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Introduction

In this chapter, consideration is given to the history

and current state of the historical archaeology of

Asian Americans. The chapter begins with a discus-

sion of how Asian American historical archaeology

got started in the 1970s. This discussion is followed

by a review of how this field has developed through

the decades, up to the present day. Developmental

trends in Asian American historical archaeology are

identified. These include the emergence of increas-

ingly sophisticated methods that have allowed for

more useful comparative studies; a growing interest

in theoretical matters, making it possible for histor-

ical archaeologists to not only describe but also

explain Asian American experiences; and the grow-

ing primacy of assimilation studies among historical

archaeologists studying Asian Americans, only to

be very recently challenged by a growing postpro-

cessual interest in individual agency, resistance to

accommodation, and other postmodern concerns.

A number of future directions and developments

are then recommended. First, there is the need to

expand our geographic and temporal horizons by

implementing diverse research strategies both in

places where Asian Americans originated and in

places where they settled. Second, advances in

methods are required to better identify and interpret

the Asian American archaeological record. Finally,

it is always imperative to evaluate critically and

advance competing theoretical perspectives so that

the best possible explanations can be made.

Historical archaeology is defined here in its broad-

est sense to include all contexts for which there are

both material remains and documents available for

study. All Asian American experiences fall within the

purview of historical archaeology. Most Asians could

write about their experiences in America, and most of

the people they found in America could write about

them. Thus, there are available material remains and

documents from ‘‘both sides’’ of the contact that

occurred. Few of the participants originated from

prehistoric or protohistoric societies. Those that did

were members of various Native American societies,

and contact between them and Asian Americans

appears to have been limited. Studying Asian

Americans is not an exercise in prehistory or even

ethnohistory. It is, by its nature, a most suitable

topic of investigation by historical archaeologists.

The Beginnings of Asian American
Historical Archaeology

The emergence and early growth of Asian American

historical archaeologymirrors the emergence and early

growth of archaeological studies of ethnicity in general

(Staski, 1990). These were originally inspired by the

larger political and social climate of the 1960s, which

resulted in civil-rights legislation, calls for affirmative

action and other mitigating measures, related social

unrest across the country, and a universal expansion

of scholarly interest in ethnicity. Almost all of the ear-

liest studies of ethnicity in historical archaeology came

about as part of the dramatic expansion of the disci-

pline itself, however, which occurred in the 1970s andE. Staski e-mail: estaski@nmsu.edu
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1980s becauseof the legalmandates of cultural resource

management (CRM) (cf. Ayres, 1994:483). Before the

1970s, there was little archaeological interest in ethnic

group experiences in the United States, and it is doubt-

ful that much interest would have developed without

the legal requirements that relatively recent historical

times and experiences be explored.

Early Asian American historical archaeology,

like much CRM work, emphasized certain meth-

odological concerns (e.g., recognizing Asian

American material remains) and description

(which was often limited to the material reflec-

tions of diet and drug use). The distinctive nat-

ure of Asian American assemblages was noted,

though there was minimal theoretical concern

about why these assemblages were so distinct.

Little theory of any kind was developed, and

research efforts were not coordinated. As a result,

various descriptive schemes (e.g., artifact classifica-

tions) were produced that could not be compared

easily with one another. Efforts were limited to a

rather narrow range of contexts and site types,

including urban Chinatowns, mining camps, rail-

road camps, and some fishing or agricultural areas.

Almost no attention was given to Asian Americans

other than the Chinese.

A few pioneering works, however, suggested

that Asian American historical archaeology had

greater scholarly potential. In the 1970s, Roberta

Greenwood published a number of innovative

studies that later researchers would emulate

(Greenwood, 1975, 1976). Then, in 1980, Robert

Schuyler compiled and edited a collection of

diverse articles on Asian American (and African

American) historical archaeology, the first of its

kind to be published (Schuyler, 1980). Two years

later, Randall McGuire offered a theory-focused

synthesis of then-current investigations of ethni-

city in general (McGuire, 1982). These studies of

ethnicity in historical archaeology, including stu-

dies of Asian Americans, started to mature.

