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ABSTRACT  
 

Coming of Age in Multiracial America:  
South Asian Political Incorporation 

 
Sayu Bhojwani 

 
America has long been a nation of immigrants, but never before has it been as multiracial 

as it is today. This diversity coincides with an evolving political landscape, in which the role 

of political parties is declining, and nonprofits are increasingly more relevant in immigrant 

mobilization. In this multiracial and dynamic political arena, racial and ethnic groups are 

learning both how to build political power and how to negotiate for power across racial 

and ethnic lines. Among the many groups engaged in this process of political incorporation 

are South Asians, and this research looks at their political incorporation through a case 

study of New York City using elite interviews of nonprofit leaders, elected officials and 

political candidates. Often portrayed as a model minority, South Asians are perceived as 

well- integrated into American life. This study sought to assess whether in fact this 

perception applies to political incorporation, through the exploration of these questions: 

(1) In what ways do South Asians participate in electoral and non-electoral activities?  

What does their participation or nonparticipation indicate about their incorporation into 

the American polity? (2) How do socio-economic status and occupational sector influence 

and/or determine the ways in which South Asians are mobilized and the type of 

participation in which they engage? (3) What are the factors associated with South Asians’ 

ability to achieve descriptive representation, particularly at the local level? and (4)  What 

role do cross-racial and issue-based coalitions play in South Asians’ ability to achieve their 

political goals such as representation and policy making? 



 

 

The findings indicate that there is no common South Asian agenda across socioeconomic 

status, that the community’s electoral impact is limited by the small number of registered 

South Asian voters, and that low-income South Asians are increasingly likely to be 

mobilized by nonprofits and other political actors. Further, the results suggest that South 

Asians are likely to remain dependent on multiracial coalition building as a strategy for 

electoral and policy gains, including for electing descriptive representatives. The study 

concludes that contemporary immigrant incorporation must be examined within the 

following frameworks: nonlinear pathways of participation, differential emphasis on 

national and local descriptive representation, and coalition building as a measure of 

political success, particularly in multiracial contexts.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

America has long been a nation of immigrants, but never before has it been as multiracial 

as it is today. This diversity coincides with an evolving political landscape, in which the role 

of political parties is declining (Sterne 2008; Fuchs, Shapiro and Minite 2005), and 

nonprofits are increasingly more relevant in immigrant mobilization (Andersen 2008). In 

this multiracial and dynamic political arena, racial and ethnic groups are learning both how 

to build political power and how to negotiate for power across racial and ethnic lines. 

Among the many groups engaged in this process of political incorporation is South Asians, 

and this dissertation offers a new, nuanced portrait of the community that showcases the 

group’s incorporation in the multiracial context of Queens, New York. 

 

In July 2011, demographic shifts reached a “tipping point”, in which minority births1 

outnumbered the births of white children for the first time (Tavernise 2012). An American 

polity consisting of a plurality of groups, and a political landscape influenced by nonprofits 

and more diverse political actors, provide a compelling rationale for additional research on 

political incorporation of immigrant groups.  

 

South Asians are a diverse group, including immigrants from the Indian subcontinent as 

well as Caribbean immigrants of Indian descent. Later discussions of the category “South 

Asian” illustrate how it is both contested and increasingly used as an organizing and 

mobilizing tool, particularly by political elites. Primarily a case study of New York City 

                                                        
1 Although “minority” includes non-immigrant communities, such as African Americans, the 
primary focus of this research is on South Asian immigrants and more broadly on Asians 
and Latinos, the two largest immigrant groups currently in the U.S. 
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South Asian immigrants, this research consists of elite interviews supplemented with and 

buttressed by quantitative data from the Census and other sources. Specifically, the 

research sought to understand (1) In what ways do South Asians participate in electoral 

and non-electoral activities?  What does their participation or nonparticipation indicate 

about their incorporation into the American polity? (2) How do socio-economic status and 

occupational sector influence and/or determine the ways in which South Asians are 

mobilized and the type of participation in which they engage? (3) What are the factors 

associated with South Asians’ ability to achieve descriptive representation, particularly at 

the local level?  and (4) What role do cross-racial and issue-based coalitions play in South 

Asians’ ability to achieve their political goals such as representation and policy making? 

The work addresses the role of nonprofits in political incorporation, differentiates between 

individual and group-level assimilation, offers a typology within which to assess South 

Asian candidates for office, and explores the significance of coalition building for policy 

gains. More broadly, each of these analyses offers frames within which to examine how 

immigrant communities are incorporating into an increasingly multiracial America.  

 

This chapter begins by exploring the validity of the term “South Asian,” discusses the 

dearth of research on South Asian political incorporation and outlines theoretical 

frameworks within which the study was designed and analyzed, explaining how they apply 

to or are ill-suited to the South Asian community or to the contemporary immigrant 

experience. Chapter Two is an introduction to South Asian Americans, providing both 

historical background and context for assessing its current political incorporation. Chapter 

Three presents details on this study, including the rationale for qualitative research and 
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discussion of methods used and analysis conducted. Chapter Four explores political activity 

by South Asians in New York City using the findings from interviews and focusing on 

voting, contact with elected officials, and protests. Chapter Five describes the significance 

of coalition building in helping the community achieve policy gains in the recent years. 

Chapter Six elaborates on electoral activity by looking at political representation, both 

descriptive and non-descriptive. The concluding chapter suggests frameworks within 

which to consider contemporary immigrant political incorporation, for South Asians and 

other immigrant groups.  

 
South Asians: A Resonant Grouping 
 
This study grouped South Asians together to facilitate discussion and analysis of a diverse 

group that includes three of the fastest growing subgroups from the Indian subcontinent: 

Bangladeshis, Indians and Pakistanis. In grouping South Asians, I join other scholars and 

activists in the adoption of a pan-ethnic framework that supercedes narrower, nationalist 

boundaries that often privilege India and Indians. Moreover, although these national and 

regional identities are prevalent among first-generation immigrants, they are less powerful 

and resonant among second-generation South Asians. Unlike others, I argue that South 

Asian is not just an organizing identity for South Asian community leaders and college 

students (Maira 2002; Prashad 2012); but also a lived reality for many immigrants. Le 

Espiritu (1994) argues that pan-ethnic identities are often the products of political and 

social processes, rather than “cultural bonds.”  Among South Asians, pan-ethnicity is both a 

political and social process as well as a cultural bond.  No one South Asian subgroup is 

identical to the other; still, language, food, and religion are shared across regional and 

national boundaries on the subcontinent and those similarities form the basis for a 
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politically significant pan-ethnic identity in the United States.  A common vernacular term, 

“desi,” captures that sense of a common cultural bond. Transliterated as “native” and used 

by speakers of most South Asian languages to refer to someone from South Asia, the term 

desi gained currency in the late 1990s. Unlike “South Asian,” desi has broader resonance 

within the community, in part because of its popular use in South Asia.  

 

For some desis who serve as nonprofit leaders, organizing as South Asians allows for a 

stronger, more unified voice politically and builds a sense of community socially. Other 

South Asians, on the other hand, are experiencing a “lived” South Asian experience, in part 

as it refers to an assumption of sameness by non-South Asians. If they are concentrated in 

occupational sectors with other South Asians, such as in domestic or restaurant work, their 

lived experience is pan-ethnic, and it includes shared struggles around making a living 

wage or articulating a need for immigration reform. On the other hand, if they are one of 

few South Asians in a neighborhood, the nuances of their national or regional identity are 

likely to be masked in a general perception of them as “Indian.”    

 

Despite significant linguistic and religious differences, South Asians suffer from the 

perception that they are “all the same.” Whether for the sake of convenience or out of 

ignorance, a Hindu born in Mumbai and a Punjabi-speaking Muslim born in Pakistan are 

perceived by non-South Asians as belonging to the same group. The perception of South 

Asians as one group masks subgroup differences in income and education (discussed in 

more detail later in this work) and paints all South Asian groups with the same model 

minority brush.  This has negative and positive consequences. In the aftermath of 
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September 11, for example, racially motivated attacks against Sikhs and other non-Muslim 

South Asians increased because of anti-Muslim public sentiment.  On the other hand, the 

perception of South Asians as affluent and well-educated have made them attractive to 

political actors and parties, an issue that arose in this research and is discussed later in the 

work.  

 

This study thus takes the unique position of acknowledging difference and sameness as the 

reasons for grouping South Asians for its analysis.  In Chapter 3, I discuss the South Asian 

American experience, providing more detail about their immigration history and the 

experiences that led to the formation of what constitutes South Asian America today.  

Throughout this work, I use desi, South Asian and South Asian American interchangeably. 

In general, when saying “the South Asian community,” I refer to South Asians 

geographically based in New York City.  

 

Lack of Research on South Asian Political Incorporation  

Very little is known about the patterns of participation of this important demographic 

group and emerging political constituency.  Existing research on South Asians in New York 

City has largely been by historians, sociologists and anthropologists (Foner 2005; Lessinger 

1995; Khandelwal 2002). Major studies of immigrant political participation have tended to 

focus on Latinos, West Indians and Chinese Americans (Barreto 2010; Kasinitz et al. 2008; 

Jones-Correa 2005).   
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Recently, a limited number of dissertations have researched Indian American political 

behavior and are contributing to an understanding of this complex and diverse community. 

Shankar Prasad (2007) has examined the relationship between Indians’ religious identity 

and their association with the Democratic party; Sangay Mishra, using interviews of 

community leaders in New York and Los Angeles, has argued that South Asians’ political 

participation is influenced by their diverse class, religion and national origin, and does not 

neatly fit into existing immigrant incorporation or minority politics literature. Prema 

Kurien (2007) has discussed mobilization around a religious identity versus the pan-ethnic 

label South Asian and Karen Leonard (2000) has similarly explored the role of diasporic 

identity in mobilizing community members.  

 

Given the diversity in their national origin and socioeconomic status, existing data in the 

Census fail to capture nuances that might influence political incorporation of racial and 

ethnic groups such as Hispanics or Chinese Americans, whose national origins are also 

varied. But among South Asians, some challenges in data collection are unique. One 

involves capturing the true number of New Yorkers of Indian descent, for example, or the 

number of Bangladeshi and Pakistani Americans. For example, New Yorkers born in 

Guyana or Trinidad may be of Indian or Black ancestry. On Census forms, an Indo-Guyanese 

may indicate her birthplace as Guyana, and may or may not choose Asian Indian as her 

race. As Table 1 shows, just over one-third of the foreign-born Asian Indians were born in 

Latin America, which includes Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago. Bangladeshis born in the 

U.S. may choose to fill in Bangladeshi under the “other” category in race, or may choose to 

identify as Asian American.  Using quantitative data on South Asian New Yorkers, though 



 

 7 

helpful for descriptive purposes, fails to capture these nuances and presents an incomplete 

and simply numerical picture.  

The study focuses on four primary areas of research within political science, which are 

summarized here and then discussed in more detail below: (1) dominant political 

participation models that have assumed a strong positive relationship between 

socioeconomic status and participation, (2) the role of mobilization in participation, which 

entails political actors such as parties and candidates engaging citizens in the political 

process, (3) the importance of descriptive and non-descriptive representation as a means 

by which to assess a community’s incorporation and (4) prevalent models of immigrant 

and minority political incorporation, which have been applied to African Americans and 

turn of the century immigrants, and represent a literature that is evolving to address 

contemporary immigrants.  In the discussion of each model, the dissertation suggests ways 

in which this research complements, supplements or contradicts the prevailing literature.  

 

Political Participation Models and the South Asian Community 

A Focus on Socioeconomic Status 

Most political science literature addressing participation provides a limited framework for 

understanding South Asian political incorporation specifically and immigrant 

incorporation generally. The research has emphasized the relationship between 

socioeconomic status, in particular income and education, and electoral acts such as voting 

and contributing to campaigns. In general, these studies have found a positive relationship 

between socioeconomic status and participation in those acts, such that higher incomes 

and education increase the likelihood that an individual will vote or contribute to a 
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campaign.  Over 50 years ago, Schattschneider (1960) asserted that participation has an 

upper class bias, and most subsequent studies have associated higher incomes and higher 

education with greater participation (Verba, Schlozman, Brady and Nie 1993).  For 

immigrants, however, political incorporation works differently than economic 

incorporation (Kasinitz et al. 2008). Immigrants who are educated or earning rates similar 

to those of native-born Americans, and are thus economically incorporated, are not 

participating politically at similar rates to the native-born. In the case of Asian Americans, 

for example, high socioeconomic status is not always associated with high levels of 

participation (Cho 1999; Junn 1999; Lien 2001; Mishra 2009; Nakanishi 1991; Uhlaner, 

Cain, and Kiewiet 1989; Wong, Ramakrishnan, Lee and Junn 2011). The internal diversity of 

the Asian American population, which varies in language, culture, religion and immigration 

status, (Junn and Matsuoka 2008) poses significant challenges to generalizing about 

political activity among this group.  Similarly, for Latinos, political context, such as the anti-

immigrant climate in California, can stimulate participation, even among recent immigrants 

and those with low SES (Garcia-Bedolla 2005).   

 

The prevailing SES model only partially explains participation by South Asian and other 

immigrant communities, as it does not account for structural and institutional barriers to 

electoral participation such as length of residency in the United States or naturalization 

status (Andersen 2008; Garcia-Bedolla 2006) that may affect participation, even among 

high-SES individuals. For example, in their most recent study of Asian American political 

participation, Wong, Ramakrishnan, Lee and Junn (2011) find that Asian Indians rank 

highest in median household income and educational attainment compared to the other 
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five Asian subgroups studied (Filipinos, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese and Korean) but 

lowest among all groups in registration and voting rates (in the 2004 elections).  

 

This study explores, through the lens of elite interviews, what acts of participation South 

Asians are engaged in and how those acts vary not just by class, but also by national origin, 

legal status and organizational membership. In so doing, the study presents evidence that 

the SES model of participation is too limited a framework for examining contemporary 

South Asian political incorporation as it neither fully explains electoral participation nor 

addresses adequately forms of non-electoral participation that are nevertheless critical for 

immigrant incorporation.  

 

Mobilization 

An individual’s political participation rarely happens in isolation. Whether one is socialized 

to participate, encouraged by colleagues or motivated by a particular candidate, going to 

the polls or writing a check is prompted in some way. One body of research in political 

science has centered on the systemic mobilization of individuals to participate in political 

activities. Within this literature, scholars argue that individuals who participate are likely 

to have been mobilized by political actors, including individual candidates, parties, unions, 

interest groups and social movements (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).  In their seminal 

work on mobilization, Rosenstone and Hansen assert that political actors make strategic 

decisions about when and whom to mobilize. Political parties and incumbent candidates in 

particular have a strong incentive to mobilize only those whose actions they can predict 
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and who are easily accessible. Most often, this type of individual fits a certain profile – 

educated, affluent and connected to social networks (Ibid).   

 

This research explores the role of mobilization in explaining lower levels of political 

activity among South Asians and other immigrant communities, many of who are low-

income and disconnected from party networks. In their study on Asian American political 

participation, Wong et al (2011) found that only 25% of Asian Indians in their national 

sample reported being mobilized by a party and 11% by a civic organization. The 2012 

Asian American Pacific Island Post-Election Survey found that only 25% of Asian Indians 

and 31% of Asian Americans reported being contacted by anyone about voting in 2012. 

Research by Hajnal and Lee (2006) asserts that the left-right political spectrum, a dominant 

frame in American politics, is an inadequate lens from which to view Asian and Latino 

political identification; these groups may have political opinions rooted in religious beliefs, 

cultural norms or interest in the home country’s politics that influence their perspectives 

and make them less easily categorized as “left” or “right.” Weak connections between the 

parties and Asian Americans, and parties’ lack of tools to reach these new Americans mean 

immigrants often don’t benefit from the party mobilization and contact that are positively 

associated with participation (Ibid; Kim 2007; Ramirez and Wong 2006). In newer work, 

Hajnal and Lee (2011) found that Asian and Latino Americans lack close identification with 

either party, citing data that shows only 44 percent of Asians2 and 46 percent3 of Latinos 

identify as Democrat or Republican. This data indicates that both parties could benefit from 

more outreach to Asians and Latinos. But, the two groups’ cultural, social and political 

                                                        
2 2008 National Asian American Political Survey 
3 2006 Latino National Survey data. 
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heterogeneity as well as their lack of familiarity with the American political system make 

them both more difficult to reach by, and unpredictable to, political parties. 

 

The study sought both to confirm if party mobilization is indeed limited and to understand 

better which other actors, if any, are mobilizing South Asian community members, and to 

what end.  If “resources, interests and social positions distinguish people who participate in 

politics from people who do not,” (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993) then what of South 

Asians? A group that is seen as affluent. One with large numbers of immigrants who have 

come from active democracies in Bangladesh and India and have an interest in politics. 

Which political actors are not actively mobilizing South Asians? And why is the group not 

more mobilized?  

 

Interviews of nonprofit leaders and political actors, whose results are discussed later in 

this work, helped shape an understanding of how mobilization is occurring, and who the 

mobilizing entities are. The chapter on political participation discusses the ways in which 

different segments of the group are being mobilized, by whom and to what end. The 

findings from this research offer a more detailed picture of mobilization of South Asians in 

New York City and suggest ways in which the community’s civic capacity needs 

strengthening.  

 

Representation 

For South Asian communities in New York City, political representation, or the act of having 

their’ voices, concerns and communities represented has been elusive. This representation 
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can come in four forms – descriptive, substantive, formalistic and symbolic (Pitkin 1967). 

Each type of representation and its availability to South Asians is discussed below, and 

followed by an explanation of how this research may contribute to deeper understanding of 

political representation for South Asian Americans today and in the near future.  

 

Descriptive representation, in which someone from one’s own ethnic group serves as one’s 

elected representative, helps to build trust in government and create a sense of legitimacy 

and belonging within a minority group (Mansbridge 1999). Literature on descriptive 

representation for Latinos (Barreto 2010; Barreto, Segura and Woods 2004; Preuhs and 

Hero 2011), which has demonstrated the impact of a co-ethnic candidate on turnout, for 

example, lacks broad applicability to South Asian Americans, given that few jurisdictions in 

the United States have the comparably large concentrations that Blacks and Latinos have. 

For example, Latinos make up 28.9% of New York City’s residents, and Blacks 24.7%.4  

Bangladeshis, Asian Indians and Pakistanis make up only 5.6% of the City’s population.5  

 

Similarly, substantive representation, which results in policy outcomes by elected officials 

who champion the needs of their communities, has been elusive for South Asians.  As 

evidenced from this study’s findings, community members have difficulty ensuring that 

such concerns as racially motivated harassment and attacks or language access for South 

Asians receive attention from elected officials. The chapter on South Asians illustrates 

additional issues of concern, and other sections of the study discuss attempts by elected 

officials to move forward policies such as allowing the use of the Sikh turban by New York 

                                                        
4 2012 American Community Survey 1-year estimates. 
5 Based on 2012 American Community Survey data. 
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City police officers, but such efforts have not yet been successful. Unlike for Blacks and 

Latinos, for example, groups whose elected officials may be able to achieve policy gains for 

their ethnic communities (Meier et al. 2005), New York City lacks large enough numbers of 

South Asian voters who have been proven to change election outcomes.   

 

South Asians have recently been able to achieve formalistic representation, an additional 

component of the schematic Pitkin proposed, in which institutional structures support the 

ability to achieve representation. In 2012, a new South Asian opportunity seat (Gustafson 

2012) has been drawn for the New York State Assembly in District 24. 

 

Finally, symbolic representation allows for elected officials who invoke an affinity among 

their constituents, and has been referred to also as surrogate representation (Mansbridge 

1999). For South Asians, this surrogate representation can come in two forms – by South 

Asians elected outside their district, and by non-South Asians, particularly Asian 

Americans, who represent South Asians. In New York City, a recent example of this 

surrogate representation is Congresswoman Grace Meng (D-NY), a Chinese American who 

was elected in 2012 to the newly drawn sixth Congressional district, where 37% of the 

population is Asian American.  

 

This study explores how South Asians and non-South Asians are currently representing the 

community politically. Based on evidence to be presented from the interviews, the research 

suggests that descriptive representation, in which a South Asian will represent community 

members living in New York City, has been elusive both because of class, national origin 
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and religious divisions within the community and because of recency of migration, which 

often means limited rates of naturalization and voter registration. The analysis of 

representation also includes a typology of candidates to explain the challenges South Asian 

candidates in New York City have faced in their campaigns and propose how, if at all, 

descriptive representation may be achieved in the near term. 

 

Immigrant and Minority Political Incorporation 

Political incorporation has been defined both as process and outcomes. Immigrants become 

more or less incorporated via a process, according to scholars such as Hochschild and 

Mollenkopf (2009). Other scholars refer to the measurable outcomes of incorporation: 

presence on governing coalitions that are influential in policymaking (Browning, Marshall 

and Tabb 1986); becoming elected mayors (Bobo and Gilliam 1990); a linear progression 

including naturalization, voting or descriptive representation (Jones-Correa 2005) or the 

extent to which a group’s “self-identified” interests are reflected in policy outcomes 

(Ramirez and Fraga 2008). 

  

The earliest literature on immigrant incorporation reflected an experience particular to a 

predominantly poor and European wave of immigration from the early 20th century. 

Unions, party bosses, and civic associations (Sterne 2001; Andersen 2008) shaped the 

political trajectory of newly arrived groups, and helped to define a model of ethnic politics 

that has long dominated our understanding of incorporation by new groups. Newer 

literature on immigrant political incorporation suggests that it can encompass a range of 

acts, from naturalization and descriptive representation to policy responsiveness (Ramirez 
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and Fraga 2008; Hochschild and Mollenkopf 2009; Jones-Correa 2001).  Much of the 

current work is adapted from Browning, Marshall and Tabb’s defining framework on 

African American incorporation, which focuses on the incorporation of a historically 

excluded group whose incorporation can be measured over time by mobilization, 

representation and policy responsiveness.  As Lori Minnite (2009) asserts, however, 

contemporary immigrants have not had the same history of exclusion as African 

Americans, and the immigrant rights movement today does not benefit from the same 

cohesiveness and clear demands of the civil rights movement. New immigrants vary “in the 

recency of their arrival, their socioeconomic characteristics, their propensity to naturalize, 

their voter participation, and their partisanship” (Mollenkopf and Sonenshein 2009). 

Sangay Mishra’s (2009) doctoral work has also asserted that the pluralist group model 

(Dahl 1983: Glazer and Moynihan 1970), which assumed that ethnic groups would 

eventually integrate into mainstream politics, and the minority group model, used to 

explain African American political behavior (Browning, Marshall and Tabb 1997), fail to 

explain South Asian participation, particularly in relation to involvement in home country 

politics, and the election of South Asian candidates in white majority districts.  

 

This research focuses on the political incorporation of the South Asian community in New 

York City, as different from the political assimilation of individual South Asians. Specifically, 

how much political weight and political presence do they have, as it relates to community 

organizations and the policy and political process? Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad (2008) 

refer to presence and weight as means of measuring incorporation, defining presence as 

“visibility, legitimacy and alliances” and using weight to refer to the organizations’ ability to 
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influence aspects of policy making.  This framework informed the design of this study, 

which sought to establish how well community organizations and members are articulating 

their concerns in the policy arena. Equally, the study enabled explorations of how well the 

group’s interests are being addressed in the political arena and how much weight is given 

to their concerns. In later work, Ramakrishnan (2013) differentiates between this model 

and the Browning, Marshall, Tabb (1986) framework, of which descriptive representation 

is at least one key component of incorporation. In Ramakrishnan’s incorporation 

framework, having political presence and weight may be possible without descriptive 

representation.   

 
For the purposes of this study, I define political incorporation specifically as a group’s 

integration into the political system, through three means depicted in Fig. 1.1. These 

measures are (1) the real and perceived availability of electoral and non-electoral avenues 

of participation to the group, (2) the presence of institutions to support the group’s 

participation in the political process, and (3) the existence of mechanisms for the group 

and its members to articulate, and get responses to, their concerns in the policymaking and 

electoral arenas. Each measure influenced the design of this study and was addressed by 

respondents in interviews. Following is a description of each component of incorporation, 

particularly as it relates to this study.  

 

The first refers to the structural openings for participation by the group, including the right 

to vote and to assemble. Historically, these rights have not always been available to all 

groups in America, and although they now are, there are additional barriers to 

participation that have either not been eliminated or are being newly erected. For 
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immigrant groups, language access at the ballot box, for example, creates openings for 

those who do not speak or read English well to participate in the political process. At the 

same time, additional burdens to participation in recent years include voter identification 

laws that have a disproportionate impact on racial and ethnic minorities. Perceptions 

among immigrant groups that they can participate freely in such activities as protests, for 

example, are also a key measure of incorporation as they influence whether or not that 

activity can occur in a robust and meaningful way.  

 

The second measure refers to the presence of institutions that are able to support civic and 

political activity among immigrant groups. These include nonprofit organizations, civic 

associations, affinity groups that help educate their members about the political process, 

register voters, engage in get out the vote efforts, and serve as links between individual 

community members and political actors such as candidates and elected officials.  Although 

their role is changing, political parties are also one of these institutions. For immigrants 

who are unfamiliar with the American political process or uncertain about their ability to 

participate, these institutions can make the difference between limited or no participation 

and noticeable political activity. Because of their formalized presence, they can also serve 

to draw attention to a new or emerging immigrant group in ways that individual 

immigrants may not be able to.  Most importantly, they can engage individuals who are 

marginalized in formal political processes, such as the undocumented and other 

noncitizens. 
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Finally, the third measure of incorporation addresses the ability of immigrant groups to 

organize around an agenda that reflects their concerns and needs.  This includes policies 

that may have an impact on one or more immigrant groups or electoral concerns such as 

language access or redistricting.  In part, this measure of incorporation may only be 

possible once a group has acquired both the numbers and the visibility that allow it to be 

viewed as a player to be contended with. This may include an influential number of voters, 

or a perception of high socioeconomic status, as this study shows is the case with South 

Asian Americans. Within this measure are hard-to-measure variables such as political 

savvy, or the ability of the group’s elites to understand and articulate in appropriate arenas 

the policies that promote the group’s social, economic, and political integration. In addition, 

the group’s elites must be able to make calculations about how to argue for policy in ways 

that affect cross-racial and cross-ethnic realities. Successful coalition building, around 

policies or candidates, is part of this measure, and is likely to be an increasingly important 

strategy for immigrant groups, particularly in multiracial areas like Queens, New York. 

 

For the purposes of studying South Asians at this stage in their history in the United States, 

and more broadly for examining the fluid and evolving landscape of contemporary 

immigrant political incorporation, I argue that these measures can help shape new 

frameworks for assessing group incorporation.  These elements of incorporation are by no 

means comprehensive. For one, they don’t explicitly include the election of a descriptive 

representative; as discussed later in this work, the South Asian American experience 

indicates that a co-ethnic’s election can be more a measure of the individual’s assimilation 

and less a measure of a group’s incorporation. 
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Fig 1.1 Political Incorporation Model 

 

Local Context: South Asians in New York City 

As the United States becomes increasingly more diverse, racial and ethnic minorities are 

more likely to live side by side with each other. Living in multiracial districts, South Asians 

and other minorities may be more inclined to find a pathway to incorporation independent 

of descriptive representation as they negotiate with each other for power. The Browning, 

Marshall, Tabb trifecta (representation, policy responsiveness and presence on governing 

coalition) may just not be possible for all minority groups living within a given jurisdiction, 

particularly when groups are relatively small in size compared to other minority groups.  

 

The local context is also important in other ways. Mollenkopf and Garbaye (2012) posit the 

importance of local party politics and organizational infrastructure in influencing how well 

a community incorporates. Hajnal (2010) asserts that voter turnout among certain 

minority groups may be insignificant at the national level but highly influential in smaller 

jurisdictions where the groups are concentrated. Shared ethnicity and candidate 
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characteristics are also key concerns in mobilizing immigrant voters and increasing their 

efficacy (Barreto 2010).  

 

By offering perspectives on the local context of South Asians in New York City, this work 

details the nature of South Asian immigrant incorporation in a multiracial urban context. In 

particular, the findings can demonstrate the distinction between individual assimilation of 

certain high-profile figures like Governors Nikki Haley (R-SC) and Bobby Jindal (R-LA) and 

the political incorporation of the community in areas like New York City, with high 

concentrations of South Asians. More broadly, the research seeks to supplement existing 

literature on immigrant political incorporation, which is a developing field, with potentially 

new perspectives on contemporary political incorporation using the South Asian 

community in New York City as a lens. 

 

South Asian Political Incorporation in New York City: The Study 

The preceding discussion of current literature on political participation addressed some of 

the gaps in existing theoretical frameworks for understanding contemporary South Asian 

and immigrant political incorporation. This study seeks to address some of the theoretical 

gaps by providing a closer look at South Asians in New York City. In addition, most research 

on South Asians has been focused on Asian Indians, the largest segment of the group. In 

designing this research, consideration was given to the diversity of South Asian Americans 

in order to develop a more nuanced and complex portrait of political incorporation.  

Findings that emerged from this research suggest a model of South Asian political 

incorporation that demonstrates a relationship between individual electoral actions, such 
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as voting, giving money, and contacting elected officials and both individual outcomes such 

as jobs, perceived power and services as well as group outcomes such as policy wins and 

political representation, whether descriptive or not. This study is premised on the 

expectation that a mediating factor for these individual actions, particularly by low-income 

immigrants and groups that are small in number relative to other immigrant groups, is 

organizational membership. Therefore, the research design focused on elite interviews, of 

leaders of nonprofit organizations, and on political actors, such as political action groups, 

candidates for office and elected officials, all of who would be familiar with community 

members’ actions and who are at critical nodes in the political incorporation process. 

 

The case study focuses on New York City, home to one of the largest concentrations of 

South Asians in the country. Through detailed interviews, the study created new data on 

the South Asian community in New York City, supplementing the limited quantitative data 

currently available in the Census and in the 2008 National Asian American Political Survey. 

Given the socioeconomic and regional diversity of South Asians, the case study afforded the 

opportunity to understand better how different segments of the community were being 

mobilized and represented. To do so, respondents were drawn from organizations that 

represented members with different socioeconomic statuses and national origins. (See 

Appendix C for a list of all respondents) 

 

As mentioned earlier, the two research questions central to this study are: (1) In what ways 

do South Asians participate in electoral and non-electoral activities?  What does their 

participation or nonparticipation indicate about their incorporation into the American 
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polity? (2) How do socio-economic status and occupational sector influence and/or 

determine the ways in which South Asians are mobilized and the type of participation in 

which they engage? (3) What are the factors associated with South Asians’ ability to 

achieve descriptive representation, particularly at the local level?  and (4)   What role do 

cross-racial and issue-based coalitions play in South Asians’ ability to achieve their political 

goals such as representation and policy making? 

 
The first question helped shape the interviews to explore what activity South Asians were 

engaged in and what that activity indicated about the community’s incorporation. The 

second addressed the role of class and facilitated an analysis of the role of socioeconomic 

status and mobilization, two of the theoretical frameworks that inform this study. The third 

question explored the issue of descriptive representation, which has been a challenge for 

South Asians to achieve in New York City. Finally, the fourth, which emphasizes the role of 

coalition building, allowed for the exploration of extant models of immigrant incorporation 

and their applicability to the current activities in the South Asian community. Within these 

questions, mobilization, coalitions and policymaking naturally arose. 

 

 
How do South Asians Participate? 
 
By focusing on this research question in a case study of the Queens South Asian community, 

this study helps close the gap in information about participation by South Asian Americans. 

Existing literature privileges electoral participation, and voting in particular. But given that 

many South Asians and other immigrants are unable to vote until they become citizens, low 

voting rates only tell a partial story about participation. Further, the limited existing 
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research on South Asian political participation is both national and focused only on Asian 

Indians.  This research begins to build a new base of information about how members of 

the South Asian community are engaging with the political process, what obstacles they 

faced to participation, and how participation was connected to achieving political 

outcomes.  

