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Abstract 
In order to continue effectively serving the Asian American 

community on campus, the Princeton University Asian American Students 
Association· (AASA) is in vital need of reexamining and redefining both its 
goals and its executive structure. It can do so by looking both inwards and 
outwards. To contextualize the current state of Princeton's AASA requires 

studying AASA's past goals, past. structure, past successes and failures. 

To improve Princeton's AASA for the future requires analyzing the 
strengths and weaknesses of other universities' AASA organizations to 

learn from their example as welL This paper will therefore investigate four 
topics: (1) The history of AASA at Princeton; (2) The historical strengths 

and weaknesses of Princeton's AASA program; (3) Recommendations 

based on AASA's past to improve AASA in the future; (4) An evaluation of 

Brown University's successful Asian American Students Association 

(AASA) and how Brown's experiences relate to Princeton's AASA. 

I. The Historv of Princeton University's AASA 
Princeton's AASA began in the early 1970s in a climate of national 

student activism. Although there were fewer than forty Asian American 

students in total on campus, AASA participated in a large, inter

organizational sit-in at Firestone Library and was instrumental in forcing 

the Administration to create the Third World Center. In fact, the first 

director of the TWC was Chinese American, AASA based its office in the 
TWC, and, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, several TWC resident 
caretakers were Asian American. 

According to Charles Lai '78, a former AASA officer and TWC 

caretaker, AASA's core group realized the need to become active if it was 

going to improve conditions for the tiny, marginalized Asian community on 

campus. Lai notes that AASA began merely as a support group but that 
words quickly turned into actions, and actions turned into concerted 

activism. AASA members considered the TWC a haven and realized that 

they could gain support and advice from the TWC's other members. AASA 

learned how to improve its efforts at minority recruiting, a-\vareness

building, and administrationallobbyip.g from the T\VC's Black and Latino 



members, who had more experience in activism, and with whom AASA 
was in close ·contact at the time. 

_ In the 1970s, AASA organized a wide range of activities to promote 
awareness among not only the Princeton student body, but also the greater 
community as well. For example, AASA's small group of core members 
engaged in Asian high school student recruitment through "College Day" 
events--particularly in New York City's public schools--encouraging 

Asians who otherwise might not have considered Princeton, or who were 

misinformed about Princeton's ac~demic or financial aid programs, to 

reconsider Princeton as a viable option. In addition; AASA began to work 

through the TJniversity's Admissions Office in recruitment efforts. The 

Asian American students had to push hard for recognition from the 

Admissions Office, however, and constantly had to prod the office into 

action. 

AASA was active on other fronts directly affecting Undergraduates 

as well. AASA organized seminar courses on Asian American issues and 

fought for the creation of History 410, "Asians in America," a seminar 

designed to be offered once every two years. I In the 1970s, AASA also 

created Asian History Week to enhance Asian awareness, and brought in 

speakers such as activist-film director Christine Choy and artist-poet Fay 

Chiang to discuss issues such as anti-Asian discrimination and violence, 

interracial relationships, the model minority myth, and career 

opportunities for Asians. During this period, communication within the 

Asian American community was facilitated by several different Asian 

newsletters, although most of the early papers were not expressly AASA 
organs.2 

In the fall of 1978, AASA codified its goals and its organizational 

structure by drafting a five-page Constitution (see Appendix A): In the 

document, AASA outlined its aims as follows: 

It shall be the purpose of this organization to: 
Section 1. Meet the needs of Asian American students on campus through 

· social, cultural, political and edur:ational activities. 
Section 2. Promote an awareness and appreciation of the Asian American 

experience--an awareness of our history, struggles, 
achievements and "culture" which has evolved from the unique 
nature of this experience. 

Sectif?n 3. Build Asian American Unity. 
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Section 4. Further an understanding and cooperation between Third World 
peoples. 

In addition, the Constitution defined AASA's membership 

requirements, operation of its executive committee, voting procedures, 

organization of Activities Committees, organization of General Meetings, 
and Constitutional amendment procedures. The Constitution was heavily 
geared towards awareness and Asian American community-building. It 
also reaffirmed AASA's ties to the rest of the Third World community. 

