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A Note to Our Readers 

Each chapter provides an independent analysis 

of the major public policy implications for the 

demographic projections of the Asian Pacific 

American population to the year 2020 that are 

presented by Paul Ong and Suzanne j. Hee. To 

maximize this book's policy and curricular 

impact, each chapter is written to stand on its 

own, and to highlight the specialized knowledge 

and policy perspective that each writer brings 

to this project. As a result, each chapter can 

be read or used somewhat independently of all 

the others. However, by organizing this report 

in this fashion, we recognize that a few 

redundancies (e.g., the presentation of 

demographic data) as well as inconsistencies (e.g., 

the preference of each writer in using the terms 

"Asian Pacific American/' "Asian and Pacific 

Islanders," etc.) will be apparent to anyone who 

reads this book in its entirety. We nonetheless 

hope our goal of allowing each expert to offer 

the fullest and most compelling presentation 

possible will be appreciated. 
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Preface 

The State of Asian Pacific America 
With this publication, our two institutions-Leadership 

Education for Asian Pacifies (LEAP) and the UCLA Asian 
American Studies Center-are proud to formally inaugurate 
the nation's first Asian Pacific American public policy research 
institute. We are hopeful that this report, like many others 
which we plan to release in years to come, will serve to inform 
public discussions and shape public policy deliberations on 
major issues and concerns of the nation's rapidly growing and 
diverse Asian Pacific American population. 

We believe this policy report is particularly timely because 
of the extraordinary political and social changes that are 
occurring at all levels of our society and government. The 
year 1993 marks not only the inauguration of President Bill 
Clinton and a shift from a Republican to a Democratic 
administration, but also a dramatic increase in the representation 
of women and peoples of color from the United States Senate 
to local city halls. The heightened presence of Asian Pacific 
Americans in government and politics across the nation-from 
their substantial increases of new registered voters to the large 
numbers of leaders who have sought and have won elections
has been equally impressive and significant. The year 1993 
also represents a historical crossroads for our country's domestic 
and international policy agendas. Every major policy issue 
from education to employment will likely undergo vigorous 
reexamination and perhaps major revamping, be it in response 
to how the nation should compete effectively with the rest of 
the world or how it should address the underlying causes of 
its urban unrest. 

This policy report on Asian Pacific America is intended to 
have both an immediate and future impact and significance. 
We have assembled a stellar group of policy experts and leaders 
from across the nation who have rigorously and creatively 
offered insights, perspectives, and recommendations on how 
we should understand and respond to the extraordinary growth 
and diversification that the Asian Pacific American population 
is projected to undergo from now to the year 2020. In sharing 
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their specialized expertise in major policy areas like immigration 
and higher education, they have provided decision-makers, 
advocacy organizations, researchers, and the general public 
with practical and analytical guidance on how to address the 
most compelling policy challenges of Asian Pacific Americans 
during the decade of the 1990s and the early 21st century. 

As the first of many reports and activities which will be 
undertaken by the LEAP Public Policy Institute and the UCLA 
Asian American Studies Center, this publication is reflective 
of the special strengths and goals of the two institutions that 
have come together to establish this joint policy research center. 
Founded in 1982, LEAF is a nonprofit, community organization 
which has sought to develop, strengthen, and expand the 
leadership roles played by Asian Pacific Americans through 
innovative professional seminars, public workshops, and other 
programs. The UCLA Asian American Studies Center, 
established in 1969, is one of four ethnic studies centers at UCLA, 
and one of the nation's oldest programs in Asian American 
Studies. Through its research, teaching, publishing, and public 
educational activities in fields ranging from literature to urban 
planning, the faculty, staff, and students of the Center have 
sought to advance scholarly and policy understanding of Asian 
Pacific Americans. 

In closing, we would like to pay special tribute to Professor 
Paul Ong of the UCLA Graduate School of Architecture and 
Urban Planning for proposing this special policy project, and 
for generating the population projections of the demographic 
future of Asian Pacific Americans which serve as the unifying 
theme of this report. We also would like to express our gratitude 
to the Board of Directors of LEAP and the Faculty Advisory 
Committee of the UCLA Asian American Studies Center for 
supporting the establishment of our joint policy research center. 
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Asian Pacific American Public Policy Institute 

Policy Recommendations 

The Asian Pacific American population has grown 
tremendously following the elimination of racially biased 
immigration quotas in 1965. From 1970 to 1990, this population 
doubled each decade from 1.5 million in 1970 to 3.7 million in 
1980 to 7.9 million in 1990. Based on recent trends, we project 
the population to be about 20 million by the year 2020. A 
recent Census Bureau report confirmed and projected Asian 
Pacific Americans as the fastest growing group, increasing by 
412.5 percent from 1992 to 2050 as compared to 50.2 percent 
for all groups (New York Times, December 4, 1992). This 
population has and will continue to enrich this country 
culturally, socially, and economically. However, there are also 
severe problems-growing racial conflicts, poverty, 
underemployment, and limited accessibility to the political 
process-that affect both the nation and Asian Pacific Americans. 

We believe that it is time now to formulate public policies 
from an Asian Pacific American perspective and to address 
both current and future problems, many of which are discussed 
in the following chapters in this book. 

The authors have developed an extensive and diverse set 
of recommendations, which are reproduced in the appendix. 
A common thread is not a call for new policies per se, but a 
call to re-articulate existing policies so they are relevant for 
an increasingly ethnically and racially diverse society. 

Three Broad Recommendations 

1. Recognize and promote multiculturalism and inter
cultural sensitivity within existing legislation, programs, 
and agencies. 

The growth of the Asian Pacific American population, along 
with the growth of other minority groups, is transforming the 
United States into a pluralistic society. This change holds great 
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promises in enriching this nation and in helping it prepare for 
a more integrated global economy. It is important that we 
adopt public policies that recognize this transformation and 
that provide a guideline for making this country a truly 
multicultural society. 

In our public educational system, the cultures and histories 
of Asian Pacific Americans must be fully studied and researched, 
and the results be integrated into curricula and reflected in 
staffing. 

In our social service agencies, programs and providers must 
be culturally and linguistically appropriate, so no one is ex
cluded. 

Similar changes are needed in development programs, 
including urban and labor policies, and in the arts and media. 

2. Modify the concept of civil rights so protection covers 
the types of discriminatory practices encountered by 
Asian Pacific Americans. 

Asian Pacific Americans should enjoy the civil rights 
protections afforded to all Americans, and especially the laws 
that protect minorities against discriminatory practices. 
However, some problems facing Asian Pacific Americans are 
not adequately covered by existing laws, which have been 
developed in a black/ white context. 

In the field of higher education, there must be protection 
against restrictive admission quotas based on race. 

In the employment area, we call attention to the "glass 
ceiling," which prevents Asian Pacific Americans from moving 
into management positions; unfair personnel practices based 
on language and culture; restrictions limiting op-portunities 
and advancement in self-employment and other areas. 

In the political sphere, Asian Pacific Americans must have 
access to the electoral process; their votes must be given full 
weight through the creation of influence districts; and if language 
is a barrier, appropriate bilingual material should be provided. 
In cases of anti-Asian bias and violence, the rights of Asian 
Pacific Americans need to be recognized and protected. 

xviii 

3. Expand programs that help Asian newcomers adjust 
to U.S. society in order that they can contribute to 
America's economic, political and social development 
to their fullest potential. 



Given the large proportion of Asian Pacific Americans who 
are immigrants, many of whom came after the 1965 Immigration 
Act, and those who are refugees, there is a grave need for 
programs that help make these individuals full and productive 
members of our society. 

For adults, there must be more English language instruction, 
skills development, and job retraining programs. Opportunities 
for the transfer of expertise, skills, and creative energies must 
be enhanced and obstacles eliminated. 

For youth, attention must be given to those with limited 
English proficiency. 

For Asian Pacific American women, most of whom work, 
affordable and culturally appropriate childcare and services 
in support of employment, health care, and related matters 
are needed. 

Asian Pacific Americans are long-standing members of 
America's diverse population. Demographically, we are a larger 
proportion of the current and emerging diversity. We seek a 
more active role in policy-making that promotes national 
development. We also wish to address limitations in current 
policies that impede the contributions that Asian Pacific 
Americans can make to develop ourselves, our communities, 
and our nation at large. These broad recommendations and 
the more specific ones in the appendix are meant to advance 
the dialogue. 

Paul Ong 
Associate Professor 

UCLA Graduate School of Architecture and Urban Planning 

Shirley Hune 
Acting Associate Dean 

UCLA Graduate Programs, Graduate Division 
Visiting Professor 

UCLA Urban Planning Program 
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An Overview of 
Asian Pacific American Futures: 

Shifting Paradigms 

Shirley Hune 
ACTING AssociATE DEAN 

UCLA GRADUATE PROGRAMS, GRADUATE DIVISION 

VISITING PROFESSOR 

UCLA URBAN PLANNING PROGRAM 

The leadership of the United States depends in many ways on 
our making a commitment to solving issues of housing, health 
and the quality of life. That's what people have admired about 
this nation for decades, and now it is crumbling. I don't think it's 
possible for us to remain a world leader long into the future if we 
don't get our domestic house in order1 

Adele Simmons 
President, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 

In the 1990s, moving toward the 21st century, the nations of the 
world are undergoing a monumental transformation--a global political, 
economic, and social restructuring. The current responses are myriad. 
They include: a greater political and economic integration of the world 
community; the emergence of new centers of wealth, particularly in 
Germany and Japan, challenging the economic predominance of the U.S.; 
a widespread economic malaise; the rise of ethnic nationalism, religious 
fundamentalism, and racial hatred; the redrawing of national borders; 
more reliance on multilateral diplomacy to resolve international crises; 
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the globalization of a consumer culture; the growth in the transnational 
migration of worketSi an increased awareness of the connection between 
development and the physical environment; and a recognition that 
violence and weapons of destruction cannot bring stability and peace. 

This global transformation is the outcome of a paradigm shift-the end 
of the Cold War. A paradigm is an example, model, pattern, or proto
type. A paradigm shift is a change in the model. No other paradigm has 
so dominated foreign and domestic policies in the U.S. as the East-West 
conflict with its strategy of the containment of the U.S.S.R. Containment 
has shaped the nation's psyche, culture, institutions, and political 
priorities for half a century. Shifting the Cold War paradigm has yet to 
result in the formation of an alternative model of structuring American 
society and its politics and economics. Consequently, in this period of 
transition, many Americans view the current global restructuring and its 
domestic implications as a crisis, one fraught with dangers. The tendency, 
then, is to become pessimistic, even fearful, about social change. 
However, change is a dynamic process. It is also constant and inevitable. 
The Chinese ideogram for ucrisis" is more complex. There is room for 
optimism and innovation. In combining two parts, one meaning 
"danger" and the other meaning "opportunity," into a single word to 
form "crisis," the Chinese remind us that events which appear to be a 
threat can have positive outcomes. 

The development of the United States is a significant phenomenon 
in world history. It is an experiment in bringing together peoples of dif
ferent cultures, histories, languages, religions, social institutions, and 
other life experiences from all regions of the globe to live and work to
gether and to form a new nation, society, and common culture. It has 
offered hope and opportunities for individuals to change tl1emselves and 
to tranform society. However, all communities are not valued equally. 
Racial minority groups have not and currently do not share in the 
nation's resources and its decision-making. Nor do they have much say 
in the direction of the affairs of their communities. Asian Pacific 
Americans are one such grouping. The gap between America's ideals 
and its reality remains, as was once entitled in a classic study by Gunnar 
Myrdal on the nation's relations with African Americans, An American 
Dilemma. 

The United States faces many challenges as it prepares for the next 
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century. It also has many opportunities, one of which can be closing the 
gap between its ideals and the social reality of inequities and racism. 
What will the nation look like in 2020? More important, what will the 
nation be like for its underrepresented populations and the poor? Given 
its present economic issues, how will it define its domestic agenda, 
especially the inner cities? How different will America's role in world 
affairs be in 2020? What will be the nation's goals? What is the United 
States committed to change or preserve? Who decides? Who will set 
public policy and determine priorities to be addressed? What is to serve 
as the data base and who will provide the expertise for defining needs 
and formulating policies? The demographic, economic, and political 
imperatives facing the nation, domestically and globally, can be viewed 
as impediments by those fearful of change. Or, these imperatives can be 
seen as opportunities for rethinking and planning its future. 

Global restructuring involves both a nation's relations with other 
states and with its own people. International and national reorganization 
are inseparable. Over the last quarter century, Asian Pacific Americans 
have been the fastest growing minority group in the United States. Our 
earliest Asian American communities have deep roots in the building of 
this nation. We are an integral part of the country's historical develop
ment and of its future. As in the past, America's future in 2020 will rely 
heavily on the ingenuity of all its people and on what its leaders choose 
for the national agenda. 

Asian Pacific Americans and 
the Necessity of Inclusion 

The Asian Pacific American Public Policy Institute has initiated a 
project to forecast the Asian Pacific American population in 2020 and to 
consider the implications of these demographic changes for public policy. 
The major forecast is that the dramatic growth of our population over the 
past three decades will continue during the next three decades. It is 
estimated that the Asian Pacific American population will be approxi
mately 20 million in 2020 or about 8 percent of the total American 
population, a substantial increase from that of being less than 1 percent 
in 1970. In short, Asian Pacific Americans cannot be dismissed as an 
insignificant minority group. 

The Institute has also invited experts in a number of fields to identify 
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issues around which policies can be formulated. Many of our interests 
and demands are shared by all Americans, such as adequate and af
fordable health care and housing and attention to our elderly and the 
education of our youth. Some concerns bring us into common identifi
cation with other minority groups. The issues we share include limited 
access to a wide range of employment opportunities, lack of representa
tion in the political arena, misrepresentation and lack of representation 
in the media, arts, and general culture, and the increase in racial bias 
incidents and other violations of civil rights. Other issues are of particular 
concern to Asian Pacific Americans. These include accent discrimination, 
more support for the English-limited to acquire proficiency, and the 
critical need for culturally sensitive and competently trained service 
providers, especially for refugees and recent immigrants, in a range of 
areas from education, physical and mental health, to social services. 
Again, in short, Asian Pacific American issues are not marginal or pe
ripheral to the core of American society. 

Asian Pacific American concerns are central to the fulfillment of the mission 
of this nation. What has occurred in the past is the exclusion of our needs 
and interests from the public agenda rendering Asian Pacific Americans 
invisible. For example, at different times, Asian Pacific Americans have 
been defined as ineligible for a wide range of opportunities including 
small business loans, graduate fellowships, the right to purchase land 
and homes, and other entitlements. In a number of areas as wide-ranging 
as electoral politics, media and the performing arts, and research funds, 
Asian Pacific Americans are severely underrepresented. Containment 
from full participation in American society has been the predominant 
paradigm for Asian Pacific Americans. In the present and the future, what 
Asian Pacific Americans seek is a paradigm shift in current public policy from 
exclusion to inclusion. This volume speaks to the expectation and necessity 
of inclusion. By making Asian Pacific Americans visible in public policy, 
the United States will be taking a large step towards bringing current and 
future national policy closer to the reality of the population it is to serve. 

The Need for New Frameworks 

The major emphasis of this overview is to point out the need for shift
ing paradigms to take advantage of the opportunity for genuine 
restructuring. Many of the policies that currently exist have not solved 
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"issues of housing, health and the quality of life" and others as stated by 
Adele Simmons, President of the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation, and cited in the beginning of this overview. Given the on
going global restructuring, it is timely as the nation approaches a new 
century to critically examine the limits of existing paradigms as they re
late to domestic policies. The contributors to this volume recognize that 
we must go beyond simply asking for the inclusion of Asian Pacific 
Americans in the country's national agenda. Inclusion is a first step. 
Inclusion alone, within the framework of existing paradigms, will result 
in public policies with limited impact which will address the well-being 
of only a few Asian Pacific Americans and would likely generate resent
ment from other groups and sectors of American society. Throughout 
the volume, contributors challenge the premises around which policies 
are presently drawn as being outdated and misconceived. They also 
conclude that real change will require the drafting of policies within new 
frameworks, those that will more accurately reflect the social reality of the 
United States, or, what I have termed here as paradigm shifts. 

What are some of the existing paradigms and what might some of 
these paradigm shifts be? 

Ill Shifting the Paradigm of Race Relations in the U.S. as solely 
consisting of African Americans and European Americans (i.e., 
Blacks and Whites) to the reality of the nation's racial 
complexity. This is the paradigm shift that will include Asian 
Pacific Americans, Latinos/Latinas, American Indians and 
other groups in American public policy. 

1111 Shifting the Paradigm of Racial Dynamics between the 
dominant white majority and each of the subordinate minority 
groups (i.e., White-African American, White-Asian Pacific 
American, White-Latina I a, White-American Indian) to 

include the dynamics between and amongst subordinate 
minority groups. U.S. Race Relations is beyond Majority
Minority Relations and includes Minority-Minority Relations. 
This will acknowledge the growing significance of interethnic 
and interracial relations (e.g., African Americans and Jews, 
African Americans and Koreans, Asians and Latinos, Latinos 
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and African Americans) in public policy and the increased 
complexity of American Race Relations today. 

ill Shifting the Paradigm of Assimilation (defined as Anglo
Conformity) as the only and correct model of successful 
adaptation to a Paradigm of Cultural Pluralism. 

Ill Shifting the Paradigm of America as a Monocultural 

Civilization based on the concept of the superiority of 
European values and institutions to a Paradigm of America 
as a Multicultural Civilization valuing and incorporating the 
diversity of all its cultures at all levels of society. Cultural 
pluralism is the social reality and it will be more so in 2020. 

1111 Shifting the Paradigm of Cultural Diversity as Divisive to 
Cultural Diversity as Strength. The United States has been 
culturally diverse from its inception. It is the shared 
commitment to a common set of principles that has provided 
consensus and this does not require the suppression of cultural 
difference. It is the exclusion of racial, etlmic, and other forms 
of communities from full participation in American society 
that is disuniting and which promotes and fuels alienation. 

1111 Shifting the Paradigm of American Inunigration as consisting 
of only the poor, needy, and uneducated who, it is argued, 
take out more than they give to the nation, to an acknowledg
ment of the ideas, skills, expertise, capital, and other benefits 

provided to the country. 

1111 Shifting the Paradigm of Ethnic and Language Maintenance 
as a threat and impediment to one of enriclunent and asset 
to the country. 

1111 Shifting the Paradigm of the United States as Land of Plenty 
with continuous rates of high growth and economic global 
supremacy to the current reality of a debtor nation with strong 
competition from other parts of the world. This recognition 
suggests that policies for 2020 need to be devised within the 
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largest framework possible and not limited to sub-contexts, 
such as health and social welfare and military expenditures, 
or micro-areas, such as bilingual education. 

The above paradigm shifts are merely suggestive. Many are not 
necessarily new concepts. What is new is that they are yet to be incor
porated by decision makers in drafting policy. 

Asian Pacific Americans, our contributing authors suggest, also need 
to consider new frameworks. The vast growth and diversification of our 
population and the ratio of new immigrants to long-established 
communities has had a significant impact, not only on the nation, but on 
older Asian Pacific American groupings. What kinds of paradigm shifts 
are required by Asian Pacific Americans for 2020? 

Ill Shifting the Paradigm of the Asian Pacific American 
Population as primarily focused on groups whose history in 
the United States dates from the 19th century, notably Chinese 
Americans and Japanese Americans, to encompass the wide 
range of Asian Pacific American groupings, especially those 
ofthe post-1965 period and those to come through 2020. The 
recognition of the diversification of our communities will 
require a sharing of power and representation with Filipino 
Americans, Korean Americans, Vietnamese Americans, Asian 

Indian Americans and others and a consideration of which 
policy issues are priorities for the different groupings. 

Ill Shifting the Paradigm of Defining the Asian Pacific American 
Experience solely by its pre-Civil Rights (i.e., institutionalized 
legal discrimination) period. An increased understanding of 
how the post-Civil Rights period has shaped the perspectives 
and struggles of our communities will help define public 
policy in the future. 

Ill Shifting the Paradigm of U.S. Race Relations beyond Majority
Minority Relations to include Minority-Minority Relations. 
We have set an example for coalition building in the creation 
of pan-Asian Pacific American structures and organizations 
while nurturing the autonomy of our national groupings. This 
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needs to be expanded to create pan-minority institutions and 
organizations that can reduce tensions and conflict and 
promote cooperation toward shared goals. Critical attention 
needs to be given to minority-minority relations and to 
identifying policy issues that are common to other minority 
groups, especially as demographic changes point to minority 
populations increasing in greater percentage than the 
dominant majority through 2020. 

Changing Ourselves and 
Transforming Society 

This first publication of the Asian Pacific American Public Policy 
Institute has a number of objectives. Its primary purpose is to inform 
policy-makers and the general public of the significant presence and com
plexity of the Asian Pacific American population and of the potential 
effect its continued growth and diversification will have on American 
society and its institutions by 2020. A secondary purpose is to generate 
discussion within the Asian Pacific American population as to how we 
also will address the impact of the demographic changes on our commu
nities. A third purpose is to demonstrate the importance of having 
community representatives and experts defining the issues and making 
policy recommendations. 

Readers will be presented with an assessment and in-depth discus
sion of specific areas of Asian Pacific American life within a range of 
topics including the arts, cultural preservation, the economically-at-risk, 
education, immigration, labor, language rights, legal and civil rights, 
physical and mental health, the media, politics and empowerment, race 
and interethnic relations, social services, women, and the new cormnu
nities. Our contributing experts also provide suggestions for addressing 
concerns toward 2020. This publication seeks to provide a foundation for 
the drafting of new public policies that will serve the needs of our 
population and, concomitantly, American society. 

The United States is on the brink of a new century. Asian Pacific 
Americans have a stake in America's future. And, the United States has 
a commitment to all Americans. 

Asian Pacific Americans seek a more direct role in defining the future 
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oftheir communities and of the nation as a whole. We seek a greater re
sponse to our needs and concerns, in both the public and private sectors, 
and at all levels, national, regional, and local. We want opportunities for 
full and active participation in each segment of American society and for 
defining social policy. The empowerment of all Americans in 
community life is critical for restructuring. Asian Pacific Americans are 
prepared to do our share. It is with the hope of bringing the nation's 
reality with its inequities closer to its ideals that Asian Pacific Americans 
have prepared this volume. 

Notes 
1. New York Times (February 2, 1992), All. 
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The Growth of the 
Asian Pacific American Population: 

Twenty Million in 2020 

Paul Ong 
AssociATE PROFESSOR, UCLA GRADUATE ScHOOL OF 

ARCHITECTURE AND URBAN PLANNING 

Suzanne j. Hee 
UCLA ASIAN AMERICAN STUDIES CENTER 

The fastest growing minority group in the United States today is 
Asian and Pacific Americans. Although this group only comprised 2.9 
percent of the total United States population in 1990, it increased in size 
by95 percent from 1980 to 1990 (see table 1). Whites, on the other hand, 
make up 80.3 percent of the total U.S. population, yet their increase over 
the 1980s was merely 6 percent. African Americans were 12.1 percent of 
the total population in 1990 and saw only a 13.2 percent increase in the 
1980s. And lastly, Hispanics, who constitute 9 percent of the total 
population, grew 53 percent from 1980 to 1990.1 With an extraordinary 
growth rate, Asian Pacific Americans as a share of the total U.S. popula
tion grew from 0.7 percent in 1970 to 2.9 percent in 1990. 

The rapid growth of the Asian Pacific American population over the 
last quarter of the century will likely continue well into the next century, 
and this increase poses an enormous policy challenge not only to the 
Asian Pacific American community, but also to the nation as a whole. To 
take a proactive stance requires us to go beyond reaction to today' s 
pressing problems. We must create a vision for the next quarter century 
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that will ensure that Asian Pacific Americans will find a just and equitable 
place in American society and the economy-a position that will also 
enable Asian Pacific Americans to contribute constructively to the build
ing of a truly multicultural society. 

TABLE 1. Asian Pacific Americans 

Population by Ethnicity: 1980 and 1990 

Percent 
1980 1990 Growth 

Total Asian Pacific 3,726,440* 7,273,662 95% 

Chinese 806,040 1,645,472 104% 

Filipino 774,652 1,406,770 82% 

Japanese 700,974 847,562 21% 

Asian Indian 361,531 815,447 125% 

Korean 354,593 798,849 125% 

Vietnamese 261,729 614,547 135% 

Hawaiian 166,814 211,014 26% 

Samoan 41,948 62,964 50% 

Guamanian 32,158 49,345 53% 

Other Asian Pacific 226,001 821,692 264% 

*The 1980 number for Asian Pacific Americans in this table is slightly higher 

than that used in other published reports because it includes the count for "other'' 
Asian Pacific American groups. Other published census reports include only 
nine specific Asian Pacific American groups for the 1980 count. Therefore, our 

calculation of percent growth is 95%, which is lower than the published 108% 
growth.2 

Population projections are a key tool in helping frame a meaningful 
discussion of the policy issues facing Asian Pacific Americans' Under
standing current and future demographic patterns and trends provides 
insights to the struggles and conflicts in the educational, economic, and 
social service arenas, as well as the broad set of interracial and intereth-
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nic relationships that influence and shape public policy. Although the 
Bureau of the Census does project the white, black, and Hispanic popu
lations, the Bureau unfortunately does not do so for the Asian Pacific 
American population. At best, we are in the residual "other" category. 

This project fills the gap by projecting Asian Pacific Americans to the 
year 2020. Depending on the underlying assumptions regarding birth 
rates and net inunigration, the Asian Pacific population in 2020 will be 
from 17.9 million to 20.2 million, a 145 percent to 177 percent increase 
from 1990. 

Population Model 

Our population model is an augmented cohort-survival model. Like 
any other projection model, our estimates are essentially educated 
guesses based upon reasonable assumptions. There is no guarantee that 
these will be accurate. Given the changing dynamics of the United States, 
it would not be surprising if these projections were inaccurate. 
Nonetheless, these Asian Pacific population projections provide us with 
valuable information of the changing demographics of the Asian Pacific 
population. 

Following standard practice, the model estimates the population by 
gender and by age-cohorts in five-year increments. The projection for a 
given age group is calculated as the sum of the number of surviving 
persons of the younger age-cohort five years earlier plus net migrations 
for that group. For example, the 15-to-19-year-old population in 1995 is 
calculated to be the number of surviving 10-to-14-year-old children in 
1990 plus the net migration ofteenagers who would be 15 to 19 years old 
in 1995. This estimation is done for every age-cohort. The new 0-4 group 
is defined as the number of infants born during the five-year interval. 
This process is repeated five additional times to derive projections for the 
year2020. 

The 1980 and 1990 census data and California vital statistics were 
used to derive net migration, fertility rates, and mortality rates. The base 
population estimates were taken from the published 1980 Census' de
tailed population characteristics reports, the published 1980 Asian and 
Pacific Islanders census report, and the 1990 Census Summary Tape File 
1 (STFl). The numbers are based on the racial self-identifier. 

Along with the age and gender breakdowns, we project the Asian 
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Padfic American population by nativity and for two major regions in the 
United States. It is crucial to estimate the number of foreign-born Asian 
Pacifies because they face intense cultural and economic barriers that 
dramatically differ from those of American-born Asian Padfics. Thus, 
these foreign-born individuals need special programs and social services 
to help them adjust to a new society. We also project the Asian Pacific 
American population for California and a region comprised of three Mid
Atlantic states (New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania). 

California has been the primary area for Asian immigration. Initially, 
large numbers of Chinese immigrants came to California in pursuit of 
economic prosperity that was created by the Gold Rush. Subsequently, 
other Asian Pacific ethnic groups, such as the Japanese and Filipinos, 
settled in this area. As a result, ethnic communities and resources were 
established, which ultimately attracted more Asian immigrants such as 
Koreans and Southeast Asians. In 1970 the total number for the Asian 
Pacific population in California was 0.6 million. This population grew to 
1.3 million in 1980, and to 2.8 million in 1990. In 1990,2.8 million Asian 
Pacifies comprised 10 percent of the California population and 40 percent 
of the entire U.S. Asian Pacific American population. 

The Mid-Atlantic area has a substantial number of Asian Pacifies. In 
1970, there were .22 million, .51 million in 1980, and 1.1 million in 1990. 
New York has the largest population of Asian Pacifies among the three 
states. Of the Asian Pacific immigrants who entered the United States 
between 1982 and 1989, approximately 11 percent (210,000) indicated that 
New York was their proposed state of residence. Although it could have 
been extremely useful to have projections by ethnicity (e.g., Chinese, 
Japanese, etc.), the required data are not yet available, and using the 
existing data yields inconsistent results. We include as an appendix 
some information on several major Asian Pacific American ethnic 
groups. 

Fertility and Survival Rates 

The annual birth rates and corresponding fertility rates were calcu
lated from California vital statistics.4 We matched births in 1990 with the 
population reported in the Census. In order to minimize the influence of 
random fluctuations, we used data from three years to adjust 1990 births. 
The percentage distribution oflive births to women (age 15 to 44) by five-
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year age groups was calculated for the period from 1988 to 1990, and this 
distribution was applied to the total number of births for 1990. Next, the 
estimated number of births per age group was divided by the number of 
females for the corresponding age group. 

The completed fertility rate is defined as five times the sum of the 
annual birth rate for women in five-year age groups. This imputed fer
tility rate assumes that the current birth rates, or child-bearing behavior, 
remain stable over time. This is not a safe assumption. With economic 
mobility and acculturation, the fertility rates of Asian Pacifies decrease 
and approach the norm of non-Hispanic Whites.' Our estimated fertility 
rate is 2.01. This is lower than the 2.3 to 2.4 rate used by others6 

Survival rates are also estimated from vital statistics for California. 
We use the rates developed by California's Center for Health Statistics 
(1983), which are published as abridged life tables.' Rates are available by 
race, age-group, and gender-' 

Immigration Rates 

Immigration rates, which are the most important component of 
Asian Pacific American population growth, are calculated from Census 
reports, and cross checked with INS data and refugee information. The 
1980 Census provides information on the native- and foreign-born popu
lations and persons; however, the data on nativity of individual ethnic 
groups for 1990 are not yet available. This information will not become 
public until the year 1993. We estimate the 1990 foreign-born population 
by projecting the 1980 Asian Pacific population by nativity. The 1980-
based projections for 1990 provide an estimate of the 1990 population 
with the assumption of no (zero) net immigration. Births during the 
1980s are based on both the observed 1980 total Asian Pacific population 
and the 1990 total Asian Pacific population. We then define the net im
migration for the 1980s as the difference between the 1990 estimates 
based on the 1980 population and observed 1990 population. By 
combining the new immigrants with the surviving immigrants from 
1980, we derive a total foreign-born population for 1990. Our estimate 
( 4.6 million) is very close to the number of persons born in Asia recorded 
in the 1990 Census ( 4.5 million). 

Based on the above analysis, we then developed sets of immigration 
rates for the population model. In the baseline population projection, 
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immigration is assumed to continue at the same level as in the 1980s at 
210,000 Asian Pacific immigrants per year. The birth rates are also 
speculated to remain constant since the 1980s at 2.01 Asian Pacific births 
per female. This linear extrapolation simply assumes a continuance of 
past trends. The second projection posits a rise in the population of Asian 
Pacific immigrants, yet at the same time a decrease in the overall birth 
rates. The projected immigration begins with roughly 210,000 persons 
per year with an increase of approximately 40,000 over a ten-year period; 
and the birth starts at the higher 2.3 births per female with a decrease of 
about 0.1, or 4 percent to 5 percent, every ten years. The final projection 
surmises that the number of immigrants slowly increases at a rate of 
10,000 per ten years. At the same time, the birth rate will also grow from 
2.0 at a rate of 0.1, or 4 percent to 5 percent, every ten years. We believe 
that the second set of assumptions is the most realistic. 

These three sets of assumptions are not meant to produce the tradi
tionallow, medium, and high projections. We believe that the second set 
of assumptions leads to the "best" or "most likely" projections. The other 
two sets of assumptions lead to low projections and provide us with a 
way of understanding how differences in birth rates and immigration can 
affect the outcome. 

Overall Projections 

This section discusses and analyzes our population projections for 
the year 2020. Table 2 shows the projections for the year 2020 for Asian 
Pacifies by age. Our second and preferred projection shows that the total 
population for all Asian Pacific ethnic groups will increase from 7.3 
million in 1990 to 20.2 million in the year 2020. This shows a growth of 
approximately 145 percent. Interestingly, the first and third projections 
are similar, although when we developed the assumptions, arriving at 
similar projections was not the intent. 

Our projections differ from the projections by U.S. Census Bureau9 

Because the Census uses a residual category (i.e., not White and not 
Black) that is predominantly but not exclusively Asian Pacific American, 
we compare the absolute growth of the Bureau of the Census populations 
with ours. Our second projection shows that the Asian Pacific popula
tion will grow by 13 million, which is considerably higher than the 9.3 
million in the Census' middle projection series. The major difference is 
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that the Census assumes an annual net immigration of 176,000, which is 
significantly lower than the trend in recent years. The Census' high pro
jections series, which is based on an immigration level of 220,000, 
produces an increase of 12.7 million, which is consistent with our second 
projection. 

Asian 
Pacific 

Americans 

<15 

15-24 

25-44 

45-64 

65+ 

Total 

TABLE 2. Projections of the Asian Pacifies 

in the United States by Age (x1 000) 

1990 2020A 20208* 

1,749 3,706 4,370 

1,224 2,509 3,013 

2,659 5,309 6,160 

1,187 4,333 4,614 

454 2,057 2,089 

7,274 17,914 20,246 

*preferred projection 

Age Group Projections 

2020C 

3,439 

2,511 

5,492 

4,392 

2,065 

17,904 

The number of Asian Pacific children and young adults (age 0 to 24) 
will increase from approximately three million in 1990 to 6.2 million in 
2020. This is an increase o£107 percent for the base projection. However, 
the number of foreign-born children and young adults shows a slight 
decrease of 1.2 million to one million, or roughly 16 percent. Our second 
assumption forecasts that the individuals age 0 to 24 will also increase by 
150 percent, from three million in 1990 to 7.4 million in 2020. The foreign
born children and young adults show a growth as well: 1.2 million and 
1.4 million, respectively, or 16 percent. And last, our third projection sees 
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an increase of these individuals from 2.9 million in 1990 to seven million 
in 2020, or approximately 140 percent. The foreign-born children and 
young adult population shows a slight decrease from 1.2 million to 1.1 
million, roughly 8 percent. In each of these projections, Asian Pacific 
children and young adults comprise approximately 34 to 38 percent of 
the total Asian Pacific population. Of this amount, roughly 15 to 18 
percent are foreign born. 

The growth of working-age Asian Pacifies will have a great impact 
on the labor force in the United States. Our baseline assumption projects 
that the working-age adults (age 25 to 64) will increase 151 percent, from 
3.8 million in 1990 to 9.6 million in 2020. The second projection sees this 
age cohort increasing 180 percent, from 3.8 million to 11 million. And last, 
the third projection assumes that the Asian Pacific working-age group 
will increase 157 percentto 9.9 million by the year 2020. Of this age group 
approximately 67 percent were foreign born in 1990, and 71 percent are 
projected to be foreign born in 2020. 

Table 3. Projections of Asian Pacifies in 

the United States by Nativity (x1 000) 

% % F-Born US-Born 
US-Born F-Born Total F-Born US-Born Growth Growth 

1990 Total 2,632 4,633 7,274 64% 36% 

2020A Total 8,211 9,703 17,914 54% 46% 110% 211% 

20208* Total 9,176 11 '163 20,246 55% 45% 141% 244% 

2020CTotal 7,835 10,069 17,904 56% 44% 117% 197% 

*preferred projection 

The fastest growing age cohort among Asian Pacifies is the elderly 
(age 65 and older). Our three projections show that the total Asian Pacific 
elderly population will rise from approximately 450,000 in 1990 to 2.1 
million in 2020, an increase of roughly 355 percent. The elderly com
prised 6 percent of the total Asian Pacific population in 1990. However, 
in 2020, the elderly will make up approximately 12 percent of the total 
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Asian Pacific population. The foreign-born elderly will also see an in
crease of roughly 510 percent. 

Foreign-Rom and Regional Projections 

The projections show that there will continue to be an increase of the 
Asian Pacific immigrant population (see table 3). For the baseline as
sumption (the birth rates and the immigration rates remain constant from 
1990 to 2020), the immigrant population will rise from 4.6 million to 9.7 
million, a growth of 110 percent over three decades. The second projec
tion, with a decrease in the birth rate and an increase in the immigration 
flow, indicates the foreign-born population will show a growth of 4.6 
million in 1990 to 11.2 million in 2020, or 141 percent. And last, the third 
assumption, a decreasing birth rate and a growing immigration rate, 
projects an expansion of the immigrant population of 4.6 million in 1990 
to 10.1 million in 2020, an increase of 117 percent over 30 years. As a per
cent of the total population, the foreign-born population will show a 
decrease in all three projections. In 1990, the foreign-born population is 
64 percent of the total Asian Pacific U.S. population; yet by 2020 this 
percentage will be between 54 and 56 percent. The majority of the 
foreign-born population will be the elderly. 

I Table 4. ASian Pac1f1c Populations by Reg1ons (x1 000) 

I - 1990 2020A 20208* 2020C 

CALIFORNIA 2,850 7,410 8,530 7,520 

Net Increase 160% 199% 164% 

MID-ATLANTIC 1,100 2,920 3,400 2,300 

(NY, NJ, PA) 

Net Increase 165% 209% 109% 
*preferred projection 

The Asian Pacific population projections for California show a sub
stantial increase. Table 4 shows the 1990 Asian Pacific American 
population was 2.85 million, and by 2020 it will grow to an estimated 7.4 
million to 8.5 million. This is a net increase of approximately 160 percent 
to 199 percent. This growth is substantial to the growth of Asian Pacific 
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populations in the United States. 
Our projections for California are conservative compared to those by 

Bouvier10 His medium projection places the Asian population at 9.4 
million, compared to our preferred projection of 8.5 million. A part of the 
difference can be attributed to Bouvier's inclusion of the residual "other" 
racial/ ethnic group with Asians. Accounting for this factor, we believe 
that our projections are in line with those by Bouvier. 

The Mid-Atlantic states, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, 
also show a large growth of Asian Pacifies. Although this population was 
merely 15 percent of the total U.S. Asian Pacific population, the increase 
of this group was equally dramatic. The Mid-Atlantic Asian Pacific 
population will increase from 1.1 million in 1990 to between 2.3 million 
and 3.4 million in 2020. This is a growth o£109 percentto 209 percent. Un
fortunately, there is no other independent projection against which we 
can compare ours. 

Our preceding projections provide the readers with a glimpse of 
future Asian Pacific populations in the United States. In a little more than 
a quarter century, there will be approximately 20 million Asian Pacific 
Americans. Although there are uncertainties in our projections, there are 
even greater uncertainties regarding the social and economic status of 
this population in the future. Because of this rapidly growing minority 
group, not only must the Asian Pacific American community be 
concerned with the challenges and conflicts in the education, 
employment and public service arenas, but the national community must 
be prepared to address these issues as well. 

Appendix 

The following table shows the data on the native- and foreign-born 
population and the number of persons by place of birth for 1980 and 1990. 
For place of birth for the Chinese, we used the number of persons born 
in the People's Republic of China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. The num
bers for the 1980 foreign born and country of birth and 1990 country of 
birth are taken from published reports from the Bureau of the Census. 
The total foreign-born population in 1990 is estimated by using a ratio of 
persons foreign born to persons by country of birth in 1980. This ratio is 
then applied to the 1990 population of persons by country of birth which 
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gives the estimate of the 1990 foreign-born population. The estimated 
new immigration is determined by subtracting the 1980 Asian Pacific 
American foreign-born survivals from the 1990 foreign-born population. 
By doing so, the estimated new immigration accounts for the number of 
foreign-born deaths from 1980 to 1990. The published Immigration and 
Naturalization Service (INS) data report the number of persons that are 
from the specific country of origin. 

Comparison of Immigration Data 

Chinese Japanese Korean Filipino Vietnamese : 

1980 by 
foreign-born 514,000 203,000 293,000 506,000 222,000 

1980 by country 
of birth 286,000 222,000 290,000 501,000 231,000 

1990 by 
foreign-born 977,000 387,000 670,000 1,006,000 534,000 

1990 by country 
of birth 543,000 422,000 673,000 998,000 556,000 

Estimated new 

, immigration 456,000 193,000 382,000 555,000 315,000 

Publ. INS report 
(80-89) 419,000 41,000 337,000 467,000 396,000 

The numbers for the Koreans and Filipinos are roughly of the same 
size and appear quite reasonable. However, some ethnic groups, such as 
the Chinese, Japanese and the Vietnamese, have some disparity in their 
numbers. 

Due to the complex historical patterns of Chinese migration within 
the Asian countries, a good portion of the immigrants identified and cat
egorized as racially and ethnically Chinese do not come from the 
traditional sending sources, such as the People's Republic of China, Hong 
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Kong, and Taiwan. Many are Southeast Asian refugees of Chinese de
scent, who had resided in Vietnam or Laos for many generations, and still 
consider themselves ethnically Chinese. Consequently, there is consid
erable variation in the numbers reported by the different sources in the 
above table. 

The estimated Japanese foreign-born numbers also seem quite high. 
As in the previous table, the estimated new immigration is much greater 
than the INS reported population. This unusually high number of im

migrants may be due to two factors: (1) the native-born Japanese who are 
born to Japanese-Caucasian couples may not define themselves as 
Japanese, and therefore may decrease the native-born population of the 
Japanese; and (2) the high estimation of the new immigration may be due 
to the number of Japanese nationals who were in the United States 
temporarily. 

Vietnamese population numbers also present problems for the 
projections. The estimated new immigration for the Vietnamese is less 
than the reported INS data. This estimate may be underestimated be
cause of the changing ethnic identity of the Southeast Asians of Chinese 
descent. Unfortunately, the census reports do not have data on Southeast 
Asians of Chinese descent, therefore making it difficult to determine who 
are of Chinese descent from the traditional sending sources and who are 
of Chinese descent from Southeast Asian countries. 

Notes 
Jane Takahashi provided assistance to this project during its early stage. 

1. The Hispanic category includes all persons regardless of race, including 
a significant number of Latinos who are White. Consequently, the sum 
total of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asian Pacific Americans is greater 
than 100 percent. 

2. U.S. Census Bureau, United States Department of Commerce Ne:ws, Washington, 
D.C., june 1991. 

3. Paul M. Ong, "California's Asian Population: Past Trends and Projections 
for the Year 2000," Graduate School of Architecture and Urban Planning, 
University of California, Los Angeles, May 1989. 

4. We also reviewed national statistics but found the national data to be 
less detailed and complete than California's data. 

5. The fertility rates differed considerably by ethnic groups. Among 
California's Asians, the Vietnamese have the highest birth rate at 2.68 
with the Filipinos next at 2.40 births for women between 15 and 44 
years of age. The Chinese and Korean population are almost identical 
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at 1.66 and 1.69 respectively. Similarly, the Asian Indians have a brith 
rate of 1.83. The lowest birth rate is for the Japanese at 1.57. Presently, 
the Japanese population consists of primarily U.S.-born second, third, 
and fourth generation Americans. The economic profile of this ethnic 
group approximates that of the Whites and they likewise have low 
fertility rates. 

6. Leon F. Bouvier, Fifty Million Californians? (Washington, D.C.: Center 
for Immigration Studies, 1991), 11. 

7. California Center for Health Statistics, "Data Matters/' Sacramento, July 
1983. 

8. We used all the published rates except those for the oldest cohort (85+), 
which we adjusted upward slightly. 

9. Gregory Spencer, "Projections of the Population of the United States, 
by Age, Sex, and Race: 1988 to 2080," U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Washington, D.C., January 1989. 

10. Bouvier, Fifty Million Californians? 

ONG & HEE, "Grmvth of the Asian Pacific American Population" 23 





Exclusion or Contribution? 

Education K-12 Pol icy 
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Our children should not be placed in any position where their youthful 
impressions may be affected by association with pupils of the Mongolian 
race.1 

San Francisco School Board, 1905 

In response to the challenge of changing demographics more than a 
century ago, the San Francisco School Board established a segregated 
Chinese Primary School for Chinese children to attend, including those 
who were American born. By the turn of the century after Japanese 
immigrants had settled in the wake of Chinese exclusion, the School 
Board also applied the Chinese segregation policy to Japanese students. 
School superintendent Aaron Altmann advised the city's principals: 
"Any child that may apply for enrollment or at present attends your 
school who can be designated under the head of Mongolian' must be 
excluded, and in furtherance of this please direct them to apply at the 
Chinese School for enrollment."' 

Throughout their history, Asian Pacific Americans have confronted 
a long legacy of exclusion and inequity in relation to school policies and 
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practices, particularly during periods of changing demographics, economic 
recession, or war. In spite of historic, linguistic, and cultural differences, 
distinct Asian and Pacific nationalities have been grouped together and 
treated similarly in schools. Furthermore, Asian Pacific Americans have 
had little administrative control or political influence over the shaping of 
educational policies and school practices. 

Nevertheless, Asian Pacific Americans have individually and collectively 
worked to overcome and redefine exclusionary policies. Legal cases 
brought by Joseph Tape in 1885 and Wong Hll:n in 1902, for example, 
challenged the Chinese Primary School segregation policies which denied 
their children the right to attend neighborhood public schools3 In the 
process, Asian Pacific Americans have, at times, improved conditions not 
only for their own communities, but expanded educational opportuni
ties for many disenfranchised groups. 

Most notably, the class action suit brought by Kinney Lau and eleven 
other Chinese American students against Alan Nichols and the San 
Francisco Board of Education in 1970 led to the historic Lau v. Nichols 
Supreme Court ruling which provided the foundation for the nation's 
bilingual education mandates. The court unanimously concluded in 
1974: 

... there is no equality of treatment merely by providing students 
with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and curriculum; for 
students who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed 
from any meaningful education.' 

Like Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court's decision in the 
Lau case fundamentally reformed U.S. educational policy. Thanks to the 
efforts of Chinese American students and parents, the educational rights 
of limited-English speaking students of all nationalities were formally 
recognized and protected. 

In the two decades since the Lau decision, the profile of the Asian 
Pacific American population has changed dramatically. Demographic 
projections suggest that Asian Pacific American population growth and 
diversification will continue at least through the year 2020. What will this 
mean for schools and K-12 educational policy in light of Asian Pacific 
Americans' historic legacies of exclusion and contribution? 

26 Education K-12 Policy 



Demographic Changes into the 21st Century 

During the 1980s, the school-age Asian and Pacific Islander population, 
defined as those between ages 5-19, grew by 90 percent from 929,295 to 
1,761,901 in the U.S. In California and the Mid-Atlantic area of New 
York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, the Asian Pacific school-age popu
lation more than doubled, growing by 111 percent and 102 percent 
respectively. 

1n many local school districts, the magnitude of Asian Pacific population 
growth has been even more dramatic. In Lowell, Massachusetts-a 
city with fewer than a hundred Cambodian residents in 1980 that now 
represents the second largest Cambodian community in the country
the influx was so rapid that between 35 and 50 new Cambodian and Lao 
children were entering the Lowell public schools each week during 1987. 
1n Lowell and across the country, the changing demographics of schools 
and society loom large as critical issues for educational practitioners and 
policy-makers-' 

Their concerns, however, have tended to reflect immediate needs 
and crisis situations, as in the case of Lowell. Yet, educators must prepare 
to address these demographic trends for a sustained period of time into 
the next century. 

According to projections developed by Paul Ong, the Asian Pacific 
American school-age population, which doubled between 1980 and 1990, 
will more than double once again from 1990 to 2020. 

Ong' s projections suggest that spectacular demographic growth will 
persist and that current K-12 educational policy issues involving Asian 
Pacific Americans will continue to be relevant well into the 21st century. 
According to population projections based on the assumption of increas
ing immigration, in 2020 there will be 10 percent more Asian Pacific 
immigrant children below the age of 15 in the U.S. and 25 percent more 
in California than in 1990. This is cause for serious concern, given that 
educational policies and practices have been unable to meet the needs of 
Asian Pacific immigrant students, even at current levels6 

Together with the large numbers of foreign-born, immigrant school-age 
cohorts in 2020, however, a major shift will occur in the demographic profile 
as the numbers of second-generation, American-born children with 
immigrant parents will dramatically increase. The implications of these 
demographic projections for educational policy are discussed below. 
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ETHNIC DIVERSITY AND LOCALITY 

Although Ong' s population totals are aggregated for all Asian and 
Pacific Islander groups and summarized for the U.S., California, and the 
Mid-Atlantic area, the significance of both ethnic diversity and locality 
should also be emphasized. Other demographic projections, for example, 
suggest that between 1980 and 2000, the rankings of the six largest Asian 
ethnicities will change from Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Asian Indian, 
Korean, and Vietnamese to Filipino, Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean, Asian 
Indian, and Japanese.' 

These changes, driven by immigration and refugee resettlement 
patterns as well as differential fertility rates, have important ramifications 
for educational policy because linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic 
profiles vary widely by ethnicity. Hmong women, for example, maintain 
a fertility rate of nearly ten children per lifetime compared to Japanese 
American women whose rate is less than two-' When they become available, 
disaggregated Asian Pacific Islander data sets from the 1990 U.S. Census 
will be crucial for policy-makers and community advocates to analyze in 
detail. 

In addition, background factors within each ethnicity, such as refugee 
wave, generation, and gender also matter. The contrast, for example, 
between a first-wave Vietnamese daughter of professionals who grew up 
in the U.S. for most of her life and a third-wave Vietnamese son of rice 
farmers who came to the U.S. unaccompanied five years ago is obvious 
and full of implications for educators. 

Locality is also important in relation to ethnicity and school policy. 
Asians comprise 20 percent of the school enrollments in Long Beach and 
Fresno, California,' although Cambodians comprise the majority in Long 
Beach while Hmong represent the majority of Asian students in Fresno-
each with distinct languages, world views, refugee experiences, and, by 
extension, educational needs. 

Furthermore, the development and implementation ofK-12 educational 
policy typically occurs at the local school district level, albeit within the 
parameters of state guidelines. The public school districts in Boston and 
San Francisco, for example, each serve about 62,000 students, of whom 
roughly eight out of ten are children of color. In Boston, however, 
African Americans make up 48 percent of the student body compared to 
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9 percent Asian Pacific Americans. In San Francisco, African Americans 
comprise 27 percent, while Asian Pacific Americans represent 31 percent 
of the total student body. The context for developing sound Asian Pa
cific American educational policies is obviously different in San Francisco 
compared to Boston, though the needs of Asian Pacific Americans in 
both cities are compelling. 

Policy Implications 

The remainder of this paper is organized thematically to focus on 
specific educational policy areas, including curriculum, school climate, 
teacher training and recruitment, language issues, assessment, support 
services, and parent empowerment. 

CURRICULUM TRANSFORMATION 

What I have learned has made a difference. Knowledge is responsibility. 
I have been able to share my knowledge and shed some light on my 
family members. 

an Italian American student 

I can relate a lot better to Asian students now. 
an African American student 

It helps me to revitalize all the memories and hardships I have gone 
through. . . . It is very helpful emotionally and academicallyw 

a Cambodian American student 

Given projections that Asian Pacific Americans will continue to be 
the fastest growing subgroup in the nation well into the 21st century, the 
most important implication for educational policy is that the K-12 
curriculum must provide systematic, in-depth opportunities for all 
students to learn about the historical experiences and contemporary 
realities of Asian Pacific Americans and their communities. This trans
formation of the curriculum differs from curricular emphases on the 
countries and cultures of Asia, and is imperative to implement, whether 
or not Asian Pacific students are present in individual classroornsY 

To meet this challenge, one curricular approach may focus on the 
particular histories and cultural backgrounds of specific nationalities, 

PETER N. KIANG & VIVIAN WAI-FUN LEE, "Exclusion or Contribution?" 29 



such as Koreans, Asian Indians, or Hmong in America. Alternative cur
ricular strategies may focus on specific themes that cut across the 
experiences of various Asian Pacific nationalities in America, such as immi

gration, exclusion, settlement and comm.unity, labor and contribution, 
war and international relations, or identity and diversity12 

The thematic approach recognizes that various Asian groups share 
common experiences within the context of U.S. society. In spite of cultural 
and linguistic differences as well as historical conflicts between Asian 
and Pacific Islander nations, a distinct Asian Pacific American experience 
is well-documented by scholars.13 This shared experience is also re
flected, albeit crudely, in comments such as "they all look alike," or in 
incidents when Vietnamese are told to go back to China and Cambodi
ans to go back to Vietnam.14 

Using the thematic approach, students can also draw connections 
and parallels to the experiences of other groups in a multicultural 
curriculum. Themes such as migration, comm.unity, and the search for 
the American Dream are central, but not unique to Asian Pacific Ameri
cans, and can serve as the building blocks of a coherent, integrated 
curriculum that breaks down barriers between groups. Students learn 
to recognize the power of social forces such as race or class but also to 
appreciate various human qualities such as having dignity and determi
nation to survive. 

The thematic approach also facilitates the process of teaching and 
learning across the curriculum from social studies to language arts to 
mathematics. Research and practice in curricular reform throughout the 
country suggest that learning is enhanced when students explore themes 
in depth and make connections from the combined vantage points of 
several subject areas. A thematic focus on the Japanese American intern
ment during World War II, for example, readily lends itself to lessons 
across the curriculum in history, writing, drama, civics, geography, 
health science, agricultural science, art, poetry, and math. With a com
mon thematic focus, subject areas can reinforce rather than work in 
isolation from each other, and thereby create powerful learning oppor
tunities for students. 
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IMPROVING ScHOOL CuMA TE 

We were coming from a meeting of the Asian Club and white students 
threw oranges at us. Before that we had been standing in the hall and 
the supervisor kicked us out. So we went outside and they threw oranges. 
So there is nowhere to go.15 

a California-born Punjabi girl 

People, can we all get along? 
Rodney King 

In the aftermath of the Los Angeles riots, teachers at the Wilton Place 
elementary school in Korea town reported that many of their students 
had witnessed family businesses being looted or bmned. On the first day 
after school reopened, the school's nurse observed that many Korean 
American students requested early dismissals due to stomach pains and 
headaches16-showing that dynamics in the local area and larger society 
affect the experiences of students in schools. 

During the past decade, as rapid demographic changes have threatened 
established interests and sharpened historic contradictions in our society, 
bias-related crimes against African Americans, Asian Pacific Americans, 
Jews, and gays have proliferated throughout the country. Hate crimes 
reported in 1989 grew by 42 percent in Los Angeles, 29 percent in New 
Y ark City, and 22 percent in Boston-" 

Although often expected to overcome problems that the society as a 
whole has been unable to resolve, schools typically reflect and reinforce 
the structural barriers and social conflicts of the environment in which 
they are situated. For example, a 1990 national study of high school 
students conducted for Northeastern University and Reebok International 
revealed that 57 percent of the teenagers had witnessed a racial attack 
and 47 percent would either join in a racial attack in progress or feel that 
the group being attacked deserved it. Only 25 percent said they would 
report a racial incident to school officials.'' Similarly, a 1991 survey of 
youth between the ages of 15 and 24 conducted by People for the American 
Way found that 50 percent of the respondents viewed race relations in 
the U.S. as generally bad.19 Furthermore, if these studies had taken place 
after the acquittal of Los Angeles police officers charged with beating 
Rodney King, the percentages would have likely been even higher. 
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In their landmark 1992 study, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
documented numerous cases of anti-Asian violence throughout the 
country's neighborhoods, workplaces, and schools that were fueled by 
stereotypes, "Japan-bashing" and a national climate of anti-Asian vio
lence. The report states: 

The pervasive anti-Asian climate and the frequent acts of bigotry and 
violence in our schools not only inflict hidden injuries and lasting 
damage, but also create barriers to the educational attainment of the 
Asian American student victims, such as suspension from school and 
dropping out of school. . . . These consequences forebode a high 
price that not only the individuals involved but also our society 
as a whole are bound to pay in the future.20 

Even elementary schools are not secure. In December 1988, for ex
ample, Patrick Purdy fired over one hundred rounds from an automatic 
assault rifle into the Cleveland Elementary School yard in Stockton, 
California-killing five Cambodian and Vietnamese children. Although 
news reports treated him as a generic mass murderer who fired at ran
dom, witnesses said Purdy aimed specifically at Southeast Asian 
children. The California Attorney General concluded in his investiga
tion that "Purdy attacked Southeast Asian immigrants out of a festering 
sense of racial resentment and hatred," and that Purdy had often con
fronted people speaking a foreign language-telling them to speak 
English in America.21 

The Stockton massacre, like the racist killings of V andy Phorng, a 13-
year-old Cambodian boy in Lowell, Massachusetts, and 17 -year-old 
Vietnamese high school student Thong Hy Huynh in Davis, California, 
by schoolmates,22 have been especially tragic, given that Southeast Asian 
refugees have already survived so much war, death and trauma in their 
home countries. Their children are not supposed to die here in the U.S. 

As the Asian Pacific student population continues to grow rapidly, 
educational practitioners and policy-makers must not only develop 
timely, appropriate measures to respond to specific anti-Asian incidents, 
but more important, must address the underlying causes of violence and 
establish alternative environments characterized by respect and co
operation. Research has shown, for example, that the process of 
multicultural curriculum transformation described above not only 
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strengthens students' knowledge and critical thinking skills, but also 
improves the climate and learning enviromnent of the school or classroom.23 

TEACHER TRAINING AND RECRUITMENT 

Your voice is one I'd heard only distantly, tokenly, the "model minority" 
a terrible reality, I realize in my head. . . . I somehow never saw the 
procession of American Indians to African Americans to Asian Americans. 
Now I see.24 

a high school English teacher 

To meet the challenge of changing demographics and enable these 
proposed curricular reforms, policies in the areas of teacher education 
and professional development must facilitate the training of current and 
future educators in relevant content areas and pedagogical strategies. 
For example, in recent years, a wide range of Asian American Studies 
primary source documents, oral histories, and works of historical fiction 
have been published. If teachers are not familiar with these resources, 
however, and do not have sufficient background knowledge or training 
to authorize Asian Pacific American voices in the curriculum, then stu
dents mistakenly believe that Asian Pacific Americans have been silent 
and played no role in U.S. history or society." 

With significantly more Asian Pacific students entering the nation's 
classrooms each year, teachers and school staff must also be able to en
hance student self-esteem and encourage Asian American student voices 
that may otherwise be silent or silenced. Many Asian students, par
ticularly those whose first language is not English, feel self-conscious 
about speaking in class because of the language barrier, cultural differ
ences, and racism. A Vietnamese high school student from Boston notes, 
"when I came here, I don't feel free to speak and I always think that 
people don't want to hear me." 

The urgency for teacher training and professional development to 
address these issues is also intensified by policies that seek to inte
grate or mainstream bilingual students as quickly as possible. The 
impact of these trends in bilingual education (and special education) 
policy is that all teachers and school personnel, not just the bilingual 
teachers, are increasingly responsible for establishing a supportive learn
ing environment for immigrant students in school. To do so effectively, 
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however, they need training. 
Although the day-to-day context for addressing these issues of cur

riculum and pedagogy is the classroom within which individual teachers 
work, the larger policy issues are relevant to accreditation agencies, 
teacher education programs, and bodies responsible for teacher certifi
cation guidelines. 

The Asian Pacific American communities must also take some 
responsibility, particularly in encouraging more Asian Pacific students 
to go into the field of education. Fifteen percent of all college students 
major in education compared to only 6 percent of Asian Pacific students 
in college.26 While investing heavily in educational institutions, Asian 
Pacific Americans constitute only 1 percent of the teaching force 
nationally, and even less of the pool of school administrators, guidance 
counselors, educational researchers, and policy-makers.27 The number of 
fully certified Asian Pacific bilingual teachers has actually declined 
between 1985-1990 in California, and the shortage of bilingual teachers, 
counselors, and aides in school districts throughout the country has 
reached crisis proportions28 While schools of education should do a 
better job of outreach and recruitment, parents and communities must 
take the lead in addressing this severe underrepresentation of Asian 
Pacific Americans in the education field. 

SERVING AsiAN PACIFIC AMERICAN STUDENTS 

The previous sections on curriculum, school climate, and teacher 
training focus on school-wide or system-wide policy concerns. The 
following sections examine policy areas related to meeting the specific 
needs of Asian Pacific American students. 

Underlying these sections is a rejection of the distorted, albeit 
pervasive, model minority myth or "whiz kid" stereotype commonly 
associated with Asian American students. Many scholars have challenged 
the origins, validity, and consequences of the model minority image. 
Though not reported here, those critical analyses represent baselines for 
educators and policy-makers to understand and respond in meaningful 
ways to the realities experienced by Asian Pacific American students.29 

DEVELOPING A PROFILE 

Few national studies on Asian Pacific American students are avail
able to drive educational policy.30 The most recent is a 1992 report that 
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examines language characteristics and academic achievement of 1,505 
Asian Pacific eighth-graders based on the National Education Longitu
dinal Study (NELS:88 database) which sampled 25,000 eighth-graders in 
1,000 public and private schools in 1988.31 

Roughly 52 percent of the NELS:88 Asian sample were U.S.-born 
and 48 percent were foreign-born. Disaggregated by ethnicity, the 
sample included 20 percent Filipinos, 17 percent Chinese, 13 percent 
Southeast Asians, 11 percent Korean, 9 percent Pacific Islanders, 9 
percent South Asians, 6 percent Japanese, and 15 percent others. Nearly 
three out of four students in the sample came from bilingual households, 
although only 12 percent indicated a high proficiency in their home 
language. 

