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Chinese                                                                            3.8 million (1.2% of total)

Asian Indian                                                   3.3 million (1% of total)

Filipino                                                        2.7 million (0.9% of total)

Vietnamese                                   1.7 million (0.5% of total)

Korean                                    1.5 million (0.5% of total)

Japanese                       779,637 (0.2% of total) 

Other Asian                                               2.4 million (0.8% of total)

16.2 million  
(5.2% of total)

38.9 million  
(9.3% of total)

*Projected

U.S. Population Largest Ethnic Populations

Facts & Figures

EDUCATION

Percentage of Population Age 
25 and Over Who Completed 
At Least High School
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Percentage of Population Age 
25 and Over With At Least a 
Bachelor’s Degree

Percentage of Population Age 25 
to 29 With At Least a Master’s 
Degree
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Buying Power
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FINANCES

EMPLOYMENT

Median Household Income (2015)

Participation Rate Asian Executives/Senior Level Officials & Managers

Asian First/Mid-Level Officials & Managers
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Asian

White

Black

Hispanic

American Indian

Hawaiian: 

Two or More Races

      6.16%

                                                             62.8%

              14.8%

               14.11%

 0.55%

0.45%

  1.66%

Percent Projected Change in Buying
Power (2014-2019)
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SOURCES: U.S. CENSUS, EEOC, NATIONAL CENTER FOR EDUCATION STATISTICS.
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  6.61%

                                                    14.8%  
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A national celebration established in 1977 with the participation of civil rights organizations such 

as the Japanese American Citizens League and Organization of Chinese Americans.

May is Asian Pacific American (APA) Heritage Month—a celebration of Asians and Pacific 

Islanders in the United States. Much like Black History and Women’s History celebrations, APA 

Heritage Month originated in a congressional bill.

Congressional Bills Establish Celebration 
In June 1977, Representatives Frank Horton of New York and Norman Y. Mineta of California 

introduced a House resolution that called upon the president to proclaim the first ten days of 

May as Asian/Pacific Heritage Week. The following month, senators Daniel Inouye and Spark 

Matsunaga introduced a similar bill in the Senate. Both were passed.

On October 5, 1978, President Jimmy Carter signed a Joint 

Resolution designating the annual celebration.

APA Becomes Month-long Celebration 
In May 1990, the holiday was expanded further when President 

George H. W. Bush designated May to be Asian Pacific American 

Heritage Month. May was chosen to commemorate the 

immigration of the first Japanese to the United States on May 7, 

1843, and to mark the anniversary of the completion of the transcontinental railroad on May 10, 

1869. The majority of the workers who laid the tracks were Chinese immigrants.

Asian Pacific American Heritage Month is celebrated with community 

festivals, government-sponsored activities, and educational activities for 

students. This year’s theme is “Lighting the Past, Present, and Future.”

Asian-American History: 
From Chinese laborers in the 1800s to millions of U.S. citizens today 
by David Johnson

When they first arrived in the United States, Asian (usually Chinese) immigrants were welcomed, 

or at least tolerated. After the California gold rush brought thousands of Chinese to California, 

however, Asian immigrants faced restrictive laws and occasional violence.

In the late 1800s Chinese, and eventually other Asians, were excluded from citizenship. These 

laws were repealed during World War II, followed by further immigration-law changes, making it 

easier for Asians to enter the United States.

Today, Asian immigrants have a high rate of assimilation and participation in the American 

mosaic.

Origins of Asian Pacific American Heritage Month
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Gold Rush Boom 

The Chinese were the first Asians to arrive in large 

numbers. By the 1830s Chinese were selling goods 

in New York City and toiling in Hawaiian sugarcane 

fields.

Gold was discovered in California in 1848, 

eventually attracting thousands of Chinese miners 

and contract laborers. In 1850, just over 1,000 

Asian immigrants entered the U.S., but ten years later, the figure had jumped to nearly 37,000, 

mostly Chinese.

Violent Protests 

In some quarters, Chinese workers were welcomed. The 

Central Pacific Railroad recruited Chinese to work on the 

transcontinental railroad in 1865. Three years later the 

Chinese and the U.S. ratified the Burlingame Treaty which 

facilitated Chinese immigration.

However, many people feared being “overwhelmed” by 

the influx, which had swelled to nearly 65,000 in 1870, and over 107,000 in 1880. Some cities 

passed laws against Chinese and other Asians, often referred to as “Mongolians.” Anti-Chinese 

riots erupted in Chico, California, in 1877 and in Rock Springs, Wyoming, in 1885.