Recent Concerns

Asian American historical archaeology has become

more sophisticated in recent years, as have all archae-

ological studies of ethnicity.Methodological concerns

and descriptive studies have continued, of course,

though these have become more standardized and

thus more comparable (e.g., Chung and Wegars,

2005; Cohen, 2000; Layton, 2002; Wegars, 2003a,

2003b; see especially Wegars (1994) for a discussion

of her pioneering efforts in this arena). Communica-

tion among historical archaeologists studying Asian

Americans has increased and become more produc-

tive. (Certain other limitations, however, have contin-

ued; see the recommendations section below.) There

has also been a growing interest in theoretical matters,

as scholarship onAsian history and anthropology has

been increasingly incorporated into the research

designs and interpretive studies of archaeology (e.g.,

Cassel, 2002).

Most recently, a number of historical archaeolo-

gists have applied postprocessual perspectives in

their attempts to interpret and explain ethnic iden-

tity and experiences (e.g., Jones, 1997, 1999; Lydon,

1999). Inspired by other postprocessual archaeolo-

gists (e.g., Hodder, 1986; Preucel, 1991, 1995;

Shanks and Tilley, 1987) and certain other scholars

who study Asian Americans (e.g., social constructi-

vists such as Min [2002]), these historical archaeol-

ogists focus on individual agency, dissention and

resistance to change or accommodation in the face

of culture contact, and the related methodological

challenge of observing and measuring such phe-

nomena in the archaeological record. Their critique

of classic assimilation studies in archaeology and in

scholarship generally (e.g., Alba and Nee, 2003)

raises the question of how best archaeologists

might study ethnicity and ethnic identity.

Assimilation

Despite these inroads by the postprocessualist thin-

kers, the nature of assimilation among Asian

Americans remains the primary theoretical and

methodological issue in Asian American studies in

historical archaeology. For a sampling of recent,

germane assimilation studies in the social sciences,

see Alba and Nee (2003), Krysan and Lewis (2004),

Lee and Zhou (2004); Min (2002), and Rumbaut

and Portes (2001). Ways of recognizing, recording,

measuring, and interpreting degrees of assimilation,

in both the archaeological and documentary
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records, have become the major concerns. This

development reflects the continuing assumption

that Asian Americans maintained much more eth-

nic separation than most other groups who immi-

grated to the western hemisphere.

Historical archaeologists have found it difficult

to explain this apparent high degree of ethnic

separation. Attempts to define such basic concepts

as ethnic group and assimilation have turned out to

be problematic. To be useful, the definitions must

be consistent with the views of anthropologists,

historians, and other social scientists who have stu-

died ethnic phenomena. They must also be designed

with a clear understanding of the inherent strengths

and weaknesses of historical archaeology (e.g., the

ability to observe and measure only a limited num-

ber of sociocultural experiences in the archaeologi-

cal record).

This task has not been straightforward. Over the

past several decades, various definitions for ethnic

group and assimilation have been proposed. Avail-

able ethnic group definitions, for example, stress

such diverse factors as (1) patterns of ecologic–

economic interdependencies (Abruzzi, 1982; Barth,

1969:7–38); (2) psychological identification and a

shared sense of ‘‘peoplehood’’ (DeVos, 1975;

Gordon, 1964:24–29; Royce, 1982:17–50); (3) the

quest for political and social power through exploi-

tation of ethnic identity (Aronson, 1976; Krysan

and Lewis 2004;McGuire, 1982;Min 2002; Vincent,

1974); and (4) the sociobiological importance of

extending kinship ties and altruistic behavior (van

den Berghe, 1981). As a result of this diversity of

opinion, the very concept of ‘‘ethnic group’’ remains

multifaceted and to some degree unclear. Deciding

what factors should be emphasized in historical

archaeological research has not been accomplished

easily.

A definition potentially useful to historical

archaeologists is one that recognizes the ethnic

group as a special kind of social group, one serving

two related functions (Staski, 2002a). A social

group can be defined as a ‘‘collectivity whose

members share common beliefs, values, attitudes,

standards of behavior, as well as symbols that repre-

sent that group’’ (Henry, 1987:360). What makes an

ethnic group distinctive is that it provides members

with a symbolically ascriptive and exclusive subcul-

ture with which to identify and allows members to

confine primary relationships to others within this

subculture.

‘‘Ascriptive’’ means that members must be born

into the group, while ‘‘exclusive’’ means that group

membership is fixed. In truly ascriptive and

exclusive groups—a caste is a good example—

membership is determined by sociocultural criteria

that cannot be easily manipulated by individuals.