 

Attempts to answer the question on how South Asians participate raises the related 

question of how well incorporated South Asians are into the political process in New York 

City, including the three areas outlined in the political incorporation model – of open 

avenues for participation, institutions to support participation and mechanisms for 

achieving policy gains. This study is in part premised on the belief that South Asians are not 

as well incorporated into the political process as is popularly believed, and understanding 

the nature and extent of participation through interviews was a critical element of 

exploring that premise. 

 

 

 

How Class Matters? 

As mentioned earlier, the relationship between socioeconomic status and participation has 

been a prevailing theme in scholarly research, and can be summarized as asserting that 

those who participate tend to have high SES. Based on literature on SES and politics 

generally, lower income South Asians would not be expected to be active participants in the 

political process. However, I began this research anticipating that community members 
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with lower incomes were in fact participating in political activity, and in more robust ways 

than scholarly research had been addressing.  I expected to find that low income South 

Asians both care about different issues and participate in different ways than their higher 

income counterparts. The role of socioeconomic status in determining participation and 

issue interest can provide an essential lens through which to understand better different 

segments of the South Asian community.  Among Latinos, for example, a December 2011 

Impremedia poll shows that those with incomes under $40,000 and those with incomes 

above $80,000 both indicate that the top Latino issue of concern for the President and 

Congress to address is immigration reform or the DREAM act.  But only 14% of low-income 

Latinos believe that education reform is a top Latino issue compared to 28% of high-

income Latinos. While divergent interests between high- and low-income segments of 

immigrant communities may not affect electoral outcomes at the national level, they can 

have significant impact at the local level where small numbers of voters can affect the 

outcome of an election. The South Asian community in a specific geographic area may thus 

be able to mobilize around an issue or candidate and achieve descriptive representation or 

policy gains, if they have common interests and a coordinated agenda. Like South Asians, 

Latinos and Chinese are among other immigrant communities in the U.S. who are 

economically diverse and can include significant numbers of low-income individuals who 

live in diverse neighborhoods. A new perspective on the role of class in political 

engagement of low- and middle-income South Asians can thus provide a helpful frame 

within which to understand contemporary immigrant incorporation.  

 
Why no Descriptive Representation Locally? 
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Given the large and diverse South Asian population, and the presence of such political 

factors as term limits and campaign finance,6 Queens could be expected to have a South 

Asian elected official. But to date, no South Asian had been elected. The study sought to 

explore barriers to descriptive representation, particularly in light of the success by South 

Asians in other non-majority-minority districts.  I expected that the lack of a unified agenda 

or common interests among diverse segments of the South Asian community has 

contributed to the failure to elect a South Asian candidate. The research allowed for 

exploration of this and other factors that have thus far restricted descriptive 

representation, including structural barriers such as the splitting of the South Asian vote 

into multiple State Assembly districts in Queens and the limited number of South Asians 

eligible to vote. Interviews also indicated efforts being made to address those barriers such 

as voter registration and advocacy around redistricting to create a district that better 

concentrates existing South Asian voters and potential voters.  

 

 

Why do Cross-Racial Coalitions Matter? 

The above analysis of literature on representation and minority and immigrant political 

incorporation indicates that descriptive representation, policy outcomes and political 

recognition are seen as key outcomes of incorporation. Since South Asians in New York 

have yet to achieve most of these outcomes, this research sought to understand how active 

a strategy coalition building has been for the community. Specifically, the study explores 

                                                        
6 At the City Council level, elected officials can serve two four-year terms, and candidates 
receive a six to one match from the City for every contribution up to $175, when 
participating in the Campaign Finance program. 
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coalitions both within the South Asian community, which has its own internal divisions to 

overcome, and between the South Asian community and other racial and ethnic groups.  

 

Cross-racial coalition building may be a key strategy for South Asians and other permanent 

minorities, whose numbers even when highly concentrated in certain geographic areas, are 

too small to affect electoral or policy outcomes.  Individual South Asian candidates such as 

Governor Nikki Haley  (R-SC) and California Attorney General Kamala Harris illustrate the 

significance of coalition building. Although they may appear to provide descriptive 

representation, these elected officials are not reflective of a politically engaged South Asian 

constituency in those jurisdictions (Mishra 2009). For example, the Asian population in 

Governor Haley’s state is lower than the national average (4.3%), at 1.1%. These individual 

South Asians are uniquely positioned for integration, with both social network centrality 

(Junn, Niemi and Stehlik-Barry 1996), and the model minority perception (Lee 2009; 

Osajima 1988; Wong et al. 1998) is working in their favor. They may well be considered 

“safe” choices by white voters who see them as nonthreatening both because of the 

candidates’ individual characteristics and because their election is not tied to a mobilized 

minority constituency. Both women benefit from identification with other groups, such as 

African Americans for Attorney General Harris, or Christians, as Governor Haley does. 

Although their individual success is not an indicator of the community’s political 

incorporation, their ability to build cross-racial support for their candidacies is reflective 

both of the efforts of South Asian candidates running in non-South Asian majority areas of 

New York City and of trends in coalition-building that are occurring in low- and middle-

income South Asian communities organizing for policy change in New York City. In both 
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situations, South Asians lack the numbers to achieve political gains without aligning with 

other communities. In demonstrating the impetus for, and nature of, South Asian coalition 

building among different segments of the community and with other groups, this research 

suggests perspectives on, or incentives for, similar efforts in other immigrant communities 

who are also coming of age in an increasingly pluralistic society. 

 

Questions and Answers 

Specific questions this study proposed to answer are: How is the community’s economic 

bifurcation reflected in their policy interests and in the types of political participation in 

which they engage? What factors mobilize them and to what end? How have cross-racial 

coalitions been utilized to achieve policy gains for South Asian Americans? What barriers 

exist to coalition building and agenda setting for South Asians?  

 

The answers to these questions and others contribute to a nascent literature on South 

Asian and contemporary immigrant political incorporation. Better understanding of the 

factors that influence politicization of South Asians can serve as a building block for deeper, 

ongoing engagement of low-income immigrant communities, but at the very least, provides 

some insight into segments of the South Asian community whose political activity have 

received little attention, including low-wage workers, small business owners, and 

nonprofits. 

 

 

New Ways of Assessing Incorporation 
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Initial framing of this research was based on the expectation that the South Asian political 

experience in New York City in particular has more in common with other low-income and 

working class immigrant communities, than with the more visible and high-profile 

successes of Governors Nikki Haley (R-SC) and Bobby Jindal (R-LA). This expectation was 

in part based on Robert Dahl’s (1961) assertion that immigrant issues stem less from 

ethnic and cultural differences than from working class concerns. In addition, Monisha Das 

Gupta (2006) demonstrated that immigrant organizing under feminist, queer and labor 

umbrellas can occur effectively regardless of citizenship.  Thus, I anticipated that, rather 

than fitting into a linear trajectory, of naturalization, voter participation, and descriptive 

representation, South Asian immigrant politicization is occurring in a nonlinear fashion, 

such that a domestic worker, prior to becoming a citizen, may be prompted to engage in 

campaigning for a candidate who promises reform of labor laws, or a local business owner, 

who is not a regular voter, may make a contribution to a local candidate, to ensure that he 

has access to elected officials. Lisa Garcia-Bedolla (2005) describes politicization along 

similar lines, as the “process by which an individual adopts a political identity in relation to 

the context—social or economic, cultural or political.”  Similarly, Dawson (2001) refers to a 

“mobilizing identity” that can both include an outlook and a belief that one can have an 

impact. This understanding of the role of politics in shaping the outcomes of immigrants’ 

lives may serve as a catalyst for their individual political acts and has received limited 

attention in current scholarship. This research explored the hypothesis that South Asian 

politicization is a result of a mobilizing identity formed by association with a sector, such as 

domestic work, public service, or small business ownership.  
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More specifically, I define politicization as the awareness of the connection between 

political activity and individual or group outcomes. For many immigrants, politicization is a 

process precipitated by life events or experiences, and can occur at any point in their 

immigration story. As Fig. 1.2 shows, in contemporary immigrant America, politicization is 

non-teleological; it can either facilitate political participation or be the outcome of such 

participation. As I discuss later in this work, undocumented immigrants and low-income 

workers in particular are engaging in high-stakes non-electoral participation as they 

organize protests and testify in legislative bodies for policies that have a direct impact on 

them and their families. Among these groups are those whose participation is mediated by 

nonprofits, for example, and who may have joined a protest or agreed to testify at a hearing 

before fully understanding the impact of that participation on political outcomes. Others 

may come to political activity already believing that participation is associated with better 

political outcomes for their communities, either because they have observed this in their 

home countries or with other groups in the United States. In this sense, politicization and 

participation are a cycle into which immigrants are entering at different points, for 

different activities, and through varying mechanisms.  
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Fig. 1.2 Politicization Cycle 

 

In discussing the role that attachment to a sector plays in the efficacy and agency that 

recent immigrants experience and suggesting that occupational sector offers both a 

mechanism for mobilization as well as a means of building cross-ethnic and cross-racial 

coalitions, this dissertation differentiates between the political incorporation of individual 

South Asian elites and that of larger numbers of South Asians living in New York City.  

 

Based on evidence discussed later, these low and middle-income South Asians benefit from 

the overall perception of the group as high SES, such that, like their higher income 

counterparts, they are being mobilized by nonprofits and issues as well as by candidates 

and parties,. Unlike in 1963, when Banfield and Wilson asserted, “Working-class people, 

especially immigrants unfamiliar with American ways and institutions, have always been 

the mainstay of the machine,” today’s immigrants are being mobilized around issues of 
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concern, such as the living wage or comprehensive immigration reform, by unions or 

nonprofit groups (Marwell 2007).  This type of mobilization appears to have produced 

results in the policy-making arena for South Asians, as evidenced by this research and 

discussed later in this work. Cross-racial coalition building appears to be even more 

effective than efforts primarily based on ethnic cohesion. Parenti (1967) asserted that 

ethnic groups gain political influence in part as their increased socioeconomic status 

supports the development of organizations that foster psychological strength. This strength 

can serve as a foundation for engagement with the political process when the group 

experiences discrimination. Discussions later in this work suggest that ethnic cohesion has 

yet to demonstrate the results in descriptive representation that cross-racial coalition 

building has had in policy making. 

 

This research will present evidence of cross-racial coalitions such as those organized by 

domestic workers and restaurant employees and in the immigration reform movement 

(Hing and Johnson 2007; Jonas 2006), which can be catalysts to politicization.  In assessing 

cross-race coalitions, often organized around employment in a particular sector, this study 

draws on Katznelson’s work asserting that workplace politics and community politics are 

distinct spheres (Katznelson 1989); in fact, this research indicates that in South Asian and 

immigrant communities today, these two spheres are inextricably intertwined and have a 

significant impact on coalition politics.  

 

This study also sought to explore South Asians’ political incorporation and demonstrate 

how well it is situated to capitalize on the characteristics identified by existing research as 
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critical for political success, such as strong nonprofits doing civic engagement work 

(Andersen 2008; deGraauw 2008). Mark Warren’s work on community building as a means 

of strengthening democracy provided some context for the research. The study’s aims 

included illustrating whether community institutions are creating opportunities for South 

Asians to build effective power (Warren 2001) to “shape their own development.”  The 

evidence presented later in this work indicates that nonprofits in the South Asian 

community are not focused on ongoing civic engagement but more likely to be mobilizing 

community members around specific policies and issues of concern, thereby limiting the 

ongoing political strength of the group. 

 

Emerging patterns in South Asian mobilization – through a particular form of immigrant 

politicization, by which immigrants become aware of the barriers to their advancement and 

engage in political activism to reduce or eliminate those barriers--may well be harbingers 

of new trends in immigrant and minority mobilization. Jennifer Hochschild (2011) has 

framed current directions in immigrant incorporation in the context of a policy-politics 

feedback loop that can be both negative and positive. In both, time is a critical element in 

creating conditions for immigrant integration and in both, the presence of immigrants can 

help shape the policy environment in ways that support or limit integration. Aristide 

Zolberg and Long Litt Woon (1999) have added boundary shifting to Baubock’s boundary 

crossing and boundary blurring. As individuals integrate, they are crossing boundaries. As 

groups become more integrated, boundaries blur. And over time, boundaries shift, to 

normalize or include groups that were marginalized or stigmatized in the past. In the case 

of South Asians, each type of negotiation is leading to different outcomes. Individuals such 
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as Governor Nikki Haley are crossing boundaries that result in individual-level 

assimilation. South Asian nonprofits are helping to blur boundaries as they create 

opportunities for the group to achieve greater recognition through redistricting and 

language access at the polls. Over time, boundaries will shift as groups such as low-income 

undocumented workers, who are unable to participate in traditional political acts such as 

voting, make policy gains and learn civic skills through the nonprofit sector. Gary Gerstle 

(2013) aptly describes this type of activity, which changes the mainstream, as 

transformational incorporation.  This research suggests that, despite traditional barriers to 

participation – immigration status and low income, for example, transformational 

incorporation is occurring among low-income South Asian community members. Although 

this is a case study of one immigrant community, the patterns of incorporation suggested 

by the evidence may be indicative of similar transformational incorporation in other 

groups.  
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CHAPTER TWO: SOUTH ASIAN AMERICANS 

South Asians are a regionally, linguistically and religiously diverse community. In the racial 

classification most commonly used in the United States, they are considered Asian 

Americans, who are also the fastest growing ethnic group in the U.S., having increased by 

46% between 2000 and 2010 (Census 2010). Among Asian Americans, the three most 

rapidly growing groups are all South Asians – Bangladeshis, Indians and Pakistanis; all 

three doubled or tripled in size from 1990 to 2000.7In New York City, these three South 

Asian communities are among the top six largest Asian communities (Indians are the 

second largest Asian group after Chinese) in the city. Nationally, Asian Indians also make 

the top six Asian groups in states like California and metropolitan areas like Atlanta, 

Minneapolis-St. Paul, Houston, Texas, Las Vegas, Nevada and Seattle, Washington. In this 

chapter, I discuss in more detail the demographics and internal diversity among South 

Asians and examine how they are similar to and different from earlier waves of immigrants 

and other immigrant groups today. I conclude the chapter with an overview of historical 

and current milestones in South Asian political history and discuss how my research will 

contribute to an understanding of both the “representation paradox” in New York City and 

the relationship between the community’s civic capacity and its ability to achieve policy 

gains.   

 

Desis and Diversity  

South Asians today are a microcosm of America’s diversity and includes Bangladeshis, 

Indians, Nepalis, Pakistanis and Sri Lankans who are Buddhist, Christian, Hindu and 

                                                        
7 A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans in the United States 2011, published by the 
Asian Pacific American Legal Center and the Asian American Justice Center 
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Muslim, speak numerous languages and observe very different cultural practices. Although 

their history in the United States dates back to the early 20th century, the community today 

is much more diverse than those early days. Below, I discuss immigration patterns from 

those first migrations to the present day. Before doing so, I discuss panethnicity as it relates 

to South Asians. As mentioned earlier, the term “desi” (transliteration: of the land) has 

gained more currency as the community grew and diversified in recent decades. Used both 

as a noun to refer to members of the group, and as an adjective to describe food and music, 

desi refers to people and cultural emblems that are South Asian.  The increasing popularity 

of the term in the late 1990s and early 2000s (author’s observation) is important because it 

signifies the contested relationship South Asians have to racial classifications in the United 

States. Given its roots in Indic languages, desi encompasses the diversity of South Asians 

while being relatable to the subgroups of South Asians served by nonprofits, particularly 

first-generation immigrants. For Bangladeshis, Indians, Nepalis, Pakistanis and Sri Lankans, 

desi connotes a relationship to the subcontinent in ways that “South Asian” does not. The 

term South Asian gained its currency among organization leaders in the 1980s and 1990s, 

in part as a counter to the India-centered elite politics that dominated the public discourse 

Das Gupta 2006).  Newly formed efforts to organize domestic workers, taxi drivers, the 

LGBT community and victims of domestic violence embraced a transnational term that was 

more inclusionary. Over time, the term South Asian has become a politically expedient term 

that has been used by community elites to create panethnic solidarity among South Asians.  

The panethnicity it connotes facilitates the formation of an interest group and helps to 

create a sense of shared history (Le Espiritu 1994) and a basis for mobilization (Enloe 

1980).  In the context of an increasingly diverse polity, panethnicity can be a useful 
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organizational tool for political insiders (Espiritu 1994) as it helps to create a larger 

constituency with more weight (Hannan 1979; van de Berghe 1981).  But the panethnic 

desi and South Asian terms are not the only identity labels that immigrants from the 

subcontinent have had to negotiate. Their racial categorization has also been contested 

since the first South Asians arrived in the United States over 100 years ago.  

 

Past and Present 

South Asians arrived in three waves of migrations - in the early 20th century, post-1965, 

and then post-1984 (Khandelwal 2002; Prashad 2001). South Asians today are significantly 

different from their earliest waves of migration in the early 20th century, when mostly 

male laborers came from the Punjab region of the subcontinent to work in California, and 

from the post-1965 immigrants, many of who were highly educated or came to the U.S. for 

higher education in medicine, engineering, and other professional fields. This third and 

current wave of immigration is the most diverse; it includes family members of the post-

1965 immigrants as well as many from Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka.  Below, I discuss 

each of these three waves of migration in more detail to help explain why the 

contemporary experience is so different from previous waves of South Asian immigration 

and how it has been shaped by South Asians’ history in the United States.  

 

First Wave of Migration: White, but Not Quite  

South Asians first arrived in the United States in the early 1900s, in response to a need for 

labor in the fields of California and forests of Washington. Commonly referred to as Hindus, 

Indian immigrants of the day were in fact largely Sikh, with one-third being Muslim and a 
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small percentage Hindu (Takaki 1989). This first wave of Indian immigration, 

predominantly male, came largely from rural Punjab, and belonged to the jat, or farmer 

caste.  

 

Unlike their other Asian counterparts (Ancheta, 2003), at least upon their initial entry to 

the United States, Indians were identified as Caucasian, beginning the differentiation 

between them and Chinese and Japanese. For example, the 1910 US v. Balsara and the 1913 

Ajkoy Kumar Mazumdar decisions ruled that Asian Indians were Caucasians, thus “white 

persons” who qualified for citizenship under the 1790 federal immigration law which 

reserved citizenship for whites only. The 1922 US v. Ozawa decision by the Supreme Court 

appeared to reinforce the difference between Indians and Japanese, by stating that “white 

person” and “Caucasian” were synonymous, and Japanese were thus ineligible for 

citizenship. (Takaki 1989) South Asians’ early history is different from other Asian 

American groups, particularly as it relates to racial classification. In fact, until the 1970 

Census, Asian Indians were not part of the “Big Four” racial groups (Asian, Black, Hispanic, 

White), but had to choose “other” on Census forms and were then classified as “White” (Le 

Espiritu 1994).  When the Association of Indians in America (AIA) lobbied for the inclusion 

of Asian Indians in the category Asian Pacific American, the effort was motivated less by 

affinity with other Asian groups and more by a desire to benefit from the minority status 

conferred upon Asian Americans. In 1980, through the efforts of the AIA and others, the 

category “Asian Indian” was printed as a separate category on the Census form (Das Gupta 

2006). This historical context is an important precursor to the ways in which South Asian 
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Americans continue to view themselves in contemporary America, as both a part of and 

apart from Asian America (Dinghra 1998).  

  

The early history of South Asian migration is also characterized by the resentment of white 

workers, who feared losing their jobs to this new immigrant group. Facing growing anti-

Indian sentiment only a few years after Indian immigration to the United States began, 

Congress enacted a law that prohibited Indian laborers from entry to the country. The 

Indian’s “privileged” status slowly began to disintegrate. In 1914, in US v. Bhagat Singh 

Thind, Indians first faced an overt denial of their “whiteness.” The Court ruled that Indians 

may be Caucasian, but they were not “white” and therefore ineligible for the “privilege of 

citizenship” conferred upon that “class of persons”. The Thind decision also meant that 

Indian men could not marry white women or own land, under the California Alien Land 

Law (Takaki 1989). 

 

A major blow to Asian Indians came in the form of the 1924 Immigration Act, which barred 

people ineligible for citizenship from entry to the United States.  In the period between 

1920 and 1940, approximately 3,000 returned to India. Of those that remained, many 

married Mexican women, whom they met while working in the fields. The 1940 Census 

indicated that Indians had the lowest level of education of all racial and ethnic groups, a 

fact that is especially ironic in light of the second wave of migration to the U.S. and current 

perceptions of South Asians as model minorities (Prashad 2000).  
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The Second Wave: A Community of High Achievers? 

In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson shepherded through Congress an act that remains a 

watershed in US immigration history. The 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act 

opened the doors to immigrants from Asia wider than ever before, shifting the emphasis 

from national origins to professional qualifications. By its nature, the 1965 Act, which 

delineated preferences8 for professionals, scientists and artists, drew to the United States 

immigrants who were highly skilled and educated in British India. Many came to work right 

away or to pursue further education in science, medicine or engineering.  

 

Commonly known as post-1965 immigrants, this second wave of South Asian immigration 

was more diverse—regionally, religiously, linguistically—than the first wave. (Khandelwal 

2002).  These immigrants came from all parts of India and Pakistan, including urban areas; 

spoke a range of regional languages; and practiced Hinduism, Islam, Christianity and 

Sikhism. Some men who came alone married white women; many couples also immigrated, 

along with newborn or young children. They settled around the country, in Southern and 

Mid-western towns and with noticeable concentrations in metropolitan areas like New 

York. Often the only South Asian family in the neighborhood, these immigrants assimilated 

quickly into the schools and workplace, experiencing less overt discrimination than their 

                                                        
8 The first preference is given to persons of “extraordinary ability”, such as artists; 
outstanding professors and researchers, and multinational executives. The second 
preference is given to people with advanced degrees or those who have “exceptional” 
abilities in the arts, science or business and are likely to benefit the national economy. The 
employment-based third preference is an immigration visa category offered to skilled 
professionals, those whose positions require at least two years of training, and who can fill 
labor shortages in the U.S. 
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earlier counterparts. This “forced” assimilation, enhanced by their English proficiency upon 

arrival, led to more rapid integration (Khandelwal 2002). 

 

Though subject to workplace and other discrimination, this group of South Asians, 

primarily by virtue of the category of entry into the United States, integrated into white-

collar professions and came to be considered a “model” minority. Clearly nonwhite, but 

nevertheless possessing desirable American attributes of hard work and family orientation, 

South Asians who immigrated in the late 1960s and early 1970s tasted the American dream 

of financial success, educational opportunity, and religious freedom. They and their 

children, under pressure from their parents to achieve similar levels of professional and 

economic stability, helped to fuel the “model minority” myth (Lee 2009)—excelling in 

public or private schools, advancing to prestigious colleges, and finding careers in fields 

parallel to their parents’.  Today, many who were born here or came as infants form this 

second generation of South Asians. They include prominent elected officials, such as South 

Carolina Governor-elect Nikki Haley and Louisiana Governor Bobby Jindal; well-known 

celebrities like Kal Penn and Aziz Ansari; and bestselling writers like Jhumpa Lahiri.  As 

adults in the corporate, medical and other white-collar worlds, they help form the diverse 

ethnic landscape that is increasingly familiar to all Americans. Mostly American-born, or 

American-grown, this generation of South Asians is part of 21st century multicultural 

America.  

 

The Third Wave: Recently Migrated South Asians 
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The most recent, or third wave of South Asian immigration began in the late 1970s and 

continues today. The most heterogeneous of the three waves of immigrants, they come 

from rural and urban areas in Bangladesh, India and Pakistan. Many first arrive in the 

United States under the provisions of family reunification, as relatives of the post-1965 

immigrants. Nationals of Bangladesh are able to enter under the Diversity Visa Lottery, 

initiated in 1988 to make 50,000 visas available annually to countries that have low 

immigration rates to the United States. The size of the Pakistani, Nepali, and Sri Lankan 

communities has grown through varying immigration paths, including political asylum and 

refugee migration.  

 

When considering South Asian Americans, many also include immigrants of Indian descent 

from Guyana and Trinidad, called Indo-Caribbeans, who are descendants of indentured 

laborers brought from India to the Caribbean to fill a labor gap after slavery was abolished 

in the former British colonies. 9  On Census forms, South Asian Americans can choose to 

identify as Asian American, Asian Indian, as born in Guyana, Trinidad, or one of the 

countries of the Indian subcontinent. For Bangladeshis and Pakistanis born in the U.S., no 

choice is entirely accurate, and many choose to identify as "other." These definitional 

challenges create data challenges, making it difficult to estimate accurately the size of the 

                                                        
9 After the abolition of slavery, Indians became a labor source in the Caribbean islands, in 
particular in Guyana and Trinidad. Guyanese and Trinidadians of Indian descent are 
sometimes referred to as Indo-Caribbean. The American Community Survey of 2006-08 
estimates that that 144,715 New Yorkers were born in Guyana, and 94,455 were born in 
Trinidad and Tobago. However, since these figures reflect the total Guyanese and 
Trinidadian population, which includes those of African descent for example, it is hard to 
determine the exact number of Indo-Caribbeans in the New York Area. Furthermore, there 
is limited intermingling between the Indo-Caribbean population and immigrants from 
South Asia. Since the socioeconomic and cultural factors at play in both populations are 
significantly different, this paper deals primarily with immigrants from South Asia.  
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South Asian community.  According to Census 2010 numbers, there are 3.5 million South 

Asians in the U.S. and approximately 350,000 in New York City. These numbers include 

only those born on the subcontinent and those who identify as Asian Indian, however. 

Table 2.1 shows the range of countries in which Asian Indians are born, and indicate that 

nearly 50,000 are born in Latin America, in which Guyana is located. To capture this 

subgroup of South Asians in my research, I identified leaders of nonprofits who serve the 

Indo-Caribbean community, in order to provide perspectives on how they participate 

politically and how they interface with other segments of the community. 

Table 2.1 World Region of Birth for Foreign-Born Asian Indians  
  
 Foreign-born population, excluding 
population born at sea 

246,308 

  Europe 2,030 
  Asia 189,981 
  Africa 3,248 
  Oceania 197 
  Latin America 49,547 
  Northern America 1,305 

Source: 2006-10 American Community Survey 

Among New Yorkers, approximately 468,630 identify as Asian Indian, Bangladeshi and 

Pakistani (2012 American Community Survey). As Table 2.2 shows, Asian Indians’ per 

capita income is higher than the average New Yorker’s, but Bangladeshis and Pakistanis 

earn much less per capita, despite higher overall levels of education. A lower proportion of 

South Asians are in high school than their average New York counterparts. In addition, 

Bangladeshis, Indians, and Pakistanis are more likely than their fellow New Yorkers to have 

arrived in New York City after 2010; this difference is particularly stark for Bangladeshis, 

since nearly one in 5 arrived after 2010. Bangladeshis are also more than twice as likely as 

the average New Yorker to speak English “less than very well.” Only about one-half of  

foreign-born South Asians in New York are naturalized as U.S. citizens.  These statistics 
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indicate not just differences between South Asian subgroups but also between South Asians 

and their New York counterparts. In addition, many South Asians have visible markers of 

their religious or cultural identity. Observant Sikh males may wear turbans and have uncut 

beards, and Muslim women may wear a head covering. Many South Asian women wear 

bindhis, sometimes referred to as a “red dot”. These markers of identity have often made 

South Asians easy target for attacks, but at no time more so than after September 11.  

 

Desis and September 11  

The September 11 attacks and the ensuing discrimination against, and profiling of, South 

Asians are now an integral part of the group’s history. Backlash against South Asians in 

recent decades has occurred since the first Gulf War and increased at certain periods, such 

as after the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center. After September 11, 2001, the 

incidences of profiling and discrimination escalated to include legislated profiling, 

racialized rhetoric by public officials, and attacks on religious and community centers. 

Hostility against some subgroups of South Asians, in particular Sikhs and Muslims, further 

reinforced South Asian elites’ support of a panethnic identity, in keeping with patterns by 

other groups who have aligned when their differences are not acknowledged by external 

forces (Shibutani and Kwan 1965).  Detailed accounts of the racially biased harassment 

could constitute a separate work, but some key developments outlined here demonstrate 

both the official sanctioning of profiling and the ongoing discomfort that the American 

public feels about the presence of South Asians in their midst.  
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Officially Sanctioned Profiling. One year following the attacks, the Department of Homeland 

Security instituted a program known as Special Registration or NSEERS (the National 

Security Entry-Exit Registration System). The program required that non-citizen young 

men over the age of 16 from 25 countries, including Bangladesh and Pakistan, register with 

the then-INS (Immigration and Naturalization Services). This program applied to all non-

citizens, including those who entered the United States legally, and was not entirely 

suspended until May 2011, nearly ten years after the attacks. Notably, this program put 

South Asian men on alert, regardless of their legal status; coupled with other official actions 

such as Congressman Peter King’s annual hearings on the “radicalization of Muslims”, the 

fifth of which occurred in 2012 despite community protests, NSEERS contributed to a 

pervasive fear and otherness among South Asians. [Multiple respondent interviews].  In 

August 2011, the Associated Press began a series of stories unveiling the New York Police 

Department’s surveillance of Muslims working, praying and shopping. These stories 

confirmed that the spying had resulted in no leads on terrorism; the press coverage also 

generated community protests against the police department.  

 

Public Discrimination. In the summer of 2010, developers announced that a community 

center that would include a mosque would be built near the World Trade Center (Various 

news articles, including Salazar, 2010). The public outcry dominated news cycles in New 

York City and nationally, and included opposition from public officials such as then-Senate 

majority leader Harry Reid (D-NV) (Pareene 2010). The developers and mosque leadership 

(Barnard 2010) hired a public relations firm to manage the opposition, and plans for the 

center lost momentum (though they now are back on track in less visible ways) (Barnard 
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2011). As that controversy died down, South Asians faced yet another public reminder of 

their fragile place in America. A single shooter entered a Sikh temple in Oak Creek, 

Wisconsin and launched a rampage that led to six deaths (Rowlands 2012). The assailant 

also shot himself in the parking lot of the temple, making it impossible to determine fully 

his motivations for the attack. Nevertheless, for South Asians, and Sikhs in particular, the 

incident reinforced concerns that have prevailed since September 11, 2001.  

 

The official sanctions and public acts of discrimination are in stark contrast to the model 

minority myth that also characterizes South Asian Americans’ image. In fact, as of this 

writing, Amy Chua and Jed Rubenfield’s book The Triple Package (2014) features Asian 

Indians as one of the minority groups in the U.S. that has the three traits that the authors 

believe “propel success” (a belief in their superiority, an inferiority complex, and impulse 

control). This tension is in part explained by the differences between individual 

assimilation and group-level incorporation. On the one hand, some South Asians have 

climbed the educational and economic ladder and started Silicon Valley businesses or been 

elected to high profile office; on the other, systemic and public discrimination is a part of 

South Asian life, particularly since September 11. Throughout this work, I discuss ways in 

which this tension plays out in political incorporation.   

 

South Asians in Context 

South Asians may well be unique in their position as both model minority and profiling 

target.  But the contemporary South Asian experience also shares commonalities with other 

immigrant groups that make it relevant for closer examination. In this section, I examine 
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briefly how the contemporary experience is different, discuss what South Asians and other 

immigrant groups have in common and conclude with the potential implications of this 

research. 

  

The South Asian political experience, like that of other contemporary immigrants is 

different from turn of the century European immigrants and from the urban political 

experience of the 1960s and 1970s, in at least three ways. They include the increasing 

diversity of America, more fluid boundaries, and the increasing significance of nonprofits. 

