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Abstract 
Immigration from various Asian realms to the United States, which until the 1940s was restricted by federal law and discouraged 
by legally-sanctioned "racial" discrimination within most of the states, has increased substantially in recent decades. While tbe 
relaxation of laws against Asian immigration had its genesis in the new geo-political reality which emerged with, and as a 
consequence of, World War II, the large-scale movement of Asian-origin populations to the U. S. began during the 1950's and 
intensified throughout the 1960's and 1970's. By 1990 all except a handful ofstates had significant Asian populations. In the present 
paper, the U.S. population ofAsian origin is viewed as having been constructed in two distinct "waves" of movement: one relat ively 
small wave which formed from the mid-1800's to the aftermath ofWorld War II; another larger, more substantial wave which began 
to form during the 1950's and continues into the 1990's. While the impetus for Wave II was the abolit ion ofdiscriminatory laws by 
the U.S. Congress beginning in the 1940's, a salient feature of this movement stream has been the substanually greater diversity of 
geographic, linguistic and religious origins ofimmigrants. An important consequence of the larger numbers and the greater diversity 
of the Asian population is a growing awareness that "Aslan-American" as a single social category is a myth. Major differences in 
ancestral nationality and language, state and region of origin, and social class background upon admission to the U.S. are not only 
pronounced and evident, but appear to be reinforced as immigrants have adapted to the United States. 

Introduction were largely limited to the Western states and pockets 
within a handful of major cities, the more recent 

Since the decade of the 1960's, the United States movements have resulted in an increasingly significant 
has experienced a significant increase in its population presence ofpopulations with origins in Asia throughout 
with origins in Asian countries. While Asian immigra

the 50 U.S. states. By 1990, for example, every U.S.
tion waxed and waned -- mostly according to federal 

state except Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota,policy -- from its significant beginnings in the 1840's to 
Vermont and Wyoming had Asian-origin populations the end of World War II, the movement of Asians into 
in excess of 5,000 (Figure I). the United States since the mid-1960's has been 

unprecedented in scale, both relative to previous The absolute growth in Asian-origin movements, 
movements originating in Asia, and relative to recent while important, is but the most apparent manifestation 
movements originating in most other major source of the changing spatial, cultural and social character of 
regions. While there were 824,887 foreign-born Asians the Asian-American population. An examination of 
in the United States in 1970, this population had these changes, and their geopolitical and domestic 
increased sixfold by 1990, to 4,979,037. During the contexts, is pertinent, particularly in view of the fact 
decade of the 1980's Asia not only replaced Europe as that Asians were, until relatively recent decades, the 
the major source region for U.S. immigrants, but 

target of exclusionist immigration policies. Moreover, 
Asians accounted for nearly half (49%) of all 

within most U.S. States and Canadian Provinces, East immigrants legally admitted into the United States 
and Southeast Asian groups faced legally-sanctioned (Statistical Yearbook of the u.s. Immigration and 
discrimination similar to that developed for the BlackNaturalization Service, 1990). 

An important ramification of these population and Native American populations. Thus, while "Asian 
movements is that they have altered previous terms of Exclusion Laws" operated at the federal level, local 
Asian settlement and participation within the United sanctions on the civil rights of racially-identified 
States by greatly expanding the Asian presence, both minorities placed significant restrictions on those 
spatially and socially. In so doing, this development- already in the United States. 
along with other U.S .- bound movements originating in 
the Third World, and the increasing assertiveness of 

Defining"Asian"
racially-identified minorities generally --is contributing 
to an expansion of the U.S. national identity, from one 

By any measure, defining what constitutes "Asia" which is historically centered on Europe, to one which 
is increasingly more international in character. and its well-spring of peoples is a complex task. A 

Whereas early Asian immigration and settlement difficulty faced in studying American populations with 
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Asian-Origin POpulatiODB in the SO u.s. States, 1990 
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Figure 1. Location ofAsian-Origin POfulations Within the 50 U.S. States, 
1990 

'Soun:c: Constructed by the author from the U.S. Census of 1990, "Table 2.Gcncml Population Charactcristi~" Table 253, "Race I!IId Hispanic 
Origin". Includes popuIations with IIIICeSIral origins in BanglBde<lb, China. India, Japan, Korea, Pakistan, Philippines, Sri Lanb I!IId Vietnam. 

'Includes Rhode Island, District of Columbia, and Dela~: 9,963, 9713, and 8,274, respcctivcly. 
C G. en.vm., 1998 
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origins in Asia is that, by convention both in academic 
discourse and in popular culture, "Asian" has often 
come to mean a single group, the prototype of which 
is a person of East Asian (particularly Chinese or 
Japanese) "racial" background. This common view of 
"Asian" stands in contrast to geographic and empirical 
reality. Asia, by any definition, is the world's largest 
geographic and cultural region, and is arguably its most 
culturally and physically diverse. While popular culture 
and institutional policies promulgated from the federal 
to the university level often imply the existence of a 
single "Asian-American" group, this assumption is not 
widely supported by empirical evidence. Indeed, The 
myth ofAsian-American "homogeneity" exists mostly 
in the minds of many non-Asians. K.W. Lee, the editor 
of The Korea Times, a newspaper based in Los 
Angeles, questions the very validity of the term "Asian 
American." He notes that: 

Asian-American is a myth. You have Chinese 

who have lived here for 100 years, Koreans who 

have just arrived, and poor Cambodians and Lao

tians who are living lives of quiet desperation. 


