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Abstract:  

This paper explores the historical and literary significance of Angel Island 

Immigration Station and San Francisco Chinatown in Chinese American diaspora 

literature. These two locations are pivotal in understanding the experiences of the 

first and second generations of Chinese immigrants in the United States. Angel 

Island, designed to detain non-European immigrants, subjected Chinese detainees to 

harsh conditions and rigorous examinations, with many expressing their anguish 

through poetry carved into the walls. These poems, collected in Island: Poetry and 

History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island 1910-1940, serve as a powerful 

testament to their struggles and resilience. San Francisco Chinatown, established 

during the Gold Rush, became a cultural and social hub for Chinese immigrants, 

retaining its customs and identity amidst adversity. This enclave is frequently 

depicted in Chinese American literature, reflecting the community's perseverance 

and cultural richness. Through the lens of these locations, this paper highlights the 

significant role they play in documenting and reflecting the Chinese American 

immigrant experience, offering insights into the broader themes of immigration, 

identity, and resilience. 

mailto:674032336@qq.com


 
 
Proceedings of International Conference on Educational Discoveries and Humanities 
Hosted online from Plano, Texas, USA. 
Date: 1st July - 2024 
ISSN: 2835-3196                                                                             Website: econferenceseries.com  

2 | P a g e  
 

Keywords: Chinese American diaspora, Amy Tan, Angel Island Immigration 

Station, San Francisco Chinatown, Immigration history, Diaspora literature, Chinese 

American poetry 

 

Introduction 

Chinese American diaspora literature often revolves around two locations that hold 

importance in the history of Chinese immigration; Angel Island Immigration Station 

and San Francisco Chinatown. These places have been witnesses, to the challenges 

and emotional conflicts faced by immigrants from the second generations. This 

study delves into the literary value of these sites within the realm of American 

literature emphasizing their contribution, to capturing and portraying the journeys of 

early Chinese settlers [1]. The U.S. government explicitly designed Angel Island to 

detain non-European immigrants, with a particular focus on Chinese immigrants. 

From 1910 to 1940, Angel Island served as an incarceration center where Chinese 

immigrants were presumed to be illegal until proven otherwise by immigration 

officials [2]. The conditions on Angel Island were harsh and prison-like, with 

detainees subjected to constant scrutiny, including physical exams and tedious cross-

examinations.  

The environment at Angel Island was crowded and harsh, with men and women 

living separately. Dormitory doors were tightly locked and guarded, restricting 

association to their own rooms, much like a prison. The convicts faced grueling 

immigration reviews, and up to 30% of Chinese immigrants were repatriated to 

China during the three decades of Angel Island's operation (1910-1940). Those who 

survived the complex inspection processes endured significant physical and 

psychological torture. Some even succumbed to the despair and harsh living 

conditions [3]. 

The emotional and physical torture of the detainees found expression in poems 

carved on the walls of their rooms. These poems were later collected and published 

in Island: Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island 1910-1940 by 

Him Mark Lai, Genny Lim, and Judy Yung [4]. This anthology provides a poignant 

testament to the experiences of Chinese immigrants during this dark period of 

American history. The editors meticulously documented the memories of thirty-nine 

former detainees, offering valuable insights into their lives and emotions [5]. 
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The significance of Angel Island poetry in Chinese American literature has been 

well recognized. Yin Xiaohuang described it as a witness to the life and experiences 

of early Chinese immigrants, noting that 135 Chinese poems have survived on Angel 

Island. Shan Dexing highlighted the common themes of being "passersby" and a 

sense of "return" found in these poems, underscoring their importance as a 

cornerstone of Chinese American literature and their contribution to a new 

interpretation of American literature [6]. The poetry's historical and literary value 

provides a foundation for future generations to re-examine and develop the history 

of Chinese Americans. 

San Francisco Chinatown, established in 1848 during the Gold Rush, is the oldest 

and largest Chinese enclave in North America. It has played a significant role in the 

history and culture of Chinese immigrants. The initial influx of Chinese pioneers, 

mainly from Guangdong's Pearl River Delta, sought refuge from hostilities in the 

West and settled in Chinatown. Despite the promise of the Gold Rush, many 

immigrants found themselves working in low-paying jobs due to language barriers 

and limited opportunities [7]. 