South Asians and other immigrant groups are more socioeconomically diverse and 

stratified than earlier European immigrants. In addition, Census 2010 data confirmed that 

America’s cities and suburbs are growing more diverse, driven in part by the increasing 

dispersal of Asians and Latinos to suburbs (Frey 2011). Invasion-succession, in which one 

group of immigrants is replaced by another, is less common than stable, multiracial 

suburbs (Palen 2011). This new demographic reality has significant implications for 

contemporary immigrant political incorporation, which this research provides 

perspectives on. Secondly, local and regional boundaries are more fluid; with the help of 

media and social networks, for example, political candidates can reach donors with whom 

they share ethnicity (co-ethnics) across the country, helping to bring them into the political 

process and creating a sense of ownership over an electoral outcome occurring far away 

from the donor’s town. Finally, particularly for newer immigrants, nonprofits play a greater 

role in the civic engagement and political incorporation of immigrant groups.  Even during 

the parties’ prominence in immigrant political incorporation, civic associations and 

churches helped to bring foreign-born men and women into the political process (Sterne 
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2001). In recent decades, nonprofits have become more significant players in immigrant 

political incorporation (de Graauw 2008; Ramakrishnan 2008, Ramirez and Wong 2006), 

helping to develop relationships with elected officials, introducing immigrants to the civic 

and political process, and getting out the vote.  

 

South Asians are similar to other immigrant communities today—socioeconomically 

diverse, aspiring to educational and economic success, victims of bias crimes and 

harassment.  At the same time, South Asians differ in ways that may enhance and inhibit 

their political participation. Many South Asians come from India, one of the world’s largest 

democracies, and are primed for participation in ways that immigrants coming from 

countries with non-democratic governments are not (Kasinitz et al. 2004). On the other 

hand, South Asians are more linguistically and religiously diverse than Latinos or other 

Asian subgroups like Vietnamese, Koreans or Filipinos, and thus arguably harder to 

mobilize by one candidate, for example. Despite their racial categorization as Asian 

Americans, South Asians have historically been viewed, and responded to, as different from 

other Asian communities (Kibria 2000; Srikanth and Dinghra 1998; Takaki 1989; Wong et 

al. 2011; ).  Even when national studies address Asian American political participation, they 

tend to focus primarily on more affluent Indian American communities (Wong et al. 2011).  

Studying South Asians thus provides both unique perspectives on a diverse group and 

serves as a window into the contemporary political experience.  

 

 

South Asian Americans: Political Participation and Civic Engagement 
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South Asians have historically, and recently, marked several milestones in political 

participation. In 1956, Indian American Dilip Singh Saundh became the first Asian 

American ever elected to Congress. In 2010, Kamala Harris (D-CA) became the first Asian 

American attorney general in the country, and Nicki Haley (R-SC) the first female Asian 

American governor. In 2012, of the 24 Asian Americans who ran for Congress, one-third 

was South Asian. Whether these individual success stories are reflective of group level 

incorporation is a question I explore in this study. In New York City, no South Asian has 

ever held municipal, state or federal office. Why has descriptive representation been 

elusive for South Asian New Yorkers when South Asians have been elected to office in 

jurisdictions with limited numbers of South Asian voters? This “representation paradox” is 

a line of inquiry in this work and one that may help explain the failure of other 

concentrated immigrant communities to achieve descriptive representation. 

 

One group of interviews in my research includes leaders of South Asian nonprofits, which 

are assisting in immigrant incorporation in New York City.  These nonprofits shape what 

Yen Le Espiritu (1994) refers to as organizational groupness, or the ways in which a group 

is organized as a collective actor. My respondents included leaders affiliated with 

organizations that are building coalitions in occupational sectors like the restaurant 

industry (Restaurant Opportunities Center), domestic work (Andolan), and other low-

income professions (Desis Rising Up and Moving). Through organizing and civic 

engagement activities, and solidarity with domestic workers, restaurant employees, and 

taxi drivers of other ethnic groups, these groups have helped achieve policy gains such as 
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the New York State Domestic Workers Bill of Rights10 or paid sick leave in New York City.11 

These groups and a handful of others I interviewed, which provide direct services and civic 

engagement activities, are limited in scope and size, and lack the scale and resources to 

engage significant numbers of South Asians in the political process.  In fact, three of the 

leaders of groups that describe themselves as working on civic engagement, SEVA, Taking 

our Seat and ASAAL (the Association for South Asian American Labor) were either unpaid 

or in newly established paid positions in those organizations. Still, recent policy gains that 

benefit the community have resulted from activity by these organizations. This research 

explores the role of these nonprofits in civically engaging community members and in 

building coalitions to achieve policy gains. Given that many urban and suburban areas are 

increasingly multiracial, a case study of this minority group living in a multiracial urban 

community may have lessons that are applicable to other groups.  

 

With approximately 3.5 million South Asians in the United States today, and their growing 

presence on the political scene, further examination of the group’s political incorporation is 

timely and relevant.  This dissertation offers new, qualitative data to supplement Census 

information in ways that illustrate the diversity of national origin, immigration status, 

religion and language within the South Asian community in New York City and the 

relationship between this diversity and the community’s political incorporation. In 

particular, this research can contribute to a better understanding of the reasons South 

Asian New Yorkers have not achieved descriptive representation despite the high profile 

offices South Asians hold in other parts of the country; an exploration of this 

                                                        
10 http://www.labor.ny.gov/legal/domestic-workers-bill-of-rights.shtm 
11 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/06/27/nyc-paid-sick-time_n_3507814.html 
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representation paradox  may shed light on similar trends in other communities, 

particularly those who risk being permanent minorities because of their low numbers 

relative to larger subgroups of immigrants. Further, my findings on the role of nonprofits in 

coalition building and mobilizing electoral participation, particularly in multiracial areas, 

can contribute to literature on immigrant political incorporation in contemporary America. 
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Source: 2012 American Community Survey 

 
 
 
Table 2.2 South Asian New Yorkers Compared to Overall New York City Population 
 
 

All NYC 
Residents 
(n=8,336,697) 

Bangladeshi  
(n=70,207) 

Asian Indian 
 (n=335,793) 

Pakistani 
(n=62,630) 

FEMALE (%) 52.4 48.7 49.9 45.0 
     
 AGE 
  Median 

 
35.6 

 
  30.9 

 
  33.7 

 
  28.7 

     
INCOME ($)*     
Household Income in past 12 months  
 Median household income  
 
Families 
 Median family income 
Individuals 
 Per capita income 

3,085,814     
      50,895 
 
1,829,800 
      55,240 
 
8,336,697 
      30,730 

16,581 
34,795 
 
15,741 
33,936 
 
70,207 
13,332 

  99,820 
  76,158 
 
  79,008 
  82,228 
 
335,793 
  34,232 
 

14,556 
44,763 
 
12,694 
50,167 
 
62,630 
17,704      
 

     
EMPLOYMENT STATUS 
Population 16 years and older 
 
In labor force 

 
6,749,280 
 
 63.6 

 
50,268 
 
59.5 

 
271,756 
 
65.7 

 
44,980 
 
53.8 

     
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
Population 25 years and over 
 Less than high school diploma 
 H.S. graduates (includes equivalency) 
 Some college or associate’s degree 
 Bachelor’s degree 
 Graduate or professional degree 

 
5,702,294 
20.4 
24.0 
20.9 
20.5 
14.1 

 
41,320 
22.5 
20.6 
20.7 
24.4 
11.9 

 
228,379 
15.0 
19.0 
14.4 
26.1 
25.6 

 
34,631 
20.9 
21.5 
16.4 
24.3 
17.0 

     
School enrollment 
 Population 3 years and over in 
school 

Nursery school, preschool 
Kindergarten 
Elementary (Grades 1-8) 
High school grades (9-12) 
College or graduate school 

 
2,090,177 
   6.4 
   5.2 
36.2 
19.7 
32.5 

 
23,846      
   3.5 
   6.4 
42.8 
17.2 
30.1 

 
92,659 
   5.8 
   5.5 
32.3 
17.6 
38.8 

 
 22,864 
  3.0 
  4.4 
41.7 
18.7 
32.3 

     
Language Spoken at Home & Ability 
to Speak English 
Population 5 years and over 
English only 
Language other than English  
  Speak English less than “very well” 

 
 
7,792,328 
50.8 
49.2 
23.0 

 
 
64,081 
  3.9 
96.1 
53.0 

 
 
314,347 
33.4 
66.6 
21.1 

 
 
57,151 
  8.4 
91.6 
40.2 

     
Population born outside the U.S. 
  Entered 2010 or later 
  Entered 2000 to 2009 
  Entered before 2000 

3,136,592 
   7.3 
28.4 
64.3 

  51,220 
19.1 
39.9 
41.0 

237,139 
   9.6 
28.2 
62.2 

42,639 
   9.2 
40.0 
50.8 

     
Foreign-born; naturalized U.S. citizen 
Foreign-born; not a U.S. citizen 

1,655,303 
1,481,289 

25,528 
25,692 

141,414 
   95,725 

24,706 
17,987 
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Table 2.3 New York City South Asians: A Demographic Profile 

 Asian Indian 
(n=341,134 ) 

Bangla-
deshi 

(n=39,198) 

Nepales
e 

(n=3,994) 

Pakistani 
(n=54,801) 

Sri Lankan 
(n=4,633) 

INCOME (inflation adjusted $)*      
Household Income in past 12 Months      
Median household income 61,333 38,381 61,328 44,923 52,670 
Families      
Median family income 61,337 36,382 49,167 42,878 58,542 
Individuals      
Per capita income 28,124 12,704 19,532 19,266 29,497 

      
EMPLOYMENT STATUS      

Population 16 years and older      
In labor force N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

      
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT      

Population 25 years and over 224,646 22,728 2,488 30,063 3,171 
Less than high school diploma 34,956 5,102 600 6,227 274 
H.S. graduates (includes equivalency) 42,645 5,282 826 6,727 738 
Some college or associate’s degree 29,996 3,530 354 3,980 595 
Bachelor’s degree 60,895 5,455 286 7,845 851 
Graduate or professional degree 56,154 3,359 422 5,284 713 

      
SCHOOL ENROLLMENT      

Population 3 years and over in school 99,807 12,448 1,165 19,818 1,383 
Nursery school, preschool 4,961 668 81 953 121 
Kindergarten 4,961 717 26 1,283 69 
Elementary (Grades 1-8) 34,951 4,499 286 7,963 389 
High school grades (9-12) 18,642 2,788 299 4,306 204 
College or graduate school 36,861 3,776 473 5,358 600 

      
LANGUAGE SPOKEN AT HOME & ABILITY 
TO SPEAK ENGLISH 

     
Population 5 years and over      
English only 100,557 1353 138 3836 929 
Language other than English 217,282 33,758 3546 45,681 3231 
Speak English less than “very well” 78,410 18,306 2167 18,448 1193 

      
Population born outside the U.S.      
Entered 2000 or later 74,031 12,177 2641 14,235 1706 
Entered before 2000 172,277 17,304 813 23,453 2,114 

      
Foreign-born; naturalized U.S. citizen 136,854 14,665 270 21,260 1,634 
Foreign-born; not a U.S. citizen 109,454 14,816 3,184 16,428 N/A 
Source: 2006-2010 American Community Survey 



CHAPTER THREE: DATA AND METHODS 
 
This case study involving elite interviews served to capture the current stage of political 

incorporation of the South Asian community in New York City, in the context of each of these 

factors: 1) the differences within the South Asian community particularly between New York City 

and the rest of the country, (2) the significance of nonprofit leaders and elected officials at critical 

nodes in the political incorporation process, (3) the limitations of quantitative data to capture 

individual beliefs and cultural norms, and (4) the importance of local context.  

 

Qualitative interviews are particularly useful tools for describing process and obtaining holistic 

descriptions (Weiss 1995), and case studies serve as useful cases to both repudiate and confirm 

existing theories (Rogowski 2004: Mckeown 1999). Interviews formed the primary basis for this 

case study and were supplemented with document examination and quantitative data from 

existing datasets.  This chapter outlines the significance of each of the four factors to this research 

design, elaborates on the interview selection process and protocol, and explains how the findings 

were analyzed.  

 

Capturing a Complex Community  

As the previous chapter illustrated, the South Asian community is more diverse than other 

racial and ethnic groups because of multiple national origins, languages spoken and 

religious beliefs.  In addition, the community’s education and income status is bimodal, 

particularly when comparing New York City South Asians with nationwide data on the 

community. Current attempts to capture data about South Asians fail to capture the range 

of diversity accurately. In part, this is attributable to the limitations of the existing racial 
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categories of Asian, Black, Latino/Hispanic and White. The chapter on the South Asian 

community details some of the challenges South Asians experience when completing the 

Census form in the U.S., since many South Asians don’t identify as Asian. Faced for example, 

with Question 6 (See Fig. 1) in the Census form sent to the every U.S. household, a person 

born in Bangladesh, who may not identify as “Asian,” would not be able to complete the 

form easily. Furthermore, someone who was born in Guyana to Indian parents may not 

naturally be inclined to identify as “Asian Indian.” The limitations of the Census form are 

only one of the challenges in quantifying the South Asian population. The characteristics of 

the largest subgroups of South Asians, namely Bangladeshis and Indians, vary widely by 

geography. For example, 72.2% of Indian Americans nationwide have Bachelor’s degrees or 

higher compared to 51.7% of Indian Americans in New York. Median household income 

among Indian Americans nationwide is $96,782, but in New York, is 22% lower at $76,158. 

For Bangladeshis nationwide, 44.7% have Bachelor’s degrees or higher compared to 36.2% 

of Bangladeshi New Yorkers. The median family income among Bangladeshi New Yorkers is 

$34,795, compared to $44,293 for Bangladeshi Americans nationwide (2012 American 

Community Survey). Bangladeshi and Indian New Yorkers also deviate from their 

counterparts nationwide by occupational sector. In New York City, 12.8% of Indians are in 

service professions compared to 6.6 % nationwide. Among Bangladeshis, 18.6% of those in 

New York are in service professions compared to 15.2% nationwide. Any study of South 

Asians must account for these variances and their impact on community members. 

Particularly given the relatively small size of the South Asian community compared to other 

minority groups such as Latinos and Chinese Americans, further examination of these 

differences can help explain varying patterns of political participation.  In fact, they may be 
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particularly critical in the case of the South Asian community, which is perceived as 

integrated because of high profile individuals in government and business. Given that one 

emphasis of this research is to distinguish between individual assimilation and group-level 

incorporation, the local and individualized demographic and political conditions are 

particularly worthy of more detailed examination than currently available data can 

provide.  

 

 
Figure 3.1. Census Form 2010, Question 6 
 

 
Source: Population Reference Bureau Website 
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Elites at Critical Nodes of Incorporation 

The interviews consisted of a small number of individuals, who were assessed to be “substantively 

important” (Mahoney and Geortz 2006) because of their location at critical nodes of incorporation. 

The interview and participant selection process, both of which are discussed in more detail below, 

aimed to engage elites in sharing their observations and knowledge about participation by South 

Asian community members. These perspectives lent themselves to some generalizability about 

participation, especially in instances where multiple respondents cited the same examples or 

indicated identical sentiments.  One research goal was to explore the causes behind South Asians’ 

inability to obtain descriptive representation in New York City, despite successes elsewhere in the 

country. Nonprofit leaders, elected officials and candidates for political office are uniquely 

positioned to provide visibility into the political participation of South Asian community members, 

and their perspectives can help illustrate what challenges and opportunities exist for descriptive 

representation.  Furthermore, their proximity to and contact with community members allowed 

for current and detailed perspectives on political participation in “present-time” in ways that 

existing quantitative data sets might not.   

 

Illustrating Cultural Norms and Individual Beliefs 

This research was also designed to contribute to deeper understanding of the South Asian 

community’s motivations for or against participation. Given their status as immigrants in the U.S., 

and existing literature on immigrant political incorporation (Kasinitz et al. 2008; Jones-Correa 

2001) an expectation would be that those motivations were at least partially rooted in cultural 

norms about participation, elected officials, New York City and the U.S. more generally.  Individual 

interviews provided an ideal mechanism to elicit information about these norms, allowing for 
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detailed personal observations from respondents to emerge. These interviews did not seek to 

establish clear causal relationships but to garner increased understanding (Stenbacka 2001) of 

motivations and seek insight (Eisner 1991) into patterns of participation currently occurring in 

the South Asian community.  Here, the role of researcher mattered in part because of shared 

ethnicity and common experiences as a nonprofit and community leader with many interviewees. 

Although this could have introduced bias, addressed in more detail later in this chapter, it also 

helped respondents engage in a manner that established trust and created an opportunity for 

honest dialogue and for appropriate probing based on the researcher’s prior knowledge of the 

community.  

 

Local Context 

The context in which immigrants incorporate into the political process influences both the ways 

and the pace at which they are able to incorporate. The presence of other minority groups, 

electoral structures such as campaign financing and term limits, and the relative influence of 

political parties all contribute to the local political environment. Situating this study in a specific 

local jurisdiction – New York City – contributed to isolating the conditions that are beneficial or 

detrimental to the South Asian community’s incorporation.  

 
 

After the 2010 Census, several reports analyzed diversity in the United States, by state, 

metropolitan area, and county. The rankings received by New York State and the New 

York-New Jersey metro area varied according to the measures used by each report. Still, 

New York City ranked high in multiple reports. One published by the Kinder Institute at 

Rice University (Emerson et al. 2012) asserts that Houston is the most diverse city in the 
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U.S., followed by New York City. The report uses the Entropy index, which measures not 

just numbers of ethnic groups but also how well balanced they are in the total population.  

The national entropy score is 0.709, Houston’s is 0.874, and New York is a close second at 

0.872. Atlanta, Dallas, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Washington, DC also have entropy scores 

higher than the national average. These cities and others identified using other measures 

are all similar to Queens – multiracial jurisdictions with diverse residents that are, or will 

be, negotiating political power with each other. In a Brown University report (Lee, Iceland 

and Sharp 2012) on metropolitan areas, the New York-Northern Jersey-Long Island 

metropolitan area ranks fifth in diversity, after three California metro areas and the 

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria area. This report also finds that the number of places 

with no majority, which are the most diverse, has “more than quintupled” between 1980 

and 2010.  

 

Not only is the New York area diverse, but as Table 3.1 shows, New York State has the 

highest numbers of Bangladeshis and Pakistanis in the country, and the second highest 

number of Asian Indians, after California. Further, in New York, the three subgroups are 

highly concentrated in Queens (Figure 3.2), making it the most compelling place in which to 

conduct research that both highlights subgroup differences and explores ways in which the 

subgroups work and live together. The borough is also the most diverse in New York City, 

providing the opportunity to examine how immigrant groups like South Asians are 

incorporating politically in a multiracial context.  
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Queens, New York also has particular significance for this study because its population is a 

plurality of ethnic groups and the Democratic Party remains a critical player on the political 

chessboard. Its leader until 2007, former Congressman Thomas Manton, recognized the 

importance of Asians and Latinos to the borough and created at-large district leader positions so 

party leaders could appoint district leaders from communities that were politically maturing but 

too geographically dispersed to elect their own leaders (Hicks 2004). The current party leader, 

Congressman Joseph Crowley, is an ally of South Asian communities and was mentioned in 

interviews for this study. Although focused on one community in one context, the study’s location 

in New York City and focus on a diverse community lends itself to transferability (Lincoln and 

Guba 1985) to similar contexts such as multiracial jurisdictions or emerging minority 

communities whose electoral potential is recognized by party officials.  

 

Elite Interviews: Rationale, Selection and Process.  

In-depth interviews of nonprofit leaders and political actors in Queens were the best entry 

point into the community for three reasons. First, they afforded an opportunity for nuanced 

discussion of the diversity within the community and the ways in which that diversity was 

influencing participation and mobilization. Second, interviews allowed for discussion of the 

ways in which noncitizens and undocumented immigrants were being mobilized and were 

participating in the political process. Randomized surveys would not have been able to 

capture data of key subgroups within the South Asian community, particularly the 

undocumented. Finally, interviews provided the greatest capacity to discuss the dynamic 

and evolving landscape in which South Asians in Queens are living, working and engaging 
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in political activity. This case study is as much about an ethnic group as it is about a 

historical moment in which minority communities are becoming part of a plurality 

nationwide and in more immediately significant ways, in local areas like Queens, New York.  

 

Elites were selected using purposive sampling, which involved identifying potential 

interviewees on the basis of specific criteria, described in more detail below.  The size of 

the sample allowed for enough data to establish trustworthiness and rigor (Davies and 

Dodd 2002; Lincoln and Guba 1985; Mishler 1991; Seale 1999; and Stenbacka 2001). This 

substantively important (Mahoney and Geortz, 2006) group provided critical insights that 

helped inform the research findings and shape the focus of each chapter in the dissertation. 

 

Using purposive sampling, 33 nonprofit leaders, party and elected officials, and candidates, 

were selected for their role in organizing individual South Asians. The selected individuals, 

by virtue of their role as organization or community leaders, would be able to answer 

research questions on who and what mobilizes South Asians of different socioeconomic 

status and the role of cross-racial coalition-building. The original list of 33 grew to 36 

through snowball sampling. Of the original list of 33, four respondents were unresponsive, 

despite repeated attempts to reach them, and three were unable to be scheduled within the 

time frame allotted for the research. Of the additional three new potential interviews, 

several individuals had similar roles and affiliations to those on the original list. An 

additional five potential interviewees were candidates who emerged in the 2013 New York 

City Council races. Despite the fact that interviews took place in the months leading up to 

the 2013 elections and focused on political participation, interview respondents did not 
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acknowledge any of these candidates. In the end, the 26 interviews conducted as part of 

this case study sufficiently reached categories of individuals who are at three critical nodes 

in the South Asian community’s political incorporation process-- organization leaders, non-

South Asian elected officials, and South Asian candidates for public office.  

 

Organization Leaders. The first group of interviewees consisted of representatives of 

organizations who could contribute to an understanding of what interests motivate their 

constituencies, their experience of whether and how their members are mobilized, and 

their perspectives on the community’s political interest and efficacy. A total of 19 

organizations fell in this first group. Of those,  

a) Nine South Asian leaders who represent organizations serving primarily the South 

Asian community, including groups that work on housing, youth, economic 

development and political engagement 

b) Three South Asian leaders of organizations working with South Asians to build 

strategic cross-racial coalitions (for restaurant workers, for example) 

c) Two Asian American (non-South Asian) leaders of community organizations serving 

the Asian American community  

d) Two leaders within community organizations serving immigrant and other 

communities generally (one is South Asian, and the other is Asian American)  

e) Three South Asian representatives of organizations that explicitly define their 

agenda as political activity 

Among the South Asian leaders interviewed were groups based in Richmond Hill and 

serving the Indo-Caribbean community there, since all respondents indicated that the 
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needs and circumstances are different there than in other parts of Queens.  Additional 

interviewees included the two pan-Asian federations in the City, the only coalition of 

immigrant-serving organizations, the only Asian American organization working on voting 

rights, and one citywide coalition of service providers, for comparative perspective on 

South Asians in relation to other Asian American, immigrant and minority groups in the 

city. The remaining interviews were of leaders of the one labor alliance of South Asians, the 

oldest merchants’ association, two board members of a national political action committee, 

and the one national coalition of South Asian organizations.  

 

The second set of interviews were of elected officials and former candidates, both South 

Asian and not, to establish interviewees’ understanding of South Asian “interests”, their 

outreach to the South Asian community for votes and donations, and their perspectives on 

the community’s political interest and efficacy. This second group included: 

f) Three non-South Asian elected officials from districts with a significant South Asian 

presence (e.g., Jackson Heights, Bellerose/Queens Village and Richmond Hill)  

g) Four South Asian former candidates for office in New York (e.g. Reshma Saujani, 

2010 candidate for Congress)  

The South Asian respondents were chosen to include at least one candidate for local, city, 

state and national office. White ethnics interviewed are those who represent the City 

Council and State Assembly seats with the most South Asians of voting age. Questions to 

these respondents focused on who the candidates attempted to mobilize as donors and 

voters, whether specific efforts were made to target the South Asian community, and how 

those targets were determined (e.g. by neighborhood, income, voter rolls).  
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The interviews were semi-structured and conducted as a series of open-ended questions 

that addressed the respondents’ demographic background, the background of members or 

constituents with which the respondent had contact, several categories of political 

participation including non-electoral activity, mobilization and coalition-building. Each of 

the electoral participation categories—voting, contributing to campaigns, contacting 

elected officials—included a request for general observations and probed with questions 

about whether a South Asian candidate on the ballot made a difference to members’ 

participation.  

 

The interview questions were organized to elicit the respondents’ knowledge of, or 

perceptions about, (1) the members or constituents served by the interviewee, including 

demographics particularly around immigration status and national origin; (2) the issues of 

importance to South Asians; (3) the types of political participation by South Asians, 

including voting, contact with elected officials, contributing to campaigns and protest; (4) 

the ways in which South Asians were being mobilized for participation; and (5) the 

experiences, including successes and challenges, with coalition building within the South 

Asian community and with other groups.  An additional series of questions guided the 

interviews of candidates and elected officials, and focused on the role of South Asians as 

voters, donors, and volunteers in the respondents’ political campaigns. The full interview 

protocol is available in Appendix A.  
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In order to assess the community’s political activity in the political acts of voting, donating 

and contacting elected officials, interviewees were asked to share their knowledge and 

understanding of political participation among community members.  To determine the 

role that the organizations and political actors were playing in mobilization, they were also 

asked about the civic activities in which the organizations engaged and whether other 

individuals or entities mobilized community members for political and civic activities. 

Interviewees included leaders of political action committees, social service agencies, policy 

advocacy groups, and organizing groups, in order to obtain information about the range of 

ways in which community members were being mobilized. Given that one of the central 

research questions focused on how class matters in participation, interviewees included 

leaders whose work would demonstrate the role of class in participation. 

 

The interviews lasted between 30 to 90 minutes. During the course of the interview, 

probing questions that were part of the interview protocol were asked, if needed. Most 

respondents also completed a survey (Appendix B), which allowed me to create a small 

dataset of 19. The only respondents who didn’t complete a survey were some whose 

interviews were conducted by phone. Although they received a survey by email, many 

didn’t return a completed survey, despite repeated follow up. The surveys included 

questions similar to the interviews, such as what the salient issues of concern are for South 

Asians and what types of political activity they engage in. Though the sample size is small, 

the surveys lend themselves more easily to analysis of the key questions of who 

participates and how.  
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These interviews provided insights into how, and by whom, South Asians are being 

mobilized. In addition, they shed some light on recent political activity by South Asians and 

organizations that serve them. More specifically, the interviews helped establish the roles 

these nonprofits are playing in promoting naturalization, voter registration and get out the 

vote efforts among the South Asian community. Further, the interviews demonstrated what 

role, if any, these nonprofits play in mobilizing community members to write or call their 

elected representatives, to protest, and to engage in community activities. All these 

activities contribute to the process of political incorporation of New York’s South Asian 

community, as well as provide insight into the strength of the community’s institutions and 

its civic capacity, which this research contributes to. The conversations with nonprofit 

leaders also provided insight into the issues that lend themselves to coalition building 

across race and class.  

 

Since the interviews included personal observations, data was verified via two means. One 

method was to establish internal consistency, based on interviewees mentioning identical 

examples of particular activities, as in the case of successful coalition building. In many 

cases, interviewees reinforced each other’s observations of political participation. Patterns 

of participation cited in the findings are exactly that – patterns that emerged in interviews, 

and thus suggest that they are indeed part of a phenomenon rather than simply one 

individual’s observation. (Kidder 1981; Heyink and Tymstra 2003) The second method of 

crosschecking came from document examination. Any information that needed to be 

factually verified was done using news sources, the New York City Campaign Finance Board 

website or elections data. Confirmatory evidence from documents supported interview 
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assertions and provided supplemental information as needed to verify such facts as the 

specific names of policies or the exact districts in which candidates ran for elections.  

 

All but three of the interviews were conducted in-person and recorded (the three 

interviews by phone were conducted that way for scheduling reasons, since the 

respondents were unavailable for in-person meetings).  I transcribed the interviews and 

reviewed the transcripts to determine key themes and patterns of participation. The 

analysis focuses on three areas – political participation, political representation and 

coalition building. In respondents’ answers to questions about each of these three areas, 

certain patterns emerged. They include concerns about the lack of descriptive 

representation, identification of the same few key milestones around South Asian civic 

engagement, and descriptions of similar challenges to coalition building. That analysis 

contributed to the plan of the dissertation and formed the basis of the three chapters on 

political participation, political representation, and coalition building.  

 

Following the interviews, I asked respondents to complete a survey, as a means of 

obtaining some quantitative data, particularly on salient issues of concerns in the 

community and on types of political participation. In order to analyze those surveys, I 

created a codebook and Excel spreadsheet of the coded surveys. I used the data to generate 

frequency tables, which determined the major topics I would address in the chapters. Given 

the small N (19) of the surveys, these results are not conclusive, but coding the surveys 

allowed for detection of patterns that might not have emerged as clearly through coding of 

the open-ended questions. The survey results provided frequencies for certain issues and 
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patterns. Those frequencies shaped the primary focus of each chapter and are highlighted 

along with other data from the Census and the National Asian American Political Survey to 

supplement the results of the interviews.  

 

The Role of the Researcher 

As a South Asian community leader, and former New York City appointed official, I was able 

to gain easy access to most of my respondents to conduct interviews. To minimize 

researcher bias, I carefully followed the interview protocols, including when requesting 

interviews, reviewing the consent policy, and conducting the interview itself, being 

particularly careful to adhere to similar probes for all interviewees. Given my own 

experience with and knowledge of the community, I was especially careful not to probe in 

ways that would lead the respondents. I conducted most of my interviews from Fall 2012 to 

Spring 2013, with a few in the fall of 2013. As a result of this timing, my respondents were 

aware of, and in some cases active in, the 2013 New York City election cycle. This election 

included a mayoral race, two other citywide races, one for comptroller and the other for 

public advocate, all 51 City Council seats, and five borough presidents’ and district 

attorneys’ races. Seven South Asian candidates were running for office, including one for 

the citywide office of Public Advocate. Given this backdrop, interviewees shared 

perspectives on candidates for the 2013 elections, and I followed the community’s 

participation in debates and events through email invitations, press coverage and referrals 

from respondents. 

 

 
 



 

 68

Conclusion 
 
This initial set of interviews begin a critical data set, that is place-based, encompasses 

diverse South Asian groups, and includes observations about low-income and 

undocumented immigrants, who are difficult to reach through random surveys.  In 

addition, interviews of these elite included many nonprofit leaders who themselves are 

catalysts for coalition building. Discussions with them were instrumental in capturing 

challenges in and obstacles to coalition building and the role that nonprofits play in 

facilitating participation by their members. Through these early findings, the study begins 

to build theories about South Asian political incorporation at a time when existing theories 

are ill suited for the contemporary immigrant experience. Although many similarities exist 

between turn of the century immigrants and those today, significant differences include a 

more multiracial polity, a large proportion of undocumented immigrants, and the waning 

role of political parties. For these reasons, this study attempted to develop new data that 

would contribute to new theoretical frameworks for contemporary immigrant political 

incorporation.  