(Quoted in The New York Times, February 24, 1991). 


On the practical and conventional grounds upon 
which most academic treatise - including the present 
paper - must rest, however, "Asia" refers to a complex, 
culturally and physically varied region which occupies 
the eastern 80% percent of the Eurasian continent. 
Most geographers define Asia to include areas of the 
Eurasian continent to the east of the Ural Mountains, 
the Caspian Sea, the Black Sea, and the Red Sea. By 
this defmition, Southwest Asia includes the Levant, 
Turkey, the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian 
Gulf, as well as Iran and Iraq. Central Asia, though 
culturally connected to elements in Southwest Asia, 
includes the "Muslim" states of the former Soviet 
Union, along with Afghanistan. South Asia includes 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and 
Bhutan; Southeast Asia includes Brunei, Burma 
(Myarunar), Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, 
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam; East 
Asia includes the Peoples Republic of China, Taiwan, 
Japan, the Koreas, and Mongolia. 

Numerous other exercises in areal taxonomy exist 
among scholars. A number of different configurations 
may be perceived, primarily because of the complex 
nature of cultures within the region. By tradition in the 
United States -- particularly within popular culture -
the term "Asian" has been used almost exclusively with 
regard to populations in East and Southeast Asia. 
Despite this fact, however, academic culture has 
gradually incorporated the true meaning of the terms 
"Asia" and "Asian," and specialty groups and organiza

tions have been formed around each of the major 
subregions described above. Although popUlations with 
origins in Southwest Asia -- particularly Arabic and 
Iranic origin peoples -- have increased dramatically 
within the U.S. over the past two to three decades, the 
focus of the present paper is on populations whose 
ancestral origins are in South, Southeast and East Asia. 

The Overall Pattern of Asian Migration to the U.S. 

The best-known maxim ofmigration studies within 
the field of geography is that migration can generally 
be explained as the result of forces which "push" 
people away from points of origin, and "pull" people to 
points of destination. According to Chan (1991 25), 
Chinese and Filipinos who came with Spain's Manilla 
galleons to Mexico as early as 1565 were the first 
Asians to come to North America. Joan M. Jensen has 
chronicled early visits and disparate Indian settlements 
in the northeastern United States (particularly in 
Massachusetts and Pennsylvania), beginning as early as 
the 1790's (Jensen 1988 12). These individual move
ments did not, however, result in the development of a 
continuous, discernible Asian presence in the present
day United States. 

Emigration by Asians from their homelands to the 
United States has historically been concentrated in two 
more-or-Iess distinct "waves." "Wave I" was the first 
period of substantial immigration into the United 
States. It began in earnest the 1840s and 1850s with the 
development of the first permanent Asian (Chinese) 
communities in California and other areas of the West 
Region of the United States. This wave effectively 
reached its nadir in the decades following the passage 
by the federal government in 1924 of the last and most 
effective of many Asian Exclusion Acts. 

Although comprising relatively small streams of 
movement, Wave I produced permanent communities 
of Asians in the present-day United States for the first 
rime. This migration stream was first born of "push" 
forces resulting from European (chiefly British) 
imperialist pressures on China during the first half of 
the 19th century, and "pull" forces unleashed by a 
rapidly expanding United States, particularly in 
California. 

Wave II refers to the much larger movement of 
Asians to the United States during recent decades. The 
Immigration and Nationality Act Amendments of 1965 
put an end to the country-quota system and put Asian 
immigrants on an equal footing with those in European 
source countries . The Amendments gave considerable 
impetus to Asian immigration. In addition, hundreds of 
thousands of Asians (and others) who sought political 
refuge against communist regimes were allowed to 
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settle in the United States, beginning in 1949. 
While the primary result of Wave I was the 

establishment of a permanent presence of peoples of 
Asian-origin within the United States, particularly in 
California, Wave II has been characterized by the 
sustained growth of Asian-origin populations, and the 
expansion of their cultural, spatial and socio-economic 
presence to all of the major cities, states, and regions. 

The Geopolitical Context of Wave I and Wave II 

One cause of the dramatic increase in the Asian 
population within the United States beginning in the 
1950's was the major shift in global geopolitical 
realities as a consequence of, and following World War 
ll .The U.S.'s immigration and domestic policies which 
opened the gate to new Asian immigration were born of 
these realities. 

Although numerous writers have tended to 
attribute the sweeping changes in U.S. immigration and 
social policy in the decades following World War II to 
forces operating almost exclusively within the country 
itself, it is argued here that the global geopolitical 
reality which began to emerge as a consequence of the 
war played a major role in these legal and social 
reforms. In assaying the critical factors which have 
produced the new wave of Asian immigration, it is 
important to appreciate the fact that the pursuance of 
the U.S.'s global politics after World War II was not 
possible without fundamental change in the country's 
policies governing internal and external relations. 

