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In this paper I will examine a fourth grade social studies text book,  looking at how minorities, especially Chinese and Chinese-Americans, are depicted and how their role in California history is represented.  I will then compare the information that this text book presents with Takaki’s version of the Chinese constituent in California history, noting the discrepancies.  Finally, I will offer a way to portray the Chinese experience in California to fourth grade students in a more holistic manner. 
In California public schools, fourth grade students are required to study California history as their social studies theme for the entire year.  One of the major text books that is used in California public schools for this grade is a book called California, published by Harcourt Brace.  The version of this textbook that I examined is the one that is currently being used in my local public school; it was published in 2000.  The book is an overview of California and its history. This textbook devotes the first third of its chapters to the geography of California, including map reading, diverse landscapes, resources and the history of early nomads’ adaptation to these varied landscapes.   

The first culture introduced in this text book is Native Americans, with an overarching survey of all groups of Native Americans ever to live in what is now California.  The rather lengthy chapter covers multiple groups of California natives over a long period of time using primarily archeological evidence.  In addition, there is a whole chapter devoted to Mexican Californians.  There is also a brief chapter that includes Chinese immigrants, but it is subsumed within a discussion of “newcomers,” encompassing many different groups of people.  I will discuss this chapter in greater detail below.

At first glance, an educator looking for a multicultural textbook might look at and think that this one does a good job of examining the issues of a multicultural history.  But beyond the surface, the book reeks of the kind biased and surface portrayal of minorities that Diane Ravich would have us believe suffice to teach our children about their past
 (Ravich 1991).  The stories it tells play lip service to many “politically correct” ideologies but the brunt of the text and the messages conveyed clearly indicate the story fourth graders should know is how the white people tamed and civilized this region and how brave the white people were who endured the hardships of the pioneer life.

Visually, this text-book would have the uncritical eye believe that it is non-discriminatory in its portrayal of minorities.  All of the images in the first few pages of the book are of children of many different ethnicities.  Even the table of contents has very large photos of Native Americans, African-Americans, and Mexicans, clearly indicating that this book contains these types of people.  But once the text begins the images change, the minorities disappear and the images are mostly of white settlers, white gold minors, white railroad supervisors, and white political heroes.  That is not to say that the minorities are not mentioned—they are, but they very peripheral to the stories being told.  

While flipping through the pages one discovers that there are little stories of legends or heroes of varying ethnicities (e.g., Biddy Mason).  But the stories included are represented as fictitious.  A very subtle component of this book is that when individual stories of minorities are told they are on pages with different backgrounds, visually indicating it is an aside, distinct from the body of the text.  More striking, a critical survey of the visual components shows that the images in these sections are almost exclusively drawn or painted, giving the “feel” of a story picture book.  This contrasts to the photographic images of white people. To a fourth grader the message is clear: the real stuff, the stuff of large black text on white paper with the photographs—the accounts of white people—are the “facts,” while the painted insert stories the “stories” of everyone else, well they might be true.

Even though the Chinese immigrants played a crucial role in the history of California, they receive only minimal and scattered mention in this book.  Chinese immigrants are first mentioned in one paragraph (along with several other groups) in a chapter about the gold rush, in the context of defining the word, “discrimination.”  The next time Chinese are mentioned is in two paragraphs about the transcontinental railroad, noting that they were “such good workers”.  These two paragraphs also mention discrimination again and the fact that the Chinese were “given” the “dangerous jobs”. 

The largest section devoted to Chinese people is within a very short chapter called “Newcomers from Near and Far”.  Within this six page chapter,  16 immigrant cultural groups are mentioned.  There are approximately two pages mainly devoted to the Chinese, two to the plight of Native Americans, and two to African-Americans.  The two pages devoted to the Chinese begin with the heading “Problems of Discrimination”.  The text discusses how the Chinese looked different, spoke a different language, and had different customs.  It mentions that because of their differences they were “forced” to live in separate “Chinatown” communities.   It states that “Chinese workers had been needed to help mine gold and build the transcontinental railroad and levees” (p.285).  However, it points out California and the U.S. fell upon hard economic times and many of the white Americans who lost their jobs blamed the Chinese for taking their jobs.  It mentions again the idea of discrimination and very subtly mentions that congress passed laws stopping most Chinese immigrants from entering the US.  Another section of this chapter devotes two paragraphs of the two pages to Ng Poon Chew, who started a weekly
 Chinese newspaper, the first Chinese daily 
newspaper published in the United states.  The Chinese are not mentioned anywhere else in this book.

 Besides the skewing of historical facts it is necessary to note how the placement of the Chinese within this text book is unconscionable. 
The first mention of the Chinese is in the gold rush chapter in a discussion about the problems (white) people suffered then. Crime and discrimination are lumped within the same category of “problems,” on the same page.  The discussion of crime involves the growth of violent crime, which gave rise to vigilantes.  The next paragraph says there were other problems too—some groups, including the Chinese, faced “discrimination;” and this is where the book defines the term discrimination.  The fact that the first introduction to a whole group of very important members of the California community is within the context of problems inherent in the white people’s social fabric, linked to the idea of crime, is in and of itself bigoted.  It is unconscionable that a fourth grade Chinese or Chinese American student—or anyone—studying this text –finds no mention of Chinese until 303 pages into the book, where they are represented in the context of “problems” such as crime!  Even introducing them in the context of discrimination (without mention of their culture, experience, or struggles) implicitly defines them as inferior outsiders.   