Among a variety of interesting findings, the study determined that 
socioeconomic status (SES) was associated with English proficiency and 
with reading and math performance levels. Of the Asian students from 
bilingual homes, for example, 78 percent of the high SES students had a 
high English proficiency compared to 50 percent of low SES students. 
Moreover, nearly 40 percent of the low SES students failed to achieve 
basic performance levels for both reacting and math compared with fewer 
than 15 percent of the high SES students. In addition, when SES was 
controlled, students with low English proficiency were less confident 
about graduating from high school compared to those with greater 
proficiency (60 percent versus 83 percent). Confidence levels differed by 
ethnic group as well. For example, 86 percent of South Asians, 72 per
cent of Filipinos and 67 percent of Pacific Islanders were very sure 
about graduating from high school. 

The NELS:88 study is important in empirically refuting the "whiz
kid" image that Asian Pacific students have no problems in school. It 
also clarifies the significance of background characteristics, including 
ethnicity, English language proficiency, and socioeconomic status. 
Furthermore, given that the NELS:88 study excluded students whose 
English-proficiency was judged by school personnel to be too low to 
complete the NELS instruments in English,32 the findings, therefore, do 
not account for the profiles of many recent Asian Pacific immigrant and 
refugee students who, according to several studies, have the lowest levels 
of English proficiency and socioeconomic status while facing the great
est needs in school.33 
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lANGUAGE NEEDS AND lANGUAGE RIGHTS 

Before I very silenced, afraid to talk to anybody. But now when I want 
to say something, I say it. . . . I want to have the right to talk, speak, 
or vote. 34 

a Vietnamese student 

For limited English proficient (LEP) students, bilingual education has 
been mandated by law since the I.au v. Nichols ruling by the Supreme Court 
in 1974. In spite oflocal and national political controversies surrounding 
language policies,35 there is grovvi.ng consensus among educators and 
researchers that a wide variety of bilingual program strategies can be 
effective and appropriate in promoting cognitive development and 
academic achievement among LEP students.36 The success of two-way 
bilingual programs throughout the country is especially encouraging 
and deserves further development with Asian languages, given the 
potential benefits not only for large numbers of both foreign-born and 
American-born Asian Pacific students, but also for non-Asian students 
in relation to the growing social, cultural, and economic influence of the 
Pacific Rim nations. 

However, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, in its review of 
educational programs provided for Asian American LEP students, 
concluded: 

Many Asian American inurigrant children, particularly those who 

are limited English proficient (LEP), are deprived of equal access 

to educational opportunity. These children need to overcome both 

language and cultural barriers before they can participate mean

ingfully in the educational programs offered in public schools. 

Providing equal educational opportunity to Asian American 

LEP students requires sound student assessment procedures and 
programs that can orient them and their parents to American 

society and American schools. Asian American LEP students need 

bilingual education and English as a Second Language (ESL) 

programs staffed by trained teachers to enable them to learn 
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English and at the same time to keep up in school. They need 
professional bilingual/bicultural counseling services to help them 
in their social adjustment and academic development. Our in
vestigation has revealed that these needs of Asian American LEP 
students are being drastically underserved. In particular, there is 
a dire national shortage of trained bilingual/ESL teachers and 
connselors. 37 

The Commission's findings are especially troubling in light of Ong' s 
demographic projections which indicate that the numbers of school-age 
Asian Pacific American inunigrants in 2020 will be comparable to or only 
slightly less than current levels which are "drastically underserved." 

Other studies show that some school districts have responded to the 
needs of Asian Pacific LEP students by incorrectly classifying them as 
learning disabled instead of providing them with appropriate bilingual 
instruction as required by law.38 Local research reveals similar findings. 
For example, school ethnographers, Trueba, Jacobs, and Kirton, in their 
study on Hmong elementary school students, observe: '1lliteracy in En
glish continues to be the most frequently recorded reason for classifying 
minority children as 'learning disabled."'" At the same time, LEP students, 
particularly from low SES backgrounds, are also being denied federally 
mandated Chapter 1 compensatory education services, according to a 
June 1992 report from the U.S. Department of Education." 

AsSESSMENT POLICIES 

These examples introduce larger issues of educational assessment 
that have local and national ramifications. Policies of placement, track
ing, promotion, and graduation based on standardized testing, for 
example, are especially problematic because of linguistic barriers, 
cultural biases, and other disadvantages experienced by Asian Pacific 
students due to time pressure and the stress of the test-taking situation. 

In principle, the purpose of student assessment and evaluation is to 
identify areas of weakness that can be strengthened through the target
ing of appropriate services and strategies. Once targeted, resources 
should be mobilized to enable all students to overcome those weaknesses 
in order to achieve their full potential. In practice, assessment policies, 
particularly those based on standardized testing, have led to the in-
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equitable <listribution of educational resources, accompanied by the sort
ing of students, often according to race, socioeconomic status, gender, 
and English proficiency!' 

The value and validity of national standards as well as assessment 
policies on the local level such as the controversial "Certificate of Mas
tery" proposals in Massachusetts will continue to be debated in the 
coming years, hopefully with consideration given to the needs of Asian 
Pacific students. Alternative assessment strategies, such as portfolios of 
student work collected over time and exhibitions that demonstrate stu
dents' learning and application of knowledge in a variety of domains, 
offer promise. Nevertheless, even those learner-centered approaches to 
assessment must attend to the importance of linguistic and cultural 
diversity in their implementation. 

lANGUAGE AND CULTURE SHIFT 

If you try to teach them you are not American, they will not believe it. 
I think if I try to tell about our generation, they will not want to leam.42 

a Vietnamese refugee parent 

I've been trying to put my life as a puzzle together but I don't know if 
I will be able to finish my puzzle. But I will do anything to try to finish 
my puzzled life.43 

a Vietnamese American student 

The most striking shift in the school-age Asian Pacific population 
according to Ong' s projections is the marked increase in those born in the 
U.S.-with growth rates ranging from 125 percent to 225 percent, 
depending on projection assumptions, for the U.S., California, and the 
Mid-Atlantic area. 

The NELS:88 Asian Pacific study may be instructive here. For 
example, even though three-fourths of the Asian student population 
came from bilingual families, nearly 60 percent indicated that they have 
low proficiency in their home language compared to 66 percent who 
have high proficiency in English. Interestingly, only 6 percent of those 
students from bilingual families reported attending a bilingual program 
of instruction during their first two years of school in the U.S. And, al
though the study noted that 73 percent of the Asian students came from 
bilingual homes, only 27 percent were identified as such by at least one 
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of their teachers-suggesting that many linguistic and cultural issues 
faced by students in moving between their dual worlds of home/ family 
and school are not recognized or addressed. 

This profile is consistent with findings by Lily Wong-Fillmore and 
others in a landmark study providing evidence that as language minority 
children learn English in the U.S., they lose their native language--the 
younger the age, the greater the effect-due to the dominant status of 
English in early childhood education programs and in society.44 

The researchers further suggest that as the home language is lost in 
the process of acquiring English, family relations also erode. The 
following example may well represent the future of parent-child re
lations in many Asian Pacific American families with immigrant 
parents and American-born children as projected in the coming de
cades: 

An interviewer told the story of a Korean immigrant family in 
which the children had all but lost the ability to speak their native 
language after just a few years in American schools. The parents 
could speak English only with difficulty, and the grandmother 
who lived with the family could neither speak or understand it. 
She felt isolated and unappreciated by her grandchildren. The 
adults spoke to the children exclusively in Korean. They refused 
to believe that the children could not understand them. They 
interpreted the children's unresponsiveness as disrespect and 
rejection. It was only when the interviewer, a bilingual Korean
English speaker, tried to question the children in both languages 
that the parents finally realized that the children were no longer 
able to speak or understand Korean. The father wept as he spoke 
of not being able to talk to his children. One of the children 
commented that she did not understand why her parents always 

seemed to be angry." 

It is ironic that the strengths and cultural values of family support 
which are so often praised as explanations for the academic achievement 
of Asian Pacific American students46 are severely undercut by the lack of 
progranunatic and policy support for broad-based bilingual instruction 
and native language development, particularly in early childhood 
education. The unfortunate cost of such policies is the sacrifice of 
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substantive communication and meaningful relationships across 
generations within many Asian Pacific American families and the 
squandering of linguistic and cultural resources within the society. 

SUPPORT SERVICES 

As students are rnainstreamed from a Cambodian bilingual class, or 
Laotian class . . .they are dropped-thud!-<m the floor, because we have 
sort of an all or nothing thing, where they're in a full-time bilingual 
program, or they get no support at al/.47 

a state education official 

My parents don't like my clothes, my hair, the way I talk. They don't 
like my future plans. They don't like anything about me.48 

an Asian American student 

As noted in previous sections, large numbers of Asian Pacific 
immigrant and refugee students have critical needs that are unaddressed 
because of the lack of bilingual/bicultural school personnel to provide 
appropriate counseling and guidance services. 

While the need for bilingual counselors, advisors, tutors, and other 
support service personnel is expected to remain at current crisis levels 
given the population projections for school-age immigrants through 
2020, there will also be a dramatic increase in the need for bicultural/ 
multicultural school counselors and for teacher training in culturally 
appropriate counseling methods to attend to the complex issues of iden
tity and cultural dissonance that will follow from the huge increase in 
second -generation school-age Asian Pacific Americans with immigrant 
parents. 

The need for targeted support services to deal with post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) and other consequences of the Southeast Asian 
refugee experience should decline, assuming that no new waves of 
refugees flee from Asia to the U.S. Given the continuing war within 
Cambodia as well as the instability of other countries such as Thailand, 
Vietnam, the Philippines, and Myanmar (Burma), however, the future of 
refugee resettlement policy is difficult to predict. Initial research on the 
children of U.S.-Vietnam combat veterans with PTSD also suggests that 
there are second-generation effects, such as a higher than average inci-
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dence of attention-deficit disorder and other learning disabilities. If so, 
then the continuing social consequences of the Vietnam War may persist 
for another generation of American-bam children of refugees, and will de
mand recognition from policy-makers and service-providers. 

At the same time, urban youth and schools in the 1990s have faced 
wars of a different kind here at home. Many Asian Pacific American 
youth, in spite of the model minority myth, have been profoundly 
affected by guns and gang violence, drugs, and the AIDS epidemic. 
Whether these public health crises will gain relief by 2020 is unclear, but 
the signs so far are pessimistic. In response, urban schools are evolving 
into multi-service centers, in addition to being institutions of teaching 
and learning. Local health centers, social service agencies, and other 
community-based organizations are essential partners for the future 
development of effective school policy and practice. In areas with sig
nificant Asian Pacific populations, the experience and involvement of 
Asian Pacific community organizations will be invaluable to schools in 
the coming years. 

Furthermore, although the issues of identity, language and culture 
shift, and intergenerational conflict, as highlighted above, will present 
major challenges to schools, families, and communities in the coming 
years, these issues are not new to some Asian Pacific American groups 
such as Japanese, Chinese and Filipino Americans. Research and counseling 
methods, outreach strategies, and organizational models from those 
communities may be transferrable. Therefore, it will be increasingly 
important to share lessons, expertise, and resources across comm:unities 
in a coordinated manner in order to provide maximum support for the 
education and healthy development of new generations. 

pARENT EMPOWERMENT 

The refugee parents are frustrated. On the one hand, they want to push 
their children academically, they want them to become someone in this 
society, to work hard, to study well. On the other hand, they cannot 
effectively intervene in the education process, they cannot even attend 
school functions ... even school conferences, because of the language, but 
most often they are not familiar with the process, with ... how things get 
done here. 49 

a Vietnamese community leader 
and candidate for elected office 
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For a variety of reasons, ranging from cultural expectations to long 
work hours and lack of transportation to the language barrier, Asian 
Pacific parents play limited roles in direct relation to the schools their 
children attend. Meanwhile, many schools exclude Asian Pacific Ameri
can parents from meaningful participation as a result of the language 
barrier, lack of training and cultural sensitivity, poor outreach and 
follow-up, and lack of respect. 

Yet, parents are the initial, and often most in£1uential "teachers" in 
their children's lives. In turn, teachers and administrators who remain 
unaware of their students' home environments are neither able to make 
connections between the curriculum and students' own experiences nor 
prepared to provide appropriate support when students confront dif
ficulties. 

As policies for reforming school governance increasingly focus on 
decentralized structures of school-site management that grant greater 
decision-making authority to stakeholders within schools, such as 
principals and teachers, parents must also claim their rightful place at the 
table. Culturally appropriate outreach, training, and follow-up are 
critical to enable Asian Pacific parents to play significant roles in school 
reform and governance. Models for Asian Pacific American parent or
ganizing, parent training, and parent/ school partnerships need to be 
identified, refined, and disseminated. 

Inevitably, parent organizing and advocacy efforts lead to issues of 
political representation and empowerment on school boards. Speaking 
for a coalition of Latino and Southeast Asian parents who sued the 
Lowell School Committee and the City of Lowell, Massachusetts, for Title 
VI discrimination, Alex Huertas asserted in 1987: "The lack of Latino and 
Asian representation has made our struggle harder. In next year's 
elections, we need to promote our o\1\TI\ candidates."50 

Data from the National Association of School Boards shows that only 
0.1 percent of the nation's school board members are Asian Pacific 
American. In a handful of cases, primarily in California, individuals such 
as Warren Furutani in Los Angeles, Wilma Chan and Jeanne Quan in 
Oakland, Leland Y ee in San Francisco, and Michael Chang in Cupertino, 
California, as well as Alan Cheung in Montgomery County, Maryland, 
have run successfully for election to local school boards and have had 
significant impact on district policies. Through her election to the St. 
Paul, Minnesota, school board in 1991, Choua Lee became the first 

42 Education K-12 Policy 



Hmong American elected public official in the country. In 1992, Won So 
was appointed as the student representative and became the first Asian 
Pacific American to serve on the New York City school board. 

New York's schools-the largest system in the country-are governed 
through a decentralized structure of community boards representing 
each district of the city. Any parent is eligible to vote in community 
school board elections, regardless of their status as a registered voter. The 
New York City policy of parent empowerment is especially significant for 
immigrant Asian Pacific and Latino parents who may not be citizens, but 
who desire and deserve a voice in school board decision-making. 

Given the large numbers of immigrant Asian Pacific parents through 
2020, such a structure could have far-reaching impact if adapted in other 
cities with large Asian Pacific population centers. At the same time, the 
numbers of American-born Asian Pacifies will also increase dramatically
magnifying the importance of voter registration, leadership development, 
and other foundations of political empowerment in order to gain greater 
influence over school board policies. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR fURTHER REsEARCH 

In addition to recommendations presented in the sections above, 
more comprehensive research on Asian Pacific Americans-research 
that is not skewed either by model minority assumptions or by excluding 
LEP Asian Pacific students from sample populations-is needed to drive 
national and local educational policy. Quantitative and qualitative 
educational research studies, disaggregated by ethnicity and conducted 
in native languages, are especially important to initiate. Given the 
increases in Asian American poverty during the 1980s,51 relationships 
between education and socioeconomic status are also critical to explore. 

In light of Ong' s population projections, foundations and government 
agencies along with universities and schools must take greater respon
sibility for Asian Pacific American research and policy development. 
However, consistent with conclusions from a recent report on Asian 
American poverty in Boston," the capacity must also be developed within 
Asian Pacific American communities to conduct systematic research and 
policy analysis on educational issues and related concerns. 
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Conclusion: 
Recognizing Strengths for the future 

As the nation prepares to move into the 21st century toward the year 
2020, it is clear that the economic, cultural, and political influence of Asia 
will become increasingly decisive in international affairs, and that the 
Asian Pacific American popuiation will continue to grow at a fantastic 
pace. 

Asian Pacific Americans, particularly the first generation, invest 
heavily in education. Maintaining deep respect for teachers and holding 
high expectations for student achievement based on hard work, Asian 
Pacific Americans have much to contribute to the debate over educational 
policy and the process of educational reform. 

Yet, the strengths offered by Asian Pacific Americans to society are 
typically not recognized. 53 For example, even though educational 
reports written by everyone from the President and the Secretary of 
Education to local school boards and chambers of commerce are 
unanimous in lamenting the low level of U.S. students' foreign-language 
skills, none of those reports calls for strengthening the educational 
support for immigrant students who already speak many languages 
other than English. Why do we fail to embrace our students who are 
native speakers of languages like Korean, Vietnamese, or Chinese? Why 
do we not enable them to stay in school and develop their multilingual/ 
multicultural skills in English? Rather than seeing them, at best, as 
special needs populations outside of the mainstream of our schools or, 
at worst, as foreigners whose accents are aggravating and who should go 
back where they came from, we have to learn to see what great contributions 
they can make to our schools and society because of their multilingual and 
multicultural backgrounds. 

Similarly, a recent trend in management training at leadership 
academies promotes physical workouts and survival tests designed to 
develop character, discipline, and stamina. Yet, do we consider the ex
periences of refugees and immigrants or even those of urban Latinos and 
African Americans who have come through real-life survival tests, 
walking hundreds of miles without food or crossing the sea in sinking 
boats or dealing with gang warfare in the streets? They are real survivors 
who have already developed and proven their strength of character, 
discipline, and stamina. They have all the qualities we look for in lead-

44 Education K-12 Policy 



ers, but they are never recognized. At best, they are seen as helpless or 
needy clients; at worst they are resented as a burden to society. 

Will K-12 educational policy in the 21st century promote Asian Pa
cific American exclusion or contribution? If informed by demographic 
analyses, then the imperative is clear. For if the strengths of Asian Pacific 
Americans continue to go untapped, especially in the field of educa
tion, then we as a society have not progressed very far in the hundred 
years since the San Francisco school board mandated that the city's chil
dren should not associate with or be influenced by their peers "of the 
Mongolian race." 
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Gaiillng access to prestigious institutions of higher education will 
continue to be a top priority for most Asian American families, even if 
admissions into such institutions become increasingly competitive and 
the cost of attending them becomes prohibitive. Less noticeable, but just 
as important, is the quality of education or the lack of it given to even 
larger numbers of Asian Americans from immigrant and working class 
backgrounds in community colleges and state universities and colleges. 

This article explores the future trends and emerging issues in these 
two sectors of higher education for Asian Americans as they look to the 
21st century. I shall begin with a historical background and analysis of 
patterns on Asian enrollments in higher education, setting the stage for 
a proper understanding of several current controversies over the so
called "over-representation of Asian American students," umodel 
minority," and "reverse discrimination." This will be followed by a 
discussion on what we can expect in the early decades of the 21st century 
and what Asian Americans must do to protect their rights and the rights 
of others. 

Historical Patterns of 
Asian American Enrollments 

Historically, two distinctive patterns of Asian enrollment in higher 
education can be identified. On the one hand, most of the elite, church-
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affiliated universities and colleges made a point of recruiting some excep
tional students directly from Asian countries partly to enhance the work 
of American missionaries in Asia and partly to help train leaders knowl
edgeable and friendly to the U.S. For example, all Ivy League universities 
and most of the elite liberal arts colleges maintained the presence of a 
small group of foreign students from Asian countries. Upon graduation 
these foreign students returned to their countries to become government 
officials, educators, professors, and church leaders. This explains the high 
visibility and prestige these institutions enjoy throughout East Asia to this 
date. 

Foreign graduate students from Asian countries increased sharply 
during the Cold War as higher education expanded rapidly with federal 
assistance and as U.S. industries, especially the hi-tech industries and 
research universities, eagerly absorbed them into their work forces. In
stead of returning to their home countries after the completion of their 
training, most of "the best and brightest" settled permanently in the U.S. 
For example, about 100,000 Chinese graduate students came to the U.S. 
for advanced degrees between 1950 and 1983 and most ofthem, about 85 
percent, stayed and raised their children in the U.S. In the process, they 
disproportionately increased the percentage of high achievers among the 
Asian American population and contributed inadvertently to the stereo
type of Asian Americans as a "model" or "super" minority. This explains 
also the eagerness and determination, including willingness to incur 
financial sacrifices, with which they send their children to these same 
institutions. 

On the other hand, the American-born Asians were ironically kept 
out of these same institutions because of overt discriminatory policies 
against racial minorities and women. In spite of their low socioeconomic 
status, the children of working class immigrants from Asia in the pre
World War II period were encouraged and motivated to pursue the 
highest possible education accessible and affordable to them. The hope 
and sole strategy within the Asian American communities was to use 
education to overcome poverty and prejudice for the next generation. 
Unfortunately most institutions of higher education and graduate pro
fessional schools maintained policies of either excluding outright Asian 
American students or limiting their access to a tiny annual quota. The 
high cost of entering the elite private colleges and universities also effec-
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lively prevented the highly motivated, but working class Asian Ameri
can children from entering these institutions. Historically, about the only 
institution readily accessible to them before World War II was the tuition
free University of California at Berkeley and Los Angeles. It was this 
opening that set the precedence and established the patterns for future 
generations for Asian Americans seeking affordable quality higher edu
cation. To most Asian Americans to this date, the University of California 
sti.l1 represents their best hope of getting admitted without prejudice and 
receiving a high quality education their parents can afford to pay. 

The most significant increase in Asian American enrollment in 
higher education began in the rnid-1970s. According to the National Cen
ter for Education Statistics, there were 406,000 Asian Americans in all 
types of institutions of higher education in 1988. As a percentage oftotal 
enrollment in higher education, Asian Americans represented only 3.8 
percent in 1988, a very substantial increase from 1.8 percent in 1976. In 
the same period, the percentage of Whites dropped from 82.6 percent to 
78.8 percent and black students declined from 9.4 percent to 8.7 percent 
while the Hispanic share rose from 3.5 percent to 5.2 percent. (There were 
881,000 Blacks and 587,000 Hispanics in colleges and universities in 1988). 

It is important to note that the increase occurred across the spectrum 
of higher education, from the most elite private universities to the small 
liberal arts colleges, from the top public research universities to the two
year community colleges. Needless to say, the University of California 
at Berkeley and Los Angeles continue to be among the most popular 
choices, again, because of their quality, accessibility, and low cost. Other 
public Ivies, such as Michigan, Illinois, Wisconsin, for the same reasons, 
have also seen their Asian American enrollments go up. 

Several factors account for the sharp increase which continues to this 
date. First and foremost, the removal of the restrictive racial quotas al
located to immigrants from Asian countries in 1965 caused a sudden 
surge in Asian immigrants, many of whom were either child-bearing 
women or women with young children who reached college-age by the 
rnid-1970s. Second, the African American civil rights movement forced 
the elite universities and colleges to open their doors for the first time to 
domestic racial minorities and women through affirmative action pro
grams. Most of these universities and colleges soon discovered a huge 
reservoir of Asian American applicants, many of whom possessed both 
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academic qualifications and financial resources. Tills developmental
lowed Asian American high school graduates for the first time to have 
more choices of universities and colleges beyond the University of Cali
fornia and a few public universities in metropolitan areas with high 
concentrations of Asian Americans and caused a steady decline in the 
matriculation rates at UC Berkeley and UCLA. Third, the U.S.-China detente 
in 1972 and the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam in 1975 precipitated a 
major geopolitical realignment in East and Southeast Asia and ushered 
in a new era of political instability for Asian dictatorial regimes sponsored 
and protected, up until then, by the U.S. As a result, many upper- and 
middle-class families from South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, the 
Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore decided to 
move to the U.S. for a more secure and brighter future for their children 
through education. Most in this group knew the reputation of the elite 
private universities and pushed their children to gain admissions into 
them. Lastly, the evacuation of refugees from Vietnam in 1975 and the 
"Boat People" crisis in 1978 eventually brought over one million refugees 
from Indochina, many of whom came also with the hope of giving their 
children a chance to start anew in the U.S. tluough education. 

The above factors led to a rapid increase of Asian American emoll
ments in several major sectors of higher education in the early 1980s, 
especially among the most select private universities and colleges in the 
East Coast and at UC Berkeley and UCLA, the two historically favored 
institutions for Asian Americans. By about 1983, most of the Ivy League 
universities, MIT, Cal Tech, Johns Hopkins, Julliard School of Music, and 
the University of Chicago had at least 10 percent Asian American 
undergraduates, and by 1990 even the top elite liberal arts colleges were 
enrolling anywhere from 7 percent to 17 percent (e.g., 8 percent at 
Amherst, Swarthmore, and Williams; 7 percent at Oberlin; 9 percent at 
Reed; 14 percent at Pomona and Bryn Mawr; 17 percent at Wellesley 
and Barnard; and 9 percent at Smith). At UC Berkeley and UCLA, Asian 
American freshman emollments increased at such alarming rates that 
they tlueatened to outnumber the dominant white student population. 

In fact, the rapid rise of Asian American emollments among these 
universities led some--for example, Brown, Harvard, Princeton, Stanford, 
MIT, UC Berkeley, and UCLA-to review and revise their respective admis
sion policies in such a way as to cause either an unexpected slowdown or 
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a decline in the admission of Asian American applicants. Allegations of 
discrimination and use of illegal means, including alleged quotas for 
Asian Americans, led to several self-studies by some institutions (Brown, 
Princeton, MIT, and Stanford) and external investigations by government 
agencies at the federal and state levels in the late 1980s (audit on UC 
Berkeley by the California Auditor General and investigation of Harvard 
and UCLA by the U.S. Office for Civil Rights). Even though these self
studies and investigations have yielded mixed findings, they brought 
about several far-reaching changes in admission policies, most notably 
at Stanford, UC Berkeley, and UCLA, and resulted in significant increases 
in Asian American admissions in most institutions. For example, the 
freshman class of Harvard, Yale, and Stanford in 1990 had respectively 
20 percent, 15 percent, and 24 percent Asian Americans and for the first 
time in history, Asian American freshmen outnumbered Whites in both 
UC Berkeley and UCLA in 1990. 

Enrollment by Class and National Origin 

The national attention given to the Asian American struggle against 
discriminatory admission policies and their phenomenal success in gain
ing access to the most prestigious institutions and in fighting against 
racial discrimination among the top universities and colleges in the 
United States should not in any way obscure the less publicized struggles 
by the majority of Asian Americans seeking access to basic and general 
education necessary to survive and compete in the job market. 

As mentioned above, a total of 406,000 Asian Americans were in 
higher education in 1988. ill spite of their smaller population (7.3 million, or 
2.9 percent of the total U.S. population in 1990), the enrollment of Asian 
Americans was equal to Hispanics in private institutions (3.2 percent) 
and four-year institutions (4.6 percent), but the enrollment of Asian 
Americans was substantially less than Hispanics in public institutions (4 
percent to 5.8 percent) and two-year institutions (4.1 percent to 7.9 
percent). ill other words, between 1976 and 1988, the representation of 
Asian American students in higher education more than doubled (1.8 
percent to 3.8 percent), and more Asian Americans were enrolled in 
public institutions (4 percent) and in two-year institutions (4.1 percent), 
as opposed to private institutions (3.2 percent) and four-year institutions 
(3.6 percent). 
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Without doubt, the highly visible presence of Asian Americans in the 
top private and public universities in the U.S. has overshadowed the vast 
majority of Asian Americans from working class background, most of 
whom belong to the immigrant generation. Their numerical presence in 
the public institutions and in the two-year community colleges re
present the values they attach to degrees in higher education, even if 
they are severely limited by their language background, cultural dif
ference, academic preparation, and financial capability. 

Typical of this kind of enrollment are students at California State 
University at San Francisco and the City College of San Francisco located 
in a region known for not just its Asian American concentration but also 
proximity to two of the top universities in the U.S.: UC Berkeley and 
Stanford University, both of which have high Asian American enroll
ments. ht 1991, CSU San Francisco reported 33 percent Asian Americans 
out of a total undergraduate student body of 14,672, and the City College 
of San Francisco had over 40 percent out of 70,000 part-time and full-time 
students. Students enrolled in these two institutions receive either gen
eral education or job-related training programs. In City College, the 
largest single bloc of Asian American students are enrolled in survival 
English classes. Through basic English classes and job training programs, 
they learn to survive in their new, adopted country. Their perennial 
problems are having to wait for a long time to get into the English classes 
and getting trained for jobs that hopefully will still exist when they leave 
school. 

In short, the patterns of Asian American enrollment in higher edu
cation reflect the bifurcated Asian American population. ht general, the 
children from the middle class are motivated to attend the very top public 
and private universities and colleges across the nation while the children 
of the working class pursue higher education on the basis of their needs 
and academic and financial ability. 

However, it would be a mistake to assume all Asian American 
college-age children attend colleges of different types. According to the 
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 34.3 percent of all Asian Americans were col
lege graduates in 1980. However, only 2.9 percent among Hmong, 5.6 
percent among Laotians, 7.7 percent among Cambodians, and 12.9 percent 
among Vietnamese were college graduates. In fact, a very significant 
percentage of college-age Asian Americans is not attending college. They 
tend to be the poor, non-English-speaking immigrants who invariably 
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are compelled to do menial jobs with Asian American employers who 
frequently do not even pay the minimal wage. In spite of their high 
propensity toward college attendance, not all Asian Americans are high 
achievers in education and not all Asian Americans are enrolled in the high
prestige universities and colleges, as the popular stereotype of "model 
minority" implies. In fact, the stereotype has had an adverse impact on Asian 
American youth. 

Even though there are no data collected on the national origins of 
Asian Americans in higher education, an informal survey of Asian 
American students in the Ivy League universities and in the University 
of California show very clearly that Chinese Americans, South Asian 
Americans, Japanese Americans and Korean Americans are well repre
sented at the undergraduate level, and Chinese Americans and South 
Asian Americans are best represented at the graduate level. Among the 
least represented are the Indochinese Americans, and within this group, 
Vietnamese Americans far outnumber the Hmong, Laotians, and Cam
bodians. 

Therefore, the two major factors that determine college attendance 
rates and the types of institutions Asian American students attend are socio
economic status and national origin. To achieve a better understanding of 
Asian Americans in higher education, we need more refined and reliable data 
collection. Just as important is the need not to make generalizations on Asian 
American success in higher education. This brief analysis demonstrates 
the diversity and disparity among Asian Americans in higher education. 

Future Trends in Asian American Enrollments 

Will the patterns of Asian American enrollment in higher education 
outlined above persist in the next two decades or so? If these patterns 
persist, how will different types of institutions of higher education re
spond to the steady rise of Asian American enrollment? How well will 
they meet the diverse educational needs of Asian American students? 
Will the foreign students from Asian countries continue to come to the 
U.S. for advanced degrees and settle as permanent residents? 

Even though the Cold War has ended and many of the immigrant
sending countries in East Asia have become developed countries in 
recent years, there is no reason to doubt that the well-established patterns 
of immigration in the past three decades and thus the patterns of Asian 
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American enrollment in higher education will not persist. 
This conclusion is based on the following reasons. First, the Asian 

immigrants from China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, the Philippines, and 
Indochina in the last two decades will be eligible to sponsor their relatives 
to come to the U.S. Unless there is a change in the U.S. inunigration law, 
the influx of Asian inunigrants will continue, even though the reasons for 
emigration may be different from the previous period. Second, the lure 
of better economic opportunity and a better chance to provide a college 
education for their children will continue to stimulate additional 
emigration from Asian countries. Third, the U.S. will remain a main 
attraction for ambitious students from Asian countries where research 
universities are either non-existent or too few to meet their demands. In 
spite of the high cultural value and social prestige assigned to education 
in most East Asian and Southeast Asian societies, education in most of 
these countries remains largely inaccessible to most people. Access to 
education is highly restrictive because of exorbitant tuition and keen 
competition for access to a small handful of institutions. Several Asian 
countries are trying to build world-class research universities, but it will 
be a long time before they can become competitive. Many of these for
eign students will eventually establish families in the U.S. and send their 
children to college. 

In other words, the growth rates and enrollment patterns of Asian 
Americans in higher education established since the mid-1970s will con
tinue in the foreseeable future, indeed, well into the next century. This 
means that the pool of highly motivated and competitive Asian Ameri
can applicants to all types of institutions of higher education will continue 
to swell. 

Emerging Issues 

This being the case, Asian Americans can expect steeper competition 
for access into top universities and colleges as university resources shrink 
and tuition and admission standards are raised. Similarly, the children 
of working class inunigrants will continue to seek access to higher edu
cation even though they will find access increasingly difficult as public 
universities raise their admissions standards and community colleges cut 
their services for survival English and job training programs. 

Four major issues are likely to incite public debates: 
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First, the debate over the so-called "overrepresentation" of Asian Ameri
cans at the top national universities and colleges is likely to continue 
because the percentage of Asian Americans admitted each year will 
continue to rise. Among the top public universities, the percentage of Asian 
American freshmen exceeded Whites at UC Berkeley and UCLA last 
year. In fact, the gap will continue to widen as the Asian American 
applicant pools in these two public institutions expand and the white 
pools shrink. For the first time this year, the pool of Asian American ap
plicants to UCLA surpassed Whites while the number of Asian American 
applicants at Berkeley closed in on the white applicants. Likewise, al
though at a slower rate, both in numbers and percentages, the admissions 
of Asian Americans among the nation's top private universities and 
colleges are rising steadily. The percentages of Asian Americans in the 
1991 freshman class at Harvard, Yale, and Stanford reached 19 percent, 
15 percent and 24 percent respectively. 

Second, the perceived overrepresentation of Asian American stu
dents in these institutions will intensify the ongoing national debate over 
the usefulness of some of the traditional universal meritocratic criteria that 
began in the early 1980s when several universities noted the alarming growth 
rates of Asian American students on their campuses. The debate is likely to 
center on the proper weight to be assigned to traditional academic criteria (test 
scores and GP A) and non-academic criteria of infinite variety (extracurricular 
activities, leadership quality, race, socioeconomic status, geographic location, 
age, disability, music or athletic talent, veteran status, career choice, children 
of VIP, '1egacy" status, i.e., children of alumni, etc.) Behind this debate 
is the issue of overrepresentation and how best to achieve a balanced, 
diverse student body without abandoning these institutions' com
mitment to the principle of academic excellence. Since the leaders 
of the U.S. have historically come out of these world-class universities and 
colleges, the hidden agenda and ultimate issue behind the overrepresentation 
debate may very well be the future leadership in the U.S. and how we 
conceive our national identity. This, in fact, was the real issue behind the 
three-century-old "Jewish Question" until it was finally overcome in the 
late 1950s. 

Third, just as important on the other side of this debate on over
representation is whether affirmative action programs designed to 
correct past injustices against racial minorities are being eroded by rising 
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Asian American enrollment on the one hand or are rapidly becoming an 
obstacle for more Asian Americans seeking to gain access to these same 
institutions. At the heart of the debate over the merit, legitimacy, and 
legality of affirmative action programs is whether the Bakke decision 
(1978) should be left alone or challenged. Under Bakke, the U.S. Supreme 
Court permitted universities to establish temporary affirmative action 
programs not only to correct past injustices against racial minorities but also 
to create a diverse student body for reasons, presumably, of pedagogy, 
as long as race, color, or national origin is not the sole basis for framing 
such programs. At issue therefore are the fairness and longevity of such 
programs under Bakke. Led by Assistant Attorney General William 
Bradford Reynolds, Gary Curran of the Office for Civil Rights (OCR), and 
Congressman Dana Rohrabacher, conservative Whites and some Asian 
Americans have been using the legitimate complaints of Asian Ameri
cans to advance their objective to dismantle affirmative action programs 
through the Office for Civil Rights since the late 1980s. They consider 
such programs unfair and no longer necessary. The recent decision by 
OCR to conduct compliance review at UC Berkeley, UC Davis, UCLA, 
and UC San Diego is further indication of this line of thinking and attack 

Fourth, the shrinking public and private resources for higher educa
tion, the virtually mandatory college degrees for success in the job 
market, and the anticipated rise in demand for access to higher education 
in the next decade are forcing institutions of higher education to raise 
tuition and admission standards as convenient devices to reject appli
cants. Unfortunately, the net result of this strategy is to force, in mass, 
middle- and lower-middle-class applicants to seek admission into the less 
selective and cheaper public universities, compelling these institutions also 
to raise their fees and admission requirements. The end result is the 
displacement of large numbers of working class children from these tradi
tionally affordable institutions. For example, the University of California 
system has nearly doubled its fees in the past two years alone. Many Asian 
American students from the working class will find it increasingly difficult 
to gain access to these institutions. They will be compelled to look to commu
nity colleges where fees, likewise, have been moving up steadily. Under this 
bumping process, Asian Americans will probably continue to do well 
because of their commitment to higher education and their willingness to 
sacrifice for the sake of education. This means that they will become 
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more visible and "overrepresented" at all levels of the educational hier
archy, a condition most conducive to multiracial conflict. 

Asian American Response to Emerging Issues 

Given the scenario outlined above, Asian Americans must chart their 
course of actions along the following lines: 

1111 Asian Americans must actively monitor and participate in 
the ongoing debate over the criteria for admissions and be 
prepared to take action against any unfair targeting of Asian 
Americans for exclusion; 

1111 As a racial minority who have benefitted and will continue 
to benefit from affirmative action programs in other sectors 
of the society, Asian Americans must continue to support le
gitimate affirmative action programs on the one hand and 
forcefully oppose efforts by Whites and some Asian Ameri
cans to challenge and dismantle such program under Bakke; 

1111 Because affirmative action programs are defined legally as 
transitional programs whose usefulness will eventually ex
pire, Asian Americans must support efforts to gradually 
shift the predominantly race-based affirmative action pro
grams to class-based affirmative action programs. Such 
programs in the long run will benefit all races in a society in 
which the poor are getting poorer and the rich richer; and 

1111 Asian Americans must work with institutions of higher 
education to develop English language and job training pro
grams that will adequately serve the needs of working class 
Asian inunigrants. 
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As the Asian and Pacific Islander American population increases and its 
demographics change, the need for health care is a subject of much concern. 
Central to any discussion about health care services for Asian and Pacific 
Islander Americans is the issue of access. Although access to health care has 
been a widely researched topic in the United States, and in fact much time 
and effort has been spent in outlining the barriers to care that face Asian and 
Pacific Islander individuals, existing health care policies do little to eliminate 
these barriers. In fact, among the most widely debated policy issues of the 
day is the reform of the existing U.S. health care system to ensure 
accessibility for all; but an examination of current proposals reveals that they 
do not address language and cultural factors in the delivery of care, two 
factors that affect the use of health services.' Because Asian and Pacific 
Islander communities are relatively new and relatively small, little is known 
about our health care needs. In the absence of a better empirical basis for 
policy formation, the requirements for health services for AEians and Pacific 
Islanders remain difficult to assess. 

While the issue of access is critical to any discussion of health care 
services, it is beyond the scope of this article to provide a complete analysis 
of this problem. However, indicators relating to access can be measured by 
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examining Asian and Pacific Islander population characteristics. This article 
will describe the need for health care services by highlighting certain 
population characteristics and analyzing the existing health care delivery 
system in terms of the availability of services for Asian and Pacific Islanders. 
Finally, this article will conclude with policy recommendations. 

Sododemographic Profile: 
Key Predictors for Access to Health Services 

The context for evaluating current health care services for Asians and 
Pacific Islanders is the sociodemographic profile of "at-risk" populations (see 
table 1). 

Table llists sociodemographic characteristics which are key indicators 
and predictors to the use of health services. Factors such as age, sex, race/ 

Table 1. Characteristics of Population At-Risk 

(Indicators of Potential Use of Health Services)* 

PREDISPOSING ENABLING NEED 

Age Residence (Location) Morbidity 

Sex Income Mortality 

Race/Ethnicity Employment Status Limited Activity Days 

Language Occupation Family Health History 

Nativity Level of Insurance 

Education 

~Adapted from behavioral model of health access developed by Aday et al. Health Care in the United States: 

Equitable for Whom? (New York: Sage Publications, New York, 1980). 

ethnicity, language, nativity, and education are identified as "predisposing" 
characteristics. These factors are assumed to exist prior to any recognition of 
the need for health care. "Enabling" characteristics include such factors as 
residence, income, employment status/ occupation, and level of insurance. 
They describe the resources available to a population to gain access to 
services. 
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PREDISPOSING CHARACTERISTICS 

Table 2 describes the P.o1an and Pacific Islander population by age/ sex 
breakdown using 1990 Census data. As the table shows, 53.2 percent of 
females in 1990 are of childbearing age, suggesting the need for 
reproductive, maternal and child health and other primary health care 
services. 

Table 2: U.S. Asian and Pacific Islander Population by Age & Sex, 1990 

Percent of Population 

Age Male Female 

75 and over 1.9 2.3 

65 to 74 3.7 4.5 

55to 64 5.8 7.0 

45 to 54 9.8 10.0 

35 to 44 16.4 17.7 

25 to 34 19.4 19.5 

15 to 24 18.0 16.0 

5 to 14 16.4 15.2 

4 and below 8.4 7.7 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990 Census 
© 1992 Asian/Pacific Islander Data Consortium-ACCIS; San Francisco, CA 

Projections for the year 2020 indicate a two to threefold increase in the 
elderly population, suggesting the need for additional attention to elderly 
needs in the future and more chronic disease prevention services in the 
present. 

Table 3lists ethnicity and nativity characteristics from the 1990 Census. 
The 1990 Census currently categorizes up to 17 different Asian ethnicities 
and eight Pacific Islander ethnicities, in addition to two "other" categories. 
Although 1990 data is not yet available on language characteristics of ethnic 
groups, the 1980 Census indicated that 85 percent of Asians and Pacific Is
landers spoke a language other than English at home. According to 1990 
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Table 3. Ethnicity and Nativity Characteristics of 

Asian and Pacific Islander Americans in 1990 

Race/ Race/ 
Ethnicity Population Ethnicity Population 

Chinese 1,645,472 Hawaiian 211,014 

Filipino 1,406,770 Samoan 62,964 

Japanese 847,562 Guamanian 49,345 

Asian Indian 815,447 Tongan 17,606 

Korean 798,849 Fijian 7,036 

Vietnamese 614,547 Palau an 1,439 

Laotian 149,014 No. Mariana Islander 960 

Cambodian 147,411 Tahitian 944 

Thai 91,275 Other Pacific Islander 13,716 

Hmong 90,082 Total Pacific Islander 365,024 

Pakistani 81,371 

Indonesian 29,252 Total Asian Pacific Islander 7,273,662 

Malaysian 12,243 

Bangladeshi 11,838 White 199,686,070 

Sri Lankan 10,970 Black 29,986,060 

Burmese 6,177 Amer. Ind., Eskimo & Aleut 1,959,234 

Okinawan 2,247 Other Race 9,804,847 

Other Asian 148,111 Hispanic Origin 22,354,059 

Total Asian 6,908,638 Total U.S. Population 248,709,873 
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Table 4: U.S. PMSNMSA with the 
Largest 1990 Asian and Pacific Islander Population 

1990 %of Total %of1990 
NPI PMSNMSA State NPI 

'Rank State PMSNMSA Population Population Population 

CA Los Angeles-
Long Beach 954,485 10.8% 33.5% 

2 NY New York 556,399 6.5% 81.2% 

3 HI Honolulu 526,459 63.0% 76.8% 

4 CA San Francisco 329,599 20.6% 11.6% 

5 CA Oakland 269,566 12.9% 9.5% 

6 CA San jose 261,466 17.5% 9.2% 

7 CA Anaheim-
Santa Ana 249,192 10.3% 8.8% 

8 IL Chicago 229,492 3.8% 80.4% 

9 Washington, DC-
MD-VA 202,437 5.2% 71.0% 

10 CA *San Diego 198,311 7.9% 7.0% 

11 WA Seattle 135,251 6.9% 64.1% 

12 TX Houston 126,601 3.8% 39.6% 

13 CA *Sacramento 114,520 7.7% 4.0% 

14 PA Philadelphia 104,595 2.2% 76.1% 

. 15 CA Riverside-
San Bernadino 100,792 3.9% 3.5% 

Total of U .5. Asian 
Pacific Islander 
Population 4,359,165 59.9% 

*Signifies an MSA. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1980 & 1990 Censuses. 
Asian/Pacific Islander Data Cortsortium-ACCIS; San Francisco, CA 
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Census data, Asians and Pacific Islanders had the highest percentage of all 
persons five years and over who were characterized as 11linguistically 
isolated." In California in 1990, 32.8 percent of all Asian and Pacific Islander 
households that spoke an Asian Pacific language were "linguistically 
isolated," as compared to 27.8 percent of Spanish-speaking households and 
14.9 percent of households speaking "other" languages, according to data 
collected and analyzed by the Asian/Pacific Islander Data Consortium. 

The existence of many different Asian and Pacific Islander communities 
means that distinctions in language, practices and beliefs must be taken into 
consideration in the organization and structure of health services, 
particularly when coupled with data indicating that the overwhelming 
majority of Asian and Pacific Islanders will continue to be foreign born up 
to the year 2020. The need to provide health care services to culturally and 
linguistically diverse populations presents special challenges now and in the 
future.' 

ENABLING CHARACTERISfiCS 

Asian and Pacific Islander Americans in 1990, as in 1980, resided 
primarily in urban areas, and in the western United States, as indicated by 
table4. 

Of the top 15 PMSA/MSAs in the U.S. for Asian and Pacific Islander 
Americans, 11 are in the western region (Los Angeles-Long Beach, Hono
lulu, San Francisco, Oakland, San Jose, Anaheim-Santa Ana, San Diego, 
Seattle, Houston, Sacramento and Riverside-San Bernadino), one in the 
midwest (Chicago), and three are in the eastern region (New York, 
Washington, D.C., Philadelphia). Among other things, this concentration has 
significance for physician provider match-ups (see chart 1 showing the 
distribution of Asian and Pacific Islander physicians). 

Paul Ong's population projections for 2020 indicate a 160 percent 
growth in California's Asian and Pacific Islander population to 7,411,136 in 
2020, and a growth in the northeast Mid-Atlantic region (New York, New 
Jersey, Pennsylvania) population to 2,925,671. Given the current distribution 
of the physician population, it would appear that unless a major redistribu
tion of physician resources occurs in the next 30 years, Asian and Pacific 
Islander Americans will continue to experience a physician service deficit in 
the future. 

Educational attainment for Asians and Pacific Islanders represents a 
bimodal pattern consistent with other socioeconomic indicators. Approxi-
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Chart 1: Percent Distribution of Asian Health Professionals & Population by 

Geographic Region, 1980 
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Source: Location Patterns of Minority and Other Health Professionals, PHS, HRSA, BHP, Office of Data 
Analysis and Management, 1985 

mately 18.5 percent of Asians and Pacificislanders 25 years or older tn 1990 
were high school graduates, 22.7 percent had a bachelor's degree and 13.9 
percent had a graduate or professional degree. While this information 
Indicates a high level of educational achievement, 13.7 percent of Asians and 
Pacific Islanders 25 years or older had less than a ntnth grade education as 
compared to Whites at 8.9 percent. In California, the percentage was 8.7 
percentfor Asians and Pacific Islanders, second only to "Other Race" (20.3 
percent) tn this cohort. Level of education, of course, has important conse
quences for Income earning potential, as well as for knowledge of healthy 
behaviors, service availability and options for acquiring health care. 

In 1990, 94.5 percent of civilian Asian and Pacific Islander females and 
94.9 percent of males over 16 years of age were employed tn the United 
States. However, this apparently high level of employment does not 
guarantee health Insurance coverage, as 28 percent of Asians and Pacific 
Islanders in the U.S. were uninsured, compared to Whites at 20 percent3 

Over 14 percent of Asians and Pacific Islanders lived below the poverty level 
as compared to Whites at 9.8 percent. In California, per capita income for 
Asians and Pacific Islanders averaged $13,733, $5,295lower than per capita 
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income for Whites. The ability to pay for health care services through direct 
purchase of insurance is limited for low-income individuals, and for Asian 
and Pacific Islander Americans, the high proportion of immigrants among 
the low-income stratum often precludes obtaining care through public 
subsidy because of limits on eligibility for the newly-arrived. 

HEALTH STATUS 

The final category of characteristics which make up the determinants of 
health care use includes need indicators such as mortality, morbidity, limits 
of physical activity, and medical emergencies. Although as noted above, 
little documentation exists to characterize the health status of Asian and 
Pacific Islander ethnic groups, it is important to summarize some of what is 
known about the different groups in order to substantiate distinct health 
needs and service requirements. 

Among Asian and Pacific Islander Americans, the distribution of health 
problems varies among ethnic groups. While heart diseases are more 
prevalent among the white population, cancer and cerebrovascular diseases 
are more highly prevalent among Chinese, Japanese and Filipino 
Americans.' Filipinos have a high incidence of hypertension, and Southeast 
Asian refugees have a high prevalence of tuberculosis infection, hepatitis B, 
intestinal parasites and anemia. While Filipino females have a lower 
incidence of breast cancer (41 per 100,000) as compared to Japanese and 
Chinese (56 per 100,000), they have the lowest survival rates (74percent) as 
compared to Japanese and Chinese (85 percent) and to Whites (78 percent). 
Hawaiians are five times more likely to die of stomach cancer than their 
white counterparts, and have a higher prevalence of diabetes (48.8 percent) 
as compared to Whites (7.3 percent). Recent studies reveal smoking rates of 
24 percent for Filipinos, 35.8 percent for Koreans in California and up to 72 
percent for Lao among Asian males6 

Assessing health status by measuring the leading cause of death (LCD) 
for Asians and Pacific Islanders has recently been the subject of a monograph 
developed by the Asian American Health Forum in California-' This LCD 
ranking is the only population-based analysis of mortality by specific ethnic 
group to be accomplished to date (see tables 5 and 6). 

As table 6 shows, the ten leading causes of death for Asians and Pacific 
Islanders roughly resembles the same profile as for Whites, and except for 
AIDS (13th) and suicide (8th), are also similar to other population groups. 
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Table 5: Leading Causes of Death in California 
Number of Deaths and Rank, by Race, 1989 

D 

M 
Cere 

u 
Pneum 

Co 

Tota 

Cause of Death§ 

seases of the Heart 
lignant Neoplasms 
-avascular Disease 
intentional Injuries 
Jnia and Influenza 

C.O.P.D.* 
AIDS 

Liver Disease*** 
Suicide 

Diabetes Mellitus 
Homicide 

Perinatal Period** 
1genital Anomalies 

Other Causes 
Number of Deaths 

Total 
No. 
of 

Deaths 

69,457 
48,110 
15,725 
10,791 
10,479 

9,759 
4,367 
4,000 
3,832 
3,364 
3,270 
2,137 
1,615 

29,024 
215,930 

Asian & 

.. P_as::ific Islander 
No. 

Rank of Rank 
Deaths 

1 2,335 1 

2 2,198 2 
3 833 3 
4 496 4 
5 394 5 
6 253 6 
7 70 13 
8 119 12 
9 158 8 

10 172 7 
11 139 9 
12 126 10 
13 121 11 

1,214 
8,628 

' c 
** c, 

*** c 
Source: C 
Prepared 
©1992A 

ronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease and Allied Conditions 
rtain Conditions Originating in the Perinatal Period 
ronic Liver Disease, Cirrhosis 
1lifomia Department of Health Services 
·y: Survey and Research Program of the Asian American Health forum 
ian American Health Forum, Inc. 

Other Hispanic 
No. No. 
of Rank of Rank 

Deaths Deaths 

215 1 4,875 1 
125 2 3,493 2 

43 4 1 '151 4 
93 3 2,559 3 
24 7 772 7 
25 6 445 12 
12 13 647 9 
41 5 840 6 
20 10 433 13 
22 9 591 10 
28 11 1,091 5 
19 12 745 8 
13 8 502 11 

155 3,020 
835 21 '164 

Black White 
No. No. 
of Rank of Rank 

Deaths Deaths ----- ····· ............. ----

5,267 1 56,765 1 
3,498 2 38,796 2 
1 '169 3 12,529 3 

919 5 6,724 6 
620 6 8,669 4 
488 8 8,548 5 
543 7 3,095 7 
313 11 2,687 9 
179 13 3,042 8 
430 10 2,149 10 

1,068 4 944 11 
466 9 781 13 
187 12 792 12 

2,442 22,193 
17,589 167,714 



Table 6: Rate of Death from All Causes 
by Race or Ethnicity: California, 1989 

Rate of Death 
Number of 1990 from All Causes 

Race or Deaths from Population per 100,000 
Ethnicity All Causes in California* of the Population 

C/D X 1 00,000 

Japanese 1,558 312,989 498 

Other Pacific Islander 85 19,176 443 

Samoan 123 31,917 385 

Asian Specified** 223 58,058 384 

Chinese 2,545 704,850 361 

Filipino 2,412 731,685 330 

Korean 626 259,941 241 

Hawaiian 75 34,447 218 

Guamanian 54 25,059 215 

Cambodian 130 68,190 191 

Vietnamese 450 280,223 161 

Thai 47 32,064 147 

Asian Indian 221 159,973 138 

Asian Unspecified 156 127,087 123 

Total Asian & 

Pacific Islander 8,628 2,845,659 303 

Other 835 4,181,234 20 

Hispanic 21 '164 7,687,938 275 

African American 17,589 2,208,801 796 

White 167,714 20,524,327 817 

Total 215,930 29,760,021 

1990 Census population data were used as a denominator since no 1989 
population estimates were available. 

** Asian Specified includes Lao and others presumed to be Lao. 

Source: California Department of Health Services, U.S. Bureau of the Census 
Prepared by: Survey and Research Program of the Asian American Health Forum 
© 1992 Asian American Health Forum, Inc. 
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Table 7: Diseases of the Heart 
Primary Leading Cause of Death among 

Asian and Pacific Islander Americans in California, 1989 

Rate of Death from 
Number of 1990 Diseases of the Heart 

Race or Deaths from Population per 100,000 
Ethnicity Diseases in of the Population 

of the Heart California* C/D X 1 00,000 

Japanese 447 312,989 143 

Other Pacific Islander 22 19,176 115 

Filipino 758 731,685 104 

Samoan 32 31,917 100 

Chinese 694 704,850 98 
Hawaiian 27 34,447 78 

Guamanian 14 25,059 56 

Asian Specified** 30 58,058 52 

Korean 133 259,941 51 

Asian Indian 76 159,973 48 

Asian Unspecified 37 127,087 29 

Cambodian 19 68,190 28 

Vietnamese 60 280,223 21 

Thai 5 32,064 16 

Total Asian & 

Pacific Islander 2,335 2,845,659 82 
Other 215 4,181,234 5 

Hispanic 4,875 7,687,938 63 
African American 5,267 2,208,801 238 

White 56,765 20,524,327 277 

Total 69,457 29,760,021 

* 1990 Census population data were used as a denominator since no 1989 
population estimates were available. 

** Asian Specified includes Lao and others presumed to be Lao. 

Source: Califomia Department of Health Services, U.S. Bureau of the Census 
Prepared by: Survey and Research Program of the Asian American Healtil Forum 
© 1992 Asian American Health Forum, Inc. 
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Table 8: Certain Conditions Originating in the 
Perinatal Period-Tenth Leading Cause of Death 

among Asian and Pacific Islander Americans in California, 1989 

Rate of Death from 
Race or Number of Number Certain Conditions 
Ethnicity Deaths from of Live Originating in the 

Certain Births** Perinatal Period 
Conditions* per 100,000 

Live Births 
C/D X 1 00,000 

Asian Unspecified 14 1,960 714 

Thai 3 637 471 

Asian Indian 7 2,333 300 

Japanese 10 3,363 297 

Cambodian 7 2,525 277 

Asian Specified*** 13 4,743 274 

Other Pacific Islander 3 1 '169 257 

Chinese 24 9,698 247 

Filipino 30 13,679 219 

Korean 9 4,261 211 

Samoan 2 1,007 199 

Vietnamese 12 6,107 196 

Hawaiian 0 488 0 

Guamanian 0 405 0 

Asian & Pacific Islander 126 52,375 241 

Other 19 5,037 377 

Hispanic 745 211,696 352 

African American 466 47,555 980 

White 781 252,645 309 

Total 2,137 569,308 

Deaths include infant deaths as well as deaths of the mother; therefore, 
these rates should not be confused with infant mortality rates. 

** No. of Live Births was used as a denominator to determine rate of death. 
*** Asian Specified includes Lao and others presumed to be Lao. 

Source: California Department of Health Services, U .5. Bureau of the Census 
Prepared by: Survey and Research Program of the Asian America11 Health Forum 

© 1992 Asian American Health Forum, Inc. 

72 Health Policy 



The overall crude death rate for Asians and Pacific Islanders (303 per 
100,000) is lower than for African Americans and Whites, but higher than 
Hispanics and "Others." Table 6 presents the death rates for Asians and 
Pacific Islanders, broken down by ethnicity. 

A look at the first and tenth leading cause of death for Asians and Pacific 
Islanders in California illustrates the importance of disaggregation of data 
and the implications for health services and intervention (see tables 7 and 8). 
The overall death rate for Asians and Pacific Islanders due to Diseases of the 
Heart, the first leading cause of death, is 82 per 100,000, which ranks third 
highest among all population groups. When broken down by ethnicity, the 
death rate ranges from a high of 143 per 100,000 for Japanese to a low of 16 
per 100,000 for Thai. For the tenth leading cause of death, Perinatal Related 
Conditions, the overall death rate is 241 per 100,000 for Asians and Pacific 
Islanders, the lowest of all population groups. When disaggregated by 
ethnicity, however, a tremendous range is represented, from 714 per 100,000 
for "Asian Unspecified" to 196 per 100,000 for Hawaiians. This range 
graphically illustrates the implications of using aggregated data to develop 
policy and establish services. 

In the past, policies geared towards preventing deaths from these causes 
have made use of aggregated Asian and Pacific Islander health data, or more 
likely no data, resulting in programs and services that have had little impact. 

The differences in health condition that the above statistics describe 
indicate distinct at-risk profiles for Asian and Pacific Islander ethnic groups. 
This information needs to be taken into account in order to formulate policy 
that will assure the delivery of primary care services and health promotion/ 
disease prevention programs for these populations. 

Health Delivery System 

The United States health delivery system is quite fragmented, with 
limited coordination of services. Except for a few models of health delivery 
programs-for example, community-based primary care and some health 
maintenance organizations-" mainstream" medicine does not emphasize 
comprehensive health care programs. Under a comprehensive care 
program, a person with multiple health concerns can receive the necessary 
care in a coordinated fashion, including services such as mental health, 
family planning, nutrition counseling, health promotion and education 
programs for smoking cessation or weight control. Findings from a recent 
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survey of health providers involved in bilingual primary care services cited 
a lack of coordination between various health care facilities in a given 
geographical area as an impediment for providing access to comprehensive 
health care. 

The availability of appropriate and quality health services is a major 
factor influencing access to care. This includes providing a range of cultur
ally and linguistically appropriate care: adequately trained translators, 
bilingual providers and support personnel, culturally sensitive methods of 
care, and the ability of a patient to obtain care within a reasonable time frame 
in a supportive environment. According to data from the Association of 
Asian/Pacific Community Health Organizations (AAPCHO), only eight 
community health centers among over 400 federally funded centers provide 
comprehensive, primary care to low-income, limited English speaking Asian 
and Pacific Islander communities in the United States. These eight centers 
provide care to over 60 percent of the estimated Asian and Pacific Islander 
population eligible to receive subsidized care in their service areas, while the 
remaining 40 percent receive care from one of 86 centers nationwide-' 

The results from a recent needs assessment conducted by the Associa
tion of State and Territorial Health Officers (ASTHO) in the U.S. on 
state-sponsored bilingual health services reported that only 26 percent of the 
states responding indicated that linguistically appropriate service delivery 
is a high priority; 54 percent rated it an average priority, and 20 percent rated 
it below average or as a low priority9 The same report indicated that 
bilingual/bicultural services were not uniformly offered across all service 
programs. Overall, the number of bilingual services offered across all state 
health programs ranged between three and 49, with STD /HIV I AIDS 
programs having the highest number of bilingual/bicultural services 
available.10 Immunization and TB and Maternal and Child Health programs 
ranked second and third for bilingual/bicultural services. For distribution 
of educational/information services, 70 percent of respondent states had 
material in Vietnamese, 52 percent in Cambodian, and 21 percent in Chinese 
languages. For the various programs, the most utilized method for written 
or oral translation was to contract individuals as needed. 

In a national survey conducted by the Asian American Health Forum 
of health promotion/ disease prevention programs implemented by Asian 
and Pacific Islander community-based organizations or public entities, 62 
percent of respondents indicated some health program in place targeting 

74 Health Policy 



Asian and Pacific Islander populations. As with the ASTHO survey, the 
largest number of programs were HIV I AIDS programs, followed by 
infectious disease, mental health, nutrition and substance abuse programs. 
Health Education ranked highest as the type of service delivered, followed 
by screening, counseling, research and, lastly, primary care. 

Very little other data exists to assess the ability of the health care delivery 
system to respond to the needs of Asian and Pacific Islander Americans. In 
light of the above attempts to collect national data, however, it is apparent 
that current community-based and publicly financed attempts to provide 
health care services to Asians and Pacific Islanders are not sufficient. If, as 
projected, our population continues to experience exponential growth, then 
policies and programs will have to see our needs of as a priority. 

Equity in Access to Health Care: 
Policy Recommendations 

A more complete analysis of access requires an in-depth study of Asian 
and Pacific Islander behaviors with regard to health practices, satisfaction 
with and utilization of services and patient outcomes. Further, the health 
delivery systems must be examined thoroughly concerning commitment of 
resources, both public and private, to Asian and Pacific Islander health 
needs. Much more research and better data collection are needed to 
adequately formulate policy in this area. 

However, even with these stated limitations, the above analysis 
provides some direction for policy recommendations, assuming that equity 
in access to health care is a desired objective of policy formation. 

