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Labor Struggles and Youth
Solidarity in 1990s Chinatown



A NOTE FROM THE YOUTH RESEARCHER:   
WHY TEACH THIS HISTORY 

Hi, my name is Brian!

My curriculum project shines a spotlight on Chinese immigrant labor
organizing in New York City’s Chinatown, focusing on garment workers,
restaurant employees, and the youth activists who stood alongside them.
Immigration history is often presented as a story of individual success or
assimilation, with labor struggles within Asian American communities
largely absent from the conversation. Even when labor movements are
discussed, women workers are especially overlooked. This project responds
to those omissions by showing how bustling Chinatown was a site of
collective resistance and survival.

Growing up in immigrant communities, I felt a strong connection to the
project as I found primary sources that document this story. By centering
organizations such as the Chinese Staff and Workers' Association, this
curriculum highlights how people can come together to right shared, deeply
unequal grievances. Youth activism, which was seldom brought up within
my K-12 education, also takes center stage in this history. Throughout the
1995 protests and hunger strike against Jing Fong, Chinese American
students drew inspiration from global struggles such as the Tiananmen
Square massacre and used it to fight local injustices that affected their
families' daily lives.

In designing this lesson, I wanted to show Chinatown as a place where
workers, particularly women and youth, fought for progress, rather than just
as a popular cultural landmark. From this lesson, students will gain a better
understanding of how immigration policy, labor laws, and grassroots
organizing can intersect. I believe there is a real missed opportunity in
history education when youth activism is overlooked, as learning about
young people struggling for justice empowers students to recognize their
own potential impact on the world. By uplifting these moments of solidarity
and youth-catalyzed change, I hope students are inspired to view their own
communities as sites of historical knowledge and to imagine themselves as
participants in whatever issues they care deeply about.

Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to share this piece of local New
York City history with classrooms.



PEDAGOGICAL REVOLUTIONS 
HOW TO TEACH THIS HISTORY

I’d like to offer some pedagogical activities that could supplement this lesson
on immigrant labor organizing in New York City. This lesson could be
incorporated into a concluding unit in any history class focused on labor or
social movements, grounding students in a local story, offering a clear
example of how global struggles and local issues can connect.

Engage with primary sources to understand the respective biases, different
perspectives, and purpose they served in the broader message or ethos of the
movement. Examining the language and tone of the media coverage, try to
determine the target audience. How were protesters portrayed? 

Research current basic labor protections and compare them to the
conditions described in the 1970s-1990s. Why did laws go
unenforced in Chinatown? What can be done to ensure labor
protections are being followed?

Study different protest strategies used by CSWA and youth activists.
Ask students to evaluate the risks, ethics, and effectiveness of each
strategy. Then have them design strategies for hypothetical
community issues.

Create a youth activism reflection about issues in students’ own
communities that feel urgent to them. Students can discuss the
personal risks involved in activism, the importance of community
support, and brainstorm ways they can organize for change today.



RESOURCES FOR

THE CLASSROOM

RESOURCES FOR
THE CLASSROOM



primary sources:primary sources:

Virginia Yu, a student protester and hunger striker, on the picket
line in front of Jing Fong in 1995. 

caption/permissions TKTKTK



Miss April Lou, a teacher at PS 1, Manhattan, with six children who
had recently arrived from Hong Kong, c. 1964. 

Photograph by Fred Palumbo, published in the New York World
Telegram & Sun, and accessed via the Library of Congress. 



March down Mott Street, July 15, 1982.

Image courtesy of the Kheel Center ILGWU Collection at Cornell
University, 6000/024 P, box 9, folder 14. Accessed through digital

LaborArts exhibit, "We Are One: Honoring Immigrant Garment
Workers."



Activist and organizer Yuri Kochiyama marches the picket line
outside Silver Palace bearing a sign that reads "Rehire the

waiters immediately!" c. 1980.

Photograph by Corky Lee, distributed via the Estate of Corky
Lee, accessed through the Smithsonian Institution.  



Picket line outside Silver Palace Restaurant, c. 1993.

Photographer unknown, image courtesy of the CAAAV
Digital Archive. 



"1,500 Dine, and Back Restaurant in Battle with Union"

The New York Times, April 2, 1995, accessed
via TimesMachine.



Virginia Yu during the 1995 student-led hunger strike in front
of Jing Fong

Photographer unknown, photo permissions courtesy of
the Virginia Yu Fund for Social & Economic Justice.



“A Loud End to Strike” 

Newsday, June 12, 1995. Accessed via
newspapers.com. 



Directed by Betty Yu, Produced by Betty Yu (New York, NY:
Third World Newsreel, 2001), 18 minutes

Still from Resilience (2001) 



secondary sources: secondary sources: 
Bao, Xiaolan. Holding Up More Than Half the Sky: Chinese Women
Garment Workers in New York City, 1948-92. Champaign: University of
Illinois Press, 2001.
Bragg, Chris. "Chinatown labor warriors reflect on battles." amNY,
March 29, 2007.
Dandelion, River. "How Chinese American Women Changed U.S. Labor
History." The Margins, a project of the Asian American Writers'
Workshop, May 1, 2019.
Gordy, Molly. "Fork Over 1M, Eatery Told." NY Daily News, September 22,
1995. 
Katz, Daniel. "A Walk Through the Rich History of Struggle in
Manhattan’s Chinatown." Jacobin, August 5, 2022.
Kwong, Peter. "Answers About the Gentrification of Chinatown." The
New York Times, September 16, 2009.
Lee, Felicia. "COPING; Working Overtime to Vanquish Sweatshops." The
New York Times, December 12, 1999.
Lee, Josephine. "A Picket Line With History." The Village Voice, January
22, 2002.
Lii, Jane H. "NEIGHBORHOOD REPORT: CHINATOWN; 1,500 Dine, and Back
Restaurant in Battle With Union." The New York Times, April 2, 1995.
Quittner, Jeremy. "A Loud End to Strike." Newsday, June 12, 1995. 
Resilience, directed by Betty Yu, produced by Betty Yu. New York, NY:
Third World Newsreel, 2001, 18 minutes.
Sietsema, Robert. "Over a Century of Food and Change in Chinatown."
MOFAD digital publication, date unknown.
Tong, Benson. The Chinese Americans. Boulder: University Press of
Colorado, 2003. 
Williams, Monte. "NEIGHBORHOOD REPORT: CHINATOWN; State Inquiry
Prompts Censure Of Jing Fong." The New York Times, September 24,
1995.
Zhang, Shouyue, "“Learned from Black Friends”: The Asian-American
Struggle for Housing and Equal Employment in New York City, 1969 –
1974." History Honors Program of University at Albany, State University
of New York University at Albany, State University of New York, 2020.
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