Lumping 16 different cultures together in a six page chapter with the focus primarily on three of those groups is so blatantly prejudiced and separatist it is amazing that a district could purchase these books.  Segregating the “history” or “facts” of every minority group into one small chapter, failing to interweave their “true” histories throughout the entire text book, literally putting them aside in typographically distinct semi-fictional vignettes where they are depicted in drawings, teaches and validates traditional Eurocentric separatist and oppressive ideology.  


Takaki’s book does not so much contradict these facts as make a different selection among the facts.  The traditional text exclusively represents the Euro-American perception of the Chinese.  For example, the Chinese role in the building of the railroad is that they were “good workers;” there is a semi-fictional story accompanied by water color pictures, of a competition between the two railroad companies and the supervisors betting on who had harder, faster workers. The white man in charge of the Chinese workers won.  This text would have us believe that all these workers were imported and docile.  Takaki tells us these men came on their own accord to this country and many of them did not bow to the white hierarchy, opposing it and publicly and taking legal actions to promote changes in how they were treated as employees by the railroad company.


All mention of Chinese in the traditional text book are within the context of either defining or exemplifying the idea of discrimination, reducing their role in California history to difference. There is a brief and vague mention in this text of the fact that there was some sort of law not allowing Chinese immigrants to come into the country except under special circumstances such as having family here.  In Takaki’s account, barely a handful of women came to the US, showing that, in fact, there was little sociopolitical support for Chinese family life.  The US congress passed the Chinese exclusion act as a way to keep the Chinese as a group out of the country. This was a reaction to their ethos of hard work and ingenuity (e.g., starting laundries), but more importantly to an ideology based on racial prejudice and fear.


In this text book the exclusion act is only peripheral, its relevance is to the idea that the Chinese had to deal with discrimination and this law was a part of it.  Instead of emphasizing the wrong doing of the government, instead of pointing boldly to the fact that the US government for the first and only time passed a law banning an entire group of people entrance to this country based on their race, this text book implies that the Chinese were some how to blame!


As the final point in comparing these two texts I found it striking that Takaki’s account of the history of the exclusion act tell us that the Chinese were associated in written documents, the newspaper, publicly distributed flyers as “heathens” and as racially inferior of the sort “prefigured in the black and Indian past” (p.205).  How striking to examine this modern day “multicultural” text that writes incessantly about discrimination and note that 16 cultures are compressed into a single page in a six page chapter with Chinese, African Americans, and Native Americans, still set apart from the stuff of real history - This is scholastic apartheid. 

How Would I Teach This?


When and if I teach fourth grade, my approach to this text book and the teaching of the Chinese component in California history would be very different.  Presumably I would have to use the text book because the district requires it.  However, I would present the Chinese as an integral component of California history.  Let me illustrate this with respect to the gold rush.


I would introduce people from China in California (as well as people from other cultures) within the discussion of the gold rush and the idea of “pioneers”. For it was during this time period that the Chinese as a large group immigrated to the United States.   My class would have a large world map or globe and we would draw on it bold lines originating in the land of the various groups of people who came to California during this time period with all lines ending in California.  We would talk about how people traveled to California in ships, in covered wagons, by foot, and horse.  We would talk about the perils of the journey and the living conditions before, during, and after.  Next and most importantly, we would talk about the similarity in motivation among all these peoples.  We would talk about the promise the new land held and the wealth they imagined acquiring.  We will notice that most, if not all of these people, coming from over twenty cultures, came to “make a better life” for themselves—and in the Chinese case to send money back to their families in China.


The next component of the gold rush lessons would be about the challenges, both physical and social, that all these people had to face in making this journey.  In the traditional textbook there is quite a bit of emphasis on the bravery of the white pioneers who traveled across the continent.  Indeed, most accounts of traditional history speak to this population’s bravery in making their way west and fighting the Indians.  However in my classroom we will examine the “bravery” of the Chinese and all immigrants displayed in their journeys.  How they had to travel great distances across the ocean into a land where the customs, language, food, and laws were different and unlike their own.  They had to leave their families behind as almost no women came and embark not only on a journey but a journey that led to a different land AND culture.
 


In addition to the Chinese journey, I would teach about the other major cultures who came to California during this time and the hardships they had to endure to make this journey.  Another emphasis, as in the traditional  textbook, would be on discrimination.  But I would frame that as an obstacle, hardship, and injustice all non-White groups had to face and overcome.  My goal in teaching about the variables and obstacles that various groups encountered would be to bring my students to understand the determination and bravery of all immigrants, white and non-white.  

As part of assessment of this unit, I would have the students diagram on the chalkboard the various resources and obstacles each of these cultures had in their journey to California.  The obstacles would include things ranging from transversing desserts to being confronted with violent hate crimes.  With this diagram the students would simply and visually see, for example, that the African Americans traveling from the east to west coast had fewer resources and many more obstacles (especially social) to overcome (as slavery had quite recently been abolished) than the white people traveling this same route.  My students would see what it means to be brave and courageous and that the obstacles of the white, same culture, people with supplies was very unlike the journey of others
.  Showing the discrepancy in the text book and by minimizing the courage the white people had in relation to the phenomenal courage every other group whose line we drew on our map would be a powerful statement to the students.  
I would hope that the students in the class with ancestors in those cultures who made this extraordinary journey, as well as the children of more recent non-white and white immigrants, would understand the heroism of their amazing ancestors. 
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