In,1978, Princeton's AASA co-founded the first East Coast Asian 
Students Union (ECASU) Conference and held it at Princeton. This was a 

landmark event, creating for the first time an organized network for Asian 

American students from a broad range of East Coast universities to meet 

each other and to learn about various Asian American issues from guest 

speakers. Each year, the ECASU conference has been held at a. different 

university and has had a different focus. Princeton last hosted an ECASU 

conference in the spring of 1986, and was also active in presenting one of 
the student workshops on "Assimilation vs. Retention" at the 1989 ECASU 

conference at Hunter College in New York City. 

AASA's 1978 Constitution outlined a broad agenda of activities that 

included the social as well as the political. Charles Lai '78 states that 

AASA made frequent trips to New York City's Chinatown and hosted 

several intercollegiate parties. Nevertheless, the AASA of the 1970s was 

still almost exclusively associated with political activism. Starting from the 

early 1970s, therefore, a separate, more socially-oriented, more narrowly

focused, and less politically active group called the Chinese Students 

Association (CSA) was formed. This group sponsored Chinese New Year's 

parties, a chorus, "wanton-ins", and intercollegiate intramural athletic 

events, including Asian American Athletic Field Days in 1976 and 1977. 

According to David S. Wu '79, a former CSA officer, " ... Between 1975 and 

1979, the Asian community flourished with AASA and CSA." Students did 

gain from having a wide variety of Asian American activities from which to 

choose, but unfortunately factional strife often marred the relationship 

between AASA and CSA, tending to split the Asian American community 

along socio-economic and ideological lines. 
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In the spring ofl981, however, the most active leaders of both AASA 

and CSA graduated. CSA quickly became defunct by the fall ofl981. AASA 

struggled as well and began restructuring its organization to make sure 
that its leadership included broader representation from all the classes to 

insure a smoother, less sudden transfer of leadership in the future. 

Because of the vacuum left by the demise of CSA and because AASA was 

trying to attract a broader constituency to insure future solvency, AASA 

began to concentrate more heavily on social activities. Although AASA still 

had its office in the TWC, it began\to hold more of its events in !I ethnically

neutral," centrally-located places on campus in order to attract more 

members. The November 19, 1981 newsletter suggested that since "TWC is 

an intimidating place and not very accessible [that] at least in the 

beginning, meeting sites should be chosen so as to lay a concrete 
foundation." The group's association with the TWC began to grow more 

distant. 
AASA continued its efforts in the Admissions Office, but its presence 

there began to wane by the mid-1980s amidst a reshuffling of the entire 

minority recruitment staff. AASA also continued to invite speakers, but 

started to focus more on parties, film festivals, and study breaks that did not 

center around political topics. In doing so, AASA lost its reputation as an 
activist group, and began taking on the reputation for being more socially
oriented. Nationally, the 1980s marked a period of conservative 

retrenchment just as the 1970s had been a period of national activism. As 

AASA shifted its emphasis from the political to the social, a creeping 

apathy enveloped the Asian community at Princeton. 

In a letter to the Asian student body written in November of1981, 

David Ho '83 made an impassioned plea to the Asian community to 

resuscitate itself and AASA (see Appendix B): 

As you may or may not have noticed, there hasn't been an AASA 
general meeting or an AASA newsletter since early October. This is 
because of organizational problems and a lack of input from the Asian 
community (if one indeed exists). Lack of organization and lack of 
guidance of AASA added to a prevalent apathetic attitude of Asians and 
other students on this campus have all but destroyed the last semblance of 
an AA.SA and certainly the esprit de corps of the organizers. 



AA_SA regrouped after an emergency meeting on November 10, 1981, 

but spent the next few years rebuilding back to the level of the late 1970s 
rather than moving beyond those previous levels. According to former 

AASA President Charlene Huang '88, there was a massive Asian 

American identity crisis in 1983-1984, however, causing a renewed and 

intense period of awareness-building activity. AASA held a large group 

discussion on Asian American identity led by a psychologist and devoted 

several issues. of AASA's magaz~ne, The Seedling, to topics of identity and 

interracial relationships. 
Under the focused leadership of Regina S. Lee '85, AASA began to 

search for a new direction in 1984. According to the minutes of the March 
29, 1984 Steering· Committee meeting, Lee stated that "we have lots of things 
to __ do ... we' won't be following in the old patterns left by the past Steering 
Committees which haven't been very active. [AASA] was active in the late 

'70s but has been declining since 1981 or so.· It now seems on an uprise." 

