

“white people’s union” referred to the AFL-CIO or – in the case of HERE – union leaders 

like John Russell. For the business-minded Chinese press, claims that the union was 

racist was a tactic to push Local 6 out of Chinatown’s restaurants and businesses. By 

supporting Chinese-only independent unions, the press prevented the threat of a class war 

in Chinatown. For Chinese/American entrepreneurs and restaurateurs, working with 

independent unions posed less of a threat and secured their visions for more opportunities 

for Chinese businesses.   

The reports from Chinese-language newspapers recycled the same phrases about 

the “white people’s unions.” The news around organizing at Szechuan Taster – a Chinese 

restaurant in Chinatown – was an example of the Chinese press’ claim that the “white 

people’s union” did not have Chinese immigrants’ interests at heart. Reports 

characterized that Local 6’s involvement was an “intrusion,” preventing independent 

unions’ from doing their good work. According to Pei Mei News, “White people’s union 

and owner is joining forces to battle a fight against the Chinese independent union and 

they will picket everyday until they win.” And the United Journal reported, “This fight 

between labor and owner is going to turn into conflict between the independent union and 

the white peoples’ union.”53  

Meanwhile, the unequal racial dynamics among white leaders and the 

Chinese/American union staff at Local 6 had also played out. The Chinese Committee 
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argued that white leadership was abusing its power. Chen criticized the union’s white 

leaders of delaying and bringing Local 6 to shame, regarding ongoing contract 

negotiations and union drives.54 Chen and the Chinese Committee aimed to transform the 

local, but the CSWA – like the press – argued that Local 6 did not have Chinese workers’ 

best interests because the labor organizers worked in proximity to the white leadership of 

HERE.55 According to Sing Dao, “Independent union claims that the old owner is 

confusing the issue by claiming new ownership, using white people’s union to victimize 

the Chinese.”56  

 Despite the news coverage, the accusations from CSWA, and white leaders’ 

delays in Local 6, the Chinese Committee continued its effort to persuade Chinese 

immigrant and Chinese American workers about HERE, supporting the workers’ actions 

at Peng Teng Restaurant. They organized a picket line at Peng Teng Restaurant and 

called on allies to support the line and pressure bosses. In response, restaurant 

management claimed that they would sign the contract on the condition that the NLRB 

stay out of the negotiations or issues of back pay for the workers who had been fired at 

Peng’s Restaurant. But, involvement from the NLRB was nonnegotiable for union 

organizers, and there were already pending complaints. May Chen remained steadfast 

that the picket line would stay in place, demanding the rehire of the disaffected workers. 
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On September 15, the rank-and-file worker and labor organizers re-established the picket 

line outside the restaurant.57  

Four days after a final picket line that started on October 5, 1981, Peng Teng’s 

Restaurant workers, owners, and Local 6 finally agreed to a three-year contract that 

established benefits and protections for workers. Full-time employees would be provided 

with “one wholesome, hot, freshly prepared and varied meal,” in addition to six holidays 

in their first year of the contract, and seven and eight holidays in their second and third 

years.58 Workers also won paid vacation time, sick leave, bereavement pay, and jury duty 

pay, as well as medical and welfare benefits. Despite these gains, the successor clause did 

not make it into the contract agreements. In 1981, Peng’s became one of many restaurants 

that Local 6 would represent in the 1980s, but Chinese-restaurant unionism would prove 

challenging to maintain. With every contract negotiation, organizers and workers 

encountered resistance, union-busting tactics, and challenges from management and 

business-minded community members.59  

In 1983, the New York Times reviewed Peng Teng again and recognized the name 

change. The critic noticed the menu was largely the same, but the dishes were 

disappointing. The reviewer reiterated the first critic, “At all times it is almost impossible 
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to get spicy dishes really spicy, no matter how fervent the request.”60 She continued her 

scathing criticism, “Preserved duck tastes more like old beef, and the touch squid balls 

could have been deep-fried rubber bands.”61 It seems that the food had suffered, and 

especially the spice level, since the pickets had gone up. This review dismissed the 

restaurant’s renaming, as well as the ongoing labor struggle. Despite the pickets at Peng 

Teng Restaurant, the labor disputes were invisible to newspaper readers and the white 

tourists and dignitaries who dined there. And then, in 1986, the restaurant would close its 

doors for good, unable to satiate food critics’ expectations or meet laborers’ demands.   

While job security fell through the cracks of the negotiation process, some of the 

restaurant workers of Peng’s Restaurant had successfully filed a formal complaint with 

the NLRB and secured back pay for their labor. Three years after the restaurant had 

officially closed its doors, in 1989, twelve Chinese restaurant workers of Peng’s – finally 

– received $812,000 in back pay from the restaurant owners. It had not been easy. The 

newest owners of Peng Teng Restaurant had argued that they did not know these 

workers, aiming to hold the appearance that Peng Teng Restaurant was indeed, a different 

restaurant from Peng’s, even after the restaurant re-opened. The largest shareholders had 

violated labor laws by threatening to close Peng’s Restaurant if workers joined the union. 

Management initially refused to pay the amount, and the courts found the owners in 

contempt. In February 1989, the National Labor Review Board ordered an immediate 
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back pay sum of $760,000. This was the largest sum in back pay owed to Chinese 

restaurant workers in New York history.62 

Local 6’s delays and failure to negotiate a successor clause in workers’ contracts 

at Peng’s and Peng Teng restaurants exposed the union to the tensions of divergent labor 

politics in New York’s Chinese communities. While the Chinese press initially redbaited 

the union, siding with Chinatowns’ business interests, they would support Wing Lam’s 

vision of independent and Chinese-only unions. This ethno-nationalist position supported 

Chinese workers at select Chinese restaurants. But Lam’s strategy of labor activism came 

with limits, starved of the reach and resources of the AFL-CIO. The Chinese press and 

the business owners of Chinatown aligned with the CSWA and its mission to uplift 

Chinese communities. While the Chinese Committee of Local 6 was the principal 

collective bargaining representative for front-of-house workers at Peng’s, the independent 

unions represented a mutually-exclusive alternative, legitimizing the CSWA while de-

legitimizing Local 6. The early 1980s at Peng Teng restaurant set the tone for 

coterminous and future struggles at Chinese restaurants in New York, creating the 

language and tactics for the CSWA and its affiliated independent unions.    

 

Independent Unionism in Chinese Restaurants  

When Local 6 was organizing workers at Peng’s Restaurant uptown, rank-and-file 

labor activists were also mobilizing downtown in Manhattan’s Chinatown. In 1976, when 

Joseph Chu opened Silver Palace restaurant, it was the largest dim sum parlor and 

banquet-hall restaurant in New York City. On March 18, 1980, Silver Palace – with nine-

hundred seats – fired fifteen front-of-house staff for protesting a new policy that would 
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require servers and bussers to contribute a percentage of their tips to management. Tip 

theft was a violation of labor laws that specified that tips were supplemental to restaurant 

workers’ low wages. When the dining-room workers asked for a meeting, their employer 

refused. Through the Chinese newspapers, management announced that workers would 

only be rehired on the condition that they concede to new front-of-house requirements. In 

May, after workers filed a complaint with the NLRB, the general manager at Silver 

Palace – Danny Mark – agreed to reinstate them. Meanwhile, he claimed that workers 

were asking for “too many benefits,” despite their precariously low wages.63  

Tip theft revealed other issues at Silver Palace. Front-of-house staff had been 

working up to sixty-eight hours per week, making only two-hundred dollars per month. 

The CSWA organized a picket line and boycott of Silver Palace. Workers demanded back 

pay and minimum wages. As management resisted these demands, front-of-house 

workers began a unionization drive to secure better hours, adequate pay, safe work 

conditions, and collectively-bargained contracts.64 

The independent organizing campaign at Silver Palace revealed that Local 6 and 

the CSWA were not always at odds. As the struggle at Silver Palace was mounting, the 

CSWA reached out to Pitta for support, outlining the injustices of tip theft, low wages, 

and long hours. When the CSWA-organized picket line was established outside Silver 
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Palace, Local 6 announced its support for activists and workers. But conflicts were 

brewing. After the protests at Silver Palace in May 1980, when Pitta decided to open the 

Chinatown-based office of Local 6, Wing Hoi Chan – one of the founders of the CSWA – 

wrote to Local 6 leadership to praise their initiative to have a presence in the 

neighborhood. The letter stated some demands for this new office, which included notes 

about how the office should operate. Notably, the co-signers of the letter demanded, “We 

think that Wing Hoi Chan should be the manager, and that he select the other 2 members 

of his staff.”65 The letter concluded,  

We want to work together in this effort to set up a Chinese office. The Chinese office will help to 
bring more Chinese workers into the union and this is important. We feel that a cooperative spirit 
is necessary for this to happen. We would like to reassure you that there is no intention of setting 
up a separate Chinese union; this is not our intention or a real possibility. We feel that if you 
support the ideas and efforts of Chinese workers, together we will be able to accomplish our 
common goal of a Chinese office under Local 6 in Chinatown.66 

Local 6 hired Wing Hoi Chan to be part of the Chinese Committee. Chan was involved 

with the labor mobilizations at Peng’s and Silver Palace, acting as a bridge for the CSWA 

and Local 6. But Chan’s dual role would become a problem for both labor 

organizations.67  

While HERE leaders had denied their affiliations with community-based 

organizations or connections to the Chinese community after the organizing drive at Peng 

Teng, Wing Lam and his worker center claimed their legitimacy through their 
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involvement in Chinatown. Lam argued, “unions…were too cozy with employers and too 

focused on their own bottom line.”68 Lam envisioned that the CSWA would not rely on 

negotiating with employers. The CSWA organizers and members were experts in 

bringing large numbers to picket lines, getting their message across in the Chinese press, 

and encouraging community members to participate in boycotts. Organizing independent 

unions with the CSWA was a way to focus on the plight of Chinese-service workers and 

work separately from the AFL-CIO. The CSWA developed a workers’ consciousness that 

was also intertwined with ethnic identity, but – despite Lam’s vision – the organizers 

would also have to negotiate with employers to secure contracts for workers.69   

On July 24, 1980, the forty-seven workers of Silver Palace restaurant elected the 

Silver Palace Dining Room Independent Union (SPDRIU) to become their union 

representatives. The NLRB certified the SPDRIU a month later. The collective 

bargaining unit included full and part-time servers, bussers, “dim sum girls,” and other 

front of house staff. Workers demanded an increase in wages, shorter hours, and better 

work conditions. Affiliated with the CSWA, the SPDRIU had a lot to prove.70  

Despite union-representative certification, Silver Palace’s management aimed to 

undermine collective bargaining processes. During an elongated period of contract 

negotiations, the SPDRIU claimed that restaurant owners were intimidating workers with 
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violent threats. One supervisor allegedly threatened a rank-and-file activist, “I can get 

someone to gun you down one by one.”71 According to the restaurant owners’ lawyer, the 

timing of such threats was coincidental. He claimed that management had nothing to do 

with these incidents against restaurant workers who had gotten involved in their union. 

These threats – instead of thwarting the unionization drive – encouraged the SPDRIU and 

its members to fight for new contracts.  

On February 23, 1981, after a six-month negotiation process, a workers’ strike, 

and community boycotts, the SPDRIU signed a three-year contract with Silver Palace 

management, becoming Chinatown’s first independent union contract. The workers’ 

contract was unprecedented, establishing rare stipulations for service workers, like 

parental leave. The SPDRIU was renamed 318 Restaurant Workers Union, 

commemorating the day when Silver Palace workers were fired and marking the 

beginning of their fight for decent jobs. And, in response to the debate about successor 

clauses, the union leadership claimed that this contract was the first to articulate job 

security, especially highlighting Local 6’s failures.72 

Despite shared interests in securing safer and better working conditions for 

restaurant workers, the rift between CSWA and Local 6 occurred in this moment at Silver 

Palace, becoming fierce rivals. The split was not always about labor organizing 

strategies, but about personalities, rumors, and allegiances. Wing Hoi Chan – a co-
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founder of the CSWA and organizer of the Chinese Committee – encapsulated the split 

between these two labor organizations in the early 1980s. On December 8, 1980, 

CSWA’s attorney wrote to Pitta regarding Wing Hoi Chan’s conduct as a Local 6 

organizer. Attorney Amy Goldstein wrote, “Since Wing Hoi Chan became an organizer 

for Local 6, he has appropriated monies and property of the CSWA and refused to return 

the same. Mr. Chan is no longer an officer or member of the CSWA and has no right to 

appropriate or possess this property.”73 Goldstein noted that Local 6 and the CSWA had 

supported one another in the past, but such conduct was “detrimental” to these labor 

organizations’ relationship. Pitta denied all of Goldstein’s claims, discrediting her 

research and instead, claiming that Chan had never once been part of Local 6’s 

operations. As recently as May 1980, Chan had indeed, been involved with Local 6, but 

Pitta’s denial demonstrated trouble in the ranks. A few days after the CSWA’s attorney 

enquired with Pitta, on December 11, 1980, the CSWA sued Chan. A Chinese newspaper 

reported, the CSWA also had accused Chan of abusing his position, stealing the 

organization’s cash funds and property, and the CSWA claimed, “after he started working 

for Local 6, he tried to destroy the association [CSWA].”74 By January 1981, the Chinese 

Committee was reporting that, “There has been a very hostile split precisely over the 

issue of Local 6 vs. independent union. The formation of our Chinese Committee was the 

very issue that caused the split to occur.”75 For the CSWA, the work of Chinese 
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Committee belonged to the grassroots, and the union was corrupting matters. They 

claimed that Chinese organizers and workers should look out for one another, and the 

formation of the Chinese Committee in the AFL-CIO was driving a wedge among 

Chinese/American workers who had to choose a side. During the drive at Silver Palace 

and with the controversy around Wing Hoi Chan, these two approaches to unionism 

became mutually exclusive, on opposing sides.76  

 

The 1982 organizing drive at Hawaii Kai Dining Room – a posh restaurant in 

Midtown’s Theater District – was yet another illustration of Wing Lam’s vision for labor 

activism, deepening the divergence of the AFL-CIO and the CSWA’s independent 

unions. This time, Local 6’s contentious involvement confirmed workers’ insistence to 

unionize independently.  