 

 



 
 
 
Figure 3.2  South Asian Distribution Across the United States 
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Source: American Community Survey, 2010 
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Source: 2007-2011 Census (ACS 5-yr average) from American Community Survey, Census 
Bureau, US Commerce Dept 

Figure 3.3 South Asians by NYC Borough 
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SOURCE: 2007-2011 CENSUS (ACS 5-YR AVERAGE) FROM AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY, CENSUS 

BU

Fig 3.3. Diversity by New York City Borough 
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CHAPTER FOUR: POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 

 
Standard models of political participation focus on voting, contributing to campaigns and 

contacting elected officials (Verba, Schlozman, Brady and Nie 1993) as measures of an 

individual’s engagement with the political process. For immigrant communities, these 

activities are important. But in newer communities, particularly those with undocumented 

immigrants or permanent residents not yet eligible for naturalization, nonelectoral political 

participation such as in protests, can also be “essential to minority empowerment” 

(Wrinkle et al. 1996), despite fears of law enforcement. As more recent analysis of 

immigrant political incorporation has shown, for newer Americans, the process of 

incorporation can also be nonlinear (Jones-Correa 2013), and may not follow a predictable 

path of naturalization, voting, and descriptive representation.  In addition, contemporary 

political incorporation literature has shown that nonprofits play a role in immigrants’ 

political presence and activity (Andersen 2008; de Graauw 2008; Ramakrishnan and 

Bloemraad 2008).  

 

This study examined patterns of participation by South Asians through elite interviews, 

including nonprofit and community leaders and political actors. This chapter discusses the 

research findings, in the context of literature on participation, mobilization, and immigrant 

political incorporation.  Among South Asians in Queens, a range of demographic factors, 

including, immigration status, English language ability, socioeconomic background and 

occupational sector, influence political participation. Elite interviews provided an entry 

point into the community’s activities and the role that these factors play in shaping them. In 
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addition, through interviews of elites affiliated with organizations, the study explored  

nonprofits’ role in shaping the community’s incorporation by contributing to political 

presence and building civic skills.  As described in the previous chapter, the interviews 

explored forms of electoral and non-electoral participation.  

 

The research is framed around the role of class, occupational sector and mobilization in 

political participation, drawing on two existing areas of research mentioned in the 

introduction.  One is the “resource model” of participation studied by Brady, Verba and 

Schlozman (1995), which emphasizes the relationship between time, money and civic skills 

and participation, and the other includes newer analytical frameworks that examine the 

role of nonprofits in immigrant political incorporation (Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad, 

2008; de Graauw 2008). Using these models to analyze interview responses helped assess 

both the types of participation in which nonprofit members were engaging and the 

community’s political presence and weight, and its civic capacity.  

 

Further, the study sought to explore whether low-income status, and in particular, 

occupational sector, plays a role in shaping participation by creating opportunities for 

arguably unavailable to the average American, such as testifying at hearings and shaping 

the content of legislation.  These activities help build civic skills that have been associated 

with participation (Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995). With nonprofit leaders as 

respondents, the research contributes to knowledge about whether their organizations are 

significant mobilizers, both within and outside of occupational sectors, and are 

contributing to the development of civic skills in their members.   
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It is important to note that all interviews of Queens nonprofit leaders and elected officials 

made limited reference to the Queens Democratic Party, which has recovered from a 

scandal-ridden history in the 1980s (Sanjek 1998), to be a key determinant of the power 

structure in the borough. The party’s leadership appears to understand the significance of 

demographic shifts and has been responsive to those shifts. Former party leader Thomas 

Manton encouraged the involvement of Asians and Latinos in Queens politics; in the 1990s, 

he created at-large district leader seats to which party leaders could appoint minorities 

whose communities were geographically dispersed. In 1986, he encouraged Latinos to 

form a Hispanic Democratic Club, advice that was not taken until 1993 (Ricourt and Danta 

2003).  In 2012, the party chose then-Assemblywoman Grace Meng over Assemblyman 

Rory Lancman to run for the newly drawn Congressional District 6 seat, which is 37% 

Asian (Lancman ran against Meng but lost the primary). The party’s current leader, 

Congressman Joseph Crowley, cultivates the South Asian community as donors, founded 

the Bangladesh Caucus, and serves as the co-chair of the Congressional Caucus on India and 

Indian Americans.   

 

The remainder of this chapter discusses the frameworks within which I assessed the role of 

nonprofits; then discusses civic engagement activities by nonprofits; and concludes with 

the findings on patterns of participation by individual South Asians, including voting, 

contributing to campaigns, contacting elected officials and protesting.   
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Nonprofits and Incorporation 

The primary players in immigrant political incorporation have varied over the years, with 

political parties, unions and nonprofits serving critical functions at different points in 

history. Political parties mobilized immigrant voters in the late 1800s and early 1900s 

(Sterne 2001; Andersen 2008).  Party bosses helped immigrants access social services and 

extracted votes in return. In education, patronage by the party machine helped immigrants 

and others to access jobs. Prior to the New Deal, parties contributed to the existence of a 

proto-welfare state on which immigrants relied heavily. After the New Deal, immigrants’ 

dependency on parties changed. More recently, as the immigrant population has diversified 

and the polity has grown larger, parties have limited incentive to introduce new voters into 

the equation and are less likely to reach out to immigrants, whose votes are less 

predictable than long-time party supporters (Andersen 2008).  De La Garza (2004) found 

that, other than in California in 1996. Jones-Correa’s (1998) research indicates that parties 

don’t sponsor registration other than during presidential elections, and local machine 

politicians don’t work to incorporate new citizens who are potential voters.  

 

Even during the parties’ prominence in immigrant political incorporation, civic associations 

and churches helped to bring foreign-born men and women into the political process. 

(Basch 1987; Sterne 2001) In recent decades, nonprofits have become more significant 

players in immigrant political incorporation (de Graauw 2008; Ramakrishnan 2008; 

Ramirez and Wong 2006), helping to develop relationships with elected officials, 

introducing immigrants to the civic and political process, and getting out the vote.  
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Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad (2008) found that the recognition of ethnic organizations by 

elected officials is a predictor of immigrant groups’ political presence. Nonprofits further 

serve as a liaison between immigrants and elected officials by (1) articulating policy needs 

and agenda setting (2) advocating for or against legislation (3) seeking access to arenas in 

which decisions are made and (4) challenging legislation through advocacy (de Graauw 

2008). This study’s findings demonstrate how nonprofits – which are increasingly 

important political actors – are helping South Asians in New York City incorporate into the 

political process.  

 

Nonprofits are important to South Asians and other immigrants for another reason. 

Whereas political parties and unions are likely to touch only those who are here legally, 

nonprofits reach undocumented immigrants as well. They help teach English-language 

skills to their members or clients and involve them in legislative and other political 

campaigns. Through service provision and advocacy, nonprofits help immigrants acquire 

language skills and information that facilitates participation. In addition, they register 

immigrants to vote and mobilize them to turn out on Election Day (de Graauw 2008). Given 

that over nearly 10% of Indians and Pakistanis, and nearly 20% of Bangladeshis arrived in 

New York City after 2010 (American Community Survey, 2012), nonprofits could be an 

essential element of their integration into American life.   
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Nonprofits in the South Asian Community 

The study included 20 interviews with leaders of nonprofit organizations, to explore the 

roles that their organizations play in the civic and political activity that existing research 

demonstrates is needed for immigrant political incorporation. Of those, 13 had missions 

focused solely with the South Asian community, while the other 7 worked with broader 

constituencies such as Asian Americans, immigrants or restaurant workers. Interviews 

with community leaders demonstrated measures of group-level political incorporation, 

such as presence on governing coalitions and policy responsiveness (Browning, Marshall, 

Tabb 1986) as well as provided insight into their members’ individual-level assimilation, 

through such acts as voting and contributing.  

 

Kirsti Andersen (2008) has offered a typology of the organizations that serve immigrant 

communities:  

1) Local, service-providing nonprofits, which may not engage in political activity but 

do provide ESL and citizenship classes, which help with civic and political 

incorporation. 

2) Ethnic voluntary associations, which help maintain ties to homeland and may 

also provide services and engage in local politics. 

3) Voter education groups specifically engaged in registering and/educating new 

voters from immigrant communities. 

Within the South Asian community, organizations predominantly fall into the first two 

categories offered in Andersen’s typology—service-focused organizations and ethnic 

associations. While both engage in some form of civic education, only two organizations 
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defined themselves as solely focused on “civic engagement.”  Of the two, one is 

neighborhood-based and the other consists of South Asian union members. But there are 

other types of organizations active in the community, in particular those that organize low-

income workers and ensure that their voices and needs are part of the policy debate. Table 

4.1 describes the organizations working within the South Asian community that were part 

of this research. Mission statements came from the organization websites and indicate in 

varying degrees the emphasis placed on organizing, policy advocacy and leadership 

development, all of which explicitly or implicitly contribute to political participation by 

members.  

 

Much of the notable civic engagement activity in the Queens-based South Asian community 

has occurred within the past four years, around the 2009 New York City elections, around 

the Census and redistricting, the 2012 Presidential elections and the 2013 New York City 

elections. Two groups have emerged within the last decade to address issues of civic 

engagement – SEVA and Taking our Seat, and one, ASAAL (the Association for South Asian 

American Labor), has strengthened its capacity recently by hiring a full time political 

director.   
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Table 4.1 South Asian Organizations Interviewed12 
 
 

Organization Name Mission Statement (from website) Year 
Founded 

Civic 
Engagement 
is explicit 
activity 

ASAAL (Alliance of 
South Asian American 
Labor) 

The Alliance of South Asian American Labor  
(ASAAL) is an independent voice of South Asian  
workers within the trade union movement. It is  
challenging the organized labor movement to be  
more diverse and relevant to the needs and aspirations of 
the nation’s minority and poor workers. 

2008 Yes 

Adhikaar for Human 
Rights  

Adhikaar seeks to promote human rights and 
social justice in Nepali communities by (1) 
facilitating access to information and resources 
on immigration, health, workers' rights, and 
women's rights for immigrants, refugees, asylees, 
Nepali-Americans and others within the Nepali 
community; (2) mobilizing members of the 
Nepali community to collectively advocate 
against social injustices and human rights abuses 
that affect our community; and (3) conducting 
policy research and advocacy, and providing 
capacity building assistance to Nepali human 
rights and social justice organizations. 
 

2005 No 

Andolan  Andolan organizes low-income, South Asian 
workers to fight against injustices faced because 
of abusive employers. Andolan envisions a world 
in which all workers are treated with respect and 
dignity. 

1998 No 

Chhaya CDC  Chhaya’s mission is to create more stable and 
sustainable communities by increasing civic 
participation and addressing the unique housing 
and community development needs of South 
Asian Americans, new immigrants and their 
neighbors. 

2000   Yes 

Desis Rising Up and 
Moving 

DRUM is a multigenerational, membership led 
organization of working class South Asian 
immigrants in New York City. We organize 
through political education and membership led 
action for immigrant rights, racial, economic, and 
social justice.  DRUM builds the power of our 
members to change policies themselves. We 

2000 Yes 

                                                        
12 Other nonprofit leaders included groups that serve the broader Asian American and 
immigrant communities.  
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particularly build the leadership of undocumented 
youth and women, to win full civil, human, and 
economic rights. 

Indo-Caribbean 
Alliance 

The Indo-Caribbean Alliance, Inc. seeks to unify 
and advance Indo-Caribbean interests by 
fostering joint and collaborative actions among 
Indo-Caribbean peoples, organizations and 
businesses. 

2008 Yes 

Jackson Heights 
Merchants Association 

Business owners’ association (no website) Early 
2000s 

No 

Richmond Hill 
Economic 
Development 
Corporation  

The Richmond Hill EDC is an association of 
concerned residents, merchants and local 
organizations working with elected officials and 
city agencies to significantly enhance the 
social, economic and civic services along the 
bustling Liberty Avenue retail corridor. 

2009 Yes 

South Asian Action 
Forum 

Political Action Group (no website) 2006 Yes 

South Asian 
Americans Leading 
Together (SAALT) 

South Asian Americans Leading Together 
(SAALT) is a national, nonpartisan, non-profit 
organization that elevates the voices and 
perspectives of South Asian individuals and 
organizations to build a more just and inclusive 
society in the United States.  

2000 Yes 

South Asian Youth 
Action  

SAYA!’s mission is to create social change and 
opportunities for South Asian youth to realize 
their fullest potential. It is the only organization 
in the country dedicated to providing non-
sectarian comprehensive youth development 
services to the South Asian community -- one of 
the fastest growing ethnic groups in New York 
City.  

1996 No 

SEVA Immigrant 
Community Advocacy 
Project- Desis Vote! 

The mission of the organization is to build a 
broad based and sustainable network of 
community based organizers and members to 
address the critical needs, of the most under 
resourced immigrant communities in New York 
City—with a special focus on the South Asian 
and West Indian enclaves of Richmond Hill, 
Ozone Park, and Woodhaven, Queens. SEVA’s 
strategy is based on grassroots organizing focused 
on building community networks one member at 
a time. 

2005 Yes 

Taking Our Seat Empowering South Asian Americans in the 
electoral process 

2011 Yes 

  



Discussed below are a much-cited City Council candidate forum in 2009, a voter 

engagement drive in 2012, a Public Advocates’ Forum in 2013, and the lawsuit against the 

board of elections for noncompliance with the Voting Rights Act in 2013, all of which 

indicate increasing political engagement by, and maturity of, the South Asian community.  

In discussing these events through interview findings below, this chapter illustrates the 

ways in which these organization leaders see their role in, and their members’, 

participation. Whether articulating concerns about bullying in schools with Desis Rising up 

and Moving (DRUM) or about the need for paid sick leave with the Restaurant 

Opportunities Center (ROC), organization members learn about civic engagement, in 

particular the legislative process. 

 

Following are the findings on patterns of electoral participation, specifically in voting, 

donating to campaigns and contacting elected officials, as well as a discussion of the 

importance of transnational ties, protests and civic engagement to the community’s 

incorporation.  

 

 

From One Democracy to Another: Immigrant South Asians’ Voting Patterns 

Many South Asians and Indo-Caribbeans arrive in the United States primed for 

participation based on homeland political environments. Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Sri 

Lanka are all democracies, and Pakistan, though at times under military rule, was founded 

on democratic principles.  Among other Asian American groups, South Asians’ familiarity 

with democracy is a distinguishing factor, as one Asian American nonprofit leader noted. 
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“When it comes to the American political process, South Asians are more astute. They 

understand American democratic principles better. They come from countries which have a 

history of voting, and a struggle for the right to vote.”   

 

Table 4.2 shows data obtained from the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 

Assistance, which compiled voter turnout rates in elections using the number of registered 

voters and voting age population estimates. In comparison to the United States, voting 

rates in South Asian countries and in Guyana and Trinidad, from which many South Asian 

immigrants come, are fairly high. In Bangladesh, voter turnout was as high as 85% of 

registered voters in 2008, for example. In Guyana and Trinidad, turnout is two to five 

percent points higher than in the United States.  

 

Table 4.2 Voting Rates in Immigrants' Home Countries and the U.S. 
    

Country Most Recent 
Year Available 

Voter Turnout (%of 
registered voters) 

VAP Turnout (% of 
citizens of voting age) 

Bangladesh 2008 85.26 78.93 
Guyana 2011 72.89 75 
India 2009 58.17 56.45 
Nepal 2008 63.29 74.42 
Pakistan 2008 44.55 38.77 
Sri Lanka 2010 61.26 58.32 
Trinidad and Tobago 2010 69.45 77.16 
United States 2012 67.95 54.62 
    
Source: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 

 
 
Understanding the way democracy works helps reinforce the ways in which South Asians 

approach the voting process. The leader of a local South Asian nonprofit emphasized that 

“people take their voting rights seriously. Once registered, people tend to vote.  People see it as 
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a duty almost.”  One other respondent, a South Asian national nonprofit leader described 

exit polling on Election Day at a site, “where many South Asians were. Many were voting for 

the first time, full families, one Bangladeshi family where the college age daughter brought 

the parents to vote. “People were excited.” They want to be part of the system.”  

 

Still, 25 percent of the leaders of South Asian-specific groups indicated that they believed 

voter participation was “low.” As with other immigrants, voting is limited by factors 

mentioned by my interviewees and supported by literature on participation and income 

incorporation. Specifically, these factors include institutional barriers such as citizenship 

and language access and a limited sense of belonging or efficacy. (Garcia-Bedolla 2006; 

DeSipio 2001; Jones-Correa 1998).  Formal citizenship in the U.S. is a prerequisite for 

voting,  and newer immigrants, who may either be undocumented or ineligible for 

citizenship, may not have the option to vote.   

 

Another major reason for nonparticipation is language access. On October 13, 2011, the U.S. 

Census Bureau announced that Queens was among 4 jurisdictions in the country that was 

required to provide bilingual ballots, translated voter registration forms, and interpreters 

for “Asian Indians”, in accordance with Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act.  Given that 

there is no language that is Asian Indian, community groups worked with the New York 

City Board of Elections to establish the language needs of particular areas of Queens with 

high concentrations of South Asians. On July 2, 2013, the Asian American Legal Defense and 

Education Fund (AALDEF) sued the New York City Board of Elections for noncompliance 

with the provisions of Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act. AALDEF’s press release on the 
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lawsuit explains: “Ballots translated into Bengali were not provided during the Presidential 

Primary Election on April 24, 2012; the Congressional Primary Election on June 26, 2012; the 

New York State Primary Election on September 13, 2012; and the Presidential Election on 

November 6, 2012. “  Quoted in the press release are two South Asian groups, both of whom 

participated in this research, who express their concern about the noncompliance as 

preventing “many Bengali-speaking Americans with limited English proficiency from being 

able to fully exercise their right to vote.”  

 

Even when South Asians are English-speaking citizens, they may not be familiar with the 

political system or feel a strong sense of belonging to their adopted homeland or the 

efficacy associated with greater levels of participation (Garcia-Bedolla 2005; Brady, Verba 

and Schlozman 1995). One leader of a nonprofit described his members this way: “Before 

people start engaging they have to become comfortable with American civic culture, and the 

American civic system. New immigrants or ones who have been here for 25 years still don’t 

understand what that means.”  Another, older citizen and community leader emphasized 

that the feeling of belonging takes time to develop, “When we came, my head was always 

back home. But now, I think over here. Everybody’s children are getting more mature. 

Everybody wants to go more in the process over here.” 

 

Among those who are registered to vote, types of participation are similar to those among 

the general population. Of the 13 interviewees who worked primarily with the South Asian 

community, six indicated that their experiences at polling sites and in conversations with 

members suggest that more people vote during Presidential elections and citywide ones. 
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Primaries draw few South Asian voters, and that creates a cycle of non-mobilization, 

particularly in places like Queens where the Democratic primary results often determine 

the winner of the general election. In a New York Times analysis of the 20 voting blocs 

likely to impact the outcome of the 2014 mayoral primary, only two were Queens-based—

Queens Blacks and Queens Hispanics. Unsurprisingly, the political director of a South Asian 

organization indicated that traditionally, candidates have not tried to outreach to the South 

Asian community because it is "not an established triple prime community; they don’t vote in 

primaries that much.”  Multiple respondents emphasized that even when registered, South 

Asians were not registered for a party and thus could not vote in primaries.  This local 

trend is reflected in the data on Indians and South Asians from the National Asian American 

Political Survey, in which only 29% of those who identified as Indian said they were 

registered with the Democratic or Republican parties.  

 

One of the South Asian candidates for office interviewed for this study, felt that South Asian 

candidates “were not getting endorsed by parties because they [the parties] were doing a 

provincial analysis, they would say, “so how many people from your community are 

registered to vote?” And they would do a simple analysis, finding that not that many South 

Asians registered…it’s a parochial way of thinking,” In the latter case, political parties 

assumed that a South Asian candidate would only be able to draw from the South Asian 

community, and chose not to assess the candidate on his potential draw to a broader 

constituency. But both quotes reflect the reality that there is not a reliable base of South 

Asian voters, which may make South Asian candidates too risky for parties to consider 

cultivating or endorsing.   
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Through voter engagement efforts in 2012 and other years, this base of registered voters 

may grow. Nonprofit leaders said they have begun to see a high level of interest in 

participation among those with whom they worked, regardless of legal status.   A South 

Asian community organizer discussed how she sees interest and participation among the 

organization’s undocumented members. “Because they are left out of the process, when 

members are together, there is a lot of discussion about what people are reading in the 

newspaper.”  She continued, discussing her observations of other segments of the 

membership. “When elections are coming around, we get more participation from 

documented members. [They are] more willing to do voter education, for themselves and their 

friends. [They] do it so they “become better advocates for other members who still can’t vote” 

on immigration and other things that matter.”  Interest in elections does not, and in the case 

of undocumented South Asians or unregistered voters cannot, translate into votes at the 

booth, however.  

 

In addition to individual level voting behavior, interviews specifically asked about an 

example of South Asian political participation that respondents believed to be “most 

successful.” In response to that question, one of the most cited examples of effective 

political activity was a voter engagement effort by a group of 10 nonprofits in 2012, that 

resulted in the registration of 716 new South Asian voters and direct contact with 6,000 

voters in five neighborhoods with large South Asian concentrations. Although this is a 

significant step for the community, and for these organizations, both as a collaboration, and 

as a new direction in their work, when viewed in the context of more robust voter 
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engagement efforts by Latinos, or pan-Asian and pan-immigrant groups, the example 

highlights the challenges the South Asian community faces in presenting itself as a strong 

electoral base.  

 

Contributing as a form of Participation: South Asians as Donors 

As South Asians achieve economic stability, elected officials and candidates target them for 

contributions to their campaigns. Ten of the 13 South Asian leaders I interviewed indicated 

that the South Asian community was actively giving, saying we have “a lot of political 

donors;” giving is “higher than average”; it is “easy to raise money” from the South Asian 

community. Being asked to give, and being able to give, is empowering and gratifying, in 

particular among communities that have felt marginalized in the political process. Many 

community members who have given have asked for little in return except a visit to their 

business, faith institution or neighborhood. Often, that will allow for a photo with an 

elected official, which becomes a stamp of credibility and respectability for the donor. This 

association with power is initially critical for community members who have long been 

ignored and are exploring ways to gain access.  One New York City-based South Asian 

policy advocate describes the photo phenomenon in this way: “Brown people are just happy 

with a photo, anything, they have been marginalized for so long, that anything, any kind of 

opportunity, even if it’s not truly influential or powerful or meaningful, to feel like they’re 

close to power, or close to a politician, is exciting for them and can garner their support.” In 

another interview, the desire for a photo with the elected official is explained by a national 

South Asian policy advocate in this way: “People are so drawn to the high profile. I think 

there’s still this sense of being connected to power. With the first generation, the photo op 
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comes up more. But our generation still has some part of that, there’s something there. Maybe 

it’s true of all communities.”   

 

The ability to give can also alleviate other civic responsibility. One South Asian candidate 

for public office indicated that, “that’s how they view their participation. I’ll write a check 

and get a photo op, but they won’t drive out votes, won’t talk to the Democratic Party to 

increase access for our community.”  The request for a photo is one example of the 

individual gains for donors that emerged in research for this study. Often, individuals are 

looking only for the gratification and don’t ask for anything in return. An Indian business 

owner and community leader, explained that “Indians give a lot of money. He (referring to 

Congressman Crowley, the leader of the Queens Democratic Party mentioned earlier) must 

have collected at least, maybe $200, 000 from Indians. Indians are not like show off. They give 

it without any reason. I think it’s a good thing to keep links, participate in the process.”  This 

generally positive view of “giving without asking” however, runs counter to the 

transactional nature of politics, in which constituents who give expect a return on their 

investment. This respondent’s perspective is neither universal nor static. Another 

interviewee, a high-net-worth donor, described his ability to leverage his organization’s 

contributions to the Democratic Party and to specific Congressional candidates into access 

and influence. For one, our children “can get an internship with the member of Congress.” 

Also, he explained, “We have to be smart about how we squeeze all these politicians, we have 

to negotiate with these politicians what we need them to do.”  
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This quote describes more aptly the pattern emerging from the research on recent 

contributions. As they establish closer relationships with their elected officials, savvy 

donors or bundlers are beginning to ask for something more. These requests fall into three 

categories – personal favors for employment or assistance, personal assistance for 

attendance or participation in events, and requests for assistance with issue areas of 

concern. Based on the interviews for this study, the last of these is both more recent and 

less common. The first two are the most common patterns of interaction with elected 

officials, as individuals seek to leverage their contributions or bundling for their own 

benefit. Often, this pattern of behavior allows for a mutually beneficial relationship 

between the donor or bundler and the elected official or candidate, in which the latter 

benefits both from the contribution and the actual or perceived expertise and knowledge of 

the former in understanding his/her community.  

 

Sometimes, these demands are framed within a larger community context, such as  

requesting a district office in the neighborhood, or articulating a foreign policy issue of 

interest to South Asians in general, but because the request is less tied to an organization, 

and more to the individual power broker, disentangling the personal from the broader 

agenda is nearly impossible.  For example, when seeking to establish a district office, the 

elected official is often relying on the community gatekeeper, which can mean that 

individual is either the first person considered as an employee for that office or becomes 

the go-between the elected official and the real estate agent.    
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In one case, an interviewee actually conducted real estate negotiations on behalf of an 

elected official in the course of his interview for this study. In another, the interviewee 

indicated that he would soon begin serving as a South Asian liaison to an Assembly 

member. And in yet another, an interviewee indicated that he “was close” to both Weprin 

brothers, one who serves as an Assemblyman (and was one of the interviewees for this 

research) and the other as a Council member, working with them to advise on issues of 

concern in the community, which may result in increasing attention to the community’s 

needs.  In each of the cases above, individuals are developing personal relationships that 

can translate into individual benefits, while representing a community-based organization.  

 

The giving trend is applicable across the spectrum, from local to Congress, and is not 

limited to elected officials representing the district in which the donor lived or worked. In 

one interview, a former candidate for public office described the prominence of bundlers as 

a problem for the South Asian community, because people are just as likely to give money 

to a candidate from another electoral district, and “we didn’t see how the money was 

translating into positive public policy for the community.” This meant money was “leaving 

both the geographic and racial community.”  Another respondent, a South Asian major 

donor described his frustration at the community’s inability to make demands for their 

needs. “Those other communities are getting so much more for their money and the 

votes…Because [our] people are not organized.”  

 

In the South Asian community, bundlers are often individuals connected to organizations 

that have limited funding, no independent office space and no paid staff. Although some 
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have websites, they are not registered with Guidestar, or do not have financial information 

filed for public viewing. Some of these groups are able to mobilize community members, in 

some cases in the hundreds, such as for parades or street fairs. Nevertheless, the lack of any 

significant organizational accountability creates disproportionate power for an individual 

leader.  The interviews suggest that this individual-as-community relationship is also 

occurring among high-income South Asians, whose ability to raise money for Congress 

members increased their profile within the community and their access to individual 

legislator.  

 

Given the limited infrastructure, and a community that is diverse linguistically and 

religiously and has yet to establish itself as a significant electoral power, candidates and 

elected officials rely on individuals as community brokers, particularly since such 

brokering results in fundraising events.  For these individual brokers, who neither have 

institutional funders (such as government or foundations) nor developed boards of 

directors to be accountable to, the ability to shape the nature of a candidate’s engagement 

with the community is both skewed and empowering. Other community members perceive 

the individual’s access to political actors as a sign of the broker’s power, enhancing that 

individual’s stature in the community. At the same time, when that access is provided, and 

to whom, is determined largely on the basis of one individual’s will. In the absence of a 

robust voter base and strong civic institutions, these individual relationships, despite their 

connection to organizational entities, are not bringing clear benefits to the South Asian 

community at large. Furthermore, one interviewee indicated that individuals who are 

connected to elected officials and serve as gatekeepers to the community are 
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“disincentivized to support the development of strong civic institutions” which would 

erode their individual power base. In sum, the access to representatives that comes from 

donations is indicative of individual assimilation rather than the group-level incorporation 

that representation can provide.  

 

 

Contact with Elected Officials 

Eight of the 13 South Asian leaders with whom I spoke talked about contact with elected 

officials as a formal process, mediated by nonprofits, for testimony at hearings, letter 

writing campaigns, or advocating for certain policies. Few leaders thought that South Asian 

community members were contacting elected officials with individual constituent service 

requests. But, there is a feeling among community leaders that having a South Asian in 

office would change that. “The day we have a South Asian elected official, that person’s office 

would be bombarded with phone calls from around the United States of America, everyone 

from the South Asian community. I think if we have a South Asian elected, they would be 

swamped from people outside their district,”  said one South Asian political organizer.  And a 

local Indo-Caribbean leader voiced his belief this way: “If there were more elected officials 

from Indo–Caribbean or S. Asian community, they would be overwhelmed with requests from 

the community. People don’t reach out as much now.”  

 

Currently, non-South Asian elected officials’ motivation for engaging with community 

leaders is based in part on the perception that their leadership in the South Asian 

community can translate into votes, access, and information. In particular, elected officials 
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are engaging with nonprofits around (1) seeking opportunities to meet community 

members (2) recruiting volunteers and staff and (3) providing funding and other resources 

and access and (4) championing legislation of interest to the South Asian community.  

  

For elected officials, faced with a community that celebrates multiple religious occasions 

(Muslims and Eid, Hindus and Diwali and Sikhs and Vaisakhi, for example); speaks Bengali, 

Punjabi, Urdu and Gujarati, among other languages; and is more widespread in national 

origins than other immigrant communities, nonprofits become a manageable means to 

reach the community. Further, as one respondent said, they see these organizations as a 

“legitimate entry point” to the community.  Others cited the clear relationship between 

these visits and votes. “For Indian Independence Day, Diwali, elected officials come, for 

celebrations. They know Jackson Heights is a place where they can have Indian votes. I think 

they just come for votes.” 

 

A candidate forum in 2009, coordinated by a number of South Asian organizations whose 

leaders were interviewed for this research, afforded an opportunity for candidates to share 

their platforms with members of the community. Several respondents discussed the forum 

as a pivotal moment that helped them see “the potential that’s there in the community.” In 

that year, New York City voters were expecting to elect a new Mayor and City Council 

members to open seats, as both the Mayor and City Council members were finishing their 

second terms.  Instead, Mayor Michael Bloomberg led an effort to extend term limits to 

three terms (Honan 2008). This decision infuriated many New Yorkers, in places like 

Jackson Heights, where the South Asian community had been frustrated by the incumbent 
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City Councilwoman, Helen Sears. “She wouldn’t return calls; her priority was with the older 

residents of the district.” “People were against Helen because she had been there for two 

terms.” Motivated by their frustration with the incumbent, community-based South Asian 

organizations co-hosted a forum.  Three candidates responded to questions from the 

audience at the forum--the incumbent Helen Sears; an openly gay white ethnic candidate 

by the name of Daniel Dromm;  and a South Asian, Stanley Kalathara. Several of my 

interviewees indicated that Daniel Dromm, who went on to win the primary by 413 votes 

against the incumbent, demonstrated a stronger understanding of their concerns than the 

incumbent or the South Asian. Kalathara, the South Asian candidate, received only 300 

votes compared to Dromm’s 1533. One of my respondents, a local nonprofit leader, 

indicated that they registered 120 new South Asian voters in the district that year, 

following up with them through mailings and phone calls, to ensure voter turnout in the 

primary.  Although the above was all nonpartisan activity, and his victory cannot be 

directly attributed to the nonprofit’s efforts, Councilmember Daniel Dromm remains a key 

ally of the organization and other South Asian groups.  In fact, in the interviews for this 

study, he was the most often cited elected official as a “friend of the South Asian 

community.”  

 

The access to South Asians is applicable across class and levels of office. Even interviewees 

who served as part of PACs that supported Congressional candidates indicated that 

Congress members turned to them for expertise and opinions on foreign policy concerns, 

saying in reference to issues relating to India and Pakistan:  “We have created a value 

proposition for these guys because we look at it from the American perspective rather than 
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a desi perspective.” And, we “very much focused on developing deep dialogues with 

members of Congress on specific issues.” The PAC “board members picked up the phone 

and called officials, whether we had supported them or not,” if they had issues they wanted 

Congress members to address.  

 

In addition to these traditional forms of participation—voting, contributing and contacting 

elected officials – my interviews revealed how transnational ties, protests and civic 

engagement influences the community’s incorporation. Below I discuss my findings on each 

of these in more detail.  