The 1984 Steering Committee wanted to develop an ideology. They 

reexamined the 1978 Constitution and the amended 1981 Constitution, 

made some organizational changes, but in essence reaffirmed the broad 

goals outlined in the original Constitution. The 1984 officers regarded 

educational, social, and political activities all as integral parts of AASA. 
Through renewed high school recruiting efforts, April Hosting of Asian 

American high school students admitted to Princeton, participation in 

ECASU, presentation of speakers, regularized study breaks, Asian Table 

discussion/dinners, and even a revival of History 410, AASA regained 

much of its previous strength. It was publishing both the AASA Press and 

The Seedling magazine simultaneously, and was constantly addressing 

issues of identity and recruiting, personal experiences, and anti-Asian 

discrimination. 

After. fighting hard to get ECASU to be held at Princeton in the spring 

of 1986, a~d after working long hours to insure smooth organization of the 

conference, there \vas a lull in AASA's political activity again. AASA 

continued to offer both social and awareness~oriented activities, but by 1987' 

· the numper of events AASA offered had declined, a\vareness-builcling had 

became less regularized, and activities began to focus more on the purely 

social and less on the educational or political levels again. Programs such 

as Asian Big Brothers/Big Sisters--which aimed at increasing 

5 
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upperclassmen-underclassmen interaction and a sense of Asian American 
cohesiveness--were not always complemented with supporting awareness 

programs. A sense of apathy within the Asian American community set in 

again amidst an atmosphere of generally low ethnic consciousness. 
Af~er being inspired by the 1988 ECASU co~erence at Comell, 

however, a small group of students created Students for Asian American 
Studies (SAAS), and began to bring speakers to campus such as Christine 
Choy and Liz Young in a renewed,desire to promote Asian American 
awareness·.· SAAS also fought to organize a student-initiated seminar on 

Asian American history and sociology, aiming ultimately to create 
permanent Asian American course offerings and an Asian American 

Studies Program at Princeton. 
In the spirit of a rising Asian consciousness, Princeton University 

President Harold T. Shapiro met with a group of Asian American alumni, 

professors, and student leaders on November 15, 1988, in a round-table 

discussion of Asian issues. These issues included admissions policies, 

Asian/South Asian studies, and Asian American studies. The 

International Center and the President's Office organized the meeting as 

part of President Shapiro's attempt to meet the University community. 

AASA Co-Presidents Jin H. Lee '89 and Peter J. Wang '89 were present at 

this meeting, although AASA did not make a formal presentation at the 
discussion. The program of events was meticulously organized by the 

Asian alumni, including Eva Lemer-Lam '76 and Timothy Wu '84, and 

brought different Asian community representatives together for the first 

time. Better communication was achieved within the Asian community 

and with the Administration although no concrete actions came directly 

out of the discussion. 

Since 1989, the AASA Steering Committee has been more involved in 

ECASU, presenting a workshop at the 1989 conference at Hunter College, 

and SAAS has been loosely incorporated into AASA. AASA has also 

continued to offer study breaks and dances as well as a lecture by . ' 

playwright David Henry Hwang and Asian Table discussions ranging from 

assimilation to the "Asian Male Wimp" stereotype. Despite good 

attendance at these events, AASA has still been plagued by a sense of 

ideological drift, especially with regard to its nebulous role in campus 

minority activities and political demonstrations, as well as its relatively 



spotty success at raising a greater Asian American consciousness. As of 
December, 1989, AASA's Steering Committee has been reevaluating its 
goals-and investigating ways to .strengthen its future effectiveness as a 

viable social, educational, and political organization for Asian Americans 

on campus. 

II. The Strengths and weaknesses of Princeton's AASA 
This general survey of Princeton's AASA reveals certain patterns 

that account for the strengths as well as the weaknesses within the AASA 

organization. 

Strengths 
-- 1) The prime strengths that allowed AASA to flourish in the 1970s 

were the high level of ethnic awareness and the high level of activity of its 
core leaders. Their ethnic awareness provided the necessary roots which 

both compelled them to act and allowed them to present the Asian 
American community with a broad range of educational and social events. 