The population characteristics presented earlier in this article as indica
tors of risk, or predictors for service utilization, serve as the basis for our 
policy recommendations. Inunutable, or unalterable characteristics, such as 
age, sex, race/ ethnicity, language, nativity and residence (location), are 
grouped primarily within the predisposing category and generally cannot 
be changed through policy intervention. Characteristics that are considered 
alterable through policy intervention are grouped primarily within the 
enabling category and include income, employment, occupation and 
insurance. They also include factors such as education, health practices and 
attitudes. 

Service delivery systems have characteristics which affect access to 
services but which can be altered and improved. These include organization 
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(e.g., definition of target populations, patient's waiting time, health plan/ 
program participation) and resources (e.g., types of providers and practices, 
and supply and distribution of providers and facilities). 

It is clear from the sociodemographic profile presented earlier that 
Asians and Pacific Islanders are at health risk. In order to respond to these 
needs, health policy development should focus on alterable characteristics 
in individuals and the delivery system. The following recommendations are 
grouped by general, individual and system specific categories. 

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Prioritize the institution of culturally competent health care 
service delivery in all proposals for health care reform. 

2. Modify current national and state data collection methods and 
reporting systems to codify Asian and Pacific Islander 
populations by ethnicity and, where appropriate, break down 
morbidity, mortality, health care use and expenditures by 

specific ethnic group. 

3. Create financial and other incentives for research institutions 
to conduct community sensitive health services and outcomes 
research on Asian and Pacific Islander Americans. 

PoPULATION Ar-R1sK RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Prioritize educational attainment for Asians and Pacific 
Islanders as a means to ensure gainful employment and access 
to health insurance coverage; provide employer incentives to 

improve the health of their workforce through employer
based wellness programs as well as adequate health insurance 

coverage. 

2. Establish universal health care as a means to assure health 
services access to all Americans, regardless of employment, 
income or educational status. 

3. Expand and fund health promotion/ disease prevention 
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programs targeted towards limited English proficiency 
populations and newcomer communities that are community 
based and population specific. 

DELIVERY SYmM RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Increase the number and capacity of community-based 
primary care facilities to target Asian and Pacific Islander 
American communities. 

2. Modify minority education and training program eligibility 
to include Asian and Pacific Islander health professionals from 
ethnic communities that are at-risk and underrepresented. 

3. Create financial and other incentives to encourage the 
development of more primary care providers available to 
serve the Asian and Pacific Islander community, and motivate 
a redistribution of providers to better serve population 
concentrations. 

4. Develop standards for health service translation or 
interpretation through a certification procedure, with 
reimbursement mechanisms tied to the usage of certified 
translation services. 

5. Coordinate services used by limited English proficient and 
culturally distinct populations, such as WIC, maternal and 
child health, immunization services, primary care, as well as 
social services and mental health services. 
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Portions of this paper were adapated from "Health Policy Framework for 
Asian and Pacific Islander Americans" by Ninez Ponce and Tessie Guillermo, 
a chapter written for a pending publication of the Asian American Health 
Forum. The AAHF has granted permission for adapted portions of the chapter 
to be included in this paper. 
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The Changing Asian American Population: 

Mental Health Policy 
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This report examines the population projections of Asians and Pa
cific Americans in the United States and raises policy implications for 
mental health issues. Obviously, the validity of the implications drawn 
are highly dependent on the adequacy of the projections, the quality of 
the available research, and the assumptions made. At this time, the pro
jections concern Asian and Pacific Americans as an aggregate. While 
place of birth and age distributions are included, we do not know the 
projections for individual Asian and Pacific American groups, and other 
characteristics such as gender, socioeconomic class, and precise geo
graphic distribution. Furthermore, mental health research on this 
population is scarce and relatively recent. Given these limitations, this 
report represents a preliminary attempt to identify mental health impli
cations for the year 2020. While the focus is on mental health, many of 
the implications are pertinent to health, social, and human service issues 
in general. 

The most striking aspect of the projections is the estimate that the 
Asian and Pacific American population will show substantial increases. 
According to Ong, the population of Asian and Pacific Americans will 
have a percentage growth of over 150 percent between the years of 1990 
and 2020. The percentage increase of foreign born will probably be about 
109 percentto 141 percent compared to the estimated figure of 197 per
cent to 244 percent for the American born. Thus, growth will be higher 
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for American-born than foreign-born Asian and Pacific Americans. The 
population in 2020 is likely to be somewhat older, with a slightly higher 
proportion of persons 65 years of age and older and a slightly lower pro
portion of those under age five. The most important projection is that the 
population will be over two-and-one-half times larger during this 30 year 
span. Given these possible changes, what are the implications for the 
mental health field? What kinds of policy recommendations should be 
made? 

From the very outset, let me address myths and misunderstandings 
that have guided current mental health policies and practices and 
offer some recommendations in planning for the year 2020 in the ar
eas of psychopathology, use of mental health services, adequacy of 
services, manpower, and community interventions. Action on these 
recommendations should have already been initiated years ago; it is 
particularly urgent now because of the anticipated heavy growth of the 
Asian and Pacific American population and because fruits of such ac
tions take time to bear. 

Myth #1: Asian Americans are relatively well adjusted. 
Recommendation: Immediate attention should be placed on the 
initiation and funding of research dealing with Asian American 
mental health issues. 

Myth #2: Asian and Pacific Americans tend to avoid using social 
and mental health services and have less need for such services. 
Recommendation: We must increase the awareness that demand 
is not equivalent to need for services. Means must be found to 
increase the utilization, funding, and adequacy of services. 

Myth #3: Since Asian and Pacific Americans as a group do well 
educationally and are relatively well adjusted, there is no need 
to recruit and train more bilingual and/or bicultural personnel in 
order to work with, and to conduct basic and applied research 
on, Asian and Pacific Americans. 
Recommendation: Systematic efforts be made to increase the pool 
of mental health researchers and practitioners who can contribute to 
Asian and Pacific Americans. 
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Myth #4: Mainstream forms of services and community inter
ventions can be applied to Asian and Pacific Americans. 
Recommendation: Culturally relevant services and interventions 
need to be developed and established. While some Asian and 
Pacific Americans may be well served by mainstream services, 
many simply find such services unhelpful, strange, or foreign. 

Myth #5: The general public as well as the Asian and Pacific 
American community is well aware of mental health issues. 
Recommendation: Immediate efforts be made to educate Asian 
and Pacific American communities as well as the society at large 
about mental health issues. 

Myth #6: By improving mental health services and by promoting 
the acculturation of Asian and Pacific Americans, we can 
adequately address their mental health needs. 
Recommendation: Facilitating acculturation and improvement of 
services are insufficient courses of action. More generally, conditions 
that foster stress-stereotypes, racial intolerance, discrimination, 
poverty, culture conflicts, etc.-need to be addressed in improving 
mental health. 

Initiation and Funding of Mental Health Research 
on Asian and l'acmc Americans 

A paucity of research exists on Asian and Pacific Americans. Con
sequently, little is actually known about the mental health needs of Asian 
Americans, planning and systematic development of service programs 
have been hindered, and the general public has been free to incorrectly 
perceive Asian and Pacific Americans as being an exceptionally well
adjusted group. The fact is that the available research findings show that 
Asian and Pacific Americans do face significant mental health problems 
and stressors. 

MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS 

The public stereotype that Asian and Pacific Americans are relatively 
free of adjustment difficulties has hindered serious attempts to under
stand the mental health of this population. The critical issue is not 
whether mental health problems exist, since all groups encounter these 
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problems. The meaningful issues involve the extent of mental disorders, 
the nature of psychopathology, and the particular Asian and Pacific 
American groups at risk for disorders. Without understanding these is
sues, it is likely that the mental health needs of Asian and Pacific 
Americans cannot be adequately addressed, now and in the future when 
the population is expected to continue to rapidly grow. 

What is the actual extent of mental disorders among Asian and Pa
cific Americans? The unfortunate fact is that no large-scale prevalence 
studies, which are used to specify rates of mental disorders, have been 
conducted on this population. The consequence is that we have no di
rect knowledge of the rates of mental disorders and cannot compare the 
various Asian and Pacific American groups with each other and with 
non-Asian-and-Pacific American groups. Since the current population 
is relatively small (about 3 percent of the U.S. population is Asian and Pa
cific American) and is composed of many different groups, researchers 
have had difficulty finding adequate and representative samples on 
which to conduct studies. Furthermore, lack of funding for research on 
Asian and Pacific Americans, problems in finding cross-culturally valid 
measures of psychopathology, etc., have also hindered attempts to study 
prevalence. The few available investigations of Asian and Pacific Ameri
cans are small-scale studies, often based on selected groups or on selected 
disorders; some are not true prevalence studies. They do, however, pro
vide evidence that rates of psychopathology among Asian and Pacific 
Americans have been underestimated. Examples of selected groups in
cluded the work of Westermeyer and his colleagues who studied a small 
group of Laotian Hmong refugees in Minnesota-' Using various mea
sures of psychopathology, they found that the refugees had very high 
rates of psychiatric disorders. Other studies have also revealed that 
Southeast Asian refugees are at risk for mental disorders? Investigations 
by Kuo examined community samples of four different Asian American 
groups: Chinese, Japanese, Pilipino, and Korean-' Kuo found that Asian 
Americans had higher average scores on the measure than did Whites. 
About 19 percent of the Asian Americans were identified as being poten
tial cases of depression on the measures. Other studies also suggest that 
the rates of emotional disturbance among Asian and Pacific Americans 
are not low.4 

Personality studies also point to adjustment problems of Asian and 
Pacific Americans. D. Sue and his colleagues found evidence thatJapa-
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nese and Chinese American college students compared with non-Asian 
students tended to experience greater feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and 
discomfort' Problems encountered by students were also found more 
recently by Sue and Zane who obtained similar results. 6 Chinese Ameri
can students were found to experience anxiety, especially among recent 
immigrants. While the academic achievement levels (i.e., academic 
grades) of the Chinese students exceeded those of the general student 
body, these students still had high levels of anxiety. Obviously, person
ality studies as well as epidemiological investigations are subject to bias, 
since the measures used to assess psychopathology and adjustment may 
not be valid for different cultural groups. This possibility points to the 
unfortunate state of research on Asian and Pacific Americans in which 
the validity of assessment tools can be questioned. Nevertheless, the out
comes from such research do not support the popular stereotype that Asian and 
Pacific Americans are well adjusted. The consistency of research findings from 
different investigators and from different research strategies strongly suggest that 
significant mental health problems exist. Because the population is expected 
to increase rather rapidly in the next three decades, much more research 
is urgently needed. 

HrcH RrsK GROUPS 

High risk groups are those that are particularly exposed to stressors 
and/ or lack mental health resources (such as social supports, responsive 
mental health services, etc.) or encounter other conditions that increase 
the chances of mental disorders. At various times and by various con
stituencies, a whole host of groups such as the elderly, women, Southeast 
Asian refugees, and immigrants has been identified as high risk. I would 
like to focus on immigrants. With respect to Southeast Asian refugees, 
who have been traumatized by events in their native countries of 
Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam, it is unclear what conditions will exist in 
these Southeast Asian countries in the future and whether refugees from 
these countries will continue to come to the U.S. What we do know is 
that the population projection shows a continuing high rate of immigra
tion to the U.S.-easily doubling the current population of immigrants. 

Recent immigrants certainly encounter numerous problems involv
ing English language skills, minority group status, cultural conflicts, 
employment, etc., which are basic to survival and well being. The study 
by Sue and Zane demonstrated that new Chinese immigrants are more 
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likely to report anxiety than immigrants with longer periods of U.S. 
residency or American-born Chinese-' Other studies have revealed that 
Southeast Asian refugees are at particular risk for depression and post
traumatic stress disorder' Although refugee status is not equivalent to 
immigrant status, many similar problems of living in a new culture exist. 
The fact is that the continuing high rate of immigration and the implications for 
mental health demand immediate attention and the acquisition of more 
knowledge. This requires increased funding opportunities for research from local, 
state, and federal agencies. 

Mental Health Services 

In the past, utilization of mental health services was used as an indi
cator of psychopathology in particular populations. The assumption was 
that if one group had a high prevalence of mental disorders, fhat group 
would tend to utilize services more often than a group with a lower 
prevalence rate: Demand for services was a reflection of need for services. 
It is now widely recognized that demand does not indicate need, espe
cially for some groups. Nevertheless, utilization of services must be 
examined since it reveals possible cultural differences in defining and 
approaching mental health problems, provides knowledge about the 
kinds of problems clients have, indicates the responsiveness of the men
tal health care system, and yields some insight into how to better treat or 
prevent problems. Discussed are studies of utilization and the adequacy 
of mental health services. 

UTILIZATION 

Almost all of the past studies of utilization rates of mental health 
services have demonstrated low rates of utilization among Asian and 
Pacific Americans. Kitano presented findings on the admission of pa
tients to California state mental hospitals.' Admission rates for mental 
disturbance were many times lower for Japanese and Chinese Americans 
than for Caucasian Americans during each of the years from 1960 to 
1965. Data from the state of Hawaii also revealed low Asian and Pacific 
American rates of admission to state hospitals for mental disorders. Chi
nese, Hawaiian, Japanese and Filipino Americans all exhibited lower 
rates of admissions than expected from their proportions in the popula
tion.to 
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These and more recent studies consistently demonstrate that Asian 
Americans tend to be underrepresented in psychiatric clinics and hospi
tals compared to their populationsn The underrepresentation occurs 
whether students or non-student populations, inpatients or outpatients, 
and different Asian and Pacific American groups are considered. In one 
of the most comprehensive analyses, Matsuoka examined Asian and Pa
cific Americans' use of services at state and county mental hospitals, 
private psychiatric hospitals, Veteran Administration psychiatric ser
vices, residential treatment centers for emotionally disturbed children, 
non-federal psychiatric services in general hospitals, outpatient psychi
atric clinics, multi-service mental health programs, psychiatric day /night 
services, and other residential programs in the U.S.12 In general, 
Matsuoka found that utilization of services by Asian/Pacific Islander 
populations was low, regardless of their population density in various 
states of the U.S. The only exception to findings of underutilization is the 
results of a study by O'Sullivan, Peterson, Cox, and Kirkeby-" Analyz
ing the utilization rate for ethnic groups in the Seattle area, the investigators 
found that Asian Americans were not underrepresented as users of com
munity mental health services. It is unclear why the results of this study 
are at variance with all of the others. One potential explanation is that the 
utilization figures for 1983 were compared with Seattle population data 
from the 1980 Census. If the Asian and Pacific American population 
showed a marked growth from 1980-1983 (Asian and Pacific Americans 
have been the fastest growing ethnic minority group in the U.S.), then 
they may indeed be actually underrepresented as clients. Perhaps the 
findings are unique to Seattle. In any event, underutilization appears to 
be the rule rather than the exception. 

SEVERITY OF DISTURBANCE 

The term "underutilization" implies that Asian and Pacific Ameri
cans are not using services when they need to. Is it possible that this 
population is relatively better adjusted than other populations, so that 
greater utilization of services is unnecessary? Every population underutilizes 
in the sense that not all individuals with psychological disturbance seek 
help from the mental health system. For example, in the Epidemiologic 
Catchment Area study which compared the prevalence rate of mental 
disorders with the rate of utilization of mental health care services, the 
vast majority of afflicted individuals did not seek services14 The real is-
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sue is whether Asian and Pacific Americans with psychiatric disorders 
have a greater propensity to avoid using services than other populations. 
While this issue cannot be fully addressed in the absence of information 
on prevalence rates, considerable indirect evidence exists that Asian and 
Pacific Americans are more likely than the general population to 
underutilize services. As mentioned earlier, the available small-scale 
prevalence, personality, and needs assessment studies of Asian Ameri
cans suggest that considerable mental health problems exist; and yet, 
utilization is dramatically low. Other lines of evidence, such as severity 
of disturbance, also point to underutilization. 

Sue and Sue analyzed the Asian American (primarily Chinese, Japa
nese, and Korean) students who utilized the student psychiatric clinic at 
the University of California, Los Angeles.15 The findings revealed that 
Asian Americans underutilized mental health services and exhibit 
greater disturbance among the client population. Sue and Sue's inference 
was that moderately disturbed Asian Americans, unlike Caucasian 
Americans, are more likely to avoid using services (unless one takes the 
unusual and unsupported position that Asian Americans have low rates 
of overall disturbance but high rates of severe mental disorders). 

Other studies demonstrate that the phenomena of low utilization 
and greater severity among Asian and Pacific American clients are not 
confined to students.16 The National Research Center on Asian Ameri
can Mental Health at UCLA acquired a large dataset on thousands of 
clients seen in the Los Angeles County Mental Health System from 1983-
1988. Preliminary analysis of the dataset revealed that Asian and Pacific 
Americans are underrepresented in the outpatient mental health system. 
While they represented 8.7 percent of the County population, they com
prised only 3.1 percent of the clients. Latinos were also underrepresented. 
On the other hand, Blacks used services proportionately greater than ex
pected by their relative population. When the proportions of clients 
having a psychotic diagnosis were tabulated by ethnic group, Asian and 
Pacific Americans were more likely than Whites, Blacks, and Latinos to 
have individuals with a psychotic diagnosis in inpatient and outpatient 
services. 

The evidence is quite convergent that few Asian and Pacific Ameri
cans use the mental health service system. This underutilization is found 
among all Asian and Pacific American groups studied, among inpatient 
or outpatient facilities, and among students or adults. Furthermore, the 
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studies consistently show that on a variety of measures Asian and Pacific 
Americans have greater disturbance levels than non-Asian clients. The 
alternative explanation that low utilization of services is caused by the 
low rate of mental disturbance is weakened by findings that Asian and 
Pacific Americans who do seek treatment are more severely disturbed 
than are Caucasian Americans. These findings suggest low utilization of ser
vices does not mean that there is low need for services. Lin, Inui, Kleinman, 
and Womack found that Asian Americans were more likely than Whites 
to have a delay in the recognition of mental health symptoms and then 
to actually participate in a treatment program17 

A number of factors affect utilization and effectiveness of mental 
health services. Some of the factors involve accessibility (e.g., including 
ease of using services, financial cost of services, and location of services), 
availability (e.g., existence of services), cultural and linguistic appropri
ateness of services, knowledge of available services, and willingness to 
use services. Obviously, the nature of one's problems influences utiliza
tion. Culturally-based factors are also important to consider, such as 
shame and stigma, conceptions of mental health, and alternative services 
as factors that affect utilization and appropriateness of mainstream ser
vices (i.e., services that are available to the general population of 
Americans). These have all been implicated as factors that account for 
low utilization among Asian and Pacific Americans.18 

If Asian and Pacific Americans do not want services or do not use 
services, why should we be concerned? First, since Asian and Pacific 
Americans pay taxes for services, they are not receiving their fair share 
of services. Second, we cannot always demand that different clients 
adjust to a mental health system that responds only to a particular seg
ment of the population. Services in a multicultural society must be 
multicultural and flexible to accommodate diverse ethnic groups. Third, 
the increasing size of the Asian and Pacific American population will 
mean increased pressures to address their mental health needs and in
creased demands for having services that are effective. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 5ERVJCES 

What kinds of services should be established? Under the concept of 
culturally responsive services, Uba and Sue have offered three sugges
tions to more effectively meet the mental health needs of Asian and 
Pacific Americans-'' First, in mainstream mental health facilities where 
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there are few Asian and Pacific American personnel, service providers 
can receive training to work with Asian and Pacific American clients. 
Such training would cover assessment, psychotherapy, and case man
agement and include issues such as cultural values and behaviors, 
pre- and post-migration experiences, etc. The intent of the training 
would be to enhance skills and knowledge about Asian and Pacific 
Americans. Special Asian and Pacific American consultants should be 
available to the service providers. Second, mainstream mental health 
programs should employ more Asian and Pacific American personnel, 
who are bilingual and bicultural. Such personnel can be of immense 
benefit in providing effective services. Sue eta!. have found that when 
Asian and Pacific American clients are matched with therapists who are 
of the same ethnicity and who speak the clients' language, they stay in 
treatment longer, tend not to prematurely terminate services, and have 
better treatment outcomes.20 Third, parallel or non-mainstream services 
should be created. Parallel services are those that may be similar to 
mainstream ones (e.g., a clinic or hospital) but specifically designed to service 
an ethnic population. For example, specific wards at San Francisco General 
Hospital and the Asian Pacific Counseling and Treatment Center in Los 
Angeles were created to serve Asian and Pacific Americans. They typically 
employ bilingual and bicultural personnel, post notices in English and 
Asian languages, serve 11 Asian" foods or dlinks, etc.-all in an attempt 
to respond to the cultural needs of Asian and Pacific Americans. These 
culturally-relevant services should be strengthened, and ne-.v parallel programs 
should be established. Local, state, and federal agencies should place these ser
vices and programs as a high priority in terrns of funding and development. 

Manpower and Personnel 

Asian and Pacific Americans are underrepresented in the mental 
health field. For example, Howard et al. found that few doctorates in 
psychology were awarded to members of this population21 They noted 
that" ... psychology has performed poorly in attracting Asian Americans 
to the discipline." Furthermore, the underrepresentation was particularly 
evident in the human service rather than academic areas of psychology. The 
same may be true of other disciplines pertinent to mental health (e.g., social 
work, sociology, psychiatric nursing, public health, anthropology, etc.). 

Earlier, it was noted that when Asian American clients have !hera-
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pists of the same ethnicity, they tend to stay in treatment longer and to 
have better treatment outcomes. The effect was particularly strong for 
clients who did not speak English as the primary language. This sug
gests that it is important for Asian and Pacific Americans to have mental 
health professionals who are of the same ethnicity. That Asian and Pacific 
Americans are probably underrepresented as mental health care providers and 
that having them as therapists is beneficial strongly imply that the mental health 
field should malce special efforts to recruit and train more Asian and Pacific 
Americans. The beneficial effects also extend to research and theory development 
where the insights and experiences of Asian and Pacific Americans are needed. 

Community Education 

One of the most common stereotypes that Asian and Pacific Americans 
have had to combat is the popular belief that the group is a "model" minority. 
Such a belief undermines efforts to truly understand the group and to 
address mental health and other needs. For example, during the Los 
Angeles riots after the Rodney King verdict, the primary perception of 
the nation was that this was a Black-White issue. Efforts to rebuild Los 
Angeles were primarily directed to inner-city black areas. While such 
efforts should be undertaken, the nation as a whole was largely unaware 
that Korean Americans suffered about half of the total property damage 
from the rioting. The lack of knowledge of Asian and Pacific Americans, 
their needs, and problems must be rectified. The media, educational system, 
community institutions/ and leaders must acquire and transmit more accurate 
information about Asian and Pacific Americans. 

Mental health education is important for Asian and Pacific American 
communities. Many Asian and Pacific Americans are unfamiliar with 
Western mental health concepts and services available. They may con
sider mental health problems as shameful or private matters and lack 
understanding of how services can help. In such situations, education is 
needed to modify attitudes and to indicate methods by which problems 
can be addressed. The educational efforts can be made through schools, 
media (radio, television, ethnic newspapers, etc.), community forums, 
and other institutions, coordinated with mental health agencies. 

Several points are important to make in educational messages: 

1. Personal and interpersonal problems are common. These 
problems can involve generational conflicts in the family, difficulties 
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in adjusting to American society, anxieties, and depression. 
Unless the problems are addressed, individuals will continue to 
feel upset, have interpersonal problems, and fail to achieve more. 
There is no need to be ashamed of them. Shame simply hinders 
one's willingness to find means of overcoming problems. 

2. Much can be done to prevent or overcome problems. Learning 
how to anticipate or manage problems by oneself and talking with 
others are often very helpful approaches. (The early identification 
of potential emotional problems, stress management techniques, 
and communications skills should be emphasized.) 

3. Individuals should seek services for mental health problems 
when they confront problems that they cannot handle. While 
traditional, ethnic folk healing may be helpful, mental health 
services can be effective. One's problems are kept confidential 
(in accordance with laws) and therapists are available who can 
speak the ethnic language of clients. (A description of where 
services are available and the kinds of services available would 
be very helpful.) 

These educational programs are intended to more accurately de
scribe mental health problems and services, to offer a means of handling 
problems, and to make services more accessible and acceptable. 

Broader Soda! Issues and Mental Health 

Understandably, many researchers and practitioners have advo
cated for changes in the mental health field in order to respond to the 
needs of Asian Americans. Others believe that cultural conflicts and 
adjustment problems will diminish, once Asian and Pacific Americans 
become more acculturated. The fact is, however, that mental health statos 
is a function of many factors such as social class, access to resources, so
cial environment, etc. For Asian and Pacific Americans, as well as other 
ethnic minority groups, cultural conflicts as well as minority group sta
tos are important considerations in mental health. The use of the term 
"minority" within the phrase "ethnic minority group" has been criticized. 
"Minority" has historically been associated with notions of inferiority and 
deficits. Furthermore, the concept of minority implies that there is a 
majority, and one could argue that there is no real ethnic majority group 
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in the United States (Whites can be conceived as including many differ
ent ethnic groups) or in the world. My use of the term is intentional. 
Rather than to imply that ethnic minority groups should be viewed as in
ferior or deficient, I want to convey the fact that minority status has an 
impact on the groups. Thus the situation of Asian and Pacific Americans, 
as well as African Americans, American Indians, and Latino Americans, 
is not solely a function of their own cultures. Rather, historical and 
contemporary forms of prejudice and discrimination have also been 
experienced. To fully understand as well as to promote the well being of these 
groups, culture and minority group status must be analyzed and used as the 
basis for intervention. Minority group status is used as a general concept 
to convey ethnic relationships in which some groups have experienced 
prejudice and discrimination. It is this status that distinguishes cross
cultural research, in which different cultural groups are examined, from 
ethnic minority research, in which cultural differences and ethnic relations are 
critical to consider. 

Obviously, the effects of culture and minority status can be easily 
confounded. Over time, cultural values of a group may change as are
sult of ethnic relations. The main point is that the two effects are 
pertinent to the understanding of ethnic minority groups in general and 
Asian and Pacific Americans in particular. The particular cultural features 
of Asian and Pacific Americans and experiences with stereotypes, racial in
tolerance, and discrimination-all of which have a bearing on mental 
health-are important to address. 
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Today: Nine million Americans of Asian ancestry. Over 65 percent 
are foreign born. Limited numbers are in the audiences of our arts 
institutions and in our groupings of professional artists. Only a small 
percentage is American born and over 30 years of age, the principal 
range from which audiences and artistic product are drawn. 

The Future: More Americans of Asian ancestry in the year 2020 than 
in 1992. In 2020 there will be 20 million Americans of Asian ancestry. 
Yet, more than 50 percent will be foreign born, and only a small number will 
be American born and over the age of 30. How many will be recipients of 
multiple cultures and how many will be third, fourth and fifth generation 
Americans? How many artists will there be? From what traditions and 
experiences and training will their art be based? In what context will 
their art be presented? What will be the role of museums and performing 
arts institutions, not to mention media centers, public arts agencies and 
university training programs in responding to these populations and the 
individuals who comprise its diversity? How will these populations 
respond as audiences? How many will attend performances and exhi
bitions which reflect traditions outside of their native culture? How 
many from outside of these cultures will want to share in their richness 
and bring them into their own communities, often for the first time? 
What will be the role of the importation of "home country" culture to 
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both the preservation of "home country" culture in the United States as 
well as its impact on "American culture" as it is defined, supported and 
developed in the third decade of the 21st century? What will be the impact 
of this "invasion" of people and cultures and investment from off-shore 
sources on the preservation of the American arts facilities and institutions so 
painstakingly developed during the latter half 20th century with public and 
private support? How can public policy institutions in the arts respond to 
cultures they do not understand, and become sensitive to new disciplines and 
values that they have not experienced? 

These are just a few of the questions public policy specialists in the 
arts must address now, as we develop policies which address the needs 
of all of our communities as they evolve into the next century. We 
engage in this debate at a time when historians and cultural specialists 
are examining the bases of what is American culture and how it should 
be taught and studied. We're not certain whether we're in the "melting 
pot" or "stir-frying" our food or eating it as sashimi. It is in this context 
that publications as this volume are vitally important. 

However, it is generally acknowledged that the support and interest 
for publications and studies about Asian Americans have only come 
about as the "critical mass" of Asian Americans has exceeded 10 percent 
of the American population in certain regions. The majority of Japanese 
Americans and Chinese Americans (as well as many Filipino and Korean 
Americans) have been in the United States for at least four generations. 
The development of the West over the past one hundred years would 
have been markedly different were it not for the work of the Chinese 
American laborer or the Japanese American farmer. I was asked once to 
speak about the "Changing Face of Los Angeles." I had to remind the au
dience that my face had been in Los Angeles for over forty years, and that 
other Japanese American faces had been here for over one hundred 
years. Possibly we were invisible before. 

Yet only now with the large influx of Asian inunigrants are there 
sufficient numbers of Americans of Asian ancestry to be considered a 
political or consumer force. This newly found power by coalition build
ing is well represented by groups as the Asian Pacific American Legal 
Center, Leadership Education for Asian Pacifies, and the Coalition of 
Asian Pacific Americans for Fair Reapportionment, all in Los Angeles, 
which have demonstrated strength in confronting issues of discrimina
tion and representation. However, the same factors which lend to coalition 
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building for political purposes provide a limited basis for the development 
of comprehensive public policies in the arts. While issues of reapportiomnent 
and the American concept of affirmative action are based on race, the peoples 
of Asian ancestry who now are part of the American citizenry, while being 
of the same race, are of different cultures and national origin. Furthermore, 
these differences are even more amplified by generational differences in each 
ethnic group. ht other words, in fact, we are all "Asian" for the census, but 
there is no "Asian culture," only Vietnamese culture, Malaysian culture, 
Chinese culture, etc. There is no Asian dance or Asian music, and no one is 
an Asian artist On the other hand, we can be grouped as "Asffin" artists from 
various cultures, and there can be an "Asian music" concert representing the 
traditions of various cultures. It is important fhat this distinction be made, lest 
we label without the proper knowledge. Acknowledgement of political 
geography is different from the acceptance of each group's cultural diversity. 
We, in fact, are divided by our cultural traditions, yet it is those traditions 
which give us the strength and resiliency to be a part of this American culture, 
and to fight to retain our cultural values within this broader context. 

"Rest of Roth Worlds" 

The one important exception to this concept of cultural separation is the 
active development of" Asian American art" by younger artists, often of third 
and fourth generations, whose contemporary work represents an amalgam 
of cultural traditions, both from "home country," as well as from other 
American and Asian bases. They are developing and sharing a new 
sensibility within their genre which represents the "Best of Both Worlds," 
to quote songwriter and choreographer Nobuko Miyamoto. This Asian 
American work is being created by the young musicians and songwriters 
in the Jazz fusion band "Hiroshima:' by the dnunmers in San Jose Taiko, 
and by composer Jon Jang writing about Tiananmen Square, as well as 
by comedienne Amy Hill and filmmaker Robert Nakamura. This work 
represents tentative first steps by third and fourth generation artists who 
draw from experience and training in several cultural traditions and 
represents the future of Asian American work in this country as it is drawn 
into the mainstream, yet also pulls the stream toward itself through its 
strength and integrity. 

And there are even younger artists now receiving their creative train
ing in the rap music of the 1990s, the Nihon Buyo of Kabuki, the Kulintang, 
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Yamaha music schools, and the skateboard parks of our California 
communities. These younger artists in training are having to reach back 
further to gain the strength of the Asian cultural heritage, but also reach 
further forward to address the complexity and advanced technology of the 
next century. They have the advantage of pursuing art which comes from 
many cultures in a world in which our technology allows us to see, hear, and 
cross many cultural borders. The future work that comes from their talent 
and experiences will be revolutionary in its world view, but will also address 
the conservation of traditions which have spanned the past millennium. 

But to address the artists and audiences who are here today, as well 
as to address the needs of the arts and audiences which will be developed in 
the future, is a daunting task. No other area of public policy is more 
acutely in need of a policy of diversity and pluralism in response to these 
demographic shifts than public arts policy. By definition, public arts 
policy responds to the cultural needs of its communities and artists and 
develops public support mechanisms, often through the creation of fa
cilities, grants programs, and regulations and tax incentiv<es which 
encourage the creationf presentation, and participation in the arts of our 
citizens and the cultures from which they come. 

These issues are being made even more complex by the diversity of 
Asian Pacific American groups, and the generational and demographic 
differences within each national group. In the political process, there are 
stages of empowerment which are related to a group's power to reapportion 
boundaries in legislatures reflective of the racial groupings in a community. 
As citizenship and voter registration increase, our political power can 
go beyond reapportionment to the next stage, where we can use our greater 
numbers to elect Asian Pacific officials. 

In the arts, the nine million (now) or 20 million (in 2020) Asian Pa
cific Americans represent both an audience pool as well as a resource for 
potential artists. However, the demographic, cultural, economic, social, and 
age differences within the entire population will prevent homogeneous 
attempts to respond to Asian Pacific artist or audience needs. The older, 
newly-arrived people will more likely cling to their traditional cultures, 
much as they clung to their children to keep them on the boats when they 
escaped their country. Younger, newly-arrived people may hold tightly 
on to their CD players listening to a new breed of Asian Pop Music in 
their native languages, while the youngest will easily toss away the 
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traditional costumes to dance to the sounds of Rap Music on their Boom 
Box. Second and third generation Asian Americans may wait in line to get 
those last tickets to the Frank Sinatra or Beach Boys concert, and possibly 
some of the fourth generation will study flower arrangement and tai-chi, but 
only to get their "heads straight." Others will fight diligently, across time 
zones and continents, to keep their cultural traditions and values to pass on 
those vital symbols, sounds, and musical instruments to the next generation. 
And still others will take these instruments to play a unique sound to the 
entire world. 

Audiences will reflect this diversity and will be much broader than the 
scene described above. Their needs as consumers and their interests as 
ticket buyers will encourage them to "cross over" to become part of a 
larger American fabric of arts attendees. Some will not necessarily 
support the younger artists of their cultures, particularly those who will be 
seen as having "left" their cultural traditions. Others will encourage their 
children to leave those traditions behind and to jump fully into the searing 
"melting pot" of American cultural activity. In either case, there will be a 
tremendous time lag, much as there is from Asian Pacific efforts to elect 
members of our community to Congress. I was once asked how many 
years it would take, and the learned response given back to me was 
"generations." There are still only a few Asian Pacific members of 
Congress from the mainland of the United States. 

This time lag will have a tremendous impact on arts policy-makers, 
as they attempt to support the audiences of the current day, while also 
supporting the training and development of the artists of the future. 
Some have even said that there will be a two-generation time lag be
tween the arrival of the inunigrant and the creation of newly developed 
creative work If that is true, during this time lag, what is our responsibility 
to the artists, to potential audiences, and to the entire citizenry? Besides 
patience, what do we do while we are waiting for the work to be devel
oped? What policies do we develop which will retain cultural traditions, 
as well as encourage the hastening of this process? 

A Culture Rooted in Pain, Pride and Hope 

Throughout American history, we have demonstrated a resiliency to 
accept new cultures and adopt them into our American way of life. Yet 
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the resiliency of our broader American culture to accept and adapt has not 
necessarily benefited the cultures which we have included within our sphere, 
often through means of force and oppression. At times Americans have at
tempted to change cultural forms and values and at times destroyed those 
cultures and art forms in the process. We have commercialized cultural 
symbols and utilized them as hood ornaments on our mode of transportation 
and mascots for our athletic teams. In the name of art, we have denigrated 
the color of peoples' skin and made fun of the sounds made by their voices 
and musical instruments. 

Many of these cultures and people have been scarred by centuries 
of violence against them. Their traditions are lost or in jeopardy, 
and their communities have been subjected to exile and economic 
deprivation .... Many cultural experiences are rooted in pain as 
well as pride and hope. These histories, and the images and 

expressions that have grown from them, must be recognized and 
supported-' 

Yet at other times, we have formed sponsor groups to support emigre 
musicians as well as indigenous American art forms, such as jazz. In our 
finest moments, we have understood that all citizens of this country are 
Americans, no matter what their country of origin, or the country of origin 
of their parents or even great grandparents. In the early part of this century, 
we welcomed European inunigrant artists, and this population brought 
with them a hunger and demand for European-style performing arts 
events. Our cities and counties, as well as publicly supported universities, 
built symphony halls and opera theatres to present this work In the early 
part of the century, we encouraged the charitable income tax deduction to 
support cultural activities, and in the sixties, established public arts agencies 
to provide support for these works. We have accepted the culture that these 
artists shared with us, yet we wonder if the same will be true of the art 
which has come from the many cultures of Asia. Immigrant audiences 
are supporting Chinese opera, Japanese Shigin and Filipino dance, yet we 
wonder whether the stages of those same halls and theatres will be open to 
the work of our traditions. Will public facilities be built to accommodate 
Kabuki, Kulintang and Shadow Puppets? Will university music schools add 
Gagaku and Gamelan to their curriculum, and will the sitar and koto be taught 
in music programs like the violin and trumpet? Even more complex is the 
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question about whether we will be able to accommodate the Asian 
American compositions of Jon Jang or Dan Kuramoto, let alone that 
future amalgam of work which is indeed Cuban-African-Chinese-Irish
Mexican-American, and which we can just call American work. 

James Baldwin wrote in Notes of a Native Son that America is "White no 
longer and it will never be White again." That pointed statement 
written only 40 years ago couldn't predict the complexity of the America of 
this current decade or even this year of 1992. We are not merely shifting 
from one paradigm to another. Rather, we are shifting from one to 
many. If that is the case, what can we say about the public arts support 
system and its capacity to support this broader society? At one time one 
could say that the Baldwin quotation referred to a white versus black so
ciety, but now we have over one hundred ethnic groups who make up 
the mix of what it is to be American, and many of them reflect the di
versity of Americans of Asian ancestry. 

Our great experiment of democracy in America has survived by 
incorporating each of our cultures into its great fabric. We have not always 
been able to do it with grace or compassion, and we have made tragic 
mistakes about which we must be constantly reminded and diligently re
dress. Yet we have the resilience to accept the next dilemma and welcome the 
nextirnmigrant WeomittedslavesfromourDeclarationoflndependence,but 
fewer than one hundred years later endured a Civil War to guarantee (we 
thought) freedom. And we joined freedom rides one hundred years after 
that to fight for freedom once again. 

We know as Americans that we will always have to give of ourselves 
to guarantee our own rights and the rights of others. When a woman's 
right to choose is taken away and a person's sexual preference results in 
discrimination, we know as Americans that we must speak out. We 
know that we must accommodate to views which are different from 
ours, or else the right to express our own views may be taken away. As 
a society, beginning with the first killing of Native Americans by the 
immigrant explorers, we haven't always been able to address the issues 
with timeliness to prevent the tragedies of violence, death, and great 
human suffering. Yet possibly we've had the benefit of learning from our 
hundreds of years of history to understand our cultural differences and the 
need to incorporate those differences into our communities, our broader 
American culture, and our laws. We've always believed in the potential of 
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this country to address its issues and to solve them by incorporating the 
broadest spectrum of the American public into that process. 

But now our confidence has been shaken. We have more cultures in 
this country than each of us can possibly understand, and although the 
process of incorporation can occur quickly, we do not know if we have 
the resources, both public and individual, to incorporate all of these 
cultures into what we hope will be the America of the 21st century. We 
don't know if so many cultures can be amalgamated so quickly into the 
fabric of America. We are faced with this great American dilemma of 
the 21st century: Will the country depicted in the Emma Lazarus poem 
at the base of the Statue of Liberty, "Give me your tired ... ," succumb to the 
quick and easy answer of requiring everyone to accept American mass 
culture and to leave behind the culture which serves as the basis of their 
humanity, or are we willing to deal with the complexity of each of our 
cultures, and to work to incorporate those cultural perspectives into the 
broad fabric of what it is to be an American? And furthermore, are we 
willing to assist in the search for cultural background of those whose 
rush to jump into the melting pot has seared away their cultural roots? 

We've been told that the arts can provide a perspective to redefine 
what it is to be an American. Yet this process of redefinition, or at least 
refinement, creates a dilemma for each of us. In this time of demographic 
and social change, how do we encourage the new without losing the old? 
How do we promote diversity without becoming unfocused? How do we 
fully accept each other without losing some of ourselves? 

Some have suggested that we must adopt an open and color-blind 
approach which throws out the old standards and only accepts the stan
dards of "artistic quality." However, these standards of "artistic quality" 
often ignore the standards of "cultural quality" which have existed for 
centuries throughout Asia and have existed for over a century within 
communities of Americans of Asian ancestry. To get to the level of ac
ceptance necessary to accommodate the multitude of cultures now 
comprising the United States, one cannot develop an inunediate color
blind approach. We must first recognize the integrity of each person's 
cultural heritage and the art which comes from that heritage. 
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Overcoming the Generational Time lag 

History informs us that it has taken several generations for the arts of 
newly-arrived groups or irrunigrants to be accepted by the "mainstream" of 
America, or for the newly arrived to receive sufficient training and experience 
in the United States to develop a form which combines their two traditions 
and is accepted by the broader American public. In the Japanese American 
community, this can be said about the achievements and success ofMinoru 
Yamasaki, architect, George Tsutakawa, sculptor, and George Nakashima, 
furniture designer, architect and craftsman. Each was able to blend their 
Japanese sensibilities and perspective with their American and European 
training to reach a level of accomplishment as artists in the United States. 
Others have been able to gain national and international recognition when 
their training and subsequent work have reflected a western or European 
sensibility, again combined with Japanese traditions, such as in the case of 
Isarnu Noguchi, who worked with Brancusi at a young age. Native-born 
Asians have gained success in the United States when they have brought 
with them the training from their own cultural traditions and combined 
it with western training. On occasion, a classically trained Asian artist 
such as Ravi Shankar is able to combine his work with other western 
musicians to gain success, but generally speaking, it is the second and 
third generation Asian American who will gain artistic success in the 
United States, and it is the second and third generation members who 
will be the audience for the broader productions. These artists of talent 
have overcome the generational time lag described above and succeeded 
against all odds. It was due to their individual vision, based in their 
own cultural traditions, often assisted by training from outside their 
culture, and then nurtured and supported by the entirety of American 
cultural, ethnic and religious groups. This, then, is the context in which 
artistic work must be assisted: 

1111 Acknowledgement and support of native cultural traditions, 
often brought to this country at great sacrifice, and often involving 
spiritual and religious references and elements. This must be 
carried on for generations. 

1111 The economic resources and systems to sustain those traditions 
given the dire circumstances of many new immigrant groups. We 
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cannot let cultural traditions slip away, yet we must also allow 
the popular to play its role in encouraging traditional cultural 
activity. 

1111 Encouragement of training, both from within and traditional 
cultural systems and the broader society. 

11!11 Encouragement of audience development to broaden the think

ing of Americans about arts and culture to include traditional 
cultures. 

1111 Support for the development of the new and risk-taking 
projects which push the boundaries of accepted cultural norms 
(both traditional and contemporary culture). 

Los Angeles is today seen as one of the most culturally diverse Ameri
can cities and a potential prototype of the American diversity of the 21st 
century. In a report to Mayor Tom Bradley in 1987, the Los Angeles 2000 
Committee stated, "More different races, religions, cultures, languages and 
people mingle here than in any other city in the world."' The Committee 
went on to note that to ignore diversity risks an increasingly divided commu
nity with intensifying political conflicts, escalating crime, shrinking economic 
opportunity, racial isolation, and ultimately, marked deterioration in the 
quality of life. Instead, the Committee urged a view of diversity as a positive 
force and recommended that we embrace it, nurture it, and draw strength 
from it 

... think of the diversity ... as a broad and complex system of 
cultures--each with its own beliefs, social structures, language 
and thought patterns, and art forms. These cultures, and particularly 
their art forms ... offer ways to know and respect each other, 

thereby enriching our diversity. Therefore, we must recognize 
the essential role that the arts and culture play in building a sense 

of community. Through art and culture a community identifies 
itself and sees itself reflected in the greater whole3 

A public policy, then, must be designed to strengthen our arts and 
cultural institutions. Such a policy would embrace a dual challenge: first, 
to encourage contributions to the arts from the city's many ethnic and 
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culturally specific groups, and second, to broaden existing centralized 
arts organizations' 

Yet, today' s American public "arts policy'' often has a narrow view 
of what is art. Music is often defined as that which is played by symphonic 
orchestras and quality media what is broadcast by public broadcast
ing. In contrast, most cultures generally define art as the work which reflects 
the spirit and enhances the soul. The oldest forms of arts support, par
ticularly in Asia, reflected the perceptions of a people about their culture 
and the importance of the sounds and symbolisms which reinforced and 
enhanced that culture. Each individual had a strong appreciation of 
culture, and only the work which reflected that quality received support. 
Our Many Voices, A New Composition, an interim report ofthe "2000 Part
nership;' the successor organization to the "Los Angeles 2000," stated: 

Current American arts policy, however, is based on an idea of 'a 
superior culture.' This rests on a European definition of art, 
embracing that which hangs in the museum or is performed in 
the concert hall or the theatre; or is secular or derived from court 
tradition; or is contemporary and professional. And even though 
this policy is intended to serve our pluralistic society, we actually 
place little value on art that is based in another cultural traclition 
or is derived from a social, communal, occupational, religious, or 

family context. In practice, the policy is limited by design. The 
funding systems, cultural facilities, and the managers are simply 
inappropriate to serving these cliverse forms of cultural expression. 
As a result, the support for different cultural voices-the real 
challenge of pluralism-has been sporaclic and inadequate. Only 
as a result of constant political pressure has arts policy been 
grudgingly augmented and re-tooled to encourage the variation 
in regional and cultural customs and practice found throughout 
the country.' 

A Melting Pot-Or Something Else? 

At issue is the question of whether the United States is indeed the 
proverbial melting pot, or whether another analogy is appropriate. As a 
young child, when I learned about music and art from school textbooks, I 
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learned that the Japanese prints which my grandmother carefully displayed 
on the walla at home were not "real" art. I learned that ikebana and bonsai 
were hobbies, not art. I leamed that the barrio mural painted by my 
classmate's uncle wasn't art either, and that the jazz played by our 
neighbor down the street wasn't music. As a child, I mourned the loss 
of my culture and parts of myself, as my cultural symbols and those of 
my friends were systematically eliminated from our experience. Instead, my 
school taught me about the great European composers and musicians. Of the 
Americans I did learn about, I heard Copeland and not Ellington, and of 
course all the authors I read were men. Those days are not so long ago. I 
wonder if 25 years from now if my children will remember only learning 
about Shakespeare, Bradbury and Herman Melville, and not about Willa 
Cather and Chikamatsu. 

Rather than the melting pot, some have suggested that the pertinent 
analogy for the future would be that of a stew, bouillabaisse, or mixed 
salad, in which each culture stays intact, but mixes with the influences of 
others to develop a culture which is greater than the sum of its parts. 
However, this American culture is much more complex than can be 
described or captured within a single paradigm. 

Many now suggest an America which functions within multiple 
paradigms, envisioning not just one bowl or pot cooking on the stove, 
but a number of diverse pots, both large and small, each reflecting the 
diverse cultures of America. There might be big containers to accommodate 
the stews, bouillabaisse and salads, but also smaller containers, in which 
specific cultures and tastes would choose to be nurtured, preserved, and 
modified, prior to (and possibly instead of) joining the larger kettles. 
There would be pots which would represent the Mulligan Stew of sev
eral cultures, and there would be some plates with dividers upon which 
someone would make their selections from the Smorgasbord of tastes 
and flavors. This model would reflect both an integration of cultures, as 
well as a process of selective separation, nourishment and sustenance. 
There would, of course, be many cooks, and each culture would be 
integral to several of the pots. It is important to note that none of these 
models is absolute. Rather, no one actually lives only in one culture, and 
as Guillermo Gomez-Pef\a says, all of us live on the borders. Each of us 
would actually live in several "pots." Most people travel back and forth 
from culturally specific to centralized environments within the course of each 
day and week. Many of us live within multiple paradigms, understanding 
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(both consciously and subconsciously) the modes of behavior acceptable 
and supported within each paradigm. We each live in worlds that 
contain multiple cultures. I would suggest that this vision of America is 
the one which must operate in this last decade of the 20th century and 
Into the 21st century. A foreign dignitary visiting the United States 
recently remarked that the America of the 1990s is in fact the world in 
microcosm. He said: "If America is successful in bringing its people 
together, maybe the world has a chance." These are our questions of the 
21st century. Can we bring the American people together, and if we can, 
does that mean that the world has a chance? 

Tills concept is particularly important for Asian American groups 
whose population base in the United States is still relatively small. Each 
is attempting to preserve its own cultural symbols, practices and arts 
while also attempting to live in and adapt to American systems. Many 
people who have come to this country from Asia did not come to leave 
their culture, but rather came because the political and economic strife of 
their country did not support their culture. They wish to bring their 
economic and cultural context to the United States, where our freedoms 
provide an environment in which their cultures can survive. They come 
here, hoping for support, but they see the omnipresent mass culture 
impacting upon their lives and most particularly on the values, ethics 
and arts of their children. Newly-arrived immigrant families seem to 
be "assimilating" more quickly, or in other words, '1eaving their culture 
behind" more urgently. Newly-arrived groups look to public agencies 
for support, but meet a reluctance to change by those in policy-making 
positions. Yet the urgency of their concerns is created not by the calendar 
of arts politics but by the imperative of cultural survival. Cultural equity 
becomes a matter of utmost importance when "the sands of our cultures 
are slipping through our fingers." 

As one reviews the adverse role that public policy in the arts has had 
on newly-arrived groups throughout American history, one might be prone 
to suggest that Asian cultural traditions would be better off in a society in 
which government were "neutral" about culture, and did not impose public 
intervention. Throughout history, each of America's cultural and ethnic com
munities has persevered to maintain its own traditions, often attempting to 
counteract the actions of the government or other public systems. Public 
policies have encouraged and at times even mandated the genocide of 
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various Native American nations, the separation of the African American 
family through the slavery system, prohibitions against speaking our 
native tongues in the public school system, and the destruction of 
Japanese American cultural materials in the concentration camps of 
World War II. Yet communities have established their own internal 
structures, without public assistance, to support cultural preservation 
through churches, social centers and fraternal organizations, and have 
responded -with their own political initiatives to counteract 11TIO-choice" 

and English-Only initiatives. 
The large increase in the Asian American population has, in recent 

years, increased the awareness by government agencies, elected officials, 
and other arts policy-makers to our growing numbers, resulting in the 
appropriation of Asian American work into "mainstream" organizations 
and the encouragement of outreach programs and audience develop
ment programs. One example is the "workshopping" of Asian American 
plays at resident theatre companies, with the result that some have been 
produced on the "mainstage." Some might say that these centralized 
"mainstages" are where all the best work should be produced and that 
appropriation has resulted in greater cultural diversity. Yet many cultural 
groups have expressed concern regarding the issue of access versus control, 
as well as matters of cultural imperialism. Several years ago, most would 
have been pleased with the mere access to the facility, no matter who 
produced the work. Now, after a history of unfortunate experiences, 
Asian Americans are asking for control of their own cultures and cultural 
symbols. They've seen the work of the best Asian American playwrights "re
worked" by directors who don't understand their culture, and they've seen 
centuries-old Asian traditions trivialized by unknowing producers. In 
the visual arts, they are demanding that Asian American curators and 
institutions be involved in the selection of work for exhibitions and have 
central roles in the interpretation of those materials for their own and 
broader communities. Their concern is expressed in An American 
Dialogue: 

... when the content of one culture is left solely to another to 

express, without any consultation with that culture's community, 
then the result is usually distorted, unintentionally or by design. 
This outcome is even more likely-and more threatening-if the 
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two cultures are at odds: haves and have-nots, majority and 
minority, victor and vanquished. . . . In short, no culture can 
survive intact if its interpretation and transmission are controlled 
by people outside the culture6 

Responding to Cultural Diversity 

To establish effective public arts policy to support culturally diverse 
communities will require recognition at each level of government of both 
the importance of the inclusion of Asian American audiences and artists 
in the "mainstream" of cultural activity within a community, as well as 
the support of culturally specific communities to preserve and present 
their own artistic work. Our Many Voices recommends a dual policy 
track which is based on the following conceptual framework: 

1. There is a fundamental right to culture-to honor each person's 
unique heritage, including the right to express and communicate, to 
practice customs, to be treated with respect. 

2. Cultural diversity is a positive social value, the source of our 
cultural vitality. It is a well of richness from which to draw new 

social forms and possibilities. 

3. Cultural life requires active participation, not just passive 
consumption of cultural products. Amateurs and professionals 
are equally weighted ends of a necessary continuum. 

4. No culture or active subculture can survive if its interpretation 
and transmission is controlled by someone outside the culture. 

5. In contemporary society, the concept of a "pure culture" is 

specious. Human society and behavior is varied and deeply 
textured, and present cultural practices have multiple cultural 
antecedents. 

6. Cultural equity demands the fair distribution of cultural resources 
and support throughout the society.' 

How then can this be implemented in our various Asian American 
communities and at the national and state policy levels? 
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Our Many Voices goes on to recommend means by which new policies 
can be evaluated. The outcomes would be deemed a success if: 

1. The amount of multicultural and culturally specific services 
is increased and the institutions that provide these services are 
strengthened. 

2. The composition of the aggregate audience for the arts more 
closely reflects the demographic reality of Los Angeles. 

3. The audiences for the arts are encouraged to explore the 
riclmess and diversity of Los Angeles' cultural heritage. 

4. The ultimate criterion for success is the condition of choice: 

a. Is the control of the cultural symbolism held within the 
community? 

b. Do policy decisions increase the conditions of cultural 
choice? 

c. Is the public good kept in trust by these actions? Are 
the public facilities governed and used by, and accessible 
to, the many? Does public financing support the voices 
and aspirations of the many?8 

It should be noted that these comments do not suggest a new tribal
ism. Rather, the suggestion of separation provides a basis from which we 
can then join together, as we must develop a common agenda with all 
people. Whether we "live on the hyphen" or not, we are all Americans, 
no matter what our national origins. We each live in communities and 
neighborhoods, and we each have a part to play in the cultural future of 
this country. We must find that common ground of working together. 
Racism is not a white person's disease, and sexism is not the exclusive 
domain of males. We all have misperceptions about one another and we 
need to dispel them as best we can to develop a truly multicultural 
society. These misperceptions are even greater about new immigrant 
groups from parts of the world we have learned little about from our 
schools, and from cultures which have not been incorporated into our 
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arts institutions. It becomes therefore even more important that we learn 
about each other's values and cultures. 

Our previous perceptions have often come from "old stories." To
day, however, we must create and listen to the new stories. To take the 
final statement from An American Dialogue: 

Our job, then, is to make certain that the new stories that represent 
our common experiences are developed as creatively as we know 
how, and that they touch as many people as possible. If we 
succeed, our lasting legacy will be the work of those most creative 
among us-the artists who are best able to see beneath the surface 
of our actions and make order of our infinite complexity-' 
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Is There a Future for Our Past? 

Cultural Preservation 

Policy 
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UNIVERSITY OF HAW AI\ MANOA 

It is clear to everyone, by this time, that ethnicity, race and class play 
crucial roles in our world. The "rebalkanization" of Central Europe and 
the disintegration of the former Soviet Union are but two examples of a 
process in which ethnic groups-nearly ten thousand according to some 
estimates1-are asserting their rights to self-determination. Although 
definitions vary, ethnic groups tend to be unified by some combination 
of history, language, culture, gene pool and geography. Some, like the 
Kurds in the Middle East, form pockets of minority groups in several 
major nations. Others, like Native Hawaiians, are oppressed and dis
possessed in their own, tiny and remote, ancestral lands. Still others, like 
the various Asians in America, are struggling to come to terms with the 
demands of acculturation and the sometimes countervailing forces of 
ethnic identity and cultural preservation. 

In the complex and shifting ethnic and racial dynamics in the United 
States, there is increasing attention being paid to Asian Americans as the 
fastest growing racial group. Numbering approximately 1.5 million in 
1970 (.7 percent of total U.S.), Asian Americans increased rapidly, just 
about doubling to 3.5 million (1.5 percent) in 1980 and 7.2 million (3 
percent) in 1990. Assuming stable inunigration and birth rates, there 
should be over 11 million in the year 2000 and between 15 and 20 million 
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in 2010. Lest this appear to be too far in the future to apprehend, we 
might remember that children born in 1992 will (if accepted) be college 
freshmen in 2010. 

Fear of a New "Yellow Peril"? 

Recently, media images of Asian American "whiz kids" squeezing 
out other groups in competition for places in colleges and elsewhere have 
given rise to the fear of a new ''Yellow Peril." This time around, however, 
there is a different cast to the old threat. The original version conjured up 
the specter of fanatic militarists in Japan leading hordes of Chinese 
against the bulwarks of Western civilization on the shores of the West 
Coast. This time, the menace comes from within: from the seemingly 
unstoppable Korean, Chinese, South and Southeast Asian youngsters 
who have a superhuman capacity for sheer study and preparation. 

We have, to be sure, witnessed numerous variations on this ugly 
theme. Indeed, there is more than a hint of the image of the Chinese 
soldiers we faced during the Korean War whose capacities to do battle 
against American troops were disparaged as the mindless ;;Oriental" 
ability to accept propaganda, subsist on a handful of rice each day and 
embrace death as the supreme act of self-sacrifice. These qualities we 
ascribed to them helped rationalize our retreat southward as the media 
reinforced the images of massive numbers of Chinese in "human wave" 
attacks to overwhelm, temporarily, superior American troops. The 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor was a classic example, including for 
many, still, the image of Hawai'i residents of Japanese ancestry con
ducting espionage and sabotage on a massive scale. 

In this wildly distorted and deterministic scenario, we are reassured 
that "we" ought not be expected to "compete" -that these antagonists 
have created an unfair arena; that the playing field is hardly level. It is 
an old theme, harking back to Chinese cigar wrappers in San Francisco 
Chinatown in the 1870s condemned for being "willing" to live in cubicles 
and subsist on rats. The same could be said of Japanese farmers in the 
Central Valley in the 1920s, sending wives and toddlers into the fields. 
How, it was reasonably asked, could decent white workers or farmers be 
expected to compete if it meant lowering living standards to levels long 
since discarded as unacceptable in our civilized world? Somehow, in the 
twisted logic of racism, the struggles and adrievements of the oppressed 
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can be turned against them-in ways reminiscent of the Nazi rationaliza
tions for exterminating Jews. The notion of an international conspiracy 
of Jewish capitalist communists became useful in creating a scapegoat, no 
matter the oxymoronic nature of the allegations. The lesson is clear: the 
only thing worse than being labeled inferior and incompetent is ap
pearing too competent. 

In an interview with upscale Town and Country, sociologist E. Digby 
Baltzell discussed his ongoing battles with America's WASP establish
ment-' Baltzell had popularized the acronym WASP in the 1960s and 
continues to decry its demise. "Ethnicity and race are much deeper than 
we would ever have admitted 30 years ago-10 times as important as 
class. And the whole thing behind the Iron Curtain was ethnicity, wasn't 
it? I think that's appalling." Asked which group, assuming WASPs lose 
their grip on the U.S., would rise to power, Baltzell suggests the "post
Vietnam War wave of Asian-American immigrants." 

But Asians in the United States, both foreign-born and American 
citizen alike, have been among the smallest of the identifiable "raciaY' 
groups. This will continue to be the case in spite of the fact that it is also 
the fastest growing of our racial groups. Even the projections for the year 
2000, which suggest that the number of Asian Pacific Americans will 
climb to about ten million, suggest that this will be a mere 4 percent of the 
total American population, according to the Leadership Education for 
Asian Pacifies (LEAP) Feasibility Study3 The twin trajectories of in
creasing Asian Pacific numbers within a dramatically rising nonwhite 
population are producing both anxiety and anticipation, especially 
among those involved with allocation of resources and power. Under 
these conditions, the experience of Hawai'i, with an unbroken tradition 
of a population dominated, numerically, by people of color, may be more 
instructive than a casual look at the figures may warrant. 

"Survival Needs" vs. "Access and Equity'' 

The sharp rise in numbers of Asian Pacific Americans and the un
precedented forms of diversity now manifest in the United States have 
evoked concerns over galvanizing these apparently irreconcilable con
stituencies into a unified force for political, economic and public policy 

advances. The LEAP Feasibility Study itself defines the polarities as 
between "Survival Needs versus Access and Equity" with the former 
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being projected by refugee groups like the Hmong, Lao and Cambodians 
and the latter represented by more established groups like the fourth or 
fifth generation American-born Japanese and Chinese. 

Survival needs, according to LEAP, include the following, by priority: 

1. Problems with acculturation and assimilation 

2. Need for job training programs and unemployment 
services 

3. Serious concerns about youth-related problems, including 
youth gangs and delinquency 

4. Need for the development of and education in language 
skills 

5. Counseling service centers 

6. Programs for the elderly 

7. Establishment of mental health centers 

8. Family resource centers 

Access and equity issues, on the other hand, involve: 

1. Discrimination issues, focusing on violence against Asians 
and growing anti-Asian sentiments 

2. Economic issues, such as economic barriers imposed by 
the "model minority" myth and the "glass ceiling" 
syndrome 

3. Concerns about education, principally admissions policies 
and equal access to universities 

4. Empowerment issues, politically as well as economically 
and socially 

5. Services for the elderly 

6. Conflicts, such as cultural identity issues and concerns 
about the rate of intermarriage 

7. Need for leadership development programs including 
those that address upward mobility and career 
development issues 
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8. Health and family resource services 

9. Youth-related problems, including gangs and drugs 

10. Low income medical services 

The LEAP Study acknowledges that there is considerable overlap 
and that "it is merely a matter of degree as to how much each need is 
experienced within various subgroups ... the needs of diverse Asian 
Pacifies can no long[er] exist in isolation of each other. The future well
being of each segment is necessary to the well-being and advancement 
of the community as a whole."' It will require careful discussions and 
extended negotiations to convince both "sides" that they do indeed have 
a common agenda and can work together for public policy advances. One 
likely arena that may not be inunediately evident is the promotion and 
preservation of ethnic culture. 