These groups have clear, firm boundaries, and

attempts to move from one group to another can

often prove futile. The ascriptive and exclusive qua-

lities of ethnic groups are strictly symbolic, however,

and individuals are often provided with opportu-

nities to change the groups with which they are iden-

tified. They can consciously manipulate the symbols

of ethnicity and, when successful, can use these sym-

bols to claim or reject ethnic group membership.

As mentioned, the second function of ethnic

groups is to allow members to confine primary rela-

tionships to others within the symbolically

ascriptive and exclusive group. Primary relation-

ships are those that are personal, intimate, informal,

face-to-face and require the involvement of the

entire personality (Gordon, 1964:32). Identification

with the ethnic group serves to establish these rela-

tionships with others who claim the same

identification and, by doing so, appears to enhance

social integration. Ethnic groups also provide famil-

iar settings and economic support to individuals

through the process of networking (Praetzellis

et al., 1987). Finally, traditional culture, religion,

language, and a sense of common origin are often

kept vital within ethnic groups, a characteristic that

distinguishes them from social clubs and occupa-

tional associations. All of these functions of ethnic

groups are especially useful among immigrants in

large, complex societies, for whom the external socio-

cultural system can be quite impersonal and unsuppor-

tive (Helms, 1978).

A useful definition of assimilation must logically

follow from this definition of ethnic group (Staski,

2002b). ‘‘Assimilation’’ is therefore defined as a pro-

cess that, if completed, eliminates the need for and

the operation of the two ethnic group functions

described previously. Acculturation, it should be

pointed out, is merely one aspect of this process,

the one that eliminates particular behavioral and

material patterns that symbolically distinguish

those individuals who are members from those
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who are not. The balance of the assimilatory process

involves structural changes necessary to alter pat-

terns of primary relations. These include structural

assimilation, a pivotal process by which primary

relationships are rearranged (Gordon, 1964:61–81).

Historical archaeologists have emphasized accul-

turation in their studies at the expense of all other

aspects of assimilation. It is easy to see why. Study-

ing patterns of behavior and patterns of material

culture is, after all, what archaeologists do. Other

aspects of assimilation are not so easily observed

archaeologically. Unfortunately, these other

aspects are significant and meaningful to both the

people undergoing assimilation and others interact-

ing with them in the context of culture contact and

change (Gordon, 1964, 1978). They need to be

understood if the nature and the history of assimila-

tion are going to be grasped in any important sense.

This is particularly true of structural assimilation.

Some methodological suggestions on how

archaeologists might study structural assimilation

are presented by Ennes and Staski (1995). They

focus on how Hispanics and other Euroamerican

people have interacted in the southern New

Mexican town of Las Cruces. It is argued that the

relative placement of graves in historical-period

cemeteries (for which there are grave markers

reflecting date of death and ethnicity) is a measure

of the degree to which primary relationships were

maintained among ethnic group members. Both

acculturation and structural assimilation seem to

have increased through time, in this case.

What appears so outstanding about Asian

Americans is that they experienced little of either accul-

turation or structural assimilation. The seeming resis-

tance to all forms of assimilation has been observed by

historical archaeologists in several realms.

Spatial Separation

The spatial separation of Asian Americans from

non-Asian Americans is the most obvious of these

various realms, and so it is considered first. In urban

areas, spatial separation was maintained by the

establishment of Chinatowns and similar insular

neighborhoods. In rural areas, segregated Asian

American camps and settlements were the norm.

Domestic and occupational activities were often

restricted to these places. Asian Americans, appar-

ently, did not spatially mix with other people very

much (Dubrow, 2000).

Internally, these neighborhoods and settlements

were distinctive in several spatial senses, further

symbolizing the resistance to assimilation. Resi-

dents of Chinatowns were compelled to occupy

structures designed and built (and often previously

occupied) by non-Chinese. These residents were

almost always too poor to own the structures and

could only rent from absentee landlords. Thus, they

had little influence over architectural form and lay-

out on a grand scale. Asian Americans in rural

settlements also appear to have had limited influ-

ence, though in these places spatial arrangements

were dictated more by occupational demands. Still,

it is notable that many minor (and some not so

minor) spatial alterations were achieved, giving

Chinatowns and other settlements across North

America a distinctive spatial sense.