Chinatown has retained its customs, languages, places of worship, social clubs, and 

identity, serving as a cultural and social hub for Chinese immigrants. The majority 

of early Chinese shopkeepers, restaurant owners, and workers were predominantly 

male, leading to a significant gender imbalance and various social problems. Despite 

their professional qualifications, many immigrants from Hong Kong who arrived in 

the late 1960s had to take low-paying jobs in restaurants and garment factories due 

to limited English proficiency [8]. 

Chinatown's vibrant community life and cultural richness are often depicted in 

Chinese American literature. For example, in Amy Tan's The Kitchen God's Wife, 

protagonists Winnie and Helen co-own a flower shop on Ross Alley in Chinatown. 

The enclave continues to be a preferred settlement for recent immigrants, 

particularly the elderly, due to affordable housing and cultural familiarity [9]. 

 

Conclusion 

Angel Island Immigration Station and San Francisco Chinatown stand as critical 

landmarks in the narrative of Chinese American history, serving as testaments to the 

challenges and resilience of early Chinese immigrants. Angel Island, with its harsh 

conditions and dehumanizing procedures, encapsulates the physical and emotional 
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struggles endured by Chinese detainees. The poetry etched into its walls offers a 

profound literary record of their experiences, providing future generations with a 

poignant reminder of their endurance and resistance. 

Conversely, San Francisco Chinatown represents the vibrant cultural and social life 

that Chinese immigrants built in the face of adversity. It illustrates the community's 

efforts to preserve their heritage and create a sense of belonging in a new and often 

hostile environment. Chinatown's role as a haven and cultural hub is vividly depicted 

in Chinese American literature, reflecting the persistence and adaptability of its 

residents. 

Together, these two locations underscore the historical and literary significance of 

the Chinese American immigrant experience. They reveal a complex tapestry of 

hardship, cultural retention, and community solidarity. The poetry of Angel Island 

and the narratives of Chinatown not only enrich the understanding of American 

literature but also provide valuable insights into the broader themes of immigration, 

identity, and resilience. As such, they form an essential part of the collective memory 

and cultural heritage of Chinese Americans, inviting continuous exploration and 

reinterpretation. 

 

References 

[1]. Lai, H. M., Lim, G., & Yung, J. (Eds.). (1980). Island: Poetry and History of 

Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island 1910-1940.  

[2]. Thomas Chinn. A History of the Chinese in California: A Syllabus. San 

Francisco: Chinese Historical Society of America, 1969. - p.81 

[3]. Charles Caldwel lDobie. San Francisco's: A Pageant. New York/London: D. 

Appleton Century Company, 1936. –p.41. 

[4]. Estella Habal. San Francisco's International Hotel: Mobilizing the Filipino 

American Community in the Anti-Eviction Movement. Ukraine: Temple University 

Press, 2007. 

[5]. Yusupova, Mohira O’tkir Qizi, and Dilnoza Ramatzhanovna Ruzmatova. 

"Diasporic Literary Influence on World Literature." American Journal of Language, 

Literacy and Learning in STEM Education (2993-2769) 2.2 (2024): 513-519. 

[6]. Yin, X. H. (2000). Chinese American literature since the 1850s. University of 

Illinois Press. 



 
 
Proceedings of International Conference on Educational Discoveries and Humanities 
Hosted online from Plano, Texas, USA. 
Date: 1st July - 2024 
ISSN: 2835-3196                                                                             Website: econferenceseries.com  

5 | P a g e  
 

[7]. Choy, P. P. (2012). San Francisco Chinatown: A guide to its history and 

architecture. City Lights Publishers. 

[8]. Ling, H. (2005). Reconceptualizing Chinese American community in St. 

Louis: from Chinatown to cultural community. Journal of American Ethnic History, 

24(2), 65-101. 

[9]. Tan, A. (2006). The Kitchen God's Wife: A Novel. Penguin. 

 