In considering the protection of cultural heritage, history and iden
tity, it is presumed that ethnic groups privileged with power and elite 
status within any given society and any particular historical context, will 
extend their hegemony to this critical arena. Thus, in the United States, 
there is a clearly established hierarchy of cultural backgrounds and hi
erarchies within each ethnic culture as well. The long accepted symbols 
of "high culture" -European classical music and opera, the theater, art 
and history museums and the literary world-remain dominated by 
WASP notions of what constitutes a "canon." We have, to be sure, made 
progress in breaking down barriers to racial participation in many 
spheres of activity and there is plenty of evidence that more challenges 
are in the making. 

Sports is an appropriate and useful metaphor for the gains and 
limitations of that progress; professional baseball, football and basketball 
include numerous multi-millionaires of color. We can see this change 
extended into privileged positions like the quarterback in football and 
with people of color on golf courses and in swinuning pools-arenas 
kept lily-white until very recent times. But management and ownership 
are still extremely delicate subjects as the 1992 purchase of the Seattle 
Mariners major league baseball team by a Japanese capitalist indicates. 
And, as in athletics, the museums which epitomize the canonization of 
the experiences, art and artifacts deemed worthy of preservation, exhi
bition and interpretation, have been subject to enormous stresses in the 
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wake of these demographic changes. 
In an earlier era, African Americans formed their own Negro 

Leagues to provide venues for outstanding athletes locked out of racist 
institutions. Similarly, we are constructing separate and viable museums 
like the Japanese American National Museum in Los Angeles to provide 
access denied by traditional history museums. It would be unfortunate 
to interpret these new enterprises as necessary consequences of a main
stream elite incapable of embracing ethnic diversity and as continuations 
of the old Negro League phenomenon. These are, rather, new organiza
tions serving dynamic manifestations of a new America coming into 
being, however awkwardly and reluctantly. There will be pressure and 
initiatives for more inclusive policies on the part of established institu
tions like the Smithsonian at the same time that new ethnic-based 
institutions are created. This latter development is part of a related social 
force in which hundreds of new historical museums and societies have 
mushroomed throughout the U.S. in the last two decades. 

Preserving and Promoting Ethnic Cultures 

One of the characteristics of this new America will be its aggressively 
plural nature with regard to points of view and promotion of cultural 
heritages. In the last section, this paper discusses policy recommenda
tions dealing with ethnic culture promotion and preservation. 
Promoting ethnic cultures and traditions and preserving or perpetuating 
them are related concepts but they are not synonymous and need to be 
clearly distinguished. They are critical functions and most ethnic groups 
tend to pursue both simultaneously-but not necessarily by the same 
individuals or organizations and not necessarily for the same ends. For 
example, the various ethnic associations of merchants or attomeys or 
doctors or dentists may band together to promote business or protect 
their sense of identity but they do not necessarily preserve or perpetuate 
ethnic cultures or traditions. The same individuals might, however, 
belong to other organizations which do promote and preserve cultural 
traditions including martial arts, literature or music. Assuming that these 
efforts are of value, it may be helpful to examine some of the ways in 
which Asian Americans have thought about preserving their cultures 
and experiences. 

The major Asian inunigrant groups in the U.S. in the 19th century 
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were the Chinese and Japanese, although there is evidence that Filipinos, 
for example, had been in Louisiana as early as the 18th century. In the 
19th century, the decisive role in promoting Asian culture or civilization 
was played by political, business, intellectual and artistic mediators in the 
white West. Here, the dominant images alternated between ancient civi
lizations worthy of cultural respect and emulation and effete or barbaric 
obstacles to the advancement of Western civilization-' The rarity of Asian 
communities in the U.S. in the 1800s made it inevitable that American 
perceptions of these minority communities be based on the Asian mod
els. This was so even though, by the turn of the century, there were 
sizable proportions of Chinese in Chinatowns of San Francisco and Ho
nolulu and the 60,000 Japanese in the Territory of Hawai'i made up 40 
percent of the population-a ratio which would remain for the next four 
decades. 

The immigrant communities and their leaders worked to promote 
their own interests.r of course, although the efforts sometimes merged 
with activities based in their homelands, as in the case of reform leaders 
from Qing China active in the Chinatown communities or the leaders of 
the San Francisco Six Companies who tried to deal with local politicians6 

This was also the case with the Japanese Christian leaders in Hawai'i and 
the San Francisco area in the late 19th century.' In most of these cases, the 
leadership understood that the" American" perception of the Asian im
migrant communities was absolutely based upon images of Asia (to a 
degree only hinted at by contemporary standards). In any case, the com
munity leaders themselves were never far from the possibility of 
returning to Asia to live, and improving conditions in their native coun
tries made good sense, especially when American racism directed at 
Asians was so commonplace and overt.8 

Within the Asian immigrant communities, however, the picture 
looked very different. There, individuals and organizations actively 
promoted and practiced their cultural traditions. Asian langnage schools 
were almost mandatory for the American born for communication 
within the family, for employment in the community and for possible 
relocation to the country of ancestral origin. With langnage training carne 
a host of activities and traditions including histories, music, games, 
stories, calligraphy, dance and sports. Many of these activities evolved 
into new forms as the immigrants adapted or adopted resources and 
material from their new environment. The Japanese in Kona, Hawai'i, for 
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example, continued the tradition of hanami-viewing cherry blossoms 
with food, drink and merriment. Without cherry trees, however, they 
turned to their coffee trees in full bloom and spread mats under the pure 
white petals in the moonlight where they created a new version of an old 
tradition. They did this, too, with old folk melodies which they used to 
compose new holehole bushi lyrics which told of life, Jove, sex and work in 
Hawai'i.9 

The second and third generations of Asian Americans were pushed 
and pulled into a monocultural and monolithic version of WASP 
America. In the process, many artifacts and experiences were irretriev
ably lost to storytellers and researchers who now try to recreate and 
analyze the development of these ethnic groups. World War II was an 
especially traumatic period when cultural practices and material pos
sessions were jettisoned or confiscated. The 120,000 residents of Japanese 
ancestry were most affected, to be sure, but all Asian Americans were 
taught that close connections to Asia could be dangerous, that those con
nections could be cultural as well as political or economic. The fact that 
the first few hundreds of Japanese to be interned after Pearl Harbor were 
almost invariably Buddhist or Shinto priests, language school personnel, 
martial arts instructors or cultural leaders made this point with great 
effectiveness. 

Now, when attempts are made to analyze the Asian American ex
perience, there are large gaps in available sources and information. 
When, for example, the National Historical Publications and Records 
Commission of the National Archives provided a substantial grant for 
the survey of uncollected records of ethnic organizations in Hawai'i, we 
uncovered approximately two thousand linear feet of documents. These 
form the bulk of Okinawan, Japanese, Chinese and Filipino records ex
tant but Korean and native Hawaiian sources remain to be surveyed. The 
survey was conducted in 1987-89, through the offices of the Hawai'i State 
Foundation on Culture and the Arts and implemented by the University 
of Hawai'i at Manoa's School of Library and Information Sciences and 
Ethnic Studies Program. While the results were gratifying in the variety 
and richness of documents uncovered, these records remain uncollected 
and unavailable for use by students and scholars. Worse, the survey 
made clear the vast amounts of material that, over the decades, have been 
discarded or have deteriorated. As a result, much of our social and 
cultural histories will never be recovered. 
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Some of these gaps are being plugged through the use of oral history 
techniques and these are immensely valuable.10 In some cases, the use of 
oral history is the preferred methodology to generate personal and inter
nal views or perspectives that are not routinely documented in writing. 
This is true for many individuals as well as for groups. Too often, how
ever, it is the absence of other forms of evidence that forces us to resort 
to interviews in spite of limitations involving personal bias, the nature of 
memory and the problems, inherent in the technique itself. 

When in, say, the year 2020, historians and other scholars of the Lao, 
Hmong, Vietnamese and Cambodian experience in America sift through 
the documentary evidence to provide the basic knowledge of which self
esteem, pride and cultural awareness are constructed, what will they 
find? They will be researching half a century of shared experiences in 
America since their involuntary removal from their homelands, and the 
second and third generations of Southeast Asians will be trying to recover 
languages, traditions, memories and values, the passing of which their 
own groups and, perhaps the whole society, will lament. They will be 
pleased to know that some "outsiders" thought enough of their lives to 
record some experiences.11 

When pioneering film and video students attempted to capture their 
communities' experiences through moving images in the early 1970s, 
there was little in the way of encouragement or resources. Nevertheless, 
some of the most remarkable projects were among the earliest. Eddie 
Wong s insightful film on his father, Wong Sin-saang, remains a classic 
effort of a young and talented second generation Chinese American who 
had every opportunity to "make it" in the widest possible sense of the 
term. The son chose, instead, to focus on the need to demonstrate the 
validity and integrity of his family and community. He makes his father, 
a laundryman, come to life for us in ways that would never have been 
possible without this endeavor. "Mr. Wong" is revealed at work in day
to-day laundry activities; the mundane and endless actions are 
punctuated by the meaningless pleasantries of his customers. But at 
home, this seemingly colorless figure--just another laundryman-is 
transformed into a vital student of Chinese calligraphy and tai chi chuan, 
protecting his individual and ethnic identity in proud and dignified 
fashion. 

Bob Nakamura's early film, Wataridori-Birds of Passage, is in the 
same genre: the work features three apparently ordinary Issei-Japanese 
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immigrants in America, including the filmmaker's father. Nakamura 
takes the title to reflect on the image of Asian immigrants as sojourners; 
as people somehow devoid of the right to be acknowledged because they 
contemplated the possibility of returning to their homelands. But in 
America they formed families and communities and many sank deep 
roots into hostile soil In the process, they took whatever they knew and 
transformed the culture, the knowledge, the values and the energy into 
the establishment of a new version of America. Nakamura's father is a 
gardener, and he is filmed on his daily rounds and as he reminisces about 
his life's work and meaning. The Chinese laundryman and Japanese gar
dener are the quintessential stereotyped male characters of early Asian 
America. Perhaps it was not coincidental or accidental that these two 
early and brilliant films came from sons who needed to provide there
ality behind and beneath the stereotyped vacuum: to restore to the rest 
of society a capacity to appreciate its own humanity. 

Fortunately for the new immigrants and refugees, there is a baseline 
expectation born of the efforts of Wong and Nakamura and a few others. 
Visual Communications is the company they helped to establish and 
"VC' continues to support filmmakers and videographers seeking to 
document the Asian American experience. Indeed, Pak Bueng on Fire, a 
film created by a Thai about Thai in Los Angeles, is certain to inspire 
other recently arrived Asians to continue this tradition. But for too many, 
these activities will be too little, too late--just as it was for the first and 
second generations of Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Filipino commu
nities in America. This conclusion suggests policy directions which 
impact on current concerns of the apparently divided needs of estab
lished Asian American communities and the survival issues of post-1975 
refugee Asians in America. 

Staking Claims to Cultural Hegemony 

The most important insight to be derived from this attempt to deter
mine whether our past has a role in our future is that we need a deliberate 
and carefully delineated plan to preserve and perpetuate our diverse 
cultures. This is not simply a vision of better scholarship in the 21st cen
tury, although that would be an important goal in and of itself. It would 
be a critical attempt to engage all segments of Asian America in mutually 
reinforcing action programs to stake claims to cultural hegemony. Refu-
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gee groups cite "acculturation and assimilation" as their top priority. 
One of the '1essons" learned from previous generations of Asian Pacific 
Americans is the importance of dealing with the objectives and goals; es
pecially the nature of the society into which we strive to assimilate. This 
is especially true in a period when many Americans of many ethnic back
grounds are raising identical concerns. What kind of America are we 
creating? What roles can Asian Pacific Americans play in the process
what resources and experiences and expertise do we have to contribute? 
How do we advance the causes of our own groups and conununities as 
we relate to these larger issues? 

First, we need to support the efforts of well-meaning individuals in 
all of the major institutions in American life from public schools to po
litical parties to repositories of cultural heritage such as museums, that are 
wrestling with the need to address issues of cultural diversity. If for no 
other reason than financial survival, even the most powerful of the elite 
WASP institutions such as the Smithsonian are making ethnic and cul
tural pluralism a priority. The voices of progress in these institutions, 
including foundations, private corporations and universities are still 
relatively few and isolated. They must be supported in their struggle to 
bring their own institutions to the table. The inunense resources, to 
which we as Asian Pacific Americans contribute through taxes, con
sumption and donation, need to be more equitably allocated so that the 
burden of supporting activities which empower and document does not 
fall only on the conununities involved. 

Second, we need to work on specific needs which cut across ethnicity 
and generation. All of the issues, on both sides of the spectrum noted in 
the LEAP Study, are amenable to resolution. One example: empower
ment via education involving the youth. This is critical whether the 
discussion focuses on entry level jobs for refugee conununities with 60 
percent unemployment or "glass ceiling" problems for middle-class 
college graduates. In all cases, a knowledge of the racial, ethnic, economic 
and political terrains will be essential for individual and conununity 
progress. Knowing the history of the conununity; knowing the legal, 
educational, political and social service resources available locally, re
gionally and nationally; knowing the languages and cultural traditions 
of the ethnic group; knowing the problems from within the conununity 
itself and its multiple perspectives; all of these have policy implications. 
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Every scholar with Asian American Studies ties or policy-maker with an 
Asian American constituency can develop a relationship with one or 
another of these issues whether labor or labor union related, housing, pre
school education, secondary school co-curricular, political party platform 
development, family conflict resolution or many others. 

It would be fascinating, for example, to take second generation 
Japanese American Nisei beyond the history of the legal victory (at the 
U.S. Supreme Court in 1927) to retain language schools and the intra
ethnic dialogues, often bitter, about the advisability of continuing such 
education, into the advocacy of cultural retention programs for recent 
inunigrant groups or for the Hawaiian language immersion programs. 
Or to take second generation Korean Americans beyond the fascinating 
history of inunigrant nationalist movements to liberate Korea from Japan 
prior to World War II to the political conditions confronting Southeast 
Asians looking to their own homelands. The possibilities are nearly 
endless; the potential for advancement is great. 

Finally, we need to support the institutions which attempt to deal 
specifically with these issues: the Asian Law Caucus, Na Loio nona 
Kanaka (Lawyers for the People, in Hawai'i), Asian American Journal
ists Association, Visual Communications, National Asian American 
Telecommunications Association, Association of Asian American 
Studies, Leadership Education for Asian Pacifies, National Asian Pacific 
American Bar Association, etc. 

The Hawai'i example has been cited as one which may be especially 
instructive in the decades to come. Hawai'i has always had a majority of 
people of color but it has always, since the early 1800s, been subject to the 
arbitrary demands of European and American hegemony. As part of the 
United States since 1898, it has always been subject to the demands of 
American racism as well. In spite of these conditions, considerable gains 
were possible and the forging of multiethnic communities of interest, 
however fragile or temporal, were possible. But if there is any lesson to 
be learned from the Hawai'i example, it would be that progress required 
careful planning and sustained effort and sacrifice for modest gain-" 
N one of the vaunted progress made by Asian Pacific Americans in 
Hawai'i came solely or primarily by virtue of numbers; and the immedi
ate future is clouded by anxieties felt by those---especially the Japanese 
Americans-who have achieved modest levels of power in the public 
sector. 
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We need to consider the possibility and potential of combining the 

issues of empowerment with the imperative of cultural preservation. 

This is the single strategy with the power of incorporating the wide di

versity of ethnic, generation and class groups among Asian Americans. 

It would also suggest a means by which all Americans might find some 

common ground to develop a unified vision of a new society, embracing 

the diversity which now threatens to rend it asunder. 
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Making and Remaking 

Asian Pacific America: 

Immigration Policy 

Bill Ong Hing 
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF lAw 

STANFORD lAw ScHooL 

Asian Pacific Americans will continue to be the fastest growing eth
nic group in the United States into the next millennium principally 
because of immigration. The demographic predictions for the year 2020 
show that 54 percent of Asian Pacific Americans will be foreign born. 
This is consistent with census figures in 1980 and 1990 which revealed 
that except for Japanese Americans, every group was mostly comprised 
of those born abroad (e.g., Chinese, over 60 percent; Koreans, 80 percent; 
Asian Indians, 80 percent; Filipinos, over 70 percent; Vietnamese, 90 per
cent). These predictions also find support from current annual levels of 
immigration (e.g., Filipinos 60,000, Chinese 55,000, Koreans 30,000, Asian 
Indians 30,000, Pakistanis 9,700, Thais 8,900). In 1992,50,000 Southeast 
Asian refugees were admitted. And a trend in increased immigration 
from Japan has developed as well. During the 1980s, Asian Pacific im
migration totaled about two million to help account for the 108 percent 
increase during the decade (from approximately 3.8 million to 7.3 mil
lion). 

Beyond numbers, there is every reason to believe that immigration 
and refugee policies will continue to shape the Asian Pacific American 
profile in terms of where people live, gender ratios, employment and in
come profiles, and even social and political life. 

BILL ONG HING, "Making and Remaking Asian Pacific America" 127 



Understanding How Immigration Policy 
Shapes Asian Pacific America 

The 1965 amendments to the Inunigration and Nationality Act set 
the stage for the development of Asian Pacific America as we know it 
today.l Its emphasis on family reunification (ironically not intended to 
benefit Asian immigration) provided the basis for growth. Family cat
egories offered many more visas (80 percent of all preference and 100 
percent of immediate relative, nonquota visas were designated for family 
reunification) and less stringent visa requirements. A relationship as 
spouse, parent, child or sibling is all that was necessary. In the occupa
tional categories, on the other hand, a certification from the Department 
of Labor was needed to show that no qualified American worker could 
fill the position an immigrant was offered. Today, 80 to 90 percent of the 
immigration from most Asian Pacific nations is in the family categories. 
But that was not always the case. 

Filipinos, Asian Indians, and Koreans are the best examples of how 
the 1965 amendments were used to transform Asian immigration. In the 
late 1960s, about 45 percent of Filipino immigrants entered in the pro
fessional and 55 percent in the family unity categories. Within a few 
years, however, family networks developed that enabled naturalized 
citizens to take advantage of reunification categories. By 1976 Filipino 
immigration in the occupational categories dropped to about 21 percent. 
And by1990, just over 8 percent came from the occupational categories 
compared to 88 percent in the family categories. About 64 percent of all 
Koreans entered in family categories in 1969 compared to over 90 percent 
by 1990. For Asian Indians, the figures were 27 percent in 1969 and about 
90 percent in 1990. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Koreans and Asian 
Indians also took advantage of the nonpreference investor category. 
About 12 percent of all Koreans and 27 percent of Asian Indians entered 
as investors at that time. Investor visas became unavailable in 1978. 

Here are some examples of how many Asians eventually used the 
family categories under the 1965 amendments: 

Under the 1965 reforms immigrants essentially were categorized as 
immediate relatives of U.S. citizens or under the preference system. As 
immediate relatives they were not subject to quotas or numerical limita
tions. The category included the spouses and minor, unmarried children 
of citizens, as well as the parents of adult citizens. The preference system 
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included seven categories. First preference: adult, unmarried sons and 
daughters of citizens. Second preference: spouses and unmarried sons 
and daughters of lawful permanent resident aliens. Permanent residents 
(green card holders) could petition for relatives only through this cat
egory. Third preference: members of the professions or those with 
exceptional ability in the sciences or the arts. Proof from the Department 
of Labor that the immigrant would not be displacing an available worker 
was required for third and sixth preference. Fourth preference: married 
sons and daughters of citizens. Fifth preference: siblings of adult citizens. 
Sixth preference: skilled or unskilled workers, of which there was a short
age of employable and willing workers in the United States. Seventh 
preference: persons fleeing from a Communist-dominated country, a 
country of the Middle East, or who were uprooted by a natural catastro
phe. Seventh preference was eliminated in 1980, but not until after about 
14,000 Chinese from mainland China entered in the category. 

Here are some examples of how the immigration system worked 
between 1965 and 1990: 

II A Korean woman who had married a U.S. serviceman 
(presumably a citizen) could inunigrate in the inunediate relative 
category, thereby becoming a lawful permanent resident of the 
United States. After three years of marriage, she could apply for 
naturalization and become a citizen. She could then petition for 
her parents under the inunediate relative category, and also for 
siblings under the fifth preference. Once her parents inunigrated, 
they, as lawful permanent residents, could petition for other 
unmarried sons and daughters under the second preference. 
Married siblings entering under the fifth preference could be 
accompanied by spouses and minor, unmarried children. 

1111 A doctor or engineer from lnclia could inunigrate under the 
third preference as a professional. He/ she could be accompanied 
by a spouse and unmarried, minor children. After five years of 
permanent residence, the doctor I engineer could apply for 
naturalization, and upon obtaining citizenship could petition for 
parents under the inunediate relative category, siblings under the 
fifth preference, and married sons and daughters under the fourth 
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preference (who could also bring their spouses and minor, 
unmarried children). The same scenario is possible even if the 
first Indian immigrant in this family had entered as a 
nonpreference investor when such visas were available. 

II A nurse from the Philippines might be able to immigrate 
under the third preference. After qualifying for citizenship five 
years later, she could petition for her parents. Her parents could 
petition for other unmarried sons and daughters under the second 
preference or the nurse could petition for these siblings under the 
fifth preference. If the son or daughter married on a visit to the 
Philippines, that spouse could then be petitioned for under the 
second preference. 

1111 A Chinese American citizen might marry a foreign student 
from Taiwan. The student would then be able to become an 
immigrant under the immediate relative category. After three 
years of marriage to a citizen, naturalization opens immigration 
possibilities for parents under the immediate relative category and 
siblings under the fifth preference. 

Gender ratios are affected by immigration as well. Today, more 
women than men immigrate from the Philippines, China, Korea, and 
Japan. For example, about 60 percent of Filipino and 55 percent of Ko
rean immigrants in 1990 were women. This has contributed to census 
findings that the Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, and Korean American 
communities are predominantly female. The Asian Indian community 
has a very even gender ratio, in part because about the same number of 
men as women immigrate each year from India. 

There is every reason to believe that many Asian women (particu
larly Koreans, Filipinos, and Japanese) immigrate because they perceive 
relatively progressive views on gender equality in the United States. This 
is interrelated to the fact that many women from Korea and the Philip
pines were able to qualify for employment categories as nurses and in 
other medical fields. Marriages between women and U.S. servicemen in 
these countries also contributed to a larger share of immigrant women. 

The employment profile of various Asian Pacific communities also 
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has its roots in immigration policy. The fifth of the preference visas that 
were set aside for employment categories under the 1965 amendments 
provided a window for many Asians to immigrate who did not have 
specific relatives in the United States. The proportion of professionals in 
every Asian Pacific community increased as a result. And even after 
more began using the family categories, the actual number of immigrants 
who identified themselves as professionals or managers remained high. 

Some observers, who note fewer professionals among Chinese im
migrants for example, contend that after the initial influx of professionals 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, poorer, working-class Chinese began 
entering. But this is only part of the story. The proportion who enter in 
professional and occupational categories did decrease over time in part 
because a 1976law required all professionals to first secure a job offer 
from an employer. The absolute number of professionals and executives, 
however, has increased. In 1969, for example, a total of 3,499 immigrated 
from mainland China, Taiwan and Hong Kong. In 1983 the total had 
jumped to 8,524. Thus, the smaller percentage merely reflects the in
creased use of family categories. The proportion of those who enter in 
professional and occupational categories from Taiwan is also much 
higher than for those from mainland China (28 percent to 5 percent in 
1989). And though more than twice as many born in mainland China 
entered in 1989 (32,272 to 13,974), Taiwan had more occupational im
migrants (3,842 to 1,599). Large numbers of professionals continue to 
enter from the Philippines, Korea, and India as well. Over 6,500 Indian 
immigrants who designate their prior occupation as professionals or 
managers enter annually. 

Immigration policies influence residential preferences as well. 
Historical recruitment of Asian and Pacific immigrants to work in the 
fields, on the railroads, and in service industries in the West Coast es
tablished a residential pattern that has continued for some time. 
However, in recent years, more and more Asian immigrants are settling 
in other parts of the country. Since 1967, New York City has attracted 
more Chinese immigrants than San Francisco and Oakland combined, 
and more than 17 percent of Chinese Americans reside in New York 
State. Almost 23 percent of Korean Americans live in the Northeast, 19.2 
percent in the South, and 13.7 percent in the Midwest. Thirty-five per
cent of Asian Indians live in the Northeast and about 24 percent in the 
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South. Asian Indians and Filipinos are the largest Asian American com
munities in New Jersey and illinois. Relatedly, working class immigrants 
who are able to enter in the family categories have helped to sustain 
Chinatowns and develop residential enclaves among Koreans, Filipinos, 
and Asian Indians. Koreans have also established small business en
claves in places like New York, Chicago, Washington, D.C., and, of 
course, Los Angeles. 

The 134.8 percent growth rate of Vietnamese Americans between 
1980 and 1990 (261,729 to 614,547) makes them the fastest growing Asian 
Pacific group. The development of Southeast Asian communities in the 
United States is related more to refugee policies than to standard im
migration admission criteria. Take its current size. Of the 18,000 who 
immigrated by 1974, many were the spouses of American businessmen 
and military personnel who had been stationed in Vietnam. But a dra
matic upsurge in new arrivals began after 1975, with 125,000 admitted 
immediately after the troops pulled out of Southeast Asia. By 1980 more 
than 400,000 additional refugees were welcomed from Vietnam, Laos, 
and Cambodia, approximately 90 percent of whom were from Vietnam. 
Although the 1980 Refugee Act established new controls, the flow of 
refugees continued due to persistent humanitarian pressure on the 
United States. After a second, sizable wave entered in 1980, the flow of 
new entries declined steadily. In 1984,40,604 Vietnamese refugees en
tered, then the average dropped to about 22,000 until1988 when 17,626 
were admitted. So by 1988, 540,700 Vietnamese refugees had arrived. By 
October 1991, 18,280 Amerasians (mostly from Vietnam) arrived along 
with another 44,071 relatives. Eventually as many as 80,000 to 100,000 
Amerasians and their relatives may enter. As a result of these entrants, 
over 90 percent of the Vietnamese population is foreign born, the high
est percentage of all Asian American groups. 

Refugee policies also affect gender ratios. In 1980 there were 108.5 
Vietnamese men per one hundred Vietnamese women, compared to 94.5 
per one hundred in the general population. This ratio is not as skewed 
as those for initial waves of Filipinos and Chinese which were much 
more male-dominated. The refugee policy that enabled Vietnamese to 
enter after 1975 under unique circumstances contributed to greater 
balance. Rather than fleeing individually, those departing Vietnam have 
done their best to keep their families intact. Roughly 45 percent of recent 
arrivals are women. 
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Another policy was to resettle refugees across the country in order 
to lessen the economic and social impact on just a few areas, and to avoid 
ghettoization. Although many refugees moved after their initial place
ment, refugees have become widely dispersed. By 1990, over 54 percent 
of the Vietnamese resided in the West, but 27.4 percent were in the South, 
almost 10 percent in the Northeast, and 8.5 percent in the Midwest. More 
of them lived in the South and Midwest than Filipinos and Japanese. 

The goal of preventing ethnic enclaves ignored the dynamics of 
Vietnamese culture and perhaps even basic psychology. The need for 
ethnically based social, cultural, and economic support among refugees 
was either seriously misjudged or coldly ignored. Although enclaves 
provided an historical means for the mainstream to keep an eye on Asian 
immigrants, those established by Chinese, Filipino, and Japanese im
migrants played key roles in easing their adjustment to American society. 
The need for a stable support system may be even more crucial for 
Southeast Asians, whose experience has been profoundly unsettling. 
Politically persecuted, unexpectedly driven from their homes, their 
hopes dashed, these refugees not surprisingly turned to the past for 
sustenance. 

In doing so they turned to each other, and despite numerous ob
stacles have been remarkably successful in developing their own 
communities. They have, for example, transformed San Francisco's red
light district near Union Square into a bustling hub of Vietnamese hotels, 
residences, and small businesses. Vietnamese Americans have likewise 
helped to develop a "booming" wholesale district out of Skid Row in Los 
Angeles and altered the downtown areas of San Jose and Santa Ana, 
California, as well as a section of the Washington, D.C., suburb of Arling
ton, Virginia. 

Nationwide, 64 percent of all Southeast Asian households headed by 
refugees arriving after 1980 are on public assistance, three times the rate 
of African Americans and four times that of Latinos. Not surprisingly, 
groups such as the Vietnamese have been accused of developing a 
welfare mentality, and the government has responded in knee-jerk 
fashion. Their relatively low rate of labor-force participation has in fact 
led many Vietnamese refugees to depend on government assistance. But 
much of this dependency is due to a system that creates disincentives to 
work. Policy-makers have urged state and local resettlement agencies to 
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expeditiously assist refugees with job placement. Under the 1980 Refu
gee Act, refugees were given 36-month stipends of special refugee cash, 
medical assistance programs, and other support services. But in 1982 
amendments to the act reduced the stipends to 18 months to pressure 
refugees to become economically independent more quickly. These 
changes came with the entry of the poorer, less-educated, and more 
devastated second wave of refugees. After 1982, most programs stressed 
employment-enhancing services such as vocational, English-language, 
and job development training. Most refugees are unable to acquire the 
skills that would qualify them for anything other than minimum-wage 
jobs in 18 months. They were, nonetheless, constrained to take these po
sitions in the absence of continued public assistance. 

Restrictions on federal assistance thus help to account for increased 
Vietnamese American concentration in entry-level, minimum-wage jobs 
requiring little formal education or mastery of English. For many refu
gees, in fact, these types of jobs and the poverty that results are 
unavoidable. Indeed, figures show that in 1979, a striking 35.1 percent 
of Vietnamese families were living below the poverty level. And by 1985 
the figure had risen to an astonishing 50 percent for all Southeast Asian 
refugees. 

AMENDMENTS TO THE lAW IN 1990 

After 1990 reforms, immigration visas are distributed under two 
preference systems, one for family reunification and the other for em
ployment. The immediate relative category (spouses, unmarried 
children, and parents of adult citizens) continues to remain unlimited 
and outside of any of the numerically restricted preference systems. In 
the family preferences, first preference is for unmarried adult sons and 
daughters of citizens. Second preference is the only category under 
which lawful permanent residents of the United States can petition for 
relatives. There are two subcategories: (1) the 2A category for the 
spouses and children (unmarried and under 21), and (2) the 2B category 
for unmarried sons and daughters (age 21 and over). Third preference 
is reserved for the married sons and daughters of United States citizens. 
And fourth preference is for brothers and sisters of adult citizens. Only 
United States citizens, not lawful permanent residents or noncitizen na
tionals, can petition for married sons and daughters and for siblings. 
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The law now provides several categories for employment-based 
immigrant visas. First preference is for immigrants with extraorclinary 
ability (such as in the sciences, arts, education, business or athletics), out
standing professors and researchers, and certain executives and 
managers of multinational companies. Second preference is for mem
bers of the professions holding advanced degrees or for those of 
exceptional ability. Third preference is for skilled workers, profession
als, and other workers. Fourth preference is for special immigrants 
(except returning lawful permanent residents and former citizens). Fifth 
preference is a category for investors whose investments are to each 
create at least ten new jobs. 

Persons who immigrate to the United States under the preference 
systems are subject to two types of numerical limitations: a worldwide 
numerical cap and a country or territorial limit. 

At least 226,000 family preference category visas are available an
nually on a worldwide basis. While in theory the worldwide quota can 
be increased to a cap of 465,000 annually through 1994, and 480,000 
thereafter, the level will not likely be much more than 226,000. This is 
because the family preference category level is determined by subtract
ing the number of inunediate relative entrants-generally well over 
200,000 annually-from the cap (465,000 or 480,000), with an absolute 
floor of 226,000. Assuming that 226,000 is the operative figure, this 
means that in a given year, a maximum of 226,000 persons can immigrate 
to the United States under the first, second, third, and fourth preferences. 
A separate worldwide numerical limitation of 140,000 is set aside for 
employment-based immigrants. 

In addition to the worldwide numerical limitations, the law also 
provides an annual limitation of visas per country of 7 percent of the 
worldwide quotas. Thus, assuming a 226,000 worldwide family visa 
numerical limitation and 140,000 for employment visas, 7 percent of the 
total (366,000) is 25,620 for each country. But 75 percent of the visas is
sued for spouses and children of lawful permanent residents (family 
second preference "2A") are not counted against each country's quota. 

Note that the visa of any immigrant born in a colony or other de
pendent area of a country is charged to that country. However, Hong 
Kong, which will become part of the People's Republic of China in 1997, 
is treated as a separate foreign state for purposes of its annual visa allot-
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ment (i.e., 25,620), except that through the end of fiscal year 1993 its an
nual quota is set at 10,000 preference visas. 

Considerations for the Future 

The confluence of social, political, and economic conditions in Asia 
and the Pacific region will continue to drive immigration to the United 
States for many more decades. And U.S. policies will continue to shape 
the profiles of Asian and Pacific communities here. As the prospects of 
immigration during the next several decades are appraised, these are the 
types of issues that have to be kept in mind: 

Ill Impact of 1990 reforms. Asian Pacific inunigrants comprise 
almost half of all legal inunigrants today, mostly entering in the 
family reunification categories. The 1990 reforms did not reduce 
the number of visas available to family inunigrants. In fact it 

added some numbers for families and added large numbers for 
employment categories. Asian Pacific inunigrants are likely to 
continue taking advantage of the family preference system. And 
as in the late 1960s and early 1970s, they will likely use the 
employment categories and new investor category to create further 
bases for future family migration. For example, interest in 
emigration remains high among Chinese professionals. Taiwan's 
politically volatile environment has contributed to the desire of 
the educated class to look for residential options elsewhere, and 
the stability of the United States and its longstanding anti
Communist philosophy appeals to them. Similarly, the impending 
return of Hong Kong to mainland China's jurisdiction in 1997 
has provided a strong impetus for its elite to look to the United 
States. And the Tiananmen Square massacre in June 1989 
significantly accelerated emigration from Hong Kong. But there 
are analogous sociopolitical considerations for Filipinos, Asian 
Indians, and Koreans. And Japanese have also demonstrated a 
slow but steady increase in immigration in recent years, 
particularly among women. 
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IIIII Gender ratios. The special interest in immigration that has 
been demonstrated by Korean, Filipino, Chinese, and Japanese 
women is likely to continue, especially because of the increase in 
employment-based visas and the perception of gender equality 
in the United States. 

111!1 Working-class immigrants. A continued influx of working-class 
and service-class immigrants will also continue to enter in family 
preference categories. This will continue to impact not only the 
employment profile of communities, but also such things as the 
viability of residential enclaves-not only Chinatowns, but also 
Koreatowns, Little Manilas, and Asian Indian ghettos. 

Ill Southeast Asians. In spite of large numbers of refugees that 
continue to flee Southeast Asia and occupy refugee camps in Asia, 
the United States has gradually reduced the number of refugee 
slots to Southeast Asians since the Refugee Act of 1980. The 
admission of up to 35,000 refugees from Southeast Asia was 
allocated in 1990, and another 22,000 spots were reserved for 
relatives of refugees already in the United States under the Orderly 
Departure Program. But this is a far cry from the 525,000 that 
were admitted between 1975 and 1980. Following the pattern set 
by other Asian Americans, small but increasing numbers of 
Vietnamese are entering in family reunification categories. In 
order to take full advantage of these categories, U.S. citizenship 
is required, and most Vietnamese have been residents long enough 
to qualify. Some do so to demonstrate allegiance, others recognize 
that, as citizens, they may petition for more relatives. Though 
about 38 percent of the first wave of Vietnamese were naturalized 
by 1984, the rate for the second wave is significantly lower. In 
1983 roughly 3,300 entered in the family categories, and by 1988 
more than 4,000 had. These figures do not approach those of the 
other large Asian American communities for family category 
admissions (with the exception of the Japanese). Nonrefugee 
admission is likely to remain low because in the absence of normal 
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diplomatic ties between the United States and Vietnam, 
Vietnamese nationals attempting to obtain exit permits face 
tremendous difficulties. After an inunigration petition is filed by 
a resident on behalf of a relative in Vietnam, the Vietnamese 
government must approve it. In 1984 only 3,700 inunigrants were 
allowed under the Orderly Departure Program. More than half 
a million cases are currently backlogged. As a result, sizable 
growth of the Vietnamese American community exclusively 
through existing nonrefugee categories is unlikely. 

1111 Other Asians. Aside from the larger Asian Pacific groups 

mentioned-Chinese, Filipinos, Japanese, Koreans, Vietnamese, 
and Asian Indians-as well as other groups alluded too, such as 
Laotians and Cambodians, other Asian Pacific countries send at 
least a few thousand inunigrants to the United States each year. 
Annual admissions of Indonesians (3,500), Malaysians (1,800), 
Pakistanis (9,700), Thais (8,900), Tongans (1,400), and Samoans 
(700) contribute to growing communities that have become part 
of the Asian Pacific patchwork. 

II Political backlash. As always, inunigration and refugee policies 
in the near and distant future will respond to economic and social 
pressures. The 1990 reforms put into place the concept of a ceiling 
on preference visas, which could be extended to the immediate 
relative category given strong xenophobia or nativism. While 
some might label as extreme the anti-inunigrant of color sentiment 
of someone like presidential candidate Patrick Buchanan, are his 
views really that different from that of the mainstream's given 
the popularity of English-Only initiatives across the nation? We 
also kid ourselves if we think this sentiment is alined solely at 
Latin inunigration. Consider only the experiences of Chinese in 
Monterey Park and the widespread upsurge in anti-Asian 
violence. Public opinion polls reveal that the general population 
does not hold Asian Americans in very high esteem. In one 
national survey which ascertained attitudes towards 15 different 

ethnic groups, no European ethnic group received lower than 53 
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percent positive rating, and no Asian group received higher than 
a 47 positive rating. Conducted before recent Japan bashing, 
Japanese were considered to be the minority group that had 
contributed the most (47 percent), followed by African Americans, 
Chinese, Mexicans, Koreans, Vietnamese, Puerto Ricans, Haitians, 

and Cubans. In a separate poll that focused on refugees, only 21 
percent believed that Southeast Asian refugees should be 
encouraged to move into their community. Nearly half believed 
that Southeast Asians should have settled in other Asian countries, 
and one-fourth believed that "America has too many Asians in 
its population." Other polls continue to show that much of the 
public regards Asians as sinister, suspicious, and foreign. Thus, 
the threat of a serious backlash against Asian Pacific Americans 
that could negatively impact immigration laws is always real. 

Asian Pacific America has been shaped by immigration and refugee 
policies. The profiles of the communities we know today are reflective 
of the 1965 amendments and a variety of refugee policies. The reforms 
in 1990 in all likelihood will continue the opportunities of the past 27 
years, particularly in family reunification categories, but also open new 
doors with the expansion of employment-based numbers and the re
newed availability of an investors category. Only if anti-immigrant, or 
specifically anti-Asian, sentiment carries the day will the course set in 
1965 be obstructed. 

Notes 
I. A much more detailed analysis of how immigration and refugee policies 

shape the demographic and social profiles of various Asian Pacific 
communities can be found in my book Making and Remaking Asian America 
Through Immigration Policy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992). 
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Over the next three decades, the Asian Pacific American labor force 
will triple to nearly ten million. How well Asian Pacific Americans fare 
in the labor market will directly define the economic well-being of this 
population. Despite a high number of self-employed, the vast majority 
of Asian Pacific Americans make a living through wage and salary work.' 
This paper explores the factors that will determine outcomes in the 21st 
century. 

The following analysis uses data from both the projections for 2020 
and the Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS is a national monthly 
survey of 57,000 to 59,500 households, and is used to collect information 
on labor market conditions, particularly the unemployment rate. The 
March survey, which produces the Annual Demographic Profile, con
tains extensive information on work experiences and earnings for the 
previous year. Since 1989, the CPS has included Asian Pacific Americans 
as a separate racial category. We pooled the survey for 1989, 1990, and 
1991 to get a reasonable sample of Asian Pacific Americans2 Income data 
are adjusted to 1990 dollars, and the reported statistics on earnings and 
hourly wages are the weighted average for the three years (1988, 1989, 
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and 1990). Statistics on the labor market status (e.g., labor force partici
pation rates) are for the survey week. 

labor force Projections 

Based on the projections for 2020 and current information on labor 
force participation rates, we expect that the Asian Pacific American labor 
force3 will increase from about 3.2 million in 1990 to 8.6 million to 10.2 
million in 2020. The population projections are discussed elsewhere. Our 
labor force participation rates CLFPRs) are based on the patterns for 1989 
and 1991. For those between 15 and 64, the male Asian Pacific American 
LFPR was 77 percent. This is below the 84 percent rate for male non
Hispanic Whites.• Differences in the age profile accounts for very little 
of the disparity. When we age-adjust, the participation rates are 78 per
cent for Asian Pacific American males and 84 percent for non-Hispanic 
white males-' The gap in LFPRs is due to a substantially lower rate for 
younger Asian Pacific American adults who are much more likely to be 
attending school. For females the unadjusted rates are 62 percent for 
Asian Pacific Americans and 68 percent for non-Hispanic Whites, and the 
respective age-adjusted rates are 60 percent and 69 percent. The gap 
between Asian Pacific American females and non-Hispanic white 
females is also due to diferrence among young adults. 

We use two alternative sets of LFPRs to estimate the Asian Pacific 
American labor force in 20206 The first, and more conservative, assump
tion is that the rates will remain constant over time. This produces a very 
low projection. I tis more likely that the LFPRs for Asian Pacific American 
females will increase over time given that there has been a long-term 
secular increase in LFPRs among all females over the last several decades. 
The same changes in social norms and employment opportunities that 
will draw an increasing number of females into the labor force will also 
affect Asian Pacific American females. Moreover, acculturation of 
immigrant Asian Pacific American females will work in the same 
direction. Our second assumption is that by 2020, the LFPRs for Asian 
Pacific American males will remain constant, and that the Asian Pacific 
American females will close half of the LFPR gap with their male 
counterparts. 

A low projection of Asian Pacific Americans is derived by combin
ing our conservative assumption regarding labor force participation rates 
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with the low population projection. The low population estimate places 
the population for Asian Pacific Americans ages 15 to 64 in the year 2020 
at 12.4 million. Of that number, there will be approximately 8.6 million 
in the labor market in the year 2020. A high projection of the Asian Pacific 
American labor force uses our second assumption regarding labor force 
participation rates (increased female labor force participation rate) and 
the high population projection. For the high estimate, the Asian Pacific 
American population (ages 15 to 64) for the year 2020 is 13.8 million. Of 
these people, 10.2 million are estimated to be in the labor force in 2020. 
We believe that the most likely net increase in the Asian Pacific American 
labor force will be between six and seven million over the next three 
decades, approximately a tripling of the Asian Pacific American labor 
force. This projection is in line with the most recent Bureau of Labor Sta
tistics (BLS) projections. The BLS numbers are for 2005 only. According 
to this series, the number of Asian/ other workers increases by 3.1 million 
during the 15-yearperiod between 1990 and2005.7 This is a little less than 
half the increase we calculated for the 30-year time period using the 
higher LFPRs and population projections. 

TABLE 1. Asian Pacific American Labor Force 

AGE 1990 2020 2020 Lo Growth Hi Growth 
LOW HIGH Rate Rate 

Males 

25-34 580,000 1,169,000 1,342,000 101% 131% 

35-44 543,000 1,246,000 1,358,000 129% 150% 

45-54 324,000 1 '113,000 1 '176,000 244% 263% 

55-64 163,000 752,000 777,000 361% 377% 

Total 1,610,000 4,280,000 4,653,000 166% 189% 

Females 
25-34 387,000 922,000 1,203,000 138% 211% 

35-44 400,000 980,000 1,222,000 145% 206% 

45-54 234,000 842,000 1,041,000 260% 345% 

55-64 136,000 532,000 694,000 291% 410% 

Total 1 '157,000 3,276,000 4,160,000 183% 260% 
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Table 1 provides a breakdown of the growth of the labor force by ten
year age groups and by gender. Although all age-gender groups will 
grow substantially, the highest growth rates are for the males and females 
between the ages of 55 and 64. 

Over the next three decades, changes in the composition of the Asian 
Pacific American labor force by nativity will parallel the shift in the adult 
working-age Asian Pacific American (25 to 64) population. This popu
lation will still be dominated by immigrants, but the U.S.-born 
population will grow at a much faster rate. In 1990, 80 percent of the 
adult Asian Pacific Americans were foreign born, but by 2020, the 
percentage will drop. The low projection places the figure at 73 percent, 
the middle projection places the figure at 72 percent, and the high 
projection places the figure at 74 percent. In terms of growth rates, the 
U.S.-born adult population will grow approximately twice as fast as the 
foreign-born adult population-' There is another important distinction 
between the two groups: the U.S. born will be younger than the foreign 
born. The median age for foreign-born adults for the low projection is 45 
years as compared to 35 years for U.S.-born Asian Pacific American 
adults. The respective number for the middle projection are 45 years and 
35 years; and for the high projection, the numbers are 44 years and 34 
years. 

Educational Attainment 

One of the most important indications of the quality of the Asian 
Pacific American labor force is educational attainment. One of the most 
interesting statistics is the relatively high proportion of the Asian Pacific 
American population with four or more years of higher education (see 
table 2). Compared to non-Hispanic white males, the education level for 
Asian Pacific American males between the ages of 25 to 64 is considerably 
greater. The percent of Asian Pacific American males with college at
tainment is 48 percent while that of non-Hispanic Wbites is 29 percent. 
The educational attainment level for Asian Pacific American females is 
also greater than that of non-Hispanic white females: 38 percent and 23 
percent, respectively. This high rate of attainment is the product of two 
factors. The first is that Asian Pacific Americans who are educated in the 
United States (both native born and immigrants who come here as chil
dren or students) tend to complete more years of education. For example, 
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for those between 19 and 24 years old, 53 percent of Asian Pacific Ameri
cans attend school, while only 35 percent of non-Hispanic Whites do. The 
second factor is that modem immigration has been biased towards those 
with higher education, particularly those in the professional, scientific, 
medical, and engineering fields. This was initially the product of the 
occupational quotas set aside by the 1965 Immigration Act. Although 
new restrictions on occupation-based entry were put into place in the 
mid-1970s, the highly educated continued to be overrepresented. The 
few who entered through occupational quotas were joined by the highly 
educated who were sponsored by highly-educated relatives who had 
immigrated earlier. 

Table 2. Educational Attainment by Ethnicity, Age, and Gender 
Asian Pacific American and Non-Hispanic White Adults, 25-64 

AGE LT HS HS Some College 
College 

Non-Hispanic 

White Males Total 13% 38% 20% 29% 

Asian Pacific American 

Males Total 13% 24% 15% 48% 

Non-Hispanic White 
Females Total 13% 44% 21% 23% 

Asian Pacific American 
Females T ota/ 19% 29% 14% 38% 

It is likely that Asian Pacific Americans will be an even more highly 
educated population in 2020. Asian Pacific American college enrollment 
will in all probability increase in the future, although not without greater 
competition and friction with the non-Hispanic white applicants for 
scarce positions in the top colleges and universities. Future immigration 
will also be biased towards those with a college education because the 
1990 Immigration Act has renewed and expanded the preference given 
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to those with higher education. 
Despite the high percentage of Asian Pacific Americans with college 

educations, there continues to be a sizable population with very little 
formal education. The population of Asian Pacific Americans with less 
than a high school education is three percentage points higher than that 
of non-Hispanic Whites. The vast majority of this Asian Pacific American 
subpopulation tends to be immigrants. 

labor Market Barriers 

Current labor market outcomes indicate that the full incorporation of 
Asian Pacific American workers into the U.S. economy will be hindered 
by two problems. One, although the Asian Pacific American labor force 
will be a very educated labor force, several barriers hinder Asian Pacific 
Americans from attaining concomitant wage and occupational status. 
Two, there is a sizable number of Asian Pacific Americans who are low
wage workers. 

The income-to-education disparity can be seen in the statistics on 
hourly wages9 As indicated earlier, Asian Pacific Americans are more 
likely to be college educated. The average years of education for Asian 
Pacific American male workers is 14.1, and 13.9 years for female workers. 
The corresponding numbers for non-Hispanic Whites are 13.6 and 13.5, 
about a half year lower than the Asian Pacific American averages. None
theless, average hourly wages for Asian Pacific American males are 
$15.40, and $15.90 for non-Hispanic white males. The same pattern oc
curs in annual earnings: $31,500 for Asian Pacific American males and 
$34,000 for non-Hispanic white males. Interestingly, a comparison of 
wages and earnings for female workers reveals a disadvantage for Asian 
Pacific Americans based on gender rather than race. Asian Pacific Ameri
can female workers make on the average $12.10 per hour and $22,000 per 
year, while non-Hispanic white females workers make on the average 
$11.10 per hour and $19,400 per year. Although there is a lack of racial 
disparity among females, Asian Pacific American and non-Hispanic 
white females are both disadvantaged compared to their male 
counterparts. Some of the disadvantages experienced by Asian Pacific 
American male and female workers can be attributed to discrimination 
in the form of a "glass ceiling," which is a barrier that keeps Asian Pacific 
Americans from obtaining higher management positions.10 The glass 
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ceiling means that Asian Pacific Americans can see these management 
positions within their reach, yet there is an obstacle that keeps them from 
obtailling them. This kind of barrier is of great concern in the community. 
Although many Asian Pacific Americans are qualified and competent for 
higher management positions, they are often stereotyped as not aggres
sive, inarticulate in the English language, and too technical to become 
managers. 

The impact of the glass ceiling can be seen in the percentage of 
workers in the professional category versus those in the executive/ 
management category. Because of the higher educational attainment, 
Asian Pacific American males are more likely to be in a professional 
occupation than non-Hispanic white males-23 percent versus 14 per
cent11 This is roughly a three-to-two ratio in favor of Asian Pacific 
American males. However, Asian Pacific American males lag behind in 
the executive and management positions-14 percent versus 17 percent 
for non-Hispanic white males. In other words, non-Hispanic white males 
enjoy a three-to-two advantage. Clearly, many Asian Pacific American 
males are able to move into the professional category, but enjoy consid
erably less success in moving above that level. Asian Pacific American 
females also suffer from a similar problem. Although 17 percent are 
professional, only 12 percent are executives or managers. 

The second main problem experienced by Asian Pacific American 
workers is that many are trapped in low-wage work. Among Asian 
Pacific American males, 12 percent make less that $6.00 per hour and 20 
percent earn less than $15,000 per year. The corresponding statistics for 
non-Hispanic white males are 9 percent and 14 percent. Among Asian 
Pacific American females, 21 percent fall into the low hourly wage cat
egory and 39 percent fall into the low annual earnings. For non-Hispanic 
white female workers, 22 percent are in the low hourly wage category 
and 41 percent earn under $15,000 per year. 

Most of the Asian Pacific American low-wage workers are immi
grants with little formal education, limited English language ability, and 
skills that are not transferable to the U.S. labor market. Many end up in 
the ethnic subeconomy, which is heavily concentrated in the low-skill 
service sector. Consequently, it is not surprising that Asian Pacific 
American males are overrepresented in the occupational category that 
includes food service-12 percent versus 4 percent for non-Hispanic 

ONG & HEE, "Work Issues Facing Asian Pacific Americans" 147 



white males. For Asian Pacific American females, the figure is 14 percent 
and for non-Hispanic white females the figure is 12 percent. 

Contribution to the U.S. Economy 

Despite the barriers mentioned above, the rapidly expanding Asian 
Pacific American labor force will contribute to the U.S. economy in two 
ways: (1) by providing workers at a time when the growth in the total 
labor supply is slowing, and (2) by providing desperately needed skills. 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that over the next decade and a 
half the growth rate in the GNP (gross national product) will slow in a 
large part because the population growth will slown In this larger 
context, the growth of the Asian Pacific American labor force emerges as 
a disproportionately larger share of the future net increase in the total 
labor supply. According to the BLS projections for the 1990-2005 periods, 
Asians will make up about 12 percent of the net increase in the total la
bor force13 Since our projections are in line with those by the BLS, we 
expect that Asian Pacific Americans will continue to contribute dispro
portionately to the growth of the labor force during the 2005-2020 time 
period. Without this contribution, the U.S. economy would experience 
an even greater slowdown in the GNP growth. 

Asian Pacific Americans will also contribute to the U.S. economy by 
supplying a large share of the badly needed high-skilled labor. One way 
to maintain the economic growth, particularly in per capita terms, in the 
face of a slowing in the growth of the labor supply is to increase the 
productivity of workers. Moreover, increasing international competition 
will also place pressure on the United States to increase labor produc
tivity. In this context, post-secondary education and training become 
critical factors in stimulating growth and increasing our competitiveness 
in the global economy.14 It is projected that the professional and techni
cal occupations will experience the greatest demand and growth over the 
next decade and a hal£.15 However, it is not likely that the U.S. will face 
a problem in filling the higher skilled positions given the current crisis in 
our educational system. Not only are our public schools failing to pro
vide a meaningful education to our children, particularly inner-city, 
minority youths, but our colleges and universities are experiencing dif
ficulties in attracting students into the scientific and engineering fields. 
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Given the educational patterns discussed earlier, there is no question that 
Asian Pacific Americans will play a central role in providing much of the 
needed highly educated labor. Even today, Asian Pacific Americans 
make up a disproportionate share of the highly-skilled labor in our high
technology industries whose vitality is crucial to the United States 
economy. Asian Pacific Americans will increase their contributions in 
these fields over the next three decades. 

International Dimensions 

The very same competitive forces that increase the contribution of 
Asian Pacific American workers to the U.S. economy will unfortunately 
generate social tensions. The international movement of Asians, par
ticularly the highly educated, will reemerge as an international dispute. 
This is not an entirely new issue. In the late 1960s and early 1970s when 
the United States attracted large numbers of college university graduates 
from the Third World, developing countries accused this nation of "Brain 
Drain," the systematic siphoning of the most talented workers, while at 
the same time perpetuating underdevelopment. This particular debate 
waned, in large part, because Third World nations were unable to absorb 
the growing number of highly educated people. The accusations were 
based more on national pride than on economic reality. Today, however, 
many of these countries, particularly in the Far East, are at a stage of devel
opment where they can absorb and greatly benefit from a highly-skilled, 
technical labor force. The loss of those with college and university 
training has real economic effects. Consequently, tl1e charges of "Brain 
Drain" will be resurrected by nations pursuing development that is de
pendent on high technology. 

The "new" debate is not likely to be one-sided. Within the United 
States, there is a growing concern that Asian countries are too successful 
in re-attracting highly-educated labor.16 The fear is not the loss of indi
vidual workers, but rather that returning Asians accelerate fue transfer 
of advanced technologies, which ultimately undermines this country's 
competitive edge. This concern is not without foundation. Unlike early 
decades when a vast majority of foreign students remained in the U.S. 
after graduating, an increasing number of them are choosing to return. 
Moreover, there are some notable individuals with years of work expe
rience in the United States who have relocated to Asia to help develop 
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new industries. The potential payoff of this reverse migration is so great 
that Asian countries have implemented recruitment programs in the U.S. 

Several factors contribute to the reverse migration. The newly indus
trialized economies now have the resources to pay globally competitive 
salaries, and have the scientific and technical infrastructure that allows 
the highly educated to continue their career. At the same time, there is 
a sense that the United States is not the land of the unlimited opportunity. 
Certainly the existence of the glass ceiling is causing some Asian Pacific 
Americans to reconsider the pursuit of their career goals in the U.S. These 
factors are likely to become more prominent in the future, thus 
generating greater incentives for highly-educated workers to remigrate. 

In reality, reverse migration plays a small role in the transfer of tech
nology. Other factors such as overseas investment, joint international 
ventures, and global licensing agreements play much larger roles. Even 
with the growth of reverse migration, immigration to the United States 
will greatly outnumber emigration by several folds. The U.S. will con
tinue to be a net gainer in the international movement of people. Despite 
this, the fear of the loss oftechnology will add to the anti-Asian hostilities. 

Policy Options 

Although the size and characteristics of the Asian Pacific American 
labor force in 2020 will be determined by factors beyond the scope of this 
paper (demographic and economic forces, and immigration laws and 
policies), there are nevertheless three crucial policy issues within the labor 
market arena: (1) anti-discrimination laws, (2) anti-poverty programs, 
and (3) international trade and linkage. Eliminating the discrimatory 
barriers described earlier means battling unfair practices that limit em
ployment and promotional opportunities for Asian Pacific workers. The 
problems facing Asian Pacific Americans are forcing a redefinition of 
Civil Rights because the types of discrimination encountered by Asian 
Pacific Americans are not merely racial, but cultural and language-based 
as well. We need policies that, along with providing equal opportunity, 
combat Asian Pacific American poverty by helping workers escape low
wage work. In Los Angeles, for example, the Asian Pacific American 
poverty rate is two times as high as the non-Hispanic white poverty rate, 17 

and low-wage work contributes to this disparity. One of the most 
effective strategies to overcome this problem is to provide skills and 
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English-language training to adult immigrants. The domestic problems 
are great, but our policy concerns should also address international is
sues. There is no question that over the next three decades, the global 
economy will become more integrated. We should have policies that 
enable Asian Pacific Americans to play a constructive role in promoting 
this integration along a non-conflictual path. 

Notes 
1. Fourteen percent were self-employed or unpaid family members. The 

remaining 86 percent worked either in the private or governmental 
sector. 

2. For example, the sample used to calculate wages includes 2,135 Asian 
Pacific American males and 1,980 females. The actual number of unique 
individuals is about two-thlrds of the sample size because the CPS retains 
a proportion of the March sample over a two-year period. 

3. The labor force is defined as the sum of those with a job and those 
actively seeking employment. 

4. We use non-Hispanic Whites rather than Whites as our own comparison 
group. A significant number of Latinos are classified as Whites, and 
since they have work experiences that are very different than the work 
experiences of non-Hispanic Whites, statistics for all Whites tends to 
be different than for just non-Hispanic Whites. 

5. We use the age distribution by five-year grouping for the total population 
to adjust the labor force participation rate. 

6. The rates are estimates for ten five-year groups (e.g., 15 to 19,20 to 24, 
etc.). 

7. Howard Fullerton, "Labor Force Projections: The Baby Boom Moves 
On," Monthly Labor Review (November 1991), 33. 

8. The respective rates are 266 percent and 135 percent according to the 
low projection; 267 percent and 127 percent according to the middle 
projection; and 281 percent and 161 percent according to the high 
projection. 

9. The statistics for wages are calculated for those who worked at least 
100 hours in the previous year, and were between the ages of 25 and 
64. 

10. See United States Commission on Civil Rights, Civil Rights Issues Facing 
Asian Americans in the 1990s, Washington, D.C., February 1992, 131-
135. 
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An examination or projection as to the legal and civil rights issues 
that will likely exist as a result of the increase in the Asian Pacific Ameri
can population reqtrires, at the outset, a premise for the assertion that the 
social category will be relevant in the year 2020. 

Furthermore, this analysis rests on an assumption that our collective 
goal as defenders of civil rights is to ensure that the experiment of democ
racy known as the United States can live up to the ideals it professes to 
uphold: equality, full opportunity, inclusion, democratic rights, and 
respect for civil rights. 

This analysis as presented rests on the following premises and as
sumptions about life in 2020: 

1. Racism against nonwhites will still be an integral component 
of the United States economy and cultural life both 

institutionally and socially; 

2. While legal forms of blatant racism will likely remain 
unlawful, a national consensus for a coherent or uniform 
remedy for the social impact of centuries of systemic racism 

will still be lacking; 

3. "Asian Pacific American," as a category created by and 
asserted in response to racism, will still be relevant both as 
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a political vehicle and as a category to measure the impact of 
inequality; and 

4. Immigration from Asia will likely be from the "developing" 
Asian countries, e.g., Philippines, India, China, Korea, many 
of which still are undergoing massive upheavals around issues 
of civil liberties, democracy, labor rights, and freedom of 
movement. 

Initial demographic projections assert that the Asian Pacific Ameri
can population in the year 2020 will be 1&-20 million, representing a near 
tripling of the 1990 population. lrnmigration from Asia will be a major 
source of this growth. Thus, the majority of the community will likely be 
foreign born, and a significant portion non-citizens. This 11foreign-born" 
characteristic combined with a relatively small voting bloc will still leave 
Asian Pacific Americans in a weak political position to make civil rights 
gains or to implement civil rights agendas on a national scale, but may be 
able to impact or sway local elections and activities. 

The State ofthe World in 2020 

Without a doubt, a projection of legal and civil rights issues must 
consider the state of the world in 2020-its economic health, its environ
mental health, whether peace or wars dominate the political landscape, 
and whether massive migration of labor (especially from Asia) to 
countries of real and perceived opportunities will continue1 Should 
political and economic instability and upheavals continue in the sending 
countries and other Asian nations, it can be expected that immigration
legally and illegally-from Asia will continue. As ofJ anuary 1992, over 
1.5 million persons from Asian countries (representing 53.2 percent of the 
worldwide list) were on visa waiting lists, with the Philippines (472,714) 
leading all countries worldwide.' (The top seven sending countries are 
all Asian nations except for Mexico, which ranks second in the numbers 
of its citizens registered for visas.)3 This number does not even begin to 
include the numbers of relatives who will migrate as "immediate 
relatives"4 of United States residents, a number which could, at least for 
some countries, represent twice as much as those on the preference 
waiting list.5 
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Some countries worth close observation for students of demography 
and migration include Burma, Thailand, Pakistan and Indonesia. As 
more and more movements for democracy demand changes but are met 
with resistance (in the form of violence and repression) from existing 
governments, and as economies in Asia fail to meet the basic needs of the 
vast majority of the population, there will be steady streams of migration 
from these countries. 