Domestic and occupational spaces were often

contiguous, or even overlapping. This was espe-

cially true in crowded urban settings occupied by

Asian Americans, and it continued well after the

time when these spheres had been separated in

other neighborhoods (Rothschild, 1990). Diverse

activities were concentrated behind structures—in

private, enclosed places hidden from general view.

Floor plans were nevertheless often long and nar-

row, so that there could be numerous openings

directly onto the public street (Greenwood,

1996:141). Of course, these and several other spatial

characteristics might more directly reflect economic

conditions rather than ethnic distinctions.

However, the principles of feng shui were possi-

bly followed to varying degrees, though historical

archaeologists have found it difficult to determine

how, or how much (Greenwood, 1993:384–386; Sis-

son, 1993:38–39). These principles influenced

structural location, form, and orientation in an

attempt to bring human action into harmony with

the natural world. A structure should be located to

the north of a calm body of water, for instance, its

front directed toward the south (i.e., overlooking

the water). It should be square or rectangular, as

should the settlement in which it is located. The

entire settlement, ideally, should be oriented along

the north–south axis.
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These and other feng shui principles might be

reflected at certain Asian American archaeological

sites, though, as mentioned, it is likely that many of

the observed spatial patterns (including many not

even remotely related to feng shui, though potentially

of ethnic significance) are more the result of eco-

nomic expediency. Indeed, economic conditions

seem to have resulted in a wide array of distinctive

spatial characteristics. Chinatowns were crowded

because most Chinese immigrants were poor. Alley-

ways and streets were filled with animals and surplus

goods because residents could not afford to keep

them elsewhere. Refuse accumulation was a constant

problem becausemany government and other autho-

rities failed to provide adequate sanitation services to

these poverty-stricken neighborhoods.

Sociocultural Separation

Sociocultural separation was maintained by Asian

Americans by the transference of traditional orga-

nizations to America (e.g., family associations,

district societies, and the tongs) and by the estab-

lishment of insular leadership hierarchies that

paralleled those of the dominant, Euroamerican

society (e.g., the election of ‘‘mayors’’ and

‘‘aldermen’’ within Asian American communities,

independent of American politics and law). There

were also very few biethnic marriages among Asian

and non-Asian Americans, despite a general

absence of Asian women during the first several

decades of Asian American history (cf. Greenwood

(1993, 1994, 1996:20–21), who points out correctly

that there were relatively few women of any ethnic

identity on the American frontier; see also Hardesty

(1994) and Wegars (1993) on Asian American

women). By these means, Asian Americans sus-

tained a level of cultural self-sufficiency that might

have been greater than that enjoyed by other immi-

grant groups.

The experiences of Chinese Americans in El

Paso, Texas, reflect this ability to be culturally

self-sufficient, despite certain difficulties (Staski,

1985:24–31; also see Staski, 1993). Edward

Rhoads’s (1977) innovative study of grave markers

in the Chinese section of Concordia Cemetery sug-

gests that almost all of the Chinese in El Paso came

from the ‘‘Four Counties’’ region of Guangdong

Province, with over half from Taishan, about one-

third from Kaiping, and the remainder from either

Enping or Xinhui. Although these locales are near

one another, the rigors of emigration and, specifi-

cally, the absence of women and other kin made it

impossible to maintain previous sociocultural ties.

In their place, the overseas branch of the revolu-

tionary Triad Society (the Chee Kung Tong) gradu-

ally became a central institution of the El Paso

community. By 1892, a decade after the settlement

began, almost half of the city’s Chinese belonged to

this ritual brotherhood. Its influence, particularly

its role in giving economic support to members (see

below), continued to grow throughout the remain-

der of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries

(Rhoads, 1977).

By the end of the nineteenth century, the cultural

self-sufficiency of El Paso’s Chinese community had

reached a degree that ‘‘they even had their own

unofficial but universally recognized ‘mayor,’ who

in the period around 1910 was the cafe owner Mar

Wing Kee’’ (Rhoads, 1977:13–14). This ‘‘mayor’’

was undoubtedly the agreed-upon leader of the

community, a recognized position of authority

commonly found in Asian communities across

America (Light, 1972; Staski, 1985:29).

Economic Separation

Great efforts were made by Asian Americans to

maintain economic ties to their homeland, espe-

cially so that traditional materials and commodities

could be acquired. Additionally, particular occupa-

tions were preferred among Asian Americans.