The workers at Hawaii Kai accused management of failing to pay fair wages, 

provide benefits, or introduce job security. Wai Yin Ma, who had worked at Hawaii Kai 

for nearly ten years in 1982, reported that management did not offer paid holidays or 

overtime pay, and his meals and any broken plates were deducted from his weekly pay. 

He described that his weekly pay and tips amounted to approximately two-hundred 

dollars. He worked five days and sometimes more than fifty hours per week. After work 

on the night of February 15, Ma and his fellow dining-room workers went to a restaurant 

at 3am to discuss the working conditions at their own restaurant, “e.g. no benefits, no job 

security, etc.”77 They began discussing the possibility of a union. Sam Mok, one of Ma’s 
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co-workers, knew Wing Lam and identified his role in organizing an independent union 

at Szechuan Taster, where Lam was a server. The next day, Ma went to a meeting at the 

CSWA, where his co-workers met with a lawyer from Asian American Legal Defense 

and Education Fund (AALDEF) to discuss the possibilities for organizing a union. On 

that day, Ma and his co-workers signed their authorization cards.78  

 The owners of Hawaii Kai Dining Room – China United Restaurant, Inc., led by 

Michael Hsao, William Ming, and Callan Chao – retaliated and deployed multiple union-

busting tactics. On February 20, 1982, the employers called a meeting for all front-of-

house employees. They assured workers that they could provide job security and benefits, 

on the condition that workers withdraw their union authorization cards. When these 

promises did not persuade workers, management responded with threats. Management 

pointed out that they could start to schedule the more outspoken workers during slower 

hours, to ensure that these workers would lose tips. The managers also took things 

personally, asking “How can you do this to me?”79 On the next day at work, there were 

loud altercations, as workers confronted their employers for cutting their hours.80   
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The owners used their previous relationship with Local 6, as a means to thwart 

independent unionization in their restaurant. On February 23, Wing Lam, some 

employees, and management met at a nearby restaurant on Division Street in Chinatown. 

One of the managers pulled out dining-room, kitchen, and bar workers’ contracts with 

Local 6 from his suitcase, and Lam allegedly laughed at the sight of these contracts. Wai 

Yin Ma – who had also been in attendance claimed – this was “the first time I realized 

that the restaurant was under Local 6.”81 Ma reported that he never had union dues 

deducted from his pay checks.82 And the lawyers at AALDEF summarized that all 

workers had “never paid dues, membership fees or filed grievances against the employer 

through Local 6.”83  

At the same meeting, management told a story that revealed union corruption. 

Hsao argued that workers could not be represented by two collective bargaining units. He 

explained that they had inherited a relationship with Local 6’s predecessor locals – before 

the local’s merger and the creation of the Chinese Committee – when they purchased the 

restaurant. The owners claimed that they had inherited a “gentlemen’s agreement” 

between the union and management.84 This agreement referred to the non-enforcement of 

contract terms, with the support from a few symbolic and forged workers’ signatures. 
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And it turned out that management had signed the most recent “sweetheart contracts” in 

1981, unknown to workers and of course, unenforced.85  

As the conflict between contracts erupted, Local 6 sent May Chen to make 

amends and discuss contract terms with Hawaii Kai workers. On February 24, Chen went 

to Hawaii Kai and asked, “Why don’t all of you join Local 6?” Some of the workers 

claimed that this was their first time coming in contact with a representative from Local 

6. “I worked at Kona Tiki so I know about Local 6,” Sam Mok said.  

Therefore, I know very well the various advantages and disadvantages of the independent union as 
well as the Local 6. I also know which union is better. For an example, I know the Local 6 
discriminates against the Chinese and has not been very successful in organizing union in the 
Chinese restaurant business. Furthermore, the local 6 sells out the employees such as, the Local 6 
claims that it has organized in the Hawaii Kai for ten years and yet nobody knows about it.86  

Chen described that the previous union representative from the predecessor local from 

HERE had been elderly and unable to travel to Hawaii Kai to meet with workers. She 

promised to do better. But Chen could not persuade workers. She left two contracts for 

the dining-room staff, in English and Chinese, so that they could compare terms between 

Local 6’s contract and the Hawaii Kai Dining Room Union’s drafts.87  

The contract that the dining-room workers drafted and Local 6’s had similar terms 

and benefits, but management preferred the “sweetheart contracts” with Local 6. Contract 

negotiations began, and on March 16, workers asked management why they should sign a 

Local 6 contract instead of their independently-drafted one. Hsao admitted, “Because 

Local 6 contracts are never enforced. That’s why we signed. I would even sign if the 

contract stated 30 paid holidays.” He emphasized again that he preferred Local 6 because 
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of “a whole history of non-enforcement.”88 Chao said, “It’s known that this restaurant 

belonged to the Local 6 at the time of purchase, but we had, after having negotiated with 

the Local 6, a gentleman’s agreement with them that the terms in the contract will not be 

enforced.” He continued, “The Local 6 would not then come to interfere.”89 HERE’s lack 

of interference or contract enforcement encouraged the owners to fight for the status quo 

and leave workers unprotected.  

The Hawaii Kai owners continued to threaten their staff. On March 24, on a day 

when management had promised workers that they would sign the contract, Chao called 

each part-time worker to his office and told them that management would not be able to 

afford the workers’ contracts. He told them, the restaurant would have to close and 

workers would lose their jobs. The owners had begun to replace full-time workers with 

part-time workers, retaliating against the employees who had signed union cards.  

The managers of the China United Restaurant, Inc. had violated a number of 

terms set by the National Labor Relations Act. The workers made several charges against 

their employer. The managers had entered unenforced collective bargaining agreements 

from 1972 to 1982, without the consent of a majority of workers. Managers had also 

threatened to close the restaurant and terminate workers seeking to unionize. They had 

also agreed to offer similar benefits and terms that workers sought through a contract, on 
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the condition of withdrawing from the union drive. Most of the workers lost their jobs, 

and the managers indeed, failed to bargain in good faith.90 

The successor clause became a point of contention at this restaurant, too. Hsao 

used an analogy about why it was inappropriate for workers to have job security, “He told 

us that if a new owner buys a new house, he doesn’t want the same furniture.”91 As 

management continued to delay contract negotiations, the restaurant workers organized a 

strike and boycott. Pickets read, “Unfair Labor Practice,” “Bargain in Good Faith,” “No 

more Fake Contract,” and “Boycott Hawaii Kai.”92 On March 29, Ma received a telegram 

stating his termination, without warning, for “failure to report to work and because of 

various acts of vandalism and infidelity.”93 Allen Yeung and Seong Moon Lee, servers at 

Hawaii Kai, reported that multiple workers were sent dismissal telegrams, but – because 

they had both moved without notifying management – they never received termination 

orders. The picket line and community boycott shut down Hawaii Kai for two-and-a-half 

months. During this closure, management threatened to sell the business and eliminate 
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prospects for workers to return to their jobs, undermining any claims for the successor 

clause. But workers remained steadfast, as their NLRB complaints were pending.94  

Finally, on July 16, 1982, Hawaii Kai Dining Room became the fourth Chinese 

restaurant in New York to organize an independent workers’ union with the support of 

the CSWA and Wing Lam. As the lawyers for the workers noted, it contained “a 

successor clause that requires a new owner not only to recognize the HKDRU but also to 

assume all the terms of the contract,” among terms like contract enforcement and an end 

to arbitrary terminations.95 By 1982, there were independent unions at Silver Palace and 

Szechuan Taster in Chinatown, Beansprout in the West Village; and the one at Hawaii 

Kai Dining Room was the first in Midtown.96   

Yet again, organizing the kitchen, dining-room, and bar staff at Hawaii Kai 

Dining Room revealed the break between the CSWA and Local 6. Throughout the 1970s 

until 1982, when CSWA entered this restaurant, Local 6 and its predecessor locals had 

failed to approach, enforce contracts, secure a successor clause, or mobilize on behalf of 

workers. For restaurant workers, Local 6’s sudden demonstrations about its involvement 

at Hawaii Kai confirmed Wing Lam’s provocation that AFL-CIO unions were corrupt. 

Many Chinese immigrant restaurant workers preferred joining an organization that 

organized around Chinese identity. In contrast to organizing around class that reminded 

them of the Communist Party in China or working with the white leadership of HERE, 
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they demonstrated their ethnic solidarity. The mission of the independent restaurant 

workers’ union at Hawaii Kai was to challenge labor abuse, employers’ neglect and 

threat, and notably, Local 6. Stanley Mark, the workers’ lawyer, concluded, “For the first 

time, an independent union of restaurant workers not only overcame years of employer 

neglect and abuse but also years of Local 6’s phoney representation.” He continued, “The 

independent restaurant workers movement is growing because it is their movement and 

not one lead by union bureaucrats.”97 This debate of effective unionisms continued to 

affect the Chinese-restaurant industry beyond Hawaii Kai Dining Room, fracturing 

Chinese restaurant workers and their communities from organizing a united front against 

labor injustices.98   

 

Writing The Tensions of Labor Organizing  

The debate about the two approaches to unionism for Chinese restaurant workers 

spilled onto the pages of the Nation in 1988. Peter Kwong and JoAnn Lum – an activist-

scholar at the City University of New York and a reporter, respectively – opened their 

article, “How the Other Half Lives Now,” “Contrary to the popular image of Chinese-

Americans as upwardly mobile professionals,” many Asian/Americans in Manhattan 

were restaurant and garment workers who did not have access to upward mobility. The 

authors identified the fundamentally uneven realities of class in Asian communities, 

exposing the impoverished worker over the “upwardly mobile professional.” Identifying 

the model minority narrative’s fictions about Asian/Americans, the authors highlighted 
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the lived realities of the Asian working poor. They insisted, Asian/American workers 

were underpaid and exploited. “In the restaurants of Chinatown,” they wrote, “most 

waiters and waitresses work twelve hours a day, six days a week, and receive only $200 a 

month, counting on tips to survive. They are not covered by health insurance, have no 

paid holidays and work under unsafe, hazardous conditions.”99 As labor organizers 

debated their sides, Kwong and Lum utilized yellow peril tropes that discounted the 

agency of workers to convey the substandard working conditions of Chinese restaurant 

workers. By doing this, their claims slid toward reifying this familiar discourse, rather 

than reclaiming and reinventing the narrative. For them, Chinese and other Asian 

immigrant workers were trapped, with nowhere to go beyond Chinatown or service-

sector and garment-factory jobs. They continued, Chinese workers were not a priority for 

the “ossified bureaucratic leadership.” For Kwong and Lum, the AFL-CIO did not work 

for Asian communities. Labor advocates needed to find alternative ways to organize 

workers, and instead, they lauded the methods of Wing Lam, the CSWA, and the 

affiliated independent unions.100   

May Chen, among other unionists, offered a rebuttal to Kwong and Lum’s article. 

Published in October 1989 in The Nation, they wrote “How the Other Half Fights” as a 

response to Kwong and Lum’s “How the Other Half Lives Now.” The slight difference in 

these titles signified the unionists’ position on the role of established unions and their 

ability to confront challenges that Asian immigrant workers faced at their jobs. By 1989, 

Chen had left the restaurant union and went to work for garment union. She continued to 

believe that it was possible to transform the AFL-CIO with the leadership of multiracial 
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labor activists. The authors of the rebuttal were all labor leaders of the International 

Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union. They accused Kwong and Lam of being 

“condescending saviors.”101 With these harsh words, Chen and company claimed that 

Lam’s strategy of “Chinese should take care of Chinese” was divisive and detrimental to 

the established union methods set by the AFL-CIO. By 1989, HERE and other affiliates 

had organized Asian workers at multiple restaurants, as well as other industries. The 

authors challenged the claim that unions did not work, explaining that this opinion 

overlooked the history of laborers who had fought back, organized, and changed the 

AFL-CIO’s operations and philosophies. They tempered the CSWA’s notion that 

Chinese-restaurant work was exceptional, in contrast to other low-wage service work. 

Instead, they argued it entrenched the marginalization of Chinese workers. For these 

authors, the narrative of poor, migrant, and exploited laborers could also lead to 

dangerous consequences, erasing the strength of working people. According to the three 

garment-industry unionists, the CSWA limited communities from collective action that 

could go beyond ethnicity.  

 As labor organizers debated the politics of Asian/American solidarity and the 

merits of the model minority narrative, others examined yellow peril discourse as it 

pertained to Chinese restaurant workers and organizers. Michael Shen and Ying Chan of 

the New York chapter of the National Lawyers’ Guild published an article that 

maintained, “restaurateurs have unabashedly subverted the aspirations of the workers, 

decrying the ‘invasion’ of the Chinese restaurant industry by ‘foreign devils’ who did not 

understand that Chinese had to work to survive in this country. Amidst their outcries,” 

they argued, “bosses claimed that while they are against American unions, they would be 
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willing to accept ‘Chinese’ unions that ‘understood their problems.’”102 The authors 

reversed the yellow peril narratives that had been present in the early history of the AFL, 

identifying that Chinese-restaurant bosses saw Local 6 of HERE as the menacing villain 

figure. They argued that this attempt to reclaim yellow peril narrative tropes was at the 

expense of workers’ efforts to secure financial stability and job security. Rather than the 

bosses’ dictating the terms for negotiations, they argued that working people needed 

access to unions to challenge employers’ exploitative practices. The authors then, pointed 

out, “A tough union is a union is a union, and gets no greater love from bosses, even of 

the same kind.”103 The lawyers got at the heart of this debate. Particularly in an era of 

economic strife, collective bargaining and workers’ consciousness were necessary among 

laborers. The mission was to rise up against employers, to secure economic justice for 

workers. While labor activists disagreed on the methods to secure economic justice, it 

was the bosses who were the villains.  