While the global and domestic subtexts of Wave 
I were Jim Crowism and a global system dominated by 
a handful ofWestern powers, the dominant subtext of 
immigration reform which unleashed Wave II was the 
Cold War. Within the complex maze of Cold War 
alliances and competing forces, efforts by the U.S. to 
position itself globally as the champion of indepen
dence-minded movements within Africa and Asia 
including those movements which stood in opposition 
to incumbent European colonial structures - intensified 
after World War II. In the new world order which 
emerged, the U.S.'s relationship with Latin America-
wruch since the 19th century had involved political and 
economic alliances between domestically-based 
interests and national bourgeoisies in the Caribbean, 
Central and South America -- became the templet for 
its policies directed at Asia and Africa . In order to 
construct new global alliances based on this temp let, 
the United States govenunent began to court the 
support of national elites in Africa and Asia . One 
problem was that the U.S. govenunent's support for the 
development of pro-Western govenunents led by 
national elites in Asia was in contradistinction to, and 
came in conflict with, Soviet policy, which supported 

rising communist parties in the region, and the British, 
Dutch and French governments, wruch generally 
longed for a return to a colonialism fashioned during 
the 18th and 19th centuries. 

As the U.S. took its position within the new global 
order, the need for reform in its domestic and 
immigration policies became apparent. Beginning in 
the 1940's, U.S. domestic and immigration policies 
began to reflect a significant correspondence with the 
country's new geopolitical requirements, particularly at 
the federal level. Efforts to end legally-sanctioned 
restrictions against racially-identified minorities were 
increasingly reflected in national initiatives, such as the 
Fair Employment Practices Act, proposed by President 
Truman in September 1945, and in Major Party 
politics, such as the inclusion of a "Civil Rights" 
agenda in the Democratic Party platform of 1948. 

The landmark Supreme Court decision Brown vs. 
Topeka, Kansas Board of Education of May 17, 1954, 
wruch effectively outlawed segregation in elementary 
and secondary education, was an important milestone 
in securing legal rights for racially-identified 
minorities, including Asians. This was followed by a 
plethora of major civil rights and immigration 
legislation passed during the Kennedy and Johnson 
Administrations in the decade which followed. 

Of direct import in ushering Wave II were efforts 
which cemented the U.S.'s alliance with Asia's political 
and economic elites, including the provision ofmilitary 
and economic assistance to these elements during the 
Cold War. Another factor which supported Wave II 
was the successful restructuring of U.S. immigration 
codes to remove blatantly racist restrictions on 
movement from Third World countries, particularly 
those facing the threat ofa communist takeover in Asia. 
Between 1943 and 1950, Congress repealed all laws 
which specifically excluded Asian immigration and 
naturalization. To cement the U.S. government's 
alliance with anticommunist forces in China, 
exclusionist elements of the 1924 Immigration Act 
were repealed, and China received the right to send 
immigrants to the United States on the same basis as 
European countries in 1943. As a result ofthe founding 
of the Peoples Republic of China in 1949, 5,000 
educated Chinese in the U.S. were granted refugee 
status by the federal government. These moves were 
followed by the Immigration and Nationality Act of 
1952, which removed "race" as a basis for 
naturalization, and the Immigration and Nationality Act 
Amendments of 1965, which abolished the country
quota system (J 988 Statistical Yearbook of the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service, xxxv) . 
Previous to the 1965 Amendments, each source country 
was assigned a maximum number of immigrant slots 
("quotas"). These quotas overwhelming favored the 
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countries of Western, Northern and Southern Europe. 
In addition to abolishing the country-quota system, the 
new immigration laws were meant to support the 
attraction of highly-trained professional and technical 
personnel. Thus, a system of individual "preferences" 
was instituted, based on such factors as the occupa
tional skills and the family needs of immigrants. 

Owing both to immigration reform and the influx 
allowed in conjunction with Cold War politics, the U.S. 
added unprecedented numbers of Asians during the 
1970s and 1980s. In 1975 alone, 175,000 Indochinese 
refugees -- including elites which had served as 
instruments ofU.S. geopolitical objectives in Vietnam, 
Cambodia, and Laos -- were admitted to the United 
States. Whereas 36,471 Asians were admitted to the 
United States during the decade 1941-50, more than 
310,000 Asians were admitted during 1982 alone 
(Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial 
Times to 19701; 1983 Statistical Yearbook ofthe Im
migration and Naturalization Service 4). Clearly, U.S . 
immigration reform, coupled wi.th U.S. military and 
domestic policy, served to dramatically increase the 
Asian presence in the United States. 

