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Guest Column by Carmen Chu,
San Francisco Board of Supervisors

As one of the largest and oldest Asian American civil rights and community em-
powerment organizations in the United States, I am both honored and humbled to be able
to contribute a guest column to the Chinese American Citizens Alliance, San Francisco
Lodge.

For many, 2009 will be remembered as a monumenial vear. In 20009, this country
swore into its highest office, the first African American President of the United States,
Barack Gbama. National appointments of individuals like Steven Chu and Sonia So-
tomayor, continue to underscore the impressive contributions of our diverse communities.
And for the first time in history, San Francisco, a City with over 30% Asian American resi-
dents, elected three Chinese American representatives under district elections to San
Francisco’s legislative branch of government, the Board of Supervisors.

As much as there is to celebrate, it is important to take the time to remember that
minorities and, in particular, Chinese Americans weren’t always able to participate fully in
this country. With the 66 year anniversary of the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act com-
ing upon us this December, it is timely to remember anti-Chinese laws were pervasive at
all levels ~ federal, state and local. Federal exclusions on immigration, state laws against
ownership and marriage and even local legislation restricting work opportunities and
commerce all sought to discriminate against the Chinese community.

While many of these discriminatory laws have since heen repealed, we are just
beginning to publicly acknowledge and reverse this history. Recently, California Assembly
member Paul Fong passed landmark legislation that apologized for the State’s history of
supporting racist laws and recognized the significant contributions of Chinese Americans
in the State of California.

In September 2009, San Francisco’s Board of Supervisors passed a resolution ac-
knowledging the City’s own history in advancing discriminatory policies. In fact, San
Francisco’s influence carried to the federal level when a San Francisco congressman au-
thored and passed the Geary Act, setting the stage for the extension of the Chinese Exclu-
sion Act beyond 18g2. This policy was finally repealed on December 17, 1943, around
World War II, when the United States and China became allies. Now, December 17th is
recognized annually in California as a “Day of Inclusion” and of appreciation for the immi-
grant community through the work of Assembly member Mike Eng.

Indeed, we do not need to look further than our own experiences and the stories of
our families to remember that we still have work to do. Reflecting back, I can still remem-
ber neighbors shutting their doors and drawing close their curtains as my sister and I ap-
proached with fresh take out menus for our family restaurant. It was a time after the Rod-
ney King verdicts, after a Korean American store owner was sentenced for the shooting
and killing of an African American youth, and after many days of rioting, looting, and ar-
son. Some checked to make sure we weren’t Korean before accepting a menu — that was
as recent as 1992,

Remembering our past reminds us that our common experiences are always taking new
shape-and more instructively, that each one of us are responsible for adding new pages to
our history books. At a memorial this year, we gathered to celebrate the life and work of
Ronald Takaki. As a student I never forgot how much it meant to me to read Strangers
Jfrom a Different Shore: A History of Asian Americans and to see experiences like that of
my family written as part of American history. We know that the richness of the Chinese
community is not found just in musenms or in Chinatown. I¥'s also found in the rainbow
of businesses lining Geary Street and the early morning Tai Chi and dance groups that ex-
ercise in our parks. Just imagine where we can be in another 66 years...
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