 

The Role of Transnational Ties 

For immigrants, ties to the homeland are both easy and important to preserve. 

Transnational activities, particularly in an era when immigrants move back and forth, can 

have dual citizenship and may be engaging in homeland as well as domestic politics, can 

enhance both civic engagement and political participation (Marowska 2001) asserts that 

these factors contribute to a more positive view of transnational ties than in past waves of 

migration, when ties to the homeland were considered more suspicious. In discussing 

South Asian transnational ties, Mishra (2009), suggests that transnational ties are both part 

of the continuum of political incorporation for non-white immigrants to the U.S. and can 

influence the “ideology, agenda, and political mobilization pattern” of those groups. Other 

scholars have also posited that transnational ties are not necessarily associated with 

decreased involvement in politics in the U.S. (Jones-Correa 1998; DeSipio 2006; Guarnizo 

1997; Guarnizo, Portes, and Haller 2003; Guarnizo and Portes 1991; Lien, Conway and 
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Wong 2004; Ramakrishnan 2005; Wong 2006). Some suggest that transnational ties not 

only influence democratic engagement in the U.S. but can also lead to increased 

involvement in democratizing home countries, (Baubock 2003) and that transnational ties 

are influenced by conditions in the home country (Marowska 2001). 

 

The relationship between home country and the United States, and the political conditions 

of the home country were both factors that emerged in interviews for this study.  First, 

25% of the 20 nonprofit leaders interviewed indicated that South Asians, particularly from 

Bangladesh India, and Nepal, arrive in the United States with experience in political 

participation from their home country. Community leaders indicated in their interviews 

that South Asians from those countries are thus primed for democratic participation, and 

inclined to find ways to participate. Often, their activities include starting associations that 

promote discussion of homeland politics but also allow for contact with local elected 

officials. These associations also serve as feeders into larger, more pan-ethnic or issue-

based activities and groups, whose leaders were also interviewed.  

 

For South Asians who contribute large sums of money to national races and party 

committees, the opportunity to influence foreign policy towards their homeland is a key 

motivating factor for developing relations with Congress members. For example, one PAC 

member described the organization’s role in protesting the removal of Chief Justice of 

Pakistan, Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry, by then-President Pervez Musharraf, in 2007.  Yet, 

in describing the goals of the PAC, the respondent indicated that the focus was “squarely on 

U.S. political incorporation,” including the “recognition that citizenship involves an 
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engagement with the community that should extend to government and to fully flesh out the 

concept of people’s understanding of themselves as citizens in the U.S.”   

 

The quote above and data from the National Asian American Political Survey, which 

indicate that only 7.5% of Indian Americans who contribute money to campaigns are 

involved in homeland politics (Wong et al. 2011), signal that, although homeland ties and 

interest in issues may be an initial motivator, the longer individuals reside in the U.S., the 

more they are able to articulate and advocate for local concerns. This applies both to low-

wage workers and high-income South Asians. For example, many South Asians became 

more concerned with domestic issues after the attacks of September 11, when they too 

faced discrimination and felt unfairly targeted by the Special Registration program that 

required males from Bangladesh and Pakistan to register with the then-INS if they were not 

citizens. On the other end of the economic spectrum, restaurant workers with a history of 

engagement in their home country may first focus on homeland politics but the ability to 

mobilize their community and articulate political concerns are useful tools when they are 

affected by discrimination in the workplace or want to advocate for legislation. Further, 

their homeland association serves as a base to mobilize for protests or voter engagement in 

New York City.  This synergistic and reinforcing relationship that emerged in interviews 

supports the literature cited above about the role transnational ties play in South Asian 

political incorporation.  

 

Protests 

Literature on minority group participation has shown that protests can be a form of 
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collective action that individuals engage in across socioeconomic status. Among African 

Americans and Latinos, for example, protest is a key strategy for mobilization. (Cordero-

Guzman et al. 2008; Dawson 2001; Swain 2010) Among those interviewed for this study, 

protests were most commonly organized by the workers’ rights groups, at the homes and 

businesses of employers or around specific issues such as immigration. As Das Gupta 

(2007) asserts, these demonstrations demand public accountability for injustices 

experienced by workers. Interviews with leaders of these groups helped establish the 

rationale for protests as well as the challenges associated with organizing their members 

for these activities.  

 

Several respondents indicated limit interest in protests by their members. Those who 

organized workers and other low-income groups felt differently and indicated that drawing 

South Asians into protests can be easy because “a lot of them have experience in Bangladesh 

or Nepal of being engaged in protests from their student days…so it’s not out of their realm of 

what’s okay or doable,” (South Asian organizer). For many who are not citizens or 

undocumented, protests are one of the few means of participation available and familiar to 

them as a means of democratic participation, based on their home country experiences. 

Despite fears of being arrested or deported, often, workers protest on behalf of their fellow 

workers, either an individual domestic worker or a group of restaurant employees, so the 

activity is for a larger cause than themselves.  

 

This sense of group consciousness appears to be more prevalent among low-income South 

Asians, both amongst their fellow South Asians but also amongst fellow workers. In fact, 
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the 2008 NAAPS data shows that although only 4% of those who identify as Asian Indian 

and 11% of those who identify as South Asian said they had participated in protests, but 

when controlling for income, 28% of Indians with incomes below 20,000 and 25% of South 

Asians with incomes between $20,000 and $35,000 said they had been in protests.13 

Similar to Dawson’s (1995) analysis of African Americans feeling a sense of “linked fate”, 

solidarity among low-income South Asian workers may be motivated by an understanding 

of the connection between their own working conditions and that of their counterparts in 

other service industries.  

 

At the same time, leaders discussed their members’ fear about being profiled or deported 

after September 11, concerns that is still prevalent. One South Asian organizer explained 

that the workers were willing to protest but, “Definitely not in the first 4 or 5 years after 

September 11. The first four or five years, we did the majority of those protests with allies, we 

called South Asians who were citizens or people who were citizens who were white or other 

races. Because at that time, there was a lot of fear, a lot of legitimate hesitance, by 

particularly undocumented Muslims or South Asians.”  Although some of this fear has abated, 

another interviewee, also a South Asian organizer, indicated that for some, particularly 

those who have lost family members through deportation, “people get scared a lot to come 

out for any government activities. When we go to Mayor’s office or other government office, 

they ask a thousand questions because they are scared.” 

                                                        
13 Income indicated refers to pre-tax household income from the year before.  
Ramakrishnan, Karthick, Jane Junn, Taeku Lee, and Janelle Wong. National Asian American Survey, 2008 
[Computer file]. ICPSR31481-v2. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research 
[distributor], 2012-07-19. doi:10.3886/ICPSR31481.v2. - See more at: 
http://www.naasurvey.com/data.html#sthash.VDY1PprE.dpuf 
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Another reason for the fear is concern about repercussions from employers. If domestic 

workers, for example, protest on behalf of a fellow worker, pictures of protestors may 

make it to community newspapers and affect individuals’ chances of future employment or 

jeopardize current employment.  

 

In general, the fragility of immigration status, economic conditions and lack of 

understanding of government processes can ironically combine to create both the 

conditions for, and fear of, protests by South Asians and other immigrant groups. For 

example, one group, whose leader I interviewed, reported that their members played a role 

in organizing the “We Are All Arizona" march across the Brooklyn Bridge on July 29th, 2010, 

at once motivated by fear that they might themselves be deported and by concern for their 

family members in Arizona and around the country.  

 

Civic Engagement Activities 

In recent years, NYC-based South Asian community groups have organized only a handful 

of activities designed to promote awareness of, and involvement in civic activity. Unlike 

larger communities like Latinos, for example, the South Asian community’s focus on 

electoral work in New York and elsewhere is limited in scope based on the community’s 

size and its organizations’ capacity. In the 2013 election cycle in New York City, South Asian 

nonprofits organized one candidate forum, for the public advocate race. In the course of my 

interviews, many respondents mentioned a voter registration drive in 2012 and candidate 

forum in 2009 as two examples of civic activities, which were discussed in more detail later 
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earlier in this chapter. Another oft-cited activity was the Census drive in 2010. Each of 

these activities was a collaboration among several community groups, whose leaders 

indicated that the availability of resources, at least in the case of the voter registration 

drive and Census push, helped to facilitate the collaboration and increase the capacity of 

groups to achieve their outcomes.  Community groups used each of these efforts to 

mobilize their members, by discussing how voter participation and Census enrollment are 

connected to issues within the community.  

 

Groups who are engaging specifically in political activities, such as the PAC leaders 

interviewed, indicated that the activities they organized included forums to meet the 

candidates, bundled fundraising events, legislative visits with members of Congress to 

articulate issues of importance of the group, and a day of meeting with Democratic 

congress members around immigration reform.   

 

Taking Our Seat, which was founded in 2011 by a former candidate for public office and 

rose quickly to some prominence as a result of its efforts in the redistricting debate 

following the 2010 Census, has focused on increasing awareness in the community about 

the impact of a diluted South Asian vote. The organization’s initial work focused on areas in 

Queens where the South Asian community’s electoral impact was being diminished 

because potential voters were divided into multiple council and assembly districts. “We’d 

like to educate people that the fact that your vote may not have as much power as it could 

have is because of the way these lines are drawn. We’re trying to get to the root causes of why 

there are no South Asians in elected office and why we aren’t forming effective blocs within 
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communities to elect an official. Redistricting is one of those things, campaign finance and 

language access are others. ”  As a result of the work by Taking Our Seat and other groups, 

the redistricting efforts resulted in the drawing of a South Asian “opportunity district” in 

Southeastern Queens, where the population is 35% Asian American, of which 67% are 

South Asian (2007-2011 American Community Survey).  

 

Particularly in relation to legislative advocacy, the nonprofit leaders indicated that their 

organizations are able to give their members the opportunity to learn how legislation is 

developed, testify at hearings and voice their concerns to elected officials. Youth and adult 

members at DRUM (Desis Rising Up and Moving) participate in the drafting of legislation 

and in briefings to City Council members. Restaurant workers who are part of ROC (the 

Restaurant Opportunities Center) and domestic worker members of Andolan have had 

exposure testifying at City Council and Congressional hearings about their experiences in 

schools and workplaces. ROC’s work on paid sick leave legislation included taking their 

members to Congress to speak about the impact of sick workers in restaurants. For 

Andolan’s members, sharing their experiences in the fight for a Domestic Workers’ Bill of 

Rights has created opportunities to testify locally and nationally. This exposure and 

experience can be both empowering and politicizing, and are accessible to immigrants, 

regardless of their citizenship and immigration status.  

 

In many cases, members of these groups are undocumented, or at least not naturalized 

citizens. But, engaging with the democratic process, sometimes prior to acquiring 

citizenship, allows them to begin a trajectory of political engagement that may include, or 
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can lead to, electoral participation. This is an increasingly prevalent pattern, particularly in 

new immigrant communities and among the undocumented, who are involved in 

organizations or movements (Hochschild 2011;Wong 2006; Heredia 2008; Jones-Correa 

1998; Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad 2008), and contributes to nonlinear patterns of 

participation in the contemporary immigrant experience. Figures 4.1. and 4.2. illustrate 

earlier and current participation trajectories.  Figure 4.1 depicts the common and better 

known trajectory of earlier immigrants to the United States, which was predominantly 

linear and privileged voting as a primary form of participation. Figure 4.2 shows the more 

dynamic pathways discussed in this chapter and currently at play among South Asians and 

other immigrant groups, in which undocumented immigrants protest and testify at 

hearings, and noncitizens may be able to vote in places like New York City (Durkin 2013).  

 

 

Conclusion  

Although on a limited basis to date, nonprofits in which South Asian low- and middle-

income community members are involved provide for the development of skills that are 

associated with increased civic engagement (Brady, Verba, Schlozman 1995). The 

organization leaders interviewed gave examples of activities in which members gained 

practical experience, such as testifying at hearings, drafting or reviewing legislation, and 

working with legislators for its passage.  

 

Through these types of activities, the groups contribute to the understanding of the civic 

and political process by (1) educating members on issues (2) helping members understand 
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the process of legislation (3) providing leadership opportunities for members and (4) 

offering experience testifying at hearings or meeting elected officials.  

 

Within the structures of these organizations, members also have the opportunity to move 

into leadership positions, as lead organizers or heads of leadership teams, where they are 

able to develop and practice skills such as chairing meetings, participating in meetings with 

decision makers, and public speaking. These are skills that have been associated with 

having a significant impact on overall political participation (Brady, Verba, Schlozmann, 

1995) and may lead to increased political engagement over time, or once members have 

acquired legal status.   

 

This overview of South Asian participation indicates that individual-level assimilation is 

occurring through traditional forms of participation and also illustrates nonlinear 

pathways to incorporation. In addition, the findings signal that nonprofits are serving as 

key mobilizers, affording immigrants the opportunity to learn about and engage in the 

political process, regardless of legal or citizenship status. Increasingly, the nonprofit 

community and individual leaders serve as an entry point for elected officials seeking to 

connect with potential voters, donors and volunteers. Two major challenges remain. 

Individual donors or bundlers are not yet seeking group level benefits for the South Asian 

community and the community’s relatively small size and limited electoral power as a base 

of registered voters present challenges for its incorporation, particularly as it relates to the 

election of a descriptive representative.  



 

 105

 

Figure 4.1 Traditional Pathway for Immigrant Participation  

Figure 4.2 Contemporary Pathways to Immigrant Participation  
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CHAPTER FIVE: COALITION BUILDING  
 
Previous chapters illustrate how religious, regional and linguistic diversity, as well as class, 

are divisive factors that dilute electoral power for South Asians. At the same time, South 

Asians work side by side with each other and with other ethnic groups in restaurants, 

homes, taxis and other workplaces. Both conditions affect the ability of community 

members to build coalitions. This study sought to understand the challenges and 

opportunities South Asians faced in coalition building and learn about successes in and 

obstacles to coalition work. Given the size and current political capacity of the South Asian 

community relative to other immigrant and native-born communities, coalition building is 

a necessary and critical component of their ability to influence the political process. This 

chapter discusses literature on coalition building and shares findings from the research, 

specifically the challenges to coalition building and examples of successful coalition work 

cited by interviewees. It concludes by suggesting how coalition work might influence the 

future political incorporation of the community. 

 

Literature on the significance of interest groups and coalition building addresses both the 

impact of and motivations for such activity. Although coalitions have been an important 

element of the political landscape, their importance in the policymaking arena is 

increasingly significant as the number of special interest and issue groups grow in number  

(Baumgartner and Leech 2001, Heclo 1978, Walker 1983). Coalition composition varies 

according to current political conditions, as new issues and new groups are incorporated 

into a party or candidate’s strategy for winning. Banfield (1963) has referred to these 

“interest groupings” as one of the four possible factions for winning elections, for example, 
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particularly when the coalition is formed around an area of interest represented by the 

candidate. That coalition of support can dissolve if the candidate moves away from the 

issue that brought the coalition together. Hugh Heclo’s (1978) work on issue networks 

suggests that a loose network with shared issue interest can become a “shared-action” 

group that creates a coalition when there is agreement on joint action; the composition of 

that network varies at different points in the policy advocacy process.  Coalitions generally 

take two forms, those that are permanent and long lasting and those that are temporary or 

ad hoc (Ansell 2009; Bowler and Segura 2012). More permanent coalitions are formed 

within political parties or social movements, and sustained by long-term common interests 

and concerns. Temporary coalitions, on the other hand, gain momentum from the groups’ 

shared support of a particular policy or candidate and tend to disband after their outcomes 

have been achieved.   

 

For minority groups whose electoral power might not yet be fully realized, or whose policy 

needs may be similar to other groups, working in concert with other groups can result in 

more successful outcomes. Bowler and Segura (2012) suggest that coalition building 

“allows opinion minorities to become opinion majorities” (p. 261). Working together can 

amplify the voices of smaller, minority groups into a larger, unified one that is harder to 

ignore. The group’s size, its leaders’ and members’ attitudes, the issue under consideration, 

and the local and political context (Stone et al. 2001; Gold et al 2011; Bowler and Segura 

2012) contribute to the conditions necessary for coalition formation. Hojnacki (1997) finds 

that groups form coalitions for specific reasons related to issue context, allies, organization 

characteristics and needs for autonomy. Careful calculation of each of these help determine 
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organization’s decisions to work in alliances or alone.  Hojnacki asserts that the more 

narrowly defined the scope of the issue, the less likely a group is to work within a coalition 

for policy response. Groups that are larger and have more political power may be less 

inclined to work with smaller, less powerful groups, unless there is a clear benefit to be 

derived from cooperation. Similarly, leaders of different groups may be natural allies based 

on shared visions for their communities or organizations. Although these may not be 

formal “interlocks” in the way Hula (1999) describes them, informal relationships between 

staff, board members and leaders of organizations can result in coordinated activity 

between groups.  

 

Race can also be at play in coalition formation.  Scholars have asserted that coalitions 

between whites and Latinos, or Latinos and blacks are formed in part based on the level of 

social distance between the groups. A sociological concept that refers to the relationships 

and engagement that two groups engage in, social distance can influence whether groups 

will work with or against one another (Evans and Giles, 1986). Meier and Stewart (1991) 

assert that this relationship extends to the policy and political arenas. Browning, Marshall 

and Tabb (1984) have also studied the potential benefits of a rainbow coalition, in which 

Latinos, whites and Blacks work together for political gain. But the local conditions seem to 

matter, according to Rocha (2007), who suggests for example that Latino immigration may 

result in Anglos forming more coalitions with Blacks if Anglos perceive Latinos to be more 

socially distant from them. As this literature suggests, the formation of and sustainability of 

rainbow coalitions are largely dependent on local factors, including group size, 

demographics and the prevalence of nonpartisan elections.  
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Given the significance of coalition building in politics, particularly for minority groups, the 

role of coalitions in the South Asian community is worthy of examination. The relatively 

small size of the South Asian community, despite its exponential growth in the last two 

decades, will make it challenging for South Asians to achieve political power on their own. 

As permanent minorities, South Asians need to rely on coalition building to advance their 

policy or electoral interests, a strategy that can prove challenging when negotiating with 

larger groups, who may have more significant electoral presence and political weight, The 

South Asian community faces other demographic and structural challenges to engaging in 

coalition work. These challenges are discussed below, along with potential opportunities 

for coalition building, including both temporary, ad hoc coalitions based on electoral and 

policy needs and longer term occupational sector coalitions that include South Asian 

workers strategizing across racial lines for mutual interests in the domestic, restaurant and 

taxi industries.  

 

South Asians in Coalitions 

Of the 20 group leaders interviewed for this study, eight were leading South Asian 

organizations that provided direct services or programs. The others were workers’ 

associations, political action groups, merchants associations, and policy organizations 

working with the South Asian, Asian American and immigrant communities.  Although the 

sample is small, the leaders and the groups they lead represent a range of issues, 

communities, and geographic and class backgrounds. The questions they answered 

addressed how and if coalitions were part of their work, and the purpose of such coalitions. 
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In addition, the questions explored the respondents’ views on the effectiveness of the 

coalitions.  

 

Of the leaders interviewed from organizations providing direct services or programs to the 

South Asian community, all indicated that they had worked successfully in coalitions with 

the South Asian, Asian American, immigrant or other minority communities. The Asian 

American and pan-immigrant groups spoke about the significance of South Asian voices in 

their coalitions, and generally, had worked and remained open to working with the 

community.  Each shared examples of the coalition work in which they had engaged, and 

discussed the particular challenges and successes of those coalition, as well as coalition 

work in general. Briefly, some of these coalitions within the community have been around 

Census 2010 and voter registration and engagement in 2012. Between the South Asian 

community and other racial groups, key recent efforts include the work around 

redistricting following the 2010 Census and around ending racial profiling.  In addition, 

collaboratives by occupational sector are common, such as among domestic workers and 

restaurant workers.  

 

In reviewing these interviews, I assessed the frequency of challenges in coalition building 

mentioned by respondents. Here, I discuss three mentioned by at least fifty percent of 

those leaders (of 10 leaders running South Asian service or policy organizations). They 

include (1) the lack of a common, shared agenda among South Asian organizations (2) 

limited capacity within the groups and the community and (3) frustration about losing 

their individual voice. Below I discuss each in more detail. 
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Challenges – What is a South Asian agenda? 

Like other ethnic groups, South Asians can’t be expected to have a simple, unified agenda, 

but unlike other ethnic groups, some of these differences are rooted in religious, national 

origin and linguistic divisions. Latinos for example, have both a common language and are 

often Christian (Segura and Bowler 2012). On the other hand, South Asian newspapers and 

television shows are in different languages, including Punjabi, Urdu and Bengali; houses of 

worship include churches for Christians, temples for Buddhists and Hindus, mosques for 

Muslims, and gurudwaras for Sikhs. Language, religion, and national origin are natural 

separators, and most first-generation South Asians continue to identify as part of their 

religious or national subgroups rather than as “South Asian,” making it more of an artificial 

construct assumed for activism and organizing than one with emotional resonance for the 

broader community. In a previous chapter, I discussed the role of elites in shaping a 

panethnic identity among community members, for political expediency.  This broader 

panethnic South Asian label plays an important role in consolidating group interests and 

creating a sense of common history among subgroups. Post-September 11, racial attacks 

both enhanced group solidarity among those who understood that the public could not 

distinguish between South Asian subgroups and highlighted divisions within the 

community; divisions between between first-generation Hindus and Muslims became more 

pronounced (Kurien 2001; Kibria 2005; Prashad 2013) in part as Hindus attempted to 

distance themselves from the profiling and harassment of South Asians.   
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In addition to the religious differences, class divisions create significant cleavages.  For 

example, in the redistricting process, the so-called South Asian “opportunity district” 

created in the New York State Assembly stretches from Bellerose, one of the City’s more 

affluent neighborhoods with a median household income of $137,33414 , to Richmond Hill, 

where the median household income is less than half that number, at $56,693. This division 

in income manifests itself in real and perceived differences in public services, such as 

education. Each of my interviewees who worked in Richmond Hill expressed extreme 

dissatisfaction with schools, for example. In Richmond Hill, PS 62 ranks in the 47th 

percentile, and has an overall and student progress grade of B. By comparison, PS 133 in 

Bellerose ranks in the 99th percentile of all elementary schools in the city and has an 

overall and student progress grade of A from the Department of Education (2012-13 

Department of Education Scores). One respondent, who works in Richmond Hill, expressed 

frustration with the new assembly district lines drawn for Assembly District 24 because 

Bellerose residents wouldn’t be able to understand the concerns of Richmond Hill 

residents. His solution: “Don’t create communities based on ethnicity…If a bunch of people 

are living together in certain neighborhoods…a whole bunch of Punjabis, a whole bunch of 

Latinos, West Indians, Whites, leave them together. Don’t create artificial ethnic districts.” 

This argument is partially rooted in class diversity and the notion that diverse ethnic 

communities living near each other share more concerns and interests than individuals 

with shared ethnicity who are of different socioeconomic backgrounds. In addition, it 

points to the challenges of building electoral blocs among South Asians of different 

socioeconomic background. Finally, it raises questions about the idea of a unified South 

                                                        
14 2011 American Community Survey 
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Asian identity, since the cultural, linguistic and religious characteristics of the South Asian 

community are also different in both areas (Punjabi Sikhs and Indo-Caribbeans in 

Richmond Hill) and a more diverse first-generation Indian community in Bellerose, that 

includes immigrants from Bengal, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu and other parts of India.  

 

As one of my respondents, a community organizer indicated, “This unity of whatever is 

South Asianness is very superficial.” In part because of this diversity, the biggest challenge 

to coalition building that surfaced in interviews was the feeling that issues worked on by 

one group were not always of as much importance to other groups. As one respondent who 

leads a nonprofit focused on organizing low-income community members indicated, it was 

“difficult to have long-term strategic coalitions…better when they are issue-specific and 

time-limited.”  

 

This is significant for two key electoral and policy reasons: (1) diverse segments of the 

South Asian community are often unable to come together around a unified agenda and 

create a powerful enough voice to be heard in a crowded policy arena such as New York 

City and (2) because, in the absence of other South Asian groups with similar interests in a 

sector, policy or neighborhood, the South Asian organizations worked across ethnic lines to 

build coalitions with other ethnic groups.  The first creates a critical obstacle to power 

building within the community, but the second creates an opportunity that can help 

strengthen the community’s ability to move its policy agenda forward.  Since challenges are 

concrete obstacles that need to be overcome before opportunities can be explored, I first 

address the challenges that arose in my conversations with organization leaders. 
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Challenges—Limited Capacity 

In my interviews, leaders of South Asian community organizations indicated their groups 

were too small and under-resourced to have a staff member dedicated to policy advocacy. 

Within the South Asian community, most organizations are providing direct services in a 

particular issue area (such as housing or youth development, to a specific South Asian 

subgroup (such as Nepalis or Indo-Caribbeans), or to an occupational sector (usually low-

wage workers in service industries). In many cases, policy or civic engagement work is not 

a part of the core mission and is taken on in response to a time-sensitive issue, such as an 

election, in the case of the voter registration drive described in an earlier chapter on 

political participation.  

 

This limited capacity also means that any one group has difficulty “moving legislation 

without other groups,” whether within the South Asian community or outside of it, and that 

South Asian groups tend not to be the primary convener of pan-ethnic coalitions. For 

example, 13% and growing, a policy campaign led by the Coalition for Asian American 

Children and Families to ensure that Asian American organizations were receiving city 

funding proportionate to their population size, has over 45 organization members, who are 

Asian-led or serve Asian Americans (as of October 2013). The coalition was convened by 

the City’s leading Asian American policy organization, and includes representatives from 

the City’s diverse Asian communities. Four of those are organizations whose leaders were 

interviewed for this study and whose services are targeted at the South Asian community. 
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As a small percentage of the coalition’s members, they are dependent on a wide range of 

other groups and competing interests to ensure that South Asian-specific issues make it to 

the top of the coalition’s agenda.  

 

Still, joining pan-Asian and other coalitions is a key strategy for South Asian groups, whose 

capacity and infrastructure limit their ability to develop effective coalitions.  This study 

found only two examples of coalition activity initiated by and for South Asian groups at the 

local level, both organized by Chhaya CDC. They are the Census 2010 outreach efforts and 

the 2012 voter registration drives, both of which were discussed in Chapter 4 on political 

participation. At the national level, South Asian Americans Leading Together (SAALT) has 

periodically organized South Asian nonprofits around a common policy platform, known as 

the National Action Agenda. Advocacy and policy work around that agenda is difficult for 

groups in New York City and nationally, given that most groups’ primary mission is direct 

service.   

 

Challenge – Losing Individual Voice 

Hojnacki (1997) asserts that some groups may avoid alliances in order to maintain their 

“distinct identity” within a policy arena, even if that means losing the benefits of being in a 

coalition. For South Asian organizations, maintaining this distinct identity in pan-ethnic 

settings can be difficult given the limited capacity described above and the lack of electoral 

power to move forward a policy agenda on their own.  Limited capacity creates challenges 

for groups to work on their own, while concerns about losing voice contribute to tensions 
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about working in coalitions both with other ethnic groups as well as within South Asian 

coalitions.  

 

In describing challenges to working within the South Asian community, respondents cited 

concerns about achieving a truly collaborative process and an inability to find common 

ground. For example, when the lead member of a coalition has sought funding and controls 

the distribution of those resources, respondents indicated feeling that the relationship 

within the coalition felt “corporate” and “transactional” as members are responsible for 

executing work being overseen by the lead organization. Another organization leader 

described how difficult it was to get support for their organizing work, because other South 

Asian groups didn’t want to focus on organizing and were more concerned with direct 

services. In another example, around redistricting, some groups felt they didn’t want to 

articulate a need for a “South Asian district,” while others felt that was the best way to 

concentrate the vote.  Although such differences are to be expected among organizations 

serving different segments or constituents within a community, they prove particularly 

challenging in the case of minority groups that are relatively small in number, serving to 

divide what limited voice and influence the group can garner when working together.   

 

Even groups with extensive experience in coalition work expressed concern about losing 

their particular voice, as much within South Asian as within pan-ethnic settings.  Some 

respondents indicated that when they are the sole representative of South Asian concerns, 

their voice gets drowned out” in pan-ethnic discussions. Other respondents were 

concerned that they had the sole responsibility to be “the voice of the working class” or of a 
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certain occupational sector when they joined coalitions that included only South Asian 

groups. One group, that had experience working on a major legislative issue with 

organizations also working with the same worker population, felt that its own lack of 

planning and coordinated agenda hurt it in the coalition. Assessing that process, she said, 

“From now, if I had to plan, we have to plan first. Build our own house,” elaborating that 

they had not adequately articulated the interests of their own members prior to working 

within a broader coalition and thus suffered from being subsumed by the group’s agenda.  

In this instance, the resolution of the policy concern brought a benefit to the interviewee’s 

organization members; still, the lingering feelings of being usurped on the national policy 

scene suggested that the organization would hesitate to join a coalition in the future until 

their own agenda was more defined. 

 

Although other ethnic groups may experience similar challenges, South Asians, unlike 

Latinos or Chinese Americans for example, lack the numbers to go it on their own. No South 

Asian organization or community has the electoral power or policymaking presence to 

single-handedly deliver an election or policy. One of my interviewees affiliated with a PAC 

that has been a supporter of Congressional and President candidates agreed with other 

respondents that a significant and singular high-profile example of the South Asian 

community’s limited political organization was its inability to mobilize post-9/11 and push 

back on policies such as Special Registration in 2002. Since then, the emergence of SAALT 

(South Asian Americans Leading Together) on the national scene has meant a more robust 

presence around civil liberties and immigration issues, including the condemnation of Rep. 

Peter King’s annual hearings on “The Extent of Radicalization among American Muslims” 
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through community organizing and media presence (Iyer 2011). But, the lack of a unified 

voice continues to limit the community’s ability to influence. 

 

Opportunities – Coalition Building  

Despite the challenges they face within coalitions, groups generally stay and work within 

the existing opportunities. In part, they lack the option of exiting, given their own limited 

power.  Also, in general, my respondents indicated that the coalitions they felt most 

positively about were those that emphasized a particular issue or policy. This type of 

advocacy coalition has been shown to be more effective than broader coalitions in other 

settings, such as urban education reform (Ansell 2009). A combination of a clearly defined 

issue and the right partners in a coalition has helped South Asian groups achieve policy 

outcomes in New York City, including two in recent years. The Earned Sick Time Act and 

the New York State Domestic Workers Bill of Rights were legislative battles in which the 

Restaurant Opportunities Center (ROC) and Andolan were involved, respectively.  In both 

cases, organization members testified at hearings, attended protests and educated their 

members and elected officials about the benefits of policies that would ensure that workers 

were given paid time off when they were sick and that domestic workers had basic labor 

protections that allowed them paid breaks and vacation time. The passage of both policies 

benefited South Asian domestic helpers and restaurant workers, even though organizations 

with South Asian members did not serve as the lead public voices in the debates.  

 

The strategy of working with other groups appears to be the only way in which South 

Asians can make headway, at least in the short term.  Even with increased voter 
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registration as more South Asians naturalize, the South Asian community will have 

electoral strength in only a handful of districts in Queens, including Bellerose/Queens 

Village, Briarwood, Jackson Heights, and Richmond Hill. Given their internal diversity and 

residential concentration in multi-ethnic neighborhoods, desis are likely to be most 

successful only by building strong coalitions among themselves and with other ethnic 

groups, or they risk becoming permanently shut out from the halls of power. Policy gains to 

date have been the product of such coalitions, both in the cases described above involving 

occupational sector coalitions and in other work I have done on educational policy. In an 

unpublished paper on coalition building, I found that South Asian community groups 

worked effectively with larger, more politically powerful such as the New York Civil 

Liberties Union to help ensure the passage of Chancellor’s Regulation A-832 on bias-related 

harassment and A-663 on translation and interpretation. Both these regulations are 

significant for the South Asian community, but would not have been able to make it to 

policy were it not for important political allies like the lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender (LGBT) or Latino communities.  