Wavell: Expansion in Overall Size and the Cultural 
Base 

Five base populations were established in the 
United States during Wave I: Chinese, Japanese, Fili
pinos, Koreans, and Asian Indians. These popula
tions varied significantly in size. Census reports sug
gest that in 1940, for example, the U.S. population of 
Chinese origin was approximately 106,300; of 
Japanese, approximately 285,100; and of Filipinos, 
approximately 98,500. While no figures were given for 
Koreans for that year, Hess (1976 171) reports that by 
1940, only 2,405 Indians were identified within the 
total U.S. Population. The tendency of many Asian 
Indians to submerge their South Asian origins and 
assume Afro-American and Mexican identities, a fact 
which was documented by Jensen (1988 12-15; 40-41) 
and others (including Leonard 1992) probably 
contributed to an official enumeration which was lower 
than the actual number, although the total population of 
Asian Indians was clearly always smaller than that for 
the other major groups which emerged during Wave 1. 

An important development of the more recent 
movement stream has been the decline of the Japanese 
immigrant population relative to the Asian immigrant 
population as a whole. While the Japanese popUlation 
had been one of the largest Asian-origin populations in 
the United States in earlier phases of immigration, the 
relative size of this population was gradually reduced 
in overall importance. By the late 1980's, Japanese 

immigration had declined to levels well below that for 
all the other major groups, and the infusion of new 
Japanese elements appeared to be gradually ceasing. 
Whereas Japanese immigration accounted for approxi
mately 30% of all immigrants from Asia in the decade 
from 1951 to 1960, Japanese immigrants accounted for 
approximately 1.7% ofall Asian immigrants during the 
decade from 1981-1990. In the early years of the 
1990's, the Japanese immigrant popUlation appears to 
have remained between 1.5 and 3%. For example, data 
for 1993 show that Japanese immigration accounted for 
about 2% of the total from Asia (Figure 2). 

Wave II had the effect of radically expanding the 
size of all the "older" Asian popUlations. In the U.S. 
Census of 1990, 1,645,000 Chinese, 1,406,700 
Filipinos, 847,500 Japanese, 815,000 Asian Indians, 
and 798,800 Koreans were enumerated. In addition to 
significant numerical growth, the cultural base of the 
Asian popUlation underwent considerable expansion. 

Chan (1991 5-22) has shown that much of early 
U.S.-bound emigration from China, India, Japan, and 
Philippines was drawn from geographically-limited 
subregions within the sending countries . This means 
that the cultural base from which U.S.-bound emigrants 
were drawn was representative ofvery specific regions 
and ethno-linguistic popUlations within sending coun
tries. It must be noted that three of the five afore
mentioned countries -- namely China, India and Philip
pines -- are characterized by numerous language, reli
gious and ethnic groups, many of which are territo
rially-based. 

The principal geographic source of early Indian 
immigrants to the United States during Wave I was a 
relatively small area within India, namely the Punjab 
region of the northwest (Figure 3). In addition to being 
from a geographically-limited area, the overwhelming 
majority of Indians who formed communities in the 
U.S. during Wave I was from the Sikh ethnic-religious 
group (Chan 20-23; Jensen 12). Though influential 
within India beyond their numbers, Sikhs constitute but 
a small minority of the country's population and are 
thus hardly representative of the country as a whole. In 
1997, Sikhs accounted for approximately 15,000,000 or 
less than 2 percent of India's total population of 
approximately 960,000,000. 

The geographic origins of Chinese immigrants 
during Wave I were similar to those for Indians, 
inasmuch as the bulk of those who emigrated to the 
United States came from a relatively small region 
within China. These immigrants in the main came from 
the southern provinces of Guangdong (Canton) and 
Fujian, particularly from districts contiguous to and 
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Figure 2. The Declining Share of Japanese Immigrants 
Japanese Immigrants as a % of All Asian Immigrants, 1950-1993 

..~------,-------,-------,--------,-------.-------,--------,-------,-30% 

r-~~--+-------~------~------~-------+------~--------~------+-25% 
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r-------+-~__--~------~------_r------_+------_1--------r_------+_ 15% 

r-------+-----~rl-------~------~------_+------~--------~------+_10% 

r-------~-------+------~r_~----+_------_r------~r_------+_------_+_5% 

r--------L--------~-------L--------~-------L----~~r_~-----L--------+_O% 

1951-60 1961-70 1971-80 1981-90 1993 

Constructed from data in the 1983 and 1993 Statistical Yearbook of the INS 

Percent Change 

surrounding Xianggang (Hong Kong) and Aomen! 
(Macao). Thus, Chinese immigrant communities 
established in the U.S. during Wave I were generally 
dominated by Cantonese-speaking southerners, whose 
subcultures and lifestyles represented but a small 
cultural "slice" ofChina as a whole (Figure 4). China's 
cultural heterogeneity is such that, since 1949, 56 
distinct "nationalities," have been recognized by the 
ruling Communist Party . 

Immigrants from both Japan and Philippines were 
also drawn from spatially-limited regions . According to 

'Xianggang and Aomen are the Chinese names for Hong Kong 
and Macao, respectively. 