Many of these occupations could be practiced

within the Asian community, contributing to segre-

gation at the workplace. While many Asian

American men came to the United States in order

to make more money than they could at home, they

did not want to become active or permanent parti-

cipants in the American economy.

In El Paso, growing economic self-sufficiency

within the Chinese community is obvious in both

the documentary and archaeological records. A

number of Chinese merchandise stores, carrying

goods from China and other Asian nations, were
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in operation several years after the establishment of

Chinatown. Three of these stores existed in 1886

(Farrar, 1972), seven by 1892, and eight by 1907

(Rhoads, 1977). It thus appears that El Paso’s

Chinatown enjoyed increasing economic self-

sufficiency through time, as ties to the west coast

and China became stronger.

Archaeological data support this view. However,

it appears that a portion of the Chinese community

preferred certain non-Chinese materials during the

later years of the community’s existence, despite the

increasing availability of Chinese goods (see Staski

(1985:96–243) for methodological details). The data

suggest that just over half of all ceramic materials

used by all associated Chinese residents were com-

ing from China during the early 1890s. By the late

1890s, this figure had climbed to over 60%. Then,

by the early twentieth century, over 85% of the

ceramics used by some of these Chinese residents

were manufactured in China. It seems that the

growth of economic self-sufficiency in El Paso’s

Chinese community is archaeologically observable.

Yet, as mentioned, only some members of the

community were depending on Chinese ceramics

to a greater extent as availability improved. Only

certain early twentieth-century deposits contain

about 85%Chinese ceramics and 15% non-Chinese

ceramics. Other contemporary deposits suggest a

concurrent decline in dependence at this time

(down to about 10% Chinese ceramics and 90%

non-Chinese ceramics). Thus, the overall temporal

pattern is one of initial overall increase of depen-

dence followed by a growing range of dependence

on Chinese goods. These complex data might reflect

a degree of acculturation among certain members of

the community.

Behavioral Separation

Studied by historical archaeologists since the begin-

ning of Asian American research, behavioral

separation was maintained in a number of ways.

These included the relatively successful preservation

of distinctive patterns of diet and dress. Archaeolo-

gists are, of course, uniquely qualified to study

patterns of behavior, though they should not do so

at the expense of other issues. With particular

relevance to this discussion, we should not limit

ourselves to studying the lack of significant accul-

turation and ignore the lack of assimilation in

general (see elsewhere in this chapter). A certain

amount of assimilation (i.e., acculturation) none-

theless occurred among Asian Americans, even in

the more traditional behavioral arenas of diet and

dress, and the evidence for it deserves mention (cf.

Fong, 1980:5–6).

Dietary patterns are most often inferred from the

highly distinctive traditional Asian ceramics, ubi-

quitous at Asian American archaeological sites.

These patterns are also evident in the uniquemacro-

botanical and faunal assemblages to be recovered

(e.g., Diehl et al., 1998). Chinese ceramics can be

placed in two broad functional (and stylistic) cate-

gories: (1) brown, stoneware vessels used to trans-

port and store foodstuffs, including food jars of

various sizes, soy sauce jars, and wine jars and (2)

porcelain tablewares of various forms (e.g., tea cups

without handles, spoons, bowls from which food

was eaten, larger bowls from which food was

served) and styles (e.g., Double Happiness,

Bamboo, Celadon, and Four Seasons types).

These have all been described in detail elsewhere

(Frierman, 1983; Greenwood, 1996:67–86; Olsen,

1978). The abundance of the stoneware vessels is

commonly used as evidence for the heroic efforts

immigrants made to maintain their traditional diet,

while the presence of the porcelains is thought to

reflect the continuation of the traditional table

service.

Evidence for acculturation nevertheless appears

with the presence of Euroamerican and other non-

Asian ceramics within many contexts of almost all

Asian American archaeological sites. The ceramic

assemblages unearthed in downtown El Paso,

described previously, are not uncommon.

Acculturation is also suggested in patterns of

dress. Certain Asian American men appear to have

worn a significant amount of western clothing,

though not all the time. This clothing supplemented

rather than replaced traditional Asian attire. Men

would wear it when they were in contact with the

non-Asian American community, when it served

their cultural and economic purposes to do so (i.e.,

when it would minimize discrimination and maxi-

mize cultural and economic returns), and when it

was practical (e.g., when harsh working conditions
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required it). Viewed this way, the use of western

clothing by Asian American men appears to be

more adaptation than assimilation (Lyman, 1976;

see below). Regardless, the archaeological record

from Asian American contexts is replete with

leather shoe parts, buttons from western shirts and

other articles of clothing, and other durable items of

men’s haberdashery (e.g., Greenwood, 1996:87–91).