 

These policy outcomes are no doubt critical because of their significant effect on 

community members who attend schools and access other city services. They provide 

protections to significant numbers of service workers and ensure a safe and healthy 

environment for the City’s residents and restaurant patrons. At the same time, they fall 

short of what Alba and Foner (2013) call “the gold standard against which other forms of 

political participation should be measured” or electoral success, in particular the election of 

minority candidates to office.  
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As Stone et al. (2001) have indicated, “political equilibria, where they occur, are not 

spontaneous and natural but created and defended. Power, institutions, and problem 

definitions are the building material and glue.” In the South Asian community, both 

institutions and problem definition are in emergence rather than fully developed. In 

addition, the community lacks the power necessary to make change on its own, whether 

around policy change or descriptive representation. Coalition building is one strategy for 

achieving political outcomes as the community's political strength develops, and is 

applicable as much to policy gains as to descriptive representation, as explored in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX: POLITICAL REPRESENTATION 
 
As newcomers to the United States, and faced with leadership that is largely white and 

male in local, state, and national government, minorities struggle to see themselves 

reflected in American democracy. Given that native-born Americans, including white 

ethnics and African Americans, have established political strongholds over many decades, 

they are more likely than immigrants to be succeeded in power by others in their networks, 

including family members, legislative staff, or colleagues. Similarly, they rely largely on 

traditional voters, who have demonstrated loyalty and consistency in supporting them at 

the polls (Rosenstone and Hansen 2002).   This chapter discusses the ways in which 

political representatives, both South Asian and not, are engaging the community, and offers 

a typology within which to evaluate barriers to and opportunities for descriptive 

representation . 

 

The Importance of Status and Access 

When coupled with issues such as immigration status, English language skills, and lack of 

familiarity (Andersen 2008; DeSipio 2001; Sterne 2001) with the political process, 

entrenched powerbrokers make newcomers’ entry into the political arena as voters, 

donors and candidates difficult. Thus, in the South Asian community, and in other 

immigrant and minority communities, access to power is at best hard-won and at worst, 

non-existent. South Asians in New York City, despite high levels of educational attainment, 

lack social network centrality, or connections to individuals and institutions that are 

associated with access to power and decision-making (Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry 1996). 

The difficulty of penetrating established strongholds of political power and the lack of skills 
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and resources among South Asian community members leave them feeling disenfranchised 

and undervalued. Craving respectability, South Asian immigrants often enter the political 

process in ways that enhance their credibility and access.  

 

Using the literature on symbolic politics and descriptive representation as a framework, 

this chapter describes the community’s desire for attention, validation and representation, 

which were recurring themes in interviews of South Asian leaders. This desire has led to 

successes at fundraising by mediocre and nonviable South Asian candidates and has fueled 

the “photo” phenomenon described in the previous chapter, in which South Asian 

contributions to political campaigns are motivated by an interest in having a picture taken 

with the candidate or elected official and not much else. The interviews reveal that, to date, 

community members have been willing to support even mediocre candidates in order to 

gain descriptive representation.   Access and representation have not necessarily been 

interconnected for South Asians. Unlike in the Latino community, where political muscle 

and financial contributions are combining to create momentum to which both Democrats 

and Republicans are scrambling to respond (Stolberg 2013; Gold 2013) the South Asian 

community’s incorporation through the ballot box is still nascent and may well remain 

insignificant in most parts of the country other than New York City, and more specifically 

Queens.  

 

In an attempt to explain the challenges to descriptive representation encountered by South 

Asians, the final section of this chapter offers a typology of South Asian candidates and 

elected officials, based on extant literature, that suggests there are three types of 
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candidates or elected officials: “ethnics”, mostly first-generation immigrants who lack 

appeal or skills to garner much support outside their own community; deracialized 

candidates, who strip their campaigns and governance of ethnic markers in order to gain 

broad mainstream acceptance; and new majority, or what Christian Collet calls “togglers” 

who can code switch between white and minority constituents. A fourth type of candidate -

- community candidates, those whose base and policy agenda are closely tied to the South 

Asian community—has yet to emerge, but these interviews suggest that with increased 

voter education, redistricting, and more attention from party operatives, the community is 

increasingly primed for such candidates. 

 

The Power of Representation 

Every South Asian interviewed articulated the yearning for a South Asian elected official in 

New York City, in ways that linked descriptive and substantive representation. The quotes 

below are two of the many examples that express the desire for a representative who 

shares the community’s ethnic background and can represent its interests. 

 

“We don’t have any elected officials in Southeast Queens championing South Asian or Indo-

Caribbean issues, whether it’s language, culturally sensitive curriculum, or community center, 

or making sure schools are teaching students about their culture and history.” 

  

“South Asians recognize they don’t have a voice that represents their interests.” 
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For South Asians engaged in community organizing, national Democratic fundraising, or 

individual political engagement, seeing another South Asian elected to office is strongly 

associated with a sense of empowerment. In elections prior to 2013, this desire has been 

manifested in support of candidates, “who wear a turban”, “who is one of us”, or “pride in 

someone who looks like them,” regardless of the viability of the candidate or the likelihood 

of her or him being elected. For example, Harpreet Singh Toor ran as a first-time candidate 

in a special election in 2010 to replace a deceased Council Member for the 28th City Council 

district, which includes Richmond Hill, Queens.  Swaranjit Singh ran against an incumbent, 

as did Reshma Saujani, in her race against long-term Congress member Carolyn Maloney. In 

each of these cases, the candidates themselves indicated that they received tremendous 

support from South Asians, as donors and volunteers, because “people see the political 

glass ceiling as one they want to crash.”  

 

These patterns are explored here through two types of political actors who are 

contributing to political participation by South Asians in New York City –(1) non-South 

Asian candidates serving electoral districts with significant South Asian populations and 

(2) South Asian candidates and elected officials in New York City.  

 

Elected Officials and the South Asian Community 

Representing South Asians 

Districts that have a large South Asian constituent base in Queens are currently 

represented by a diverse group of New Yorkers. City Council District 25‘s councilmember is 

an openly gay Irish Catholic male, Daniel Dromm. A Latino male, Ruben Wills, represents 
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City Council District 28. Jewish American David Weprin represents Assembly District 24, 

and his brother Mark Weprin represents the 23rd City Council district embedded in that 

Assembly District. Finally, in a historic election in 2012, Congress Member Grace Meng 

became the first Asian American elected to Congress from NY, representing Congressional 

District 6, with a large Asian American and South Asian population. 

 

To get a representative sample of viewpoints and jurisdictions, interviews for this study 

included three of the five representatives, City Councilmember Daniel Dromm, Assembly 

member David Weprin and Congress member Grace Meng. Interviews with them, with 

South Asian candidates for elected officials and with nonprofit leaders in Queens explored 

relationships between elected officials and the South Asian community.  

 

In general, community leaders and elected officials have differing perspectives on the level 

of contact between electeds and their South Asian constituents. Whereas community 

leaders indicated there was limited individual constituent service contact from community 

members, elected officials perceived there to be much more. Interview respondents 

consistently cited the lack of individual contact between community members and elected 

officials as symptomatic of the larger disconnect between the community and the political 

process, either because of lack of knowledge, perceived lack of accessibility, or reliance on 

their own individual networks rather than an external party. Although representatives 

such as Councilmember Dromm or Assembly Member Weprin are getting calls and 

requests from constituents for assistance with immigration matters, for example, the 

sentiments below reflect the more common scenario.  
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“People don’t even know how to contact their elected official.” – South Asian community 

leader 

 

“No elected official has an office in Richmond Hill. Why would they [community members} go 

there?” – South Asian community leader  

 

“As in any community where there is a distance between elected official and people they 

represent, people rely on more on their network such as their family. Or other informal 

channels or within religious institutions. Probably the least formally through a request to an 

elected official.”  -- South Asian community leader 

 

In her analysis of the significance of descriptive representation, Mansbridge supports these 

sentiments as being related to a lack of trust (1999), which is significantly alleviated when 

the representative comes from the same community as the voters.  

 

But elected officials like Councilmember Dromm and Assemblyman Weprin appear to 

recognize the growing importance of the South Asian community, based on interviews with 

them and mentions of their work by community leaders interviewed for this study. Both 

also mentioned their efforts to cultivate relationships with the community in order to 

ensure that votes and allegiances were not lost to the Republican party. Assemblyman 

Weprin introduced and helped pass a bill to prohibit workplace discrimination against 

religious garb. Assembly Bill A864A. The bill was a direct response to Weprin’s Sikh 
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constituents and supporters, who have been fighting for the ability to wear turbans while 

working for the Metropolitan Transit Authority and the New York Police Department. State 

Senator James Saunders, whose district includes Richmond Hill, one of the most densely 

populated South Asian neighborhoods in Queens, is the prime sponsor of the bill in the 

Senate. Councilmember Daniel Dromm has introduced a bill in the City Council to ensure 

that data on Asian Pacific Americans is disaggregated so communities to capture more 

accurately the needs of subgroups whose languages, religions and national origins vary 

greatly.  

 

Each of these elected officials indicated an understanding of the need to cultivate the South 

Asian community. Both Dromm and Weprin faced South Asian opponents in at least one of 

their elections, and seemed to understand that they needed to ensure that they worked 

with the community to get its support. In interviews, they discussed their efforts to 

encourage the Democratic Party to pay more attention to the community.  One said, “The 

South Asians take the Republican party line because they see that as an opportunity to at 

least put their name out there and run for office,” implying that Democrats needed to be 

wary of losing South Asians to the Republicans.  In recent years, the Queens Democratic 

Party has appointed three South Asians as district leaders at-large, and in 2012, endorsed 

Reshma Saujani, the first South Asian to run for Citywide office, in the Public Advocate’s 

race. A staff member in Weprin’s office indicated that they worked closely with the 

Bangladeshi American Advocacy Organization to plan a lobby day in Albany, so that the 

group could articulate their concerns for halal food and Eid holidays in the public schools. 

Since his time as a City Council member and now in Assembly, Weprin has worked with 
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Sikh groups, including the Sikh Coalition, United Sikhs and the Sikh Cultural Society, to 

eliminate workplace discrimination against Sikhs based on their religious attire and 

appearance. In June 2013, A.6170-A passed in the New York State Assembly, and is 

awaiting passage in the Senate.  

 

Queens elected officials are signaling to individuals and the community at large that they 

are allies of South Asians by initiating legislative efforts to respond to the community 

needs, cultivating individuals to be volunteers and staff members, showing up at 

community events and ensuring that South Asians had access to Democratic Party 

structures. 

 

Feedback from community leaders suggests, however that that contact is, transactional. 

Elected representatives are less likely to be focused on whether their constituents’ cultural 

and linguistic needs are being met through social services or in public schools, for example, 

since those are heavier lifts than attending cultural events or responding to an isolated 

crisis. In the words of Jane Mansbridge (2003), the relationship is less about constituents 

and their representatives, and more about “the functioning of the entire representative 

process—including political parties, political challengers, the media, interest groups, 

hearings, opinion surveys, and all other processes of communication.”  Mansbridge 

describes the efforts that elected officials make to engage their voters and understand their 

needs as part of “anticipatory representation”, in effect a preparation for elections.  Thus, 

elected officials in the South Asian community engage their constituents in an attempt to 

cultivate them at election time. Not all the contact is symbolic, or constituent-focused. 
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Mediated by nonprofits, community members also engage with elected officials through 

more formal channels such as participation in hearings or drafting of legislation, a process 

further described in an earlier chapter.  

 

Being South Asian 

Even as South Asian community members learn how to cultivate relationships with white, 

Black and other Asian candidates and elected officials, they yearn for descriptive 

representation, which even through the 2013 New York City elections, remains elusive. In 

the past 12 years, several South Asian candidates have emerged. Though none has been 

successful in winning an election, their emergence suggests patterns for a typology that 

includes ethnics, deracialized candidates, the new majority or “toggler” candidate (Collet 

2008), and yet-to-emerge community candidates. 

  

Ethnics 

The first category of this typology is “ethnics”. They are often business owners or other 

professionals who ran for office as a second career after achieving some measure of 

economic success or after retiring. These candidates were able to mobilize their family and 

friends and religious or business networks to raise money and get votes. The candidates 

ran in South Asian majority or opportunity districts (where the South Asian vote is large 

enough to have a determinative impact on an election outcome) with an agenda for 

achieving representation, often of a South Asian subgroup, such as Sikhs or Indo-

Caribbeans. But, they lacked a strong policy agenda and an ongoing commitment to 

building the community’s civic capacity. After losing their elections, none of these 
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candidates focused on registering more South Asian voters or building on the foundation 

that their campaigns started. In the cases where they run again, their efforts to mobilize the 

community will need to begin anew.  One interviewee, a South Asian political organizer, 

described the challenges in this way: “The failure of all of this is that the most important 

organizing is in between campaigns; cannot increase a triple prime community in the course 

of one campaign. That happens over years.”   

 

Furthermore, in several cases, interviewees indicated that candidates were being 

supported simply because they “wore a turban”, and not because the community perceived 

them to be their strongest advocate.  The desire for ethnic representation trumped the 

absence of a meaningful policy agenda, at least in part because of the community’s need to 

see one of their own in office.  Vijay Prashad (2012) describes this desire to support one’s 

“own”, even when they are not necessarily advocates for the community, as a compulsion of 

ethnicity.  Mansbridge (1999) has also described this benefit of descriptive representation, 

as “de facto legitimacy.” Claudine Gay’s analysis of the impact of majority-minority districts 

on legislators, describes those legislators as saying their constituents feel “close to” and 

“proud of” them, and thus benefit from a kind of “blind faith.” (Gay 2007; Fenno 1997) 

   

Although in some cases, like Albert Baldeo in Richmond Hill, NY, these candidates run 

multiple times, most ethnics run once and return to their original occupations or to 

retirement. Tables 1 to 3 show how vote margins for each of these candidates are 

significantly lower than other candidates on the ballot in two races for City Council, one in 

2009 in the district including Bellerose and the other a special election for the district 
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including Richmond Hill, NY.  Both these areas have electoral districts with at least 30% 

South Asians, based on analysis by Taking Our Seat.  

 

Table 6.1 Election Results for Council 23 Democratic Primary (including Bellerose) in 2009 
Singh Swaranjit D 2009 Queens Council 23 Primary 1734 
Weprin  Mark D 2009 Queens Council 23 Primary 4437 
Friedrich Bob D 2009 Queens Council 23 Primary 2284 
Kim Kevin D 2009 Queens Council 23 Primary 20 

South Asian candidate in italics. 
 
 
 
 
Table 6.2 Election Results for Council 28 Special Election (including Richmond Hill) in 2010 
Wills Ruben D 2010 Queens Council 28 Special 6145 
Bell Nicole Paultre D 2010 Queens Council 28 Special 5201 
Jennings Allan W. Jr D 2010 Queens Council 28 Special 1945 
Bilal Charles A D 2010 Queens Council 28 Special 1436 
Baldeo Albert D 2010 Queens Council 28 Special 1676 
Toor Harpreet D 2010 Queens Council 28 Special 627 

South Asian candidates in italics. 
 
 

Table 6.3 Election Results for Council 25 (including Jackson Heights) in 2009 (D Primary)  
Kalathara Stanley D 2009 Queens Council 25 Primary 716 
Dromm Daniel D 2009 Queens Council 25 Primary 3258 
Sears Helen D 2009 Queens Council 25 Primary 2643 

South Asian candidate in italics. 
 
 

Some of the candidates categorized as ethnics are not necessarily loyal to party affiliation 

or neighborhood. For example, Mujib Rahman, who ran for City Council District 25 on the 

Republican ticket against Democrat Daniel Dromm in 2009, also ran in the 2013 New York 

City elections, for District 24. He came in third in the Democratic primary, garnering 17.2% 

of the vote to frontrunner Rory Lancman’s 61.9%. 
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Respondents, who included candidates for these elections, indicated varying degrees of 

frustration at these losses, and offered differing explanations, ranging from critiques of the 

candidates themselves to structural challenges within the system. Many of the candidates 

seemed to expect their prominence in the community to buoy their efforts, but none 

seemed to have calculated a win number. Each of these South Asian and Indo-Caribbean 

candidates practice “back-home” politics, as some interviewees described it. As a result, 

while they are indeed able to mobilize some donors and volunteers, they are unable to 

build ongoing civic capacity within the South Asian community to ensure that voters and 

donors remain engaged with the political process beyond the candidate’s campaign. In 

some cases, the candidate is able to leverage their campaign into an appointment as a staff 

member with a non-South Asian elected or an appointment as a district leader.  More often 

than not, as with Stanley Kalathara and Swaranjit Singh, they return to their careers and 

leave political life.  

 

Deracialized Candidates 

The term deracialized, originally used for African American candidates (Jones and 

McCormick 1993; Persons 1993) describes the suppression of racial cues and implies a 

negative correlation with ethnicity. Two prominent South Asian elected officials fit this 

category. Formerly a Hindu, Piyush Jindal converted to Christianity and adopted the name 

Bobby, beginning a career that led to Congress and to the governorship of Louisiana. 

Current South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley took a similar journey, from Nimrita 

Randhawa, a daughter of Sikh immigrants to Nikki Haley, her name after marriage and 

conversation to Christianity. 
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Sangay Mishra’s dissertation includes analysis of voter demographics in areas across the 

United States where South Asian elected officials have emerged, and in all cases, the white 

or black population is over 50% and sometimes as high as 89%.  This crossover appeal of 

South Asian candidates has been critical to the success of Governors Nikky Haley and 

Bobby Jindal, the two most prominent South Asians in office, both of whom are Republicans 

elected in Southern states with no significant South Asian or Asian American voter base. 

According to data from the U.S. Census collected in November 2012, Louisiana, for example, 

has only 6,000 registered Asian American voters of a total of nearly 2.5 million registered 

voters. South Carolina has a similar total number of registered voters, with 17,000 Asian 

American registered voters. 

 

Latinos also benefit from deracialization. In their analysis of the campaigns of Ken and John 

Salazar for U.S. Senate and House, respectively, Juenke and Sampaio (2010) assert that the 

Salazar brothers’ “phenotypical lightness and absence of a Spanish accent” contributed to 

voters’ ability to perceive them as white.   

 

Deracialization has been a successful political strategy for African Americans, Latinos, and 

South Asians, and is by no means outdated. However, an increasingly prevalent new type of 

candidate is the new majority candidate. 
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The New Majority 

Christian Collet’s (2008) framework of toggling helps describe “new majority” candidates 

and elected officials, for whom race and ethnicity is deployed on an as needs basis to secure 

funding, voter support or volunteers.  Collet argues that the deracialized framework is 

unsuitable for multicultural contexts and in particular for Asian Americans, who often run 

in districts that do not have a large Asian American voter base. Collet’s use of the term 

toggling allows for the reality in which most Asian and Latino candidates often find 

themselves, negotiating between appealing to their ethnic base, either as donors or voters, 

and a broader, multiethnic or White base. In New York, South Asian candidates are 

functioning in a racially and ethnically diverse city, where their heritage can be leveraged 

as an asset, given the size of the South Asian community and the resonance of their 

immigrant story with other immigrant communities. These candidates can be considered 

“new majority” candidates, because they are emerging in a city, and a country that is 

increasingly diverse; this type of candidate will likely become more common in ethnically 

diverse jurisdictions across the United States.  

 

Although lacking a platform specifically targeted at South Asians, these candidates reach 

out to the community for financial and moral support. Furthermore, community members, 

even those who cannot vote for the candidate, are drawn to a South Asian candidate 

because of the ethnic connection. Thus, these candidates are in fact supporting political 

activity among the community, by engaging donors and volunteers, and contributing to 

South Asian political incorporation and maturation.  
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New majority candidates, while they may emphasize their South Asian and immigrant 

background and solicit funding from South Asian donors, run in jurisdictions that are not 

South Asian majority or opportunity areas. Their campaign platform responds to a broad 

segment of the electorate, even as South Asian volunteers may be drawn to their campaigns 

because of the ethnic connection.  

 

Unlike the two South Asian governors, who fit more neatly the deracialized prototype, “new 

majority” candidates more easily embrace their South Asian background.  According to 

analysis by Taking Our Seat, only 44 Census tracts, 41 of which are in Queens, are at least 

30% South Asian. “New Majority” South Asian candidates are thus the most viable type of 

candidate from the community. In fact, given South Asian history in the United States, 

switching between the candidate’s ethnic identity and other politically strategic identities, 

is arguably suitable to South Asians, given that they were once classified as “White “ 

(Ancheta 2003; Prashad 2012; Takaki 1989). 

 

At the same time, other Asian Americans and Latinos have been successful in adopting the 

New Majority strategy, a trend that will become increasingly common as American 

electoral jurisdictions become more multiethnic. For example, in 2013, newly elected 

mayor Eric Garcetti, who is half Latino, touted his ethnicity while campaigning (Finnegan 

2013). President Barack Obama is the most prominent example of a new majority 

candidate; he is able to leverage not just his connection to the African American community 
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but, given his experience living in Indonesia and Hawaii and a half-sister who is part Asian, 

he also emphasizes his connection to Asian Americans.15  

 

In the 2013 New York City elections, seven South Asian candidates ran for election, five for 

City Council, one for borough-wide office, and one for Citywide office. The five City Council 

candidates were Natraj Bhushan for Brooklyn District 48; Hill Krishnan, for Manhattan 

District 5; Mujib Rahman, for Queens District 24; Jenifer Rajkumar, for Manhattan District 

1; and Helal Sheikh for Brooklyn District 37. In addition, Abe George, was a candidate for 

Brooklyn District Attorney and Reshma Saujani ran for the citywide office of Public 

Advocate. The two Manhattan City Council candidates ran in districts where South Asians 

make up less than 3% of residents (NYC Election Atlas 2013). In Brooklyn, South Asians are 

2.5% of residents and 1.7% of the voting age population (VAP). Although the citywide 

numbers are higher, at 5.6% of residents and 3.3% of the VAP, and Saujani’s race was 

touted as historic, given that she would have been the first South Asian to hold Citywide 

office, she came in third in a slate of three. 

  

Of the seven candidates who ran, five can be defined as new majority candidates, and two 

(Mujib Rahman and Helal Sheikh) as ethnics.  None of the seven ran on a platform that 

could be defined as “South Asian”, which would speak primarily to the interests of South 

Asian voters, based on the issues highlighted by interviewees as being of primary concern 

to South Asians—immigration, post-9/11 profiling, language access and culturally sensitive 

services. These issues are to be differentiated from issues of concern to many other voters, 

                                                        
15 See video link of remarks here. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PLkEBs7SbB8 
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such as education and better public schools and access to additional community resources 

such as public spaces, afterschool programs, and senior services.   

 

Interviews with candidates categorized as new majority indicated that South Asian donors 

and volunteers are actively involved with their campaigns. And unlike the most high profile 

South Asian electeds in the country, Governors Nikki Haley (R-SC) and Bobby Jindal (R-LA), 

each of these candidates prominently acknowledge their immigrant background and 

attempt to reach out to South Asian donors voters in their district.  

 

Reshma Saujani, whose first campaign was for Congress in 2010, against incumbent 

Carolyn Maloney in New York’s 6th Congresssional district, said that,  “A community of 

South Asian, $25 and $50 donors, are the community you can really count on. South Asians 

were my first 1000 Facebook friends and first 500 Twitter followers.” She indicated that 

35% of her donors and volunteers were South Asian, and that volunteers were drawn to 

the campaign because of “Pride in seeing someone who looks like them.” 

 

Raj Goyle, currently a New York City resident and a former State Representative in Kansas, 

described the role of South Asians in his campaign for Congress in 2010, as being 

significant, “based on relationships I had forged over years of being in politics and outreach 

to the South Asian community, in Kansas and nationally,” despite the fact that few South 

Asians lived in his Congressional district.  

 

And John Albert, a candidate for New York State Assembly in 2001, whose district was 
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primarily African American, said, “The majority of my donors were S. Asian, drawing on 

networks of my extended family… People were giving to me because of "trust'' and the 

personal and community connection. … the volunteers came from my peer group, but 

substantially South Asian.” 

 

As new majority candidates, they can provide what Jane Mansbridge refers to as “surrogate 

representation,” in which they “feel responsible to their surrogate constituents in other 

districts.” This applies both to potential voters as well as donors, who provide “monetary 

surrogacy.” (Mansbridge 2003).  Shared experiences, in this case ethnicity, with their 

donors and South Asian voters outside their districts, contributes to “surrogate 

responsibility, ” which New Majority candidates are likely to have as South Asians and 

candidates from other minority communities such as Latinos increasingly vie for office. 

Senator Marco Rubio’s influential role in the Senate Gang of Eight working on immigration 

reform is national high-profile example of this surrogate responsibility, which although 

motivated by other political interests, can largely be attributed to Sen. Rubio’s kinship with 

the Latino community and understanding of the impact of immigration reform on that 

community.  

 

Similarly, the four South Asian candidates in the 2013 New York City elections are 

ethnically ambiguous in part because they lack accents, have Anglo names (Jenifer and 

Abe16), and have social and professional networks that are ethnically and 

socioeconomically diverse. At the same time, these candidates have employed strategies 

                                                        
16 Full name is Abraham, shortened to Abe. Jenifer’s name is her given name. 
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that emphasize their South Asian background and that are designed to appeal to South 

Asians. Hill Krishnan’s campaign site includes a video that is a spoof on the Bollywood film 

Disco Dancer, featuring Hill in a music video with a cast of New Yorkers of all backgrounds. 

His site emphasized his “cultural diversity” and suggested that he could become “the first 

South Asian ever elected to New York City Council,” though the total number of voting age 

Asians in that district is only 4%.  

 

Abe George’s campaign for Brooklyn District Attorney emphasized issues that affect a 

broad cross-section of New Yorkers, but also clearly states his immigrant background and 

emphasizes how that experience shaped his professional interests and commitment to 

public service.17  

 

Reshma Saujani ran the most prominent campaign of the four, given that she was in a 

citywide race for Public Advocate, and that she gained national recognition when running 

against Carolyn Maloney for Congress in 2010 (NY-12). She featured her immigrant 

background prominently on her site, and in stump speeches across the city. In June 2013, 

the event section of her campaign site listed five events, two of which were ethnic specific, 

the “West Indian Arrival Day Parade” and the “South Asians for Reshma Launch Event”.  

 

Despite their claim to their Indian heritage, none of the candidates can rely on a significant 

South Asian voter base to win their elections.  Categorizing them as deracialized candidates 

inaccurately depicts the strategies behind their campaigns, which appear to make 

                                                        
17 Jenifer’s website was not accessible at the time of this writing. 
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calculated decisions about the ways in which ethnicity can serve the campaign. In the cases 

of Governor Haley and Governor Jindal, removal of ethnicity may be closely related to their 

ability to win their races in partisan states (Juenke and Sampaio 2010). On the other hand, 

new majority candidates in New York city depict a more nuanced relationship to ethnicity 

in their campaigns. 

Table 6.4 Profile and Results of South Asian Candidates for Election in 2013 New 
York City Elections  
Candidate Race Election Results 
Natraj Bhushan  District 48—Brooklyn (open 

seat) 
5th place among 5 candidates 
with 2.8% of the vote 

Abe George District Attorney—Brooklyn 
(incumbent) 

Withdrew prior to primary 

Hill Krishnan Council District 5—
Manhattan (open seat) 

Withdrew prior to primary 

Mujib Rahman Council District 24—Queens 
(open seat) 

3rd place among 3 
candidates, with 17% of the 
vote 

Jenifer Rajkumar Council District 1 – 
Manhattan (incumbent) 

2nd place among 2 
candidates, with 41% of the 
vote, trailing incumbent by 
17 points 

Reshma Saujani Public Advocate – Citywide 
(open seat) 

3rd place with 15.1% of the 
vote, trailing 2nd place 
candidate by 18 points 

Helal Sheikh District 37—Brooklyn (open 
seat) 

4th place among 4 
candidates, with 10% of the 
vote  

Compiled by author from multiple sources, including New York City Board of Elections site.  
 
 

New Directions 

A fourth type of candidate could emerge, especially as the community matures politically. 

This is a candidate whose campaign strategy is closely tied to districts with large South 

Asian and other minority populations and who is invested in developing a voter base and a 

policy platform closely rooted in the South Asian community.  Savvier than the ethnic 
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candidates, and more inextricably linked to the community than New Majority 

representatives, these are what I call community candidates. They have often lived in 

majority-minority neighborhoods, sometimes work there, and the relationship between the 

community and their campaign is more organic than incidental or strategic.  In Jane 

Mansbridge’s analysis of gyroscopic representation, she describes voters as electing 

“representatives who can be expected to act in ways voters expect without external  

incentives.” (Mansbridge 2003, p. 520)  Although this type of representation is associated 

with character and principles in Mansbridge’s analysis, Popkin (1994) also connects it to 

party identification and descriptive characteristics. Analysis of the interview comments 

indicates that the combination of ethnicity and experience is one that would resonate with 

the South Asian community in Queens to create a momentum for the election of a 

community candidate.  

 

“We have this education, we have numbers, we have the money. We have the sense that we 

haven't made it in America yet because we don’t have an elected official, at least we haven’t 

made it in NY. And that’s a common feeling.”  

 

“Ethnicity isn’t going to be the sole motivating factor; it may pique interest, but the  

candidate has to respond with something knowledgeable and thoughtful.” 

 

Tables 6.5 and 6.6 show the South Asian demographics in Queens City Council and 

Assembly districts.  At least one opportunity exists for a community candidate, in the City 

Council races in 2017, when Council Member Daniel Dromm will be term limited out of 
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office. And in 2014 or 2016, then Assemblyman David Weprin, whose district was redrawn 

in 2012 to be a South Asian “opportunity” district, will likely see a challenger.  In discussing 

all three cases, community members indicated a cautious optimism about the possibility 

that candidates who can gain support from a more robust and politically mature South 

Asian electorate, navigate party structure, and have broad multiethnic appeal could be 

elected in the next major New York City election cycle. Many community leaders indicated 

a greater momentum among South Asians to engage in the democratic process by 

registering to vote and supporting a candidate whose policy agenda reflected their needs 

and a growing reluctance to invest in ethnics, candidates who just happen to be South 

Asian in the district or even new majority candidates, who were running outside of South 

Asian majority districts and coming to the “community” purely for financial support.   
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Table 6.5 South Asian Demographics in Queens City Council Districts 

Council District Asian Indians Bangladeshis Pakistanis 
 214482 40607 38948 
 140882 23425 17231 

19 2544 6 716 
20 8659 889 1468 
21 5004 981 875 
22 5963 2764 2086 
23 23378 766 2767 
24 13771 4570 1898 
25 13497 4251 2412 
26 8678 3699 762 
27 7229 1805 409 
28 23993 1407 782 
29 11222 851 1254 
30 1994 61 492 
31 1234 387 6 
32 12930 938 1022 
34 785 50 282 

Source: 2007-2011 American Community Survey 



 

 144

 

Table 6.6. South Asian Demographics in Queens Assembly Districts  
Assembly District Asians Bangladeshis Pakistanis 

23 4731 247 422 
24 23260 3705 1722 
25 5977 177 1823 
26 3643 9 608 
27 6132 993 1361 
28 4820 79 512 
29 8855 1770 539 
30 3902 1607 430 
31 10325 573 516 
32 7293 1693 214 
33 12922 520 889 
34 10603 3319 1960 
35 5566 1426 888 
36 3747 2044 1729 
37 3667 1663 201 
38 11484 960 1048 
39 7870 1779 1094 

Source: 2007-2011 American Community Survey 

 

Although the prospect of a community candidate being elected to office is appealing to 

many, it is limited by the factors outlined in an earlier chapter, such as linguistic, national 

origin, and religious diversity. Furthermore, only a handful of districts have enough of a 

South Asian voter base to elect a South Asian.  