Chan (16-19), the overwhelming majority of Filipino 
emigrants to the U.S. during the first decades of 
movement were from several Ilocano-speaking 
provinces on northwest Luzon Island, and the 
Cebuano-speaking provinces in south-central Philip
pines. Although these Cebuano and llocano elements 
represented populations which are culturally-dominant 
in important sections ofthe Philippines, neither ofthese 
two groups represented the substantial linguistic and 
ethnic-group diversity of the islands. It is important to 
note that Tagalog, not Ilocano or Cebuano, emerged as 
the Philippines' lingua franca after the country gained 
political independence from the United States in the 
late 1940's. 

While a significant factor in the expansion of the 
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Figure 3. Principal Geographic Source ofWave I Emigrants 

From British India to the United States 


PAKISTANI 


NEWDELID 

BHARAT 
(INDIA) 

Approximate Area of Origin of Sikh EmigrantsI: : : :1 (Based OD ChaD 1991 21) 


l&tabli&hed in 1947 
 © G. Cravins, 1998 
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Figure 4. Principal Geographic Source ofEmigrants From Imperial and 
Republican China to the United States 

ZHONGGUO (CHINA) 

Fujian 

o 
Guangdong
(Canton) 

~ Approximate Source Areu 

Adapted frum Sar:Jaaac Owl, AIia~: A ItrUl'prlllllliv~ Erl#Ory 

BoIIIDn: Twayne, 1991. P. 6. 

© G. Cravtas 1998 

cultural origins ofAsian populations in the U.S. during the overall Chinese-American population, elements 
Wave II was the movement of elements from a number from throughout China have been increasingly 
of countries, induding Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, admitted during Wave II. Indians admitted to the 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Burma and Indonesia, United States during Wave II have expanded 
another was the expansion of the cultural base of considerably the cultural, religious and language base 
"older" populations - particularly of Chinese, Indians, of the group's population. Bhardwaj and Rao (1990 
and Filipinos. For example, although elements from 213) found that no less than 12 Asian Indian 
Guangdong (Canton) have remained important within linguistic/regional groups were represented in the 
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Figzue 5. Location of South Asian Populations Within the 50 U.S. States: All Nationalities and 

Countries-of-Origin CombineJZ 
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....•..... 

MEm 
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c=J 
1ne total population included is 919,680, ofwhich approximately 81)010 claimed origins in India, while the 

remaining II% combined claimed origins in Pakistan. Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. Populations with 
origins in Nepal are excluded. Table constructed by author from U.S. 1990 Census, "General Population 

Characteristics, Table 2." 
C G. Cmvins 1998 
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Figure 6. Location ofPopulations With Origins in East and Southeast Asia Within the 
50 u.s. statd 

Percent ofthe East and Southeast Asian Populations, 1990 - 40-50 Percent 

~ 5-10 Percent 

~ 2.5-4.99 Percent 

mw .51-2.49 Percent 

CJ Less than .50 Percent 

Soma:: Constructed by the author from the u.s. c= of 1990, "Oeueral Population Characteristics, Table 2." Includes 
populations with ancestral origins in China, Japan, Koras, Philippines, BDd Vietnam.. 

C G. Cravins 1998 

Akron, Ohio Directory of the Indian Community in 
1984. 

A recent examination ofthe membership list of the 
Asian-American Hotel Owners Association reveals that 
elements with origins in the western state of Gujarat 

make up the overwhelming majority of independent 
Asian hoteliers in the U.S. A perusal of the surname 
listings of the 1993 Directory ofIndian Academics in 
North America reveals that Asian Indian professionals 
in the United States represent a diversity of religious 
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and language groups, including a majority ofIndia's 16 
most important Indo-European and Dravidian lan
guages. 

Clearly then, Wave II has resulted in an expansion 
of the cultural base of Asian-origin populations in the 
United States. While the origins of these populations in 
the source countries were both geographically and 
culturally sectarian during earlier migration sequences, 
they have apparently evolved into culturally-pluralistic 
elements during the past three decades. 

Spatial Distribution and Expansion 

A central characteristic of the spatial distribution 
ofAsian-origin populations in the United States, is that, 
historically, the overwhelming majority of these 
populations have been located in the West Region, 
particularly in the states of California and Hawaii. 
During the 1840s and 1850s, thousands of Chinese 
laborers arrived to join the California Gold Rush. 
Chinese were also simultaneously recruited to work in 
the sugar industry of the Kingdom of Hawaii, which 
during the 19th century increasingly fell under the de 
facto control of U.S.-based corporate interests, later to 
be directly annexed by the United States. 

While California has historically been the most 
important state for Asian immigration and settlement, 
Hawaii between the mid-1800's and its annexation by 
U.S . interests in 1898 became an important destination 
for Chinese, Japanese and Filipinos plantation workers. 
Although Chinese pioneered Asian migration to Hawaii 
as early as the 1830's, recruitment in Japan of workers 
for Hawaii's sugar plantations developed to such an 
extent that the Japanese eventually became the most 
important single ethnic group in the islands, despite 
subsequent attempts by the U.S. government to replace 
the Japanese with workers from the Philippines (Chan 
26-29). 