Japanese Arrive 

Meanwhile, increasing contact with Japan prompted Japanese to move to Hawaii and California 

to work in agriculture. In 1869 the Wakamatsu Tea 

and Silk Colony was established in California.

Contact with the Philippines 

In 1899, following the Spanish-American War, the 

Philippines came under U.S. control, prompting 

increased immigration. In 1902 the pensionado 

program, which allowed Filipinos to study in the U.S., was implemented.

Because most Filipinos are Roman Catholic, their integration into American life was somewhat 

easier than for other Asians. Though Filipinos faced the same prejudices as Chinese and 

Japanese laborers (as described in Carlos Bulosan’s book America is in the Heart), Filipinos 

arrived with English skills, making assimilation easier.

Origins of Asian Pacific American Heritage Month
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Japanese Internment 

During World War II, more than 100,000 Americans of Japanese 

ancestry were placed in internment camps. Even though many 

did not speak Japanese or have close ties to Japan, they were 

nonetheless regarded as wartime threats. Although the U.S. was also 

at war with Germany and Italy, Americans with ancestors from those 

countries did not face internment.

In 1988 Congress passed a measure giving $20,000 to Japanese 

Americans who had been interned during the war. President George 

H.W. Bush signed it the following year.

Increasing Numbers 

Although Asian immigration increased steadily through much of the 20th century, the region still 

contributed fewer newcomers than Europe, Latin America, and North America.

The McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 eliminated race as a barrier to immigration, and in 1965 

national quotas were ended, thus facilitating Asian immigration.

A More Diverse Group 

In 1979 the United States and China resumed 

diplomatic relations, making immigration easier 

for Chinese. But, new arrivals came from other 

Asian countries as well, including India and 

Pakistan. And in 1975 following the Vietnam War, 

more than 130,000 refugees fleeing from the 

Communist governments of Vietnam, Cambodia, and 

Laos arrived on U.S. shores. Million of Asians arrived in 

subsequent years.

Origins of Asian Pacific American Heritage Month

1763 First recorded settlement of Asians 
in the United States: Filipinos in 
Louisiana 

1790 First recorded Indian immigrant in 
U.S.

1820 First recorded Chinese immigrant  
in U.S.

1847 Yung Wing becomes first Chinese to 
graduate from U.S. college (Yale)

1848 California Gold Rush leads to first 
large-scale Chinese immigration

1854 California Supreme Court rules  
that Chinese cannot testify  
against whites

1858 California bars Chinese immigrants

1865  Central Pacific Railroad Company 
hires first of 12,000 Chinese 
workers

1869 First Transcontinental Railroad

1869 First Japanese settlers arrive on the 
U.S. mainland, in California

1870 Naturalization Act of 1870 restricts 
naturalized citizenship to whites  
and Blacks 

1878 California Circuit Court rules that 
“Mongolians” are not eligible for 
naturalization

1879 California’s Second Constitution 
prohibits the employment of Chinese

1882 Chinese Exclusion Act suspends 
immigration of Chinese laborers for 
10 years

1885 First recorded Korean immigrants

1886 In Yick Wo v. Hopkins, Supreme
 Court rules that law with unequal 

impact on different groups is 
discriminatory

1898 U.S. assumes control of the 
Philippines and Hawaii after winning 
Spanish-American War

1898 In United States. v. Wong Kim Ark, 
Supreme Court upholds 14th 
Amendment, that all people born in 
U.S. are citizens

1906 San Francisco Board of Education 
segregates Chinese, Japanese and 
Korean schoolchildren

1907 Executive Order 589 prevents 
Japanese and Koreans from entering 
U.S. mainland

1922 In Takao Ozawa v. United States, 
Supreme Court rules that Japanese 
cannot be naturalized

1923 In United States v. Bhagat Singh 
Thind, Supreme Court rules that 
Asian Indians cannot be naturalized

1924 Immigration Act of 1924 effectively 
prohibits immigration of all Asians

1942 Executive Order 9066 results in 
120,000 Japanese Americans being 
sent to internment camps

1943 Congress repeals Chinese Exclusion 
Act and grants naturalization rights

1946 Luce-Celler Act permits Filipinos 
and Indians to immigrate and grants 
them naturalization rights

1946 Wing Ong is first Asian American 
elected to state office (Arizona)

1949 U.S. grants 5,000 educated Chinese 
refugee status after Communist 
takeover of China

1956 Dalip Singh Saund of California 
becomes first Indian American in 
Congress

1959 Hiram Fong of Hawaii becomes first 
Chinese American in Senate

1847

1923

1956

Timeline
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