Linguistic Separation

Many Asians did not learn English, Spanish, or any

other language when they immigrated to America.

The cultural and economic self-sufficiency enjoyed

in many of their communities, combined with the

desire among most immigrants to be temporary resi-

dents only, made linguistic assimilation unnecessary.

The general isolation of these same communities

together with the ubiquitous hostility exhibited by

non-Asians made it difficult.

Still, a certain degree of emerging bilingualism is

evident in both the archaeological and documentary

records. Certain recovered glass and ceramic vessels,

originally holding a variety of products, exhibit

embossed writing or labels in more than one language

(usually Chinese and English). The fact that many of

these vessels formerly contained proprietary or other

medical products suggests that health practices

involved a degree of assimilation unseen in other are-

nas (see also Greenwood, 1994, 1996:109–116).

Two glass bottles recovered fromEl Paso’s China-

town illustrate bilingual usage. The label on one

American-made beer bottle advertises in Chinese a

‘‘wine’’ considered by some to be useful in promoting

male virility (Fig. 1 [from Staski, 1985:Fig. 9.1]). The

brand name, type of alcohol, and supposed results of

its consumption are all described. The other artifact,

a familiar Dr. J. Hostetter’s Stomach Bitters bottle,

has a Chinese label advertising some sort of liquid

useful for the cleaning of clothing (Fig. 2 [from

Staski, 1985:Fig. 9.2]). What is most remarkable

about these two bottles is that their labels bear both

Chinese and English writing.

The beer bottle clearly has the word ‘‘CHINA’’

written near the top. The Hostetter’s bottle has a

portion of the English statement ‘‘. . . moved to 513

Sixth . . .’’ written along the side. Additionally, of

course, they both contain a fair amount of informa-

tion in Chinese. It is unquestionable that these

bottles, and the contents within them, were intended

for Chinese American consumers, and so a degree of

linguistic assimilation is suggested.

Summary

Historical archaeologists have tried to explain why

there was so much resistance to assimilation among

AsianAmericans. They have suggested a combination

Fig. 1 AnAmerican-made beer bottle recovered from down-
town El Paso, Texas. The Chinese writing on the label adver-
tises a ‘‘wine’’ that promotes male virility (from Staski,
1985:Fig. 9.1)
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of internal and external factors. The former include

the general Asian American desire to stay in the Uni-

ted States for a short time only (at least during the

early history of immigration), while the latter include

the widespread discrimination imposed by the greater

society. These and other factors seem to have had a

dramatic impact on the Asian American experience.

Greenwood (1994) offers some cautions regard-

ing the uncritical acceptance of this scenario. She

correctly argues that Asian Americans as a popula-

tion might have been less homogeneous throughout

their history than is often assumed (see also Fong,

1980:12). Their experiences and reactions to these

experiences were varied, too. Indeed, the evidence

for assimilation might be better explained as a rea-

sonable, necessary adaptive strategy carried out by

a minority in a foreign land who nevertheless main-

tained a degree of ethnic separation (e.g., Lyman,

1976). Thus, much of it was ‘‘acculturation only’’

(Gordon, 1964), exhibited only when it was cultu-

rally or economically useful (the use of western

clothing is a possible example; see above). Further

Fig. 2 A Dr. J. Hostetter’s
Stomach Bitters bottle
recovered from downtown
El Paso, Texas. The Chinese
writing on the label
advertises a product useful
for cleaning clothes (from
Staski, 1985:Fig. 9.2)
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consideration of this possibility will undoubtedly

result in a more precise understanding of the issue.

Future Directions and Concerns:
Recommendations

Asian American historical archaeology has not

reached its full potential in a number of important

ways. Several recommendations for future

directions and developments can be preferred [see

a similar discussion in Greenwood (1993)].

Expanding the Horizons

First, there is a need to conduct comparable histor-

ical archaeology in Asia, in those areas from where

Asian Americans originated. Doing so would sup-

ply ‘‘baseline’’ data reflecting the conditions of life

among those who emigrated. Material culture as

well as documents originating from the emigrants

should be investigated. There is also a need to

conduct ethnoarchaeology in Asia. Although

admirable ethnoarchaeological research has been

done (e.g., Longacre and Skibo, 1994), none of it

has been designed to address questions regarding

Asian emigration to the western hemisphere. Stu-

dies of this kind could be very informative.