At the same time, attempts to develop East Asia into a major "eco
nomic union," similar to the European Economic Community, could and 
are alleged to lead to greater prosperity throughout the region. Conse
quently, this could conceivably reduce the need for workers to migrate 
from Asia to the United States, and affect inunigration projections6 

On the other hand, the state of the U.S. economy and its ability to 
"absorb" newer inunigrants will pose issues. That is, other "Western" or 
capitalist countries could be the recipient of the new migrations of Asian 
labor. As evidenced by migrations in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
Asian workers are also migrating to England, Western Europe, Middle 
East, Australia, and Canada. 

Not surprisingly, however, this massive migration of Asians and 
others has precipitated a resurgence and growth of anti-inunigrant and 
racist movements represented in spontaneous outbursts and uprisings of 
white youths to organized and well-financed electoral movements, e.g., 
"Le Pen" in France and anti-inunigrant movements in Germany in 1992. 
Reminiscent of anti-inunigrant movements that dotted the history of the 
United States' and that were forerunners to fascist and neo-fascist 
movements in Western Europe in the 20th century, these movements 
have, unfortunately, gained wider acceptance among white Americans 
and Europeans. Institutional support through government and private 
parties has similarly created a more fearful climate and pressed civil 
rights advocates. 

Nevertheless, it is likely that given the projections for the Asian Pa
cific American population in 2020, any analysis on the civil and legal 
rights issue of that year will be impacted by perceptions both in fact and 
fiction, that there will be even more persons of Asian descent migrating 
to the United States. The fear of more "yellow and brown hordes" being 
absorbed into an unstable and declining economy will have great social 
implications. 
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The State of the U.S. Economy 
and Social Relations 

The national state of social relations, particularly around such a fun
damental issue as racism, will greatly determine the civil rights agenda 
of Asian Pacific Americans. The social issues, however, are inextricably 
intertwined with the health of the U.S. economy and with the willingness 
of leaders to put forth and to finance a progressive social rights agenda. 
Unfortunately, the experiences of 1992 and the 12 previous years when 
national leadership "planned" social policy based on "racial polariza
tion" rather than "racial inclusiveness and unity" do not give ground for 
optimism. This catering to a "white, native-born consensus" based on 
some notion of preserving a perceived birthright has been at the corner
stone of social policies negatively affecting civil rights, immigration 
policy, and labor policy. The disturbing rise of explicitly racist and pro
violence organizations, the rise of similarly inclined politicians (and the 
frightening followers), and the failure of national leadership to quell this 
growth lays fundamental problems for all racial minorities including 
Asian Pacific Americans. Aside from catering to traditions of racism, 
these proponents have also taken on the bashing of immigrants (read: 
nonwhite inunigrants) as part of their crusade. Proposed measures from 
militarizing the U.S.-Mexico border, to increased inunigration raids in 
Asian and Latino communities, to outright denials of labor protections 
to inunigrants have been part of these proponents' arsenal. 

If the United States economy is relatively healthy in 2020, then racial 
relations should be irnproved8 However, increased economic instabil
ity combined with racist and nativist appeals by national figures will lead 
to continued divisiveness and set the stage for increasing legal and civil 
rights issues for Asian Pacific Americans and other nonwhite communi
ties. 

Simultaneously, the relationships of our community to its allies in the 
broader civil rights community will determine the agenda. Given the 
near tripling of our population by 2020, the concerns of the community 
will have to be part of a broader national civil rights agenda. That agenda 
will have to take on an internationalist perspective based on full civil and 
democratic rights for all regardless of race, national origin, and immigration 
status if it is to adequately address the civil rights concerns of largely immigrant, 
nonwhite communities. In addition, it will be incumbent on civil rights 
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leadership to build viable and operational multiracial and multicultural 
coalitions with matching agendas. 

Inherent to forging the relations of the civil rights coalition is a grap
pling with a lingering issue of whether Asian Pacific Americans will "be 
used" by Whites against other minority groups, and whether other 
minority groups, i.e., Blacks and Latinos, will view Asian Pacific Ameri
cans (or some ethnic groups) as indistinguishable from a political and 
economic view from Whites (who will presumably still direct most ma
jor corporations and be the majority of elected officials in 2020). Professor 
Marl Matsuda warned that Asian Pacific Americans had better under
stand the fundamental characteristics that tie people of color within the 
social dynamics of U.S. society lest they be used as buffers between 
Whites and other communities of color-' Inherent in that relation, 
however, is an incumbent duty for Asian Pacific Americans to stand with 
their brothers and sisters of color in addressing all issues of racism 
together in both time and place. 

legal issues for Asian Pacific Americans 

Asian Pacific Americans as workers, women, gays and lesbians, con
smners, immigrants, non-citizens, and general members of U.S. society 
will be loaded with a myriad oflegal problems. Following, however, are 
particular legal issues which will likely emanate from the discrimination 
based on race, national origin, class, sex, and immigration status
categories of discrimination that are impacted by the existence of an 
Asian Pacific American category. 

LABOR RIGHTS 

Overwhelmingly, Asian Pacific Americans are working class, non
professional people (despite perceptions by the public and 
representations by the media). Recent immigrants and even those with 
residency over ten years overwhelmingly dominate the light manufac
turing and service sectors and lower-paying positions in the meclical and 
clerical industries.10 The vast majority, similar to most Americans, are not 
represented by unions, and are not aware of their rights as workers. 
Thus, abuse of these workers from harassment, non-payment of overtime 
salaries, undercutting wages, and harsh working conclitions in violation 
of labor laws, will likely continue. The attempts of certain industries to 
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curb labor-law protections in the 1980s (often with Administration 
backing) serve as a harbinger of the types of labor battles that Asian 
workers will face in 2020. As international and domestic competition 
among industries heightens, it can be expected that various "cost-saving" 
measures will be utilized. The prospects for organized labor to rebound 
from its losses in the 1980s and 1990s and to be more inclusive of Asian 
Pacific American workers and their needs will also impact the landscape 
within which labor rights will be asserted. 

Special attention will need to be given to the fact that the majority of 
Asian immigrants will be women. Aside from issues arising in other 
arenas, e.g., domestic violence, the fact that many of the immigrant 
workers will be women will also give rise to increasing attention to issues 
of sexual harassment, sex discrimination in employment, and 
employment of women in traditionally low-paid jobs, e.g., garment and 
service. The necessary components to setting the agenda for combatting 
this discrimination will, in part, have to be the empowerment of women 
of color within national women's organizations and unions and the effort 
of those organizations to be as aggressively inclusive as the times 
demand. 

Furthermore, with its poverty rate being twice that of Whites, and 
with 50 percent of Southeast Asians living in poverty,'! the community 
will have to grapple with the consequences of having a generation or two 
of our community virtually locked out of mainstream life. Poor educa
tional performances, limited employment opportunities, and an 
increasing trend for youth to turn toward anti-social behavior as an eco
nomic necessity, will likely mark the life of refugees and their children. 

THE GLASS CEILING AND APPROACHES TO AFFIRMATIVE ACTION 

While the issue of the "glass ceiling," i.e., lack of promotion of racial 
minorities to management positions, and related issues of affirmative 
action have been on the agenda for the last few years, there is a strong 
likelihood that they will remain as issues three decades from now. The 
nearly three decades since the passage of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 have clearly shown a glaring disparity between Congress' 
professed intent to eradicate discrimination and the harsh and stark re
ality created by decades of inequality. For while some minorities have 
been promoted to positions in management, management in corpora
tions does not even begin to mirror the demographic profile of the 
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working corrununity. Hopefully, the Civil Rights Act of 1991 will have 
created a more favorable legal climate within which programs for aggres
sive affirmative action will find their way to general acceptance. 
However, if there is a continued polarization, and in view of the fact that 
the existing Supreme Court has conservative members who will likely be 
serving on the court for two or three more decades, the prospects for fa
vorable anti-discrimination legal precedents appears dim. Thus, the 
Asian Pacific American legal and civil rights corrununity will need to 
develop more creative approaches--both legally and legislatively. 

On another front, Asian Pacific Americans will have to articulate a 
clearer approach to affirmative action and will have to answer some hard 
questions regarding the collective applicability of affirmative action to a 
corrununity which has distinct ethnic communities with varied histories 
in the United States. Some of the questions include: Will recent irruni
grants be able to claim that they inherit the impact of decades of 
discrimination against other Asian groups and thus are entitled to affir
mative action remedies? When there is underrepresentation of some 
Asian Pacific Americans, e.g., Filipino Americans, in certain jobs or 
college admission slots, but not of other groups, e.g., Japanese Americans, 
is this a cause for complaint? Will the relatively more affluent position 
of Asian Americans relative to other minority groups, i.e., Blacks and 
Latinos, render the claims for affirmative action less meaningful, 
particularly since the bulk of Asians migrated in more recent years when 
laws against discrimination have already been passed? 

IMMIGRANT RIGHTS 

Given the overwhelming immigrant character of our community 
and the expected increase past the year 2020, expanding and protecting 
the rights of irrunigrants--docurnented and undocumented-to be free 
from discriminatory treatment will fill the civil rights agenda. The on
slaught upon the rights of irrunigrants will likely come in these forms, as 
our history shows: 

1111 attempts to curb Asian and other inunigration through 
legislation aimed at decreasing family unity;12 

1111 further restrictions on the due process rights of inunigrants 
in court and administrative proceedings so as to expedite 
deportation; 
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1111 legal and quasi-legal restrictions on the rights of immigrants 
(both documented and undocumented) to public benefits and 
social services (assuming both will still exist in 2020); 

Ill increased use of force in restricting immigration and enforcing 

immigration laws; 

Ill the building of more immigration detention centers in order 
to incarcerate immigrants and deprive them of access to legal 
representation and social services; 

1111 the growth of xenophobic movements expressed through 
violence, legislation, media, etc.; 

Ill curbs on the numbers of refugees admitted from war-torn, 
politically unstable, or economically devastated countries. 

Defenders of immigrants rights in our community will be forced to 
strengthen with even greater fervor the internationalist, humanitarian, 
and pro-civil rights moorings upon which to analyze and critique the 
above expressions of anti-immigrant sentirnentsB Furthermore, the is
sues will require an astute and thorough understanding of the political 
economy of the sending nations that prompts this massive migration. 
The political instability of the sending nations will have to be addressed 
as we attempt to seek refugee protections or "safe haven" status for those 
fleeing persecution from those countries. 

Inherent to this responsibility will be the task of working more 
closely with other immigrant communities that will similarly be im
pacted by U.S. foreign policy considerations, political upheaval in 
sending countries, and the response of the U.S. government. The com
monalities for seeking a more unified agenda to address these civil rights 
concerns will be more vivid. 

One major issue that appears likely for addressing will be the increas
ing demands of certain U.S. industries for already-trained skilled workers 
from abroad rather than investing in the existing workforce through job 
training and better education. While some in our community will view 
this avenue for migration as a positive opening to increase immigration, 
it raises substantial public policy questions, and asks the Asian Pacific 
American community where it stands on the issue of protecting and 
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improving the domestic workforce through corporate and governmental 
investment. Asian Pacific American leaders will have to demand, as will 
other communities, especially those communities of color hardest hit by 
the callous indifference to improving the education and job skills of U.S. 
workers, that government and business look first to retraining the 
domestic labor force before seeking skilled labor from abroad. 
Simultaneously, however, knowing well that much of that skilled 
inunigrant labor will enter into the social dynamics of U.S. racism and 
xenophobia, and employment discrimination or abuse, we will have to 
defend their rights as inunigrants and workers. 

lANGUAGE RIGHTS 

Short of English becoming the universal language of the world (God 
forbid!), our community will be filled with '1anguage minorities," i.e., 
non- or limited-English-speaking communities. The issue becomes more 
complex since our community shares no common language, but instead 
is a polyglot of languages and dialects, each with a distinct historical 
development. Nevertheless, lack of access to services, lack of access to the 
ballot, and discrimination in employment because of being a language 
minority will likely be issues in 2020. The successful effort to have the 
bilingual voting materials provisions of the Voting Rights Act 
reauthorized in 1992 (to be valid unti12007) will hopefully create more 
favorable conditions for their maintenance and expansion in 2020. 

"English-Only" rules in the workplace," or terminations from or de
nials of employment based on accent discrimination will likely continue 
in view of the increasing and constant inunigration from Asian countries. 
It could be expected that there will be legislative, referendum, or initia
tive measures that will be introduced to make English the "official 
language" of the United States or of various states in order to present 
some alleged "uniformity" in communication which will supposedly 
improve relations. Asian Pacific American civil rights advocates will 
have to respond to these thinly guised racist and exclusionary attempts 
to further disempower and disenfranchise language minority communi
ties. Again, it will be incumbent for Asian Pacific Americans to be active 
players in insuring that the broader civil rights community places the 
defense of language minorities on its agenda of action. 
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HATE VIOLENCE 

Disturbingly and unfortunately, hate violence will likely be an issue 
in 2020 unless there is a major turnaround in the approach to social 
problems. The increasing polarization of the country around race, 
compounded by the fierce international competition in business and by 
decreasing economic and employment opportunities, have laid the seeds 
for increasing hate crimes and violence. Asian Pacific American 
advocates will continue to press states to enact laws allowing the 
prosecution of acts of violence as "hate crimes" (which enhance the 
sentences), and to press local prosecutors and state attorneys general to 
bring cases against the perpetrators. 

On a national scale, these advocates will have to pierce and thor
oughly discredit the "racialized patriotism" which serves as the 
cornerstone or rationale for a perceived duty to bash persons of Asian 
descent whether they be foreign-born or eighth-generation Americans. 
This daunting task will also require demands for quick and responsive 
action from federal officials and from United States and Asian corporate 
officials to denounce acts of anti-Asian violence. 

VOTING RIGHTS 

Asian Pacific Americans on a national scale actively participated in 
the redistricting process for the first time in 1991-92. While not all pro
posed plans were adopted, Asian Pacific Americans served notice on 
legislatures and city councils that we were stepping forward to defend 
our rights under the Voting Rights Act, and placed into the public record 
the historical discrimination suffered by Asian Pacific Americans in vot
ing. While Asians in 1992 were 10 percent of the California population, 
there had been no Asians in the state legislature for 11 years. Asians were 
3 percent of the national population, but less than 1 percent of the House 
of Representatives. In 2020, with an expected Asian Pacific American 
national population of 5-6 percent, and a California population of 15-20 
percent, ensuring adequate representation at all electoral levels will be a 
major civil rights concern. Challenges to at-large election schemes which 
have historically served to exclude minorities from city councils, boards 
of supervisors, and school boards, will be needed. 
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Is There Power in Numbers? 

Although Asians will number 20 million in 2020, we will likely still 
represent only 5-6 percent of the national population. In some states, e.g., 
California, we could likely be 15-20 percent of the population. Adding 
to this factor are projections that there will be no racial group that consti
tutes a majority. Perhaps Washington, D.C., will finally give some 
favorable attention to this population. However, articulating a civil rights 
agenda for Asian Pacific Americans will necessitate a conscious summa
tion of the collective experiences garnered as a distinctly created racial 
group. Our community of 2020 will have a qualitatively different propor
tionate ethnic make-up than that in 1992 as the waves of immigrants from 
various Asian nations make their way to these shores. Our collective 
American experience in the number of years may be limited, but factors 
such as racial violence and anti-immigrant hostilities will intensify that 
experience. Civil rights advocates will have to harness the lessons of the 
past, and present the commonalities that mandate working under a com
mon civil rights agenda. 

Like other communities of color, and like the rest of the general U.S. 
population, our community hopes that 2020 will not be a year when the 
issues of racial polarization, xenophobia, and discrimination dominate 
the social relations of our country. The ideal that we call "United States 
democracy" has yet to be fully realized for the vast majority, but espe
cially for those communities legally and socially marginalized because of 
their immigration status, race or national origin. Unfortunately, the years 
of professed belief from the federal government and from the national 
social agenda of the late 1960s in "full equality" and "full remedies" to 
address centuries of societal discrimination are still, when placed against 
the backdrop of United States history, an aberration and an exception to 
the rule. The escalation of racism throughout the 1980s and 1990s serves 
as a painful reminder that our work to build a nation committed to full 
rights and opportunity remains. 

At the same time, years of common experience have provided valu
able insights and produced new coalitions in the civil rights arena. It will 
be incumbent upon advocates for civil rights to extrapolate the lessons 
from history in order to articulate a more relevant and more effective 
agenda. 
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Notes 
1. "Figures are far from precise-partly because of poor monitoring, partly 

because of illegal immigration-but 4 million to 5 million workers from 
South and east Asia probably work abroad." "Asia Supplies the World 
with Workers," The Economist, reprinted in San Francisco Chronicle 
(September 21, 1988). 

2. U.S. Department of State, Visa Bulletin 7:9A (1992). 

3. Ibid. As of january 1992, following the Philippines, the next six countries 
have the following registered: Mexico (466,684), India (254,049), China, 
mainland-born (181,143), China, Taiwan-born (122,284), Korea (118,949), 
and Vietnam (109,276). 

4. "Immediate relatives" are defined as parents, spouses, and unmarried 
minor children under 21, and are exempt from the preference waiting 
lists. 

5. For example, approximately 40,000 Filipinos (twice the number allowed 
under the preference system) entered as immediate relatives of U.S. 
citizens annually for the past three years. 

6. Workers from the Philippines, Korea, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, and 
Thailand already migrate all over the world. In 1985 approximately 
460,000 Filipinos, 200,000 Koreans, 230,000 Pakistanis, 160,000 Indians, 
80,000 Bangladeshis, and 70,000 Thais worked abroad. The United States 
is but one of dozens of countries to which they migrate for employment. 
See "Asia Supplies the World with Workers." 

7. For a review of anti-Asian immigration laws and policies/ see William 
R. Tamayo, "Asian Americans and Present U.S. Immigration Policies: 
A Legacy of Asian Exclusion," in Asian Americans and the Supreme Court, 
edited by Hyung-Chan Kim (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 
1992), 1105-1130. 

8. It's no accident that the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965, and the Immigration Act of 1965 were enacted during a period 
when the U.S. economy was generally healthy, and the unemployment 
rate was relatively low. Many believe that the Immigration Act of 1965 
was designed to increase immigration from Asian and Latin American 
countries. However, its proponents perceived it as a measure to increase 
European immigration, and assumed that Asian immigration under the 
act would be minimaL See Tamayo, "Asian Americans and Present 
U.S. Immigration Policies." 

9. Mari Matusda, "We Will Not Be Used," Asian Law Caucus Reporter (Spring 
1990). 

10. The impact of the proposed North American Free Trade Agreement 
(Canada, United States, and Mexico) and other measures on the export 
of light manufacturing jobs, e.g., electornics and garment will also have 
to be taken into consideration. 

11. W. O'Hare and J. Felt, "Asian Americans: Fastest Growing Minority 
Group," Population Reference Bureau, February 1991. 
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12. Section 141 of the Immigration Act of 1990 provides for the establishment 
of a nine-member Commission on Legal Immigration Reform to review 
and evaluate the impact of the 1990 Act. Its first report is due on 
September 30, 1994, and its final annual report, including findings and 
recommendations with respect to legal immigration, is due September 
30, 1997. Particular issues that the Commission will address include: 

a. Family reunification-based immigration; 

b. The impact of immigration and the implementation of the 
employment-based and diversity programs on labor needs, 
employment, and other economic and domestic conditions ill the United 
States; 

c. The social, demographic, and natural resources impact of 
immigration; 

d. The impact of immigration on the foreign policy and national 
security interests of the United States; 

e. The impact of per-country immigration levels on family-sponsored 
immigration; 

f. The impact of the numerical limitation on the adjustment of status 
of aliens granted asylum; 

g. The impact of the numerical limitations on the admission of non
immigrants under Section 214 (g) of the Immigration and Nationality 
Act (H categories); 

h. The impact of the diversity program including the characteristics 
of the individuals admitted and how such characteristics compare to 
the characteristics of family-sponsored immigrants and employment
based immigrants. 

The nine members appointed are: 

Lawrence Fuchs, Ph.D., former Executive Director of the Select 
Commission on Immigration & Refugee Policy (which eventually led 
to the passage of !RCA 1986); Professor, Brandeis University 

Cardinal Bernard Law, Boston, Massachusetts 

Harold Ezell, former INS Western Regional Commissioner (1981-89), 
former executive for Der Wienerschnitzel 

Nelson Merced, member, Massachusetts legislature 

Richard Estrada, the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR) 

Robert Hill, lawyer, Graham & james 

Bruce Morrison, former member of Congress from Connecticut, former 
chair of House Subcommittee on Immigration, Refugees and International 
Law, co-author of 1990 Act 

Warren Leiden, Executive Director, American Immigration Lawyers 
Association 
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Legislation is pending in the 1992 Congress to expand the Commission 
to 13 members (S. 3090). Thus far, no Asian Pacific Americans have 
been appointed. 

13. For an elaboration of various immigrant rights concerns for the Asian 
American community, see William R. Tamayo, "Broadening the Asian 
Interests in United States Immigration Policy," Asian American Policy 
Review, Harvard University (Spring 1991). 

14. "English-OnlY' rules have been implemented in the medical industry 
which is overwhelmingly dependent on nurses and nursing assistants 
from the Philippines. 
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The Case of the 
Southeast Asian Refugees: 

Policy for a 

Community" At-Risk" 

Ngoan le 
*DEPUTY ADMINISTRATOR, DIVISION OF PLANNING 

AND COMMUNITY SERVICES 

ILLINOIS STATE DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC AID 

The popular stereotype of Asian Americans is one of a self-sufficient 
community whose average income is higher than that of other racial 
groups in the United States. This image often obscures the fact that a sig
nificant number of Asian Americans live below the poverty level. 

The majority of Asian Americans living below poverty are Southeast 
Asian refugees. The term "Southeast Asian refugee" refers to persons 
originally from Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam and is preferred over the 
term '1ndochinese," which is found to be offensive by some Southeast 
Asian refugees. The term "refugee" used here serves to distinguish the 
Cambodians, Laotians and Vietnamese from other ethnic communities 
also from Southeast Asia such as Thai, Filipino or Malaysian. The distinc
tion is important because while most other Southeast Asians and Asian 
Americans generally came to this country as immigrants, Cambodians, 
Laotians and Vietnamese arrived here as refugees. 

Within the Southeast Asian refugee population, there are also minor
ity populations such as the Hmong from Laos and the ethnic Chinese 

*For identification purposes only 
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from Vietnam. Each majority and minority population has a distinct 
history, language and culture. The purpose of referencing all of these 
groups as "Southeast Asian refugees" is appropriate only because they 
do share the common experience of being refugees; they arrived in the 
U.S. at roughly the same time, and they share some similarity in their 
u American experience." 

This paper will profile this community, examine some data sugges
tive of this population's being economically and socially at risk, and make 
recommendations for both the Asian American community and the 
American community at large for actions to improve the conditions of 
this population.' 

Profile of the Southeast Asian 
Refugee Communities 

WHY ARE THE SOUTHEAST ASIANS IN THE U.S.? 

Contrary to the experience of other Asian Americans who immi
grated to the U.S. for a variety of economic reasons, Southeast Asians 
have been resettled in the U.S. as part of a worldwide rescue effort. 

As the result of constant warfare and systematic persecution of indi
viduals with differing political or religious beliefs, the communist 
governments that came to power in 1975 killed and imprisoned count
less Cambodians, Laotians and Vietnamese. Millions had to flee to seek 
refuge elsewhere. A significant number who attempted to escape lost 
their Jives crossing hostile borders and the South China Sea in 
unseaworthy boats. Southeast Asian countries such as Thailand, 
Malaysia, and the Philippines offered temporary asylum. Few of these 
countries, however, have resettled any refugees permanently for fear of 
retribution from the governments of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, as 
well as for reasons of limited resources. 

Many other countries of the world offered permanent asylum for 
Southeast Asians. The United States resettled the largest number among 
all nations, even though it ranks only fifth among all countries in terms 
of ratio of refugees resettled per total population. 

WHEN DID THE SOUTHEAST ASIANS ARRIVE IN THE u .5.? 

In the U.S., the rescue of Southeast Asian refugees was initially 
thought to be a one-time crisis intervention following the communist 
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takeover in 1975. That this was thought to be a short-term process can be 
seen in classification of the Indochinese Resettlement Assistance Act of 
1975 as a "sunset" law, scheduled for termination by 1977. The subse
quent continuing flow of refugees prompted the passage of the historic 
Refugee Act of 1980, which, for the first lime, defined who could be 
admitted to this country as a "refugee;' and established the framework 
under which the federal refugee assistance program operates. Through 
the Refugee Act, the number of refugees to be admitted each year is 
determined by the worldwide refugee need and by the ability of the U.S. 
to absorb and provide for these individuals. Reauthorization of the 
Refugee Act occurred in 1984, 1986, 1989 and 1992. 

Because so many of the refugees fleeing Cambodia, Laos, and Viet
nam lost their lives in their attempts to escape and because those who 
survived created tremendous political, social and economic pressures in 
the countries of first asylum, the Orderly Departure Program was estab
lished in 1979 to create a mechanism through which a limited number of 
Southeast Asians (primarily Vietnamese) could leave and be admitted to 
the U.S. through legal immigration channels. 

In 1988, Congressman Robert J. Mrzarek of New York, a Vietnam 
veteran, introduced the Amerasian Homecoming Act to speed up the 
process to admit Amerasians and their families to the U.S. Amerasians 
are children of Vietnamese mothers and U.S. citizens. In many instances 
these children were abandoned by their fathers. By April1992, a total of 
62,351 Amerasians and their families were resettled in the U.S. 

In 1989, the U.S. State Department negotiated and signed an agree
ment with the Vietnamese government allowing the release of political 
prisoners from "reeducation camps" to be resettled in the U.S. As of June 
1992, an estimated 50,000 former Vietnamese political prisoners and their 
families were admitted to the U.S. under this program; among them are 
religious leaders, former government officials and military servicemen. 

Data from the U.S. State Department indicate that by September 
1991, Southeast Asians constituted the largest group of refugees world
wide admitted to the U.S. since 1975. Roughly 29 percent ofthe Southeast 
Asians arrived in the U.S. during 1980 and 1981. From 1975 to 1979, ap
proximately 90 percent of all refugee arrivals were Vietnamese; a small 
number of Laotians arrived in 1976. The majority of Laotians and Cam
bodians arrived after 1980. Because Cambodians were considered 
"displaced persons" rather than "refugees" by Thailand, the country of 
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first asylum, the number of Cambodians admitted to the U.S. was re
duced substantially by the late 1980s. Only those qualified as immigrants 
and "humanitarian parolees" arrived after 1987. 

The conditions and temporal variations of arrival are important in 
understanding the development of communities relative to the length of 
residence in the U.S. While the first wave of Southeast Asians generally 
was composed of individuals considered to be the "elite" in their coun
tries of origin, those arriving in subsequent years represent a wider range 
of socioeconomic backgrounds. The "late arrivals" also tend to have been 
exposed to more trauma in their home countries because of persecution 
and imprisonment. Their escape attempts were more dangerous, and 
their stays in refugee camps were longer because of the difficulty in ob
taining permanent asylum. 

TABLE 1: National Origins of Refugees 
by Year of Arrival (Fiscal years 1975-1987) 

Total No. SE Asians Percentage of Resettled 
Resettled Cambodians Laotians Vietnamese 

1975 135,000 3.5 0.6 95.0 

1976 15,000 7.6 70.3 22.1 

1977 7,000 11.5 15.4 73.1 

1978 20,574 6.4 39.2 54.4 

1979 76,521 7.4 37.4 55.1 

1980 163,799 9.6 33.3 57.1 

1981 131,139 20.5 14.6 65.0 

1982 73,522 27.8 13.0 59.1 

1983 39,408 33.8 7.4 58.8 

1984 51,960 38.2 13.8 47.9 

1985 59,970 38.5 10.6 50.9 

1986 45,450 22.2 28.4 49.3 

1987 40,112 4.8 38.9 56.3 

Source: David Haines (1989); data collected by Linda Gordon (1987) and Office 

of Refugee Resettlement (1987). 
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WHERE AND How MANY CAMBODIANS, LAOTIANS, AND VIETNAMESE 

ARE IN THE U.S. TODAY? 

According to the 1990 census, the total number of Americans who 
trace their ancestry to the countries of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam is 
1,1001,054. This figure includes the number of arrivals as refugees, im
migrants, and children born in the US. It is estimated that a significant 
number of individuals from these three countries may choose to identify 
themselves as ethnic Chinese, therefore contributing to the undercount 
of Southeast Asian refugees in the U.S. The Southeast Asian refugee 
population thus accounts for 13 percent of the total Asian American 
population, and ranks third only after Chinese Americans (1,645,472) and 
Filipinos (1,406,770). Individually, the 1990 census identifies 614,547 
Vietnamese, 147,411 Cambodians, and 239,096 Laotians-including 
90,082 Hmong. 

It is important to note that the distribution of each ethnic community 
differs somewhat. While California has roughly 45 percent of all Cam
bodians, Laotians and Vietnamese, the secondary areas of concentration 
of each of these communities reflect that there are unique patterns of re-

TABLE 2: The Ten States with 76 Percent 
of the Southeast Asians in the U.S. 

State Total Number 

California 453,363 

Texas 85,029 

Washington 36,724 

Minnesota 36,459 

Massachusetts 33,732 

Virginia 27,178 

Pennsylvania 23,788 

Wisconsin 23,010 

New York 22,619 

Florida 20,379 

Source: Bureau ofthe Census, 1990 Census Report 

NGOAN LE, "The Case of the Southeast Asian Refugees" 171 



settlement. The differences may be due to variations in community sup
port systems and in opportunities for community development in 
different parts of the U.S. To this end, the East Coast seems to be the des
tination of preference for Cambodians since five of the top ten states with 
the largest concentration of Cambodians are Massachusetts, Pennsylva
nia, Virginia, New York and Rhode Island. The Laotians, on the other 
hand, choose the Midwest, with Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan 
comprising the largest contiguous states with a significant concentration 
of Laotians. For the Vietnamese the Gulf states (Texas, Louisiana and 
Florida) are their second favorite locations-' 

GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SOUTHEAST ASIANS 

As mentioned in the introduction, to refer to Southeast Asian refu
gees as a group would be similar to describing Asian Americans as one 
homogeneous ethnic/racial block. Even the refugee experience is widely 
different among Southeast Asian groups. Vietnamese generally left their 
home country by boat, while Cambodians and Laotians walked across 
the border to Thailand. The survival rate of those who attempted escapes 
was determined by homeland conditions, escape routes, the receptivity 
of the countries of first asylum, and the safety afforded to the refugees 
during their stay in refugee camps. 

The characteristics of Southeast Asians in the U.S. consequently re
flect those of the survivors. Among Cambodians, for example, 12.2 
percent were found to be widowed. Data collected during the early years 
of Southeast Asian refugee resettlement in the U.S. provide some general 
images of these communities. A large percentage of Vietnamese, ethnic 
Chinese, and Lao was from urban areas. The Hmong, on the other hand, 
came primarily from rural areas, as did about 50 percent of the Cambo
dians. 

Selective data points out that Vietnamese tend to be the best educated 
and more proficient in the English language. More Vietnamese are pro
fessionals and technicians. They also have smaller households and the 
lowest fertility rate. On the opposite side are the Hmong, who have high 
illiteracy rates, large households, very high fertility rates, and the highest 
percentages of individuals with farming and fishing skills. 

The Cambodians and Laotians have more diversified populations, 
e.g., coming from both urban and rural areas, and one third being illiter-
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ate in their native languages. Their household sizes are fairly large and 
the fertility rates, while lower than those of the Hmong, are still signifi
cantly higher than the U.S. average of 1.8. 

In reviewing the data profiling each major ethnic community below, 
it is critical to understand that these data were collected from a specific 
site in the U.S. for the populations arriving prior to 1983. Perhaps nearly 
50 percent of Southeast Asians came after 1983 or were born in the U.S. 
Therefore, this selective data provides a glimpse of these populations 
which may need modification to reflect current national profiles. For 
example, a significant number of political prisoners arrived after 1989, 
which should alter the percentage of individuals from Vietnam whose 
previous occupation was related to the military services. 

Data collected by the Office of Refugee Resettlement by September 
1991 indicates that about 55 percent of Southeast Asians are males while 
45 percent are females. The median age of those arriving as refugees was 
28. Approximately 2 percent were pre-schoolers (this count does not 
include children born in tl1e U.S.), while 21 percent were between the ages 
of 6-17, and an additional19 percent were young adults between the ages 
18-24. Those 65 or older constituted 3.5 percent. Altogether 60 percent 
were considered in the prime working age of 18-44. 

Close to one third of the Southeast Asians are of school age, indicat
ing the tremendous impact this population has on the education system 
in their communities of residence. The population within the age group 
18-24 may also impact the vocational training or higher education 
systems. The majority, however, are of working age and should contrib
ute to the general labor force in the U.S4 

Analysis of the At-Risk Nature 
of the Southeast Asian Refugee Population 

SOCIOECONOMIC INDICATORS 

It is rather evident from the data above that Southeast Asian refugees 
face barriers preventing them from achieving successful adaptation to 
American society. Extremely high rates of illiteracy in their own native 
language, in the case of the Hmong, or low levels of formal education in 
the homeland signify that Cambodians, Lao, and Hmong must overcome 
greater educational gaps to achieve minimum levels of English language 

NGOAN LE, "The Case of the Southeast Asian Refugees" 173 



TABLE 3: General Characteristics by Ethnicity 

Chinese Hmong Cambodian Lao Vietnamese 

California, 1977 

Mean education (yrs.) 5.9 8.0 3.6 9.7 

Some English: speaking 48.0% 49.0% 49.0% 74.0% 

English: reading 47.0% 49.0% 50.0% 74.0% 

Five sites, 1982 (1978-82 arrivals only) 

Education: at least 
some college 3.6% 5.1% 13.8% 

No formal education 6.5% 21.0% 1.6% 

Households with at least 
one person with "some" 
English at arrival 47.0% 46.0% 68.0% 

San Diego, 1983 

%illiterate in 
native language 17.6% 70.8% 34.2% 26.6% 1.0% 

Years of education 6.7 1.6 5.0 4.9 9.8 

%urban 95.4% 8.3% 46.3% 79.1% 94.0% 

Months in Refugee 
Camps 10.3 34.3 25.5 23.0 7.8 

Household size 5.8 8.7 8.3 6.3 5.5 

Close family 
member lost 0.5 1.0 1.7 0.6 

%widowed 2.3% 3.5% 12.2% 1.0% 

Total fertility rate 4.7 11.9 7.4 6.6 3.4 

Previous occupation: 

%white collar 12.2% 5.0% 7.1% 33.1% 

%sales 38.8% 2.0% 14.2% 18.8% 

% blue collar 27.6% 2.0% 8.0% 10.5% 

%military 6.1% 31.3% 15.9% 25.6% 
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Notes: Figures are generally limited to adults except for such variables as 
household size and number of children. The five~site survey did not include 
Hmong and Khmer and these columns are thus blank; for the California survey, 

there was no separate category for Hmong. For the five-site survey, Chinese 
means only Sino-Vietnamese; for the California survey, this is true for the figures 
on education, but not those on language (for which Chinese from Vietnam and 
Cambodia were combined). For the San Diego data, Cambodians includes eth
nic Chinese from Cambodia as well; for the California data, "Lao" includes all 

Laotians. 

Sources: David Haines (1989); San Diego data derived from Rumbaut (1985) and 
Rumbaut and Weeks (1 986); the 1982 five-site survey is from Caplan, Whitmore, 
and Bui (1985); the data for California are from Aames et al. (1977).3 

and vocational skills than other refugees. Without these they cannot 
compete for jobs with salaries to support their large households. Lack of 
English language fluency has direct impact on a Southeast Asian 
refugee's ability to enroll in vocational training programs, or to pursue 
higher education. High fertility rates further exacerbate the difficult economic 
conditions and limit prospects for making economic improvement in the 
United States. 

The study conducted by Ruben G. Rumbaut in San Diego found that 
household sizes of Southeast Asian families were significantly larger than 
the average U.S. household size of 2.7. The Hmong have the largest 
household size with an average of 8.8 persons; Cambodians average 8.7 
persons; and Vietnamese households average 5.5 individuals. In con
trasting nuclear family size against household size, the researchers found 
that the nuclear family is smaller for refugees than the U.S. population, 
averaging from 3.4 for Hmong to 4.0 for Cambodians. The larger 
household size versus nuclear family can be interpreted to mean: (a) the 
refugees continue to maintain the traditional extended family structure 
of multiple generations under one roof; and/ or (b) there is an economic 
necessity to combine many families or single individuals within a 
household to pool income, especially in areas such as California where 
housing costs are prohibitively high. 

Further analysis of household data shows that significant percent
ages of the Cambodian households (26.6 percent) are headed by women. 
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For Hmong families, approximately 16.7 percent were headed by 
women, as were 8.6 percent of Vietnamese families-' 

Many refugee families coming from rural areas (e.g., the Hmong) 
would have the additional adjustment problem of leaping economically 
and socially from a primarily primitive agrarian culture to a post
industrialized society where economic forces and social interactions all 
move at a rapid pace. Those formerly rural residents who are resettled 
in Los Angeles, Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia have the extra 
burden of adapting to life in poor neighborhoods, where crime can be 
rampant and competition for such resources as affordable housing can 
create tensions among the needy populations already concentrated in the 
same geographic area. 

Southeast Asians with professional credentials may no longer be 
employed in the same professions here since it is not unusual that their 
credentials are not accepted in the U.S. The large percentage of military 
personnel may also mean that there are significant numbers of Southeast 
Asians with skills for which there is no longer a market. There are excep
tions, such as the case of former pilots who could combine their previous 
training and experience with English language training to secure com
mercial work. However, very few can successfully make this type of 
transition easily. The majority must learn new skills or upgrade their 
training to be more marketable in the new economic environment. 

EcoNOMIC INDICATORs 

Dependence on Public Assistance.' Because the overwhelming major
ity of refugees from Southeast Asia arrived in the United States with little 
or no possessions, limited English skills and few transferable skills, Con
gress authorized, through the Refugee Act of 1980, an assistance program 
to help families and individuals overcome barriers to successful integra
tion in the U.S. 

Food, clothing, shelter, and transportation during the first 30 days 
following arrival in the U.S., cash grants and medical assistance up to the 
first 36 months in the U.S., and English language training and vocational 
training, job placement, counseling, and mental health services were 
made available through a variety of agencies and organizations. 

Refugees from Southeast Asia, as with other refugee populations, are 
generally discouraged from applying for public assistance; in fact, most 
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were instructed to find work as quickly as possible. The multitude of 
problems experienced by this population, however, indicated a need for 
a transition period for moving from dependency to self-sufficiency. The 
most recently available data on the welfare dependency rate measures 
only the period during which the federal government reimbursed states 
for cash grants and medical assistance expenses incurred at the state level. 
Data from the report to Congress for the 1991 fiscal year estimated the 
welfare-dependency rate of Southeast Asians in the first 12 months of 
their resettlement in the U.S. to be about 45 percent for Vietnamese, 44 
percent for Laotians (including Hmong), and close to 100 percent for 
Cambodians. 

These estimates fluctuate from one year to another, reflecting the 
special populations arriving each year. For example, the high rate of 
dependency for Vietnamese during the fiscal year 1991 may be due to the 
high proportion of Amerasians admitted in that year. Additionally, these 
estimates must be understood from the limitation that reports on welfare 
dependency are not consistent from state to state. One state may choose 

TABLE 4: States with the Highest Dependency Rates, 
All Refugee Populations (FY 1988, 1989) 

State Dependency Rates (%) 

at the End of 24 Months 

California 78.9 
Hawaii 76.8 

Minnesota 69.1 
Wisconsin 69.1 

Ohio 62.9 
Montana 61.3 

Delaware 57.9 
Washington 55.1 

Oregon 50.1 
Massachusetts 45.2 

Source: Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (1991 ). 
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to include a particular federal assistance program, such as Supplemen
tal Security Income (SSI), while others may not. The dependency rate 
reported here also does not measure accurately the variable of arrival 
date. Consequently, if a large percentage of refugees arrived in the last 
two quarters of the fiscal year, the dependency rate reported actually re
flects a six-month welfare utilization rate, rather than a whole year. 

As a point of comparison, during the same fiscal year 1991, welfare 
utilization rate for immigrants from the former Soviet Union is 50 per
cent, for Afghans 45 percent, for Ethiopians 30 percent, and for Iranians 
34 percent. Dependency rates also differ from one geographic region to 
another. Among the total of 183,717 refugees arriving in the U.S. between 
fiscal years 1988 and 1989, 43 percent were Southeast Asian. 

Some states with high welfare-dependency rates are states with large 
concentrations of Southeast Asians. High levels of welfare dependency 
indicate that large numbers of Southeast Asians are living below the 
poverty level. 

Income/Occupational Status-' The annual survey conducted by the 
Office of Refugee Resettlement measured the economic progress of 
Southeast Asian refugees for the first five years after resettlement. Ac-

TABLE 5: Previous and Current Occupational Status(%) 

Occupation In Country of Origin In U.S. 

Occupation In Country of Origin In U.S. 

Professional/Managerial 9.4 1.4 

Sales/Clerical 26.2 16.2 

Total, White Collar 35.6 17.6 

Skilled 13.8 24.4 

Semi-Skilled 3.5 35.4 

Laborers 0.0 4.3 

Total, Blue Collar 17.3 64.0 

Service Workers 7.7 17.7 

Farming, Fishing 39.4 0.6 

Source: Refugee Resettlement Program (1 992). 
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cording to this survey for fiscal year 1991, 37 percent of the 1986 arrivals 
were participating in the labor force by 1991 as compared with 66 percent 
for the U.S. population. The first year arrivals' labor participation rate is 
23percent. 

For those able to find work, the employment retention rates improve 
each succeeding year, in spite of the fact that the majority of Southeast 
Asians had to make major occupational changes upon resettlement. For 
those surveyed in the five-year study, 36 percent had white collar jobs in 
their countries of origin, but only 18 percent had white collar jobs in the 
U.S., largely in sales or clerical positions. The majority, 64 percent, held 
blue collar jobs. For the 39.4 percent who were once farmers and fisher
men, only 0.6 percent work in such occupations now. 

For those in the labor force, the average wage earned during the first 
five years is estimated at $209.20 per week, or $5.23 per hour. The rela
tively low wages for the first five years and the fairly large family sizes 
may explain why Southeast Asians continue to have to rely on public 
assistance. For those households with employed individuals, it takes 
more than two income earners to be economically independent. House
holds with more than six members and close to two individuals 
employed would still need some public assistance. Ability to speak 
English appears to be a major determinant regarding job acquisition and 
retention. The larger the number of individuals in a family who can 
speak English fluently, the higher the family employment rate. 

HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH INDICATORS 

What separates a refugee from an immigrant is the impetus and the 
conclitions for leaving their country of origin. For refugees, a decision to 
leave is normally based on survival, yet escape from the homeland is 
equally life-threatening. For those fortunate enough to survive the es
cape, they must often face complete lack of control over their lives during 
their stay in the refugee camps. The experience ofloss, whether ofloved 
ones, ancestral homes, or country, remains with them for the rest of their 
lives. The impact of such experiences may not be felt or exhibited until 
years later when the immediate needs for shelter, clothing, and food are 
met. 

Most studies on mental health and psychological adaptation docu
ment the deep depression experienced by refugees. For Cambodians in 
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TABLE 6: English Speakers and Job Acquisition 

Household Household Household with 
Receiving with Jobs & Jobs Only 
Assistance Assistance 

Average household size 5.1 6.0 4.4 

Number of wage earners 0 1.7 2.1 

%with at least one fluent 7.5 21.7 29.3 

%with children under 16 45.6 25.1 18.0 

Source: Refugee Resettlement Program {1992). 

particular, post-traumatic stress syndrome is a common experience for 
many adults and children who survived the "Killing Fields." The Sud
den Death Syndrome, experienced primarily by Hmong, is a 
phenomenon where physically healthy young men die in their sleep. 
These experiences serve as indicators that many refugees must confront 
both the stress of adaptation to their new lives in the U.S. as well as the 
painful memories of their losses and trauma. 

Studies have shown that the mental health of individual refugees is 
predicated upon the conditions which preceded their arrival in the U.S. 
and the conditions in the communities of resettlement. Ruben Rumbaut' s 
study, "Mental Health and the Refugee Experience," conducted in 1985, 
found that 65.8 percent of Cambodians had lost at least one family mem
ber, 83.3 percent were separated from their family, and 76.3 percent could 
not communicate with families left behind. For Vietnamese, on the other 
hand, 42 percent reported having a family member jailed by the 
government in power, 30 percent were assaulted during their escape, and 
39.5 percent had lost family members-' 

Over 73 percent of all Southeast Asians surveyed in this study expe
rienced fear of being killed during their escape attempts, and more than 
half were without food while escaping. 

The trauma experienced by the refugees were often exacerbated by 
life in the refugee camps. At their best, these camps provided a transient 
respite with a subsistence level of food and some social or educational 
programs. At their worst, such as the border camps in Thailand or the 
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holcling centers in Hong Kong, the refugee camps were detention centers 
keeping refugees inside barbed wire compounds with minimal provi
sions of security, food, and shelter. These facilities became breeding 
grounds for hopelessness, anger, depression, and social problems. The 
longer the refugees stayed in these camps, the more difficult their adjust
ment tended to be upon arrival in the U.S. 

Among the multiple barriers preventing Southeast Asians from seek
ing jobs, health problems were cited by 56.8 percent of those age 44 and 
older as the major barrier, according to the FY92 Refugee Resettlement 
Report to Congress. 

The Center for Disease Control of the Public Health Services, Depart
ment of Health and Human Services, is charged with providing health 
screening to detect problems considered a possible threat to U.S. public 
health. The Center has identified for states working with Southeast Asian 
refugees that priority areas for health screening and follow-up care in
clude tuberculosis, hepatitis B, anemia, malnutrition, and hearing, vision, 
and dental problems. These areas of concern indicate that poor health 
care, or the absence of health care systems in home countries and refugee 
camps, have generated unique problems for refugees requiring special 
attention. 

SOCIAL PROBLEMS 

In February 1989, The Los Angeles Times commissioned an extensive 
survey on the Vietnamese community in Orange County where an esti
mated 100,000 Vietnamese reside. Findings from this survey show that 
41 percent of Vietnamese considered gangs and crime as the most seri
ous problem facing the community in Orange County9 

The Vietnamese concerns, however, are widely shared. Reports from 
community leaders indicate that there are widespread juvenile delin
quency problems among all Southeast Asian communities. Children as 
young as 12 or 13 are reported to be engaging in gang-like activities. This 
problem has received more attention in recent years but there is still no 
adequate research to understand the cause and magnitude of the 
problem. Suffice it to say that juvenile delinquency and criminal activities 
are common to most communities on the lower end of the economic so
cial strata. For refugee youth, the inability to catch up with their peers in 
schools and their sense of alienation from their families due to cultural 
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gaps no doubt contribute significantly to this rebellion against institutions 
and law and order. 

Other social problems such as drug and alcohol abuse also surfaced 
as major concerns in Southeast Asian communities. To a large degree; 
these problems again have not been adequately studied to determine 
their impact on family and community life. It may be plausible to specu
late that the trauma experienced by refugees plays a role in drug and 
alcohol abuse. 

The Los Angeles Times survey also reported that the Vietnamese con
sider "assimilation" as their second most serious concern, even greater 
than their concern for jobs. This may reflect the fact that the community 
sees itself as still being very isolated due to little opportunity for interac
tion with the larger community and because of limited English 
proficiency. 

Special populations such as Amerasians and former political prison
ers have greater needs than other refugee populations because of the 
hardships experienced prior to their arrival in this country. While there 
are limited assistance programs, the magnitude of their needs deserves 
more attention and creative solutions. 

Among the Hmong population, the tradition of early marriage for 
young women in their early teens has presented a cultural, social and 
economic dilemma for the community and for the new generation of 
Hmong in particular. These early marriages prevent teenagers from fin
ishing their education, and with early pregnancy, the prospect for 
continuing their education or improving their economic conditions be
comes even more difficult. Challenging this tradition, on the other hand, 
would mean questioning cultural values and practices of the Hmong 
people, who have already experienced great losses. Such clashes involv
ing cultural values and practices also manifest themselves in the 
increasing rates of domestic violence and divorce among all the South
east Asian populations. Family breakdowns can also result from role 
changes, or from difficulties confronting couples who have been sepa
rated for a number of years-especially in the case of former political 
prisoners. 
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Prospects for the Southeast Asian 
Refugee Community 

The data presented above suggest some of the challenges confront
ing Southeast Asian refugees in their quest to become full participants 
and productive citizens in their adopted land. 

Economic survival depends not only on their ability to acquire new 
skills and achieve a level of English competency, but also on their capac
ity to overcome social and cultural barriers preventing them from 
realizing their full potential. For the first generation of refugees, these 
problems may seem insurmountable. There are also, however, indica
tions that for some in this first generation, the prospect can be rather 
promising. 

The Office of Refugee Resettlement has been able to examine the in
come gains of Southeast Asians after the first five years by collecting data 
from the Internal Revenue Service for those individuals arriving between 
the years of 1975 and 1979. This was possible because a block of Social 
Security numbers was given to these Southeast Asians at that time. These 
data reveal that after ten years, the average income of those arriving in 
1975 is $17,092. At this level, the 1975 arrivals had achieved an income 
equal to the average U.S. resident. Again, it is important to note that 
refugees arriving in this country in 1975 were primarily the Vietnamese 
"elite" who generally had some English proficiency, a high level of 
education, and an urban background. Their experience therefore cannot 
be seen as representative for the larger percentage of refugees arriving in 
later years.10 

The report from the Bureau of the Census shows that between 1982 
to 1987, the number of businesses owned by individuals identifying 
themselves as Vietnamese increased 414 percent, from 4,989 businesses 
in 1982 to 25,671 businesses in 1987 with the reported receipts of 
$532,200,000 in 1982 to $1,361,000,000 in 1987. This increase is more re
markable when compared to the 87 percent increase for all Asian 
American populations, and 14 percent for all U.S. firms during the same 
periodn It appears that the Vietnamese have contributed, through self
employment, to expanding the economy by meeting the needs created by 
the new population. Through such expansion, they created jobs for 
themselves and for the local labor force. These entrepreneurial activities 
promoted new commercial areas, showing that the Vietnamese commu-
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nity can serve as a viable economic force. In some cases, Vietnamese 
refugees revitalized inner city neighborhoods in Chicago, illinois, and Ar
lington, Virginia. In other locations, entire new ethnic commercial 
centers, such as Westminster for the Vietnamese and Long Beach for the 
Cambodians, created new cultural centers in areas where Asians were 
once invisible. 

Annual reports on scholastic performance of the Southeast Asian 
refugee children point to a long list of valedictorians and academic con
test winners. Glowing as these reports are, they should not mask the high 
drop-out rate among other Southeast Asian youth who arrived in the U.S. 
after having their education disrupted. These young people have not 
been able to catch up with their peers because of lost time as well as their 
limited English proficiency. 

The portrait of the Southeast Asians, thus, is a community of ex
tremes. The success of some seems extraordinary in view of the obstacles 
they must overcome. The failure of others who have not achieved eco
nomic self-sufficiency or overcome the social, cultural and language 
barriers exasperates both the individuals who have survived the worst 
horrors, as well as their community leaders, who struggle to establish a 
place for their people in this highly competitive and pluralistic society. 

The success of some young Southeast Asian professionals and the 
alienation and despair of other young Southeast Asian gang members 
demonstrates the wide range of prospects for Cambodians, Laotians and 
Vietnamese in the U.S. The implications of this profile of extremes point 
to the need to view these communities as not homogeneous, but rather 
as consisting of multiple subgroups defined by ethnicities, and socioeco
nomic backgrounds, different experiences before and after arrival, and 
different potentials for development. 

Policy Implications 

Public and private institutions concerned with alleviating poverty 
must not overlook the Southeast Asian communities, whose problems 
may be hidden through lumping together with other Asian Americans 
who have achieved a relative degree of economic success. This 
misperception may deny opportunities for Southeast Asians to work on 
their own problems and to improve the conditions ofless fortunate com
munity members. 
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The lack of knowledge about conditions in Southeast Asian conunu
nities is presently not limited to public and private institutions working 
on poverty issues. Asian American and Southeast Asian conununities 
and leaders also need to be more informed. While the armual report to 
Congress prepared by the Office of Refugee Resettlement yields 
important data on the background and economic progress of Southeast 
Asians, further studies are necessary to understand the reasons for the 
shortcomings and to explore strategies and programs which could help 
those communities gain economic and social self-sufficiency. A new 
generation of young Southeast Asian social scientists should be em
ployed to conduct research studies to provide cultural and linguistic 
insight into these issues. 

Of utmost importance is the need to begin working more closely and 
directly with families living in poverty to help find better prospects for 
their economic survival. Programs are needed for the adult populations, 
as well as for the next generations, to avoid development of a cycle of 
poverty. Social problems associated with poverty are severe enough to 
warrant immediate actions by policy-makers. The youth delinquency 
problem and gang-like activities must be dealt with through prevention 
programs. 

To this end, the leadership of Southeast Asian conununities needs to 
be equipped with appropriate skills and knowledge of the economic and 
social problems confronting members of their conununities. The success 
of conununity leaders in solving these problems is crucial to the success 
of the conununity as a whole. The investment of resources in refugee 
conununity organizations is a crucial means in a long-term strategy for 
responding to the needs of the less fortunate. 

Additionally, because of their economic conditions, Southeast Asians 
generally live among other ethnic and minority populations who face 
many of the same social and economic barriers. For this reason, inter
ethnic and interracial relations skills must be developed by and for 
conununity leaders to build a climate of tolerance and acceptance. Oth
erwise, there will be interethnic tensions due to the perceptions of others 
that the refugees are receiving preferential treatment or are competing 
with others for limited resources. Southeast Asians could become useful 
bridge builders between conununities of different economic and social 
backgrounds, because of their unique experience in which many who 
were once uthe havesu are now uthe have-nots." 
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Specific Action/Policy Recommendations 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ADJUSTMENT 

1111 Congress and the administration should provide adequate 
funding to at least maintain the level of assistance provided 
to new arrivals. Loss of funding allocated through the Office 
of Refugee Resettlement would result in decreasing levels of 
services and create undue pressure at the state and local levels, 
where resources are limited. 

Ill The coordination of services among federal, state, and local 
government and with the private sector, including Southeast 
Asian self-help organizations, is critical to the successful 
integration of Southeast Asians in the U.S. Policies and 
funding decisions affecting these various sectors must be 
made with the intent to maintain and build on the crucial 

role of each type of institution, rather than giving particular 
institutions more control in the initial resettlement effort. 

1111 Private foundations and corporations should provide more 
resources to programs addressing the multiple needs of this 
at-risk population. 

1111 Programs addressing family needs must be developed to 
prevent further breakdown and the escalation of existing 
problems. Gang prevention, family counseling, and early 
pregnancy prevention are urgent needs calling for inunediate 
attention. 

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

IIIII Employment and training programs must take into 
consideration the unique language and skill transfer needs of 
the Southeast Asians. Professionals and skilled workers 
should be provided opportunities for retraining or upgrading 
their skills. Those without transferable skills should be placed 
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in programs promoting employment and training 
simultaneously. 

Ill Additional English classes should be provided for the adult 
population. Long waiting periods for enrollment in language 
classes in major urban areas prolong the integration process 
both economically and socially. 

1111 Funding to support K-12 education institutions serving this 
at-risk population must be restored in order for public schools 
to continue providing necessary remedial and early 
intervention programs critical to the needs of Southeast Asian 
youth. 

HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH 

1111 Public education and preventative programs, such as health 
screening to address communicable diseases and good health 
care habits, must be expanded. The use of community 
organizations and culturally and linguistically appropriate 
methods are crucial to eradicate existing health problems and 
teach better health care practices. 

Ill Special efforts to recruit and train Southeast Asians to work 
in the fields of public health and mental health are very much 
needed to ensure that bicultural and bilingual professionals 
and para-professionals are available to work with 
communities and to provide direct services to individuals in 
need of counseling and intervention. 

1111 Funding for mental health services is also crucial to meet the 
needs of those experiencing post-traumatic stress syndrome 
and adaptation crises. Community resources for addressing 
the needs, such as cultural events and the role of religious 
leaders, must be recognized and supported. 
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How much influence will the increasing Asian Pacific American 
population have on the political empowerment of our communities? By 
the year 2020 Asian Pacific Americans will number 18 to 20 million na
tionally and seven to eight million in California alone. Even during the 
next ten years, our population will leap to ten million or more nationally. 

Political empowerment should be defined not only by the number of 
Asian Pacific Americans who hold elected offices, but also by the ability 
of our communities to influence the outcome of elections and the 
development, passage and implementation of policies which benefit our 
people. Looking at political empowerment from this perspective allows 
us to gauge our success by broader criteria. 

Significant research and community-wide dialogue on our 
empowerment strategies have been lacking. What we can learn from the 
experiences of other U.S. ethnic groups? One of the strategic debates in 
the African American community has been what to do about their 
perceived or actual decreasing political clout, while the number of elected 
African American officials has dramatically increased over the past 20 
years. Latinos also will be able to elect more representatives to local and 
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statewide offices in the 1990s, yet will this translate into favorable policies 
affording opportunities for a group that is destined to be the largest 
ethnic group in the U.S. in the next century? What lessons does the Jew
ish American experience have for Asian Pacific Americans? Jewish 
Americans have been successful both in electing many Jewish Americans 
to public office and in influencing U.S. policies on Israel and other issues. 
As Asian Pacific Americans work for our own political empowerment, 
we will need a far deeper understanding of the experiences of other eth
nic groups. A comprehensive understanding of these experiences will 
assist in a comprehensive political empowerment strategy. There are also 
many unique characteristics of the Asian Pacific American community 
which require close scrutiny. 

Responding to the Complexities 
of a Changing Community 

What are the characteristics of our population that will advance or 
impede this political empowerment? What are the challenges and bar
riers facing us in the coming decades? Seven population characteristics 
will directly affect our political involvement: 

1. Our population will continue to be fueled by new 
immigration. In Los Angeles, site of the largest population 
concentration of Asian Pacific Americans in the U.S., two
thirds of our population is foreign born. While our rate of 
citizenship naturalization is higher than that of Latinos, 
Asian newcomers will not be able to vote if they remain 
permanent residents. 

2. Our population is concentrated in immigrant centers like 
Koreatown, Chinatown and others, but there is also a 
significant degree of dispersal. The dispersal is greater 
than that of Latinos and African Americans. The ethnic 

bloc vote, then, may be possible for our community, but we 
will have less influence than other minorities because our 
population is more dispersed and because our concentrations 
tend to consist of newer immigrants. 
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3. Our population has a broad range of income strata. While 

our community has a much larger percentage of poor than 
is commonly believed (about 15 percent nationally), we 

have very significant middle income and higher income 

strata. The potential for class conflict in formulating 

policies for our community is apparent. There is also a 

significant ability for some in our community to donate 

hefty amounts to political campaigns. In fact, in most large 
populations centers, Asian Pacific Americans contribute to 

candidates in amounts greater than our proportion of the 
total population. A reconciliation between these varied 

interests is a significant challenge in the development of a 

viable political strategy. 

4. Thus far, all Asian Pacific Americans who hold office have 

been elected by a majority of non-Asian voters. Our 

politicians have succeeded only by being able to "cross 
over" to non-Asians for support. The ability to have multi

group appeal and respond to a cross-section of residents is 

a major strength of our office holders. However, the 

number of our elected officials remains small, so the 

question is whether this process will continue to occur at a 
snail's pace or whether it can be accelerated. 

5. Our population has few political organizations that have 
sufficient numbers of staff or funding to conduct major 

campaigns. While some local organizations have launched 

successful voter registration drives, few have the capability 

for mounting sustained and sophisticated campaigns. 

There is currently no equivalent within our community to 

the South West Voter Registration Project. 

6. The population centers of Asian Pacific Americans tend to 
be close to or intertwined with population centers of other 

minority groups. The implications of this situation means 
that Asian Pacific American candidates must build 
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coalitions with other minority populations if they are to 
have a chance of winning. It also means that the use of 
voting rights laws will have to deal with greater 
complexities than in the past, which have largely dealt 
with a majority and a minority population (e.g., African 
Americans in the South). 

7. Voter registration data for various Asian Pacific ethnic 
groups indicate that less than 25 percent of age-eligible 
Asian Pacific Americans are registered to vote and that 
members of our community are affiliated with both the 
Democratic and Republican parties. This split means a 
more difficult time in developing an Asian Pacific bloc vote 
to win partisan elections. 

The above characteristics reveal the complexity of the Asian Pacific 
American population and the challenges facing us in mobilizing our 
community politically. Perhaps one conclusion is clear-population 
growth will enhance the potential for political empowerment for our 
community, but developing this potential will certainly not be easy. That 
potential will only be realized by providing a level playing field in the 
voting process and by organizing in the community at a significantly 
greater level than in the past. 