 

Conclusion 

In the 1980s, union membership throughout America was on the decline, but 

many Asian/American labor organizers approached Chinese restaurant workers, looking 

to unionize this work force. Chinese restaurants were exploitative work places, and 

laborers worked for low wages, few protections, and without job security. While it was 

also a difficult industry to unionize, in the 1980s, some organizers were successful, 

securing union contracts in Chinese restaurants, from Midtown to Chinatown. The 1980s 
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became a notable decade for rank-and-file Chinese restaurant workers, but this moment 

for collective upheaval and workers’ rights was short-lived.  

As Chinese restaurant workers at many restaurants organized to hold their bosses 

accountable for exploitative work conditions and inadequate pay, two approaches to 

unionize Chinese restaurant workers emerged, at the expense of one another. While Local 

6’s Chinese Committee negotiated contracts, the CSWA organized and formed 

independent unions at multiple restaurants. As these two organizations emerged and 

developed new strategies, they increasingly competed for rank-and-file workers’ 

loyalties. While labor organizers like May Ying Chen and Wing Lam initially organized 

together, by the late 1980s, their divergent visions for labor organizing led to an 

irreparable break. This chasm was a symptom of broader forces that split Asian/American 

working communities, beyond the Chinese restaurant industry. The conflicts between 

Communist China and the KMT played out at work, in the newspapers, and during 

contract negotiations. While the business-minded press or business owners themselves 

fought to preserve the status quo, to support the KMT, and to sustain their own power, 

workers’ unrest and labor organizers’ politics unsettled the deep tensions of Asian 

communities. The strain between Local 6 and CSWA also represented differences in 

labor politics, one that aimed to transform the AFL-CIO and the other that wanted to 

separate and start anew for Chinese/Americans.  

Absent or expiring contracts were not the only challenge for Chinese restaurant 

workers. From the 1980s, Chinese restaurant owners – especially in Chinatown – 

increasingly had a tough time keeping their businesses open. While some bosses used 

closure as a tool to prevent unionization, some employers simply could not afford the 
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rising cost of rent. In 1981, after the closure of House of Chan, May Chen wrote that the 

owner was selling the entire building,  

Real estate speculation is growing in the midtown area surrounding the House of Chan. The entire 
building may be scheduled for demolition. Currently, the union is working to help the workers 
collect unpaid sick leave and vacation pay, apply for unemployment, and find new jobs.104  

While owners slashed wages and thwarted unionization drives in their businesses, 

workers demanded pay increases and job-security assurances. For restaurant workers who 

successfully secured collectively-bargained contracts, even those were short-lived. 

Through the 1980s, contracts expired, and restaurant owners prevented subsequent 

unionization drives and contract negotiations, or they sold their businesses altogether. 

Preserving working-class jobs in the face of real-estate conversion became a problem for 

a number of businesses that employed low-wage immigrant workers. The next chapter 

describes this dilemma of urban space and labor organizing.105  

Today, Chinese restaurants remain exploitative workplaces, and this effort to 

organize Chinese restaurants has had little success. Restaurants – more generally – 

remained one of the most underpaid and unregulated workplaces in New York. In the 

1990s, during a major labor mobilization at a large Chinatown restaurant, Jing Fong, 

Wing Lam hyperbolically likened Chinese restaurant labor to slave labor.106 In a keynote 
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address in 2006, Saru Jayaraman – founder of Restaurant Opportunities Center United 

and a labor leader – cited,  

There are 165,000 restaurant workers in New York City, and less than 1 percent of them belong to 
a union.” She continued, “Sixty-seven percent of all restaurant workers in New York City are now 
foreign-born, and close to 40% of all restaurant workers are undocumented. And these restaurants 
– they love these workers. They want these workers. They can pay them whatever they want, they 
can treat them however they want, and there’s definitely no union anywhere in sight.107  

Jayaraman noted the inequalities of the industry and the centrality of migrant workers or 

workers of color who sustain restaurants in New York. While restaurant bosses gather 

great profits, workers’ wages are staggeringly low, without benefits or protections. And 

like the sweatshops in the next chapter, real estate speculation and urban change in New 

York has added another layer to the precariaty of working people’s livelihoods. In 2013, 

at 50 Bowery, where Silver Palace restaurant workers once organized and secured union 

contracts, the owners demolished the building to make way for a 22-story luxury hotel. 

Today, none of the Chinese restaurants mentioned in this chapter are still open.108  
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CHAPTER 5 

RIPPING AT THE SEAMS: PROTECTING GARMENT WORKERS FROM 

CHINATOWN TO MIDTOWN SINCE 1982 

 

 During the 1970s and 1980s the garment industry across the country struggled, 

closing up shops and moving overseas, but it remained New York’s biggest source of 

manufacturing jobs.  And it remained a bastion of unionization. At the time, Manhattan’s 

Chinatown stood at the epicenter of the city’s apparel production, with nearly five-

hundred shops, of all shapes and sizes. Whether the shop occupied a building or half a 

floor in a walkup, or whether the shop was owned by a recent immigrant from China like 

most of the garment workers, the workers inside belonged to Local 23-25, the largest 

local of the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE). Until the 

1980s, with a job in one of these places, a union card usually meant a steady paycheck, 

healthcare and retirement benefits, and protections against the worst kinds of shop-floor 

abuses and unsafe conditions. But all of this was about to change for Asian/Americans 

and everyone else who worked in the industry.1  

Throughout the late 1970s and 1980s, garment shop conditions slipped like they 

had throughout the country. As they did, a conflict was brewing among the owners of 

New York shops and members of Local 23-25. In 1982, shop owners debated cutting 

wages and just about everything else, including days off and benefits. Union members 

would not budge. They demanded an increase to wages to $4.40 per hour, an additional 

personal day in a work year, paid time off and sick leave, and increases in employers’ 

contributions to healthcare, retirement, and welfare funds. On July 15, 1982, after six 
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weeks of contentious and unresolved negotiations, workers gave up talking and went on 

strike.  

On that morning, twenty-thousand Asian/American garment workers and their 

supporters, mostly women, flooded the streets of Lower Manhattan – sporting Local 23-

25 hats, carrying pickets that read “In Union There is Strength,” and marching behind a 

Chinese dragon.  They were headed to Columbus Park. By 1pm on that same day, 

garment shop owners gave into workers’ demands. Effective immediately, workers got a 

pay hike, a jump in benefits, and few more days off each year. The 1982 strike was an 

unqualified success, demonstrating the power of solidarity and the collective might of 

women garment workers, especially in Chinatown.2   

The victories of the 1982 strike were short-lived. Within a few years, the broader, 

underlining economic difficulties that the garment industry faced remade labor relations 

in New York and around the world. With production on the rise overseas, garment prices 

went into a free fall. Employers tried to get everything they could out of workers. They 

cut or stole their workers’ wages. Others refused to pay overtime. Most sped up 

production lines. Soon, shops and factories started to close; open one day, shuttered the 

next, sneaking off with monies owed to laborers. At the same time, the financial sectors 

of New York were booming. College students and newly-minted businesses flooded into 

Manhattan, hiking up rents and making residential and office spaces more valuable than 

factories and work rooms. Landlords converted former garment shops into more 

residential lofts and coops. As jobs and factories disappeared, Local 23-25 protested and 

picketed. But really, there was not much they could do in the face of the global 

restructuring of their industry. Over the next decades, the garment union lost much of its 
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power, as collective bargaining and even pickets became ineffectual tools in helping its 

loyal rank-and-file.3 

New York’s economic changes pulled apart labor unionism and collective 

strength, making it difficult for union locals like Local 23-25 to support Asian/American 

garment workers. Some historians have written about New York’s garment industry 

leading up to the 1982 strike, but few have assessed the aftermath of the labor 

mobilizations or the recent past. Both union and non-union workers watched, as wages 

fell and conditions steadily deteriorated. The union continued to try and fight back, 

organizing workers to confront politicians for regulations, opening new worker centers to 

support workers throughout the five boroughs, and expanding unionism in the process. 

And workers on their own and in small groups resisted the changes. By the 2000s, 

Asian/American garment workers were neither celebrated as the model minority nor 

made foreign by yellow peril narratives. Instead, as jobs disappeared, Asian/American 

garment workers were made invisible. Structural changes to New York’s economy 

demoted the union’s power and suppressed its capacities to fight for dignity at work. The 
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following chapter is the story of the limits of unionism and class consciousness in the 

face of economic changes.4  

 

The Chinese Garment Shops of Manhattan’s Chinatown 

Since the middle of the twentieth century, Asian/American garment workers 

largely worked in Chinese/American-owned shops. Since the 1950s and 1960s, the 

number of Chinese-owned shops ballooned, as some of the larger white-owned garment 

factories moved out of the city. The Chinese-owned shops of New York were typically 

smaller in scale. Unlike large factories with many sewing workers, these small shops 

often employed between twenty and fifty workers each.5  

At the same time that Chinese/Americans were opening production shops, 

manufacturers were increasingly moving out of New York City’s Midtown or hiring out 

their production needs. Unlike the factories of earlier decades, by 1950, garment 

production had become highly decentralized. In the process of getting apparel to the 

customer, manufacturers hired contractors to transform fabric to finished garments, while 

contractors employed garment workers to perform the cutting, pressing, or sewing labor. 

Some Midtown-based manufacturers preferred using New York-based contracting shops 

to finish garments, because they fulfilled smaller orders quickly. Also, by keeping 

product orders local, manufacturers did not have to travel to Asia or wait for shipments. 

The Chinese-owned shops of New York were contracting shops, and speed was one of 
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their specialties. While manufacturers owned the garments and made the orders, 

Asian/American garment workers – employed by Asian/American contractors – cut 

materials, sewed fabrics through machines and by hand, and finished garments. By 1980, 

there were nearly five-hundred small production shops in Chinatown, where garment 

workers worked for contractors, to supply many manufacturers throughout the city.6  

Local 23-25 of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) – a 

union that would become part of UNITE in 1995 – began to organize the Asian/American 

garment workers of Chinese-owned shops as early as they opened in the 1950s. And in 

the late 1960s, the number of union members, like the number of production shops, 

mushroomed. In 1968, there were fifteen-hundred Asian members in the garment union. 

Three years later, in 1971, New York’s garment union local became the largest local. It 

had the highest number of Asian/American members, as well. And then, in 1982, twenty-

thousand members of Local 23-25 successfully mobilized to strike and negotiate better 

contracts.   

Throughout Manhattan’s Chinatown, Local 23-25 workers organized through a 

top-down approach. Union staff approached Midtown manufacturers to convince them 

that unionized laborers would guarantee a steady workforce for production. In the context 

of overseas production, manufacturers who needed garments wanted assurances that 

garment workers would be available to fill their orders quickly. With manufacturers’ 

promise that they would produce with unionized laborers, the organizer then, met with 
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Chinese contractors to bargain additional contract terms. Contractors were compelled to 

cooperate with this arrangement. Allowing the union to enter their shops, Chinese 

contractors guaranteed relations with New York-based manufacturers, securing consistent 

orders for Chinese contracting shops to fill. The union went into contracting shops that 

agreed to become union shops, approached rank-and-file garment workers, and signed up 

new union members. Union contracts – approved by both manufacturers and contractors 

– gave newly employed garment workers of union shops the opportunity to become 

members within thirty days. After six months of membership, workers had full access to 

the benefits of the union. This multi-tiered method of unionism relied on the industry’s 

discrete roles, and any changes would unravel the process of collective bargaining and 

labor unionism.7  

 By the 1980s, Asian/American labor activists would play a principal role in the 

union. Union leadership had been made up of predominantly non-Asian men, in a local 

that was eighty-percent Chinese. Until the late 1970s, most of the members of Local 23-

25 were not involved in union activities. Meetings were often held without translation, 

and American unionism was unfamiliar to many immigrant workers. Coming together as 

Asian/American women garment workers was challenging, but multiple instances and 

organizing catalyzed collective consciousness among workers. In the late 1970s, concerns 

about childcare were brought to the bargaining table, and new mothers who worked in 

garment production cited the urgency of childcare over wage increases or retirement 

funds. In ten days, labor activists collected more than three-thousand signatures from 

garment workers, demanding support for childcare services. This was an ongoing 
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campaign, as union leaders were gearing up for contract negotiations and workers were 

becoming active union members.8  

In 1982, when contractors refused to contribute to health and welfare funds, 

Asian/American garment workers organized to fight their Chinese employers. Cantonese-

speaking garment workers spoke about the need for collective action on the radio, which 

played throughout production shops in Chinatown. They leafleted in Chinatown with 

Chinese-language materials, wrote news articles for Chinese-language newspapers, phone 

banked, and approached fellow workers to join the strike. Unwilling to wait for the union 

to sanction a strike, some rank-and-file activists staged a wildcat strike to demand that 

contractors sign contracts. By the time the union agreed to organize rallies and a strike, 

the Asian/American garment workers of Local 23-25 were ready to demonstrate their 

collective force. Garment workers demanded that contractors agree to the contract terms 

that manufacturers had already approved, and the workers won.  

After the July 15, 1982 strike, the union acknowledged the central role that Asian 

immigrant and women workers played in the union movement. Union leaders opened a 

Chinatown office, which signaled a new era of labor organizing in the garment union that 

would prioritize the needs of the Asian/American rank and file. The local also hired 

bilingual Asian/American labor organizers and business agents. There were new efforts 

to train more shop stewards to diversify the union, up and down. A childcare center was 

finally set up for Local 23-25 members’ families, and the union leadership demonstrated 

their willingness to respond to Asian/American garment workers’ needs and demands.  

