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A Chinaman’s Chance:

Reflections on the American Dream

A lot of people my age seem to think that the American Dream is dead.
I think they’re dead wrong.

Or at least only partly right. It is true that for those of us in our twenties and
carly thirties, job opportunities are scarce. There looms a real threat that we will be
the first American generation to have ‘a lower standard of living than our parents.

But what is it that we mean when we invoke the American Dream?

In the past, the American Dream was something that held people of all races,
religions, and identities together. As James Comer has written, it represented a
shared aspiration among all Americans—black, white, or any other color—“to
provide well for themselves and their families as valued members of a democratic
society.” Now, all too often, it seems the American Dream means merely some
guarantee of affluence, a birthright of wealth.

At a basic level, of course, the American Dream is about prosperity and the
pursuit of material happiness. But to me, its meaning extends beyond such con-
cerns. To me, the dream is not just about buying a bigger house than the one I
grew up in or having shinier stuff now than I had as a kid. It also represents a sense
of opportunity that binds generations together in commitment, so that the young
inherit not only property but also perseverance, not only money but also a missiop
to make good on the strivings of their parents and grandparents.

The poet Robert Browning once wrote that “a man’s reach must exceed his
grasp—else what’s a heaven for?” So it is in America. Every generation will strive,
and often fail. Every generation will reach for success, and often miss the mark. But
Americans rely as much on the next generation as on the next life to prove that
such struggles and frustrations are not in vain. There may be temporary setbacks,
cutbacks, recessions, depressions. But this is a nation of second chances. So long as
there are young Americans who do not take what they have—or what they can
do—for granted, progress is always possible.

My conception of the American Dream does not take progress for granted.
But it does demand the opportunity to achieve progress—and values the opportu-
nity as much as the achievement. I come at this question as the son of immigrants.
I sce just as clearly as anyone else the cracks in the idealist vision of fulfillment f9r
all. But because my parents came here with virtually nothing, because they did
build something, I see the enormous potential inherent in the ideal. ‘

I happen still to believe in our national creed: freedom and opportunity, a.nd
our common responsibility to uphold them. This creed is what makes America
unique. More than any demographic statistic or economic indicator, it animates
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the American Dream. It infuses our mundane struggles—to plan a career, do good
work, get ahead—with purpose and possibility. It makes America the only country
that could produce heroes like Colin Powell—heroes who rise from nothing, who
overcome the odds.

I think of the sacrifices made by my own parents. I appreciate the hardship of
the long road traveled by my father—one of whose first jobs in America was paint-
ing the yellow line down a South Dakota interstate—and by my mother—whose
first job here was filing pay stubs for a New York restaurant. From such beginnings,
they were able to build a comfortable life and provide me with a breadth of
resources—through arts, travel, and an Ivy League education. It was an unspoken
obligation for them to do so.

I think of my boss in my first job after college, on Capitol Hill. George is a
smart, feisty, cigar-chomping, take-no-shit Greek-American. He is about fifteen
years older than I, has different interests, a very different personality. But like me,
he is the son of immigrants, and he would joke with me that the Greek-Chinese
mafia was going to take over one day. He was only half joking. We’d worked
harder, our parents doubly harder, than almost anyone clse we knew. To people like
George, talk of the withering of the American Dream seems foreign.

It’s undeniable that principles like freedom and opportunity, no matter how
dearly held, are not enough. They can inspire a multiracial March on Washington,
but they can not bring black salaries in alignment with white salaries. They can
draw wave after wave of immigrants here, but they can not provide them the means
to get out of our ghettos and barrios and Chinatowns. They are not sufficient for
fulfillment of the American Dream.

But they are necessary. They are vital. And not just to the children of immi-
grants. These ideals form the durable thread that weaves us all in union. Put
another way, they are one of the few things that keep America from disintegrating
into a loose confederation of zip codes and walled-in communities.

What alarms me is how many people my age look at our nation’s ideals with a
rising sense of irony. What good is such a creed if you are working for hourly wages
in a deadend job? What value do such platitudes have if you live in an urban war
zone? When the only apparent link between homeboys and housepainters and bike
messengers and investment bankers is pop culture—MTV, the NBA, movies, dance
music—then the social fabric is flimsy indeed.

My generation has come of age at a time when the country is fighting off bouts
of defeatism and self-doubt, at a time when racism and social inequities seem not
only persistent but intractable. At a time like this, the retreat to one’s own kind is

seen by more and more of my peers as an advance. And that retreat has given rise
again to the notion that there are essential and irreconcilable differences among the
races—a notion that was supposed to have disappeared from American discourse by
the time my peers and I were born in the sixties.

Not long ago, for instance, my sister called me a “banana.”

I was needling her about her passion for rap and hip-hop music. Every time I
saw her, it scemed, she was jumping and twisting to Arrested Development or
Chubb Rock or some other funky group. She joked that despite being the daughter
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of Chinese immigrants, she was indeed “black at heart.” And then she added, light-
heartedly, “You, on the other hand—well, you’re basically a banana.” Yellow on the
outside, but white inside.