Overcoming Structural Barriers: 
Redistricting and the Voting Process 

Asian Pacific Americans also confront structural challenges and bar
riers to political empowerment. Although many of the overt legal 
barriers to citizenship and voting have been removed over the past 40 
years, several structural impecliments continue to frustrate the political 
aspirations of Asian Pacific Americans. 

One of the important structural barriers limiting our political partici
pation is the unfairness in redistricting. Redistricting is the process of 
drawing political boundaries for elections. It plays a fundamental role in 
determining the political strength of a community of interest. When a 
community of interest is maintained intact in one district, that 
community's voting strength is greatly enhanced. A single official is held 
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accountable to that community, and services are easier to come by. How
ever, when a community is fragmented into several different districts, its 
overall voting strength is diluted. When a crucial issue for the 
community arises and the community demands accountability from an 
elected official, the official can divert the problem to his counterpart in an 
adjacent district. This practice can go on indefinitely until the issue is 
dead, or members of the community give up in frustration. 

The legal basis for fair reapportionment is the Federal Voting Rights 
Act of 1965,42 U.S.C. 1971 et seq. (1988) Section 2. It prohibits any vot
ing practice or procedure "imposed or applied by any State or political 
subdivision in a manner which results in the denial of the abridgement 
of the right of any citizen of the United States to vote on account of race 
or color'' or language minority status. Plaintiffs can establish a Section 2 
violation by a showing of discriminatory intent, or by a showing of dis
criminatory effect, based on the totality of the circumstances. In addition, 
in Garza v. County of Los Angeles, 918 F.2d 763 (9th Cir. 1990), cert. denied, 
111 S. Ct. 578 (1991), the courtfound that Los Angeles County intention
ally discriminated against the Latino community in redrawing district 
lines. The court ruled that the County was aware that its redistricting 
plan would continue to divide the Latino community and "further 
impair the ability of [minorities] to gain representation on the 
[government body]." Federal laws protect a minority community's vot
ing rights and require that these communities be kept intact within single 
legislative districts, where possible. 

Reapportionment is an important issue for the Asian Pacific commu
nity. Political empowerment is facilitated when a community's voting 
power is not divided arbitrarily. A strong, legally defensible reapportion
ment scheme can strengthen the minority voters' voice and forces elected 
officials to become more responsive to their community issues. 

In 1991, Asian Pacific Americans in key cities of the U.S. were 
signficantly involved in redistricting. The valuable experiences of this 
first-time participation have just begun to be summarized. Cali.fornia 
redistricting was a mixed success for Asian Pacific Americans. In 
northern and southern Cali.fornia, there was unprecedented Asian Pacific 
American involvement at hearings and significant coalitions. In addition, 
the Coalition of Asian Pacific Americans for Fair Reapportionment 
(CAP AFR) was able to work with Latinos and other minorities. 
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In Los Angeles, CAP AFR focused on the three largest Asian Pacific 
core regions in Los Angeles County: San Gabriel Valley, the South Bay, 
and Central Los Angeles. Due to lack of resources to develop 
redistricting plans for all areas, CAP AFR focused locally on the city of Los 
Angeles and at the state level on the Assembly districts, the smaller of 
State legislative districts. In California, an Assembly district consists of 
about 370,000 residents, while a Senate district has approximately 740,000 
residents. In contrast, a Congressional district can have as many as 
573,000 residents. 

The highest Asian Pacific population concentration in Southern 
California's state assembly is 28 percent in San Gabriel Valley's district 49, 
which includes the cities of Monterey Park, Rosemead, San Gabriel and 
Alhambra. CAP AFR was able to keep this Asian Pacific community 
intact in the state's final redistricting plan, having been split into three 
districts in the 1981 redistricting plan. 

Reapportionment does not necessarily mean a zero-sum game where 
there are winners and losers among minority groups. San Gabriel Val
ley CAP AFR was able to work out and agree upon a plan with the San 
Gabriel Valley Latino Redistricting Conunittee. (Asians are second only 
to Latinos as the largest minority group in that region.) This success was 
partly due to the negotiating efforts of community leaders, common in
terests and a conunitrnent to follow through with future projects such as 
voter registration and resolution of Asian-Latino student conflicts in the 
district. 

Another political structural barrier involves the voting process. 
Much of our Asian Pacific American population is college educated, 
either in their former countries or in the United States. However, they 
have limited English proficiency. For this reason, bilingual ballots are 
necessary for members of our community to participate in the electoral 
process. In the past, the benchmark for providing bilingual ballots was 
5 percent of the total voting age population. However, based on this 
guideline, many large counties, such as Los Angeles, with substantial 
numbers of language minority citizens, were not covered. Los Angeles 
County alone has a total population of nearly 9 million and covers an area 
of 4,063 square miles, which is larger than the state of Delaware and 
Rhode Island combined. 

Language diversity exists among Asian Pacific Americans. Several 
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Asian Pacific ethnic groups have more than 10,000 persons requiring 
bilingual ballots. However, according to the former federal 5 percent 
benchmark, an ethnic group would need to have 450,000 persons 
requiring bilingual ballots before the guidelines would take effect. 

In the summer of 1992, Asian Pacific Americans achieved a victory 
with the signing into law of a 15-year extension to the bilingual provi
sions of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, introduced by Senator Simon of 
illinois. Under the new law, voting materials are required in jurisdictions 
which reach the 5 percent threshold as well as jurisdictions with at least 
10,000 voting-age, single language, limited English proficient citizens. 
Los Angeles will now provide multilingual assistance in six languages: 
English, Spanish, Chinese, Tagalog, Japanese and Vietnamese. Bilingual 
ballots will enable many limited English proficient citizens to take part 
in the political process. 

Although barriers such as unfair redistricting and inaccessibility to 
bilingual ballots may at first seem insurmountable, this is not the case. 
Significant lobbying by Asian Pacific American groups such as the 
Japanese American Citizens League, Organization of Chinese Americans, 
Chinese American Citizens Alliance, the National Asian Pacific American 
Legal Consortium, and the National Asian Pacific American Bar 
Association gave a big boost to the legislation. Progress was also made 
through efforts at coalition building with other ethnic communities. For 
example, Asian groups worked closely with the Mexican American Le
gal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF) and other key Latino 
organizations to advocate for the passage of bilingual ballot provisions. 
In addition, the Latino's community victory in Garza v. County of Los 
Angeles has raised the hopes for all ethnic groups for legal remedies 
against government bodies that violate the political rights of minority 
communities. 

Asian Pacific Americans were active in redistricting efforts in New 
York, Los Angeles, San Francisco and other Asian Pacific American key 
population centers of the United States. We have also become more so
phisticated in advocating legislative changes. Fair redistricting and 
access to bilingual ballots will help to remove structural barriers facing 
our community. These measures alone will not get Asian Pacific Ameri
cans elected but will help to create the basis for political empowerment. 
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The Need for a 
Comprehensive Approach to Empowerment 

Exciting, attracting and mobilizing the Asian Pacific American voter 
will be the long-term key to political empowerment. Asian Pacific 
Americans must adopt a comprehensive approach to political empow
erment involving the development of candidates, voter registration, and 
coalition building. Today, Asian Pacific Americans account for almost 10 
percent of California's population, but until recently there were no 
legislators of Asian Pacific heritage among the 120 Assembly and Senate 
representatives. Congressman Robert Matsui recently reported that 
while we maybe 10 percent of California's population we are only 2 
percent of the electorate. In most communities, less than 25 percent of 
Asian Pacific Americans over age 18 are registered to vote. 

A comprehensive approach to empowerment involves five compo
nents: 

1. Talented Asian Pacific American candidates must be 
encouraged to run for office, and supported by our 
community. A strong emphasis on local elections and 
appealing to a cross-section of voters will develop the base 
for chances at higher elective offices. 

2. Voting must be increased through a variety of strategies, 
such as expanded nonpartisan and partisan voter 
registration drives, citizenship campaigns, and get-out-the
vote mobilizations. 

3. Newly won voting rights such as bilingual ballot 
provisions must be fully utilized to encourage political 
participation. 

4. Donors must get "a bigger bang for their buck" by working 
with the community to identify issues and then influencing 
the candidate to support these measures. 

5. Grassroots organizing and coalition politics must be 
encouraged, both within the Asian Pacific community and 
with other ethnic groups. Debate and resolution over the 
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"agenda" -or significant rallying issues-for Asian Pacific 
Americans must be a cornerstone of such organizing, for 
the fragmentation within the communities cannot be 
solved with organizing techniques alone. 

Understanding the unique characteristics of the Asian Pacific 
American population, removing structural barriers to voting, and finding 
ways to excite our voters are key steps to unlocking the potential for our 
influence in American politics. In the aftermath of the Los Angeles civil 
unrest, where over 3,500 Asian Pacific Americans lost stores and a few 
lost their lives, many have questioned whether politicians and police 
simply abandoned the victims. Substantial assistance has been lacking. 
Perhaps this tragedy will send a strong signal to our communities that 
political empowerment is not a luxury; it is a necessity. 
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In 1947, then New York Governor Thomas E. Dewey declared that 
"New York City is not a melting pot, it's a boiling pot." Thirty-five years 
later, it is an apt description of Los Angeles and other major American 
cities. Patterns of residential segregation, the inequitable distribution of 
public goods and services, and capital flight from core urban areas all 
provide the backdrop for increasing incidents of racial conflict and vio
lence. And what is increasingly evident is that such racial tensions are 
no longer intelligible, if indeed they ever were, within the framework of 
a "black/white" paradigm of race relations. 

Despite this quite obvious observation, the prevailing race relations 
literature continues to retain an exclusive black/white focus. A look at 
recent popu1ar books by Andrew Hacker, the Edsalls, and Studs Terkel' 
suggests that when scholars and journalists talk about race relations, they 
mean relations between African Americans and Whites. Such biracial 
theorizing misses the complex nature of race relations in the post-civil 
rights era and is unable to grasp the patterns of conflict and accommo
dation among several increasingly large racial/ ethnic groups. In most 
major cities, for example, Whites have fled to surrounding suburban 
rings, leaving the inner city the site of turf battles between different ra
cial minorities. 

Confronting this reality, political analysts have had to reexamine the 
utility of various models of race relations, or, as is more often the case, 
attempt to make the facts fit within the existing black/white paradigm. 
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While the latter option is a meaningless exercise, a contemporary response 
to Marvin Gaye's troubling question ''What's going on?" is not easy to 
frame. 

The recent riots in Los Angeles may serve to broaden our racial 
outlook Journalist Tim Rutten described the devastation in the imme
diate wake of the Rodney King decision as "the nation's first multi-ethnic 
urban riot, one that involved not simply the traditional antagonism of 
one race toward another, but the mutual hostility, indifference, and 
willingness to loot of several different racial and ethnic groups."' Indeed, 
if only for a fleeting moment, the Los Angeles riots served to focus me
dia attention on generally neglected racial/ ethnic subjects-Korean, 
Guatemalan, Salvadoran, Chicano-who were both victims and victimizers. 
Given the contemporary and projected patterns of immigration, it is precisely 
these groups which will shape the patterns of race relations in a state 
such as California. 

What impact will the tremendous projected growth and increasing 
visibility of Asian Americans over the next several decades have on 
racial/ ethnic relations in the United States? I believe that it will challenge 
existing paradigms of race relations, reveal new patterns of "racialization'' 
with respect to individual/ collective identity and political organization, 
and fuel disturbing trends in racial politics. 

The limits of Existing Race Relations Theory 

For most of the 20th century, the dominant conception of American 
race relations has been that of assimilation3 It has been a popularly ac
cepted understanding that different racial/ ethnic groups over time 
would lose their cultural distinctiveness and become what mainstream 
social scientists have called "Anglo-conformists." From the vantage 
point of this perspective, structural boundaries would recede and groups 
would neither be segregated nor marginalized in residential life, the la
bor market, and politics. 

The assimilationist framework has been the dominant paradigm in 
interpreting the historical experiences of Asian Americans. At the turn 
of the century, it was used as a justification for Asian exclusion, the ra
tionale being that Asians were unassirnilable and a significant racial 
threat to the white population on the West Coast.< In the 1950s, it was 
used as a gauge by which to measure the degree of "separateness" of 
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Chinese Americans and as a plea for the shedding of" difference."' In the late 
1960s, in the midst of ghetto rebellions and the emergence of Asian American 
consciousness, it was used to illustrate the successful integration of Japanese 
Americans into the mainstream of American life.' Currently, however, the 
paradigm's continued usefulness in explaining patterns of social/ cultural/ 
political consciousness and organization among Asian Americans is 
questionable. 

The assimilationist perspective has assumed a zero-sum relationship 
between assimilation and the retention of ethnicity. To become more 
11 Americanized," therefore, meant that one was less ~~Asian." By contrast, 
recent scholarship on Japanese Americans has suggested that they have 
been able to maintain high levels of ethnic consciousness and ethnic 
community involvement, while simultaneously becoming structurally 
assimilated into the dominant society-' 

Another challenge to the assimilationist framework is the fact that 
the new wave of post-1965 Asian immigrants have had an unprecedented 
opportunity to develop "private cultures" within the broader American 
culture. In sharp contrast to the pre-1965 immigrants, they have been 
able to maintain more comprehensive links with their respective 
homelands. Some of these connections have been shaped by the video 
revolution and the global dissemination of popular culture. The prolif
eration of video stores in Asian American communities allow new Asian 
immigrants to view the latest tapes from Manila, Seoul, or Hong Kong
" soap operas," dramas, musicals, and soft-<:ore pornography. In addition, 
independent television stations in selected markets regularly broadcast 
ethnic programming, keeping their audiences "current" in news and 
popular culture. 

New Asian American immigrants maintain their connection to the 
homeland not merely through electronic means, but through trans
Pacific travel as well. Quick and relatively affordable, air travel has 
made the borders and boundaries which separate Asia and the mainland 
United States more fluid. This has allowed new Asian American immigrants 
to shuttle back-and-forth to meet family obligations, vacation, or to allow 
their children a periodic immersion into their respective language and 
culture. Such a situation contrasts sharply with the pre-1965 Asian im
migrants who were more divorced from their homelands and faced 
forced assimilation in the immediate postwar period. 

New Asian communities are emerging, on an unprecedented scale. 
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They are not small, dingy, urban enclaves like the Chinatowns and 
Japantowns of recent memory, nor are they a product of restrictive 
covenants or other mechanisms of ghettoization. They are a product of 
the demand for ethnic goods and services, and, in many instances, are 
testimony to the infusion of Asian capital here in the U.S. A "Little 
Saigon" has arisen in Westminster in Orange County, California, featur
ing dozens of mini-malls and a large-scale shopping center with huge, 
gleaming white Buddhist figures gracing the entrance. And when one 
is in Monterey Park, California, whose population is well over 50 percent 
Asian, it is not clear who is assimilating into what. 

In suggesting that the new immigrant communities do not face a 
stark choice between assimilation and the maintenance of ethnic identity 
and organization, I do not wish to imply that no transformation exists. 
Clearly what is interesting to examine is the manner in which a new 
distinct identity and culture is shaped, contested, and continually re
formed. Tran Van Ngoc, 45, a former helicopter pilot in Vietnam who 
now works as a computer technician in Southern California, articulates 
the seemingly unconscious nature of this process, and the confusion it 
engenders: 

We are Vietnamese but we are not Vietnamese. Living in a new 
country, we change and we don't even know it. Our thoughts 
are different and we don't even know it. Sometimes I try to deny 
that I am Americanized, but I have changed-' 

The growth and persistence of private cultures poses a challenge to 
the smooth trajectory of incorporation into the dominant culture 
predicted by the assimilationist paradigm. In many respects, the limits 
of the assimilationist model are rooted in its emergence as an analysis of 
the historical incorporation of succeeding waves of white European 
immigrants. By contrast, an alternative perspective would have to 
account for distinct trajectories of incorporation, exclusion, and social/ 
cultural autonomy, and not take assimilation as an inevitable outcome or 
desirable goal. Such an alternative view of race relations, I would argue, 
first needs to confront and challenge the prevailing concepts of race. 
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Racial Formation and the 
Concept of Radalization 

For the most part, contemporary social science has explicitly rejected 
biologistic notions of race in favor of approaches which stress the social 
construction of race. But while it has elevated the idea of race as a socio
historical concept, much of contemporary social science nonetheless slips 
into a kind of objectivism about racial identity and racial meaning. In 
many empirical studies, race is simply treated as an independent variable 
requiring little or no elaboration. Such studies can intriguingly correlate 
race and poverty, race and heart disease, or race and residential patterns, 
but in so doing render unproblematic the concept of race itself. 

In contrast to this approach, racial formation theory9 treats race as a 
fluid, unstable, and "decentered" complex of social meanings constantly 
being transformed by political conflict. Relations between "races," 
therefore, fundamentally transform what races are about. Central to the 
discussion at hand is the construction of racial identity and meaning 
which Howard Winant and I call racialization. 

The concept of racialization signifies the extension of racial meaning 
to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice, or group. 
A historical example would be the consolidation of the racial category of 
black in the United States from Africans whose specific identity was Ibo, 
Yoruba, or Bakaongo among others. Parallel to this was, as historian 
Winthrop Jordan observes, the emergence of white as a term of self
identity evolving from earlier conceptions of Christian, English, and free. 10 

Asian Americans are undergoing unique and specific patterns of 
racialization which will deepen and intensify in the decades to come. In 
the post-civil rights era, they have been consolidated into a new racial 
category, have experienced the increasing significance of class divisions, 
and have been directly implicated in the overall politicization of race. 
This has, and will continue to have, profound effects on relations 
between Asian American ethnic groups, and between Asian Americans 
and other racial/ ethnic groups. 

Identity, Collective Consciousness, 
and Political Organization 

The post-civil rights period has witnessed the rise of panethnicity as 
a phenomenon of racialization. Groups which were previously self-defined 
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in terms of specific ethnic background, and which were marginalized by the 
seemingly more central dynamic of "black/white" relations, began to 
confront their own racial identity and status in a political environment 
of heightened racial consciousness and mobilization. Sociologists David 
Lopez andY en Espiritu argue that such panethnic formation has become 
a crucial feature of contemporary ethnic change, "supplanting both 
assimilation and ethnic particularism as the direction of change for racial/ 
ethnic minorities.011 

Prior to the late-1960s, there were no "Asian Americans." In the 
wake of the civil rights movement, distinct Asian ethnic groups, prima
rily Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, and Korean Americans, began to frame 
and assert their common identity as Asian Americans. This political label 
reflected a similar historical experience of being subjected to exclusion
ary immigration laws, restrictive naturalization laws, labor market 
segregation, and patterns of ghettoization by a polity and culture which 
treated all Asians as alike. 

The racialization of Asian Americans involved muting the profound 
cultural and linguistic differences, and minimizing the significant historical 
antagonisms, which had existed among the distinct nationalities and 
ethnic groups of Asian origin. In spite of enormous diversity, Asian 
American activists found this new political label a crucial rallying point 
for raising political consciousness about the problems of Asian ethnic 
communities and for asserting demands on state institutions. From a 
racialization perspective, Asian American panethnicity is driven by a 
dynamic relationship between the specific group being racialized and the 
state. The elites representing such groups find it advantageous to make 
political demands by using the numbers and resources which panethnic 
formations can mobilize. The state, in turn, can more easily manage 
claims by recognizing and responding to large blocs as opposed to dealing 
with the specific claims of a plethora of ethnically defined interest groups. In 
this context, conflicts occur over the precise definition and boundaries of 
various racially defined groups, and their adequate representation in 
census counts, reapportionment debates, and minority aid. 

Panethnic consciousness and organization are, to a large extent, 
contextually and strategically determined. Different Asian American 
ethnic groups have found that there are times when it is advantageous 
to be in a pan ethnic "Asian Americans" bloc, and times when it is desirable 
to mobilize along particular ethnic lines. 
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The situational nature of this dynamic is illustrated by two examples. 
In an attempt to boost their political clout and benefits from land trust 
arrangements, native Hawaiians voted four-to-one in January 1990 to 
expand the definition of their people to anyone with a drop of Hawaiian 
"blood." Previously only those with at least 50 percent Hawaiian "blood" 
were eligible for certain benefits. By contrast, in June 1991 in San Fran
cisco, Chinese American architects and engineers protested the inclusion 
of Asian Indians under the city's minority business enterprise law. 
Citing a Supreme Court ruling which requires cities to narrowly define 
which groups had suffered discrimination to justify specific affirmative 
action programs, Chinese Americans contended that Asian Indians 
should not be considered '' Asian.n At stake were obvious economic 
benefits accruing to designated "minority" businesses. 

Such inclusionary I exclusionary debates make the very utility of the 
concept" Asian Americans" unclear. The irony is that the term came into 
vogue at precisely the historical moment when new Asian groups were 
entering the U.S. who would render the term problematic. The new post-
1965 Asian immigrants, encompassing a diverse range of class origins, 
ethnic identities, and political orientations make it increasingly difficult 
to speak of a "shared" experience. 

Such diversity between and within Asian American groups makes 
for interesting politics. Few can claim to speak for Asian Americans as 
a whole. Older organizations such as the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent 
Association cannot represent and articulate the needs of the increasingly 
diverse ethnic Chinese population in America. The second and third 
generation Asian Americans who founded many community-based 
organizations in the late 1960s and early 1970s are now in the demographic 
minority. Every group except Japanese Americans now has more 
foreign-born than native-born members. The estimated growth in the 
immigrant population suggests an emerging leadership gap between 
Asians on the basis of nativity status. 

Differences also manifest themselves between Asian American ethnic 
groups as the result of distinct political agendas. Filipino "homeland" poli
tics and the Japanese American movement for redress/reparations, for 
example, are issues which elicit little excitement or the potential for po
litical mobilization outside of the ethnically specific community. In the 
wake of the L.A. riots, some Korean American leaders felt that other 
Asian American groups clid not take a firm stand against the violence 
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and property damage directed at Korean American small businesses. 
Bong Hwan Kim, executive director of the Korean Youth Center, said, 
"Youcan'tdenythefactthatamongsome[ChineseandJapaneseAmericans] 
there was an 'l-am-not-Korean mentality,' and then running for the 

TI:ris, if anything, illustrates the situational nature of panethnic identity 
and organization, and the circumstances which can lead to its unravel
ing. Another source of potential difference lies in the increasing class 
stratification of Asian American communities. 

The Increasing Significance of Class 

The relative importance of class with respect to race is currently a 
central preoccupation in the race relations literature. When sociologist 
William Julius Wilson argued in 1978 that the contemporary life chances 
of individual African Americans "have more to do with their economic 
class position than with their day-to-day encounters with whites,"13 

he created a raging storm of a debate about the relative importance of 
race versus class in American life. At stake was discerning the k0J factor 
in determining life chances and the patterns of racial accommodation 
and conflict. 

I would argue that correspondingly little attention has been given to 
the issue of class and contemporary Asian American communities. 
Research questions abound. What is the class structure of Asian American 
communities? How does it mirror, intersect, or diverge from the broader 
configuration of class stratification in the United States? What is there
lationship of the distribution of status and power to economic class 
location in Asian American communities? What are the class bases for 
specific political mobilizations? 

Suggesting these topics does not imply that no literature exists. 
Good work has indeed been done on political organization, the ethnic 
labor market, and the relationship of Asian Americans to the global 
economy-" However, what may be important to future research endeavors 
and policy initiatives is to understand the effects of race and class on the 
contemporary Asian American experience in a way which does not as
sert the primacy of one factor, nor treat each as an objectively distinct 
category with rigidly defined boundaries. 

Korean-African American conflict in Los Angeles and other urban 
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settings, for example, cannot be neatly framed in either purely class or 
racial terms. Such tragic conflict is overdetermined by an ensemble of 
factors involving fue ghetto economy, patterns of small entrepreneurship, 
access to resources, and racial ideology in the United States and Soufu 
Korea. 

The recent U.S. Commission on Gvil Rights report" on Asian Americans 
illustrates fuat racial discrimination is a problem which affects all classes in 
fue Asian American community, alfuough its effects vary widely by class 
strata. The problems encountered by a rich entrepreneur from Hong 
Kong and a recently arrived Hmong refugee are obviously distinct. The 
sites and types of discriminatory acts each is likely to encounter, and the 
range of available responses to them, differ by class location. Distinct 
class strata in the Asian American community experience a differen
tial racialization in which race has been rendered more complex by class. 

From a racialization perspective, much of the existing race/ class 
debate suffers from fue imposition of rigid categories and analyses which 
degenerate into dogmatic assertions of fue primacy of one category over 
fue oilier. I see the importance of analyzing racial and class divisions in 
a single unified framework-{)ne which grasps fue increasing significance of 
class for Asian Americans within a social order still highly structured by 
race. To do fuis, one would have abandoned any essentialist notions of 
race and class, and view them as different, and at times competing, mo
dalities by which social actors see themselves and collective action is 
mobilized16 

In summary, fue "increasing significance of class" does not necessarily 
suggest the "declining significance of race." However, a differential 
racialization has developed between and within different Asian Ameri
can communities with important consequences for individual identity, 
collective consciousness, and political organization. 

In the corning decades, there will be issues which unite Asian 
Americans, and issues which divide fuem. Redristricting and reapportion
ment debates, Asian American admissions in higher education, and 
anti-Asian violence are issues which cut across different Asian American 
ethnic groups and offer the potential for panethnic unity. On the other 
hand, class, nativity, and generational differences can manifest fuemselves 
in distinct political agendas. Many foreign-born Asians desperately need 
programs, such as English-acquisition and job-training programs which 
can ease their transition into the mainstream of American life. More 
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"established" and resource-rich groups are less concerned with basic 
"survival issues" and instead emphasize mobility ones such as the "glass ceil
ing" in professional employment. In spite of these significant differences, I 
believe that panethnic consciousness will be an enduring feature of Asian 
American organization in the coming decades as political elites attempt to 
wield a range of clisparate interests into a coherent political force. This may 
prove to be crucial in order to respond to clisturbing trends in the prevailing 
political climate. 

The Racialization of Politics 

Last year, Megan Higoshi and other members of a mostly Japanese 
American Girl Scout troop were selling cookies outside of a suburban 
supermarket in Southern California. A man they approached simply 
replied, "I only buy from American girls."17 Over 50 years after the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor, Japanese Americans are again victims of rising 
tensions between Japan and the United States. This should come as no 
surprise. The fate of Asian Americans has always been historically 
shaped by the prevailing state of U.S.-Asia relations. 

The current state of relations is a rapidly deteriorating one. The "Buy 
American" craze continues despite the confusion created by multinational 
ownership, sourcing of parts and materials, and assembly. And the in
dicators of deteriorating relations are not purely economic, they are 
cultural as well. Examples like Baseball Commissioner Fay Vincent's 
objection to selling the Seattle Mariners to Nintendo, Michael Crichton's 
new thriller Rising Sun, and Ray Stevens' country hit, "Working for the 
Japanese" illustrate the cultural pervasiveness of anti-Japanese sentiments. 
Such sentiments have created an upsurge in random and organized acts of 
anti-Asian violence.18 

More disturbing is the manner in which these sentiments seep into 
electoral politics. During the Senate campaign in New Hampshire, 
Democratic Senate candidate John Durkin accused his Republican 
opponent Bob Smith of accepting support from '1aps": 

The same Japs who planned and carried out a sneak attack on 
Dec. 7, 1941, are now planning a sneak attack on the voters of 

New Hampshire on Nov. 6, 1990. Here we have the Japs, they 
buy Rockefeller Center and are trying to turn the Rockettes into 
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geishas. That's bad enough. But here they're trying to buy a U.S. 
Senate seat.19 

Durkin's analysis highlights a disturbing climension of contemporary 
politics-the manner in which political issues are racialized. Political is
sues have been increasingly interpreted through a framework of racial 
meanings. Jesse Helms' come-from-behind Senate campaign in 1990, the 
late Lee Atwater's "Willie Horton" ad campaign for President Bush, and 
David Duke's surprising show of support in various Louisiana bids are 
all eloquent testimony to the fact that the race card can be effectively 
played and does win elections. "Racially coded" and racially explicit 
appeals have come to dominate electoral contests, and as such, there has 
been an increasing racialization of politics. 

Much of this has taken the form of a concerted backlash to the per
ceived social impact of an increasingly diverse population. David Duke, 
during his declaration of candidacy in December 1991, argued that im
migration should be a major issue in the presidential election. The time 
had come, he stated, to severely limit immigration into our society: 

What's happening is, we are unraveling. We're losing our way. 
This country is overwhelmingly European descent. It's overwhebn
ingly Christian. And if we lose our underpinning, I think we're 
going to lose the foundations of America.20 

During his presidential campaign, Patrick Bucl1anan drew upon the 
assimilationist paradigm to weigh the social costs of integrating different 
groups: 

I think God made all people good. But if we had to take a million 
immigrants in, say Zulus next year, or Englishmen, and put them 
up in Virginia, what group would be easier to assimilate and 
would cause less problems for the people of Virginia?21 

Other political initiatives are indicative of an overall intolerance to
wards diversity. U.S. English has recently begun a $1.6 million campaign 
against congressional representatives who oppose a House bill declaring 
English the official U.S. language. Norman Shumway, the organization's 
chairman and former Republican Congressman from California, says, 
"There are people coming to this country who feel they don't have to 
learn English, and we think that's a threat."22 In addition to this, a 
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growing number of businesses, ranging from hospitals to bottling plants, 
have implemented work rules which require their employees to speak 
English on the job. At the heart of these restrictions lurks the issue of race. 
Ed Chen, a lawyer for the ACLU, observes: 

For a lot of folks, language becomes a proxy for race or for immigrant 
status. It becomes a legitimate way of expressing concern about 
being overrun by hordes of Mexicans and Asians coming into the 
United States.23 

The overall racialization of politics projects a grim vision of the fu
ture in which multiracial and multicultural diversity is openly resisted 
and legislated against, instead of celebrated. 

Trends and Prospects 

Some intriguing demographic shifts will occur in the years to come 
which will influence the nature of race relations between Asian Ameri
cans and other groups. The number of Asian Americans, which doubled 
in the last ten years, is expected, according to projections, to double again 
in 20 years to over 14 million. Although Asian Americans still tend to 
cluster in a few states and in urban centers like the Chinatowns of San 
Francisco and New York, they will increasingly be found in all parts of 
the country. According to the 1990 Census, some states have seen a 
dramatic growth in their Asian American population since the last count: 
Texas, up 165.5 percent (319,459); New Jersey, up 162 percent (272,521); 
and Rhode Island, up 245 percent (18,325).24 

The Census also reveals that Asian Americans are increasingly likely 
to live in the suburbs. An interesting dimension of Asian American 
residential patterns in the post-civil rights period is that they are quite 
distinct from the patterns of "hypersegregation" which African Ameri
cans experience. An examination of the 16 largest cities in America 
found that Asian Americans were nearly half as likely to be residen
tially segregated from Whites as African Americans.25 The growing 
"suburbanization" of Asian Americans, however, may bring with it a 
host of new problems as new Asian immigrants settle in areas and trans
form the established patterns of housing and consumption. In this 
regard, the political battles in Monterey Park over English-Only signs, 
development, and racial recomposition may prefigure the future. 
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In certain areas of the economy, Asian capital investment is growing 
and will continue to grow in the coming decades. It is estimated, for 
example, that Asians are starting a quarter to a third of all new electronics 
companies in California's Silicon V alley.26 Recent changes in immigra
tion laws may further stimulate investment. Under the Immigration Act 
of 1990, some 10,000 visas are reserved for wealthy foreign investors 
willing to invest a minimum of one million dollars and to create at least 
ten jobs for U.S. citizens. This has numerous states attempting to lure 
rich Asian immigrants as part of an economic development strategy.27 

Despite their anticipated influence on economy and society, there 
has been, up to now, little attention given to Asian Americans and how 
they are affected by, and how they affect, the broader patterns of racial 
politics. The absence of a sustained scholarly and policy-oriented appraisal 
will become more glaring and untenable in the years to come. Currently 
a host of issues which cut to the heart of racial politics in the United States 
have been raised by, or centrally involved, Asian Americans: 

IIIII The question of bilingual education as articulated in the 
Lau v. Nichols decision. 

IIIII hnmigration reform, particularly as it relates to the emphasis 
on family reunification, established in 1965. 

Ill Affirmative action in a range of arenas, but particularly with 
respect to Asian admissions into institutions of higher learning. 

Ill Reapportionment debates, particularly in California and 
New York in the face of the dramatically changing racial 
make-up of these states. 

II Civil rights legislation as reflected in the disputed Wards 
Cove decision. 

Ill Race and the performing arts as witnessed by the Jonathan 
Pryce/ Miss Saigon controversy. 

1111 And perhaps most immediately, interracial tensions in inner 
city communities of which the tragedy of African American
Korean relations in South Central is but one manifestation. 
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While analysts of race relations continue to focus ahnost exclusively 
on black/white relations, the reality is that Asian Americans have be
come a crucial barometer of the contemporary racial climate. 

Indeed, an analysis of contemporary Asian American images-as a 
"model minority" and as a racial threat-reveals interesting dimensions 
of the very nature of racism in the United States. We tend to think of 
racism as hostility directed against those of a different skin color whom 
we believe to be "inferior" -in class and status terms, in intellectual abil
ity, or in cultural orientation. This is coupled with structural forms of 
discrimination-in the job market, in politics, in residential patterns--and 
negative cultural representations. In the United States, African Ameri
cans are subject to this type of racism. 

Asian Americans, however, are subject to a different form of racism. 
They are often the objects of resentment by other groups who perceive 
that they do "too well," that they unfairly secure wealth and other 
material resources and social advantages. This resentment has histori
cally resulted in political disenfranchisement and exclusionary laws in 
the late-19th to early-20th century. We are seeing some of that today in 
the form of "English-Only'' initiatives and more stringent curbs on inuni
gration and foreign capital inveshnent. 

A political response from Asian Americans has emerged to this cli
mate of increased intolerance, though it remains vague and in formation. 
Between Asian American ethnic groups, the degree of panethnic unity 
remains situationally defined. Between Asian Americans and other 
racial minority groups, there are issues which can potentially unite, and 
issues which threaten to divide. A common agenda around bilingual 
education.r immigration reform, and employer discrimination against 
foreign-born or non-English speaking workers can seemingly be forged 
with Latino groups. These same issues, however, in an era of declining 
public resources and private opportunities, can be the basis for conflicts 
with African Americans. On the other hand, a shared concern for civil 
rights legislation and enforcement, equal opportunity in hiring and 
promotion decisions, and the economic reconstruction of our major cit
ies can potentially unite Asian Americans with African Americans, as 
well as other racial minorities. 

In an editorial reflecting on the meaning of the L.A. riots, Judy 
Ching-Chia Wong states: 
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The problems and experiences of Asian-Americans, African
Americans, Hispanics, etc., while sometimes similar, are not the 
same. Unless Asian-Americans learn to think and speak out as 
a group, we will continue to be caught in the middle, misun
derstood and pummeled by both sides.28 

Her assessment seems quite correct. In the worst case scenario, 
Asian Americans would increasingly be the victims of racial violence, 
while simultaneously being extolled and regarded by the media, politi
cal leaders, and the general populace as the shining exemplars of the 
assimilative capabilities of our society. In this context, Asian Americans 
will add a new and very troubling dimension to the continuing "Ameri
can dilemma." 
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Through education and the path laid down by the 1960s black civil 
rights movement, Asian Pacific Islanders have achieved entry-level 
employment in a broad range of businesses, occupations, and profes
sions-telecommunications, finance, insurance, protective services, 
skilled construction, health care, the law-that had been traditionally 
closed to racial minorities. Now, three decades after the passage of the 
1964 Civil Rights Act and federal enforcement of affirmative action regu
lations, Asian Pacific Islanders are in a position to cany the civil rights 
employment struggle into its next phase: challenging the racial make-up 
of corporate and public sector management. 

The "glass ceiling" -promotional baniers against racial minorities 
and women-has stirred a sense of injustice and inequality among Asian 
Pacific Islanders. Numerous studies by scholars, governmental agencies, 
and non-profit organizations have documented the sparse representation 
of racial minorities and women in management positions. In its Asian 
American Civil Rights Issues of the 1990s Report, the U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights cites the "glass ceiling" as one of five prevalent types of employment 
discrimination experienced by AsianAmericans1 Reports have found that, 
among all racial groups including Whites, Asian Pacific Islander professionals 
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facetheworstchanceofbeingadvancedintomanagementpositions.2 !nits 
1991 study of nine Fortune 500 corporations, the U.S. Department of Labor 
found that, "if there is not a glass ceiling, there certainly is a point beyond 
which racial minorities and women have not advanced in some companies."' 

Frustrated and, at times, angry that they are not receiving promo
tional opportunities commensurate with their educational background 
and accomplishments in the workplace, some Asian Pacific Islanders 
argue that cracking the "glass ceiling" is the civil rights issue of the 1990s. 
They are shedding the image of the "silent" racial minority and openly 
aspiring for advancement into management and leadership roles. Asian 
Pacific Islanders have formed employee organizations, in part, to create 
a vehicle to voice their concerns about the lack of promotional opportu
nities.4 Their impatience with cracking the nglass ceiling'' suggests that 
the 1990s and beyond may constitute a new era of civil rights activism on 
the part of Asian Pacific Islanders. 

Unlike their integration into entry-level employment, cracking the 
"glass ceiling" will not be an easy or simple task for Asian Pacificlsland
ers. Harsh criticism against race-based, affirmative action strategies 
remains unabated-' Notwithstanding the all-too-familiar pronounce
ment of equal employment policies, many corporate leaders have failed 
to take ownership or affirm the appointment of racial minority managers and 
administrators as an organizationalresponsiblity.6 Socioeconomic differences 
within Asian Pacific Islander groups and between racial minorities under
score some of the limitations of affirmative action strategies. Racial minorities, 
women, and white males are all locked in a battle over a shrinking number 
of management and administrative jobs. 

In order to understand and assess the likelihood of Asian Pacific Is
lander success to crack the "glass ceiling," I will examine some social and 
economic constraints that make the establislunent and implementation 
of affirmative action promotional policies for Asian Pacific Islanders a 
challenging task Specifically, I will discuss (1) socioeconomic differentials be
tween Asian Pacific Islanders and black Americans that reinforce distrust of 
affirmative action policies favoring "advantaged" racial minorities over 
economically disadvantaged individuals; (2) population growth leading 
to possible fragmentation of Asian Pacific Islanders as a racial minority 
group; (3) higher tolerance level by Asian Pacific Islanders to endure 
racial discrimination, instead of pressing ahead for remedies. Then I will 
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suggest strategies to enable Asian Pacific Islanders to more effectively 
crack the "glass ceiling." 

More Help for the "Advantaged"? 

Executive Order 11246 and its implementing regulations, issued by 
President Johnson in 1965, require federal contractors to provide equal 
employment opportunities through the implementation of affirmative 
action programs to recruit, hire, retain, and promote qualified racial minori
ties at every level of an employer's workforce. But for racial discrimination, 
qualified racial minorities would be represented at every level of a workforce 
in proportion to their respective representation in the labor force. Controlling 
for non-racial factors like education and geography, racial minorities should 
achieve roughly the same earnings level as their white male counterparts. 
Lower earnings and underrepresentation of racial minorities in the 
workforce signal the presence of discriminatory barriers. 

In general, affirmative action has been an effective strategy for racial 
minorities to gain entry-level employment. Two-thirds of all Asian Pa
cific Islanders working full-time hold employment in largely white-collar 
occupations--professionals, technicians, managers, sales, and administrative 
support---<:ompared to 57 percent Whites in the same occupations7 Between 
1973 and 1982, the number of Blacks in professional, technical, managerial, 
and administrative positions increased by 57 percent, from 974,000 to 
1,533,000, while the number of Whites in such positions increased by only 
36percent8 

William J. Wilson, Thomas Sowell, and Daniel C. Thompson observe, 
though, that significant civil rights employment gains made since the 
1960s have benefitted mostly college-educated racial minorities9 Wilson 
argues that governmental efforts to eliminate traditional racial barriers 
through affirmative action have had the unintentional effect of contrib
uting to the growing economic class divisions in the black community. 
These scholars view affirmative action programs as having aided only the 
already-advantaged or most advantaged of traditionally disadvantaged 
groups. 

Though not direct targets of their criticism against affirmative action, 
many college-educated Asian Pacific Islanders, including the foreign 
born, have also taken advantage of affirmative action opportunities in the 
workplace. Thirty-nine percent of all Asian Pacific Islanders aged 25 and 
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over have completed at least four years of college, almost double the rate 
ofWhites.10 To the extent that high educational attainment is equated with 
an "advantaged" status, Asian Pacific Islanders are popularly perceived as 
having leapfrogged over disadvantaged Blacks in the workplace. 

In response to being labelled a "model minority," Asian Pacific Is
landers point out that they still lag behind Whites economically." The 
per capita income of Asian Pacific Islanders is lower than that of Whites; 
the poverty and unemployment rates of Asian Pacific Islanders are persis
tently higher.12 In addition to the "glass ceiling," Asian Pacific Islanders 
consistently experience a lower earning return on education than white 
males at every educational attainment level. Such socioeconomic indicators 
reinforce the effects of past cliscrimination against Asian Pacific Islanders and 
the rationale for their inclusion in affirmative action employment programs. 
However, such comparisons with Whites have generally failed to dispel the 
perception that Asian Pacific Islanders are "advantaged." 

The term "model minority" has been used implicitly, and at times 
explicitly, to chide black Americans and other racial minorities for alleged 
failures to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps. Racial minority 
community representatives have been understandably reluctant to draw 
socioeconomic comparisons among themselves. However, such com
parisons are inevitable because, consciously or not, the economic plight 
of black Americans remains the standard by which America judges itself 
on achieving racial equality for its citizens. 

lf we reject outright the implicit and explicit value judgments asso
ciated with the use of "model minority," an objective comparison of 
Asian Pacific Islander and black socioeconomic characteristics indicate 
that, on average, Asian Pacific Islanders are better off than black Ameri
cans, in terms of higher individual and family median income, poverty 
and teenage unemployment rates that are respectively almost two-tl1irds 
and one-half lower, higher percentage of two or more earners per house
hold, higher percentage of minority-owned businesses and doubling of 
the dollar amount of business receipts per firm13 The socioeconomic 
differentials between Asian Pacific Islanders and black Americans are 
almost as wide as the gap between white and black Americans. Relative 
to Whites, Asian Pacific Islanders are "disadvantaged"; but relative to 
black Americans, they are "advantaged." 

The socioeconomic differentials between "advantaged" and "disad
vantaged" racial minorities and within specific racial groups have led to 
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calls for the reformulation of race-based affirmative action strategies. 
Dinesh D'Souza advocates the establishment of non-racial or socioeco
nomic affirmative action14 L. Ling-chi Wang insists that affirmative 
action programs must take into consideration race and class oppression, 
but also supports specific race-based remedies for black Americans.15 

Attri-buting the demise of black employment to the change of the Ameri
can economy from being an industrial to a service- and infonnation-oriented 
one, Wilson calls for the establishment of universal reform programs to 
promote economic growth and full employment so as to provide a larger 
number of job opportunities for the truly disadvantaged-the economic 
underclass and the least educated. 

It is questionable whether any of these reforms will be any more ef
fective than race-based affirmative action remedies in helping the truly 
disadvantaged.'' Because today' s economic competition and infonnation
based society demands the employment of workers with high educational 
attainment levels and occupational skills, it is highlyunlikelythat employers 
will hire poorly educated individuals, especially racial minorities who 
lack certain occupational skills. Out of self-interest, employers will 
distribute affirmative action benefits only to those racial minorities who 
are educated and qualified. Wang's proposal is highly consistent with the 
freshman admission diversity policies at some highly selective universities, 
but would be perplexing, if not difficult, for an employer to implement, in 
terms of granting employment preferences based on an individual's 
current or past low-income status. 

Race-based affirmative action employment policy, then, keeps the 
door open for educated racial minorities at the entry level and sets incen
tives for others to acquire more education. But it has not been used 
consistently or effectively to advance Asian Pacific Islanders into promo
tive positions. 

The perception that Asian Pacific Islanders are "advantaged" does 
not accurately reflect their employment status. The strong work experi
ence and educational background of Asian Pacific Islanders make them 
the true test case of how well the notion of meritocracy works in America. 
Proponents of meritocracy assert that, when compared to Whites, there 
are equal payoffs for qualified and educated racial minorities; education 
and other social factors, but not race, determine earnings.17 The under
representation in management positions and lower median incomes of 
Asian Pacific Islanders, when compared to their white male counterparts, 
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indicate that the payoff has not materialized for members of this racial 
minority group. 

Yet, what is the likelihood that Asian Pacific Islanders can garner 
public sympathy and action to remedy this unequal employment concli
tion? Employed, disillusioned, college-educated Asian Pacific Islanders 
may be stymied by promotional barriers in the workplace, but, in the 
public arena of competing social needs, their plight pales, in contrast to the 
social conclition of chronically unemployed, economically disadvantaged 
racial minorities. Nationwide, there are slightly under one million poor 
Asian Pacific Islanders, but there are approximately ten million poor 
Blacks and 22 million poor Whites.18 The growing number of poor and 
homeless people has had a greater impact on the American psyche than 
the comparative percentage of poor by racial group. Whereas there was 
an emotional edge in the early years of the civil rights movement to sup
port racial minorities crossing and breaking the "color line" to achieve 
social justice, the "glass ceiling" problem has not evoked the same 
visceral response among the public, especially as it relates to Asian Pacific 
Islanders. 

Race-based affinnative action strategies are also weak in adjudicat
ing other competing social needs. Asian Pacific Islander women earn 
lower median incomes than both their Asian and white male counter
parts, controlling for education. However, controlling for educational 
and occupational status when compared to white women, Asian Pacific 
Islander women do as well if not slightly better, in terms of earned meclian 
income.19 Should Asian Pacific Islander women receive employment pref
erences over their male counterparts, but defer to white females? Unlike the 
normally larger numbers of jobs available at the entry level, both male 
and female Asian Pacific Islanders, other racial minorities, and white 
women find themselves at odds with each other over a shrinking number 
of administrative and managerial positions.20 It is not clear who should 
be helped first. 

fragmentation of Asian Pacific islanders 

At the beginning of the 1960s civil rights movement, Asian Pacific 
Islanders were an inchoate racial minority group. An Asian Pacific Islander 
political consciousness had yet to be born. Immigrants from Asia carne 
to America as Chinese, Filipinos, or Koreans. They did not bring with 
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them an Asian Pacific Islander identity. They had little in common with 
Pacific Islanders, most of whom are native born. Language and cultural 
differences among all of these groups inhibited social or political interaction 
across ethnic lines. It would take the unfolding of the modern-day civil 
rights movement, enforcement of federal affirmative action regulations, 
and publicly funded social programs to help forge what has become 
a politically constructed racial minority group called "Asian Pacific 
Islanders." 

The political advantages gained by a unified "Asian Pacific Islander" 
classification are tempered, however, by the complexities and potential 
difficulties in establishing employment policies to meet the needs of di
verse Asian and Pacific Islander groups. Community representatives and 
scholars have reacted cautiously, if not negatively, toward certain "aver
age" or nmedian" socioeconomic characteristics, attributed to Asian 
Pacific Islanders as a whole. They argue that, when compared to the 
socioeconomic characteristics of other racial minority groups, these "av
erages" and "medians" compromise public recognition of the social 
needs of economically disadvantaged Asian Pacific Islanders, thereby 
exacerbating the myth of the "model minority." They also fear that mis
interpretation and misunderstanding of these ''averages" and "medians" 
may lead to the demise of affirmative action remedies to benefit Asian 
Pacific Islanders." 

In addition to distinct social stratification within a specific Asian or 
Pacific Islander group, Asian Indians, Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, and 
Koreans tend to be employed largely as white collar professionals, tech
nicians, and administrative support workers. Employment barriers 
created by the "glass ceiling" are major challenges to members of these 
ethnic groups. They are more likely on average to earn higher wages, be 
better educated, and experience a lower poverty rate than other Asian 
Pacific Islander groups.22 

In contrast, Vietnamese, Cambodians, Laotians, Hmongs, Hawai
ians, Samoans, and other Pacific Islanders are more likely to be employed 
as blue-collar laborers, operators, service workers, and technicians. Low 
wages and substandard working conditions are dominant aspects of 
their employment. The acquisition of basic English, technological, and 
other occupational skills is vital to improve their economic status. 

Established Asian groups-Chinese, Filipinos, Japanese, Asian Indi-
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ans, and Koreans-constitute three-fourths of today' s national Asian 
Pacific Islander population. The dominance and population percentage 
of these established Asian groups will diminish as more Southeast Asian 
and other Asian families become reunited in the U.S. The proliferation 
of language minority press and social institutions to serve the needs of 
these new immigrants will reinforce ethnic distinctiveness among these 
Asian and Pacific Islander groups, in contrast to the fostering of an inclu
sive Asian Pacific Islander identity. As some Asian Pacific Islander 
groups achleve a critical population mass, especially at the state andre
gional levels, they may seek to fragment and establish distinct affirmative 
action employment categories, separate from the unified Asian Pacific Is
lander category.23 

Under federal law, employers are obligated to meet the employment 
needs of Asian Pacific Islanders, without making distinctions among the 
specific Asian and Pacific Islander groups. Mere compliance with the 
law may not satisfy the employment needs of these emerging groups. 
In occupational categories where Asian Pacific Islanders are well
represented, members of some established Asian groups-Chinese, 
Japanese, and Filipinos-generally dominate the level of Asian Pacific 
Islander representation. To what extent should employers be required 
to outreach, recruit, and give special consideration to members of non
established Asian and Pacific Islander groups? Will members of established 
Asian groups be tolerant of these preferential efforts for emerging 
groups? 

Fundamentally, there have always been doubts about the inclusion 
of Asian Pacific Islanders as a protected group in affirmative action pro
grams. Some scholars consider black Americans to be the quintessential 
minority group, better able than any other ethnic group with the exception 
of American Indians, to justify a claim for preferential treatment in em
ployment." The recent inunigrant or refugee status of emerging Asian group 
members seemingly contradicts the historic oppression rationale for affirma
tive action inclusion. 

Affirmative action proponents have always characterized race-based 
remedies and strategies as temporary interventions to overcome the effects 
of historic discrimination. Asian Pacific Islanders (or distinct subgroups) are 
likely to be the first racial minority group to demonstrate that affirmative ac
tion remedies are, in fact, temporary in nature. There is precedence for a 
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specific Asian group, or Asian Pacific Islanders as a whole, to be excluded 
from affumative action programs." 

With their strong representation in certain occupational categories, 
some may argue that Asian groups appear to have outgrown the need for 
affirmative action remedies. At what point should we state that some 
Asian groups have achieved equality in the workplace, while others have 
not? Should affirmative action coverage for Asian Pacific Islanders be 
withdrawn from some occupational categories but retained for others 
like management and administration? 

Asian Pacific Islanders have historically spent much time to argue for 
their inclusion into affirmative action programs, but have not adequately 
assessed improvements in their socioeconomic status that are attributable 
to race-based affirmative action strategies. If Asian Pacific Islanders have tran
sitioned out of affirmative action protection, it becomes critical to understand 
and acknowledge under what conditions equality has been achieved and to 
ask whether the same can be replicated to benefit Asian Pacific Islanders 
at the management level. 

Temporary Tolerance of Discrimination: 
lack of Action 

One human resources expert has described the "glass ceiling" as the 
result of two cultures clashing: the Asian work style as contextual, indirect, 
inner-directed, and self-reliant; and the white male style as hierarchical, 
controlling, aggressive, and oriented toward win-lose outcomes.26 It is not 
uncommon for Asian Pacific Islanders to describe themselves as being "non
aggressive" or udeferential." 

Consequently, the lack of initiative to understand the demands of 
being a manager or desire to be promoted on the part of Asian Pacific 
Islanders has often been cited as a self-initiated barrier to advancement 
in the workplace, not the result of institutional barriers.27 

Over the years, the number of race and national origin employment 
discrimination complaints filed by Asian Pacific Islanders with federal 
and state enforcement agencies has increased. Yet, these complaints 
barely constitute 1 percent of all complaints filed, proportionately less 
than the representation of Asian Pacific Islanders among racial minority 
groups protected by anti-discriminatory laws.28 Wards Cove Packing Co. 
v. Antonio and Wong v. Hampton have been notable Asian Pacific Islander 
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employment cases before the U.S. Supreme Court29 But, there has been 
a paucity of class action employment discrimination lawsuits filed by 
Asian Pacific Islanders in the last 28 years.30 Notwithstanding some 
celebrated university tenure cases filed individually by Asian American 
faculty members, there has been no class action lawsuit in recent years in
volving an Asian Pacific Islander lead plaintiff who has sought to oppose 
promotional barriers in the workplace31 

As the national Asian Pacific Islander population continues to grow 
at a faster rate than all other racial groups, a critical mass of Asian Pacific 
Islanders willing to pursue legal complaints against discriminatory em
ployment practices including the "glass ceiling" could emerge, but it is 
unlikely for a couple of reasons. First, there are greater personal risks in
volved, including retaliation, whenever a racial minority employee files 
a complaint alleging discriminatory promotional practices than when a 
non-employee files. Second, many public interest law firms impose in
come guidelines that preclude legal representation of employed racial 
minorities, especially those who earn salaries well above the poverty
level. The legal costs involved in pursuing time-consuming class action 
lawsuits have discouraged both potential clients and private attorneys 
from doing so. Third, paradoxically, the increase in the size of the Asian 
Pacific Islander workforce, due to the steady immigration of profession
als, reinforces differences in how Asian Pacific Islanders and other racial 
minorities experience and react to racial discrimination. 

Charles Hamilton and John Ogbu observe that ethnic immigrant 
groups, including Asians, come to America under three general cir
cumstances: (1) they carne voluntarily or by choice; (2) they perceive 
socioeconomic conditions in America to be an improvement over what 
they left behind; (3) while they may be oppressed and discriminated 
against, immigrant groups have not been dehumanized like black Arneri
cans.32 1n contrast, black Americans compare their social condition to that 
of Whites and find racism to be endemic and perrnanent.33 

Immigrants expect to face racial discrimination in America. Within 
the context of survival in a new country, they strategically, and not cul
turally, resign themselves to tolerate temporarily unequal treatment and 
not to expect necessary government intervention to facilitate their tran
sition into a higher socioeconomic status. According to Hamilton, whereas 
black Americans have had to engage in a continuous political struggle to 
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demonstrate their humanity through the pursuit of anti-discriminatory 
remedies, immigrants have engaged themselves in an economic struggle 
first. Some reject the notion that Asian Pacific Islanders are "victims" and 
assert that members of this racial minority group have been successful in 
overcoming racism without government aid or affirmative action remedies." 

In contrast to black defiance toward racial discrimination, Asian 
Pacific Islanders, especially immigrants, hope that racial discrimination 
can be minimized by either ignoring it or focusing one's energy in an
other direction. That hope may be naive and premature. As Asian Pacific 
Islander employees develop tenure on the job and seek promotion oppor
tunities, the impact of the "glass ceiling" will force a greater number of 
them than ever before to seek remedial assistance. 

Foundation for Action 

There has not been a shortage of strategies to crack the "glass ceiling." 
Seminars, conferences, and workshops on how to do so have become 
commonplace. Signs of organizational barriers are numerous: little or no 
acceptance of a multicultural workforce or of management ownership in 
promoting minorities, Jack of management sensitivity, insufficient iden
tification of talented minorities, lack of minority role models, lack of 
"informal" networks, inadequate performance evaluation system, insuf
ficient opportunities for useful social interaction. The prescriptions to 
eradicate these barriers include: chief executive officer involvement in 
programs, establishment of goals and timetables to increase the number 
of minority managers, evaluation of managers on how well they reach 
their affirmative action goals, minority inclusion in succession plans, 
development and implementation of a career path process, establishment 
of a formal mentor program, creation of greater opportunities for senior 
managers to get to know talented minorities." 

The fierce competition for promotion opportunities forces Asian 
Pacific Islanders to explain, justify, and differentiate what unique quali
ties they as Asian Pacific Islanders may bring to leadership or management 
positions. Or stated in another way, what difference will they make as 
leaders or managers because they are Asian Pacific Islanders? 

On an individual basis, Asian Pacific Islander employees have ex
horted themselves to develop windows of opportunities, cultivate an 
inventory of skills and determine what needs to be done to market 
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themselves within organizations, cultivate mentors, and develop infor
mal and formal networks of support. In addition, some Asian Pacific 
Islander employees have identified the need to quantify their contribu
tions to their employer, and where applicable, to involve themselves as 
a link in any Pacific Rim-related corporate activity." Others simplistically 
suggest that the acquisition of new skills will help Asian Pacific Island
ers vault these "glass ceiling" barriers." 

There are some limitations and pitfalls associated with these strate
gies. White males have long ago adopted many of these same strategies. 
Asian Pacific Islander adoption of these strategies does not necessarily 
propel them to the head of the waiting list for promotions, as white males 
are not standing still and are constantly honing their occupational skills 
and networks. Employers may be imposing undue pressure and unre
alistic expectations on Asian Pacific Islanders in drawing a relationship 
between the right of qualified Asian Pacific Islanders to be promoted and 
their ability to cultivate Pacific Rim concerns. Informally or otherwise, 
white males do not feel compelled, nor are they expected, to associate 
themselves with a specific geographic market to demonstrate their worth 
to the employer or to justify the receipt of promotions. Asian Pacific Is
landers face the distinct possibility of being stereotyped as being capable 
of increasing corporate profitability only through Pacific Rim-related 
activities. 

The soda! and economic constraints discussed earlier-perception of 
being an "advantaged" minority, fragmentation among Asian and Pa
cific Islander groups, and reluctance to pursue legal remedies-motivate 
the consideration of other strategies. Asian Pacific Islander employees 
may want to consider strategies that more effectively enhance the realiza
tion of affirmative action promotional goals, increase public awareness 
of the different forms of discrimination against diverse Asian and Pacific 
Islander groups, and strengthen their role as managers who are capable 
of leading culturally diverse workforces. 

First, Asian Pacific Islanders should develop strong employee orga
nizations with clear goals to guide and monitor on a regular basis the 
implementation of affirmative action goals and timetables and to negotiate 
and secure a reasonably retaliatory-free framework in which to give direct 
feedback and advice on employer progress of achieving affirmative action 
goals. The presence of strong Asian Pacific Islander employee organizations 
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constantly reinforces the need for employers to embrace and implement 
institution-wide practices and policies that eradicate the "glass ceiling." 

Opponents of affirmative action frequently decry the competition 
and conflicts among racial minority groups over promotion opportuni
ties. These critics perceive racial minority group members to be more 
interested in race than individual merit as the basis for promotional de
cisions. Such perceptions ignore the intense competition that occurs 
regularly among white males for promotions, much of which is not nec
essarily based on merit. Whether between racial minorities or between 
racial minorities and Whites, competition over a diminishing number of 
management positions is a reality in a rapidly changing workplace 
environment. In addition to ongoing efforts to emphasize their positive 
contributions to the workplace in a non-adversarial manner, Asian Pacific 
Islanders would benefit immensely from an organizational structure and 
support to focus and articulate objectively their employment aspirations. 
Otherwise, Asian Pacific Islander concerns become lost in the competition for 
promotions. These employee organizations should establish evaluation 
measures to assess the effectiveness of their monitoring, advisory, and 
advocacy role. 

Second, Asian Pacific Islander employees in the workplace should 
seek out opportunities to inform and educate appropriate federal and 
state anti-discrimination officials about the different forms of promotion 
bias against members of this racial minority group. Enforcement officials 
also need to be sensitized about the employment needs of established and 
emerging Asian Pacific Islander groups. 

The idiosyncratic nature of many managerial positions provides 
employers tremendous latitude in defining what is meant by leadership, 
communications, and interpersonal skills. Asian Pacific Islanders have 
reported that they have been assessed as lacking these skills, even though 
they may carry substantial workloads, communicate intelligibly, rou
tinely train newly assigned management personnel, and are responsible 
for presentations before corporate executives or public bodies. Asian 
Pacific Islanders need to sensitize anti-discrimination officials to go beyond 
mere statistical analysis of racial minority representation in management 
positions and to achieve an understanding of how seemingly objective criteria 
are applied in a subjective manner, to the detriment of Asian Pacific Islander 
promotional aspirations. 
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Third, Asian Pacific Islanders should cultivate a heightened sense of 
social responsibility, interest, and ability to manage a culturally diverse 
workforce. Based on one's own experiences in coping with and overcom
ing racial discrimination, lessons learned need to be shared not just with 
fellow Asian Pacific Islander colleagues, but also with other racial minorities 
and disadvantaged group members so that respect for pluralism thrives in 
the workplace. 

In the aftermath of the 1992 Los Angeles riots, middle-class Blacks 
became the target of introspection and self-criticism for possibly not do
ing enough to help all those left behind in the ghetto. Opposition to the 
U.S. Supreme Court nomination of Clarence Thomas strongly signalled 
a willingness on the part of racial minorities to look beyond race and 
scrutinizewhatanindividualdoeswithanopportunity. A similar challenge 
confronts educated Asian Pacific Islanders: how will Asian Pacific Islanders 
who achieve advancement through affirmative action programs aid and 
empower other racial minorities and the disadvantaged in the broadest 
sense? Asian Pacific Islanders in the workplace have the exciting challenge 
to define for themselves what they mean by "Asian Pacific Islander lead
ership." Clearly, such leadership means much more than fulfilling an 
affirmative action goal that results in self-gain. The civil rights movement 
envisioned affirmative action beneficiaries sharing skills, knowledge and 
experiences to enhance the public good and to assist all those who continue 
to experience racial discrimination. 