During Wave II, the spatial distribution ofAsians 
within the United States changed significantly. Where
as most Asian groups continued to be based in the 
West, the absolute growth ofAsian-origin populations 
resulted in significant settlements in other parts of the 
United States. Additionally, Wave II immigrants from 
India and other South Asian states did not 
disproportionately settle in the West Region. By 1990, 
Asian Indians and other more recently-arrived South 
Asians were widely-distributed throughout the 50 
states, with populations in excess of 150,000 in both 
California and New York, and in excess of 50,000 in 
New Jersey, Texas and Illinois (Figure 5) . 

However, Immigration and Naturalization Service 
reports show that high percentages of Chinese, 
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Filipinos, and Koreans who immigrated in 1989 
expressed intentions to live in the West Region: 44%; 
62%; and 42%, respectively (1989 Statistical Yearbook 
of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, Table 
20). As the map depicted in Figure 6 shows, California 
accounted for more than 2,000,000 people of East and 
Southeast Asian origins in 1990. If data for the West 
Region as a whole is combined, the region -- led by 
the states of California and Hawaii -- continued to 
account for a disproportionate share of East and 
Southeast Asians. A breakdown of East and Southeast 
Asian elements into their countries-of-origin shows, 
however, that concentrations of some East and 
Southeast Asian groups were significantly higher than 
others (Table 1). All of the major groups with origins 
in East and Southeast Asia except the Korean group 
had at least 50% of their populations concentrated in 
the West Region of the United States. The only major 
group with origins in South Asia -- the Asian Indian 
group -- tended to have a more evenly-distributed 
population spatially, with the highest concentration 
being in the Northeast (35%), and the lowest in the 
Midwest (18%). Filipinos and Japanese were especially 
concentrated in the West Region, with 71% and 76 % 
of their populations residing in the West, respectively. 

Although a substantial proportion of the Wave II 
Asian Indian population developed in regions other 
than the West, most "Indochinese,,2 immigrants 
admitted after 1975 tended to reinforce the spatial 
polarization of Asian groups within the West Region. 
New Asian groups with populations in excess of90,000 
by 1990 included Vietnamese, 614,547, Laotians, 
149,014, Cambodians, 147,411, Thais, 91,275, and 
Hmong, 90,082 (U. S. Census ofPopulation, 1990). As 
is indicated by the data in Table I, the spatial pattern of 
these "new" groups was very similar to those for 
"older" East and Southeast Asian groups (i.e., Chinese, 
Filipinos, Japanese, and Koreans), inasmuch as these 
"newer" groups tended to be heavily concentrated in 
the West Region. 

Many individuals and families from the "new" 
immigrant groups were admitted as refugees as a 
consequence of the U.S.'s involvement in Southeast 
Asia. In addition to the 175,000 individuals admitted 
immediately after the fall of governments in southern 
Vietnam and Cambodia in 1975, thousands were 
admitted in the years that followed. Of approximately 
57,000 refugee arrivals processed by INS in 1983, 
more than 35,000 were from the three war-torn 

'''Indochinese'": a term which has come to be synonymous with 
the "Indochine" region of Southeast Asia formerly colonized by 
France, and which includes the present states of Vietnam, 
Cambodia and Laos. 

countries of Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos. 
Despite the U.S. government's "Indochinese 

resettlement" programs, which aimed to widely distri
bute Southeast Asian populations within the 50 states, 
approximately 50-55% of the Vietnamese, Laotian, 
Cambodian and Hmong populations lived in the West · 
Region by 1990, with the largest concentration of each 
of these groups in the state of California. Except for 
their shared tendency to concentrate in California, the 
various Southeast Asian groups exhibited different 
spatial distribution patterns by 1990. Twenty-seven 
percent of all Vietnamese lived in the South, 
particularly in Texas, Virginia, and Louisiana. Lao
tians were generally diffused among the three non
Western regions, while a significant element of the 
Hmong population lived in the Midwest Region, 
particularly in Minnesota and Wisconsin. 

Thus, in spite ofa tendency among all of the major 
East and Southeast groups to live in the Western 
region, Asians have in recent decades established 
significant settlements in other major regions of the 
United States. An example of this diffusion is that 
Asians numbered approximately 700,000 in New York 
by 1990. Additionally, Asian populations exceeded 
250,000 in New Jersey, Illinois and Texas. Although 
populations of Asian origin collectively accounted for 
only approximately 3% of the U.S. total population in 
1990, and in no case except Hawaii did they approach 
10% of the total for a particular region or state, it is 
evident that their spatial presence became increasingly 
sigrtificant during Wave II. 

Economic Participation 

One of the most durable perceptions of Asians to 
evolve within the general U.S. populace during Wave 
II has been the notion of Asians as an economically
energetic and highly successful group. The most basic 
flaw in this perception is that U.S. populations ofAsian 
origins are not one group, but a highly diversified 
complex ofgroups. As Steinberg notes: 

The theory of "Asian" success lumps together 
some twenty-five nationalities that are very dis
parate in history and culture. It is only in the 
United States that they are assumed to share a 
common "Asian" heritage. Little or no evidence 
is put forward to substantiate claims that they 
share common values with respect to family and 
work, that these values are significantly different 
from those found among non-Asian groups, or 
that these values are the key factors in explain
ing which Asians get ahead or why more Asians 
do so than others. (Steinberg 1989 272). 