I protested, denied her charge vehemently. But it was too late. She was back to
dancing. And I stood accused. :

Ever since then, I have wondered what it means to be black, or white, or Asian

“at heart”—particularly for my generation. Growing up, when other kids would
ask whether I was Chinese or Korean or Japanese, I would reply, a little petulantly,
“American.” Assimilation can still be a sensitive subject. I recall reading about a
Korean-born Congressman who had gone out of his way to say that Asian-Ameri-
cans should expect nothing special from him. He added that he was taking speech
lessons “to get rid of this accent.” I winced at his palpable self-hate. But then it hit
me: Is this how my sister sees me?

There is no doubt that minoritiés like me can draw strength from our commu-
nities. But in today’s environment, anything other than ostentatious tribal fealty is
taken in some communities as a sign of moral weakness, a disappointing dilution of
character. In times that demand ever-clearer thinking, it has become too easy for
people to shut off their brains: “It’s a blaclk/Asian/Latino/white thing,” says the
variable T-shirt. “You wouldn’t understand.” Increasingly, we don’t.

The civil-rights triumphs of the sixties and the cultural revolutions that fol-
lowed made it possible for minorities to celebrate our diverse heritages. I can
appreciate that. But I know, too, that the sixties—or at least, my gencration’s
grainy, hazy vision of the decade—also bequeathed to young Americans a legacy of
near-pathological race consciousness.

Today’s culture of entitlement—and of race entitlement in particular—tells us
plenty about what we get if we are black or white or female or male or old or young,.

It is silent, though, on some other important issues. For instance: What do we

“get” for being American? And just as importantly, What do we owe? These are

questions around which young people like myself must tread carefully, since talk of
common interests, civic culture, responsibility, and integration sounds a little too
“white” for some people. To the new segregationists, the “American Dream” is
like the old myth of the “Melting Pot”: an oppressive fiction, an opiate for the
unhappy colored masses.

How have we allowed our thinking about race to become so twisted? The for-
mal obstacles and the hateful opposition to civil rights have long faded into mem-
ory. By most external measures, life for minorities is better than it was a quarter
century ago. It would seem that the opportunities for tolerance and cooperation
are commonplace. Why, then, are so many of my peers so cynical about our ability
to get along with one another?

The reasons are frustratingly ambiguous. I got a glimpse of this when I was in
college. It was late in my junior year, and as the editor of a campus magazine, I was
sitting on a panel to discuss “The White Press at Yale: What Is to Be Donc?” The
assembly hall was packed, a diverse and noisy crowd. The air was heavy, nervously
clectric.
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Why weren’t there more stories about “minority issues” in the Yale Daily
News? Why weren’t there more stories on Africa in my magazine, the foreign affairs
journal? How many “editors of color” served on the boards of each of the major
publications? The questions were volleyed like artillery, one round after aaother,
punctuated only by the applause of an audience spoiling for a fight, The questions
were not at all unfair. But it seemed that no one—not even those of us on the panel
who were people of color—could provide, in this context, satisfactory answers,

Toward the end of the discussion, I made a brief appeal for reason and moder-
ation. And afterward, as students milled around restlessly, I was attacked: for my
narrow-mindedness—How dare you suggest that Yale is not a fundamentally pre;j-
udiced place!—for my simplemindedness—Have you, too, been co-opted?

And for my betrayal—Are you just white inside?

My eyes were opened that uncomfortably warm early summer evenin g. Not
only to the cynical posturing and the combustible opportunism of campus racial
politics. But more importantly, to the larger question of identity—my identity—in
America. Never mind that the aim of many of the loudest critics was to generate
headlines in the very publications they denounced. In spite of themselves—against,
it would seem, their true intentions—they got me to think about who I am.

In our society today, and especially among people of my generation, we are
congealing into clots of narrow commonality. We stick with racial and religious
comrades. This tribal consciousness-raising can be empowering for sorre. But
while America was conceived in liberty—the liberty, for instance, to associate with
whomever we like—it was never designed to be a mere collection of subcultures.
We forget that there is in fact such a thing as a unique American identity that tran-
scends our sundry tribes, sets, gangs, and cliques.

I have grappled, wittingly or not, with these questions of identity ar.d alle-
giance all my life. When I was in my ecarly teens, I would invite my buddies over-
night to watch movies, play video games, and beat one another up. Before too
long, my dad would come downstairs and start hamming it up—telling storics, ask-
ing gently nosy questions, making corny jokes, all with his distinct Chinese accent.
I would stand back, quietly gauging everyone’s reaction. Of course, the guys loved
it. But I would feel uneasy.

What was then cause for discomfort is now a source of strength. Looking back
on such episodes, I take pride in my father’s accented English; I feel awe at his
courage to laugh loudly in a language not really his own.

It was around the same time that I decided that continued attendance at the

community Chinese school on Sundays was uncool. There was no fanfare; I simply’

stopped going. As a child, I'd been too blissfully unaware to think of Chinese
school as anything more than a weekly chore, with an annual festival (dumplings
and spring rolls, games and prizes). But by the time I was a peer-pressured adoles-
cent, Chinese school séemed like a badge of the woefully unassimilated. I turned
my back on it.

Even as I write these words now, it feels as though I am revealing a long-held
secret. I am proud that my ancestors—scholars, soldiers, farmers—came from one
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