There is also a need to conduct additional, com-

parable historical archaeological research (along

with ethnoarchaeology) in all those places where

Asian emigrants settled. Research should once

again be designed to address issues of emigration.

At this time, most projects have been located in the

western United States. Only a handful of studies

have occurred elsewhere, and some of these are

only marginally related to American historical

archaeology. Locations include Africa (e.g.,

Sassoon, 1978; Woodward, 1974), New Zealand

and Australia (Bell 1996; Jack et al., 1984; Ritchie,

1983, 1986, 1993), and Canada (e.g., Kerr, 1979;

Kerr and Bugslag, 1978). Almost all of the Asians

studied in these places were not AsianAmericans, of

course. Learning more about their experiences

would, nonetheless, help clarify Asian American

history. Understanding the Asian immigrant

experience worldwide would help illuminate that

experience in any particular place.

Finally, there is a need to conduct ethnoarchaeo-

logical studies among current residents of Asian

American communities. Oral history, providing an

additional avenue of inquiry into the recent past,

should be an integral part of such research. Many

AsianAmerican settlements, especially the numerous

Chinatowns formerly present in so many American

cities, survived well in the twentieth century. Those

that persist today exhibit cultural and behavioral

continuity with the Asian American past and are

thus settings for potentially fruitful research.

Methodological and Substantive
Advances

There is a need to develop better temporal controls

over Asian American material culture assemblages.

Without them, the comparative study of changing

Asian American experiences will remain unsophisti-

cated. Historical archaeologists generally have data

that can precisely date the material remains of interest

(e.g., documents and certain formal characteristics on

artifacts that reflect manufacturing technology and

use). The nature of Asian material culture, however,

has resulted in certain unique dating problems. Many

technological and stylistic traditions appear to have

survived over long periods of time, and certain items

(e.g., coins) are known to have been reused over dec-

ades and even centuries. Precise dating has thus been

unattainable at many Asian American sites and will

remain so until better strategies are developed (see

Greenwood, 1993, 1996).

Similarly, there is a need to develop better meth-

ods of artifact and feature identification, and better

systems of classification (see, e.g., Steele, 1993;

Stenger, 1993; Wegars 2003a, 2003b). It is especially

important to create meaningful, informative cera-

mic classifications that reflect historical and cultural

reality (ethnoarchaeology might be very useful in

accomplishing this task; see previous discussion).

These classifications should be designed so that

they can be used uniformly at the greatest number

of Asian American sites possible, so that compara-

tive studies can be undertaken (Greenwood, 1993,

1996).
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Additionally, there is a need to investigate a

greater range of historical and cultural contexts. A

rather limited number of contexts have been

focused upon to date (e.g., urban Chinatowns,

mining camps, railroad camps, and some fishing/

agricultural areas). Certainly, Asian Americans

lived in other settings that, perhaps as a result,

have escaped archaeological attention. There is

also a need to study categories of material culture

(and related behaviors) beyond the ceramic and

faunal remains that have received so much scrutiny.

Architectural forms and general issues regarding

the Asian American landscape deserve more study.

Items of personal adornment, such as clothing and

jewelry, should be investigated further. Botanical

remains reflect so much of the Asian American

diet and should be given as much (if not more)

attention as animal bones. The material correlates

of mortuary practices need to be researched exten-

sively (Chung and Wegars, 2005).

More interdisciplinary work on the Asian Amer-

ican experience should be conducted. Historical

archaeologists must more thoroughly incorporate

the scholarly contributions of historians, sociologists,

cultural anthropologists, geographers, and others. A

number of valuable contributions from these disci-

plines are now available (e.g., Anderson, 1988;

Barth, 1964; Daniels, 1988; Chang, 1977; Chen,

1980; Great Basin Foundation, 1987; Knapp, 1986;

Krysan and Lewis, 2004; Mark and Chih, 1982; Min,

2002; Spier, 1958a, 1958b; Takaki, 1989). Interdisci-

plinary work coordinated by historical archaeologists

would result in many more, of even greater value.

Academic departments of Asian Studies would be

good places to begin coordination efforts.