The Next Phase of the Civil Rights Movement 

Asian Pacific Islanders possess the educational and occupational 
background to carry the civil rights movement into its next phase of 
achieving the full integration ofleadership positions in the workplace. I 
have discussed social and economic constraints that may prevent or de
lay Asian Pacific Islanders from fulfilling their management potential. 
Through the adoption of specific strategies that take advantage of or
ganized actions, Asian Pacific Islanders can demonstrate that the 
utilization of affirmative action remedies benefits the individual recipi
ent and the public good at the same time. 

228 Affirmative Action Policy 



Notes 
1. The other types of employment discrimination against Asian Americans, 

cited by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, include English-Only 
work rules, certification of foreign-trained professionals, discrimination 
caused by the Immigration Reform and Control Act, and employment 
discrimination against Asian American females. 

2. Henry Der, Colleen Lye, and Howard Ting, Broken Ladder: Asian Americans 
in City Government Reports (San Francisco: Chinese for Affirmative Action, 
1986, 1989, and 1992). 

3. U.S. Department of Labor, Glass Ceiling Initiative Report (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Department of Labor, 1991). 

4. Asian Pacific Islander employees at A von Products, Pacific Gas and 
Electric Company, Pacific Bell, Levi Strauss, U.S. Forest Service, Internal 
Revenue Service, and University of California have formed in-house 
groups that promote cultural awareness and management sensitivity 
toward Asian Pacific Islander concerns. 

5. Throughout the Reagan Administration, charges of reverse discrimination 
by white males slowed public employer compliance with comt-ordered 
agreements to integrate police, fire, and other public departments in 
51 local jurisdictions through the implementation of specific affirmative 
action goals and timetables. President Bush vetoed the Civil Rights 
Act of 1990, alleging repeatedly that affirmative action goals and 
timetables require the hiring and promotion of minorities and women 
on a "rigid quota" basis. 

6. U.S. Department of Labor, Pipelines of Progress: A Status Report on the 
Glass Ceiling (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Labor, 1992). 

7. Claudine Bennett, The Asian and Pacific Islander Population in the United 
States: March 1991 and 1990 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
1992). 

8. U.S. Department of Labor statistics cited in William J. Wilson, The Truly 
Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987). 

9. William J. Wilson, The Declining Significance of Race (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1980); see also Thomas Sowell, Civil Rights: Rhetoric 
or Reality (New York: William Morrow, 1984); and Danlel C. Thompson, 
A Black Elite (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986). 

10. Bennett, The Asian and Pacific Islander Population. 

11. Bob H. Suzuki, "Asian Americans as the 'Model Minority' -Outdoing 
Whites? or Media Hype?" Change, American Association for Higher 
Education, Washington, D.C. (November-December 1989); and U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights, Civil Rights Issues Facing Asian Americans 
in the 1990s (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 1992). 

12. Bennett, The Asian and Pacific Islander Population. 

13. Ibid.; see also U.S. Department of Commerce, Economic Statistics 
Adminlstration, U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1987 Survey of Minority-Owned 

HENRY DER, 11The Glass Ceiling: New Era of Civil Rights Activism?" 229 



Business Enterprises (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 
1991); and Ramon G. McLeod and Tim Schreiner, "Racial Economic 
Gap Remained Wide in '80s: Census Reveals Two-tiered Society in State/' 
San Francisco Chronicle (May 11, 1992). 

14. Dinesh D'Souza, llliberal Education: The Politics of Race and Sex on Campus 
(New York: Free Press, 1991). 

15. Ling-chi Wang, "The Vision of the Civil Rights Movement since the 
1960s: A Reappraisal from an Asian American Perspective," paper 
presented at Annual Asociation of Asian American Studies Conference, 
Honolulu, Hawaii, May 31, 1991. 

16. Gertrude Ezorsky, Racism and Justice: The Case for Affirmative Action (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 1991). 

17. Gary Becker, Human Capital (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967). 

18. Robert Pear, "Number of Poor in U.S. Is the Highest since 1964: Census 
Bureau Also Finds Drop in Buying Power," San Francisco Chronicle 
(September 4, 1992). 

19. Bennett, The Asian and Pacific Islander Population. 

20. Howard Gleckman et al., "Race in the Workplace: Is Affirmative Action 
Working?" Business Week (July 8, 1991); see also, America Assembly of 
Collegiate School of Business, Minorities in Management: The Program to 
Increase Minoroties in Business (St. Louis, Missouri: America Assembly 
of Collegiate Schools of Business, August 1988). 

21. U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Civil Rights Issuing Facing Asian 
Americans in the 1990s. 

22. U.S. Bureau of the Census, We, the Asian Pacific Islander Americans 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1988). 

23. Since the early 1970s, the State of California has recognized Filipinos 
as a distinct racial group, separate from all other Asian and Pacific 
Islander groups. 

24. Seymour M. Lipset, "Equal Chances versus Equal Results," Annals of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science 523 (September 1992); 
Nathan Glazer, Affirmative Discrimination (New York: Basic Books, 1975). 

25. Japanese Americans and Asian Indians are excluded from University 
of California's Boalt Hall student affirmative action program; other Asian 
Americans are included. All Asian Americans, including Filipinos, are 
excluded from the UC Berkeley's undergraduate student affirmative 
action admission program. 

26. Keynote speech comments by Rebecca Chou in Chinese for Affirmative 
Action, Report of CAA 3rd Upward Mobilility Conference (San Francisco: 
Chinese for Affirmative Action, 1992). 

27. America Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business, Minorities in 
Management. 

28. Raj Gupta, Special Assistant/Senior Attorney to EEOC Commissioner 
joy Cherian, telephone interview, November 2, 1991. In FY 1991, 
approximately 1 percent of the 62,806 employment discrimination 

230 Affirmative Action Policy 



complaints filed with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
involved allegations of race and/ or national origin discrimination against 
Asian Pacific Islanders. 

29. The Native Alaskan and Asian American cannery worker plaintiffs in 
Wards Cove Packing Co. v. Antonio have charged the Wards Cove cannery 
with overt racial discrimination, including segregated jobs, housing, 
and mess halls. The plaintiffs in Wong v. Hamptom prevailed in their 
attempt to enjoin the former U.S. Commission on Civil Service from 
imposing citizenship as a requirement for federal employment. 

30. For example, in 1973 a group of Filipino employees filed a Title VII 
class action employment discrimination lawsuit against a health insurance 
company, charging promotional bias. Settlement in the case included 
promotional goals, backpay, and supervisory training. In 1974, a group 
of Asian American accountants filed a class action employment 
discrimination complaint against one of the Big Eight CPA firms for 
alleged entry-level discriminatory practices and then decided to withdraw 
the lawsuit. 

31. Asian Americans have been co-plaintiffs in class action lawsuits initiated 
by other racial minority groups. In Officers for Justice v. S.F. Civil Service 
Commission, a black police officer organization, vvith S.F. NOW, Chinese 
for Affirmative Action and LULAC as co-plaintiffs, took the lead to 
challenge both entry-level and promotional practices at the San Francisco 
Police Department. In Davis v. City and County of San Francisco, Chinese 
for Affirmative Action joined as an intervenor to challenge discriminatory 
entry-level and promotional practices in the San Francisco Fire 
Department. 

32. Charles Hamilton, 11 Affirmative Action and the Clash of Experiential 
Realities," in The Annals of the Academy of Political and Social Science 523 
(September 1992); and John Ogbu, The Next Generation: An Ethnography 
of Education in an Urban Neighborhood (New York: Academic Press, 1974). 

33. Derrick Bell, Faces at the Bottom of the Well: The Permanence of Racism 
(New York: Basic, 1992); see also book review by Patricia Holt, San 
Francisco Chronicle (September 13, 1992). 

34. Julian Ku, 11Asians as Victims," Diversity and Division 2:1 (Fall 1992). 
Throughout the debate over the Civil Rights Act of 1990 and 1991, former 
Deputy Undersecretary of Transportation Elaine Chao touted the concept 
of merit, traditional family values and hard work as preferable 
alternatives to affirmative action remedies. See also Bill Wong, Asian 
Week (July 19, 1991 and March 27, 1992). 

35. America Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business, Minorities in 
Management. 

36. Chinese for Affirmative Action, Report of 3rd CAA Upward Mobility 
Conference. 

37. Stanley Kamow and Nancy Yoshihara, Asian Americans in Transition 
(New York: Asia Society, 1992). 

HENRY DER, "The Glass Ceiling: New Era of Civil Rights Activism?" 231 





Language Rights Issues to the Year 2020 and Beyond: 

Language Rights Policy 

Kathryn K.lmahara 

DIRECTOR OF THE lANGUAGE RIGHTS PROJECT 

AsiAN PACIFIC AMERICAN lEGAL CENTER 

los ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

This article explores the many issues surrounding language rights 
and discusses how they will continue to affect the Asian and Pacific 
Islander community in the future. Issues relating to language rights are 
not new in this country. Because language is intertwined with national 
origin, identity and culture (and therefore, indistinguishable, in many 
instances), language rights need to be protected. 

The substantive portion of the paper is a discussion of access to ser
vices-all types of services-as we currently do not provide enough 
bilingual and culturally sensitive services. Unless we advocate vig
orously now, we will never have the services which are available to the 
public at large. A discussion of the relationship of education to issue of 
access to services is followed by an examination of workplace issues, 
focusing on discrimination. Workplace discrimination revolves around 
issues of "appropriate" behavior in the workplace and tolerance for 
diversity. It is the same intolerance of diversity which drives munici
palities to institute discriminstory sign requirements, the next topic of 
inquiry. And finally, I examine the issue of race relations, which encom
passes all of the preceding issues and creates a framework to combat the 
racism and anti-immigrant sentiment prompting all other forms of dis
crimination. 
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By broadly defining language rights, I deal with a number of critical 
issues for our communities. For as long as Asians and Pacific Islanders 
continue to be primarily foreign born with English as a second language, 
the issue of language rights will necessarily be a part of every facet of our 
lives. 

Historical Context 

Language rights (or the lack thereof) have been with us since this 
country was founded. Early drafts of the Articles of Confederation and 
the Constitution were written in German and other languages to ensure 
that all 13 colonies would help fight the English. During this same 
period, slave masters were using language as a tool of domination and 
control. Taking away an African's language meant taking away their 
culture and heritage and stripping them of identity. 

Language again became an issue in the beginning of the 20th century 
when large waves of immigrants began arriving from Western Europe. 
Many Americans were worried that these immigrants were not becom
ing "Americanized" quickly enough. It was believed that in order to be 
a 11good citizen," one needed to speak English, and native language 
retention was seen as anti-American. Concomitantly, onerous language 
requirements were used by the federal government to limit and dis
courage immigration1 States also used language restrictions to exclude 
foreigners from economic and political participation. In 1897, Pennsyl
vania imposed residency and English-language requirements on miners. 
In 1918, New York passed a law requiring foreign language speakers to 
be enrolled in English classes as a condition of continued employment. 
About this same time, the New York State constitution was amended to 
include an English literacy requirement in order to disenfranchise over 
one million Yiddish-speakin.g citizens. Many states had similar goals and 
objectives.' 

The current crusade for English as the official language and the in
creased membership into groups like U.S. English take on broader 
significance when placed into the above context. U.S. English was 
founded in the early 1980s by John Tanton to advocate English as the 
official language of the United States. Tanton was also the founder of the 
Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), a slow-growth, 
anti-immigration and anti-immigrant group3 U.S. English believes 
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that assimilation (how "white male" can you look and act) is the only al
ternative for immigrant groups. They also believe that immigration leads 
to language segregation and will tum the U.S. into a poly-lingual Babel. 
These views have been widely circulated by U.S. English as part of a 
direct-mail fundraising campaign. 

This contemporary English-Only rhetoric is not based so much on 
"Americanization" as it is on anti-immigrant sentiment. Given that the 
Asian and Pacific Islander communities have doubled in each preceding 
decade, coupled with the tremendous growth in the Latina/Chicano 
community, it is likely that some people will be anxious. However, our 
communities will only continue to grow,' and the negative impact of the 
English-Only movement on our community will worsen. Unless much 
is done to ensure a co-equal place for Asians and Pacific Islanders, lan
guage will continue to be used against us to make us different and 
foreign and, therefore, relegate us to second-class status. 

Identity and Culture 

In order to discover why language is so important to our identity and 
culture, a demographic look at where we will be in 30 years is important. By 
the year 2020, there will be a large split within our community between those 
who are born here and those who are foreign born. In the United States, 
there will be one million foreign-born versus five million U.S.-born 
Asians between the ages of 0-24. For the same age category in Califor
nia, there will be 500,000 foreign born and two million U.S. born. Conversely, 
for those in the 25-44 age group, there will be one million more foreign born 
than U.S. born for the country and there will be twice as many foreign born 
as U.S. born in California-' For those 45 and older, there will be 5.5 
million foreign born versus 900,000 U.S. born in the country, and in Cali
fornia there will be 2.3 million foreign born and only 300,000 U.S. born. 

United States California 

w Foreign Born u.s. Born Foreign Born u.s. Born 
0-24 1 million 5 million 500,000 2 million 

25-44 3 million 2 million 1.4 million 700,000 

45+ 5.5 million 900,000 2.3 million 300,000 
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What this data implies is that the majority of our community will 
speak English as a second language well into the next century. 6 This data 
also implies that a greater part of our culture and identity will continue 
to be manifested through our language and language usage---€ven for 
those who may speak English primarily and their native language sec
ondarily. As a result, language will become an ever greater indicator of 
who we are and where we have come from. Therefore, the link between 
language and national origin will remain strong and perhaps get even 
stronger. 

A language is much more than a way to communicate. By one's 
own language ... one masters reality, one takes to oneself the 
most intimate and definitive emotions .... We quarrel, are jealous, 
love and hate with certain words, with certain tones, with certain 
inflections of the voice learned in childhood and adapted to a 
given set of gestures that also cannot be transported into another 

language.' 

The laws of this country protect language and national origin for 
several reasons. The connection between language and national origin 
is so close that to limit language is to limit the rights of a person. This is 
also why language preservation and cultural identity are going to be 
crucial to continued development of our community. 

One of the most widely accepted linguistic paradigms is that immi
grants who come to this country lose their native language by the third 
generation. Historically, people who arrived from Europe spoke alan
guage other than English. Their children were bilingual and their 
grandchildren were English-speaking with little or no native language 
retention. However, this paradigm only holds true when there is a single 
wave of immigration which then subsides. Studies within the Spanish
speaking population indicate that when accompanied by sustaining 
waves of immigration, language retention survives the third generation, 
and in many cases, increases the probability that those born in US. will 
speak their native language primarily and speak English secondarily.' 
Whether this theory will hold true for our community is yet to be stud
ied, and its implications can be enormous. At the minimum, it would 
increase the need for bilingual services and bilingual education. It could 
also create a language/ cultural divide within our community so great that 

236 Language Rights Policy 



the larger Asian and Pacific Islander movement may be pushed aside to be 
replaced with ethnic-specific agendas. 

Access to Services 

The Asian and Pacific Islander community is about 65 percent foreign 
born, and assuming that immigration rates will continue at current levels or 
even increase, we will need language-specific services everywhere in ever 
increasing numbers. Government, private industry, private nonprofits---all 
will be forced to look at the allocation of money for bilingual services. Access 
to bilingual and culturally sensitive services must be something that is a 
right, and not a "good idea" which should be funded but is not. The 
need to advocate aggressively for adequate services is imperative. 

We must also ensure that people who have not retained native lan
guage skills but who have maintained cultural sensitivity not be left out 
of the equation. This will continue to be a concern because the U.S.-born 
population will increase by 211 percent in the U.S. and by 241 percent in 
California. Although our language retention rate may parallel that of the 
Hispanic community, it is conceivable that many Asians and Pacific 
Islanders born in the U.S. will not be bilingual but will maintain much of 
the culture. 

There will be much debate and resistance to providing language
specific services. English-Only groups believe that people should learn 
English and, therefore, there should be no bilingual services. Ultimately, 
it comes down to money. Although the country will not always be in a 
recession, unless we can alter public policy to address our needs, even 
when there is money available, it will not be allocated for bilingual ser
vices. Some of our biggest opponents may be members of our own 
community. Like the late California Senator Hayakawa, older immigrant 
groups forget the language acquisition struggles of their ancestors and 
deny services to newer communities. We cannot allow thls to occur. 

EMERGENCY SERVICES 

911 translator services and the people who respond to the calls are 
of particular concern. Although there is current legislation in California 
which mandates that 911 translators be available to language minority 
groups which comprise 5 percent of the service population, little is done 
to ensure that those responding to the calls are bilingual or even cultur-
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ally sensitive9 The current system, espedally for Asian and Pacific Islander 
languages, makes use of "language banks" or other systems such as the 
AT&T language line. While this does provide some form of service, it is 
no substitute for hiring bilingual personnel. There have been at least two 
instances in May /June 1992 in which the Los Angeles Police Department 
called the Asian Pacific American Legal Center (AP ALC) looking for a 
Chinese translator to speak to a 911 caller. This is no substitute for hir
ing, retaining and promoting bilingual people in the department. 

CRIMINAL jUSTICE SYSTEM 

Police. In the aftermath of the Rodney King beating and the L.A. ri
ots, the idea of community-based policing is even more imperative. 
However, in order for this to happen, especially in Los Angeles, the po
lice must be bilingual, or at least culturally sensitive. As of June 1992, 
Asian and Pacific Islander officers comprise 3 percent of the Los Ange
les Police Department. Although there are "recruitment goals" and good 
intentions to hire more Asian and Pacific Islander officers, nothing has 
come about. As a result, our community continues to be underserved. 
The L.A. County Sheriffs' Department and the Probation Department 
also have 3 percent representation of Asians and Pacific Islanders. Much 
needs to be done to ensure that our tax money gets us the same quality 
and quantity of services that others receive. 

A related problem is the issue of how our community is treated by 
the police. The AP ALC has received many complaints from Asians 
and Pacific Islanders who are stopped and often ignored by police be
cause they do not speak English very well. There are also incidents of 
people who are arrested because of their lack of English skills to rebut 
charges or to tell their side of the story. This lack of sensitivity by police 
and problems with communication also have hampered attempts tore
port hate crimes. There have been many occasions in which Asians and 
Pacific Islanders have been discouraged from filing police reports. Also, 
when reports have been filed, there is no mention of racism. 

Courts. Problems within the judicial system are everywhere. Civil 
servants, interpreters, public defenders, district attorneys, judges, and 
juries have a lack of sensitivity for our community and definitely lack 
sufficient bilingual staff. These problems have resulted in women not 
being able to file appropriate papers to obtain child support; criminal de-
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fendants waiting hours, even days, for a court-certified interpreter; public 
defenders not being able to speak to their client (interpreters are only for 
the hearing itself, not for preparatory work), and oftentimes getting 
defendants to take a plea bargain without advising them on the immigra
tion consequences (the public defenders often are ignorant that some 
misdemeanors and all felonies place a person's immigration status at 
risk and deportation could ensue); district attorneys not prosecuting 
hate crimes, or prosecuting the wrong person because of a lack of com
munication; judges not listening to clients because they do not speak 
English well enough; and juries convicting a person because the defendant 
did not look them in the eye, or testified through an interpreter. Much neecls 
to be done to ensure that bilingual and culturally sensitive services are 
provided for our community. 

BILINGUAL BALLOTS AND VOTER ASSISTANCE 

The Voter Assistance provision (Section 203) of the Voting Rights Act 
was reauthorized in August 1992. Prior to August 1992, a jurisdiction 
provided language assistance if: (1) more than 5 percent of its voting-age 
citizens were members of a single language minority who did not under
stand English well enough to participate in the electoral process; and (2) 
if the illiteracy rate of this group was higher than the national illiteracy 
rate, which is defined as a failure to complete the fifth grade. According 
to the 1980 Census, Los Angeles County was not covered for any 
language-not even Spanish. 

A coalition of language minority groups was successful in modify
ing Section203 to include a 10,000 voters benchmark figure. Therefore, 
if 5 percent or 10,000 voters in a county are limited English proficient and 
have a higher illiteracy rate than the national average, they will be eli
gible for language assistance. The chart below indicates which 
jurisdictions will now be required to provide bilingual ballots and 
voting materials. 

The language minority groups were interested in establishing a 
benchmark figure because it appeared that language groups in large 
counties like Los Angeles would find it difficult, if not impossible, to 
reach the 5 percent requirement. The 1980 Census revealed that while 
174,000 Spanish speakers could have used bilingual ballots, they did not 
receive them because they did not comprise 5 percent of the County. At 
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Hawaii 
Kauai Tagalog covered under the 5% test 

Mauai Tagalog covered under the 5% test 

Honolulu Japanese 19,226* 

Tagalog 17,900* 

California 
San Francisco Chinese covered under the 5% test 

Alameda Chinese 11,106* 

Los Angeles Chinese 39,886* 

Korean 35,000 are LEP but possess a 

!ower illiteracy rate than the 

national average 

Tagalog 19,920* 

Vietnamese 12,870* 

Japanese 11 ,718* 

Orange County Vietnamese 13,906* 

Korean 10,000 are LEP but possess a 

!ower illiteracy rate than the 

national average 

New York 
Kings Chinese 15,796* 

Queens Chinese 19,162* 

Korean 8,500* 

New York Chinese 18,173* 

*Number of people in the county who are limited English proficient (LEP) 
and possess an illiteracy rate higher than the national average. 

the same time, 100,000 Spanish speakers in Fresno County received bi
lingual ballots. 
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Throughout the process to include a benchmark figure, there had 
been discussions as to whether it should be revised upward. These discus
sions generally arose in response to the great number of Asian languages 
which would be covered in Los Angeles. However, if the benchmark 
were raised to 15,000, it would wipe out Japanese and Vietnamese in 
every jurisdiction. If the benchmark were raised to 20,000, only Chinese 
would survive in Los Angeles. New York City would have missed the 
benchmark by 1,000 people. Therefore, it is crucial that the benchmark 
figure remain at 10,000 when Section 203 is reauthorized in 15 years.10 

The task before us now is to educate our community about the availabil
ity of bilingual ballots and to encourage their use. Political empowerment is 
an important tool for our community, and we must utilize our voting rights 
to the fullest. 

Education 
K-12 

In 1972, Congress found that language minority citizens had been sub
jected to pervasive discrimination and unequal educational opportunities 
which often resulted in high illiteracy rates. This high illiteracy rate was the 
cause of, among other things, systematic denial of the right to vote and low 
voter participation. These disturbing findings, still relevant even 20 years 
later, make advocacy for adequate K-12 education vital. 

Bilingual Education. As the Anglo population ages and their birth rate 
declines, there will be a tendency to eliminate funding for K-12 education 
in general and for bilingual education in particular. By using the num
bers from Assumption #1 of Dr. Paul Ong's Projection Model, the 
percentage of Asian and Pacific Islanders foreign-born children (age 15 
or younger) will decrease in the next 30 years. However, there will still 
be 265,533 children born outside of the United States, with more than half 
of them living in California. If the numbers from Assumption #2 are 
used instead, however, the number of foreign-born children will increase by 
10 percent in the country and by 24 percent in California. If Assumption #2 
becomes reality, then the need for bilingual education/ services will be even 
more critical. Given that current bilingual funding is minuscule, a 10 per
cent increase will mean that many Asian and Pacific Islander children 
will not receive an education. Even if there is a decrease in foreign-born 
children, if the native language retention rate is as high as predicted, then 
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there will still be a high need for bilingual education. 
There has been and will continue to be debate over the efficacy of 

bilingual education, and what follows are some of the pros and cons. 
English-Only groups argue that bilingual classes become a "crutch" so 
that children do not acquire the English language. They also argue that 
by allowing bilingual education at every grade level, the children go 
from grade to grade without ever acquiring the English language. They 
believe that the "sink or swim" approach is the best way to ensure that 
everyone learns English as quickly as possible. 

Studies have shown that far from being a "crutch," bilingual edu
cation classes ensure that children acquire substantive knowledge while 
at the same time they learn English. The "sink or swim" method only 
ensures that the time spent in class trying to learn English means that no 
substantive learning is taking place. The bilingual classes are available 
at every grade level because children enter the school system at various 
ages and with various levels of prior instruction. Bilingual education is 
important to the transition process. Symbolically, the availability of 
bilingual education tells the children and their parents that although they 
are living in America, they are not required to leave their identity, culture 
or heritage at the border. 

Nevertheless, no bilingual education system works without monetary 
and bureaucratic support. Many criticize current bilingual education 
programs because they do not work. But the programs are plagued by 
problems of lack of commitment from government and school administra
tions. We need to ensure that there are enough bilingual teachers, aides, and 
counselors available to serve our community. We cannot allow an ag
ing Anglo population with declining numbers of school-aged children 
and English-Only groups to convince government officials that bilingual 
education is not necessary. 

Parent Involvement. Regardless of whether the number of foreign
born Asian and Pacific Islander children will decrease or increase over 
the next 30 years, the number of foreign-born adults will significantly in
crease.U Using Assumption #1, the 25-44 year olds who are foreign born will 
grow by 49 percent by the year 2020 in the United States. In California, this 
increase is 67 percent. Assumption #2 shows that this same age group 
will increase by 83 percent in the country and by 104 percent in California. 
This means that the parents of the children in our schools will more than 
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likely be limited English proficient. To ensure that our children stay in 
school and succeed, a cohesive parent-teacher-administration relation
ship must be established which provides bilingual communication, both 
oral and written. Also, cultural sensitivity cannot be ignored in the pro
cess. Just recently in Los Angeles, an elementary school's PTA began 
providing bilingual interpreters at the meetings. Heralding this as a 
model for other schools, the PTA decided to videotape the meeting to 
show how easily the translation could be integrated into the agenda with 
little or no disruption. Unfortunately, the inunigrant parents saw the 
video cameras and thought that it was the INS looking for undocu
mented aliens. They left without ever participating. 

Non-Citizen Voting in School Board Elections. Another means to increase 
the participation of parents of school-aged children is to promote the right of 
non-citizens to vote in school board elections. One of the legal justifications 
used by jurisdictions like New York City, which has allowed non-citizen 
voting in school board elections since the late 1970s, is that all people are 
guaranteed representation-citizens or not. For the affected parents, 
there is a vested interest in their children's education and around issues 
such as bilingual education. If parents were to wait the requisite three
to-five years to become citizens so they could vote, their children would 
be out of the school system. If non-citizen voting is to become a reality, 
however, bilingual ballots must be available. 

PosT -SECONDARY 

Many community colleges and California State Universities are be
ginning to require English literacy exams as a graduation prerequisite. 
As a result, many students who speak English as a second language are 
finding it difficult, if not impossible, to graduate. From my understanding, 
this examination is much harder than the TOEFL (Test of English as a 
Foreign Language) which is already required for those seeking admission to 
these campuses. The impact of this disturbing trend is unclear. Although 
those within the 15-24 year old category (those most likely to be attending 
college) who are foreign born will decrease by 1 percent over the next 30 
years, there will still be 351,795 of them in California. However, much 
more research needs to be done in this area to assess fully the impli
cations of the situation. 

Another issue facing many college students is the "foreign language" 
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requirement for graduation. Traditionally, European languages have been 
required (German, French, Spanish). However, when Asian and Pa
cific Islander students request that Asian languages be allowed to count 
for "foreign language" credit, they are rebuffed. Opponents have argued 
that Asian languages should not be counted because this would give 
credits to a student for being Asian and Pacific Islander.12 But as the 
world becomes smaller and the Pacific Rim becomes an ever increasing 
part of our economy, we will need to change how our education sys
tem values different languages and cultures. 

Workplace 

No matter what the problem in the workplace-English-Only rules, 
accent discrimination, or bilingual skills compensation-we must ensure 
competent, adequate, and continuous cultural sensitivity training for 
everyone (Asians and Pacific Islanders included). There must be a full 
commitment from white corporate America to implement diversity training. 
Combatting language discrimination must be included in any diversity 
training package. If this does not happen, then issues like language rights will 
always be a red herring to the real problem of intergroup conflict. 

Another solution is to continue litigating language discrimination 
cases. However, because there has been a plethora of appointments of 
conservative judges since 1980, issues of concern to our community will 
not likely prevail. This is not to say that we should abandon litigation, 
but that we will need to be more selective about the cases we bring and 
that careful analyses should be made of potential U.S. Supreme Court 
claims. 

ENGLISH-ONLY RULES IN THE WORKPLACE 

What prompts English-Only rules in the workplace is a growing 
intolerance of immigrants and the languages they speak. Monolingual 
English-speaking workers often assume that when they hear others 
speaking another language, it means that they are the subject of the con
versation because they equate the act with whispering or conspiracy or 
being un-American. Moreover, there is a misperception that people 
choose to speak other languages. There is a lack of understanding of the 
"code switching" which naturally and automatically occurs. "Code 
switching" is a linguistic term to describe what happens when bilingual 
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people speak to each other. Because each knows that the other speaks 
both English and Spanish (or any other non-English language), their 
conversation is peppered with words and phrases in both languages. 
During the course of the conversation, no one is aware of what is being 
spoken in which language. All they know is that they are communicat
ing. The naturalness or unconsciousness of this phenomenon is what 
makes English-Only rules so onerous. These rules force the person to 
adhere to what is not natural. 

In order to remedy the problem of English-Only rules, we will need 
to continue litigating these types of cases. But until management behavior 
changes, these cases will continue to multiply. Both federal and state 
laws governing these rights are adequate, but are not publicized and 
made accessible to communities. Also, a substantial number of the 
managers who institute the English-Only rules never even bother checking 
with upper management, human resources departments, or a lawyer. 
They just assume that because speaking a language other than English 
in front of someone who does not understand is "rude," that regulating 
this behavior is within their discretion. 

AccENT 

Every person. . .has an accent. Your accent carries the story of 
who you are-who first held you and talked to you when you 
were a child, where you have lived, your age, the schools you 
attended, the languages you know, your ethnicity, whom you 
admire, your loyalties, your profession, your class position: traces 
of your life and identity are woven into your pronunciation, your 
phrasing, your choice of words. Your self is inseparable from 
your accent. Someone who tells you they don't like the way you 
speak is quite likely telling you that they don't like you13 

Hiring. The U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) issued a report 
in March 1990 in which they found that of the 400,000 employers sur
veyed throughout the country that one-third "would refuse to hire" or 
"refused to hire" people who sounded foreign or had an accent. A similar 
survey was conducted in the same month by the Coalition for Humane Im
migrant Rights of Los Angeles (CH!RLA) in which the findings were very 
similar, if not slightly higher. The bothersome aspect of the results is that a 
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third of the employers surveyed openly admitted to discriminating on 
the basis of national origin. Most employers are not so ignorant and 
would have modified their answers to those questions. Therefore, there 
is more discrimination occurring than is documented by these reports. 

Generally, the reason discriminatory hiring occurs is because the 
employers are afraid of the consequences if they hire an undocumented 
alien with forged papers. Therefore, when they come across a person 
who "sounds" like she does not have work authorization, they will run 
the risk of not hiring (after all, how often does an unemployed alien file 
a discrimination lawsuit?). 

Glass Ceiling. According to reports from our own community, as 
validated by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights Report issued Feb
ruary 1992 entitled Civil Rights Issues Facing Asian Americans in the 1990s, 
we face a glass ceiling in the workplace. It is already difficult for Asians 
and Pacific Islanders to obtain mid- or upper-level management positions. 
Recently, businesses have been using accent or communication skills as 
a "neutral" job requirement which has disproportionately affected our 
community. Complaints have been filed by immigrants (engineers, tech
nicians, accountants, etc.) who apply for management positions. Many 
of these people have been unofficially functioning as managers for many 
years, but there has been no promotion or pay raise commensurate with 
the responsibilities. When the official position opens up, these applicants 
are not given the promotion because of a lack of communication skills. For 
many, English is a second langnage, but communication has never been a 
problem (they have, in fact, already been doing the job for which they are 
now deemed not qualified). There may in fact be some communication prob
lems, but when this is the main justification for blocking promotions, there 
is the possibility of illegal discrimination. 

BILINGUAL SKILLs CoMPENSATION 

Bilingual skills compensation has been a primary concern for the 
Latino/Chicano community in the past few years. As Asians and Pacific 
Islanders advocate for increased bilingual services, we will need to ensure 
that the people who serve our community are also properly compensated. 
Cota v. Tucson Police Department. City of Tucson, et al. was recently litigated by 
the Language Rights Project at MALDEF (Mexican American Legal 
Defense and Education Fund). Although the plaintiffs did not prevail, 
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the issues raised will affect every context in which bilingual services are 
being provided. 

One issue was a question of bilingualism. Studies within the Latino I 
Chicano population have shown that their Spanish-speaking abilities 
range anywhere from "enough to speak to my grandmother" to "can 
write and speak fluently in either language." Because of their higher
than-average native language retention rate, many speak Spanish 
conversationally, but not well enough to perform important or technical 
translation services. This was especially true in the Tucson police de
partment, when often the only link to the victim and the police was the 
clerk/ typist who happened to be working that day. This lack of train
ing, coupled with the person's desire to help their community, added to 
the stress on the job. 

Rarely, however, is a person's level of bilingualism taken into 
account when the need arises. In hospitals throughout Los Angeles, 
custodians and high school interns routinely are pulled into emergency 
rooms to translate complicated medical terminology, deal with distressed 
relatives, and give proper medicine dosage irrformation. It does not 
matter that the person doing the translation knows no medical terminology 
or has no medical training. 

Despite the need for interpreters (regardless of the availability of 
"qualified" translators), many employers refuse to compensate their 
employers for their translation services. As the city of Tucson told the 
plaintiff in Cola, "why should we pay you for being Mexican!?" The 
city's reasoning was that the employee learned how to speak Spanish at 
home, that this was not really a skill but part of being Mexican; therefore, 
there should be no extra compensation. The city does not pay Blacks for 
being Blacks or Whites for being Whites. 

There are two points which are not being addressed. One is the 
problem of bilingualism. If speaking Spanish is not a skill, but a part of 
being Mexican, then there should be no differential in Spanish language 
ability between people. The second and more important problem is that 
the employer does not view bilingual services as an asset. As long as the 
employer believes that serving the non-English speaking public is neither 
a priority nor a significant percentage of their business, bilingual pay will 
not be a reality. 

The last problem in this area relates to assigned job duties. While the 

KATHRYN K. IMAHARA, "language Rights Issues to the Year 2020" 247 



filing clerk or the custodian spends four hours in the emergency room 
translating for the doctor (who just pulls in the worker and never clears 
it with the supervisor), the files are not being filed and floors are not 
being cleaned. AB a result, many employees are either docked wages for 
non-performance of their job, or suspended for spending too much time 
on unrelated duties. 

These predicaments confront the Latino I Chicano communities. 
ABians and Pacific Islanders must work very diligently to ensure that we 
are not similarly victimized. However, we are fortunate that the ground
work has been laid by the struggle of others. We just need to clearly 
articulate our priorities and advocate for fair and equal treatment. 

Signage 

As a means of keeping their city from becoming another "Monterey 
Park" (in other words, how to keep the Chinese out), many cities through
out Southern California have passed unconstitutional sign ordinances. 
Typically, these ordinances require half of the business sign to be in En
glish. In 1988, there were approximately seven cities which had these 
sign ordinances. Monterey Park started the debate in 1986 when long
standing Anglo residents complained to their city council that Monterey 
Park did not look like their town anymore; that when they walked down 
their street, they could not read any of the signs; and that there suddenly 
were all these Chinese people.14 

The issue was finally decided in Asian American Business Group v. 
City of Pomona, in which Judge Takasugi found that these types of sign 
ordinances were unconstitutional because they violated free speech and 
were aimed at language minority groups. Since this decision, the cities 
of Temple City, Rosemead and Garden Grove have rescinded, repealed 
or modified their sign ordinances. To date, the cities of San Gabriel, 
Arcadia and San Marino continue to have unconstitutional ordinances. 

Since the opinion was rendered in Asian American Business Group, 
however, there have been no new instances of cities passing these types 
of sign ordinances. While the problem has yet to go away (there are still 
cities which need to be sued to remove their ordinances), it does not ap
pear to be getting worse. This does not mean that our vigilance can 
waiver, however, because the anti-immigrant sentiment is still prevalent 
and could be resurrected. 
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Race Relations 

Language discrimination has been a vehicle for anti-immigrant sen
timent and intolerance, such as denial of access to services, adequate 
education, and equal opportunity in fhe workplace. Race relations have 
been affected by language discirnination. On Los Angeles high school 
campuses, race wars are based on what language students speak. Lan
guage-specific cliques are being formed and turf wars ensue. This is not 
to say fhat differing languages cause division (this is U.S. English's line), 
but fhat it is an integral part of fhe problem. Deep-seated racism may be fhe 
cause of fhe conflict, but fhe rhetoric is couched in English-Only terms. The 
questions £hat must be asked are, why is language being used to divide and 
what can we do to stop it? 

On another level, the many coalitions forming between African 
Americans, Latino/Chicanos, and Asians and Pacific Islanders may be 
strengthened or destroyed depending on how the "language" issue is 
handled. Language rights is but one of several issues which naturally 
link the Latino/Chicano and Asian and Pacific Islander communities. 
But the issue could distance fhe African American community. However, 
language rights do hold a special place in fhe African American community. 
African Americans were one of first groups to have £heir culture destroyed 
because of fhe elimination of native languages. Thus, £heir place wifhin fhe 
coalition must be preserved. These linkages must be recognized if we are to 
work togefher. Reinforcing fhese linkages will become increasingly impor
tant as fhe Latino/Chicano and Asian and Pacific Islander communities 
grow and fhe African American community shrinks. The few gains made 
byfhe African Americans must be preserved, butfhe ofher groups must have 
£heir share as well. How we shape and settle fhese issues during fhe next 
30 years will depend on how well we remember how much we have in 
common. 
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Census projections suggest that in 25 years our communities will be 
larger, more diverse, more dispersed, with gender configurations quite 
different from what they were in the days of the Chinese, Filipino, and 
Korean American ~'bachelor societies." If immigration continues at 
present rates and numbers, the Asian American population will be 
several times larger than it is now. Also, if present trends continue, we 
will probably not see again the geographical concentrations or the gen
der imbalances of the era before the passage of the Immigration Act of 
1965. Projected population data give us reason to believe that by the next 
generation, Asian American women will no longer belong only to a small 
number of mostly East Asian nationality groups, but will hail from all 
over South and Southeast Asia as well. Ultimately, because of cultural, 
generational, and socioeconomic diversities, soon we may no longer be 
able to talk about Asian American women as a group; thus, we will need 
to focus in depth and in detail on the specific needs of particular 
communities of women. 

It is impossible to predict how shifting global power relations will 
help shape Asian American communities in the future. The pending end 
of British control of Hong Kong has already profoundly affected the 
Chinese diaspora, and we can only imagine the effects on Asian emi
gration of normalization of relations between the U.S. and Vietnam or 
reunification of the Korean peninsula. 
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We do know that between 1970 and 1990, rapid industrial growth in 
'1ittle Tiger" Asian societies-Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and 
Taiwan-resulted in changes in the characteristics of emigrants rather 
than an actual decrease in emigration. For example, by the 1990s, South 
Korean immigrants to the U.S. no longer hailed from either the highest 
castes of the educated and urban elite or the lowest rungs of the socio
economic ladder as they did in the decades between the Korean War and 
the closing of the Immigration and Naturalization Service's professional 
and technical preference categories in the mid-1970s. As the gap between 
South Korean and U.S. living conditions narrowed through the 1980s, 
emigrants were increasingly from the lower middle and working classes 
and sponsored by relatives already in the U.S. 

Although economic conditions in Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore, 
and Hong Kong are certainly pegged to those in the US., the gap between 
living standards in the U.S. and those societies can only be expected to 
decrease. Therefore, we can expect to see more lower middle-class and 
working-class immigrants from these areas in future years.' At the same 
time, U.S.-based corporations' ever-deeper reach into lower-wage labor 
markets in South and Southeast Asia can be expected to stimulate in
creasingly extensive immigration from those countries. 

The notion of the "immigrants' ladder," supposedly climbed in suc
cession by Northern, Eastern, and Southern Europeans, followed by 
racial minority immigrants from Asia and Latin America, appears to 
have always been a cruel hoax. Otherwise, how can we explain the fact 
that through the decades, despite the much-touted "bootstrap-model 
minority success story" mythology, a large proportion of Asian Ameri
can women continue to be trapped in low-wage jobs, such as garment 
work, which still pay only a dollar an hour? Low-wage employment 
enclaves, such as garment factories and electronics assembly plants, 
which require fast tum-around and local research and testing, are likely 
to persist within U.S. borders. By the year 2020, we can expect to find 
more and more Bangladeshi, Burmese, Cambodian, Pakistani, Sri 
Lankan, Thai, and Indonesian as well as Vietnamese, Indian, and 
mainland Chinese women working in these enclaves. What may change 
by the year 2020, then, is the ethnicity and socioeconomic backgrounds 
of Asian immigrant women, rather than the numbers of immigrants or 
the framework for their labor in the U.S. 
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Empowering Asian Immigrant Women Workers 

To address the needs of Asian immigrant working women, language 
programs must be developed to facilitate their empowerment and aid in 
their struggle against a host of difficulties. In the probable absence of far
reaching systemic reform, we can expect that Asian immigrant women 
workers will be forced to continue battling against low wages, poor 
benefits and working conditions, and lack of affordable health care, 
childcare and housing. Moreover, many predict an increase in anti-Asian 
violence in the next 25 years. Asian immigrant women workers, as a 
group with the least access to power, can also be expected to face in
creased sexual harassment and violence both in the workplace and in 
society at large. Organizing among limited-English-speaking women 
workers is extremely difficult, for obvious reasons. Yet the women may 
continue to be blamed for not standing up for their rights, voting, being 
counted in the census, and filing claims and lawsuits. None of the 
existing programs that could facilitate services to Asian immigrant 
women workers has sufficient language capability even to meet the 
needs of Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese-speaking women at the 
present time; if current conditions remain unchanged, what will 
Bangladeshi and Indonesian women face in the year 2020? 

Needless to say, empowerment cannot be accomplished by simply 
providing language services within existing institutions. There must be 
simultaneous efforts to strengthen the connections between them and 
other immigrant working women. Such connections can take the form 
of wide-ranging grassroots education and exchange programs that 
challenge the roots of ethnocentrism and racial biases of all kinds. 

While there are many shared concerns among all Asian American 
women, priorities may differ according to socioeconomic status. It is 
important to realize that because English-speaking professional women 
are the ones most likely to be seen and heard from, theirs are the issues 
that are the most discussed. For example, tax credits for childcare may 
be an important issue for Asian American mothers working in the law 
profession, but safe, high-quality, affordable childcare itself is a far more 
pressing need among Asian immigrant women workers. Thus, while 
sexual orientation, sexual harassment, redistribution of household labor, 
and reproductive choice are important issues to all Asian American 
women, limited-English-speaking immigrant women in low-wage, 
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unskilled and semi-skilled employment as hotel room cleaners, electron
ics assemblers, home health and food service workers, and garment 
factory operatives are typically more concerned about wages, benefits, 
and working conditions than about the issues highest on the agenda for 
middle-class Asian and other women. 

Middle-Class Women: 
Opposing Relegation to a "Buffer Zone" 

Although we can expect the persistent clustering of far less visible 
Asian immigrant women in marginal self-employment and in low-wage 
factory and service-sector jobs, it is certainly probable that by the year 
2020 there will be many more U.S.-educated Asian women working in 
the professions and in public and private sector middle management em
ployment than in the past, when de jure and de facto segregation barred 
Asian Americans from such occupations.' Like other American women 
of their class, Asian American women in the professions will no doubt 
need to mobilize to protect themselves from both discrimination in salary 
and promotion and sexual harassment in the workplace. And like other 
middle-class American women, they will probably have to continue 
struggling against being forced to choose between professional and 
personal fulfillment and between social approval and freedom to express 
intellectual talent, different sexual orientations, and non-traditional 
values with regard to marriage and motherhood. 

Unique to Asian American middle-class women may be relegation 
to a "buffer zone" similar to the "middleman" position Asian Americans 
are characteristically described as occupying between Anglo Americans 
and other communities of color. Asian American women must 
consciously challenge the racial sexualization of their social roles as 
decorative and serviceable gatekeepers. Asian American women in man
agement and the professions in particular will have to guard against 
being positioned in a "no-woman's-land" as token women of color. As 
a wedge between white women and women from African American and 
Latino communities, Asian American women can be forced into 
mediating between those who have the power to make the rules and 
those who are oppressed by them. Whether as newscasters, attorneys, or 
middle managers, Asian American women could be positioned to serve 
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as apologists for and explicators, upholders, and functionaries of the 
status quo. 

Similarly, Asian American women will have to be wary of benefits 
that accrue to them from the oppression of other groups. Some women 
may gain individual social mobility by taking advantage of the popular 
view of Asian American women as more compliant than other women 
and more competent than men of color. But if the relations of power are 
not transformed, Asian American women will remain dependent and 
vulnerable to resentment from all sides unless they refuse to be used 
against white women in a battle against feminism, and unless they refuse 
to be pitted against men of color to mask the perpetuation of racism. 

One of the ways in which the middle-class Asian American woman 
can resist the "gatekeeper function" would be her strong commitment to 
place first priority, in whatever work arena she occupies, on the needs of 
the most disenfranchised people of her community. For Asian American 
women who think of community in terms of gender and ethnicity, at the 
present these would be limited-English-speaking poor women, especially 
women in Southeast Asian refugee communities. 

Given that the category "Asian American" is a political construct 
rooted in the coherence of effects of race-based treatment of Asians in the 
U.S. rather than in actual cultural or psychic affinities, it may take a great 
deal of effort for members of some groups to place high priority on the 
needs of people of other linguistic and ethnic backgrounds. Indeed, 
cultural nationalism may continue to flourish among individual national 
groups, as it has until now among inunigrants of color in the U.S., be
cause it has historically given meaning to lives of toil, making it possible 
to endure the indifference and antipathy of the dominant. My hope is 
that feminist ideas will take ever stronger hold among Asian Americans-' 
Besides transforming what can be spoken within families and commu
nities, feminist ideas can help demystify the reductiveness of 
nationalisms (just as thinking on nationalisms has helped reveal the limi
tations of feminisms)4 

Community leadership and Advocacy 

Despite persistent and intransigent obstacles, Asian American 
women from diverse socioeconomic strata have historically refused to 
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allow themselves to be passive objects of history. Instead, they have in
sisted on complicating the scenarios of existing relations of power. This 
is particularly apparent in ethnic community leadership and advocacy. 
Except in recent immigrant and refugee communities, where men can 
become "leaders" because they are men rather than because of their talent 
or virtues, women-many of them educated, middle-class women---<Jc
cupy a high proportion of directorships in grassroots community-based 
agencies organized to protect the welfare of members of the community 
in the arenas of civil rights, equal employment, labor rights, health and 
mental health, childcare, and care of the elderly. Asian American women 
have also been active in the crucially important but frequently under
recognized arena of cultural production, as writers, visual artists, and 
performers whose work invigorates the struggle for self-definition. 
Rooted in direct opposition to the indifference, hostility, and manipula
tion emanating from mainstream institutions, this work has helped 
protect many Asian Americans from both material and psychic violence, 
creating the basis for ongoing resistance to the forces that threaten to 
dehumanize and divide the members of the community. 

Clearly the work of Asian American women in positions of 
community leadership and in artistic production needs support and en
couragement, particularly in light of government abandonment of public 
services since the early 1980s, since which time more and more 
responsibility and fewer and fewer resources for social services have been 
passed on to community-based organizations. Government neglect of 
community services has meant more women assuming community 
leadership positions, since the rewards and power traditionally 
associated with these positions have greatly diminished. 

Thus Asian American women community leaders have had to face 
the economic recession with ever-diminishing public sector support for 
education, affordable housing, employment services, health and mental 
health services, protection for victims of domestic violence, legal 
assistance for the poor, and childcare facilities, not to mention the criti
cally needed language resources for limited-English-speaking members 
of the Asian communities. Obviously, we need to voice our collective 
insistence on the use of public resources for the public good. 

Support for Asian American women's leadership requires recogni
tion of the full worth of these women as individuals. Some Asian 
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American women who have assumed positions of leadership within the 
ethnic community have commented that they are tolerated because 
community advocacy is viewed by many Asian American men as an 
extension of family service. Lingering contradictions rooted in deeply 
embedded sexist tendencies in our communities need to be addressed. 
For example, we need to unmask and dismantle the ways in which 
sentimental glorification of women's sacrifice for family limits the de
velopment of their full potential as human beings. While it is understood 
that for people of color in the U.S., the family has often been the only real 
refuge from racism, we need to be vigilant against the danger that it will 
also function as one of the loci of oppression for women. Asian American 
women cannot be empowered as long as only their worth-as opposed 
to Asian American men's worth-is measured primarily in terms of 
service to and sacrifice for others. 

Bringing Women's Concerns to the Center of Public Policy 

Most policy studies have focused on women in the interest of "the 
nation" and as a side aspect of the family. Policy-makers have devoted 
much study to women in terms of their service to the state: thus, the 
emphasis on reproduction, fertility, and labor.5 Few policy-makers have 
ever paid attention to what women would like, from youth to old age, to 
help them realize their full potential as human beings and not just as 
childbearers, caretakers, and workers in the service of the state. Only a 
few middle-class, mostly Anglo women have been able to focus from 
time to time on what they would like for themselves. 

Women have traditionally been regarded as repositories of inherited 
notions of value. As such, they have been blamed in both Eastern and 
Western patriarchies for everything from their own disenfranchisement 
to their role in creating self-centered sons/to national "crises" such as the 
so-called disintegration of "family values," to global issues such as sexu
ally transmitted diseases and overpopulation. All women, and most 
certainly the women with the least access to social power, must become 
full political beings and not be allowed to suffer blame for social problems 
they had little part in creating. It makes no sense for Asian American men 
to blame Asian American women for racism and the problems created 
for them by racism. Instead of attacking and criticizing Asian American 
women writers and newscasters for impeding them, Asian American 
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men should join forces with the women in an effort to dismantle the hi
erarchy of values and the structure that perpetuates racial exclusivity and 
inequality. 

While diverse populations will probably continue to employ the 
category of "Asian American" as a political strategy to defend against 
racial inequities and injustices, class- and ethnic-specific issues will need 
to be addressed more substantively. Certainly nominal aggregation has 
resulted in neglect of the neediest and most disenfranchised Asian 
American women. But at the same time, Asian Americans, and Asian 
American women in particular, must be freed to think ever more globally 
during the next 25 years. No one can afford not to think about the epi
demic spread of sexually transmitted disease, the global environment, or 
the links between ourselves and human suffering, wherever it occurs in 
the world. 

Asian American women will need to continue to deconstruct, 
demystify, and debunk the deeply embedded racist and sexist discourses 
that sidestep and scapegoat us as raced and gendered beings. We must 
continue our efforts to generate new discourses, with the goal of nothing 
less than recreating ourselves and building a new world in which vio
lence and exploitation will remain only as words describing a distant 
past. 

Notes 
I am grateful for suggestions from Norma Alarcon, Elsa Eder, Bong Hwan 
Klln, Susan K. Lee, Young Shin, and Ling-chi Wang. The lapses, of course, 
are all mine. 

1. At the same time, we may see middle- and upper middle-class immigrants 
in search of alternative life styles. In the future, we can expect that the 
search for increased personal options will figure increasingly into the 
Asian woman's decision to immigrate to the U.S. Now that people in 
Asian "NICs" generally feel that they can feed their families, those who 
decide to leave for the U.S. and elsewhere tend to be people in search 
of business opportunities and life style alternatives. In previous decades, 
women who immigrated to the U.S. from affluent Japan were quite 
often single women who had passed the standard age of marriage in 
Japan. We might see a significant increase in educated, middle-class 
single women immigrants from Taiwan, Singapore, and South Korea 
in future years. At the same time, working and settling down in the 
U.S. remains an attractive option for elite women from India, the 
Philippines, and other South and Southeast Asian countries. 
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2. Of course Asian immigrant women have never been entirely relegated 
to low-wage employment. While some highly educated women from 
Asia have become visible in professional and managerial employment 
sectors, if race discrimination and lack of directly transferable skills 
continue to prevent Asian immigrants from large-scale employment in 
U.S. jobs commensurate to their education and job experience levels, 
they will probably continue to seek out ethnic-specific economic niches, 
such as self-employment in small businesses. 

3. Strengthened by their location on the interstices of race and gender 
discourses and by their exposure to discussions of gender and power 
that will surely be taking place in the U.S. as well as in Asian societies, 
undoubtedly Asian American women will increasingly question and 
challenge at least traditional Asian patriarchal attitudes and practices. 

4. One vivid example of how class and feminist analyses together might 
help us transcend the limits of nationalist thinking comes to mind when 
we compare the South Korean nationalist outrage at the use of Korean 
women as prostitutes ("comfort women") by the Japanese military 
government during World War II with the current role of South Koreans 
in Nike-licensed factories around Jakarta. Three-fourths of these plants 
are managed by South Korean concerns, which provide most of the 
machinery and raw materials as well as all of the managers. The layer 
of male South Korean management supervises female Indonesian 
assembly line workers, who labor in 100 degree heat, breathing air reeking 
of paints and glues, for 20 cents a day. Awareness of the complexities 
and contradictions suggested by this picture makes it difficult for Korean 
feminists to look long to Korean nationalism for self-definition. 

5. Policy-makers have sometimes studied women of color in terms of their 
"service" to prevailing racial ideologies, suggesting interventions in 
what they define as "cultural practices." Thus, in keeping with the self
congratulatory Western view that Asian American families and 
communities are more patriarchal than the dominant culture, some have 
asserted without any concrete basis that domestic violence is more 
pervasive in Asian American than other American families. 

6. Here of course I am referring the habit of attributing the perpetuation 
of patriarchy primarily to mothers who spoil their sons, tyrannize their 
daughters-in-law, and unquestioningly accept patriarchal attitudes and 
practices. 
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Images of angry looters of all colors and all ages laden with consumer goods, 
running through streets lined by burning buildings juxtaposed against images 
of defiant Korean Americans hoisting rifles to protect their businesses. 

In the heat of the rioting, journalists risked their Jives trying to cover 
the story. It's a breaking story and everyone is frantically trying to find 
the right contacts to interview. Mistakes made about who participated 
in the disturbance and the underlying frustrations were to be expected, 
right? 

Images of an elementary school playground filled with wounded-some 
fatally-Southeast Asian children and their shocked and distraught parents 
juxtaposed against the image of a lone, crazed veteran. 

Can, and should, the news media characterize the acts of this man as 
"racially motivated" -as the Asian Pacific American community ar
gued--or did the police and mainstream media correctly characterize the 
man as someone who had just gone berserk and aimed his assault rifle 
at the first innocent targets he could find? 
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Images of a bereaved limited-English-speaking mother crying over the grave 
of her son, brutally killed by two white autoworkers who blamed him for their 
unemployed status juxtaposed against images of the two men smiling and tri
umphant at having beaten the charges filed against them. 

The mainstream news media barely covered the killing. Only after 
the ethnic community media began looking into the killing and subse
quent release of the two alleged killers with only a fine did other news 
media companies treat it as a legitimate news item. If the media didn't 
cover it, maybe the killing was not that important. Did community press 
blow this incident way out of proportion? 

Images of young men clad all in black, with greased-back hair and shades, 
karate-kicking and gung-fu-chopping their way down a lonely dark street jux
taposed against images of short gray-haired women carrying plastic pink 
shopping bags of vegetables and noodles through the crowded streets of 
Chinatown, U.S.A. 

Which is the "real" Chinatown? Or Little Saigon? Or Little Tokyo? 
Or International District? Or Koreatown? When the news media cover 
the community, how can they determine how prevalent one image is 
over the other? Do they care and does it matter anyway? 

Most of us have seen these images on television or in newspapers 
and magazines. We have heard and read not only about these stories but 
also countless others which follow a similar pattern. They constitute but 
just a fraction of the news stories to which we find ourselves exposed. 
And, they are just a few of the stories which journalists prepare and pro
duce for their respective audiences. 

They reflect only a very small slice of the lives of Asian Pacific Ameri
cans. Yet, for the majority of people in this country, those few images 
form the basis of their understanding of our entire diverse community. 

As the population of the United States becomes more colorful, the 
news media and the various communities that comprise Asian Pacific 
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America will have to redefine and refine several ways in which they in
teract. This learning and growing process will, of necessity, be fraught 
with fitful starts and stops, radical changes in course and pace, and even, 
perhaps, an occasional moment of true understanding. 

For the purposes of this paper, I will examine several issues facing 
news media companies, journalists and the Asian Pacific American com
munity. They certainly are not the sole issues, but they are among the 
ones with which we must grapple if we mean to grow together as a 
society. 

issues for the News Media 

The individual companies which comprise that social institution, the 
news media, vary throughout the country. Though it is tempting to treat 
them broadly as a uniform commodity, in truth, some companies are 
better than others, some chains or networks and affiliates are better than 
others, some regions are better than others. Whenever possible, I will try 
to delineate between what is the more common reality and what may be 
an exception. 

Regardless of the differences among the companies, there is one in
disputable common point: newsroom inhabitants do not often reflect the 
general population. 

For people of color, for women, the initial impression of the news 
industry as a whole is fairly clear: it is a world dominsted by white males. 
And it is this dominance that provides the perspective through which 
most of us receive news about the world around us. Further, it is this 
dominance that creates the context in which we must consider all our 
assumptions about, and hopes for, the news media. 

At recent national gatherings of the American Society of Newspaper 
Editors (which represents the top level news executives at American 
daily newspapers), the American Newspaper Publisher Association 
(which includes publishers and other top representatives from primarily 
the business side of the American newspaper industry) and the Radio 
Television News Directors Association (which represents top level news 
executives in the broadcast industry), white males outnumber people of 
color and women by far. No doubt about it. Not even close. 

What does this profile mean for the Asian Pacific American 
community? 
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DIVERSITY IN THE NEWSROOM 

In some parts of California, such as Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
you can see Asian Pacific American faces on the news programs of each 
major television station; you can read stories with Asian Pacific Ameri
can bylines in each of the major local newspapers. In those areas, you can 
also pick up a newspaper or tune into a broadcast program in Korean, 
Chinese, Japanese, Tagalog, Vietnamese, or any of the other various lan
guages used by longtime immigrants or recent arrivals. 

California, a longtime favorite stopping place for immigrants and 
refugees from the Pacific Rim, is unusual, however. What I as a San Fran
cisco Bay Area transplanted resident see, hear and read represents a 
skewed news world. For most people, the norm is a news team-both 
print and broadcast-that possesses a certain lack of skin pigment. Even 
in Hawaii, which boasts a large concentration of Asian Pacific 
Americans, most of the television newscasters are Caucasian. 

News media organizations around the country, especially those 
outside of the West Coast, have a very hard time understanding the con
cept of "minority." For most of news managers and staff members, 
"minority" and "Black" (or African American) are completely inter
changeable. Those who may be a bit more progressive, or who reside 
and work in areas with many Latinos, may understand that "minority" 
means brown or black. That the term actually includes other colors
such as yellow and red-is beyond many of them. They don't "get it" 
and don't even realize it.' 

STATISTICAL OVERVIEW 

U.S. Census data from 1990 peg the Asian Pacific American popu1a
tion at approximately 2.9 percent of the total popu1ation. Projections out 
of the University of California, Los Angeles, peg the year 2000 figure at 
4 percent. In California, Hawaii and the Mid-Atlantic region of New 
York-New Jersey-Pennsylvania, the Asian Pacific American percentage 
of the general popu1ation is much greater. 

According to 1991 figures collected by the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors, Asian Pacific Americans comprise only 1.5 percent 
(about 836) of the total workforce (55,700) in daily newspaper news
rooms. When one breaks down the overall figure of 1.5 percent, the 
picture becomes clearer about the limitations faced by Asian Pacific 
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Americans in this industry. The largest percentage of Asian Pacific 
Americans is copy editors (173 out of a total of 8,784, or 2 percent) and 
photographers (154 out of 5,761, or 2.7 percent). They comprise, how
ever, only 0.9 percent of newsroom supervisors (122 out of 13, 315) and 
1.3 percent of reporters (366 out of 27,656). Most daily newspapers in this 
cotmtry do not have any people of color working in the newsrooms. 

In the broadcast industry, the figtues paint an even bleaker picture. 
The National Association of Broadcasters in 1991 found that in 1990, 
Asian Pacific Americans comprised only 1.3 percent (2,010 out of a total 
of 158,779) of employees in commercial and non-commercial broadcast
ing. While the percentage has remained constant since 1988, the actual 
number of Asian Pacific Americans working in the industry has consis
tently decreased from a high of 2,247 in 1988. 

The question about diversity in the newsroom requires a more in
depth observation. According to a 1990 Asian American Journalists 
Association study, conducted by Alexis Tan of Washington State 
University's communications school, the glass ceiling that prevents quali
fied journalists from moving up in their careers is the primary reason that 
many former Asian Pacific American journalists left the profession and 
one of the key reasons that current journalists plan to leave2 Without 
advancement possibilities, then, the few Asian Pacific American 
journalists there may even become rarer. And as entry-level journalists 
replace more experienced ones, the group becomes younger and less 
seasoned: contacts have to be made all over again and the pipeline to 
decision-making positions is disrupted. 

The largest percentage of Asian Pacific Americans in the newspaper 
industry are photographers; in broadcast, they are found behind cameras 
or in other production and technical capacities. The few who work at 
jobs which involve high-level decision-making about news and hiring 
are just that-few. As of June 1992, in mainstream news media, there 
was but one Asian Pacific American publisher of a major metropolitan 
daily (Arlene Lum, Honolulu Star-Bulletin), one editor (William Woo, St. 
Louis Post-Dispatch), one television news director-who, incidentally, also 
reports-(Nimi McConigley, KGWC-TV, Casper, Wyoming). 