In 1983, May Ying Chen left the restaurant union (seen in the previous chapter) 

and began to work for Local 23-25. She recalled,  
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I would say that getting into the labor union and labor movement was an unusual career choice for 
an Asian American women…I first worked as an organizer with the Hotel and Restaurant union, 
and then, in 1983-4, with ILGWU. So what drew me into the union initially was witnessing a big 
strike in Chinatown of the garment workers in 1982.9  

As a bilingual Chinese American, Chen found her place working for unions that were 

organizing Chinese/American workers, as soon as she moved to New York in 1980. At 

the hotel and restaurant union, Chen had worked predominantly with men, and as a young 

mother, she found the late and overnight hours organizing restaurant workers 

challenging. The groundswell of labor activism among Asian women in 1982 inspired 

Chen, and it marked a critical moment in her political education. Moving to the garment 

union meant that she could work with women laborers and activists. Chen would become 

a key voice in the fight for garment workers’ rights and safe work conditions.10  

Local 23-25 had contributed to creating a “union strong” New York, as unionists 

delayed the garment industry’s decline. But this would change in a couple of short 

decades. Retailers were becoming another major challenge for the garment union, as they 

dealt directly with manufacturers overseas. UNITE lamented, “A small group of giant 

retailers has come to dominate the retail market…the largest 6 retail chains account for 

over half of clothing sales.”11 Competing against retailers like Wal-Mart, manufacturers 

in New York demanded ever-quicker delivery times and cheaper garments from 

contractors, who were also striving to stay afloat. When contractors cut corners to meet 

manufacturers’ orders, work conditions worsened. Many manufacturers and contractors 

violated union contract terms, paying off-the-books or opening non-union shops in 
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Brooklyn. Labor organizers recognized that “contractors desperate to hold on to orders 

and workers fearful of losing work or their jobs [had] combined to make contract 

enforcement a constant challenge for the union.”12 With overseas production and cheap 

goods, competition intensified among garment producers. By the late 1990s, wages and 

the price of garments raced to the bottom.13  

 

“Sweatshops anywhere hurt workers everywhere”14: The Union’s Response 

In an effort to combat sweatshop conditions in the garment industry, Local 23-25 

would become a pivotal local in the fight for labor protections and legislation. In January 

1997, Representative Bill Clay of Missouri and Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts 

introduced the Stop Sweatshops Act. The act proposed to amend the Fair Labor Standards 

Act, “to impose civil liability on manufacturers for sweatshop conditions maintained by 

their contractors in the garment industry.”15 The aim was to limit the flow of capital, 

holding manufacturers and retailers responsible for compliance violations in contracting 

shops, such as issues of minimum wage, overtime, child labor, and bringing work home. 

While the Stop Sweatshops Act would ensure broader legal protections for workers, the 

struggle for its ratification would disappoint the garment union.  

Months after the introduction of the Stop Sweatshops Act, some members of 

Congress – led by Republican Congressman Peter Hoekstra from Michigan – looked to 
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dismantle labor laws, in favor of deregulation. In October 1997, Hoekstra became the 

Chairman of the Oversight and Investigations Sub-Committee and began to work on the 

“American Worker at a Crossroads” project, a Republican-sponsored project that would 

re-assess the state of work in America. In his opening remarks, Hoekstra questioned 

whether Americans ought “to continue down the same old road that was constructed in 

the early part of this century or to confidently turn off this twisting, turning and winding 

road into a highway that will be constructed to meet the challenges of the 21st Century 

workplace.”16 For Hoekstra, the federal government was interfering in the lives of 

working America, and he was going to open the road to a deregulated marketplace.  

“American Worker at a Crossroads” targeted garment manufacturing, and in 

particular, the industry’s relationship to the union. In accordance to collectively-

bargained contracts, union manufacturers were required to fulfill their work orders by 

union workers who worked in union contracting shops. This top-down contract had 

guaranteed basic labor protections and benefits for workers. It also explained why 

Chinese garment workers in New York were unionized in such large numbers in Local 

23-25. But Hoekstra’s committee argued this arrangement among manufacturers, 

contractors, and the union disrupted the logics of the free market.  

Hoekstra and his congressional allies suggested that the financial operations of the 

garment industry were fraught with corruption. When manufacturers violated union 

contracts, the garment union could impose a penalty called “liquidated damages,” a fine 
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paid to the union.17 For UNITE, this penalty ensured that manufacturers honor 

collectively-bargained agreements, rather than searching for cheaper labor in non-union 

shops or overseas. For Hoekstra’s committee, liquidated damages constrained business 

owners. Some of the members of the “American Worker at a Crossroads” committee 

accused the union of gathering “great profits for itself while providing little or no service 

to its members” through liquidated damages.18   

Not all of Hoekstra’s committee agreed. Congresswoman Patsy Mink, a 

committee member and the first woman of color in Congress, saw through the 

Republican agenda of the “American Worker at a Crossroads.” She questioned the 

investigation’s motives, “The decision of the Republican majority to cast aside its 

budget-cutting, lean-government mindset and authorize $1.4 million to conduct a 

commonplace review of labor laws and programs is mind-boggling.”19 Mink continued, 

“Is this payback time for unions who supported Democrats more often than Republicans 

in the 1996 elections? Are they the target of this investigation?”20  

Congresswoman Patsy Mink demonstrated her solidarity, supporting the 

Asian/American women workers of Local 23-25 in their pursuit of dignity at work. 

During the local’s fight for more labor protections, Local 23-25 strategically directed 

their attention to Mink’s office for support, hoping for a vocal champion. Labor activists 
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looked to move the right people in Congress, regarding the Stop Sweatshops Act and 

other labor protections. This legislative campaign to support garment workers nationwide 

also aimed to uplift the contributions of immigrant Asian women in America’s industrial 

workplaces. Significantly, for May Chen and other labor leaders, Asian American 

identity was central to their political consciousness, and Mink’s support demonstrated the 

Congresswoman’s Asian American-ness. 21  

While Mink’s support reaffirmed Local 23-25’s fight, Hoekstra and his allied 

committee members specifically blamed Chinese/American workers for the garment 

industry’s conditions. They targeted the garment industry in their investigation of 

American labor and made an example of Chinatowns’ shops in New York. In July 1998, 

Hoekstra and his colleague from Pennsylvania, Bill Goodling, toured six Chinatown 

shops. Goodling told the press, “The labor unions aren’t doing anything for those people 

other than taking their money.”22 He was referring to the liquidated damages that the 

union could impose to penalize manufacturers who violated union contracts. They sought 

to strike down this penalty, and Chinese-American garment workers in the largest local of 

UNITE sounded the alarm bells.  

As organizers attempted to solve the problem of sweatshop conditions in both 

union and non-union shops, the garment union demanded more workplace inspections 

from the Department of Labor to identify shops in violation of labor laws. The garment 

union calculated, “40 inspectors in New York examined 345 garment factories in 1997, 

and collected more than $1.3 million in back wages owed to over 3,600 garment 
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workers.” Union activists also identified that there were only nine-hundred inspectors 

who tracked wages and hours in the country, in charge of enforcing labor laws in 6.5 

million workplaces. In 1998, there were 22,000 registered garment shops in the country, 

and “At this rate, it would take 24 years to check every factory just once.23 But Congress 

was cutting the number of inspectors all the time. Activists demanded more inspectors 

from the Department of Labor to oversee the enforcement of labor protections.  

Some Republican Congress members blamed the union for sweatshop conditions, 

but Local 23-25 argued otherwise. Acknowledging that work conditions in the garment 

industry were unsafe, May Chen argued, “The cheap pricing and rush orders demanded 

by garment manufacturers and retailers, and the cut-throat competition among contractors 

to get the work into their shops are sure ingredients for sweatshop wages and working 

conditions.”24 For organizers, it was not the union that created these sweatshop 

conditions. It was instead globalized garment production that depressed prices and 

allowed manufacturers and retailers to profit. Consequently, with regards to the 

“American Worker at a Crossroads,” UNITE staff inferred, “Given that money equals 

power in politics, it may be the fact that the union uses the money to fight for workers’ 

rights and against policies such as NAFTA (which the Republicans support), angers 

Republicans who prefer a weak labor movement.”25 Demanding the Stop Sweatshops 

Act, union leaders prodded Congress people to regulate the broader global supply chain.   
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 Local 23-25 leaders and rank-and-file members also became concerned with the 

way that the media was representing Asian/American workers. A reporter for Women’s 

Wear Daily outraged Local 23-25 organizers with the story about the Congressional 

investigation of Chinatown’s garment shops. According to the article, one investigator 

opined, “many of the Asian workers the investigators [of Hoekstra’s committee] saw in 

the plants appear to be indentured servants, working off debts of up to $400,000 from 

those who brought them to the US from China.” The reporter continued, “The men 

usually are employed in restaurants, young girls are forced into prostitution and older 

women are put to work in garment shops, he said.”26 Describing Chinese/American 

families as indebted indentures, working to pay off smugglers through prostitution and 

garment work, was a familiar and sensational report. Organizers sought to undermine 

these yellow-peril tropes. For those who supported Hoekstra and his mission to reassess 

“the American Workplace,” Local 23-25 became the scapegoat for sweatshop conditions. 

The racialized overtones were glaring to Chinese American organizers like May Chen, as 

officials and the media blamed Chinese/American workers for unsafe and unjust 

workplaces. Chinese/American workers who labored in the garment industry had 

transformed, from the deserving model minority to dangers to the sanctity of New York’s 

garment shops and factories.27  

In an attempt to control the messaging around the garment union and to prevent 

yellow peril narratives that were also gaining momentum in Congress, Local 23-25 

organizers attended the hearings in Washington, DC. On March 31, 1998, those who 
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stood in opposition to UNITE, assembled in Washington, DC to testify in a 

Congressional hearing. UNITE staff employees were perplexed. “Over the past several 

months, UNITE has been under attack from an odd coalition: companies with whom we 

have disputes, right-wing Republicans, and supposedly progressive groups critical of 

unions,” they wrote.28 While “supposedly progressive” activist-scholars like Peter Kwong 

testified, representatives from UNITE were not invited or given formal notice about the 

Congressional hearing. Labor activists of union and non-union shops rode to DC anyway. 

After the hearing, May Chen reflected,  

I am especially disturbed by the characterization of Chinatown and Chinese-owned garment 
factories in New York as incorrigible sweatshops. Even more disturbing is the finger-pointing at 
the union as the cause of the sweatshop problem. Such accusations lead to ridiculous solutions 
such as removing all garment manufacturing work from Chinatown, or dismantling the union to 
cure the sweatshop problem.29  

She recognized that these claims endangered the union and New York’s garment 

manufacturing industry.  

 

Rank-and-file activists of Local 23-25 played a pivotal role in the fight against 

sweatshops. In July 1998, UNITE leaders organized rank-and-file garment workers to 

travel to Washington, DC, to demonstrate their support for comprehensive reforms and 

the Stop Sweatshop Act. More than five-hundred garment workers and organizers from 

Local 23-25 boarded thirteen buses and a union van to Washington, DC.30 From Sunset 

Park, Chinatown, and Midtown, garment workers convened with two-thousand UNITE 

                                                
28 UNITE Staff Newsletter, May 1998, MC, Box 3, Folder 4, *; See also Mae 

Ngai’s review of Peter Kwong, Forbidden Workers: Illegal Chinese Immigrants and 
American Labor (New York: New Press, 1997), in New Labor Forum (Fall/Winter 1998), 
151 – 156.  

 
29 May Y. Chen, Statement, March 31, 1998, MC, Box 3, Folder 4, *.  
 
30 UNITE was founded in 1995, after a merger of the International Ladies’ 

Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) and Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers’ 
Union (ACTWU).  



 

 176 

members and organizers.31 They headed to a day-long march and rally, “To Protect Our 

Jobs and Our Benefits,” launching a six-month campaign to address working conditions 

in the garment industry to “Demand Fair Treatment for Garment Workers!.”32 UNITE 

aimed to reach out to all 435 offices of the House of Representatives, and Local 23-25 

members hoped to visit and lobby the eighteen representatives in Hoekstra’s committee. 

Despite their efforts, many of the congresspeople on Hoekstra’s committee ignored or 

refused organizers’ efforts to schedule appointments, and for them, garment workers left 

literature to convey their stance. At the end of a long day, the rank-and-file activists and 

staff organizers successfully met with 175 representatives and their aides. 

On this lobby day, members of Local 23-25 defied many assumptions about Asian 

women. While the media and Hoekstra’s committee portrayed Chinatown’s garment 

workers as hopeless victims of backward Chinese employers, the garment workers 

themselves demonstrated their political activism with their bodies. Meeting with 

Congressman Hoekstra, Yook Chee Hom, Agnes Wong, Wai Chun Ng, and Lydia Correa 

– rank-and-file garment workers of Local 23-25 – read their testimonies. Hom, Wong, 

Ng, and Correa argued that Local 23-25 was essential for workers like themselves, as 

immigrant women, particularly in a global economy. At the same time, they turned to the 

tropes of the model minority narrative in an effort to claim their status as deserving 

Americans. Agnes Wong – another rank-and-file activist – said,  

When you visited the factories in Chinatown, you brought the FBI and wore bullet-proof vests. 
What danger could you expect from Chinese immigrant ladies like me? If workers cannot even 
count on Congress for help, where can we turn? The ordinary working people need you to pay 

                                                
31 Owen, “Unite Plans to Lobby Congress with 1,500,” Women’s Wear Daily, July 

28, 1998.  
 
32 Flyer from Local 23-25, 1998, MC, Box 3, Folder 1, *; Owen, “Unite Plans to 

Lobby Congress with 1,500,” Women’s Wear Daily, July 28, 1998; Flyer from Local 23-
25, 1998, MC, Box 3, Folder 4, *.  



 

 177 

attention to our real problems. I am not a slave. I am an American citizen and a voter. Don’t play 
politics with our jobs.33 

Wong demonstrated her role in the union and by extension, her belonging to the nation. 

