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Friday, September 3, 2004

BEHIND THE NEWS - Chasing Chinese influence 

STEVEN KNIPP
  

  
With neither Secretary of State Colin Powell nor National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice putting in an appearance at this week's Republican national convention in New York, the Bush administration is taking pains to present the Republican Party as an inclusively happy home for diverse and assorted Americans of all colours, creeds and gender - and not just the party of affluent, middle-aged white men. 
Perhaps that's one reason why US President George W. Bush's Labour Secretary, Elaine Chao, was pushed into the limelight and up on to the podium to make a brief speech during the week-long political gala. When Ms Chao spoke on Wednesday, her topic - job-creation programmes - hardly mattered. More important was the fact that Ms Chao is both female and ethnic. 
Although Ms Chao is the first Chinese-American ever to hold a Cabinet post, many Chinese-Americans say that both Republicans and the Democrats take Chinese-American voters for granted. Such sceptics say the 51-year-old, Taiwan-born, Harvard MBA-holder Ms Chao actually wields more power through marriage to her influential husband, Republican Senator Mitch McConnell, than in her role as labour secretary. 
Of the 4,853 delegates at the Republican convention, 17 per cent are minorities. But even that modest number is a 70 per cent increase over the 2000 convention, when minorities constituted only 9 per cent of Republican delegates. Minority delegates at the recent Democratic national convention numbered more than 40 per cent. 
But whether Republican or Democrat, the lion's share of minorities involved in US politics are either African-American or Latino. And it was not a fluke that Ms Chao was appointed by Mr Bush as his labour secretary only after Latino Linda Chavez, his first pick for the post, withdrew her name. 
One reason Chinese-Americans receive so little attention from politicians is that they can't be counted on to vote in blocs. And misconceptions abound about who they are, and what they want. Being the sons and daughters of recent immigrants, it's often assumed that most Chinese-Americans are Democrats. Not true, says Susan Au Allen, a Hong Kong-born attorney and active member of the Republican Party. An avid supporter of Mr Bush, Ms Au was offered several posts in the administration of the former president George Bush Snr, but chose to stay with her law practice in Washington, DC. 
"The perception that the majority of Asian-Americans vote Democrat is inaccurate because they have been fairly split in voting patterns," Ms Au says. "In the 1992 election, 55 per cent voted for Mr Bush [Snr] and 31 per cent for Bill Clinton. In 1996, 48 per cent went for [Republican] Bob Dole, and 43 per cent for Clinton." The 2000 election saw a similar split. 

"The idea that the immigrant experience leads one to vote for a Democratic candidate is fallacious," Ms Au says. "Today's Asian-Americans are quite different from those of yesteryear. They've been around for several generations. They are comfortable being Americans and proud of it. They are educated, and the majority of them are happy with their lot in life. They are articulate and think for themselves." 
Ms Au dismisses the idea that Chinese-Americans will ever vote en bloc. Principles and issues, she says, will be the deciding factors. 
In Honolulu, Hong Kong-born Johnson Choi agrees with Ms Au. As president and executive director of the Hong Kong China Hawaii Chamber of Commerce, Mr Choi is actively involved in Chinese groups with origins in Taiwan, Hong Kong and the mainland. 

"Chinese-Americans don't vote as a bloc," Mr Choi says, "and they don't vote as a bloc for many reasons. Chinese from various countries in Asia tend to take a different stand in American politics. As a result, they can't combine to produce a bloc vote for either the Democratic or Republican parties. In fact, votes for Republican and Democratic parties tend to cancel each other out." 

Mr Choi says that in heavily Democratic Hawaii, Democrats get a slight edge with Chinese-American voters, "except for those who own businesses - they tend to vote Republican, no matter where they're from originally". 
In America's deep south, committed Democrat Lani Wong was born in Indonesia, and spent 11 years in Taiwan before moving to Georgia, 27 years ago, where she served as chairman on Georgia governor Roy Barnes' "Asian-American Affair Commission for a New Georgia". 

Ms Wong says the Asian-American community is very fragmented. 
"I think it's our culture - we all have different languages, different religions, and come from different government systems," she says. "People from Taiwan are likely to vote Republican because Taiwanese feel that Republicans are more sympathetic to the plight of Taiwan. [But] as with the general public, age and income levels also play a role in who Chinese-Americans will support - the well-to-do seem to vote Republican, while younger generations tend to vote Democratic." 
Washington DC travel agent Anthony Yu is a registered Republican who moved from Hong Kong in 1971, and still has family in the SAR. Though a long-time Republican - "[Ronald] Reagan was my first presidential vote" - he's not sure whom he'll vote for in November. But Mr Yu readily grants that, when compared with other minority voters, Chinese-American voters are not easy to herd into one pliable group. 
"It is easier to organise events targeting Latino voters, just by using the Spanish language - because whether young or old, poor or wealthy, most Latinos will likely speak Spanish," he says. "[But] I can't say that about Chinese-American voters. If Chinese-Americans don't understand English, or their own dialects are not used, they just don't care and they won't show up." 

Mr Yu also says that because many Chinese-Americans are economically better off than Latinos, they're more independent when it comes to politics, because they rarely depend on government financial support. 
Perhaps too independent. "Chinese-Americans are very fragmented in many areas, even outside their involvement in US politics," Mr Yu says. "Just look at the Chinese-American associations across the country, they are often splintered down into associations of people with the last surname, or from the same village of origin. As a result, it's very hard to have unity." 

Aside from being splintered in their political beliefs, perhaps the key obstacle that the Chinese-American community faces in trying to gain more influence in politics is the simple fact that only a small percentage of the community actually turns out to vote. 
"As a group," says Mr Choi, "Chinese-Americans have one of the lowest percentages of voter turnouts. And first-generation Chinese, especially those from mainland China, have the least tendency to vote. This is a fact known to most politicians." 

A July editorial in the US edition of the Sing Tao Daily reflects Mr Choi's thinking. Noting that Asian-Americans have not received the attention that other minority groups have from politicians, the paper says: "The Asian community also needs to have a self-evaluation in the area of electoral participation. Have we done our share? Politicians are aware of the low rate of Asian-American voter participation." 

While the Chinese-American voters are fragmented and infrequent, political leaders from both parties are intensely aware that the 2000 election was won by less than 600 votes in Florida. So both campaigns are toiling hard to get the vote out, knowing that even minorities such as Chinese-Americans could play a role in who wins the White House this November. 
According to the non-partisan Washington DC-based Organisation of Chinese-Americans (OCA), the 2000 US census pinpoints the number of Chinese-Americans at 2,879,636. Of that number, about 1.4 million are of eligible voting age. How many are actually registered, however, is not known. 
The largest population areas of Chinese-Americans, with more than 100,000 residents each, include New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles and Honolulu - all heavily Democratic. But in recent years, there has been rapid growth in several states, including Texas, New Jersey, Maryland, Illinois and Washington State, each with sizeable numbers of Republican voters. 

OCA executive director Christine Chen says politicians have long ignored the political clout of Asian-Americans. But in a close election, their vote could spell the difference.
"We are part of the American fabric," says Ms Chen, whose organisation includes Chinese and other Asian-Americans. "The issues that we are fighting for are some of the same issues other Americans are fighting for."

