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The Asian Wonder: Why Did It Happen?
     When we speak of immigrants in the United States or ethnic minorities, we tend to use the same criteria and to make common conclusions for the entire non-white population. But doing that we omit one very important fact: there does not exist a single and homogeneous mass of non-European immigrants. Rather, there are several ethnic groups, each having its peculiarities. And we should pay special attention to the least numerous (only about 5% of total population as of May 2005
), but nevertheless important group, as well as the fastest growing one, – Asian Americans, for their position is fairly different from that of Hispanics or African Americans. This difference is known to be linked to a socioeconomic phenomenon called “Asian wonder”, whose roots, both external and internal, will be discussed in this paper.

     First of all, I would like to define the phenomenon I am going to investigate. Asian wonder is the name often given to the rapid growth of Asian Americans’ welfare, which is reflected in a higher rate of educational attainment, and, partially as the result of that, a level of income which is even higher than the average value in the USA. (In 1997 Asians made up 4.5% of all U.S. businesses. They are nearly twice as likely as other minorities to start a business. And their businesses are profitable, though usually small
). This name reflects also the surprise of the white Americans at those facts and their contradictory attitude to this relatively recent trend. “Asian wonder” may also contain an allusion to the terms “Japanese” and “German economic wonders” used to describe the rapid economic growth in the two countries after World War II. The reasons for those two can be found in any history textbook – the ban for military expenses and consequently larger investments into economics, as well as the interest of the new governments of those countries for science. The reasons of the Asian wonder, however, are more complicated. In order to understand them, we should turn to some facts from the history of Asian minorities in the USA
.

     Though some Asians are known to have been brought to America as slaves at the earliest stage of its history, their number was minor, and the first large-scale immigration of Asians into the U.S. happened only in 1848-49. It was connected to the discovery of gold in California and involved Chinese only. While in California, Asian miners experienced the first discrimination in the form of the Foreign Miner Tax, that was supposed to be collected from all foreign miners, but in fact was collected from the Chinese only, while the white foreign born miners exercised nearly the same rights as Americans.

     The Chinese also worked as small time merchants, gardeners, domestics, laundry workers, and farmers. Starting from 1863-65, when the law about the famous Transcontinental Railroad came to force, they worked as railroad workers there. Some sources
 claim that up to 1,000 Chinese died during the project as a result of avalanches and explosive accidents as they carved their way through the Sierra Mountains.

     After the project was finished on May 10, 1961, the Chinese increasingly became the victims of racial attacks and discriminatory laws because their labor was no longer needed and Whites began seeing them as an economic threat. The anti-Chinese movement culminated with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. This act forbade immigration from China and prevented the Chinese in the U.S. from becoming U.S. citizens (including their American-born children). Asians were not allowed to own land, houses, intermarry, work in a number of fields, and get education.

     As you can see, the history of Asian Americans was full of most unfair discrimination. Not only were they treated, as all immigrants, with suspicion and hatred, but their immense contribution to the economics of the country was forgotten. They went through the segregation and had no access to education. They were deprived of the right to vote as they could not receive citizenship.

     So probably one of the reasons for the Asian wonder is the experience of facing discrimination. As Asians had to fight for their simplest rights to live and to work, they got the practice of addressing the US legal system and could thus obtain more advanced political and economic rights. As they faced (and still face) racial attacks on the everyday basis, they worked out a number of approaches to the problem that help them feel less uneasy.

     As Asians started arriving in America at the dawn of its history, they managed to create strong communities by now, which help them achieve the results they do achieve. Those communities support newcomers when they assimilate into the life of the USA, make the transition less troublesome for them. It is also widely known that family connections play a very important role in the life of Asians, and the spirit of collectivism is essential for them. Hence they tend to keep in touch with those communities even after they get the citizenship and achieve remarkable results in their fields. This is really helpful for those who arrive in the USA as it gives them a chance to create useful bonds with more or less successful people and sometimes even get a head start.

     Another well-known characteristic of Asians helping them to receive their high level of attainment is their persistence and discipline. Those qualities have always been valued much by all employers. Asian Americans are industrious and they are ready to work for long hours, especially when they head their own business. It makes them more successful than some Whites spoilt by the comfort of the modern world. And their self-discipline helps them make a good career as executives in the largest and richest organizations of the countries.

     Being for long years deprived of the right to vote, they were always eager to participate in the political life of the country they life in. It was not until 1965, when the Voting Rights Act was signed by President Lyndon Johnson, that they finally got this long-desired opportunity. And they are eager to use it. It is obvious from statistics. For example, a research by the Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning & Engagement shows that “Black and Asian American youth showed the most political participation, while Latin Americans showed the least”
.

     And finally, the high socio-economic status achieved by the Asians in the recent years is due to their eagerness, unlike Hispanics and other ethnic groups, to get themselves and give their children a good education. The increase in the rate of Asian Americans at schools was noted, not without hostility, by the American society. We may see it from the article published in 2005 in The Wall Street Journal about “the new white flight”, which tells the readers that white families tend to leave nice suburbs with good public schools — or send their children to private schools — as districts become “too Asian”. On the other hand, some Americans do understand it is nothing but prejudice. Scott Jaschik, who writes for newspapers in Washington, commented this article adding that “too Asian” districts were in fact those “where after-school academic programs are more popular than soccer”
. Actually, the interest for knowledge is high among Asian Americans even in their school years. By the way, the average IQ of Asian Americans is 2-3 points above that of the American population in general, claims Daniel Goleman in his book “Emotional Intelligence”.
     But sending children to boarding schools doesn’t help any more. NAIS statistics for 1996 put non-White enrollment at about 21% of the total boarding school populations. This is thought to be the result of the low birth-rates among White Americans (their children can’t fill up the vacant places in these schools) and the recently obtained ability of Asians to pay for the private schools (while the Whites think twice before paying enormous fees).

     On finishing high-school Asians seek a proper University education. Due to the figures presented by US sources, Asian Americans tend to ignore liberal arts colleges (the percentage of Asian students there – less than 10% – is considerably lower than on average in the United States). It may be attributed to the less creative and more rational way of thinking of Asians. On the other hand, probably the very mentality of Asians suggests that nature and its laws are to be observed and studied, not human beings. However, it seems more logical to suppose that Asian American parents want their children to get a practically oriented qualification in order to have more chances of getting a good job in future.

     It may be the same thought that makes parents insist on their children’s entering the most prestigious Universities. They regard the conditions of life in campus and even the quality of education (to some extent) as secondary to the well-known name in their higher education certificate. And although white applicants are getting admitted with lower test scores and grades than Asian applicants are (due to the admittance officials
), they still enter the most famous institutions, graduate from them and get degrees, finally making up to ½ of the total staff in some Universities.

      To sum it up, “the Asian wonder” was partially the result internal and external factors. The conditions of their life taught them to fight for their welfare, the strong respect for family links and mutual help assists them when they are just starting their career, while their natural persistence and discipline both in studies and work, inclination to natural and social sciences led them to the economic prosperity they exercise today.
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