The garment workers at Hoekstra’s office were private-sector manufacturing workers, 

who had documented status that allowed them to work in America and vote for American 

government officials. As card-carrying union members and as lawful immigrants or 

American citizens, they blamed non-union factories for the growing tide of sweatshops. 

These sweatshops, they argued, employed undocumented workers. Agnes Wong pointed 

out that these non-union shops “cheat the government of taxes.”34 For Wong, the problem 

was non-union shops, and Hoekstra’s committee was targeting the wrong production 

shops.  

 Garment workers in New York built on the momentum of the DC rally and 

organized a local rally for August 28, 1998. This time, in Manhattan’s Chinatown, they 

called for the community to “Defend the Garment Industry, Protect Garment Workers’ 

Rights & Benefits.”35 Before the rally, a flyer was distributed to educate the broader 

community about the garment union’s recent efforts to advocate for the Stop Sweatshops 

Act. It read,  

Garment industry bosses make their millions while immigrant workers earn lower and lower 
wages. Union workers are forced to compete with sweatshop labor. Union workers are forced to 
compete with sweatshop labor. Giant manufacturers and retailers must be held responsible for 
deteriorating conditions faced by all garment workers. Join UNITE’s rank-and-file members, 
community activists, and political leaders to send a message that: ENOUGH IS ENOUGH! 
UNITE TO STOP SWEATSHOPS NOW!36 
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One labor union leader argued, “The rise in sweatshops both in the US and abroad has 

caused working conditions in ALL contracting shops to worsen.”37 Union leaders hoped 

to get the public on board, to orchestrate another “Uprising of Twenty Thousand,” in 

order to hold bosses and the government accountable for working conditions. 

Some Chinese contractors hesitated to support the August 1998 rally. Wing K. Ma 

of the Metropolitan Area Apparel Association – a contractors’ association – had major 

criticisms for the planning committee. Ma articulated his concern about a Chinatown – 

rather than Garment District – rally, arguing that this would siphon off the issue as a 

“Chinatown Problem.” He claimed to be encouraged by the rank-and-file’s willingness to 

defend the industry. And while he did not outright endorse the rally, he wrote, “Garment 

Contractors cannot stop the workers…We have no right to prevent them from attending 

the rally.”38 Local 23-25 responded, noting the union’s agenda to undercut the racialized 

perception of Chinatown shops, “the major media and outside public assume that all 

garment shops in Chinatown are sweatshops, therefore, a show of force by the 

community will demonstrate that this is not the case, and that workers are fighting against 

abusive workplace conditions.”39 Contractors continued to criticize the local’s strategies 

and the rally, but Local 23-25 organizers sought to demonstrate workers’ capacities to 
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fight back from the eye of the storm. The rally occurred at Lafayette and Grand streets in 

Manhattan’s Chinatown.40  

At the August 28th rally, organizers and members of Local 23-25 presented their 

visions for a sweatshop-free global economy. Speakers, like rank-and-file activist 

Ramona K. Chan, spoke about shop conditions. Chan described, “In recent years, I see 

the prices getting lower and lower, and workload getting less and less.” She continued, 

“A lot of work has gone to other countries. No wonder there’s very little work left 

here!”41 Local 23-25 posed a Seven-Step Plan. After (1) holding retailers responsible 

with the Stop Sweatshops Act, (2) calling for the enforcement of labor laws with more 

Department of Labor inspectors, the Seven-Step Plan addressed a broader vision. Step 

three highlighted the role of global trade agreements on the everyday lived experiences of 

laborers in the garment industry. Pointing to free trade treaties as a condition for the net 

loss of jobs in the US, unionists argued that these conditions had a major blind spot 

allowing corporations to seek cheap labor elsewhere. They demanded fair trade 

agreements that would protect workers everywhere and undermine the logic of 

capitalism. Step four called for the right to organize without harassment or firing, and 

step five was to facilitate employers who were willing to play fair. And finally, the 

Seven-Step Plan recognized how workers’ rights were interwoven in communities and 

called for solidarity. UNITE worked to divert people from purchasing apparel that were 

produced in sweatshops, asking local governments, colleges, churches, schools, fire 

departments, and other places to purchase uniforms and other clothing from production 
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centers that had signed union contracts. And lastly, the seventh step was to build 

coalitions: “Sweatshops can be eliminated, but it will require joint action on the part of 

unions, students, churches and synagogues, civil rights organizations, consumers groups, 

government and responsible industry leaders.”42  

While some contractors hesitated to support Local 23-25 garment workers, other 

contractors recognized how overseas production hurt their businesses, too. In 1999, the 

Chinese-led Sportswear Apparel Association – an association of contractors – wrote, 

“Full Cooperation between the Workers and Owners is necessary.” The tethered fates of 

workers and contractors depended on the demand for production. Work was moving 

overseas, depleting New York’s garment factories of laborers.43 International trade 

treaties allowed the production of goods to flow in and out of the US.44 Meanwhile, local 

shops had to compete with the low production costs of factories overseas. Just as the 

union argued that “Bad Trade Deals Cost Good Jobs,” contractors recognized that it also 

cost them their contracting shops and their means of living.45 For example, the leaders of 

the contracting association described the deplorable conditions at Da Wah Garment 

Factory, where four workers were working twenty hours per day without overtime pay. 

When workers won back pay, the contractors expressed solidarity,  

Da Wah Garment Factory is a non-union affiliated garment factory. The case was handled and 
settled by the court. Mr. Sung Lam and his partners have held a celebration party. I sense this 
feeling of “One man’s success leads to the death of millions.” The success of these four workers 
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led to the closing down of Da Wah Garment Factory and few dozens workers lost their jobs. 
Where are the few dozens of workers now? What a chilling thought!46  

The author of this memo continued, “The owners, associations, and the union should all 

be united to get through this difficult time as if they were in the same boat with the same 

goal of survival in harsh weather.”47 It was a call to contracting shop owners to conduct 

in compliance with labor laws and to eliminate sweatshop conditions in Chinatown, 

despite global conditions that allowed manufacturers to find cheaper rates abroad. In 

another reading, it was also a warning to workers that investigating shops in violation of 

labor laws could lead to the loss of jobs.  

 While Local 23-25 organizers campaigned for the Stop Sweatshops Act, they also 

coordinated grassroots efforts to alleviate the symptoms of a global economy. Francisco 

Chang, an organizer at Local 23-25, told a reporter that it was no longer effective to go 

shop-to-shop to reach out to workers and negotiate with contractors. Instead, he 

mentioned that the local was trying a new tactic “aimed at organizing a large portion of 

New York City’s sweatshop workers simultaneously” by setting up worker centers in 

Brooklyn and Manhattan.48 In 1998, Local 23-25 began to operate the Garment Workers’ 

Justice Center (or the “Workers’ Center”) in Sunset Park, another Chinatown in New 

York City. Unlike conventional union formations, worker centers organized on behalf of 

and with undocumented workers, who did not have access to collectively-bargained 
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contracts. For Chang, the Workers’ Center built toward the local’s “long-term goal to 

create enough solidarity among sweatshop workers so that the union can organize the 

shops on such a broad scale that the owners cannot defeat them just by closing down.”49 

In the 1990s, many contractors had moved their shops to Sunset Park where rent was 

cheaper and warehouses, more spacious.50 According to May Chen, contractors also 

moved to Sunset Park, believing that Brooklyn was outside of the local’s reach.51 As 

early as 1992, UNITE had organized English classes at the Workers’ Center, supporting 

workers who were laboring in a growing number of non-union garment shops in the 

neighborhood. They fought for labor laws, informed workers of their rights, offered 

English language and citizenship classes along with workshops on immigration policy, 

breast cancer, and AIDS. At the same time, organizers and volunteers patrolled 

neighboring shops, in order to ensure that employers were keeping reasonable hours and 

safe conditions. According to Edgar Romney, the Manager-Secretary of Local 23-25, 

“organizers from the Brooklyn Garment Workers’ Justice Center…helped get back over 

$500,000 in wages for non-union workers in Sunset Park.”52 The Workers’ Center was an 

office where garment workers could go, if they needed support regarding back wages, 

insurance, and housing.53  
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In addition to the Workers’ Center, Local 23-25 set up a “Back Wage Hotline,” 

providing workers with a direct line of communication with union staff. Garment workers 

could call about violations at their union shop. In July 1998, an anonymous caller 

reported that they had not been paid for six weeks at their shop on Centre Street in 

Chinatown. Connie Ling, the Business Agent for this shop, called the contractor and 

asked about the situation. After pressuring the contractor to admit that he owed workers 

back pay, Ling continued her investigation and spoke to each garment worker about their 

back wages. The contractor owed four weeks’ pay, and Ling became the principal liaison 

for this transaction. The contractor claimed to not have enough money to pay the entire 

amount. First, he would pay half of the back wages, and the rest, the following week. 

Ling followed up with the contractor a week later, and she distributed the $31,000 in 

back pay to the garment workers.54  

The Workers’ Center gave workers a voice, but it could not disrupt the conditions 

of the garment industry. While one-hundred representatives signed on to agree with its 

provisions, the Stop Sweatshops Act did not pass. Local 23-25 – among other UNITE 

locals – deployed an intense campaign to keep the garment industry from decline, but it 

was a defensive strategy. The union’s campaigns to support the Stop Sweatshop Act, as 

well as its efforts to alleviate the symptoms of globalization for rank-and-file workers, 

would prove to be insufficient. Jobs moved overseas and capital flowed fluidly, without 

borders, at the expense of laborers. Unable to regulate the flow of capital, Local 23-25 

could not stop manufacturers, contractors, and retailers from their quest for cheap labor. 

The dilemma of globalization was about borders. While immigrant workers labored in 
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shops throughout New York, the formation of a borderless global market for the 

production of goods occurred in the absence of a global collective bargaining agreement 

or international protections for workers. Borders and immigration restrictions could block 

human mobility, but they disappeared in the face of capital, allowing the exploitation of 

workers to spread. Local 23-25’s scramble to survive in the 1990s was a preview for what 

was to come, as the global economy firmly gripped New York’s garment industry.  

 
 
9/11’s Aftershocks  

9/11 disrupted everything in Lower Manhattan and exacerbated the problems of 

the garment industry that Asian/Americans faced. According to May Chen,  

The impact of 9/11 on Chinatown’s garment industry can only be described as devastating, and 
certainly traumatic. Workers in many factories saw the attacks, evacuated their factories and went 
home (some walking over bridges because public transportation was shut down). Street closures 
blocked traffic, workers and business from getting back to normal, and with the recession, work 
orders evaporated. It was a bleak holiday season that ended the year 2001.55  

South of Fourteen Street was immediately declared a disaster zone. And then, from 

September 14th, south of Canal Street became “the Frozen Zone,” closed to cars and non-

residents. The Canal Street subway station that serviced 6, N, R, Q, W, J, M, and Z 

subway lines were closed, and N and R lines remained shut down for six weeks. Many 

Chinatown streets were also closed to make way for the National Guard, and phone lines 

were disconnected for two months.56 Faced with these circumstances, garment workers 

could not get to their work places, manufacturers could not place orders, and trucks could 

not make it through the road closures to pick up new garments. Labor activist Agnes 

Wong described the emotional affect of 9/11, “September 11 was terrible shock. 

Everything changed in that moment, on that day. How could such a horrible attack 
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happen? SO many people died, and everyone felt so sad. Chinatown was a ghost town. 

There was no transportation, no subway. Streets were closed. Telephones were dead. 

Working people, immigrants, all people joined together in pain and sorrow.”57  

Working-class people in Chinatown faced economic dislocation from the 

aftershocks of 9/11. The crises went beyond the rubble, victims, and first responders. A 

coalition of relief organizations described, 

Among the secondary victims of September 11th are the 80,000 workers whose jobs were 
consumed, either directly in the smoke and ashes of Ground Zero, or indirectly in the economic 
aftershock of that tragedy. These skilled, productive employees did not “lose” their jobs; their jobs 
disappeared.58 

New York’s working people, especially workers near and in the Financial District, 

suffered from the impacts of 9/11. Prior to 9/11, there were 33,658 workers in 

Chinatown, but twenty-three percent of the laboring population had been laid-off in the 

three months following 9/11. In the garment industry, there were approximately 13,000 

garment workers who worked in 256 Chinatown shops, and eighty percent of these shops 

were located north of Canal Street. A public policy research organization described a 

militarized neighborhood that was turning the community’s workplaces into a warzone, 

“During this period, Chinatown was in a state of siege; barricades were erected, and the 

NYPD, New York State troopers, and National Guard guided pedestrian and Vehicular 

traffic south of Canal Street.”59 It was unclear when these subway, road, and phone-line 

closures would re-open. For those who did hold onto their sewing jobs through this time, 

nearly seventy percent of workers were working shorter shifts. Meanwhile, manufacturers 

                                                
57 Agnes Wong, Presentation, Asian Pacifica American Forum, 3 May 2002, MC, 

Box 8, Folder 20, *. For more on the impact of 9/11, see Wounded City: The Social 
Impact of 9/11, ed. Nancy Foner (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2005), 9. 

 
58 “EEC Summary,” Emergency Employment Clearinghouse Statement, January 

29, 2002, MC, Box 8, Folder 13, *.  
 
59 AAF, Chinatown after September 11th, 11. 



 

 186 

and contractors had orders to fill. Following the trend established before the fall of the 

Twin Towers, they turned to overseas production. Each day, as a result, brought, it 

seemed, another factory closure to Chinatown.60  

Local 23-25 organizers shifted gears to secure cash assistance for displaced 

workers, halting ongoing efforts to combat sweatshop conditions in the garment industry. 

Much of this new mission had to do with advocating for language accessibility, as Local 

23-25’s rank-and-file had limited English proficiency. Chinese immigrants felt 

particularly neglected, as urgent providers had not advertised and conducted outreach in 

Chinese. But Chinese-speaking garment workers needed assistance, now more than ever. 