2) AASA worked actively to recruit Asian American high school 
students--especially underprivileged urban students--thereby encouraging 

these students to consider not only Princeton, but AASA, as-something "for 
them." Recruitment efforts also brought in a more diverse Asian 
community not so overrepresented by the suburban upper middle-class--a 
class which, despite popular belief (and the skewed situation at Princeton), 

does not constitute the majority of Asian Americans nationwide. 

3) In the 1970s, AASA kept strong ties with the TWC, allowing AASA 
to learn from the experiences of the other minority groups in their 

organizational, lobbying, and social efforts. Interaction with TWC fostered 

better understanding between the different minority groups as well. 

4) In the mid-1980s, AASA's Steering Committee clearly delineated 

its duties and responsibilities among its officers. Each person was 

personally responsible for accomplishing certain objectives each semester, 

fro'm carrying out basic duties to producing pne Major Event per term. The 

system of direct, personal responsibility resulted in long-range planning 

and a regularized flow of varied AASA events. 

5) Up until the mid-1980s, the AASA Newsletter not only informed 

students of AASA activities but also published articles by students 

., 



regarding Asian American identity and issues and reprinted Asian news 
articles and columns from Asian American journals. The Asian 
American community was thus provided with awareness-raising reading 
mat~rial on a regular basis, keeping issues in students' minds. 

Weaknesses 
1) The main weakness of AASA is directly related to its main 

strength. While the leaders from,a given period may possess awareness, 

dedication and ability, these are personal traits that are difficult to 
institutionalize. Despite the institutionalization of ideals inherent in a 
written Constitution, AASA often suffers from an inability to personally 
transfer its knowledge and sense of mission to subsequent Steering 
Committees. Its strength is all too often based solely on one or two people's 
personal fervor. 

2) Despite periods of strong leadership and organized activity, the 

awareness level and activity level within AASA and the entire Asian 

American community at Princeton has not moved consistently forward. 

Instead, Asian American activity and consciousness fluctuates greatly 
from year to year, causing relatively low net growth in AASA's strength, 
membership, and effectiveness in garnering permanent advances for the 
Asian American community. Periods of strength are often followed by 
periods of low activity, requiring subsequent Steering Committees to rebuild 
rather than forge ahead. The pattern of the 1980s clearly illustrates this 

phenomenon. A strong AASA in 1980-1981 was reduced to a disorganized 

and demoralized group in 1981-1982, gradually recovering in 1983-1984 to a 

position of strength in 1984-1985, but weakening again after 1986 and trying 

hard to regroup in 1989-1990. Such erratic mobilization of AASA and the 

Asian American community is easily capitalized upon by the 

Administration to drag its feet on Asian American issues, by the 
Admissions Office to reduce recruiting efforts, and even by rival 
universities to woo prospective Asian American students/ away from 
Princeton. 

3) AASA's strength or weakness is also indelibly linked to its 

reputation on campus. In the 1970s AASA was perceived to be highly 

political and dominated by a "Chinatown clique." Many students, 

including members of CSA, felt alienated by AASA's agenda as it focused 
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heavily on the urban commwrity. An open letter from AASA to the Asian 

student body in 1981 reveals the misconceptions and alienation that such a 

narrow reputation had caused and the necessity of dispelling such 

damaging labels: "AASA is NOT, as many students proclaim or believe, an 

org8nization for Asians who have trouble in dealing with white students on 

this campus. It is NOT an organization for Asians to learn how to 

assimilate into the larger society. It is N.QT an organization for Asians 

who only want to associate with other Asians." By the late 1980s, on the 

other hand, AASA was perceived as a politically unconscious social group 

dominated by suburban "bananas." This reputation was repugnant to 

politically active Asians and produced apathy in many other Asian 

Americans. 

m. Recommendations for the Improvement of Princeton's AASA 
Again using a historical context, AASA should look to those qualities 

that made it strong in the past and rebuild on these qualities. It should also 

address its traditional weak points and restructure accordingly. 

