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WILSON HUANG, above left, 8, and Yayi Lao, 9, listen to an instructor recently at the Asian Youth Center in San Gabriel. Lao uses an electronic dictionary to translate and learn words in English.
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Retaining their identity 

Area's Asians seek blending of cultures 

By Cindy Chang , Staff Writer 

SAN GABRIEL VALLEY -- Taiwanese immigrant Karen Lin founded the Arcadia Chinese Lions Club four years ago, even though the city already had a Lions Club. 

A second club seemed like a good idea, Lin said, because it would allow Chinese residents to raise money for the blind a traditional Lions cause while socializing with one another in their native language. 

Today, the two Lions Clubs co- exist, one a small group of aging, mostly white, long-time residents, the other a lively band of young and middle-aged immigrants who conduct their monthly meetings in Mandarin at a local dim sum restaurant. 

"A lot of Chinese people know English, but when they can speak Chinese with each other, they feel like a family,' Lin said. 

Local observers disagree on whether the San Gabriel Valley will become more integrated and the dual Lions Clubs of Arcadia and Monterey Park will someday merge into one, or whether an increasingly large, established immigrant base will wall itself off in a city within a city. 

Most lean toward a model that incorporates both increased integration and the cultivation of a distinct Asian-American identity. They cite expected Asian gains on the political stage, coupled with the influence of a second generation that has maintained strong connections to Asian culture while also excelling in the American educational system. 

"Right now we have a Chinese- American real estate association, builders' organization and construction organization,' said Assemblywoman Judy Chu, D- Monterey Park. "What I see happening now is that more Asian Americans are now taking leadership of mainstream organizations so that eventually these two might be merged.' 

Despite some leveling off from the exponential growth rates of two decades ago, Asians are still the second fastest-growing ethnic group in Los Angeles County, behind Latinos, with an increase of 22 percent in the 1990s. The statewide and nationwide increases 34 percent and 46 percent are even more dramatic. 

According to U.S. Census Bureau projections, the country's Asian population will more than double by 2050, increasing from 3.8 percent of the population to 8 percent. A substantial portion of that increase is expected to come from new immigration. 

The San Gabriel Valley will remain a first-choice destination for new immigrants while serving as a predictor of things to come for growing Asian enclaves from Chicago to Atlanta, immigration experts say. 

"It really is a sign of what will likely happen in other parts of the country,' said Bill Hing, a professor of Asian American studies and law at UC Davis. "I think in the next 10 or 15 years, what's happening in the San Gabriel Valley and the (San Francisco Bay Area) will be happening in parts of Texas and the Midwest. It's just amazing it's not limited to just Chicago, but it's St. Louis, too.' 

In the coming decades, schools, hospitals and city halls in the San Gabriel Valley and elsewhere will continue to face the challenges of offering multilingual services for immigrants when few financial resources may be set aside for those purposes. With more newcomers from mainland China and fewer from prosperous Taiwan and Hong Kong, the area's immigrant population may be poorer and less well-educated than in the past. 

At the same time, differences between the two sides of the Pacific may blur, with China and Vietnam becoming more westernized and the San Gabriel Valley absorbing even more of an Asian influence. 

The Internet, satellite television and frequent trips to Asia are already connecting immigrants with the countries they left behind in a way that was impossible for previous generations of newcomers. 

In the future, immigrants who have lived in California for decades may still care more about the results of the Taiwanese presidential elections than their local City Council elections. But mainstream Americans may increasingly find that they have a stake in Taiwanese politics, too, as globalization brings far-flung corners of the world closer together. 

"So many of our institutions and businesses are Asian. Families are still maintaining trans- national contacts and relationships,' said Don Nakanishi, director of the UCLA Asian American Studies Center and an El Sereno resident. "The family might go to Taiwan or Hong Kong and have businesses there. A lot of that leads to a very, very comfortable kind of existence.' 

The decision-making bodies in most majority-Asian cities, and even the audiences at City Council meetings, are still noticeably lacking in Asian faces. Despite their numerical strength, Asians are just starting to gain a foothold politically. 

But the student councils at majority-Asian high schools like San Marino are already almost all Asian. Hours of after-school tutoring help a practice educators say was imported by Asian immigrants are de rigeur. Even standards of beauty at these schools are Asian, with scarcely a white student among each year's crop of homecoming kings and queens. 

The schools, a step ahead of adult organizations by many measures of integration, may offer a preview of the area's bicultural future. The borders between mainstream society and Asian immigrant communities may someday become as porous as the ethnic boundaries already are at area high schools. 

Observers expect second- and third-generation Asian Americans, who have a natural grasp of their parents' and grandparents' culture yet are also well- equipped to navigate mainstream society, to lead the way. 

"The second generation is well- integrated as far as language, mainstream society, TV-watching,' said Pierre Wuu , a second-generation Chinese American who runs a Pasadena-based online dating site for Asian Americans called click2asia. "Yet the fact is that Asian values and the Asian mindset have been drilled into us by our parents early on.' 

The steady upward trend of Asian Americans in local elected office is likely to continue, and second-generation immigrants with the skills to bridge the two cultures are playing other roles too, from teaching to community organizing. 

These future leaders, comfortable in both mainstream American and Asian cultures, will help address the problems that new immigrants will continue to face: language barriers, limited job opportunities and communication gaps with their Americanized children. 

"Most (second-generation immigrants) will leave the ethnic community, but some will come back,' said Min Zhou, an immigration expert at UCLA. "They actually will transform the community. Right now, the community, social and economic organizations are still run by first-generation immigrants. The second generation is more plugged into American institutions.' 

Cindy Chang can be reached at (626) 578-6300, Ext. 4586, or by e-mail at cindy.chang@sgvn.com . 
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