Labor organizers like May Chen, filled in and translated paperwork for workers who 

needed her help, but this was hardly a solution. In the face of crisis, Local 23-25 lacked 

the capacity to support most Asian workers and advocacy for workers became diffuse in 

the period after 9/11.61   

While Local 23-25 reached out to its communities, the state government also 

began to provide financial relief for affected workers and their families. In the immediate 

aftermath of 9/11, Governor George Pataki signed a number of Executive Orders to assist 

the victims’ families and displaced workers. These efforts included an extension of 

unemployment benefits without the one-week wait period, cash assistance for surviving 

families of victims, mortgage and rental assistance, and various kinds of aid through the 

Federal Employment Management Agency (FEMA). A FEMA relief station at 62 Mott 

                                                
60 In the case of Park Row, a major thoroughfare that leads to the Brooklyn Bridge 

in Lower Manhattan, this street was closed for more than a decade; See also, Garment 
Industry Development Corporation (GIDC), “Keeping Jobs in Fashion,” MC, Box 9, 
Folder 12 , *; Kellermann, Letter to the Editor at the NYT, March 13, 2003, MC, Box 9, 
Folder 14, *; Asian American Federation of New York (AAFNY), Chinatown after 
September 11th: An Economic Impact Study (April 4, 2002), 3, 18, 27.  

 
61 AAF, Chinatown after September 11th, 31. 



 

 187 

Street in Manhattan’s Chinatown provided relief services that included loan assistance, 

unemployment benefits, and counseling services for communities in close proximity to 

Ground Zero. But the distribution of state relief and public services was uneven.62  

Wai Chun Ng’s story illustrated the problems with aid. Ng was a garment worker 

and union activist, who lost her sewing job after 9/11. “With thousands of other workers, 

I found myself going to the unemployment office,” she remarked, “I collected 

unemployment benefits for almost five months. Some of my friends collected the 

maximum of six months and then it ran out. Fortunately, Congress passed an extension of 

benefits for another thirteen weeks.”63 She worried that her community did not know 

about unemployment insurance or its extension. At a rally at the New York State 

Department of Labor, she called for improvements in the distribution of the thirteen 

additional weeks of unemployment benefits for jobless workers. Ng pointed to the lack of 

in-language assistance for non-English speakers who – like her – needed unemployment 

benefits.64 Ng was a proud member of Local 23-25, but the union’s resource scarcity 

prevented it from securing jobs for workers or protecting them from unemployment.  

Relief from Pataki’s executive orders would only reach half of Chinatown’s 

garment workers. While the area around Canal Street, north and south, were affected by 

9/11, only those south of this border – or the “Frozen Zone” – qualified for most forms of 
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aid. This aid arbitrarily cut Chinatown in half. Labor activist Agnes Wong told her story, 

revealing the inadequacies of relief and the arbitrary boundary of the “Frozen Zone,” 

With not enough work and no more health care, workers in the community feel very worried and 
insecure after September 11. The relief organizations only gave money to workers south of Canal 
Street. If you know New York, you know that Canal Street cuts Chinatown in half. MY factory 
was north of Canal Street, so the workers were not able to get relief funds set up for victims of 
September 11. This was another sad story for thousands of Chinatown workers after September 
11.65  

Wong pointed out that the Canal Street border froze parts of the community from access 

to cash assistance, and many residents and workers were left without support or a safety 

net. Abiding by the “Frozen Zone” barrier, approximately 10,000 garment workers were 

excluded from government-issued cash and social service assistance.66  

Nonprofit organizations like the Asian American Federation of New York sought 

to erase this Canal Street boundary by providing its own form of aid. AAFNY distributed 

$320,000 to 640 garment workers in Chinatown, including one-time $500 gift checks, to 

those who had lost their jobs, “but had not received cash assistance from government or 

other major charities.”67 AAF-NY supported Asian communities, and many Local 23-25 

members were able to secure these small gifts. As AAF-NY recognized in the 

organization’s report, Chinatown After September 11th, these government-issued forms 

of relief were short term and workers needed access to job training that could result in 

more sustainable forms of employment, income, and healthcare benefits. 

Another nonprofit organization, in partnership with Local 23-25, aimed to provide 

direct services. The September 11th Fund’s Employment Assistance Program served as a 

major conduit for financial and service assistance in the area around the “Frozen Zone” 
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and commuting workers. The September 11th Fund was founded to address the immediate 

needs of victims, families, neighborhood residents, and communities, providing grants to 

organizations and agencies. Through the program, some workers were eligible for a 

needs-based allowance, health care, and employment assistance, as well as free mental 

health care. With the advice of Local 23-25, the Fund worked with Chinatown 

community organizations and provided support to the Chinese American Planning 

Council. Collaborating with community-based efforts, the Fund extended its reach in 

Chinatown’s displaced workers. The Fund also worked with UNITE and Chinatown 

business associations, in order to recover the positions of both the sewing workers and 

shop owners.68 Still, all of these discrete pools of relief funding were not enough to 

protect workers from disappearing jobs.  

While direct-services organizations assisted some dislocated workers, May Chen 

identified that they did not prioritize the preservation of the garment industry or its jobs. 

Instead, the September 11th Fund looked to re-train workers. English and job training 

classes were available through the Garment Industry Development Corporation (GIDC) – 

formed in 1984 by UNITE, the City of New York, and manufacturers to ensure the 

industry’s health – in order to coordinate the efforts of the union, industry leaders, and 

the government to sustain an equitable garment industry in New York. By March 2003, 

the September 11th Fund – facilitated by Local 23-25 – was providing three-thousand 

workers across sectors in the New York area with “career counseling, job training, and 
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skills development.”69 For employers who were struggling to hold onto their shops, 

GIDC offered a wage subsidy. By subsidizing base wages for garment workers (for up to 

a twenty-five percent of a manufacturer’s workforce), up to forty hours per week for 

ninety days, contractors could hold onto their workforce while they addressed other 

financial concerns. But these programs were undermining the garment industry. While 

the union re-prioritized after 9/11 to secure livelihoods for garment workers who were 

out of work, it meant the possibility of losing members.70   

At surviving shops, contractors argued garment workers needed to get back to 

work. By 2003, contractors complained that these English language and other training 

programs offered by direct-services organizations were keeping them from meeting 

manufacturers’ production demands. To attend training courses, garment workers were 

leaving work early or skipping out entirely. Union contracts had ensured steady labor 

flow for contractors, but these were exceptional times. After 9/11, garment production 

fell by fifty percent. From the perspective of workers, re-training was a way to secure a 

living in case their situation became more precarious. For contractors, this was bad for 

business. In response, May Chen wrote to the members of the contractors’ associations, 

acknowledging their complaints about workers’ absences on the shop floor. But, as she 

pointed out, many of these classes were not programs arranged by the union, but instead, 

disparate classes from the community’s numerous groups. On March 5, 2003, thirty 

people attended a community meeting for garment industry employers, associations, and 

the union, in an effort to modify the training programs for displaced or underemployed 
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workers. Despite proposed solutions that came from this meeting, contracting shop 

owners left dissatisfied. The associations wrote a letter to leaders of relief programs. 

Shops were finally receiving orders again, which shop owners saw as a sign of industrial 

recovery. Contractors called for the suspension of all classes, smaller stipends for 

students, or compensation for employers’ losses as a consequence of workers’ leaving 

work to go to class. A week later, World Journal, a Chinese daily newspaper, reported 

that contractors planned to protest outside the September 11th Fund’s Midtown office for 

offering such services and deterring garment workers from performing their sewing labor 

at contracting shops. Preserving manufacturing jobs was increasingly difficult, as 

organizations and the city deprioritized them. The union had to mitigate workers’ and 

contractors’ frustrations, as the garment industry declined.71 

Despite a host of proposed solutions to support workers, 9/11 relief funding dried 

up and failed to provide long-term financial security for working-class people in Lower 

Manhattan. By September 2004, there was a net loss of 125,000 jobs in Lower 

Manhattan.72 And in 2005, despite the ongoing needs of dislocated workers, the 

government announced it was cutting costs. The New York State Department of Labor 

announced, the Unemployment Telephone Claims Center in Lower Manhattan – the only 

one in New York City – would close, and the caseloads would move to Upstate New 
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York. For disaffected garment workers, this announcement was just one of many 

obstacles.73   

The closure announcement was a problem for workers on two fronts: For those 

who worked at the claims center and for those who sought services there. Public sector 

workers protested,  “Stop the Move…Don’t Hang Up on New York City.”74 New York 

City would lose 250 jobs and a telephone translation service would replace the 

multilingual staff who spoke Spanish, French, Mandarin, Cantonese, Korean, Greek, 

Hindi, Filipino, and Tagalog. Immigration-advocacy organizations argued, a three-way 

call – with the caller, the interpreter, and the call-center staff – could result in 

misinterpretation. People who need insurance benefits could lose out. A Local 23-25 

organizer lamented, “this seems to be part of a continuing attack on the right of 

immigrants to access services in our city.”75 Many of the members of Local 23-25 used 

this claims center for language assistance. The bilingual staff at the walk-in storefront 

helped workers to fill out paperwork for unemployment insurance. This Lower 

Manhattan office was an essential means for financial assistance, and this was 

particularly true for non-English speaking immigrant workers.76  

What was once the bare minimum for supporting workers in need of jobs was 

now slipping out of reach. Three months after the announcement, the intake staff at the 
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claims center had diminished from ninety-three to twenty workers. By July 2005, calls 

were dropping, and callers were unable to reach bilingual staff, who would all be laid off 

by September. After hearing testimonies from the community, unionists, and workers, on 

September 28, New York City Council unanimously voted to call on Governor Pataki and 

the New York State Department of Labor to keep the Unemployment Telephone Claims 

Center open in Manhattan.77 For unionists, while New York City Council supported their 

position, this hardly felt like a victory. In midst of shop closures, joblessness, and the 

inaccessibility of workers’ benefits, Local 23-25 organizers had already recognized the 

handwriting on the wall: Garment workers were in trouble. This claims center would face 

closure, despite organizing efforts.78 

For some dislocated garment workers, turning to home care work was one 

response to the job crises. Among limited English speakers, the re-training programs 

made home care work a viable alternative, but these jobs were uneven, unorganized, and 

without guarantees. One rank-and-file activist described the unregulated conditions,  

One worker (sorter) in my factory went to a community service group for job training (free of 
charge) and got a good job as a home care worker, with benefits and good pay. Another friend 
(button worker) had to pay quite a lot of money for job training, and then got a home-care job with 
wages of only $5.25/hour and no benefits. We need government support for a lot more job training 
opportunities in our communities to help immigrant workers, especially immigrants with limited 
English skills.79 

While home care work was an option for some, it was not a solution to the loss of 

industrial jobs in New York. The union was becoming an obsolete formation in this new 

economy of invisible work. Without union representation or labor regulations, home 
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workers often faced inadequate pay or exploitative conditions, working from inside 

people’s homes and often, alone. For some garment workers, the transition from a union 

job in a garment production shop among a community of union members to the hidden 

conditions of home care seemed like an impossible alternative or a last resort. The 

restructuring of New York’s economy, after 9/11, was becoming a threat to the union and 

its members.80 

After 9/11, New York’s economic changes obscured workers from view. May 

Chen described,  

The early images of victims were stock brokers and financial employees, not immigrant janitors, 
food service or garment workers. Chinatown is only a dozen blocks or so from the World Trade 
Center, but it is a politically forgotten neighborhood in downtown Manhattan. In fact, the 
geographical line drawn for awarding relief aid cut Chinatown right in half! Nevertheless, the 
vocal advocacy and research and publicity efforts of various community and other groups 
(including the union) have brought some attention to the problems and needs of New York’s 
Chinatown.81 

Shop closures and the disappearance of industrial jobs made it difficult for workers to 

come together and act as a collective. Chen outlined the need to restore jobs, address 

mental health, fight sweatshops, provide training and English classes, and create a mixed 

economy in Chinatown that would not rely on a single industry. But after 9/11, workers – 

especially garment workers – were made invisible, and the union was unable to restore 

industrial jobs.82  

 

Speculators’ “Zeal to Convert” and the Loss of Garment Jobs83 
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After 9/11, New York’s economy would improve, but for industrial union 

workers, that recovery would be halting. In Manhattan’s Chinatown, the politics of real 

estate exacerbated the circumstances of the neighborhood’s slow recovery, creating 

unintended consequences for working families. When small garment shops closed after 

9/11, large manufacturing spaces became vacant. Real estate developers swept in and 

converted manufacturing spaces for more lucrative businesses. While the union might 

have protected workers from manufacturers’ or contractors’ quest for cheaper labor, 

collective bargaining contracts were powerless in the face of changes in real estate or 

landownership. The contracting shops of Chinatown closed, organizing and securing fair 

working environments became nearly impossible, and contractors themselves felt the 

pressures of deindustrializing New York. And in this calculus, Asian/American garment 

workers, once lauded as hardworking unionists of multicultural America, were made 

invisible.  

Even before 9/11, converting garment shops into office spaces had become a new 

normal for many Midtown and Chinatown development projects, threatening the 

livelihoods of sewing and production workers. With New York real estate prices soaring, 

Local 23-25 adapted to secure affordable manufacturing spaces as quickly as possible. 

Labor organizers desperately clung onto New York’s industrial jobs, developing methods 

to expand manufacturing in the city. As early as the 1980s, Local 23-25 organizers had 

started assessing the impact of the rising cost of real estate to the industry in Lower 

Manhattan. Researchers for a Local 23-25 report described, 

Manhattan’s highly competitive residential real estate market imperils the affordable housing and 
convenient services used by Chinese garment workers. A shortage of commercial space could lead 
to the displacement of the shops and services which cater to these workers. These changes could 
make it harder for garment contractors to attract a labor force and also eliminate some of the other 
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competitive advantages gained from the dense concentration of garment shops, residences and 
commerce in Chinatown.84  

To protect jobs, it was imperative to prevent garment factories from closing. As Midtown 

manufacturers struggled to hold onto their spaces and contracting shops closed, the 

union’s collective bargaining was not enough. Local 23-25 tentatively allied with 

manufacturers and contractors, becoming strange bedfellows in this effort to recover the 

city’s industrial economy.  