Rebuilding on Prior Stren~hs 

1) AASA should tighten the chain of responsibility within the 

Steering Committee by reinstituting Standing Committees in charge of 

specific responsibilities, with Committee Chairpeople held directly 

responsible for the carrying out of clearly delineated responsibilities (see 

Appendix C). Specific offices should include the following: President, 

Secretary, Treasurer, Historian. Committee Chairs should include the 
.:;/t•t..') 

following: Newsletter Editor, Events/Education! Chair, Admissions Chair, 
J 

-;;.. L- 1 TWC Lias on, Social Chair, Athletics Chair, ECASU Representative. 

2) AASA should make sure that its Constitution is well-publicized 

and scrutinized by the Steering Committee and by the members-at-large on 

an annual basis. Officers should use the Constitution as a base from which 

to develop clear· goals for AASA, and should use the advice of 

upperclassmen, alumni, and the AASA files..for guidance in the efficient 

· achievement of these goals. 

3) AASA should reestablish its office in the TWC to facilitate 

communication and. cooperation with other minorities on campus and to 

keep its records in an organized and accesible file. AASA should also keep 

;\\~---> 

[, ij l"·' 



books and magazines with an Asian American focus available for general 

use in the office. 
. 4) AASA should subscribe to an Asian American magazine and/or 

newspaper and reprint interesting articles in the Newsletter to keep 
students informed of issues and viewpoints. 

5) AASA should reestablish direct contact with the Admissions Office 
as well as reinstitute its own recruitment programs to enhance Princeton's 
recognition and accesibility to Asian American high school students, 
particularly in underprivileged urban areas. 

6) AASA should institute an orientation and awareness training 
program for its Steering Committee members so that they will be better able 
to serve the diverse neegs of the Asian American community. A day-long 
session can be held by senior officers of the Steering Committee to orient 
new officers with basic Asian American history and to discuss personal 
views on Asian American identity and AASA's role at Princeton. 

7) AASA should reinstate Asian American History/Awareness 
Month, continue SAAS' speaker series, and regularize its Asian Table 

discussion series. 

Addressin~ Prior Weaknesses 
1) AASA must require each Steering Committee's senior members to 

work closely with junior members to pass on valuable experience in 

effective organizational methods. ·These methods must not be allowed to 
become "lost arts" upon graduation of AASA leaders. Each Standing 

Committee, for example, should have an upperclass leader and an 

underclass leader. Each outgoing officer must provide an orientation 

session for each incoming officer on past procedures. In addition to 
personally transferring knowledge, and hopefully instilling a sense of 

dedication from year to year, organized written records, minutes, and files 

must be kept as well, allowing future Steering Committees to benefit from 

the experiences of past Steering Committees. In this way, AASA can 

become a consistently strong organization rather than a constantly 
rebuilding one. 

2) AASA must transcend its previous reputations as either strictly 

political or strictly social, dominated by strictly urban or suburban factions. 

As Charles Lai '78 points out, "It's only when an organization is large 
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enough and does a wide range of activities that these false categories 

['political' or 'social'] can be dealt with in a good way." AASA needs to offer 

. a broad range of different activities that integrate the social with the 

educational in order to shake off its narrow reputations; by doing so it will 
·, 

attract a broader range of Asian Americans. AASA needs to gather the 

Asian community together in a social setting to let them form personal ties 

with each other, but it also needs to immediately follow up social interaction 

with serious and well-organized. ethnic awareness programs that 

underscore the fact that all Asian Americans can benefit and learn by 

getting together. Within this diverse group, AASA should try to develop an 

Asian American consciousness--AASA's. only long-term assurance of 

strength. People will be much more willing to continue getting together if 

they realize that there can be a deeper purpose to doing so--whether it is 

learning more about their own identities or discovering the diversity of the 

Asian American community. 

3) AASA must avoid the temptation to insist on a single ideology for 

all Asian Americans. Rather, AASA should recognize that all Asian 

Americans will not conform to the same ideas. Asian American students 

should not feel compelled to espouse only "politically correct" views and 

AASA should be tolerant of diverse opinions within the group. However, 

AASA should make sure that people are making informed choices by 

providing as many and as varied events as possible to help Asian 

Americans understand the history and condition of the Asian American 

community. Then students can better understand the issues confronting 

them and can make informed decisions on what actions to take to meet 
these challenges. 