Finally, there is a need to broaden our focus,

from an almost exclusive concern with Chinese

Americans to a broader and more representative

concern with Asian Americans of all national and

ethnic identities. In a related sense, it is important to

stop viewing Asian Americans (or Chinese Ameri-

cans, or even Chinese Americans from Guangzhou)

as a monolithic, tradition-bound, universally impo-

verished group that has exhibited neither variation

nor change (see Stapp, 1993, and Greenwood, 1993,

for enlightened views). Asia, the largest and most

populous continent on earth, has for millennia

exhibited enormous sociocultural and economic

diversity. People from many ethnic and economic

backgrounds immigrated to America and elsewhere

over the past centuries. Historical archaeologists

need to investigate the Asian American experience

in the broadest possible historical and cultural

contexts.

Theoretical Advances

There is a need for additional archaeological

research into the nature of ethnic identity, culture

contact, assimilation, and the various other ways

Asian Americans have responded to their circum-

stances. Historical archaeologists must demonstrate

to themselves and other scholars that they can make

important, unique theoretical contributions.

Admittedly, this argument has been made ad nau-

seam, it seems, for at least 40 years; and yet, little

has changed. The seemingly never-ending image of

archaeology as a ‘‘strategy of last resort,’’ a ‘‘hand-

maiden to history’’ that is somehow not as theoreti-

cally rigorous as other intellectual endeavors must

finally be put to rest.

In summary, there is great potential for Asian

American historical archaeology. The venues and

topics explored could (and should) be expanded.

Methodological, substantive, and theoretical

advances must continue, resulting in more mature

and rewarding scholarship. There is little question

that this expansion and advancement will occur.

Interest in the Asian American experience is being

expressed by a growing number of historical archae-

ologists, and there is no apparent reason why this

interest will diminish.

Conclusions

Asian American studies in historical archaeology

continue to thrive and mature. The primary theore-

tical and methodological concern remains the

recognition and interpretation of ethnic identity

and assimilation. These studies are becoming more

impressive, though it is clearly the case that

improvements are possible. It is likely that these

improvements will result in a clearer, more precise

understanding of the Asian American experience.
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They might even result in a fundamental reassess-

ment of some basic assumptions.

Indeed, perhaps in the final analysis, Asian

Americans will be viewed as not so very different

than other immigrant groups to the western hemi-

sphere. Perhaps they resisted (and were discouraged

from) assimilation to about the same degree as

others. Nearly all immigrants to America, after all,

have found it distasteful and difficult to reject their

heritage in order to accommodate the host society.

In turn, the host society, no matter when and no

matter what its ethnic composition is at the time,

has made a concerted effort to keep immigrant

ethnic groups separate, so that they could not

shape ‘‘mainstream’’ culture in any manner

whatsoever. Members of the host society—earlier

immigrants—have shared a belief that they

assimilated relatively easily when compared to the

experiences of current immigrants, but this has

never been the case. The particular ethnic groups

involved in this dynamic relationship have changed

through time; the myth has remained constant.

The history of certain ethnic group relations in

North America is revealing. From Colonial times to

the mid-nineteenth century, English residents in the

east resisted the influences of Irish, Welsh, and

German immigrants, among others. Then, from

the mid-nineteenth through the early-twentieth cen-

turies, residents of English, Irish, Welsh, and Ger-

man ancestry acted in unison (as if they had by then

become the mainstream) to resist the influences of

eastern and southern Europeans, and Asians, who

were by that time arriving. Finally, from the early

twentieth century until today, there has been grow-

ing resistance among the most recent version of the

mainstream (including descendants of English,

Irish, Welsh, German, eastern and southern

European, and many Asian immigrants) to the

influences of Hispanic and other immigrants (see

Levine, 1996:121–131). The long history of Hispa-

nic influences in the west is, of course, another story

altogether. And all along, Native Americans and

African Americans resisted giving up those aspects

of their heritage that they could maintain, while the

host society kept them marginalized.

In reality, the ethnic composition (and thus the

cultural fabric) of the American mainstream has

experienced constant change. All ethnic immigrants

have resisted total assimilation. To a surprising

degree, they have succeeded and, by doing so, have

reshaped American culture despite the best efforts

of the mainstream.When studying ethnicity, histor-

ical archaeologists need to sufficiently recognize the

ever-changing nature of this culture, this main-

stream of numerous currents that are always being

introduced, if they are to contribute significant

insights into American history.
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