As has been asswned throughout the present work, 
"Asians" are indeed diversified, even well beyond the 
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point succinctly described by Steinberg. Asians vary in 
language, custom, tradition, religion, and world view to 
a far greater extent than a political map of Asia might 
indicate. 

Japan, Korea, and Mongolia, all states with largely 
homogenous populations, are the exceptions among 
Asian countries. Most other countries of East, South 
and Southeast Asia are multinational in composition. 
Some, like China and India, officially recognize this 
fact; others, like Indonesia and Burma, do not. 

One of the reasons for the persistence of the myth 
ofAsians as a single group is the fact that, historically, 
Asian immigrants and Asian-Americans were more-or
less spatially isolated within the West Region, and were 
socially isolated from the larger Anglo-American 
mainstream by segregationist policies and practices. 
While some Wave I Indians and Japanese ultimately 
became successful as farmers, and many Chinese 
achieved success in business, these elements were 
significantly concentrated within the West Region or 
within major cities, and their numbers were small when 
viewed within the total population of the United States. 

Since the advent of Wave II, and the widespread 
abolition of racialist legal codes, Asian economic and 
social gains have been increasingly recognized. On the 
whole, Asians by 1990 were better educated and had 
higher incomes than the general U.S. populace. 

Calvin Schmid and Charles Nobbe demonstrated 
that, as early as 1960, some Asian groups -- most 
notably the Japanese -- ranked ahead of the mostly 
European-origin general population in occupation and 
income. Even then, Asian-Americans had begun to 
outpace the U.S. populace as a whole in education and 
mcome. 

Since the 1980 and 1990 U.S. Censuses, "hard" 
evidence has confirmed this fact. The 1990 Census 
showed that the gap between the incomes ofAsians and 
those of the general population increased during the 
1980's. In 1980, the median family income of Asians 
was 14% higher than for the U.S. population as a 
whole, while in 1990 the median income for Asians 
was 18% higher than for the U.S. population as a 
whole. 

However, the statistics on the income of Asians as 
a whole is not as meaningful as income for individual 
groups of Asians. Populations with origins in India, 
Japan, Philippines, and Taiwan had higher median 
family incomes than the U.S. general population in 
1990. However, the median family incomes of 
Koreans, Vietnamese, Laotians (including Hmong), and 
Cambodians were all lower than that for the general 
population. Even among these latter groups, however, 
median incomes varied to a considerable extent (Figure 
7). 

Among all the Asian groups, the median family 

incomes of Koreans and Chinese from China were 
closest to that for the U.S. as a whole. While the 
median family income of the population originating in 
China was just slightly less than that for the U.S. as a 
whole ($34,225 versus $34,742), the median income of 
Koreans was approximately 4% less than that for the 
general population. The Vietnamese population had a 
median family income of approximately 12% less than 
that for the general population. The poorest of the 
Asian populations were the Laotians, Cambodians, and 
Hmong. The median family incomes for these groups 
were 34%, 45%, and 60% lower than that for the 
general population, respectively. 

Differences in family income may be explained by 
a number of indirect factors, including the length of 
time most of the population of a group has been in the 
U.S., and the particular circumstances of their move
ment into the country (e.g., as refugees, immigrants, 
asylum-seekers, etc.). Also of importance are factors 
directly related to employment, such as the educational 
levels of members of the group and the relative ability 
ofmembers of the group to speak the English language. 

Among all Asians, those born in the United States 
had median incomes approximately 6% higher than for 
the foreign born ($30,056 versus $28,314). However, 
"native"/foreign-bom income differentials not only 
varied considerably between the myriad groups, but in 
many cases, foreign born Asians actually earned 
significantly higher incomes than those born in the 
United States. While native-born Japanese earned more 
in 1990 than did foreign-born Japanese, the opposite 
was true for Asians Indians. 

In general, incomes appear to be more closely 
related to English-language ability (or lack thereof), 
and formal education than to the length of time Asians 
had lived in the United States. Education levels varied 
considerably by country/ethnic origins. In general, 
Japanese, Filipinos and Asian Indians are at the "top of 
the scale" in both income and educational levels 
relative not only to Asians generally, but also relative 
to the general (U.S.) population. On the other hand, 
Southeast Asians -- Vietnamese, Laotians, and Hmong, 
-- are at the "bottom of the scale". The differences are 
revealed quite clearly if the percent of each group 
holding bachelor's degrees or higher levels ofeducation 
is considered. 