4) AASA should continue to co-sponsor events with smaller Asian 

organizations such as the Korean American Students Association (KASA) 

and the South Asian Students Association (SASA) in order to maintain 

solidarity, communication, and social ties with these organizations and to 

avoid a divisive, unconstructive split within the Asian American 

co:rD.munity akin to the AASA-CSA rivalry ofthe late 1970s. Instead, AASA 

should strive to be an umbrella organization that helps bring together the 

different Asian groups for big events and which facilitates cooperation 

between them. 
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IV. Case Study: Brown University 's AASA 
·It is not only useful to examine Princeton's AASA and to learn from 

its p~st successes and failures, it is also informative to study the methods 
used by other universities' Asian American student groups. Brown 

University provides a good example of an Ivy League school with a strong 

AASA organization. Brown lends itself to comparison with Princeton since 
both schools contain roughly the same number of undergraduates and 

attract students with many common characteristics, including similar 

academic and socio-economic backgrounds. However, it is important to 

note that several variables render Brown and Princeton different as 
environments for the development of AASA organizations. These variables 
include Brown's more urban setting, its higher Asian American student 

population, and its generally more liberal campus political climate. 
Nevertheless, Brown's AASA offers many interesting lessons for 

Princeton's organization. 

Overview 

Brown's AASA (referred to as "Double A-S-A") is a well-maintained, 

consistently effective organization. One reason for this ·success is the 
strong ethnic unity and friendship bred each year during Brown's unique 
and controversial Third World Transition Program (TWTP). TWTP is a 

pre-Freshman Week program for all minority freshman who wish to 

participate in its four-day series of awareness-building activities, speaker 
sessions, and ice-breakers. The program brings Blacks, Latinos, and 
Asians together, houses them in temporary dormitory rooms and is highly 

effective at creating not only ethnic consciousness but tight-knit ethnic 
social communities as well. Each group focuses on its specific ethnic 

heritage but also learns about the larger Third World community around it. 

While TWTP is controversial because it is only open to minorities and 

because it fosters a certain amount of" self-segregation" even after the 

entire student body arrives for Freshman Week, it undeniably instills in 

many of Brown's Asian Americans a high level of awareness early on in 

their college careers--a level of ethnic consciousness often attained only 

after several years at Princeton, if at all. With this awareness many of 

Brown's Asian Americans become involved in AASA quickly and are able 



to contribute to discussions and planning on an advanced level from the 

start. 
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Equally important, TWTP serves a social function by allowing many 
of the Asian Americans to meet each other before they meet any other 
Brown students. Often, TWTP participants stay together and remain close, . 
especially in the first, tentative months of freshman year. Asian American 
upperclassmen serve as counselors during TWTP as well, providing a link 
between the freshmen and the greater Asian American community on 
campus.· In this way, a close-knit ethnic community is created in only the 

first few weeks of school. AASA thus has a large number of interested 
underclassmen who are already friends with each other before classes 
begin. These Asian Americans are also sensitized to the other members of 
the minority community, allowing for more Asian participation in 
organizations such as the Third World Center. 

Brown's AASA also possesses a Core executive committee with 
clearly-assigned roles, including the Spokesperson (the chief executive), 

two Treasurers, four Admissions officers with distinct duties, a Social 

Chair, three Culture Chair/Editors (who publish an Asian literary 

magazine, organize the Freshman Outreach program, anq__ coordinate 
Asian American Awareness Month), two Communications officers (the 
Secretary and the Historian), three Third World Political Groups liasons, 
one Campus Minority Affairs Committee officer, one Sports Chair, one 
ECASU representative, and two ECASU executives. 

This burgeoning executive committee consists of twenty-one 

members, an unwieldy number soon to be cut down to fifteen during 

Brown's pending AASA Constitutional revision. According to Kelly Kim 

'90, Brown's current AASA Spokesperson, having such a large executive 

committee makes meetings last for hours and causes business to move too 
slowly. 