Leases on garment shops were coming to an end, and landlords were converting 

manufacturing spaces into offices for dot-coms, sound production, and film-based 

businesses. Or when factories left the city, vacant properties became attractive to 

speculators for residential and commercial development. The economy slowed and took a 

downturn in the 1970s, and New York City officials did not enforce new zoning rules, 

leaving it up to developers and landlords to implement policies and self-regulate. By the 

time the 1971 rezoning regulation legalized the residential use of manufacturing lofts in 

SoHo, the City’s Planning Commission cemented a shift in New York’s land use. The 

conversion of manufacturing zones was imminent. Workers lost their jobs and residents 

were priced out, as neighborhoods became more expensive. Using the language of 

protecting jobs, manufacturers agreed with Local 23-25 that factory spaces needed 

preservation. Developers met resistance. The New York Industrial Retention Network 

(NYIRN), a group of manufacturers, contractors, and city agencies, described the need to 

preserve real estate for the manufacturing sector in the face of over-zealous landlords, 

In their zeal to convert, landlords are frustrated by zoning laws written to protect manufacturing 
jobs and industries. In particular, the Real Estate Board of New York in 1999 asked the City to 
“review” 1987 regulations that created special zoning, protections for garment contractors and 
trim suppliers on Midtown side streets between 35th and 40th streets, from Broadway to 9th 
Avenue. Without a doubt, many of the 45,000 Garment Center industrial jobs would be lost if the 
Real Estate Board succeeded in persuading the City to do away with zoning protections. 
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Thousands of other manufacturing jobs are at risk as realtors press to do away with – or ignore – 
“M”-zone requirements throughout the City.85 

Zoning regulations became a method to protect jobs and manufacturing-zoned spaces.86  

Garment workers, and particularly those who lived in the neighborhood, 

witnessed intensified changes in Manhattan’s Chinatown. At a public hearing sponsored 

by the White House Initiative of Asian Americans in 2000, Yuk Chu Lee – a member of 

Local 23-25 – described the price of jobs for immigrant workers in Chinatown. Lee 

emigrated from Hong Kong in 1962 with her husband and children. Both her and her 

husband were garment workers. She had been working in the industry for forty years, and 

most recently, at a small factory at 100 Lafayette Street. Her employer’s landlord 

threatened to evict the contracting company, in order to convert the building to more 

lucrative businesses. She argued, “Thousands of jobs are lost when these factories are 

displaced. The real estate market is killing us! The government needs to do something to 

support manufacturing jobs and help these factories survive. This is a terrible crisis for 

the Chinatown garment industry.”87  

 Local 23-25 organizers also confronted the rising cost of rent that was burdening 

garment shops. Forty percent of the leases for garment-related spaces were up to expire 

by the end of 2001, and by the end of 2002, sixty percent would also expire. According to 

AAFNY, eighty-six percent of garment shops would face expiring leases by 2004. 

Recognizing that this meant more shop closures and further job loses, organizers of Local 
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23-25 and manufacturers joined together to create protected spaces for apparel 

production.88 

Debates around zoning regulations continued throughout the 2000s. In February 

2007, the City Planning Commission began to consider re-zoning the Garment District in 

Midtown, upending zoning protections from 1987. City planners detailed the loss of 

apparel manufacturing jobs in New York. They claimed that new zoning laws would 

reflect these changes to allow for residential and commercial property conversions. 

Meanwhile, more than seventy percent of employment and occupied space in the 

Garment District was in the apparel industry. Conversions had already been taking place 

illegally, and landlords were not held accountable to these zoning violations. According 

to a study by the NYIRN that Local 23-25 had commissioned, more than two-hundred 

illegal conversions had occurred in manufacturing spaces. The union wanted the city to 

enforce its zoning regulations. For example, May Chen noted that a landlord, Carlos 

Silberman of Masar Properties, was illegally converting 147 West 35th Street by 

harassing manufacturing tenants, in an effort to force tenants out. Chen and other labor 

activists debated, would going after individual landlords be worthwhile, or would it be 

more effective to gain owners’ trust and cooperation to fight for new zoning proposals?89 

The 1987 zoning regulations had dedicated fifty percent of the occupants of the 

Garment District to manufacturing, but in 2007, city planners threatened to undermine 

these protections. Local 23-25 became part of a coalitional campaign to “Save the 
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Garment Center,” to protect New York’s Garment District from re-zoning, an area within 

the limits of Fifth and Ninth Avenues and 35th and 41st Streets. The Garment District had 

been the hub of garment manufacturing since World War I, and re-zoning threatened its 

very foundations. One square foot of manufacturing space was set aside for every square 

foot of office space in the zone’s streets. Re-zoning would allow millions of square feet 

to become offices, with the proposed one-to-three or one-to-five space ratio. The city’s 

Department of Planning plan to re-zone threatened to reduce manufacturing in Midtown 

and open more spaces for commercial development.90   

May Chen persuaded stakeholders of the garment production industry to support 

the effort to save the Garment Center. The campaign included fashion designers, apparel 

production contractors and business owners, and garment workers. Many designers had 

sample rooms in Midtown, allowing them to quickly get products to stores and on the 

runways at New York’s Fashion Week held annually at Bryant Park. In 2007, designers 

like Nicole Miller wore “Save the Garment Center” buttons at their runway shows, union 

leaders and members collected petition signatures, and coalition members drove a letter-

writing campaign to the City Planning Commission. The Local 23-25 argued, this would 

affect nine-thousand production workers, and overseas production would not be able to 

support Fashion Week. The speed of work and proximity to Bryant Park was critical to 

runway fashion. A reporter for New York Business recounted stories of how designers 

would drop off bags of fabric at contracting shops and ask for hurried orders, days and 

minutes before Fashion Week. While manufacturers and contracting shops were getting 

priced out of the district, fewer and fewer designers were relying on Manhattan-based 
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shops to produce their garments all year round. Contractors who were having a difficult 

time keeping up with their rents would close up shops, at the expense of garment workers 

in need of jobs.  

Local 23-25 organizers responded to zoning challenges with creative methods to 

expand the limits of unionism. May Chen and fellow union staff identified the shops that 

had month-to-month leases or expiring leases, targeting business owners who could be 

most affected by threats of zoning conversions for petition signatures. For example, Jing 

Huang owned a cutting shop on West 38th St., and his lease was expiring in the fall of 

2007. He identified that landlords wanted to rent to offices rather than factories, 

preferring cleaner and wealthier tenants. Huang looked at spaces in Queens’ Long Island 

City, but he worried about the cost of moving, workers’ commutes, and distance to 

designers. Many argued that re-zoning would gentrify and push the Garment Center out. 

Contractors and manufacturers accused the city of privileging office spaces, hotels, 

restaurants, and nightclubs. The uncertainty about the future of these production spaces 

was a major concern for occupants and the union.91 

 In addition to the threat to jobs, the garment union exposed the spatial 

implications of deindustrialization that directly affected garment workers. Unionists 

demanded that the city enforce existing zoning laws. They called for the creation of a 

database that would identify all manufacturing spaces and inspect conversion 

certifications, in order to preserve manufacturing jobs in the Garment District. Local 23-

                                                
91 Whitney Beckett, “Group Lobbies Against Garment District Rezoning,” 

Women’s Wear Daily, August 14, 2007, MC, Box 9, Folder 7, *. Release “Fashion 
Designers add their voices to Save the Garment Center during Fashion Week,” 
September 5, 2007, MC, Box 9, Folder 7, *; Flyer from Save the Garment Center, MC, 
Box 9, Folder 7, *; Elisabeth Butler Cordova, “Garment District Rezoning Plan Stalls,” 
Crains, August 12, 2007, MC, Box 9, Folder 7, *; Letter template to Amanda Burden of 
the City Planning Commission, April 23, 2007, MC, Box 9, Folder 7, *; Cordova, 
“NYC’s Cutting Edge,” New York Business, September 2, 2007, MC, Box 9, Folder 7, *. 
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25 leaders argued that the city should be addressing garment manufacturing in the 

Garment District, as well as in new production sites like those in Brooklyn’s Sunset Park. 

Union staff and the NYIRN called on the city to expand manufacturing, to renovate 

vacant spaces in the Brooklyn Army Terminal in Sunset Park, to review publicly-owned 

properties to assess their suitability for garment production, to create tax incentives for 

the renovation of manufacturing spaces, and to fund programs that would aid contractors 

in their relocation costs, update their technologies, or design their spaces for state-of-the-

art production. For new hotels, nightclubs, and restaurants, the union asked that the city 

require special permits to ensure regulation compliance. And for spaces that had been 

illegally converted, UNITE asked that the city revoke Certificates of Occupancy, 

demanding accountability. Notably, the union wanted the city to own and operate 

manufacturing spaces for fairer conditions and worker-centered operations.92 

By August 2007, the city’s rezoning efforts stalled, up against resistance from the 

coalition to “Save the Garment Center.” The union had led an effective campaign to 

combat deindustrialization in Midtown, demonstrating the capacities of a coalition of 

people interested in preserving manufacturing spaces. Still, despite the garment union’s 

ability to thwart re-zoning measures that could diminish the number of manufacturing 

spaces in the Garment District, apparel production shops kept closing as it had for 

decades. In a global context of cheapening garments and shipping production overseas, 

zoning protections would not be able to rescue the industry from decline.  

 

Conclusion 

                                                
92 NYIRN report, “The Garment Center – Still in Fashion,” 2001, MC, Box 9, 

Folder 11, *; May Chen, Oral history with author, May 18, 2018; Memo to Kevin 
Finnegan, “Garment Center Re-zoning Proposed Work Outline,” April 9, 2007, MC, Box 
9, Folder 7, *.  
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 In 1982, New York City garment workers from across the city went on strike for 

higher wages and better conditions. They won and showed the power of working-class 

solidarity. But that would be the high-water mark for the union and for workers in 

Manhattan’s Chinatown. Over the next decades, labor unionism would lose power. As 

shop conditions worsened and then, as shops closed, perceptions about New York’s 

garment workers also changed. When overseas production entrenched the local 

sweatshop crisis in the 1990s, political figures and the media re-cast Asian garment 

workers. They invoked yellow peril narratives, claiming that Asian/American contractors 

and workers were threatening American industries and creating sweatshop conditions. 

Still, workers mobilized and labor organizers like May Ying Chen fought back, as 

Asian/American women workers reclaimed their image. The twentieth-first century 

conditions for garment production fundamentally stripped the union’s ability to organize 

New York’s Asian/American garment workers in the face of depressed wages, worsening 

conditions, and endangered jobs. By the 2000s, the triumph of real estate and the global 

supply chain would obscure Asian/American garment workers of Local 23-25. Garment 

workers saw their jobs disappear, and they too were made invisible.  

 Despite efforts to save jobs in the garment industry after 9/11, union organizers 

could not create a sweatshop-free New York. They shepherded a multifaceted campaign 

to protect garment workers, from providing language assistance to preserving industrial 

jobs in New York City. They critiqued globalization, undercutting the profit-motivated 

logics of retailers, manufacturers, and contractors and calling for accountability in the 

supply chain. But the garment union lacked political power, in the face of global capital. 

Labor organizer of UNITE Katie Quan pointed out that preventing imports from coming 

in, or fighting the conditions of particularly egregious shops, was never going to be 
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enough in the face of globalized markets. “Just to concentrate your efforts in one country, 

versus multinational corporations, is just not going to work, because they’re just going to 

shift the work to overseas.” She continued, “You had to have more of a global 

perspective.”93 Quan envisioned an economy that would foster accountability across 

borders. Since the 1980s, the number of union jobs has diminished for working-class 

Asian/American families in New York, but organizers and workers continued to look for 

global approaches to eliminate sweatshops and secure worker-centered futures.  

 

                                                
93 Katie Quan, Oral history with author, March 28, 2018.  
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CONCLUSION 

ROOTING “A TREE WITHOUT ROOTS”:  

ASIAN/AMERICAN LABOR’S ARCHIVES 

 

 I opened this dissertation with the founding of the Lease Drivers Coalition and 

organizers’ campaigns to bring cab drivers together, introducing the themes and strategies 

of labor organizing in New York’s Asian/American communities. Recovering the history 

of the LDC revealed that the stories of New York’s Asian America are often stored in 

back closets, the apartments of founders and staff of small grassroots organizations, or 

locked away in the memories of volunteers who supported campaigns for brief stints or 

long hauls. This was the case at CAAAV: Organizing Asian Communities, a small 

community-based organization on Hester Street in Manhattan’s Chinatown.  

In late 2013, I responded to a call for volunteers to archive CAAAV’s newsletters. 

After finding materials in the supply closet, Vivian Truong – a fellow graduate student 

and former youth organizer at CAAAV – began to coordinate the archiving project. First, 

we digitized newsletters, regular mailings for members and supporters of CAAAV. And 

then, we digitized and preserved photographs, paper documents, audio and visual 

materials, as well as posters, banners, and other ephemera. By being able to refer to a 

history of organizing, the archives situate current-day issues and activists’ efforts in 

context, conjuring historical strength and collective memory. Examining the archival 

materials, CAAAV’s labor organizing campaigns are an important corrective for the 

history of anti-Asian violence, revealing organizers’ strategies to tackle structural forms 

of violence related to work and labor. The objective was to preserve and digitize 

organizational materials, in order to make use of the archives in organizing campaigns.  
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 Then, in January 2018, a snowstorm and cold snap overwhelmed New York City. 