 

In Queens, those districts are the City Council District 25 , which include Jackson Heights, 

where Asian voting age residents are 40% of the population; District 28, which includes 
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Richmond Hill with a 47% Asian CVAP; and District 23 that includes Bellerose, where 23% 

of the CVAP is Asian. The State Assembly district 24, newly redrawn in 2012, includes 

enough South Asian voting age residents to effect change in an election. Thirty-nine percent 

of the district’s population is Asian, and 73% of those Asians are either Bangladeshi, Indian, 

Nepali, Pakistani or Sri Lankan.18 

 

Conclusion  

With rapid growth, and political opportunities in their favor, South Asians may be gaining 

stronger footholds in the New York City political landscape. However, the desire for 

acceptance and legitimacy, and the failure of any of the seven South Asian candidates in the 

2013 New York City elections to win their races, points to significant weaknesses in the 

community’s political incorporation strategies. By comparison, a relatively new and small 

immigrant community – Mexicans – saw a historic win in City Council candidate Carlos 

Menchaca, who, in 2014, became the first Mexican American to serve in the New York City 

Council. But, as Menchaca’s race showed, ethnic identity is only one element of a composite 

identity that candidates develop to ensure that their campaign builds connections across 

class, race, and sexual orientation. Menchaca drew on support from a broad coalition that 

included white progressives, the LGBT community, neighborhood residents, social justice 

activists, and party operatives. His Mexican identity may well have been incidental to his 

campaign and election, given that he had worked in politics, been a resident of the 

community and had garnered a wide base of supporters. For South Asians, similar 

descriptive representation in New York City has been elusive. The potential to develop a 
                                                        
18 Asian American Federation Census Information Center. “2012 New York State Assembly 
Districts and Asian Communities.” October 2013. 
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composite political identity – that relies on ethnic cues, draws on progressive or 

conservative support, engages racially diverse groups, and motivates a wide range of 

donors – is a critical component of success in most New York City council districts and 

certainly in borough-wide and citywide races.  For South Asians, who are already 

religiously, regionally, linguistically and socioeconomically diverse, this composite identity 

could be natural but has remained elusive thus far.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: EMERGING PATHWAYS IN IMMIGRANT INCORPORATION 
 
This case study of South Asians in Queens, New York provided an opportunity to examine 

how a diverse immigrant group is politically incorporating within a multiracial context.  

Demographic shifts, coupled with the increasing importance of political actors such as 

immigrant candidates and nonprofits, offered a compelling rationale for examining 

contemporary immigration patterns among South Asians, one of many immigrant groups 

that currently form the American polity.  

 

Specifically, the research explored patterns of South Asian political incorporation in New 

York City, using elite interviews as a lens onto voting, contributing to campaigns, contacting 

elected officials, participating in protests, engaging in coalition building, and achieving 

descriptive representation. The initial findings from elite interviews helped to form a 

critical, place-based data set that illustrates the complex and dynamic patterns of 

contemporary immigrant incorporation that are missing from existing theoretical 

frameworks. This includes understanding incorporation at a time when political parties are 

less significant, when one-quarter of the foreign-born population is undocumented, and 

when more immigrant groups are living in multiracial contexts than ever before.  The 

findings form the basis of new frameworks that help to explain not just the South Asian 

American experience but also indicate opportunities for understanding other multiracial 

and panethnic immigrant groups such as Arab Americans, Africans, Asians and Latinos.  

 

The conclusion explores three themes and their implications for South Asians and other 

immigrant groups. First is the notion that incorporation is a linear process, from citizenship 
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to participation and then to representation and policy-making (Dahl 1961; Wolfinger 

1965). Second is electoral success, and particularly descriptive representation as “the gold 

standard” (Alba and Foner 2013) against which incorporation should be measured. Third 

are policymaking and its significance to incorporation (Lieberman 2013).  The final pages 

of this work examine each of these three areas further, contextualizing for applicability to 

South Asians and more broadly to contemporary immigration. In doing so, I assert that 

South Asian political incorporation is a nonlinear process, as Jones-Correa (2013) and 

other scholars of immigrant political incorporation have already indicated is the case for 

Latinos; that “the gold standard” of electoral success, particularly as it relates to descriptive 

representation must be measured at the local and national level for more nuanced 

understanding of its impact on substantive representation and a group’s incorporation; and 

finally, that policy gains, particularly when coalition building is involved, can be a key area 

of success for South Asians and other emerging immigrant groups, prior to and at least 

temporarily, in lieu of, descriptive representation.  

 

Multiple Pathways to Incorporation 

For the most part, scholarly research has viewed the path to incorporation for immigrants 

along a linear trajectory, progressing from naturalization to voting, and then to more time- 

and cost-intensive forms of participation such as contributing to campaigns and running 

for office. (Dahl 1961; Wolfinger 1965). Newer research on incorporation suggests that 

today’s immigrants, even those without legal status, are not as tied to a continuum of 

participation, and may enter the political process independent of their legal or class status. 

Garcia-Bedolla (2005)’s work on Latino immigrants in California finds that particular 
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conditions trigger political activity. Dawson’s (2001) concept of a mobilizing identity 

applies to immigrants today as well. As my research found, for example, a domestic 

worker’s work conditions may lead her to testify at a City Council hearing in support of 

worker protections, even if she is undocumented. Her occupation serves as an mobilizing 

identity, activated by her membership in an organization that develops her civic 

engagement skills through the act of preparing and presenting her testimony. Although she 

may be unable to vote, her participation in the political process is nonetheless significant 

and potentially a precursor to other participation that may be available to her upon 

achieving legal status.   

 

This nonlinear pathway is particularly important in today’s context, when over one-third of 

40 million foreign-born Americans arrived after 2000 (U.S. Census), and an estimated 11 

million of those are undocumented. Among the foreign-born, young undocumented 

immigrants have served as a catalyst for Presidential action on immigration. In June 2012, 

President Obama issued the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) to temporarily 

restrict deportation of select immigrants who arrived as children to the U.S. This group, 

popularly known as DREAMers (for the original Congressional bill to grant them a pathway 

to citizenship, or the DREAM Act), protested outside of Obama campaign offices in Spring 

2012. The President’s action is popularly believed to be tied to the DREAMers’ activism in 

an election year when Presidential candidates were cultivating Latino votes. (multiple 

media sources) The DREAMers and other undocumented immigrants have been vocal and 

visible advocates for immigration throughout 2013 and into 2014. This high-stakes 

political participation precedes citizenship, and demonstrates a nonlinear pathway to 
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incorporation (Jones-Correa 2013) available to several segments of the American 

population, including for example, undocumented immigrants and eight million legal 

permanent residents eligible for citizenship but not yet naturalized.  

 

Among South Asians, this nonlinear, and non-teleological (Ibid) participation is common. 

Noncitizens donate to campaigns, though they are unable to vote. Citizens donate to 

campaigns, but don’t necessarily vote. Although many in the community do vote, they don’t 

necessarily feel empowered enough to call on their elected officials for constituent services. 

The fact that South Asians’ political activity, like that of other contemporary immigrants, is 

along a fluid continuum of participation, helps to explain ongoing challenges to achieving 

descriptive representation and policymaking, which have been presumed to be logical 

antecedents of participation. How can both these milestones of incorporation be analyzed 

in light of contemporary immigration trends?  

 

Re-thinking the ‘Gold Standard’: What Defines Electoral Success?  

Research on immigrant political incorporation has emphasized descriptive representation 

(Alba and Foner 2013; Browning, Marshall and Tabb 1986; Gay 2007; Mansbridge 2003) as 

a key marker of a group’s incorporation, but for South Asians in New York City, and other 

multiracial jurisdictions, this milestone remains elusive. Alba and Foner cite four key 

reasons that minority political representation is important, three representing tangible 

benefits, and the fourth being symbolic. The three concrete effects of having a co-ethnic in 

office include (1) providing a measure of the minority group’s integration into the 

mainstream, (2) offering an opportunity for the group to have a say in decision-making that 
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will have an impact on the group and (3) creating avenues for appointments and contracts 

that result from having an advocate on one’s behalf in a decision-making position. The final 

benefit, according to Alba and Foner, is the benefit derived from the group’s ability to see 

itself represented and thus feel legitimized within our democracy.  

 

This “gold standard” of success and legitimacy is important yet increasingly difficult in local 

areas characterized by plurality of minority groups. Within these areas, groups like South 

Asians may risk being permanent minorities, even as their characteristics at the national 

level deviate from traditional characteristics of minorities. On the one hand, local 

multiracial politics may mean that even if a minority group works to build coalitions and 

negotiate complex political terrain, it may not be able to elect a co-ethnic candidate. At the 

same time, at the national level, a co-ethnic may be able to win a Congressional seat based 

on vastly different political calculations, such as affiliation with a particular party or 

agenda. In assessing contemporary political incorporation, then, the election of a co-ethnic 

may have different meanings at the local and national level. Representation at the local 

level is significant for the tangible benefits of gaining a seat at the decision-making table 

and having access to contracts and appointments (Alba and Foner 2013); these benefits 

accrue prior to election, since co-ethnic candidates can more likely engage voters from 

their communities to participate in elections (Alba and Foner 2013; Barreto 2007). Once 

elected, such benefits as appointments, contracts, policy decisions follow. At the national 

level, the election of a co-ethnic, as in the case of Governors Nikky Haley (R-SC) and Bobby 

Jindal (R-LA), has symbolic value for the South Asian community, regardless of jurisdiction, 

but no tangible benefits that helped to advance the community's policy or decision-making 
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capacity. Similarly, for African Americans, President Barack Obama’s election is significant 

but translates to limited direct benefits at the local level.  For Latinos, Senators like Ted 

Cruz (R-TX) and Robert Menendez (D-NJ) have national profile that is important but is not 

resulting in local-level impact.  

 

Thus, the assessment of a group’s incorporation needs to be measured both at the local and 

national level, in order to achieve an accurate understanding of its integration into the 

mainstream. Using both measures is the only means to assessing true power, since the 

election of one or two members of the group into high-level national offices, at least as is 

currently the case of some immigrant grops, is not an indication of the group’s ability to 

shape policy or electoral outcomes on its own. At the same time, it can’t be overlooked that 

the South Asian community, like other Asian American communities, and the Latino 

community, has been able to achieve this high profile descriptive representation. In the 

2012 elections, the South Asian community organized behind then-Assemblywoman Grace 

Meng and helped her become the first Asian American Congresswoman to New York, by 

both her account and other respondents’ accounts for this research.  That year, Senator 

Mazie Hirono (D-HI) became the country’s first Asian American female Senator. Along with 

28 colleagues in the House, Senators Cruz, Menendez, and Marco Rubio (R-FL) make up the 

largest ever cohort of Latinos in Congress. This progress is noteworthy but does not 

obviate the representation gap in states and localities across the country that have yet to 

elect descriptive representatives commensurate with their growing minority populations.  

For these groups and South Asians, assessing patterns of representation and participation 

at both the national and local and state levels allows for a more nuanced and complete 
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narrative.  In the absence of descriptive representation at the local level, and often as a 

parallel strategy, minority groups are engaging in coalition building as a means of achieving 

policy gains. 

 

 

Coalitions and Political Outcomes 

Melting pot suburbs (Frey 2011), rainbow coalitions, and mosaic districts are some of the 

terms that refer to the new demographic and political dynamics in suburbs and cities 

across the United States, many of which are now home to multiple minority groups. 

According to a report produced by the Institute on Metropolitan Opportunity, 44 percent of 

those living in the suburbs of the 50 largest metropolitan areas are living in diverse 

communities. Unlike earlier waves of migration, when immigrant and minority groups 

matured politically in succession, newer immigrant groups, including South Asians and 

Mexicans in New York City for example, are incorporating into the political process 

simultaneously. The potential for conflict may be as great as earlier periods of history when 

emerging immigrant groups sought power from established ethnic groups. However, this 

research showed that South Asians have found opportunities for policy gains through 

coalition building.  

 

As the 2013 immigration reform struggle has shown, coalitions of diverse stakeholders can 

escalate an issue’s salience and momentum. Labor, business, farmers and immigrant rights 

groups worked together and with Congress to keep the immigration reform at the center of 

the policy debate and in the media. Coalitions have been successful for South Asians in 
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recent years, as organizations have worked across race to build alliances with workers, 

LGBT groups and other Asian American groups. As I discussed in Chapter Five, these 

coalitions brought policy gains to the community, wins that would not have been possible 

without strategic collaborations. In particular, these coalitions have worked well within 

occupational sectors, such as domestic work and the restaurant industry, and with more 

established and politically savvy groups like the LGBT community.   

 

Another area in which coalition building can be significant is in achieving descriptive 

representation. Carlos Menchaca, the first Mexican American elected to the City Council, 

ran a campaign that didn’t rely simply on the Mexican community but on different groups 

of voters.  Ethnic identity was a part of his campaign but not a singular strategy. As I 

discuss in Chapter Six, mobilizing multiple identities is a key strategy for New Majority 

candidates. These candidates successfully deploy their ethnic identity through community 

outreach, personal story and mobilizing donors from the community, but also engage with 

mainstream media, likely voters from different constituency groups, and political parties. 

In an increasingly pluralistic society, New Majority candidates are likely to constitute a 

different form of descriptive representation, in which voters may feel more tied to the 

candidate’s immigrant or minority background, even if he is from a different racial and 

ethnic group. The most prominent example of this new majority candidate is President 

Barack Obama, who successfully activates his multiple experiences and identities – 

community organizer, experience living in Asia, African American background, progressive 

– to mobilize those constituencies. New Majority candidates are the likely trend for 
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immigrant candidates in the near future, particularly in jurisdictions like Queens and New 

York City, where multiple minority groups are negotiating power.  

 

The three frames discussed above as ways to examine contemporary political 

incorporation—nonlinear pathways of participation, differential emphasis on national and 

local descriptive representation, and multiracial coalition building as a measure of political 

success--are increasingly relevant for both South Asians in New York City and other 

immigrant groups in the United States, particularly in diverse urban and suburban areas.  

 

What Next? 

This research sought to present a local picture that supplements a more dominant image of 

South Asians as well incorporated and politically assimilated. Like other immigrant groups, 

South Asian Americans are negotiating institutional challenges such as citizenship and 

voting laws and the electoral system, and demographic changes, including increasingly 

diverse suburbs and more diverse immigrant groups, to find their way in American politics.  

In New York City, that negotiation has included struggles to ensure that redistricting of 

state legislative and City Council seats maximizes the impact of the South Asian vote and 

that noncitizen voting be instituted to allow more South Asians an opportunity to 

participate in the political process. Both of these efforts have been undertaken in concert 

with other minority and immigrant groups. Despite being the fastest growing Asian 

American community in the city and the country, and reaching a tipping point in New York 

City, South Asians remain dependent on other communities to help them achieve their 

policy gains and have not yet elected a co-ethnic to local or state office. Although these are 
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obstacles to full incorporation, the electoral landscape for South Asians and other 

immigrant groups in New York City is evolving rapidly. Potential changes could include the 

ability for noncitizens to vote and the election of a South Asian to the opportunity seat 

created in the New York State Assembly through redistricting after the 2010 Census.  As of 

this writing, Intro 410 had been introduced in the New York City Council and would allow 

noncitizens to vote in municipal elections, and would impact South Asians and other 

immigrant groups, particularly those with more recent arrivals. In addition, Ali Najmi, a 

South Asian political activist had filed to run for New York State Assembly District 24. 

 

South Asians are not the only panethnic immigrant group in the United States grappling 

with political recognition and incorporation. While individual elites in the South Asian, 

Latino and other communities are able to engage in the political process, group 

incorporation remains a challenge for many communities. Grouped for convenience or for 

political reasons, multiracial and panethic immigrant groups with diverse national origins 

grapple with divergent internal interests shaped by socioeconomic status, national origin, 

race and religion. Asian Americans and Latinos, for example, are all negotiating internal 

differences while attempting to gain political footholds.   Mobilization, both from within 

and outside groups, can help facilitate incorporation. As a mobilizing tool, identity politics 

is at once a salient and ineffective strategy, having high salience among recent arrivals and 

new citizens and low salience for the second-generation. For certain occupational sectors, 

shared workplace struggles transcend race and ethnicity and serve as more compelling 

motivators. In other cases, shared neighborhood concerns are more significant mobilizers.  
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More research on the key factors for mobilization is needed, especially as it relates to 

immigrant groups with significant bifurcation in socioeconomic status or with diverse 

immigration histories in the United States. This includes for example, first-generation and 

fourth-generation Latinos, or Asian Americans, which include subgroups with varying 

economic and educational characteristics.  

 

How ethnic groups align to create panethnic and cross-racial coalitions is also an area 

worthy of further study. “Communities of interest”, which have largely defined been within 

ethnic boundaries, may be expanded to include other rational, mutual interests that 

transcend ethnicity.   Further research on coalition building work by other emerging 

immigrant groups can also help illustrate common incorporation experiences for 

contemporary immigrants. New research on South Asians and other immigrant groups 

must also resist privileging electoral participation and seek ways to document the ways in 

which those unable to vote or contribute to campaigns are finding a voice in the political 

process. 

 

Finally, future work on immigrant political incorporation can utilize the model proposed in 

the introduction to this study, one that includes (1) the real and perceived availability of 

electoral and non-electoral avenues of participation to the group, (2) the presence of 

institutions to support the group’s participation in the political process, and (3) the 

existence of mechanisms for the group and its members to articulate, and get responses to, 

their concerns in the policymaking and electoral arenas.  Each of these measures can be 

drawn out in more detail for future research on immigrant groups in the contemporary 
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context. The first measure includes the role of efficacy and the tangible barriers to 

participation such as language access. The second allows for evaluating the robustness of 

nonprofit and other institutions that mobilize participation. The latter measure expands 

the emphasis on descriptive representation as America’s new majority seeks 

representation across racial lines. Substantive and symbolic representation may become 

more important strategies, especially if they open up avenues to influence policy.   

 

The American dream has long been associated with economic achievement, and the 

DREAMer movement of the last decade helped to expand that definition to include 

citizenship and participation. That movement, initiated by a multiracial and undocumented 

population, is representative of a new wave of immigrant participation. This study began to 

explore frameworks for understanding participation of this nature; future work is needed 

to expand definitions, develop data, and build additional frameworks that help explain 

immigrant political incorporation in a multiracial context.  



REFERENCES 
 

Alba, Richard, and Nancy Foner. 2013. “Entering the Precincts of Power: Do National  
Differences Matter for Immigrant Minority Political Representation?” In Bringing 
Outsiders In: Transatlantic Perspectives on Immigrant Political Incorporation, eds. 
Jennifer L. Hochschild and John H. Mollenkopf. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

 
Ancheta, Angelo N. 2003. Race, Rights and the Asian American Experience. New Brunswick,  

NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Andersen, Kristi. 2008. “In Whose Interest? Political Parties, Context and the Incorporation  

of Immigrants.” In New Race Politics in America: Understanding Minority and 
Immigrant Politics, eds. Jane Junn and Kerry L. Haynie. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. 

 
__________________. 2008. “Parties, Organization, and Political Incorporation: Immigrants in Six  

Cities.” In Civic Hopes and Political Realities: Immigrants, Community Organizations, 
and Political Engagement, eds. S. Karthick Ramakrishnan and Irene Bloemraad. New 
York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

 
Ansell, C., Andrew Kelly and Sarah Reckhow. 2009. “How to Reform a Reform Coalition:  

Outreach, Agenda Expansion, and Brokerage in Urban School Reform.” Policy Studies 
Journal 37 (November): 717-743.  
 

Asian American Federation of New York. 2013. 2012 New York State Assembly Districts and 
Asian Communities. http://www.aafny.org/cic/briefs/NYCAssembly2012.pdf 

Banfield, Edward C. and James Q. Wilson. 1963. City Politics. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press. 

Barnard, Anne. “For Mosque Sponsors, Early Missteps Fueled Storm.” The New York Times,  
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/11/nyregion/11mosque.html (accessed May 9, 
2014).  

__________________. “Developers of Islamic Center Try a New Strategy.” The New York Times, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/02/nyregion/new-quiet-effort-for-big-islamic-
center-near-ground-zero.html (accessed May 9, 2014).  

Barreto, Matt, Gary Segura and Nathan Woods. 2004. “The Effects of Overlapping Majority-
Minority Districts on Latino Turnout.” American Political Science Review. 98 
(February): 65-75. 

Barreto, Matt A. 2007. "ISí Se Puede! Latino Candidates and the Mobilization of Latino 
Voters." American Political Science Review 101(August): 425-441. 



 

 160

Barreto, Matt. 2010. Ethnic Cues: The Role of Shared Ethnicity in Latino Political  
Participation. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press. 

 
Baumgartner, Frank R., and Beth L. Leech. 1998. Basic Interests: The Importance of Groups  

in Politics and in Political Science. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
 
Baubock, Rainer. 2003. “Towards a Political Theory of Migrant Transnationalism.
 International Migration Review 37 (3): 700-723. 
 
Bobo, Lawrence, and Franklin D. Gilliam. 1990. “Race, Sociopolitical Participation, and  

Black Empowerment.” American Political Science Review 84 (June): 377-393. 
 
Bowler, Shaun, and Gary M. Segura. 2013. The Future is Ours: Minority Politics, Political  

Behavior, and the Multiracial Era of American Politics. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
 
Brady, Verba, and Schlozman. 1994. “Beyond SES: A resource Model of Political  

Participation.” American Political Science Review 89 (June) 271-294. 
 
Browning, Rufus P. and Dale Rogers Marshall. 1986. “Black and Hispanic Power in City  

Politics: A Forum.” PS: Political Science and Politics 19 (Summer): 573-575.  
 
Browning, Rufus P., Dale Rogers Marshall, and David H. Tabb. 1984.  Protest Is Not Enough: 

The Struggle of Blacks and Hispanics for Equality in Urban Politics. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press.  

 
Castiglione, Dario, and Mark E. Warren. 2006. Rethinking Democratic Representation: Eight
 Theoretical Issues. Presented at Rethinking Democratic Representation. Center for
 the Study of Democratic Institutions. University of British Columbia. 

Cho, Wendy K. Tam. 1999. “ Naturalization, Socialization, Participation: Immigrants and  
(Non-) Voting.” Journal of Politics 61(November): 1140-55. 
 

Cho, Wendy K. Tam. 2001. “Foreshadowing Asian American Pan-Ethnic Politics: Asian 
American Campaign Finance Activity in Varying Multiracial Contexts. State Politics 
and Policy Quarterly 1(September): 273-294. 

Chua, Amy and Jed Rubenfeld. 2014. The Triple Package: How Three Unlikely Traits Explain 
the Rise and Fall of Cultural Groups in America. New York, NY: Penguin Press. 

Collet, Christian. 2008. "Minority Candidates, Alternative Media, and Multiethnic America: 
Deracialization or Toggling?" Perspectives on Politics 6(04): 707. 

Cordero-Guzman, Hector, Nina Martin, Victoria Quiroz-Becerra, and Nik Theodore. 2008.
 "Voting With Their Feet: Nonprofit Organizations and Immigrant Mobilization."
 American Behavioral Scientist 52 (December): 598-617. 



 

 161

Dahl, Robert. 1961. Who Governs?: Democracy and Power in an American City. New Haven: 
Yale University Press. 

Dahl, Robert A. 1983. Dilemmas of Pluralist Democracy. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 

Das Gupta, Monisha. 2006. Unruly Immigrants: Rights, Activism and Transnational South
 Asian Politics in the United States. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.  

Davies, Deirdre, and Jenny Dodd. 2002. “Qualitative Research and the Question of Rigor.”  
Qualitative Health Research 12 (February): 279-289.  

 

Dawson, Michael C. 1995. Behind the Mule: Race and Class in African-American Politics.  
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  

 

Dawson, Michael C. 1996. "Black Power in 1996 and the Demonization of African
 Americans." Political Science and Politics 29 (September): 456-461. 

Dawson, Michael C. 2001. Black Visions: The Roots of Contemporary African American 
Ideologies. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  

 
De Graauw, Els. 2008. “Nonprofit Organizations: Agents of Immigrant Political  

Incorporation in Urban America.” In Civic Hopes and Political Realities: Immigrants, 
Community Organizations, and Political Engagement, eds .S. Karthick Ramakrishnan 
and Irene Bloemraad. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

 
De la Garza, Rodolfo O. and Louis DeSipio.  2004. Between Symbolism and Influence: 

Latinos and the 2000 Elections. In Muted Voices: Latinos and the 2000 Elections, eds.
 Rodolfo O. de la Garza and Louis DeSipio. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield.  
 
DeSipio, Louis. 2001. “Building America, One Person at a Time.” In E Pluribus Unum:  

Contemporary Historical Perspectives on Immigrant and Political Participation, eds 
Gary Gerstle and John Mollenkopf. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 

DeSipio, Luis. 2006. “Transnational Politics and Civic Engagement: Do Home-Country
 Political Ties Limit Latino Immigrant Pursuit of United States Civic Engagement and
 Citizenship?” In Transforming Politics, Transforming America, eds. Taeku Lee,
 Karthick Ramakrishnan, and Ricardo Ramírez. Charlotesville, VA: University of
 Virginia Press. 
 



 

 162

Durkin, Erin. “City Council Weighing Bill that Gives NonCitizen Immigrants Right to Vote.”  
New York Daily News,  http://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/council-
weighs-bill-give-noncitizen-immigrants-voting-rights-article-1.1340007 (accessed 
May 8, 2014).  

 
Eisner, Elliot W. 1991. The Enlightened Eye: Qualitative Inquiry and The 
Enhancement of  

Educational Practice.  Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education. 
 
Emerson, Michael O., Jenifer Bratter, Junia Howell, P. Wilner Jeanty, and Mike Cline. 

2012. Houston Region Grows More Racially/ Ethnically Diverse, With Small Declines in 
Segregation. A Joint Report Analyzing Census Data from 1990, 2000, and 2010. 
Houston, TX: Kinder Institute for Urban Research and Hobby Center for the Study of 
Texas. 

 
Enloe, Cynthia H. 1980. Police, Military and Ethnicity: Foundations of State Power. New 

Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books.  
 

Evans, Arthur Michael W. Giles. 1986 "The Effects of Percent Black on Blacks' Perception 
 of Relative Power and Social Distance."  Journal of Black Studies 17 (September): 3
 14. 
 
Fenno, Richard F. Jr. 1997. “U.S. House Members in Their Constituencies: An 

Exploration.” The American Political Science Review 71 (September): 883-917.  
 

Finnegan, Michael. “Eric Garcetti Invokes Latino-Jewish Ancestry in Mayor’s Race. The Los
 Angeles Times,  http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jan/02/local/la-me-garcetti-mayor
 -20130102 (accessed May 9, 2014). 
 
Foner, Nancy. 2005. In a New Land: A Comparative View of Immigration. New York, 

NY: New York University Press. 
 

Fraga, Luis R., Valerie Martinez-Ebers, Ricardo Ramirez, and Linda Lopez. 2003. “Gender
 and Ethnicity: The Political Incorporation of Latina and Latino State Legislators.”
 Inequality and Social Policy Seminar. John F. Kennedy School of Government. 

Fraga, Luis R., and Ricardo Ramírez. 2003. "Latino Political Incorporation in California, 
1990-2000." Latinos and Public Policy in California: An Agenda for Opportunity, eds. 
David Lopez and Andres Jimenez. Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Public Press, Institute for 
Government Studies, University of California.  

Frey, William H. 2011. Melting Pot Cities and Suburbs: Racial and Ethnic Change in Metro
 America in the 2000s. Brookings: Washington, DC. 

 



 

 163

Fuchs, Ester R., Robert Y. Shapiro and Lorraine C. Minite. 2005. “Social Capital, Political  
Participation and the Urban Community.” In Social Capital, and Poor Communities, 
eds. Susan Saegert, J. Phillip Thompson and Mark R. Warren. New York, NY: Russell 
Sage Press.  

 
García Bedolla, L. 2005. Fluid Borders: Latino Power, Identity, and Politics in Los Angeles.  

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.  
 
Garcia Bedolla, Lisa. 2006. “Rethinking Citizenship: Noncitizen Voting and 

Immigrant Political Engagement in the United States.” In Transforming Politics, 
Transforming America, eds. Taeku Lee, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan and Ricardo 
Ramirez. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press. 

 
Gay, Claudine. 2007. “Legislating without Constraints: The Effect of Minority Districts on  

Legislators’ Responsiveness to Constituency Preferences.” The Journal of Politics 69 
(May): 442-456. 

 
Gay, Claudine. 2001. “The Effect of Minority Districts and Minority Representation on  

Political Participation in California.” San Francisco, CA: The Public Policy Institute of 
California. 
 

Gendar, Alison. “Queens Democrats Choose State Assemblywoman Grace Meng of Queens 
to Run for Retiring Congressman Gary Ackerman’s Seat. “New York Daily News, 
http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/queens-democrats-choose-state-
assemblywoman-grace-meng-queens-run-retiring-congressman-gary-ackerman-
seat-article-1.1043380 (accessed May 8, 2014). 

 
Gerstle, Gary. 2013. “Acquiescence or Transformation?: Divergent Paths of Political 

Incorporation in America.” In Outsiders No More: Models of Immigrant Political 
Incorporation, eds. Jennifer Hochschild, Jacqueline Chattopadhyay, Claudine Gay and 
Michael Jones-Correa. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.  

Glazer, Nathan, and Daniel P. Moynihan. 1970. Beyond the Melting Pot: The Negroes, Puerto
 Ricans, Jews, Italians, and Irish of New York City, 2nd Edition. Cambridge: The MIT
 Press. 
 
Gold, Eva, Jeffrey Henig, Marion Orr, Megan Silaner and Elaine Simon. 2011. “Parent and  

Community Engagement and the Sustainability Challenge.” Education Reform in New 
York City: Ambitious Change in the Nation’s Most Complex School System, eds. Edited 
by Jennifer A. O’Day, Catherine S. Bitter, and Louis M. Gomez. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard Education Press.  

 
Gold, Matea. 2013. “Latino Donors Set Sights on GOP Lawmakers who Oppose Immigration
 Overhaul.” The Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/latino
 -donors-set-sights-on-gop-lawmakers-who-oppose-immigration 



 

 164

-overhaul/2013/10/27/a7961128-3d93-11e3-b6a9-da62c264f40e_story.html
 (accessed May 8, 2014). 
 
Goldmacher, Shane. “Obama Overwhelmingly Won Asian Vote.” The National Journal.
 http://www.nationaljournal.com/politics/obama-overwhelmingly-won-asian
 -american-vote-20121108 (accessed May 8, 2014). 

Guarnizo, Luis Eduardo. 1997. “The Emergence of Transnational Social Formations: 
Social Transformation and the Mirage of Return Migration among Dominican

 Transmigrants.” Identities 4 (2): 281–322. 
 
Guarnizo, Luis Eduardo, Alejandro Portes and William Haller. 2003. “Assimilation and  

Transnationalism: Determinants of Transnational Political Action among 
Contemporary Migrants.” American Journal of Sociology 108 (May): 1211-1248. 

 
Gustafson, Anna. “Proposed District lines Enrage Queens Leaders. The Queens Chronicle.
 http://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/proposed-district-lines-enrage
 -queens-leaders/article_c8837436-95cd-51a0-b8dc-d8c7b73b93fc.html (accessed
 May 8, 2014).  

 
Hajnal, Zoltan and Taeku Lee. 2006. “Out of Line: Immigration and Party Identification 

among Latinos and Asian Americans.” In Transforming Politics, Transforming 
America, eds Taeku Lee, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan and Ricardo Ramirez. 
Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press. 