Despite its general consistency and strength, Brown's AASA faces 
certain other problems as well. Like Princeton's AASA, Brown's AASA 

often has trouble getting feedback from its regular members. Brown has bi
weekly general body meetings which are centered around speakers or 

discussion topics, but which also allow members to voice their opinions 

regarding AASA policy. On the alternate weeks Brown's AASA holds its 
Core meetings. This set-up appears to foster good communication, but 
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sometimes regular members feel tentative about making suggestions, 
particularly ones that may not be "politically correct." A certain amount of 
oligopolistic decision-making· therefore still exists on the part of the Core 
group, but as Kelly Kim '90 concedes, the problem is difficult to address. 
AASA recognizes the problem, however, and Kim states that members will 
try to improve the situation at the upcoming Constitutional revision 

session. 
This communication problem seems linked to a problem of 

reputatiO'n. Some Brown students perceive AASA and its members to be 
"too intense," too uniform in their political views, or too self-consciously 
"politic~ly- correct'' ("P.C" in Brown parlance). Asian Americans who are 
less well-;-versed in "P.C." ideology or who simply do not agree with AASA's 

political stance, often feel that AASA general meetings are intimidating or 
unapproachable. However, many students laud AASA's other events, 
ranging from Asian American Awareness Month to speaker panels. Many 
people find that because Brown's AASA offers so many different Asian 
American activities, there inevitably are some activities that "turn. them 
off'; on the other hand, with a diverse selection of events, these students are 
also able to find other activities that genuinely interest them as well. 

Analysis and Recommendations 
1) Brown's TWTP directly strengthens Brown's AASA. T\VTP is 

particularly effective because: (a) it simultaneously fosters both a strong 

ethnic bond and a strong social bond among Asian American students, and 

(b) it does so when they are freshmen. A tight-knit community is created 

because the Asian American students have been made aware of their 

ethnic bonds by T\VTP's discussion events and because they have also 

experienced personal bonds formed in the friendships made during the 
Program. Because TWTP is not merely one-dimensional (being neither a 

purely poli.tical exercise nor a purely social one), it appeals to a broad range 

of students and creates ties among them that similarly are not one

dimensional. TWTP's appeal is enhanced because it reaches out to 

students when they are just entering the University, a time when they are 

perhaps more willing to meet new people and embrace new ways of 

thinking. 
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Princeton's AASA has not been as strong or consistent as it could 
have been in the past not because it failed to be political or failed to be social, 
but rather because it often failed to effectively integrate the two aspects 
together as Brown does. A Third World Transition Program is not the only 
way to achieve such an integration, however; Princeton's AASA can create 
both awareness and friendships among the Asian American students 
during Freshman Week by simply modifying its existing program. Instead 

of a stra.~ght information session during its Freshman Week Open House, 
for exaillple, AASA could sponsor a speaker to. talk about Asian American 
issues, show an awareness-building film, or have an "Asian American 
identity'~ open discussion session, along -with ice-breaking games. Such 
activities are admittedly less intense than TWTP's four-day program, but 
can still be fun and effective if organized well. 3 In any case, it is important 

·for Princeton's AASA to start people thinking about Asian American 

issues and to start becoming familiar with each other socially right from 

the beginning of freshman year. Only in this way will the idea of AASA 

become interesting or relevant to the Asian American underclassmen on 
campus and lead them to continu~.participating in and eventually leading 
AASA. 

2) While Princeton's AASA Steering Committee often seems too 
small to adequately cover all of its duties, Brown's example indicates that a 
maximum of ten to fifteen executive members optimizes efficiency. While 

an insufficiently staffed Steering Committee often burns out, an overly 
large committee becomes too cumbersome. Brown's Core also illustrates 

the relative efficiency of maintaining standing committees rather than ad 
hoc coillii,ri ttees, especially in bringing order to a large group and in 

maintaining regularly scheduled events on all fronts. 

3) Like Brown's AASA, Princeton's AASA Steering Committee often 
suffers from a lack of feedback and constructive criticism from regular 
AASA members regarding AASA's agenda and organization. Letters to 
the editor in the AASA Newsletter and encouragement to make suggestions 
at general meetings or Steering Committee. meetings would probably 

remedy the situation somewhat. Increased efforts should be made to 

communicate with the entire Asian American community--especially non

AASA members who may feel alienated--to let them know that they can 
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change AASA, that AASA is not monolithic, and that their suggestions are 

welcome. 
4) Brown's AASA sometimes struggles with a reputation for being 

too "politically correct." The lesson for Princeton's AASA might be that 

being strident about its ideology or self-righteous about its political stance 

can turn some students away from AASA. However, the subtler message 

is that despite being turned off by a general feeling that AASA is "over
politicized," many students will 'still participate in AASA's awareness 

programs and speaker series if these are varied, well organized, and 

present balanced views. Again, by presenting a wide variety of events, 

ranging from the "intense" to the moderate, AASA can reach out to an 

equally wide-range of Asian Americans, minimize alienation, and 

accomplish its goal of general awareness-building. 