In 1990, Filipinos had the highest average educa
tionallevel among Asian-origin groups. Approximately 
28% of all Filipinos had bachelor's degrees, compared 
with only 12% for the general populace, 23% for 
persons ofJapanese origin, and 25% for Asian Indians. 
The lowest income groups, namely Laotians, 
Cambodians and Hmong, were also those that had the 
lowest levels of education. Only 3-4% of each of these 
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Figure 7. The Incomes ofAsian Groups in the United States 

I Median Family Income, by Country of Origin, 1990 
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Source ofData: U.S. Census, 1990, Table 5. 
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groups had completed four years of college in 1990. 
In addition, U.S. Census data for 1990 shows that 

"linguistic isolation," namely isolation from English 
due to an inability to speak the language sufficiently to 
carry our basic social functions, was only 15%, 11 % 
and 10% for Japanese, Asian Indians, and Filipinos, 
respectively, but considerably higher for the more 
recently arrived Southeast Asians. Approximately 51 %, 
55% and 60% of the Laotian, Cambodian and Hmong 
groups were linguistically isolated in 1990. 

Concluding Observations 

Despite the massive migration of people with 
origins in various parts of Asia to the United States 
over the past three decades, Asians are often viewed in 
popular culture as well as institutionally as a single, 
undifferentiated "racial minority." In the sense that 
East, South and Southeast Asian populations collec
tively accounted for only about 3% of the total U.S. 
population in 1990, and are not likely to account for 

14 




more than about 5% of the total by the year 2000, they 
continue to constitute a relatively small minority. 
However, given what has been presented in the present 
paper and in other studies, the view ofAsians as either 
undifferentiated culturally or as a "minority" may both 
face significant challenge in the future. 

Unlike the former East Bloc countries and many 
countries in Europe (e.g., Belgium, Spain, Switzer
land), "minority" status in the U.S. is not defmed by 
language and culture, but rather, largely by physical 
appearance and economic status, as reflected more 
evidently in income and education. Defmed thus, 
minority status may have very little appeal to many 
people with origins in Asia. Moreover, many Asians 
moved to the United States with the intention of rising 
above both the economic and/or social levels they held 
in the source countries and above the levels of 
traditionally-defmed minorities in the United States 
("Blacks," Hispanics, etc.). 

Information on differences in income and educa
tion seem to indicate the emergence ofsignificant class 
disparities between Asian groups in the United States. 
Moreover, these disparities appear to be related to 
nationality and country-of-origin, rendering less likely 
the development of a single "Asian" minority group. 
Some groups, particularly Indians, Japanese, Filipinos, 
and Taiwanese Chinese, appear to have incomes which 
are substantially above levels for many other Asians, as 
well as for the general U.S.-born population. Other 
groups, such as Koreans, appear to have incomes close 
to the U.S. median, while on the whole most groups 
with origins in Southeast Asia except for Filipinos have 
family incomes which are well below the U.S. median. 

Group income is significantly correlated with 
education and occupation, and some groups -- parti
cularly Asian Indians -- tend to hold mostly profes
sional jobs and to have higher levels of education, 
hence higher-than-average incomes (Kar et ai, 
1995/1996 26-27). Others, particularly from Southeast 
Asia, tend to be linguistically-isolated, and have lower 
levels of education and family income. 

Many of the Southeast Asians -- particularly 
Laotians, Cambodians and Hmong -- moved to the 
United States under circumstances which were 
relatively unfavorable. A substantial portion of these 
populations were admitted as refugees fleeing war and 
other life-threatening risks. For example, many Hmong 
believe that they faced certain extermination ifthey had 
remained in Laos. Cambodians, Hmong, and ethnic 
Laotians tend to have -- on average -- substantially 
lower levels of marketable education and skills than do 
more successful groups. 

Although it is not clear where the various Asian 

groups will "fit" into the U.S. social hierarchy in the 
long-term, it appears likely that relatively large 
numbers of Southeast Asians may join the ranks of the 
U.S.' s working and lower-classes, while significant 
segments of Asian Indian, Chinese, Filipino, and 
Japanese groups have. or will join the middle and 
upper-middle classes. 

Considering the evidence which has been pre
sented in the present paper as well as in the broader 
literature, several critical factors suggest that the 
concept of "minority" may have to be redefrned to 
accommodate the diverse elements which comprise 
Wave II Asian populations. 

First, "minority" in the United States has always 
meant a segment of the population with lower levels of 
income and education than the general population. This 
is problematic, as several groups of Asians have 
educational levels, incomes, and occupational profiles 
which are significantly higher than for the general 
population. 

A second major problem is that while "minority 
cultures" have generally developed and been sustained 
within geographically-confmed areas (such as 
predominantly Afro-American and Hispanic "ghet
toes," and Native American reservations), the signi
ficant diffusion of some Asian groups throughout the 
United States, including to small towns and affluent 
suburban areas, makes the development of "minority" 
subcultures and consciousness among these subgroups 
less likely. 

The likely outcome is that the more successful 
elements among Asians will eventually join the U.S. 
general population, while those with relatively low 
educational levels, incomes, and occupational status, 
and concentrated in ethnic communities (particularly in 
urban areas) in sufficiently large numbers, will join the 
ranks of the lower classes, with a greater likelihood of 
evolving and maintaining a traditional "minority" 
identity. Complicating the future status of "Asians" as 
a group is the fact that disparities are highly corelated 
with specific group identity (nationality, ethno
linguistic group, and country-of-origin). 
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