 
Hajnal, Zoltan. 2010. America’s Uneven Democracy: Turnout, Race, and Representation in 

City Politics. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Hajnal, Zoltan and Taeku Lee. 2011. Why Americans Don't Join the Party: 

Race, Immigration, and the Failure (of Political Parties) to Engage the Electorate. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  

 
Hannan, Michael T. 1979. “The Dynamics of Ethnic Boundaries in Modern States.” In
 National Development and the World System, eds. John Meyeer and Michael Hannan.
 Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  
 
Heclo, Hugh. 1978. "Issue Networks and the Executive Establishment." In The New
 American Political System, ed. Anthony King. Washington, DC: American Enterprise
 Institute. 

Heredia, Luis. 2008. “The Catholic Church and the Immigrant Rights Movement: The Ethics 
and Politics of Struggling for Immigrants’ Rights from 1980 through Today.“ 
Cambridge MA: , Harvard University. 

Heyink, J. W. and TJ Tymstra. 1993. "The Function of Qualititative Research." Social 
Indicators Resarch 29(July): 291-305. 



 

 165

 
Hicks, Jonathan. “In Reaching Out, Queens Democrats Find Strength.” The New York Times, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2004/07/05/nyregion/in-reaching-out-queens-democrats-
find-strength.html (accessed May 8, 2014)  

 
Hing, Bill Ong and Kevin R. Johnson. 2007. "The Immigrant Rights Marches of 2006 and the 

Prospects for a New Civil Rights Movement." Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law 
Review 42. 

 
Hochschild, Jennifer L. 2011. Dynamics of International Migration: Will Demography 

Change Politics before Politics Impedes Demographic Change? The Political 
Incorporation of Immigrants. University of California, Berkeley. 

Hochschild, Jennifer L. and John H. Mollenkopf. 2009. “Modeling Immigrant Political
 Incorporation.” In Bringing Outsiders In: Transatlantic Perspectives on Immigrant
 Political Incorporation, eds. Jennifer L. Hochschild and John Mollenkopf. Ithaca, NY:
 Cornell University Press. 

Hojnacki, Marie. 1997. "Interest Groups' Decisions to Join Alliances or Work Alone."
 American Journal of Political Science 41(January): 61-87.  

Holyoke, T. 2009. "Interest Group Competition and Coalition Formation." American Journal 
of Political Science 53(April): 360-375. 

Honan, Edith. 2008. “New York Council Extends Term Limits so Bloomberg Can Run.”
 Reuters, http://www.reuters.com/article/2008/10/23/us-newyork-bloomberg  
 -idUSTRE49M70J20081023 (accessed on May 8, 2014).  

Hula, Kevin. 1999. Lobbying Together: Interest Group Coalitions in Legislative Politics.
 Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.  
 
Iyer, Deepa. “When Will We Stop the Scapegoating?” The New York Times,  

http://campaignstops.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/12/06/when-will-we-stop-the-
scapegoating/?_r=0 (accessed on May 8, 2014).  

 
Jonas, Susanne Jonas. 2006. “Immigration Rights and National Insecurity. Social Justice 

33 (1): 6-20 
 

Jones-Correa, Michael. 1998. Between Two Nations: The Political Predicament of Latinos in
 New York City. Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press. 

_________________. 2001. “Institutional and Contextual Factors in Immigrant Citizenship and
 Voting” Citizenship Studies 5 (February): 41-56. 
 



 

 166

_________________. 2005. “Bringing Outsiders In: Questions of Immigrant Incorporation,.” In 
The Politics of Democratic Inclusion, eds. Christine Wolbrecht and Rodney Hero. 
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.  

 
_________________ 2013. “Thru-ways, By-ways and Cul-de-Sacs of Immigrant Political
 Incorporation.” In Outsiders No More: Models of Immigrant Political Incorporation,
 eds. Jennifer Hochschild, Jacqueline Chattopadhyay, Claudine Gay and Michael
 Jones-Correa. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 

Jones, Charles E. and Joseph P. McCormick. “The Conceptualization of Deracialization:
 Thinking Through the Dilemma." In Dilemmas of Black Politics: Issues of Leadership
 and Strategy, ed. Georgia A. Persons. New York, NY: Harper Collins. 

Juenke, Eric Gonzales and Anna Christina Sampaio. 2010. "Deracialization and Latino
 Politics: The Case of the Salazar Brothers in Colorado." Political Research Quarterly
 63(March): 43-54. 

Juenke, Eric Gonzales and Robert R. Preuhs. 2012. "Irreplaceable Legislators: Rethinking 
Minority Representation in the New Century." American Journal of Political Science 
56 (July): 705-715. 

Junn, Jane. 1999. “Participation in a Liberal Democracy: The Political Assimilation of
 Immigrants and Ethnic Minorities in the United States.” American Behavioral
 Scientist 42: (June) 1417-38. 
 
Junn, Jane and Natalie Masuoka. 2008. “Identities in Context: Politicized Racial Group
 Consciousness Among Asian American and Latino Youth.” Applied Development
 Science 12(2), 93–101. 
 
Kasinitz, Philip, John H. Mollenkopf, Mary C. Waters Kasinitz, Philip, John H. Mollenkopf,
 Mary C. Waters and Jennifer Holdaway. 2008.  Inheriting the City: The Children of
 Immigrants Come of Age. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
Katznelson, Ira. 1986. City Trenches: Urban Politics and the Patterning of Class in the United
 States. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Khandelwal, Madhulika. 2002. Becoming American, Being Indian: An Immigrant Community
 in New York City. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
 
Kibria, Nazli.  2000. Not Asian, Black or White? Reflections on South Asian American Racial
 Identity. In Asian American Studies: A Reader, eds. Jean Wu-Shen & Min Song. New
 Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Kibria, Nazli. 2005. “South Asian Americans.” In Asian Americans: Contemporary Trends and
 Issues, ed. Pyong Gap Min. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 
 



 

 167

 
Kidder, L. H. 1981. Qualitative Research and Quasi-Experimental Frameworks.” In Scientific
 Inquiry and the Social Sciences,  eds. Marilynn B. Brewer and E. Barry Collins.
 Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.  
 
Kurien, Prema. 2007. “Who Speaks for Indian Americans? Religion, Ethnicity, and Political
 Formation?” American Quarterly 59 (September): 759-783. 
 
Le Espiritu. Yen. 1994. Asian American Panethnicity. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University
 Press.  
 
Lee, Barrett A., John Iceland and Gregory Sharp. 2012. Racial and Ethnic Diversity Goes  

Local: Charting Change in American Communities Over Three Decades. Providence, 
RI: Brown University.  

 
Lee, Stacey. 2009. Unraveling the “Model Minority” Stereotype. New York: Teachers College
 Press. 
 
Leonard, Karen. 2000. “State, Culture and Religion: Political Action and Representation
 among South Asians in North America.” Diaspora 9 (April): 21-38 
 
Lessinger, Johanna.1995. From the Ganges to the Hudson: Indian Immigrants in New York
 City. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon. 
 
Lieberman, Robert C. 2013. “Ideas and Institutions in Immigrant Political Incorporation.” In 

Outsiders No More: Models of Immigrant Political Incorporation, eds. Jennifer 
Hochschild, Jacqueline Chattopadhyay, Claudine Gay and Michael Jones-Correa. 
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 

Lien, Pei-te. 2001.The Making of Asian Americans through Political Participation.
 Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 
 
Lien, Pei-Te, M. Margaret Conway and Janelle Wong. 2004. The Politics of Asian Americans:
 Diversity and Community. Oxford, UK: Routledge. 
 

Lincoln, Yvonne and Egon G. Guba. 1985. Naturalistic Inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage 
Publications. 

Mahoney, James and Gary Goertz. 2006. "A Tale of Two Cultures: Contrasting Quantitative 
and Qualitative Research." Political Analysis 14(June): 227-249. 

Maira, Sunaina. 2002. Desis in the House: Indian American Youth Culture in NYC. 
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.  



 

 168

Mansbridge, Jane, 1999. “Should Blacks Represent Blacks and Women Represent Women?
 A Contingent "Yes".” The Journal of Politics. 61 (August): 628-657  
 
Mansbridge, Jane. 2003. “Rethinking Representation.” American Political Science 

Review 97 (November): 515-528. 
 
Marowska, Eva. 2001. “Immigrants, Transnationalism, and Ethnicization: A Comparisonof 

the Great Wave and the Last.” E Pluribus Unum: Contemporary Historical Perspectives 
on Immigrant and Political Participation, eds. in Gary Gerstle and John H. 
Mollenkopf. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Marwell, Nicole P. 2007. Bargaining for Brooklyn: Community Organizations in the
 Entrepreneurial City. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  
 
McKeown, Timothy J. 1999. “Case Studies and the Statistical Worldview: Review of King,
 Keohane, and Verba's Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative
 Research.” International Organization 53 (December): 161-190. 
 
Meier, Kenneth J., Eric Gonzalez Juenke, Robert D. Wrinkle and J. L. Polinard. 2005.
 “Structural Choices and Representational Biases: The Post-Election Color of
 Representation.” American Journal of Political Science 49 (October) 758-768. 
 
Meier, Kenneth J. and Joseph Stewart, Jr. 1991. The Politics of Hispanic Education.  

Albany: SUNY Press. 
 
Minite, Lorraine C. 2009. “Lost in Translation?: Critical Perspectives on Immigrant 
 Political Incorporation.” In Bringing Outsiders In: Transatlantic Perspectives on
 Immigrant Political Incorporation, eds. Jennifer L. Hochschild and John H.
 Mollenkopf. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.  
 
Mishler, Elliott G. 1991. Research Interviewing: Context and Narrative. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
Mishra, Sangay. 2009. Political Incorporation and Transnationalism- A study of South Asian 

Immigrants in the United States. PhD diss. University of Southern California. 

Mollenkopf, John H., and Romain Garbaye. 2012. “Immigrant Incorporation into Urban 
Politics. In The Oxford Handbook of Urban Politics, eds Karen Mossberger, Susan E. 
Clarke and Peter John. New York: Oxford University Press.  

Mollenkopf, John and Richard Sonenshein. 2009. “The New Urban Politics of Integration: A 
View from the Gateway Cities.” In Bringing Outsiders In: Transatlantic Perspectives 
on Immigrant Political Incorporation, eds. Jennifer L. Hochschild and John H. 
Mollenkopf. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.  

 



 

 169

Nakanishi, Don T. 1991. “The Next Swing Vote? Asian Pacific Americans and California
 Politics.” In Racial and Ethnic Politics in California, eds. Bryan O. Jackson and Michael
 Preston. Berkeley, CA: Institute of Governmental Studies Press, University of
 California. 
 
Nie, Norman H., Jane Junn and Kenneth Stehlik-Barry. 1996. Education and Democratic
 Citizenship in America. Chicago, Il: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Osajima, Keith. 1988. "Asian Americans as the Model Minority: An Analysis of the Popular
 Press Image in the 1960s and 1980s." In Reflections on Shattered Windows, Gary M.
 Okihiro and John M. Liu. Pullman, WA: Washington State University Press. 
 
Palen, J. John. 2011. The Urban World, 8th edition. Boulder, Co: Paradign Publishers.  

Pareene, Alex. “Harry Reid Says Ground Zero Mosque Should be Build Someplace Else.
 Salon, http://www.upi.com/News_Photos/News/Park-51-The-Supporters-vs-The-
Opposition/fp/3723/ (accessed May 9, 2014).  

Parenti, Michael. 1967. “Ethnic Politics and the Persistence of Ethnic Identification.” The 
American Political Science Review 61 (September): 717-726. 

Persons, Georgia A. 1993. Dilemmas of Black Politics: Issues of Leadership and Strategy. 
 New York, NY: Harper Collins. 

Pitkin, Hanna Fenichel, 1967. The Concept of Representation, Berkeley, CA: University of 
California. 

 
Popkin, Samuel. 1994. The Reasoning Voter:  Communication and Persuasion in
 Presidential Campaigns. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Portes, Alejandro, and Luis E. Guarnizo. 1991. “Tropical Capitalists: U.S.-bound Immigration
 and Small Enterprise Development in the Dominican Republic.”  In Migration,
 Remittances, and Small Business Development, ed. Sergio Dıaz-Briquets and Sidney
 Weintraub. Boulder, Colo.: Westview 
 

Prasad, Shankar K. 2007. “Red, Brown and Blue: The Political behavior of Asian Indian 
Americans.” PhD diss. Brown University. 

Prashad, Vijay. 2001. The Karma of Brown Folk. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 
Press.  

Prashad, Vijay. 2012. Uncle Swami: South Asians in America Today. New York, NY: The New
 Press. 
 
Preuhs, Robert. R. and Rodney E. Hero. 2011. "A Different Kind of Representation: Black
 and Latino Descriptive Representation and the Role of Ideological Cuing." Political



 

 170

 Research Quarterly 64(March): 157-171. 

Ramakrishnan, S. Karthick. 2005. Democracy in Immigrant America. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford
 University Press.  
 
Ramakrishnan, S. Karthick and Irene Bloemraad. 2008. “Making Organizations Count:
 Immigrant Civic Engagement in California Cities.” In Civic Hopes and Political
 Realities: Immigrants, Community Organizations, and Political Engagement, S.
 Karthick Ramakrishnan and Irene Bloemraad. eds. New York, NY: Russell Sage
 Foundation. 
 
Ramakrishnan. S. Karthick. 2013. “Incorporation versus Assimiliation: The Need for 

Conceptual Differentiation.” In Outsiders No More: Models of Immigrant Political 
Incorporation, eds. Jennifer Hochschild, Jacqueline Chattopadhyay, Claudine Gay and 
Michael Jones-Correa. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.  

Ramirez, Ricardo and Janelle Wong. 2006. “Nonpartisan Latino and Asian American
 Contactability and Voter Mobilization.” In Transforming Politics, Transforming
 America, eds. Taeku Lee, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan and Ricardo Ramirez.
 Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press. 
 
Rocha, Rene R. 2007. "Black-Brown Coalitions in Local School Board Elections." Political 

Research Quarterly 60(June): 315-327. 

Rogowski Ronald. 2004. “How Inference in the Social (but not the Physical) Sciences
 Neglects Theoretical Anomaly. In Rethinking Social Inquiry, eds. Henry Brady and
 David Collier. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield. 
 
Rosenstone, Steven J. and John Mark Hansen. 1993. Mobilization, Participation, and 

Democracy in America. New York, NY: Macmillan. 

Rowlands, Ted. “Sikhs Repair, Reclaim Temple After Rampage.” Cnn.com,
 http://www.cnn.com/2012/08/09/justice/wisconsin-temple-shooting/index.html
 (accessed May 9, 2014).  

Ricourt, M. and Ruby Danta. 2003. Hispanas de Queens: Latino Panethnicity in a New York 
City Neighborhood. Cornell University Press. 

Sanjek, Roger. 1998. The Future of Us All: Race and Neighborhood Politics in New York City.
 Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.  

Schattschneider, E.E. 1960. The Semisovereign People: A Realist’s View of Democracy in
 America. Boston, MA: Wadsworth. 
 
Seale, Clive. 1999. “Quality in Qualitative Research.” Qualitative Inquiry 5(4): 465-478. 
 
Shibutani, Tamotsu and Kian Kwan. 1965. Ethnic Stratification: A Comparative Approach. 



 

 171

New York: Macmillan. 
 
Srikanth, Rajini and Lavina Shankar Dhingra. 1998. A Part, Yet Apart: South Asians in
 America. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 
 
Stenbacka, Caroline. 2001. “Qualitative Research Requires Quality Concepts of its Own.” 

Management Decision 39(7): 551-556. 
 
Sterne, Evelyn Savidge. 2001. “Beyond the Boss: Immigration and American Political 

Culture from 1880 to 1940.” In E Pluribus Unum: Contemporary Historical 
Perspectives on Immigrant and Political Participation, edited by Gary Gerstle and 
John Mollenkopf. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

 
Stolberg, Sheryl Gay. 2013. "Latino Donors Flex Political Muscle and Fundraisers Show 

How." The New York Times, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/08/us/politics/3-
fund-raisers-show-latinos-rising-clout.html?_r=0 (accessed May 9, 2014).  

 

Stone, Clarence N., Jeffrey R. Henig, Bryan D. Jones, and Carol Pierannunzi. 2001.
 Building Civic Capacity. Lawrence, KS., University of Kansas Press. 

Swain, Randall D. 2010. "Shall we March On?: An Analysis of Non-Electoral Participation in
 the Black Community in the Post-Civil Rights Era." Journal of Black Studies 40
 (March): 566-582. 
 
Takaki, Ronald. 1989. Strangers from a Different Shore. New York: Little Brown and 

Company. 
 
Tavernise, Sabrina. “Whites Account for Under Half of Births in U.S.” 

The New York Times, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/17/us/whites-account-
for-under-half-of-births-in-us.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 (accessed May 8, 2014). 

 
Tumulty, Karen. “Hispanic Campaign Donors Look for New Ways to Flex their Political
 Muscle.” The Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/hispanic
 campaign-donors-look-for-new-ways-to-flex-their-political
 muscle/2012/12/05/0e0d63ea-3e2e-11e2-a2d9-822f58ac9fd5_story.html 
 (accessed May 8, 2014).  
 
Uhlaner, Carole J., Bruce Cain, and D. Roderick Kiewiet. 1989. “Political Participation of 

Ethnic Minorities in the 1980s.” Political Behavior 11(September): 195-231 
 
Urbinati, Nadia and Mark E. Warren. 2008. "The Concept of Representation in 

Contemporary Democratic Theory." Annual Review of Political Science 11 
(November): 387-412. 

van de Berghe, Pierre L. 1981. The Ethnic Phenomenon. New York: Elsevier. 



 

 172

 
Verba, Sidney, Kay Lehman Schlozman, Henry Brady, and Norman Nie. 1993. “Citizen 

Activity: Who Participates? What Do They Say?” American Political Science Review 
87(June):453-497. 
 

Verba, Sydney, Kay Lehman Schlozman and Henry E. Brady. 1995. Civic Voluntarism in
 American Politics. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  

Walker, Jack L. 1983. “The Origins and Maintenance of Interest Groups in America. 
American Political Science Review 77 (June):390-406. 

Warren, L. 2008. “Record Number of Hispanic and Asian voters Head to the Polls to Help
 Obama Secure Second Term. Daily Mail,
 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2229225/Presidential-election
 -2012-Record-number-Hispanic-voters-head-polls.html. (accessed May 9, 2014)  
 
Warren, Mark R. 2001. Dry Bones Rattling: Community Building to Revitalize American
 Democracy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton.  
 
Warren, Mark E. 2002. "What Can Democratic Participation Mean Today?" Political Theory 

30(October): 677-701. 

Weiss, Robert S. 1995. Learning From Strangers: The Art and Method of 
Qualitative Interview Studies. New York, NY: Free Press. 
 
Wolfinger, Raymond E. 1965. “The Development and Persistence of Ethnic Voting.” 

American Political Science Review 59 (December): 896-908.  

Wong, Janelle, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan, Taeku Lee and Jane Junn. 2011. Asian American
 Political Participation: Emerging Constituents and Their Political Identities.  New
 York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
Wong, Paul, Chienping Faith Lai, Richard Nagasawa, and Tieming Lin. 1998. “Asian
 Americans as a Model Minority: Self-Perceptions and Perceptions by Other Racial
 Groups.” Sociological Perspectives 41(Spring):95-118. 
 
Wrinkle, Robert D., Joseph Stewart Jr., J.L. Polinard, Kenneth J. Meier, and John R. Arvizu.
 “Ethnicity and Nonelectoral Participation.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences
 18: 142-153. 

Zolberg, Aristide and Long Litt Woon. 1999. “Why Islam is like Spanish: Cultural 
Incorporation in Europe and the United States.” Politics & Society 27 (March): 5-38 

 
 

 



 

 173

APPENDIX A: SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  
Sayu Bhojwani 
 
The sample questions outlined below will initiate open-ended interviews. Some follow-up 
questions are also indicated. After conducting 2-3 pilot interviews, additional probing 
questions may be developed, and those will be indicated in the final interview protocol. 
Questions 1-7, and some additional questions are designed for organization leaders and 
may not be asked of all respondents. 
 
In addition, to allow for the possibility of some quantitative analysis, interviews will be 
given survey questions with multiple-choice questions. Those survey questions follow the 
open-ended ones in this Appendix.  
 
QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED OF ALL INTERVIEWEES 
 
Introductory statement: Thank you for taking the time to be interviewed. As I explained (on 
the phone/in my email), I am conducting interviews for my doctoral research on South 
Asian civic engagement and political participation. The interview will take about one hour, 
and will include a series of questions for you to answer verbally, followed by a survey of 
approximately 20 questions for you to complete. In my research paper, I will likely be 
quoting from your answers but will refer to you in general terms based on your 
professional life (e.g., a community organizer, an elected official) to maintain a degree of 
confidentiality. I would like to record the interview so I can reference your answers 
accurately and efficiently. Finally, if you wish to contact me after the interview, you can do 
so at sayunyc@gmail.com.  
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
 
 
Please state your name and current affiliation. 

  
Name: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Title/Affiliation: ______________________________________________________ 
 
Background questions 
 

1. Please share some information about your background, such as ethnicity and 
immigration history, if you have one. 

 
 

2. Please describe the members of your organization.  
a. Probing questions: for example, their national origin, their occupation, and 

their immigration status. 
 
Organization Membership 
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3. For what reasons would you say your members join your organization?  
 

4. What is the cost of membership? 
 

5. What, if any, benefits do members receive from your organization? 
 

6. What types of activities, if any, would you say your organization engages in to help 
your members become more civically engaged?  

 
Participation 
 

7. How would you describe political participation and/or civic engagement by your 
members?  
 
 

8. Follow-up: How would you describe political participation and/or civic engagement 
more generally by the South Asian community in New York? 

 
 

9. Follow-up: How about nationally? How would you describe South Asian political 
participation and civic engagement nationally? 

 
 

10. How would you describe your members’ participation specifically around voting? 
a. Probing question: How likely are South Asians to vote for a South Asian 

candidate compared to a candidate from another minority background? 
Compared to a white candidate? 

b. What, if any, role does the type of election play in whether or not South 
Asians vote (prompt, if needed: general or primary; local, state or national)? 
 

11. Follow-up: What about South Asians in general, in NYC? 
Probing questions as above 

 
12. How would you describe your members’ participation as political donors?  

a. Probing question: How likely are South Asians to contribute to a South Asian 
candidate compared to a candidate from another minority background? 
Compared to a white candidate? 

b. What, if any, role does the type of race play in whether or not South Asians 
contribute (prompt, if needed: general or primary; local, state or national)? 
 

13. Follow-up: What about South Asians in general, in NYC? 
Probing questions as above 

 
14. How would you describe your members’ contact with elected officials?  
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a. Probing question: How likely are South Asians to contact a South Asian 
candidate compared to a candidate from another minority background? 
Compared to a white candidate? 

b. For what reasons do they contact elected officials? 
c. And in what ways? Letters, phone calls, in-person? 

 
15. Follow-up: What about South Asians in general, in NYC? 

Probing questions as above 
 

16. How would you describe your members’ participation in protests?  
a. Probing question: What issues cause them to protest?  
b. Who, if anyone, mobilizes them for protests? 

 
17. Follow-up: What about South Asians in general, in NYC? 

Probing questions as above 
 

18. From your personal or professional experience, what are examples of South Asian 
political participation that you thought were particularly effective or ineffective? 

 
Issues 
 

19. In your opinion, what issues most affect your members? 
 

20. Follow-up: And the South Asian community living in New York City? 
 

21. Follow up question: How about nationally? What issues most affect the community 
around the country? 

 
Mobilization 
 

22. Now, can you describe how you or others mobilize your members? 
Probing: Who mobilizes them? For what activity? 

 
Coalition-building 
 

23. In working on specific policies or outcomes, would you describe how, and if, your 
members work in coalition with other groups? 

a. Probing question: Are the coalitions with other racial/ethnic groups, or other 
affinity groups? Across class? 

 
 

24. Follow-up: How about other South Asians in NYC? 
 

25. Follow-up question: How effective or ineffective do you believe these coalitions are 
in achieving the outcomes that your members or other South Asians are working 
toward? 
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a. Probing question: what, in your opinion, enhances or inhibits coalition 
building by South Asians? 
 

 
 
Organization’s Role 

 
 
 
QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES ONLY: 
 

1. Describe the role, if any, of South Asian donors in your campaign. 
i. Possible probing questions: How, if at all, did you/your campaign 

reach out to and engage donors?  How much, if any funding, did you 
raise from South Asian donors?  What, in your opinion, prompted or 
prevented these donors from giving to your campaign? How did South 
Asian contributions compare to others (in $ and in % of donors)? 

 
2. Discuss the role of South Asian volunteers, if any, in your campaign. 

i. Possible probing questions:  How, if at all, did you/your campaign 
reach out to and engage volunteers? How many, if any South Asian 
volunteers worked on your campaign? How do those numbers 
compare with your overall volunteer numbers?  What do you feel 
motivated them to volunteer? 

 
3. Discuss the role of the South Asian vote in your campaign. 

i. Possible probing question:  How, if at all, did you/your campaign 
reach out to and engage potential South Asian voters?  What role, if 
any, did the South Asian vote play in your success/defeat?  
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 
Name: ________________________________________ 
 
 
Please complete the following questions, for demographic purposes only. 
 
Demographic Info 
 
Were you born in the US?   Yes   No 
If no, where were you born?   ______________________ 
If yes, where was your mother born? _________________ 
And your father?     ________________________ 
 
If you were born outside the US, 
Are you a citizen?    Yes   No 
If a citizen, how long ago did  
You become a citizen?   _______________________ 
 
 
 
1. Do you use the term “South Asian” to identify yourself?   Yes  No 
 
If so, what would you say the term means to you? 
 
 
If not, in what other ways do you refer to your ethnicity and national origin? 
 
 
2. Do you use the term “South Asian” to refer to the community?  Yes  No 
 
If not, in what other ways do you refer to the community’s ethnicity and national origin? 
 
Issues 
 
3. From the following list, how would you rate the top three issues of concern to the South 
Asian community? 
 
___Economy 
___Education 
___Environment 
___Foreign Relations 
___Healthcare 
___Housing 
___Immigration 
___Jobs 
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___Poverty 
___Racial discrimination 
___Terrorism 
 
Participation 
 
4. From this list, what motivates South Asians to participate the most? 
 
___Issue of concern 
___Request for money by a South Asian candidate or elected official 
___Request for money by a minority candidate or elected official 
___Request for money by a white candidate or elected official 
___Request for money by any candidate or elected official 
___Interest in the democratic process 
___Relative or friend asking them to participate 
 
 
5. From this list, rate the top three ways the community most frequently articulates its 
concerns to elected officials and candidates? 
 
___Letter writing 
___Making campaign contributions 
___Petitions 
___Protests 
___Volunteering on a campaign 
___Voting 
 
 
6. From this list, what motivates South Asians to vote the most? 
___Issue of concern 
___Relative or friend asking them to vote 
___South Asian candidate on the ballot 
___Other minority candidate on the ballot 
___White candidate on the ballot 
___Primary election 
___General election 
___Local election 
___State election 
___National election 
 
 
7. From this list, what motivates South Asians to give money to a campaign the most? 
___Issue of concern 
___Relative or friend asking them to  
___South Asian candidate asking them to 
___Minority candidate asking them to 
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___White candidate asking them to 
___Prominence of the elected official they are supporting 
___Primary race 
___General race 
___Local race 
___State race 
___National race 
 
 
8. From this list, what motivates South Asians to work on a campaign the most? 
___Issue of concern 
___Relative or friend asking them to  
___South Asian candidate asking them to 
___Minority candidate asking them to 
___White candidate asking them to 
___Prominence of the elected official they are supporting 
___Primary election 
___General election 
___Local election 
___State election 
___National election 
 
 
9. From this list, what motivates South Asians to protest the most? 
___Workplace issue of concern 
___Personal Issue of concern 
___Relative or friend asking them to  
___Your organization asking them to 
___Other organization asking them to 
 
Mobilization 
 
10. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by the Democratic Party to vote? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
11. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by the Republican party to vote 
for them? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
 
12. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by South Asian candidates to vote 
for them? 
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Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
13. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by Asian American candidates to 
vote for them? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
14. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by other minority candidates to 
vote for them? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
15. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by white candidates to vote for 
them? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
16. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by South Asian candidates to give 
money to their campaigns? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
17. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by Asian American candidates to 
give money to their campaigns? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
18. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by other minority candidates to 
give money to their campaigns? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
19. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by white candidates to give 
money to their campaigns? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
20. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by South Asian candidates to 
work on their campaigns? 
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Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
 
21. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by Asian American candidates to 
work on their campaigns? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
22. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by other minority candidates to 
work on their campaigns? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
23. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by white candidates to work on 
their campaigns? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
24. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by the Democratic party to get 
involved with the party? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
25. In your opinion, how often do South Asians get asked by the Republican party to get 
involved with the party? 
 
Very often   Somewhat often Rarely  Never 
 
26. From this list, what conditions best describe the ones that motivate South Asians to 
build coalitions with other racial/ethnic groups? 
___Shared workplace interest 
___Shared neighborhood or community concern 
___Shared immigrant experience 
___Shared policy priority 
___Shared interest in the election of a candidate 
___Recognition of other ethnic group’s political power 
 
27. From this list, what would you say are the biggest barriers to South Asians building 
coalitions across class? 
___Lack of shared interests 
___Perception that they have nothing in common 
___Geographic distance 
___Lack of shared social and professional settings 
___Lack of shared religious and cultural settings 
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28. From this list, what would you say are the biggest barriers to South Asians building 
coalitions across race? 
___Lack of shared interests 
___Perception that they have nothing in common 
___Geographic distance 
___Lack of shared social and professional settings 
___Lack of shared religious and cultural settings 
___Competition for descriptive representation (electing someone from your own  

community) 
___Competition for resources 
___Competing policy concerns 
 
29. From this list, which would you say are activities that you/your organization conducts 
or assists with? 
___Voter registration drives 
___Assistance with citizenship applications 
___Candidate forums 
___Get out the vote drives 
___Poll monitoring on election day 
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APPENDIX C: LIST OF INTERVIEWEES 
    

Seema Agnani 
Executive 
Director Chhaya CDC 

Nahar Alam Former ED Andolan 
John Albert Founder Taking Our Seat 
Shiv Dass President Jackson Heights Merchants Assn 

Richard David 
Executive 
Director Indo-Caribbean Alliance 

Daniel Dromm Elected Official City Council District 25 

Raj Goyle 
Former 
Candidate Congress-Kansas 

Wayne Ho 
Executive 
Director 

Coalition of Asian American Children and 
Families 

Chung-
wha Hong 

Executive 
Director The New York Immigration Coalition 

Deepa Iyer 
Executive 
Director 

SAALT (South Asian Americans Leading 
Together) 

Saru Jayaraman Founder Restaurant Opportunities Center 

Glenn Magpantay Staff Attorney 
Asian American Legal Defense and Education 
Fund 

Vishnu Mahadeo Director Richmond Hill EDC 
Monami Maulik Founder Desis Rising Up and Moving 
Grace Meng Elected Official NY-Congressional District 6/State Assembly 
Ali Najmi Member South Asian Labor Alliance 

Cao O 
Executive 
Director Asian American Federation of NY 

Luna Ranjit 
Executive 
Director Adhikaar 

Reshma Saujani 
Former 
Candidate New York--Congressional District 14 

Annetta Seecharran Consultant Multiple South Asian orgs. 
Romita Shetty Founder South Asian Action Fund 
Gurpal Singh Co-founder SEVA NY 

Udai Tambar 
Executive 
Director South Asian Youth Action 

Harpreet Toor 
Former 
Candidate City Council 

David Weprin Elected Official New York State Assembly District 24 
Kashif Zafar Member National Finance Committee for DNC 

 