y, Conclusion 

Princeton's Asian American Students Association has had a colorful 

if erratic history. AASA can feel proud for its role in co-founding the Third 

World Center, for its recruitment efforts in the 1970s, for its speaker 

forums, for its co-founding of ECASU in 1978, for its study ~reaks and 

parties, and for its constant struggle to improve itself and the quality of life 

of the Asian American community. However, AASA must also recognize 

many historical weaknesses within its structure. It must address 

problems that include reaching out to a broad range of Asian Americans, 

instilling a sense of community among its members, effectively 

transferring knowledge and a, sense of mission to junior officers, and 

maintaining a broad range of regularized· events. AASA must strive to 

increase friendships and awareness, thus empowering the Asian 

American community with the strongest weapons of all: unity and 

knowledge. 

Hopefully during AASA's 1990 Constitutional Revision, its members 

will look to AASA's past and to the examples of strong AASA organizations 

at other schools in order to improve AASA's ·ability to serve the Asian 

· American community both at Princeton and beyond. This is a goal that 

affects all of us. As Regina S. Lee '85 said at the end of her term as AASA's 

President in 1985, "I will be leaving in June ... I've told you the past and the 

present of AASA. Will you tell me the future?" 
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Endnotes 

1History 410 was last taught in the spring of1985 by Professor James T.C. Liu, 
emeritus. History 410 was almost dropped from the 1985 Spring Course Offerings list until 
Regina S. Lee '85, a former AASA President, organized a small group of interested 
students to make sure the course was offered that year. Presently, no Princeton professor is 
offering History 410 and it has therefore not appeared on a Course Offerings list since 1985. 
However, it remains listed as an official course in the Undergraduate· Announcement and 
therefore technically can be reactivated if a qualified professor can be found to teach it. 

2ny the early 1980s, AASA created several official publications. One of these was 
The Seedling, originally created in 1981 by Arthur Yee '84 as yet another permutation of the 
AASA newsletter, but which often appeared in a magazine format in the mid-1980s. The 
Seedling not only relayed AASA news and events but also included original articles by 
students. .It reprinted material from other periodicals addressing Asian American issues 
a~ welL Different AASA Steering Committees altered The Seedling's format, including 
changing its name to The Asian American News for one issue in 1982. Adding to the 
confusion, James Lin '86 and Kang Na '86 created The Weedling in March of1984 as a 
humorous, short-lived, renegade "alternative" to The Seedling. Eventually, conflicts 
regarding AASA's editorial power over The Seedling, as well as a certain amount of 
overlap between The Seedling and what became· the AASA Press, led to The Seedling's 
demise in the 1986-1987 academic year. Since 1988, the only remaining Asian American 
publication has been the AASA Newsletter, a much more concise publication that usually 
does not include articles regarding Asian American political issues, but concentrates 
more on athletic and social updates as well as reminders and recaps of AASA events such 
as Asian Table, the New Year's Banquet, Steering Committee elections, and ECASU. 

3 AASA could follow up its Open House with a more radical event more closely 
approximating Brown's TWTP. ·During Freshman Week, AASA could reinstate its 
Blairstown Retreat, a one day/one night or two-day/one night trip that was held annually 
in the mid-1980s to foster better friendships among Asian American students. The Retreat 
could include mixers as well as Asian American educational events. Students could be 
encouraged to join by their assigned Asian American Big Brothers/Big Sisters, who would 
accompany them on the trip. Obvious difficulties arise, however, because such a retreat, 
unlike Brown's TwrP, would compete with Freshman Week activities and would take 
students away from their assigned roommates and other ·new friends. In addition, 
upperclassmen Big Brothers and Big Sisters often do not arrive on campus until the end of 
Freshman Week. Perhaps the Retreat idea could still be applied at some other point during 
the school year, however, utilizing the AASA Steering Committee and the Big Brothers/Big 
Sisters Program. 
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