New Yorkers and the press called it a “bomb cyclone,” freezing pipes, flooding homes, 

snowing people in, up and down the East Coast. At CAAAV, a frozen pipe had burst and 

set off the sprinklers in the closet and office space, soaking computers, the floors, and 

files. Thankfully, the office was closed for the winter holidays, and no one was in the 

building when this occurred.1 

We worried about the organizational archives. Some of the ledgers were sitting in 

a sopping cardboard box in the supply closet, directly under a sprinkler that had burst. 

Alerted one day after the flooding had occurred, we were able to rescue some of the 

materials from the site. When I picked up one of the boxes, the bottom fell off, and its 

wet contents briefly suspended in the air, held together by wet sheets of paper and files. 

We were most concerned about one box in particular, donated by one of CAAAV’s co-

founders, Mini Liu. This box contained forty-two folders with thousands of sheets of 

papers, meeting minutes, photographs, prints, and memos. Concerned about mold growth, 

we moved a few boxes, photo albums, and some audio tapes, and we laid them to dry 

throughout my apartment floor.   

The public historical work at CAAAV confirms the everyday kinds of memory 

projects that small grassroots organizations conduct, in order to sustain their principal 

mission to organize. Unlike an institution like a museum or historical society, CAAAV’s 

public historical work supports the organization’s campaigns and initiatives to bring 

tenants and low-wage Asian migrants together, to combat capital expansion and racial 

discrimination. We have collaborated with the Chinatown Art Brigade – a grassroots arts 

                                                        
1 Alan Blinder, Patricia Mazzei, and Jess Bidgood, “‘Bomb Cylone’: Snow and 

Bitter Cold Blast the Northeast,” New York Times, January 4, 2018.  
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collective – to create a map and timeline of CAAAV’s past campaigns. On display at the 

storefront, the organizers use the timeline to have conversations with new migrants who 

come by the office with questions about their living situation or work environment, as 

well as to conduct political education training with new members. We have also 

encouraged the youth members at CAAAV to learn about the digitization process and to 

research photographs alongside the digitized newsletters. Identifying a history of 

organizing – from victories to defeats – in New York’s Asian communities, the archival 

process affirms members’ struggles and claims to the city. Unlike many public historical 

sites, CAAAV is not reliant on corporate donors, membership, visitation, collection, and 

curation; and neither were we. Instead, in the wake of the storm, we lamented the damage 

a storm could do to wash away records and wipe institutional memory. Consequently, our 

effort to preserve and digitize this collection became more urgent than ever.    

While CAAAV’s mission does not align with the museum world’s, it shares a 

history with the Museum of Chinese in America. Situated in Manhattan’s Chinatown, 

both organizations emerged from the grassroots, with aims to foster and represent a 

defiant community. And by 2020, both organizations would experience severe damage to 

their archives.  

In the evening of January 23, 2020, the night of the full moon that marked the 

beginning of Lunar New Year festivities, the upper floors of 70 Mulberry Street caught 

fire. While multiple rumors spread about the origins of fire, what was true was the city’s 

neglect of buildings like this one. 70 Mulberry Street had been a school (P.S. 23), before 

it closed in 1975, as a consequence of city-wide budget cuts. The city donated the use of 

this building to the community, delegating its maintenance to community-based 
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organizations.2 By the time of the five-alarm fire, this city-owned address was home to 

the Chinatown Manpower Project, United East Athletics Association, H. T. Chen Dance 

Center, a senior center run by the Chinese American Planning Council, as well as the 

Museum of Chinese in America (MoCA)’s eighty-five-thousand objects.3 

 Born during the Asian American movement, MoCA represented a reclamation of 

a neighborhood, its past, and its peoples and their migrations, to narrate histories of 

Asian/American New Yorkers. In 1976, John (Jack) Kuo Wei Tchen and Charles Chong 

Wong Lai – a public historian and community organizer (respectively) – met at the 

Basement Workshop. Transforming their arts activism to a grassroots public history 

project, they started the New York Chinatown History Project from the bottom up. They 

                                                        
2 “City Bureau Finds 2+2 Are Not 4 in School Closings,” New York Times, April 

24, 1975.  
 
3 Joyce Howe, “NY Exhibit Studies Chinese Laundries,” East West 16:13, 31 Mar 

1982, Asian American Studies Collection, Container 55, Folder 34, Ethnic Studies 
Library, UC Berkeley; Jan Lin, The Power of Urban Ethnic Places: Cultural Heritage 
and Community Life (Hoboken: Taylor and Francis, 2011), 205 – 242; Museum of 
Chinese in America Timeline, Waves of Identity: 35 Years of Archiving (Museum of 
Chinese in America, 2015), 129 – 134.  
 
 For more on the fire, see Sophia Chang and Sydney Pereira, “Museum of Chinese 
in America President Fears Damage to Archives from Chinatown Fire, Including 
“Priceless” Historical Items,” The Gothamist, January 24, 2020, 
https://gothamist.com/news/museum-chinese-america-fire-archive-damage, Accessed 
March 15, 2020; Annie Correal, “85,000 Pieces from Beloved Chinatown Museum 
Likely Destroyed in Fire,” New York Times, January 24, 2020; Brigit Katz, “Fire at 
Museum of Chinese in America Caused Less Damage Than Initially fear,” Smithsonian 
Magazine, January 27, 2020, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/fire-likely-
destroyed-85000-relics-held-museum-chinese-america-180974061/, Accessed March 15, 
2020; Pauline Toole and Kenneth Cobb, “ “The Heart of Chinatown,” 70 Mulberry 
Street,” NYC Department of Records & Information Services blog, February 13, 2020, 
https://www.archives.nyc/blog/2020/2/13/the-heart-of-chinatown-70-mulberry-street, 
Accessed March 15, 2020; Ryan Lee Wong, “The Stories Lost in the Museum of Chinese 
in America Fire,” Frieze, February 7, 2020, https://frieze.com/article/stories-lost-
museum-chinese-america-fire, Accessed March 15, 2020; Hua Hsu, “What We Lost in 
the Museum of Chinese in America Fire,” New Yorker, January 27, 2020.  
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had collected objects that were left on the sidewalks for garbage pickup, trash that 

signaled the closure of a store or the arrival of new migrant tenants in Chinatown’s 

tenement buildings. Initially, they had thought to donate these objects to a repository or 

museum, but when they were rejected, they decided to start their own grassroots archive. 

They noticed, New Yorkers dismissed Chinese/American history while they also stated 

the significance of Chinese/America, its dishes, labor, and laundries.4 Tchen and Lai 

sought to “reconstruct the one hundred-year history of New York Chinatown.”5 Their 

aims were to collect materials to tell an often-neglected history about Chinese/Americans 

in New York, because “if younger generations do not understand the hardships and 

triumphs of their elders, then we will be a people without a past.” They continued, “As 

such, we will be like water without a source, a tree without roots.”6 They described the 

significance of Asian/American working people, in particular, to the history of 

Manhattan’s Chinatown. Their vision, they described, “is about the lives of everyday 

Chinese who have lived and worked in New York. Laundry workers, cooks, cigar 

makers, merchants, garment workers, fathers, uncles, mothers, and children are the 

makers of this history.”7  

                                                        
4 John Kuo Wei Tchen, “An Experience Un-Disappeared: A Counter-Archive to 

the ‘Master Narrative,’” Waves of Identity: 35 Years of Archiving (Museum of Chinese in 
America, 2015), 33 – 47.  
 

5 Catalogue, New York Chinatown History Project,” 1979, Him Mark Lai 
Research Files, Asian American Studies Collection, Container 55, Folder 30, Ethnic 
Studies Library, UC Berkeley.   

 
6 Ibid.  
 
7 Ibid; Zhao Xu, “70 Mulberry Street: more than a building,” China Daily, 

February 8, 2020,  
https://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202002/08/WS5e3db469a310128217275eaa.html, 
Accessed March 15, 2020.  
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In 1980, the New York Chinatown History Project became the Museum of 

Chinese in America; and four years later, MoCA moved into the second floor of 70 

Mulberry Street, the museum’s home until 2009. With time, funding, and more staff, the 

kinds of exhibitions and programming grew more ambitious as the museum became a 

household name, especially among Chinese/American families. From exhibits and oral 

history projects about hand laundry workers, to reunions and memory projects with the 

alumna of P.S. 23, and to the stories of food in Chinese/America, MoCA was no longer 

the no-frills museum of 1980.8 After 9/11, given its proximity to the Financial District, 

MoCA received an influx of relief funding, as the museum’s stakeholders and community 

members simultaneously recognized the importance and precariaty of Chinatown. With 

robust financial backing and growing influence, Maya Lin – Chinese American star 

architect and now MoCA Board Member – designed the museum’s new and current 

fourteen-thousand square foot space on Centre Street.9  

 Four decades since the founding of the New York Chinatown History Project, at 

the time of the fire in January 2020, MoCA’s archives and offices still occupied 70 

Mulberry Street. For researchers in the archives, walking up the stairs and through the 

hallways, the building evoked the history of the city’s budget cuts, home to the ghosts of 

P.S. 23. While repositories at private universities and historical societies are often well-lit 

for researchers, with temperature-controlled storage and backup generators to power 

conservation equipment, researchers in MoCA’s archives sat at re-purposed school desks 

and tables, sitting beside the shelving and stacks of boxes that store some of the most 

                                                        
8 Minju Bae, “Dreaming Diaspora in Chinatowns Around the Globe: An Interview 

with Diane Wong,” The Gotham Center blog, March 7, 2019.  
 
9 Edward Rothstein, “Reopened Museum Tells Chinese-American Stories,” New 

York Times, September 21, 2009; Jan Lin, The Power of Urban Ethnic Places.  
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valuable records of Asian America. MoCA’s warehousing and exhibiting of the archives, 

all in Manhattan’s Chinatown, represents a permanence, belonging, and defiance, 

especially given the city’s real-estate pressures that displace people every day. 

Meanwhile, these pressures are the very reason conditions deteriorate and fires can 

happen in the first place.  

Like CAAAV’s archives after the storefront’s flood in 2018, just two years later, 

MoCA’s collection was waterlogged, as firefighters hosed down the building to stop the 

fire. Museum staff notified the families who had donated materials to the museum’s 

collections, and countless stakeholders feared that their family’s most-prized objects 

might wash away. The relief effort began on January 29, as city employees, museum 

staff, conservators, and volunteers began to retrieve items from 70 Mulberry Street. The 

first rescued item was a rare Chinese orchid from the H.T. Chen Dance Center, making it 

out of the building alive and symbolizing resilience during a tough time. Relief workers 

and volunteers retrieved two-hundred boxes and began the repair process immediately. 

After many weeks of both halting and hopeful progress, on March 12, MoCA announced 

that relief workers were able to retrieve 95% of its collection.10 

                                                        
10 Hakim Bishara, “Recovery Efforts Begin After Fire Ravages Museum of 

Chinese in America Archives,” Hyperallergic, January 27, 2020, 
https://hyperallergic.com/539517/recovery-efforts-begin-after-fire-ravages-museum-of-
chinese-in-america-archives/, Accessed March 15, 2020; Sophia Chang, “Archive 
Recovery to Begin At Museum of Chinese in America Days After Devastating Fire,” The 
Gothamist, January 27, 2020, https://gothamist.com/news/archive-recovery-begin-
museum-chinese-america-days-after-devastating-fire, Accessed March 15, 2020; Sophia 
Chang, “Museum of Chinese in America Archives “Very Much Salvageable” After Fire,” 
The Gothamist, January 29, 2020, https://gothamist.com/news/museum-chinese-america-
archives-very-much-salvageable-after-fire, Accessed March 15, 2020; Hakim Bishara, 
“After Fire, Museum of Chinese in America Optimistic as Some Archives Are Recovered 
for Restoration,” Hyperallergic, January 30, 2020, 
https://hyperallergic.com/540126/after-fire-museum-of-chinese-in-america-optimistic-as-
some-archives-are-recovered-for-restoration/, Accessed March 15, 2020; Sophia Chang, 
“City Plans to Demolish, Rebuild Historic 70 Mulberry Street Building that Houses 
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The precariaty of Chinatown and the grassroots archives of New York’s Asian 

communities speak to some of the broader issues that inform this dissertation. CAAAV’s 

corpora reveal the impacts of New York’s hostile real-estate environment for working 

people. After CAAAV’s storefront flooded, the landlords deflected blame, claiming it 

was the fault of the organization for the lack of maintenance. The irony was that CAAAV 

has – over the years – become primarily a housing-justice organization, fluent in the 

language of tenants’ rights and devoted to a mission of “housing for all.” Throughout this 

dissertation, working people confronted the real-estate pressures that had begun to mount 

in the 1970s, as the threat of rising rent threatened workers’ homes, jobs, and livelihoods. 

This is New York’s continued living reality, and CAAAV is on the front lines, supporting 

low-wage and migrant Asian communities.  

The collections at MoCA and CAAAV – though dissimilar in mission, audience, 

and scale – have connected histories and many common stakeholders. For students who 

are interested in the stories of New York’s Asian America, MoCA is often a first stop. 

The museum’s digital collection is a mere window into a vast repository of 

Asian/American labor’s archives. From textiles and theater props, to a vast collection of 

Chinese restaurant menus, photographs, sculptures, and records, these objects reveal a 

long history of work, survival, and resilience among Asian/American New Yorkers. 

Community-based archives demonstrate rootedness. For Asian/American working 

people, CAAAV’s organizing campaigns are necessary in the face of rampant 

displacement and discrimination, informed by a practice of historicizing hardship and 

struggle. These archival collections at CAAAV and MoCA recover the multiple and 

                                                        
MOCA Archives,” The Gothamist, February 27, 2020, https://gothamist.com/news/city-
plans-demolish-rebuild-historic-70-mulberry-street-building-houses-moca-archives, 
Accessed March 15, 2020. 
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creative strategies of Asian/American working people and labor activists, revealing their 

visions for the future of their city and the world.  
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