Even with a strong economy and growing job opportunities, the 
challenge to have the numbers in the newsroom reflect more accurately 
the proportion in the general populace is great. With a struggling 
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economy and the down-sizing and closure of news media organizations, 
prospects for more Asian Pacific Americans to be hired are bleak. Just 
in terms of sheer numbers, the road ahead remains long and tortuous. 

But numbers are just the beginning. 
The Asian American Journalists Association (AAJA), a national 

group of print and broadcast journalists, focuses much of its resources on 
efforts to increase the number of Asian Pacific Americans in the field. 
That, however, is not the end in and of itself. Rather, the increased em
ployment is but a means to something that has much more far-reaching 
impact on the community: how the community is covered-' 

COVERING A CHANGING COMMUNITY 

For individuals who aspire to journalism, looking at the numbers in 
the industry may be of prime interest. For the Asian Pacific American 
community as a whole, however, the hope is that increased numbers will 
translate into better and more coverage of issues and the varied aspects 
of the community, that coverage will be more accurate, more sensitive 
and fairer. 

A good newspaper, news magazine, and television or radio station 
can somehow manage to find the big or "sexy" story in a community. 
The smart organizations that have been able to afford to hire will have 
Asian Pacific Americans on staff; the not-so-smart or not-so-flush ones 
will be able to find translators and other contacts in the community. 
Somehow, they will muster resources necessary to cover the big shooting, the 
New Year's celebration or that unusual and exotic event or person. 

These types of stories, though, result in a very skewed view of what 
makes up the community. Most of the stories that make up our commu
nity do not lend themselves to 30-second sound bites or ten- or 20-inch 
column spaces. These are the stories that pose many more problems to 
news media companies and to journalists: they require time and long
term contacts with the community. 

To present a more complete view of a community, news media or
ganizations will have to do a better job of including Asian Pacific 
Americans as regular people in non-ethnic-specific stories. For instance, 
in a story about lawyers who do pro bono, or free, legal work, one Bay 
Area station talked at length with a Sansei attorney who had recently 
been honored by his peers for his legal work The fact that he was Asian 
Pacific American was irrelevant to the main thrust of the story. 
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However, the fact that he was Asian Pacific American did a lot in terms 
of providing the community-both ethnic and mainstream-with a 
good story and good role model.' 

DIFFERENllATING AMONG GROUPS 

Many news media organizations have had a hard enough time try
ing to cover the older, more established ethnic groups which comprise 
the Asian Pacific American community. Now, with the increased pres
ence of newer inunigrant and refugee groups, that once-difficult job has 
become even more demanding. 

Though it has always been important, determining when to differ
entiate among the many ethnic groups that comprise the Asian Pacific 
American community has become more critical. Most of the older im
migrants and the American born within the community know and 
understand that Asian Pacific Americans form a politically-generated 
entity, not one based on a culture and value system that crosses all eth
nic groups. For most newer arrivals this concept is indeed foreign; they 
identify themselves by their own ethnic and homeland affiliations. 

There are times when that political commonality provides a more 
accurate perspective; and there are times when it is important to recog
nize the differences within the community. Culturally oriented stories 
should probably indicate on which particular ethnic group's culture the 
story focuses. For instance, a New Year's story should indicate whether 
the subject is a Japanese American oshogatsu festival or a Vietnamese Tet 
celebration. Each ethnic group has its ways of marking a special occa
sion. To treat them as a blanket Asian Pacific American is effectively to 
negate the very uniqueness that can enrich our American society. 

On the other hand, sometimes ethnic distinctions are not warranted 
and are, in fact, inaccurate. In the case of crimes motivated by racial 
hatred, perpetrators do not care about a person's specific ethnicity; the 
mere fact that they look like the "enemy" is quite sufficient. Vincent 
Chin's killers did not bother to determine if the Asian Pacific American 
whom they were beating with a baseball bat was Japanese or Chinese 
American, or if that person slipping into unconsciousness was truly 
responsible for their unemployment as Detroit autoworkers. Vincent 
Chin's Chinese ethnic background could not protect him against those 
who looked at him and decided he was a Japanese person that symbol
ized Japanese auto manufacturers.' 
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Issues for Asian Pacific American journalists 

Asian Pacific American journalists face their own set of concerns 
when trying to do their job. The 1990 AAJA study cited above also in
dicates that both current and former journalists selected the field because 
they like the excitement of the job and the opportunity to help the com
munity. The journalism occupation carries with it many responsibilities 
that go beyond merely going out and recording events and 
disseminating information. 

BEING LEADERS 

Many minority professionals not only have to do the job for which 
they are hired; many also feel obligated to make themselves available as 
resources to the community. Coupled with their visibility, this often 
means the community calls upon them to emcee fundraisers, participate 
in panels and as speakers. And more often than they may want, journal
ists find themselves held up as role models. While most people don't 
seek out the responsibility that this entails, and some may not even ad
mit that they are role models, young people do look up to them. 

Young people watching the small screen at home may not see too 
many Asian Pacific Americans in situation comedies, hour-long myster
ies or made-for-television movies; the big screen fares no better in 
presenting realistic images. The one time they may see an Asian Pacific 
American-at least on the West Coast and in some of the larger urban 
areas-is on the news. Similarly, when perusing the school reading list 
or combing through the stacks at the local library, not too many Asian 
Pacific American names appear-unless, again, the readers reside on the 
West Coast or in those larger metropolitan areas. It might be possible, 
though, to see an Asian Pacific American name as a byline in the news
paper or a national magazine, or as a photo credit. 

Almost all current (78 percent) and former (77 percent) journalists 
nationally are Chinese and Japanese Americans6 Much smaller numbers 
come from Filipino, Korean, Vietnamese and other Asian Pacific 
American ethnic backgrounds. Given the changing face of the 
community, the near-absence of South Asian, Southeast Asian, Korean, 
Filipino, and Pacific Islander journalists to act as community resources 
and role models may prove to be another obstacle along the path of 
adjusting to American life in these newer and smaller communities. 
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PAN-AsiAN PERSPECfiVE 

Unless and until more representatives from these other communities 
find themselves in America's newsrooms, current Asian Pacific Ameri
can journalists must fill that void, serving not only their own ethnic 
communities but also these others. This is a heavy load for people who 
already have to work long, irregular shifts at demanding, pressured 
more-than-full-time jobs. Along with developing contacts in their own 
ethnic community, Asian Pacific American journalists must expend re
sources on identifying and nurturtng contacts in other communities. At 
its best, this means spending time with people, learning about customs 
and beliefs, maybe learning a new language, gaining their trust and trust
ing others. At its worst, this means superficial treatment and coverage 
of these newer and smaller groups in ways no different than mainstream 
journalists. 

Ironically, in many ways, this pan-Asian approach corresponds to 
the tendency for news media companies to want their few Asian Pacific 
American journalist&-usually Chinese or Japanese, and maybe Filipino 
or Korean-to communicate and cover equally all the other ethnic 
groups. For some employers, this may reflect limited hiring resources; 
for others, this may be the objective manifestation of an inability to un
derstand that each ethnic group that makes up this Asian Pacific 
American community is unique. 

Better still it is for Asian Pacific American journalists to encourage 
the training and hiring of more and different journalists from the Asian 
Pacific American communities. 

BEING LIAISONS AND EDUCATORS 

The need for more journalists from other, non-Chinese, non-Japanese 
ethnic groups becomes even more critical in light of the major role that 
journalists play as liaisons between the ethnic communities and main
stream community. It is journalists who must take complex and sensitive 
issues from within the community and somehow communicate them to 
others. 

Coverage of the 1992 riots in Los Angeles after the acquittal of the 
police officers whose videotaped beating of black motorist Rodney King 
provides a very recent and troubling example of an event that may have 
been covered quite differently had more Asian Pacific American 
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journalists been assigned to cover it and had more non-Asian Pacific 
American journalists had a more in-depth understanding of the racial 
tensions growing among the many different communities in the Los 
Angeles area. 

Despite the popular news media picture painted in the early days of 
the rioting, battles did not involve just Blacks and Whites. Hispanics and 
all Asian Pacific Americans-not just Koreans-were involved. And, 
despite news media depictions to the contrary, the armed reaction to 
looting of Korea town stores is not reinforcement of the image of Asians 
as valuing life less or of Koreans as more prone to violence. 

Los Angeles Times reporter John H. Lee, a Korean American, elo
quently describes the problems of presenting these inflammatory images 
without history and context. He describes how one merchant resorted 
to arms only after drive-by shooters had made his store into a target five 
times and after his 911 calls and pleas to the police for help resulted in 
total inaction. Viewers saw rifles and handguns but not the frantic fear 
that the police had all but abandoned the community-' 

In 1990, in the very multiethnic, multicultural city of San Francisco, 
with a news staff more diverse than most, the San Francisco Examiner 
came out with a story which, according to AAJA' s Project Zinger media 
analysis report, quickly became the "center of controversy and heated 
debate." The article, "Asian Women, Caucasian Men: The New Demo
graphics of Love," focused on what writer Joan Walsh described as the 
"hot trend" of interracial dating. Critics say that Walsh relied on 
anecdotal evidence to support racial stereotypes about the exotic and 
passive natures of Asian women and the unattractive and sexless natures 
of Asian men and that she accepted these images without analysis or 
critique.' 

That the topic was interesting and worthy of discussion was not at 
issue; that Walsh had the right to write about the topic was not an issue. 
What caused problems among readers was what many believed to be the 
insensitive, sensationalized and superficial treatment of a very complex 
and sensitive topic. Perhaps Walsh, in her story, demonstrated the un
derstanding of a white woman, but, critics argue, this understancling is 
not enough. Zinger coordinator Jon Funabiki, himself a journalist with 
many years' experience, and his staff suggest that news companies 
should consider "community sensitivities" about the presentation of 

272 Media Policy 



such pieces and that they "may wish to ask ethnic minority journalists for 
additional sources, background and advice on community sensitivity."' 

This is not to suggest or advocate that only Asians can, or should, 
cover Asian communities. Asian Pacific American journalists can, how
ever, bring in different perspectives, develop different sources, 
understand subtleties of ethnic culture, and can bring up story ideas and 
issues that normally might not make it to the table. At the same time, 
though, while Chinese and Japanese Americans may be able to cover 
refugee and immigrant communities and demonstrate an understand
ing of racism and discrimination, the challenge is to have more members 
of the newer communities to go into journalism. 

RELA llONSHIPS WITH 0rHER MINORITIES 

The educational role Asian Pacific American journalists must play 
includes sharing information about the ethnic groups with other journal
ists of color and with white journalists. Having access to information and 
contacts means that when major stories affecting the community are 
happening or about to happen, Asian Pacific American journalists have 
a responsibility to make waves about how the stories are written, pro
duced or aired and if they are at all10 

And, as if this were not enough, Asian Pacific Americans must be 
sensitive to the needs and concerns of communities beyond their own. 
As society becomes more racially diverse, there will be many occasions 
for Asian Pacific American journalists to speak up about coverage of 
other communities of color. To do this with conviction and strength 
means that journalists of various colors must communicate with each 
other to educate each other. Journalists of color are natural allies. How
ever, as the Asian Pacific American community changes, and, hopefully 
results in concomitant changes in the newsrooms, other minorities must 
learn about the newer groups. 

The four national minority journalism organizations joined together 
in 1988 to form a separate group, Unity '94, whose goals include a uni
fied response to issues affecting all or any of the group's members. The 
commonalities among the groups' struggle to have an impact on the 
news media industry form the foundation of the new entity. Actions 
have included, among other things, black and Hispanic journalists tak
ing a very verbal and visible position when a white male columnist 
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attacked a Korean American colleague with graphic sexual and racial 
epithets. It has also meant Asian, Black and Hispanic journalists joining 
with Native Americans in commending a newspaper's decision not to 
refer to sports teams by names offensive to Native American nations.n 

The process of working with each other requires a great deal of time 
and trust. For journalists from the newer immigrant and refugee com
munities, the mere idea of working closely with other minorities can 
cause anxiety and friction. On the other hand, for American-born Asian 
Pacific Americans and others who have been in this country long enough 
to be exposed to the common history of racial discrimination shared by 
people of color, working with Blacks, Hispanics and Native Americans 
may be a challenge but not necessarily a source of fear. It is up to the 
American born and/ or raised journalists to help set a cooperative tone. 

Once identified, these issues may then give direction to leaders about 
political and social policies. 

RESORTING TO STEREOTYPES 

Journalists need to learn how to cover a community that no longer 
corresponds to the already inaccurate "model minority" stereotype that 
many journalists held. The "community" always was actually more a 
collection of many different communities, but now, these common ste
reotypes will become even less applicable as the smaller ethnic groups 
that more recently arrived here in the United States grow larger. 

Journalists, by definition, operate under deadlines. They need to 
find information fast and get it out even faster. If they don't already have 
the facts on hand or in their news files, they have to do some research. 
Or, they may rely on what they believe to be true. Unfortunately, in 
many instance, this has meant resorting to stereotypes. 

Any journalist can be guilty of doing this---<:olor and ethnicity are no 
guarantees against use of stereotypes. Journalists from the more estab
lished Asian Pacific American communities must work hard to avoid 
including stereotypes about the newer immigrant and refugee groups, 
and vice versa. And, beyond this one community, Asian Pacific Ameri
can journalists are in the position to be more sensitive about inaccurate 
stereotypes applied to different groups. 

To ensure that journalists have the latest, most accurate information, 
the community must take some responsibility for educating them. 
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Issues for the Community 

The third important component in this discussion of the relationship 
of the changing Asian Pacific American community and the news media 
is the community itself. While journalists are still an integral part of the 
community, there are some specific issues with which the latter must 
grapple. 

jouRNALISTS OR CoMMUNITY AcnVJsrs? 

Some of the most difficult questions facing Asian Pacific American 
journalists are: am I a journalist first or an Asian Pacific American first? 
How does that affect work as a journalist? Do I advocate or do I remain 
totally neutral? 

In reality, there is no such thing as total objectivity. The only achiev
able goal is to be fair. Journalists must acknowledge that they can 
influence how readers and viewers and listeners feel about an issue 
when they decide what story to pursue, which contacts to interview, 
even which adjectives and adverbs to use. A community, especially one 
that is new to the idea of Western journalism with its tenets of freedom 
of the press and the "right to know," may want journalists to be advo
cates and, indeed, may even expect its "own" journalists to be out there 
right in front of the battle. 

To place this type of demand on Asian Pacific American journalists 
unfortunately often puts them in an untenable situation: they may want 
to cover a community, but once they are perceived as being outright 
advocates, editors or directors may feel it is time to pull them off and 
assign them to beats or stories in which they have no personal agendas. 
No, this is not necessarily fair to individual reporters, but it is an option 
still exercised by many managers and it is an issue still unresolved in the 
news media industry as a whole. 

For the community, the challenge is to develop and maintain con
tacts with Asian Pacific American or other sensitive journalists and to 
keep them informed about what is happening in the community. 

AFFEGING WHAT STORIES ARE CovERED 

These contacts can be critical in reporting stories and perspectives 
that reflect sensibilities that differ from the majority of news industry 
decision-makers, who are, not surprisingly, white and male. Decisions 
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about which stories make it to the news-and which don't--{)ften result 
in defining which issues are considered newsworthy and deserving of 
attention from the general public and political leaders. The community 
must fight to have a say in those decisions. There is very limited space 
and time for stories. After all, how many sound bites can fit within a 3D
minute broadcast, and how many articles in a daily newspaper? If the 
Asian Pacific American community as a whole has not been well covered 
thus far, how much more will it be neglected or misrepresented now that 
there are more ethnic groups and our numbers are growing? 

The importance of these decisions should not be underestimated. 
This relationship between the news media and the community can be 
critical in identifying and defining what an important issue is. This con
cept has been used by older, more established Asian Pacific American 
communities that have learned news media savvy. 

In one instance, a group of primarily Japanese American attorneys 
learned how to work effectively with the news media to call attention to 
an obscure legal procedure, writ of caram nobis, that was to be the vehicle 
through which these attorneys hoped to right the legal wrong visited 
upon the Japanese American community during World War II. 

When attorneys and community activists decided to take on the 
coram nobis case of Fred Korematsu, they wanted the support of the gen
eral public. To achieve this, they would need to educate people about the 
importance of the case and the injustice not only of Korematsu' s original 
criminal conviction for disobeying the World War II orders to relocate 
but the injustice of the entire internment. 

They knew that many people did not even know about the intern
ment. Further, many who did might believe that the camps had been 
necessary to protect either the Japanese Americans against society or 
society against the Japanese Americans. Thus, to build support for 
Korematsu (and the two companion cases involving Minoru Yasui and 
Gordon Hirabayashi, both of whom also refused to obey wartime orders 
aimed at controlling the movement and choices of Japanese Americans), 
they joined the campaign of the Japanese American Citizens League to 
convince the mainstream media about the newsworthiness of the topic. 
Together, they worked with such news media entities as The New York 
Times and 60 Minutes to educate them about the nuances of the case and 
the potential significance not only for Asian Pacific Americans but for all 
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people concerned with protecting the Constitution. 
The coram nobis action presented the court with newly discovered 

evidence showing that the federal government had suppressed, altered 
and even destroyed evidence which would have exonerated Japanese 
Americans from any charges of sabotage and espionage. This new evi
dence demonstrated that the federal government had perpetrated fraud 
against the court. Such a charge was so grievous that the court chose to 
reopen the Korernatsu case even though four decades had passed. 

With all the media attention on the unusual case, more people 
learned about the internment camps and the unjust imprisonment of 
120,000 Americans of Japanese descent. The news media, by choosing 
to cover the issue, helped to depict and define it as an important issue for 
all Americans. The media attention also coincided with, and reinforced, 
efforts by Congress to develop the redress and reparations plan for those 
held in the camps. The case resulted not only in a legal victory but an 
educational one as well. 

AN HoNORABLE PROFESSION 

Some media critics may argue about the respectability of being a 
journalist. Generally, however, Asian Pacific Americans born and/ or 
raised in this country have grown up with principles such as the First 
Amendment and the public's "right to know." They understand that 
being a journalist does not automatically mean that one's life is meaning
less, useless and distasteful; most may even believe that there are some 
journalists who are worthy of respect, honor and well wishes. 

For many Asian Pacific American immigrants and refugees, how
ever, journalism is synonymous with working as the voice of 
government and not exercising any independent thought, with fearing 
that criticism of the government means sure loss of job and possible loss 
of life. For young people from these communities, there is little encour
agement from parents to enter journalism; instead, they encounter 
persuasion to become doctors, dentists, business leaders, bankers and 
engineers. With so much loss in their recent past-loss of jobs, homes 
and lives-it is understandable why so many refugee and immigrant 
parents worry about their children being able to make a living at a good 
job that will bring not only money but honor and that will not risk their 
survival. Several student members of AAJA have mentioned time and 
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again how hard it has been to convince their inunigrant parents that jour
nalism is all right as a profession, that they will manage to survive. Most 
of these students report pressure to go into other, more financially 
rewarding and more prestigious fields. 

And, yet, for many of those communities, it is precisely more jour
nalists that they need-journalists who have a clearer insight into issues 
and concerns and who have gained the ability to communicate those 
issues and concerns. Community leaders and parents need to work at 
supporting those who choose journalism as careers. 

ONE COMMUNrTYS STRATEGY 

Recently in one local community, some leaders took matters in their 
own hands in the fight to improve the media's coverage of its issues and 
concerns12 Though some of the news media in the city had done an 
adequate job of covering major issues in the Asian Pacific American com
munity, many had not. Only one paper and one television station had 
a reporter assigned to cover the community on a semi-regular basis. 
Many issues that were less conducive to one-time only pieces went by 
unheeded by most of the media. Plus, many in the community felt that 
the media companies were not too responsive. 

A small group of community activists met and brought in represen
tatives from other ethnic groups, especially some of the newer or smaller 
communities. During the course of their meetings, they outlined some 
goals and strategies, including a list of which news companies to 
approach first. 

They identified sympathetic Asian Pacific American journalists who 
worked at the targeted companies. The journalists and community lead
ers met with each other to determine where their respective objectives 
overlapped and how they could help each other. With one company, for 
instance, journalists wanted to be able to do more stories on the 
community; the community wanted more coverage. The strategy 
became clear: the community representatives would meet with the 
company's top-level managers and say that though the company was 
doing fair so far, they wanted more coverage and they would encourage 
their friends and other community members to support that paper. 

At another company, community leaders again met with sympa
thetic Asian Pacific American journalists employed there. They learned 
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that one of the reporters wanted to cover the community as a beat, but 
that paper had not identified that community as newsworthy enough to 
have a reporter specially assigned to cover it. At their subsequent 
manager's meeting, the community group made it quite clear that it was 
not happy with that company's spotty coverage. As a matter of fact, 
members said, they all preferred to follow the company's rival since it 
had assigned someone familiar with the community and its players to 
cover the community on a regular basis. Disturbed by what it was hear
ing, the second news company suddenly found a way to assign one of 
its reporters (who just happened to want the beat) to report on the Asian 
Pacific American community. 

From the beginning, the group knew that the journalists alone would 
have a tough time putting pressure on their employers about beats and 
coverage. With the community making similar demands, however, edi
tors and news directors would feel more compelled to act. And that has 
proved true. 

The meetings constituted only the first step. The group has now 
pledged to try to follow up to make sure that promises are kept. Follow
up includes monitoring the media to see if coverage has increased and 
improved. They also plan to continue meeting with other local news 
companies. 

Challenge for the future 

Both the news media and the changing Asian Pacific American com
munity will face challenges. Those who can adjust will be better able to 
survive and thrive in the coming decade; those who cannot will be left 
behind wondering what the fuss was all about and thinking there is 
nothing that can be done anyway. 

As a fast-growing community of color, we cannot accept a defeatist 
attitude about the news media. What we read, hear or watch must be 
just the beginning of what we and they learn. 

It's not that journalists have the only perspective or the conect per
spective. It's not that they have some inherent knowledge about issues 
or events that endows their opinions with more weight. No. vVhat jour
nalists as a group have that the ordinary Asian Pacific American does not 
is easier access to the channels through which information can be dis
seminated, through which opinions are formed. It is critically important 
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for the community and journalists to work closely together and for them 
both to fight for what they believe in an effort to make the news media 
industry more sensitive, accurate and fair in its coverage. 

Notes 
1. Many of my observations come from my four and a half years as national 

executive director of the Asian American Journalists Association, a non
profit organization of print and broadcast journalists and journalism 
students. 

When discussing Asian Pacific American issues -with news media 
editors, publishers and news directors from all over the country, it became 
increasingly evident that especially on the East Coast, Midwest and 
South, Asians were not considered a minority, or, if they were, they 
were not a minority that should benefit from any affirmative action 
programs or the like. 

2. Alexis Tan, 11Why Asian American Journalists Leave Journalism and 
Why They Stay" (San Francisco: Asian American Journalists Association, 
1990), 1, 3, 6. The survey, which was sent to 700 working journalists 
and 40 former journalists, generated a 38 percent response from the 
former group and a 70 percent response from the latter. Results also 
showed a dismayingly high 36 percent of current Asian Pacific American 
journalists said they were likely or very likely to leave the field within 
five years. 

3. The Asian American Journalists Association's four objectives include 
(a) increasing the employment of Asian Pacific American journalists; 
(b) assisting students who are pursuing journalism as a career objective; 
(c) ensuring that coverage of the Asian Pacific American community 
is accurate and fair; (d) providing mutual support for Asian Pacific 
American journalists. These overall goals are similar to those held by 
the other national minority journalism organizations: National Association 
of Black Journalists, National Association of Hispanic Journalists and 
the Native American Journalists Association. 

4. This story, which appeared in the mid-1980s, was so unusual in this 
respect that I wrote to the station commending the reporter and producer 
for their work. 

5. Vincent Chin died on june 23, 1982, after a baseball bat beating by two 
white men, Ronald Ebens and Michael Nitz. For their roles in Chin's 
death, the two men each received five years' probation and a $3,000 
fine. The incident served as a catalyst for the Asian Pacific American 
community to organize against anti-Asian violence. 

6. According to the Tan study, among former journalists Japanese comprise 
the largest ethnic group (47 percent), followed by Chinese (30 percent). 
Among current journalists, Chinese American journalists outnumber 
Japanese Americans (47 percent versus 31 percent). 

7. john H. Lee, "You Have to Explain How We Feel," AAJA Newsletter 
(Summer 1992). That issue of the newsletter also contains several other 
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articles about Asian Pacific Americans who covered, or commented on 
coverage of, the Los Angeles riots. 

8. Center for Integration and Improvement of Journalism, Project Zinger: 
The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (San Francisco: Asian American Journalists 
Association, 1991), 7, 8. The project was headed by long-time journalist 
Jon Funabiki, who heads the center. When it submitted the article to 
the center as an example of poor coverage, the San Francisco Bay Area 
Chapter of AAJA called it an "egregious example of shoddy reporting, 
sensationalism and woefully irresponsible editorial judgment." 

9. Ibid., 8. 

10. In "The L.A. Riots and Media Preparedness" AAJA Newsletter (Summer 
1992 ), Los Angeles Times business writer and AAJA-LA Chapter president 
Dean Takahashi took on his own paper and observed that many of its 
minority reporters had been assigned to work out of suburban bureaus 
and that only a very few worked in the more prestigious downtown 
Metro section. When the riots began and it ''became apparent that a 
number of white reporters could not gain access to the story, minority 
reporters, some from the suburbs, were shipped into the riot zone." 
Takahashi made waves in his newsroom when he wrote about his 
observations about how the Los Angeles Times covered the riots. His 
article first appeared in the news media industry publication, Editor & 
Publisher (May 23, 1992). 

11. Unity '94 includes the Asian American Journalists Association, National 
Association of Black Journalists, National Association of Hispanic 
Journalists and the Native American Press Association. It plans a joint 
national convention in 1994 in Atlanta. 

The first incident occurred in 1990 when Newsday (NY) columnist 
Jimmy Breslin became angry at remarks made by reporter Mary Yuh. 
The incident was covered widely in the news and resulted in the hvo
week suspension of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Breslin. The second 
occurred in spring 1992, when The Oregonian (Portland) announced its 
new policy that it would no longer refer to sports teams by racially
oriented names, such as the Washington Redskins. 

12. Because the group is still in the process of meeting with news media 
groups, I have chosen not to reveal the names of the people, news media 
organizations or even the location. Suffice it to say that the group 
includes representatives from many different Asian Pacific American 
ethnic groups (including Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean and 
Vietnamese) and from many different walks of life. The news media 
are located in a large metropolitan area where there is a concentration 
of Asian Pacific Americans. 
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South Asians in the United States 
with a Focus on Asian Indians: 

Policy on New Communities 

Such eta Mazumdar 
AssiSTANT PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 

STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK, ALBANY 

In this article I am going to focus primarily on Asian Indians-a com
munity which has grown considerably during the decade of the 1980s 
but on whom there is, as yet, very limited research. Though there are 
several other communities of inunigrants also from South Asia, as indi
cated below, the absence of published literature makes it difficult to 
discuss them in any detail. I start each section with the available data 
from 1980/1990 and then develop the discussion based on the pro
jections. I have included a brief discussion of the Immigration Act of 1990 
and its anticipated impact on Asian Indian inunigration. 

Background Information 
on South Asian Immigrants 

"South Asia" is comprised of Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Pakistan, 
Nepal and Sri Lanka. There are relatively few inunigrants in the U.S. 
from either of the two Himalayan countries, Bhutan and Nepal; data are 
not available from the printed records of either the census or the Immi
gration and Naturalization Services (INS). Up to 1980, separate data 
were also not available for inunigrants from Pakistan, Bangladesh or Sri 
Lanka. However, the 1980 Census did count all the major South Asian 
groups in separate categories. The various South Asian groups share 
common cultural, linguistic and religious affiliations, as well as a com-
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mon colonial history. Community newspapers such as India West and 
India Abroad reflect these regional ties and carry some news of all the 
South Asian communities. 

Asian Indians: Asian Indians are the largest group of immigrants 
from South Asia. "Asian Indian" is a "self-identified category" so that 
it is possible that some immigrants of Indian origin from Fiji, Guyana, 
Britain and Africa are not accounted for in the total count of Asian In
dians in the census which poses the question of ancestry as a question of 
national origin. Some community newspapers and political alliances use 
the term "Indo American" to denote "Asian Indian."1 For purposes of 
this paper I will use the term "Asian Indian" as it is the official desig
nation for immigrants from India and is used in the census. 

The Preliminary Counts of the 1990 Census (June 1991 release) re
corded a total of 815,447 individuals, making the Asian Indians the 
fourth largest group among the Asian Americans and slightly more 
numerous than the Koreans. The 1980 Census had noted 387,223 Asian 
Indians. That was the first time Asian Indians had been counted as a 
separate category. Asian Indians have thus grown 125.6 percent in the 
1980s, making them one of the fastest growing Asian American com
munities, second only to the Vietnamese in the percentage increase 
during the decade. Asian Indians make up about 19 percent of the total 
Asian American Pacific Islander population of the United States. The 
actual total of Asian Indians as noted by the 1990 Census actually may 
have been slightly higher. In the fiscal year 1990, INS data show 30,667 
Indians were admitted as immigrants2 Some of these immigrants may 
not have been accounted for in the 1990 Census. 

The projection is that the Asian Indian community will continue to 
grow rapidly in the decade of the 1990s tl'trough immigration not only in 
the categories of skilled workers and professionals, but also as more 
Asian Indians become eligible to sponsor close relatives outside the 
preference system. Among those naturalized in 1990 by country of 
foreign citizenship, Indians represented the fifth largest group (11,499) 
following (in numerical order) naturalizations from the Philippines, 
Vietnam, Mexico and mainland China3 

Under the Immigration Act of 1990 (IMMACT90), all family
sponsored preferences have been reorganized' This second preference 
(spouses and minor children) category has been increased considerably 
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over that of 1965 (from 70,200 to 114,200). This should help ease the back
log facing many Indians. Some have had to wait three to five years 
before their spouses could join them in America. 

IMMACT90 has also radically changed the employment-related cat
egories, with preference given to skilled workers, professionals with 
advanced degrees, "aliens of exceptional ability" and "outstanding 
professors and researchers." These provisions will be beneficial for 
countries with skilled professional category immigrants such as India. 
The slowdown, and indeed, economic crisis of the Indian economy 
means there will be many with professional degrees seeking to immi
grate. Already by 1990, the Indian unemployment bureau listed 30 
million unemployed. Of these, 2.8 million held graduate or post
graduate degrees-' So in the 1990s we are likely to see an increase in the 
number of educated and skilled immigrants from India. 

The potential pool of Asian Indian immigrants has also been in
creased by the larger number entering the country as students. In 
1990-91 there was a 10 percent increase over 1989-90 in the number of 
students from India for a total of 28,900 students6 Studies done on In
dian migration show that, on an average, one-third of those coming in as 
students from India adjusted their status to that of immigrant in the 
1980s-' 

In 1990, besides the students, over 120,000 individuals entered the 
country from India as temporary visitors for either business or pleasure, 
and over four thousand entered as 11temporary workers and trainees."8 

On an average during the 1980s, around six thousand of those coming 
in as visitors converted their status to immigrants each year as did 
around two thousand of those in the "trainee" category. These trends 
will probably also continue, adding to the size of the community as a 
whole. 

Pcikistani: The 1980 Census had accounted for only 15,792 Pakistanis. 
This was probably an undercount, for the 1990 Census notes 81,371 Pa
kistanis. This figure too may be an undercount. The 1990 Census data 
on "Foreign-born population by Place of Birth" gives the total of 83,663 
for Pakistan.9 Even if one accepts that there may be over two thousand 
individuals born of American parents in Pakistan who were excluded 
from the census count, the addition of American-born children to the 
Pakistani immigrants should lead to a higher total than that given in the 
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1990 Census. Overall, the size of the Pakistani population is likely to 
show a sharp upward increase because as many as 49,986 Pakistanis 
entered the country in 1990 as "non-inunigrants" in 1990, of whom over 
33,000 were visitors and almost five thousand studentsw A portion of 
these "non-inunigrants," given the current political situation in Pakistan, 
is likely to seek change of status as inunigrants." Perhaps presaging this 
trend, overall annual Pakistani inunigration increased from 8,000 in 1989 
to 9,729 in 1990-" Thirty-four percent (27,876) of all Pakistaniinunigrants 
live in the northeastern states. 

Bangladeshi: The total number of Bangladeshi noted in the 1990 
Census was 11,838. Almost 60 percent of the Bangladeshis are also 
concentrated in the northeastern states of the U.S. Like the Pakistani 
community, the Bangladeshi community shows an increase in recent 
inunigration. In 1989 Bangladesh had only 2,180 inunigrants but the 
number more than doubled to 4,252 in 199013 So it is likely that both the 
Pakistani and the Bangladeshi communities will grow rapidly in the 
decade of the 1990s. 

Sri Lankan: The 1990 Census indicates there are 10,970 Sri Lankans 
in the United States. In contrast to all the other South Asians who are 
located primarily in the northeast, 38.3 percent of Sri Lankans live in 
West Coast states. Around one thousand Sri Lankans inunigrated in 
1990. 

Other South Asians: There are also over seven thousand Fijians of 
Indian origin, most of whom live in California. There are around fifty 
thousand Guyanese Indians who live primarily in New York (Queens 
and Manhattan) and California (Long Beach)14 Both the Fijians and the 
Guyanese Indians are linked to the Asian Indian community through 
linguistic, cultural and religious ties. There are also a small number of 
Caribbean (mostly Trinidadian) Indians, located in New York. 

Impact of Asian Indian and 
Sooth Asian Immigration 

The high level of inunigration from South Asia in the 1980s has made 
South Asians a far more important component (almost 19 percent) of the 
Asian American population than previously anticipated. By the year 
2000, Asian Indians, now the fourth largest group, will probably emerge 
as the third largest group, especially as part of a South Asian contingent. 
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While some links between Asian American political organizations and 
South Asian ones have been established, especially in California, far 
more needs to be done. Otherwise, the political potential of Asian 
Americans, representing approximately 14 percent of the American 
population by 2010, as projected by Paul Ong, will not be realized. 

Overall, in terms of data on all Asian Americans, not just Asian In
dians, there are some basic problems with the types of data available. 
Many studies on Asian Americans rely on the Current Population Sur
vey (CPS). However, the sample size of the data for Asian Americans 
used for this survey is very small and the data set do not allow many 
types of analysis. This observation is made by William P. O'Hare in his 
study on Asian Americans15 He points out that a few years ago when 
Hispanics faced the same problem, the Census Bureau began to increase 
their sample size in the CPS. A similar policy decision should be made 
for the Asian American data. 

Regional Distribution of Asian Indians 

Like the four other major Asian American groups (Chinese, Filipino, 
Japanese and Korean), Asian Indians Jive predominantly in metropoli
tan areas. The only major rural agricultural Asian Indian community is 
the Punjabi Sikh community in Central California. Seventy percent of the 
Asian Indians Jive in eight major industrial-urban states~New York, 
California, New Jersey, Texas, Pennsylvania, Michigan, lllinois and Ohio. 
Of the 815,447 Asian Indians counted in the 1990 Census, California had 
the largest number of Asian Indians (159,973), followed by New York 
with 140,985. However, unlike the other Asian American groups, Asian 
Indians continue to be concentrated in the Northeastern states. Thirty
five percent of Asian Indians in the United States Jive in the northeast. 
The distribution of states with the largest number of Asian Indians, be
sides California and New York are: New Jersey: 79,440; lllinois: 64,200 
and Texas: 55,795. Overall in eight states-Alabama, Connecticut, Michi
gan, New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, Tennessee and West 
Virginia-Asian Indians are the largest subgroup of the Asian 
Americans. 

Though the Metropolitan Statistical Area data for 1990 are not 
available yet, the major settlements are likely to be the same as they were 
in 1980. The 1980 Census data (which showed a total count of 387,223 
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Asian Indians) indicated the five largest Standard Metropolitan Statistical 
Areas (SMSA) with Asian Indians were: New York-56,815; Chicago--
33,541; Los Angeles-18,770; Washington, D.C.-15,698; and San 
Francisco--12,782. 

Because most other Asian Americans are concentrated in the West, 
Asian Indians formed a relatively smaller proportion of the total Asian 
American population in the metropolitan areas of the Pacific coast states 
in 1980. On the other hand, already in 1980, Asian Indians represented 
29.6 percent of the Asian American population in New York, 23.7 percent 
of the Asian American population in Chicago, and 23 percent of the 
Asian American population in Houston." It is possible that with the in
crease in total numbers in 1990, Asian Indians represent an even higher 
percentage of Asian Americans in these areas and will continue to do so 
well into the next century. 

This spatial diversity raises some problems in terms of coalition 
building. Asian Indians, and most South Asians, are concentrated in the 
Northeast, versus other Asian Americans who are concentrated in 
California and Hawaii. Educational strategies have to be developed to 
link the two shores; otherwise, a significant Asian American population 
group remains underrepresented in the formulation of public policy and 
discussions of the Asian American experience. 

Economic Profile and Changing Pattern 
of Asian Indian Immigration 

Though India, with 1,016 individuals entering the country in the 
third preference category of immigration (professional and highly skilled 
workers), was second only to Taiwan in the worldwide count in the 
number of immigrants entering in this category in 1990, the vast majority 
of the Indian immigrants came under other preference categories. In 
1990, of the 19,157 Asian Indians immigrants permitted entry under the 
worldwide numerical limitation system, the number of individuals 
coming in on the second preference (spouses and unmarried sons and 
daughters of permanent resident aliens) and the fifth preference (adult 
brothers and sisters of U.S. citizens and their spouses and children) were 
6,396 and 8,842 respectively. On the other hand, the number of immi
grants coming in on the third preference (and their spouses and children) 
totalled only 2,03818 This may suggest that the pattern of immigration 
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from India has been changing from the exclusively highly trained 
professionals in the earlier decades to those who may not have the same 
level of professional training as the initial sponsor. 

In the 1980 Census, 35.5 percent of Asian Indian women and almost 
70 percent of men were college graduates." Among the ranks of the 
professionals, engineers were the most numerous, followed by 
physicians. Overall, 47 percent of Asian Indians were in the high-status 
categories of managers, professionals and executives.'' Associations of 
engineers of Indian origin in the U.S. are organized along lines of 
technical specialization, and many of the engineers are linked by alumni 
association membership. Because there is no single national 
organization, though the engineers are a significant and relatively 
wealthy segment of the community, their impact on the American 
economy remains difficult to ascertain. The physicians, on the other 
hand, are organized in a national organization, the Association of 
American Physicians from India (AAPI), with local chapters in all the 
metropolitan areas. The AAPI suggests that there are approximately 
26,000 physicians of Indian origin in the United States at present, the 
second largest number of foreign-born medical personnel after the Fili
pinos.21 As discussed below, the economic power of this group, along 
with their active national organization, has given them a political pres
ence both in the community and in terms of national politics. Overall, 
physicians have not been as adversely affected by the recession as some 
other segments of the Asian Indian professionals. The sluggish economy 
of the northeastern states throughout the 1980s and the layoffs in the 
aerospace industry in California in particular have forced many with 
professional engineering degrees to turn to alternative avenues of em
ployment. For those with some capital, or access to financing, starting 
small businesses has been one common strategy. 

Throughout the 1980s there has been a rapid increase in the number 
of Asian Indians going into small businesses. The Chinese, with 89,717 
firms, have the largest number of businesses among the Asian Ameri
cans; followed by Koreans (69 ,304); Japanese (53,3720); and Asian Indians 
(52,266).22 Asian Indian-owned businesses increased 119.9 percent 
between 1982 and 1987. The growth in receipts for these Asian Indian 
firms was even more marked, with an increase from $1.66 billion in 1982 
to $6.715 billion in 1987, an increase of 304.6 percent. The vast majority 
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of these firms are individual proprietorships.23 Average receipts per 
Asian Indian firm were $128,477. This indicates the highest level of 
earnings among all Asian American firms, though as is well known, av
erage figures of income such as these blur distinctions between the two 
poles. 

The three metropolitan areas with the largest number of Asian In
dian firms are New York (5,744), Los Angeles-Long Beach (4,037), and 
Chicago (3,049). In twelve states-Alabama, Connecticut, Delaware, 
Florida, Indiana, Kansas, Michigan, New Jersey, Ohio, South Carolina, 
Tennessee and West Virginia-Asian Indians are the dominant non
black, non-Hispanic business group.24 Broken down by industry sector, 
the primary areas of Asian Indian investment are the following: services, 
29,787; retail trade, 9,314; finance, insurance and real estate, 3,537; 
transportation and public utilities, 2,812; wholesale trade, 1,634; construc
tion, 1,199; manufacturing, 878; agriculture and forestry, 358; and 
mining, 112.25 

Economic Sectors with Significant 
Asian Indian Involvement 

The prominence of Asian Indians in the service sector in the Economic 
Census above reflects their involvement in the lodging industry. Un
fortunately, the data for minority-owned hotels and lodging places is not 
broken down by different Asian American groups.26 But survey data 
from elsewhere as well as media reports establish the high degree of 
Asian Indians' involvement in the lodging industry. By 1987, for ex
ample, 28 percent of all motels in this country were owned by Asian 
Indians.27 Most of the hotel and motel owners are from the western In
dian state of Gujarat (hence the common last name of Patel for many of 
the owners), though there are some owners from other Indian states. The 
motels and hotels owned range from decrepit downtown residential 
hotels to motel chains such as Days Inn and Best Western to isolated 
properties on interstate routes. Approximately five thousand of the 
hotel-motel owners are originally from East Africa, and immigrated 
either to the U.S. or to Britain when Indians were expelled from Uganda. 
As British passport holders, some of them immigrated first to Britain, 
where they established small businesses such as grocery stores, and then 
to the United States, bringing their investment capital with them. Others, 
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direct immigrants from India to the United States, have entered the 
lodging business after investing savings from white-collar professional 
jobs, such as in pharmacy or engineering, where they did not perceive 
opportunities for economic mobility for themselves. Some, especially on 
the West Coast, who had degrees in construction engineering, have 
started construction companies along with the hotel-motel business. The 
operation of the smaller hotels and motels, as well as common areas of 
ethnic enterprise such as restaurants and grocery stores, rely extensively 
on unpaid family labor. Women, often the wives and sisters of the motel 
owners, do all the work of cleaning the rooms and laundering the sheets 
and towels in addition to tending the hotel desk.28 

Investing in such economic niches as the hotel-motel industry seems 
to have been more the result of networks within the community and the 
particular juncture of when and where these immigrants were entering 
the U.S. economy than any experience prior to immigration which would 
have predisposed the immigrants to a particular line of business. The 
absence of other choices for those with small amounts o~ capital seems 
to have been a determining factor. However, the motel and hotel 
industry has reached a plateau, and in some areas with the decline in 
tourism and travel due to the recession, motel owners are facing an 
economic crisis. Increased investment in this sector is unlikely to con
tinue at the pace of the 1970s and 1980s. 

Other small business preferences for Asian Indians and Pakistanis in 
New York and California include the operation of 7-11 stores. In New 
York, South Asians seem to have a virtual monopoly of subway news
stands." Like the small hotel-motel business, these enterprises also 
operate through combinations of kin and ethnic networks and low 
capital requirements. However, women do not seem to be directly in
volved in operating businesses such as newsstands. 

On the other hand, there are sectors where the recent rapid increase 
in Asian Indian presence is a result of prior experience. Gujarati Jains 
have controlled the South Asian diamond trade for centuries in India. In 
the U.S. they form the second largest ethnic group, after the Hasidic Jews, 
in the New York Diamond District. 

A more visjble and numerically more significant area of business for 
Asian Indians, also based on prior experience, has been the entry of 
Punjabi Sikhs into the transportation industry. In India, this community 
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dominates the transportation sector with more than 80 percent of the bus 
and trucking services being run by them. Some trucking stops, includ
ing the nation's fifth largest stop (located in Maryland), are owned by 
Asian Indians.30 In New York City 43 percent of the applications for cab 
drivers and, in the boroughs, 15 percent of the applicants are of 
subcontinental origin.31 This reflects a threefold rise over the last eight 
years. The vast majority of the cab drivers are Punjabi Sikh. 

Gas stations have been another major area of investment and em
ployment for many Punjabis. In New York City, the Department of 
Consumer Affairs estimates that 40 percent of the city's gas stations are 
owned and operated by South Asians." Though there are some white
collar professionals who own these gas stations, many of the Sikh Punjabi 
gas station owners and operators are either from farming backgrounds 
or from working-class backgrounds in India. This type of class and edu
cational background reflects, to some extent, the changes in the pattern 
of immigration from South Asia. 

These two niches, gas stations and taxicabs, have provided points of 
entry into the economy for a group of immigrants coming to the U.S. in 
the midst of a long recession. In the Northeast, particularly New York, 
the economic downturn has existed for much longer than in the western 
states. Both gas stations and taxicabs are labor intensive and require 12-
hour days but seem to provide high returns for those who are owner 
operators.33 However, they are also high-risk enterprises. Crimes against 
cabdrivers are among the most common of all crimes in the city; in the 
boroughs like Queens, Bronx and Brooklyn the rate of crime involving 
cabdrivers is even higher. Gas stations are also frequently held up. One 
station owner interviewed by the New Y ark Times indicated the station, in 
Harlem, was held up an average of two times a month and that two 
Indian employees have been shot and killed during holdups.34 

With the increase in the size of the community, we see Asian Indi
ans are no longer only professionals and executives. Yet there are very 
few community organizations among South Asians which are even in
terested in building alliances across class lines. On the other hand, as 
victims of racism, such alliances are increasingly necessary. 

The increase in the South Asian component of Asian Americans is 
also leading to competition between them and other Asian Americans. 
As the economic pie has shrunk, such competition has intensified. For 
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example, the recently well-publicized case recommending that Asian 
Indians be excluded from contracts given through the minority business 
ordinance in San Francisco was initiated by Harold Yee of Asian Inc.35 

Educational programs are needed to prevent such internal divisions. 

Women's Issues 

Perhaps the most important and most problematic area of inunigra
tion legislation affecting women is the 1986 U.S. Immigration Marriage 
Fraud Amendments Act. Passed in an environment of political hysteria 
about "sham" marriages and inunigration, the legislation provides for 
conditional residency status to spouses of green card holders for the first 
two years after entering the U.S. To convert the conditional visa to a 
permanent resident status, a joint petition has to be filed by the couple 
three months before the end of the conditional residency period. A di
vorce, prior to the expiration of the two-year period, unless contested and 
special petitions submitted to the INS, makes the spouse on the condi
tional visa deportable. This two-step process and long, drawn-out 
process of application are to be continued under the Immigration Act of 
1990. 

Among South Asians, unlike the inunigration pattern from the 
Philippines and even China, the typical pattern of inunigration has been 
predominantly male.36 After acquiring the green card, individuals return 
and get married and sponsor the wife. In a troubled marriage, the con
ditional residency status of the wife gives the husband additional power. 
Frequently, as reported by crisis-intervention centers and battered 
women's centers nationwide, husbands hold the threat of deportation 
over the wife, refuse to file the joint petition, or serve divorce papers just 
prior to the two-year expiration date.37 In several cases, women contin
ued to live in abusive marriages because of the fear of divorce and 
deportation. National data on this subject are lacking. But in one ex
ample, which may be typical of many, a Cook County Commissioner 
noted that of the 2,500 impoverished Indian women in Illinois in 1985, 
most had been abandoned by their husbands.38 

Female-headed households are relatively less numerous among 
Asian Americans than among other ethnic groups. Asians also have the 
lowest level of family dissolution through divorce and widowhood 
among the foreign-born inunigrant groups.39 The percentage of di-
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vorced and widowed females in the Asian-born category is, however, 
almost three times as high as the number of divorced and widowed 
Asian-born males, suggesting that males remarry far more quickly than 
the female cohort."' The national aggregate data also disguise local re
alities. A Chicago-based social worker suggested that in 1990 there were 
over 25,000 divorced South Asian women in the Chicago metropolitan 
area alone41 While this figure is certainly an overestimate, it is indicative 
of a growing trend both in South Asia and in the immigrant community. 
Support networks for women need to be developed and all Asian Ameri
can community groups, and South Asians in particular need to 
undertake research projects and active data-collection projects on the 
women in the community. The level of information available is distress
ingly little. 

Some comparative work is needed to ascertain how other Asian 
immigrant groups have been affected by the 1986 U.S. Immigration 
Marriage Fraud Amendments Act The legislation, at least as suggested 
by the South Asian experience, needs to be rethought and perhaps re
voked. While technically the routes to petition and appeal to the INS are 
supposed to prevent the type of abuse outlined above, the "conditional 
residency" status leaves women in an unfairly vulnerable position. 

Poverty among Asian Indians 

Data are not yet available to indicate how the Asian Indian fared 
overall in the labor market in the 1980s. The 1979 data showed that 14.4 
percent of the Asian Indian males who were in the labor force had some 
period of unemployment. The average period of unemployment was 
11.5 weeks.42 The relatively higher percentage of unemployment among 
U.S.-born Asian Indians (7.6 percent), when compared to other U.S.-born 
Chinese and Japanese Americans (1.5 percent), suggested to the U.S. 
Civil Rights Commission that Asian Indians faced labor-market discrimi
nati.on.43 

It is possible that this trend of labor-market discrimination may ac
tually have been accentuated in the second half of the decade due to the 
passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (!RCA). 
While data are not available on the direct impact of !RCA on Asian In
dians and their employment, there is evidence that labor market 
discrimination increased as a result. Directed primarily at Hispanics, and 
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therefore receiving all too little opposition from the Asian Americans 
who assumed they would not be affected, a recent report from the U.S. 
General Accounting Office (GAO) found that employers were practicing 
discrimination in two forms: first, not hiring applicants whom they sus
pected of being unauthorized aliens because of their accents or 
appearance; and second, applying IRCA' s verification system only to 
those who had a foreign accent or appearance." Some employers used 
both practices. The same study found that levels of discrimination were 
higher in areas with high Hispanic and Asian populations. It is thought 
that there are around ten thousand illegal immigrants from South Asia.45 

With the ongoing civil war in Punjab and in Sri Lanka, it is possible that 
the numbers have increased slightly. There is a small increase also in the 
numbers applying for refugee status from both these regions, though 
many more have been accepted into Canada. How these individuals 
may have fared on the job market and indeed how Asian Indians have 
been affected by this legislation remains to be ascertained. 

A closer examination of the 1980 data also shows that not all Asian 
Indians enjoyed the same degree of upward economic mobility. On the 
one hand, the 1980 data showed that the Asian Indian income levels 
were, like that of Japanese Americans, above the median level of full-time 
white workers. However, among those who had immigrated between 
1975-1980, 10.7 percent lived below the poverty level.46 This was a 
higher level of poverty than among Japanese Americans and Filipino 
Americans. Approximately 17 percent (16.9 percent) of Asian Indians 
received Social Security payments in 1979.47 Many were the elderly, 
some of them survivors of the first groups of immigrants from earlier in 
the century. With inflation and increased health costs, some of the 
elderly may also be among the impoverished. A study of the Civil Rights 
Commission, The Economic Status of Americans of Asian Descent, also based 
on the 1980 data, found that poverty level among American-born Asian 
Indians was 20.2 percent, or five times that of other Asian American 
groups.48 Many of the American-born Asian Indians are in the Central 
California Valley and are farm workers. With the increase in the number 
of female-headed households and changes in the immigration pattern, 
it is possible that with the recession, and indeed depression in the north
eastern states where many of the Asian Indians reside, poverty levels 
have probably risen in the intervening decade among Asian Indians in 
some other regions as well. 
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Political Participation and Anti-Asian Indian Violence 

Not since 1956, when Dalip Singh Saund became the first Asian 
American to be elected to the U.S. Congress, have South Asians suc
ceeded in being elected to either the Congress or the State Assembly. The 
year 1992, however, marks a turning point of sorta. South Asians entered 
electoral politics in larger numbers than ever before. Most of the candi
dates running for office were in California where four South Asians ran 
for Congress, two as Democrats and two as Republicans. Two also ran 
for the State Assembly, one as a Democrat the other as a Republican. A 
couple of people ran for County Supervisor." None were elected in the 
June primaries and most cited their meager resources as the main ob
stacle and noted they were outspent by their rivals by more than three 
to one. 50 This financial crunch seems all the more noteworthy because 
the South Asian community has been very active in raising funds for 
both Bush and Clinton, as well as for several non-South Asian candidates 
in California, sometimes raising as much as $100,000 at a single event. 
Though the majority of South Asians profess support for candidates run
ning from the Democratic party, like wealthy Cubans in Florida, many 
have now become ardent supporters of the Republican Party as well. 
Already by June 1992, Asian Indians had contributed close to a million 
dollars to Bush's war chest.51 To some extent this may be a belief in 
backing a winning ticket and the politics of opportunism. But it is also 
a reflection of class politics. Wealthy South Asians, often earning well 
over a hundred thousand dollars and living in exclusive suburban areas, 
have little sympathy for the problems of inner cities and those who do 
not seem to be able to make it up the economic ladder." However, the 
politics of race and the increasing number of racially motivated attacks 
against South Asians make the issue of political alliances somewhat more 
complicated. 

The 1986 U.S. Commission on Civil Rights Report, Violence Against 
Asians, did not contain coverage of Asian Indians or South Asians. Nor 
did the Asian American Legal Defense Fund keep data on Asian Indians. 
However, even by the mid-1980s, when the South Asian immigrant 
population was about half the size of the present one, there had been 
extensive levels of violence against South Asians, a trend which has 
continued. 

Like the Koreans, Asian Indians have faced violence for owning 
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businesses formerly owned by other ethnic groups. Over a three-month 
period in Chicago, in 1986, Indian grocery stores, electronics stores and 
restaurants were vandalized and attacked 47 times. 53 The police be
lieved the vandals were white competitors, some of whom had owned 
these stores. 

There have been numerous beatings and attacks on Asian Indians 
with serious injuries and one death in various cases on Staten Island, in 
the Bronx, and Jersey City Heights, Middlesex County (New Jersey). 
Forty anti-Asian bias-related incidents were reported in Hudson County 
(New Jersey) in 1991 alone, and statewide 58 such incidents against 
Asian Indians were reported the same year. 54 Specifically anti-Indian 
gangs have developed in New Jersey; in addition to the infamous 
"Dotbusters" in Jersey City Heights, a gang known as "The Lost Boys" 
has been recently very active in the Edison-Iselin area. 55 

Similarly, across the country on the West Coast, Indian homes and 
businesses have been vandalized, property destroyed and racial epithets 
spray-painted in Fremont, Union City, Artesia (California), Springfield 
(Washington), and Portland (Oregon). All these incidents were reported 
in 1991. 

In addition to racial prejudice, Hindu and Muslim South Asians also 
face discrimination due to perceptions of their religions. In Chino, 
California, for example, Christian fundamentalist groups put out anti
Hindu pamphlets in 1991. One pamphlet, entitled "The Traitor," 
proclaimed Hinduism a bloodthirsty religion which calls for human 
sacrifice, and asserted that "Satan created all the gods of India" and that 
they are demons who will "rob your soul and take you into hell." 56 In 
1988, in Aurora, Illinois, when the City Council met to consider the In
dian community's request for permission to build a temple, it was turned 
down because many at the hearing believed that the temple "would 
possibly cause rat-infested streets, human sacrifices, and become a haven 
for terrorists." 57 Rev. Zarris, a Baptist minister said at the hearing, "The 
Hindus are always associated with the drug culture .... Theologically 
we are opposed to the Hindus because they are practicing a false reli
gion."" Similarly, Dr. Nazeer Ahmed and Nisar (Nick) Hai, Muslims 
who ran for office from southern California in the 1992 primaries, found 
that prevalent notions about Islamic fundamentalists and terrorists were 
fully exploited by opponents during the campaigns. 59 Many Muslim 
South Asians, as well as those whose names sounded as if they could be 
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Muslim, got harassed and received death threats throughout the country 
during the Gulf War. 

These experiences have forced many South Asians to become far 
more actively involved with the political process. Indian Chambers of 
Commerce have been founded in most areas with Indian businesses; 
various types of lobbying groups have been set up in other places. Some 
groups started to make efforts to link up with local branches of the Asian 
American Legal Defense and Education Fund and the NAACP. There 
are also four national associations which have sought to organize Asian 
Indians politically and provide lobbying services in Washington and 
some of the state capitals. These are the Association of Indians in 
America (AlA), the Federation of Indian Associations (FIA), the Indian 
American Forum for Political Education (IAFPE) and the National As
sociation of Americans of Asian Indian Descent (NAAAID). The 
Indo-American Political Association (lAP A), a group dedicated to en
hancing political participation in mainstream politics, has succeeded in 
getting some delegates elected to the County Central Committees of the 
Democratic Party. All five organizations have been active in debates on 
the 1990 immigration bill, on issues affecting medical personnel (Foreign 
Medical Graduates, or FMG), voter-registration drives, as well as in 
fundraisers for various political candidates. Given the increased level of 
political involvement noted in the most recent primaries, some Asian 
Indian representatives will probably be elected to some political offices 
in another three or four years. 

However, as the numbers of Asian Americans increase, along with 
the number of Asian Indians and other immigrants from South Asia, the 
thorny question of racism against visible minorities remains a difficult 
problem. 

In conclusion, I would like to raise the question of coalition building. 
There is all too little discussion of how Hispanic American and Asian 
American coalitions are to be built, particularly in states like California 
where both groups are increasing rapidly. Similarly, on the East Coast, 
with many new African American immigrants, particularly from Haiti, 
Guyana and the Caribbean countries, there is very little discussion of 
developing new coalitions with African Americans. Asian Americans 
will become numerically far more significant by 2010 and 2020 than they 
are now, but so will the other minorities. An increase in total numbers 
does not obviate the need for political coalitions among minorities. 
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Appendix 

Specific Pol icy 
Recommendations 

An Overview of Asian Pacific American Futures: 

Shifting Paradigms 

Shirley Hune 

Acting Associate Dean, UCLA Graduate Programs, Graduate Division 

Visiting Professor, UCLA Urban Planning Program 

1. That Asian Pacific Americans be included in policy-making and that 
their expertise, concerns, and perspectives be incorporated into 
policies, especially in matters directly impacting their welfare. 

2. That Asian Pacific Americans be included on task forces, 
commissions, and in other relevant advisory capacities. 

Education K-12 Policy 

Peter N. Kiang 

Assistant Professor, Graduate College of Education and American 

Studies Program, University of Massachuset:ts/Boston 

Vivian Wai-Fun Lee 

Director, National Center for Immigrant Students of the National 

Coalition of Advocates for Students, Boston 

1. That teachers, schools, and school districts-supported by 
appropriate teacher training and instructional resources-provide 
students with systematic, in-depth opportunities throughout the K-
12 curriculum to learn about the historical and contemporary 
experiences of Asian Pacific Americans. 
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2. That educational policy-makers and practitioners develop timely, 
appropriate measures to respond to incidents of anti-Asian bias in 
schools, and that they establish school environments that are safe, 
supportive, and respectful of the cultural and linguistic strengths and 
needs of Asian Pacific American students and their families. 

Higher Education Policy 

L Ling-chi Wang 

Chair, Ethnic Studies, University of California, Berkeley 

1. That Asian Americans actively monitor and participate in the 
ongoing debate over criteria for admissions and be prepared to take 
action against any unfair targeting of Asian Americans for exclusion. 

2. That Asian Americans-as a racial minority who have benefitted and 
will continue to benefit from affirmative action programs-<nntinue 
to support legitimate affirmative action programs and forcefully 
oppose efforts by Whites and some Asian Americans to challenge 
and dismantle such programs. 

Health Policy 
Tessie Guillermo 

Executive Director, Asian American Health Forum, San Francisco 

1. That policy-makers prioritize the institution of culturally competent 
health care service delivery in all proposals for health care reform. 

2. That policy-makers modify current national and state data collection 
methods and reporting systems to codify Asian and Pacific Islander 
populations by ethnicity and, where appropriate, break down 
morbidity, mortality, health care use and expenditures by specific 
ethnic group. 
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Mental Health Policy 
Stanley Sue 

Professor of Psychology and Director, National Research Center on 
Asian American Mental Health, University of California, Los Angeles 

1. That policy-makers place immediate attention on the initiation and 
funding of research dealing with Asian American mental health 
issues. 

2. That policy-makers develop culturally relevant mental health 
services and interventions geared for Asian Americans. 

Arts Policy 
Gerald D. Yoshitomi 

Executive Director, japanese American Cultural and Community Center, 
Los Angeles 

1. That policy-makers support culturally specific institutions, 
particularly for emerging Asian American organizations that did not 
benefit from the arts and cultural expansion programs of the 1970s 
and 1980s; and that this support have priority over efforts to 
;;democratize" large arts institutions; no culture can survive if its 
interpretation and transmission are controlled by outsiders. 

2. That policy-makers encourage the development of audiences for the 
arts which more closely reflects the demographics of each locality, 
and that programs in the arts encourage audiences to explore the 
diversity and richness of all cultures. 

Cultural Preservation Policy 

franklin S. Odo 

Director, Ethnic Studies Program, University of Hawai'i, Manoa 

1. That policy-makers allocate resources and energies to institutions 
dedicated to preserving and interpreting the history of Asian 
Americans, including recent immigrant and refugee communities. 
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2. That bilingual and ESL programs include agendas that promote 
immigrant Asian cultures and languages, and that specific programs 
incorporate into the leaming process respect for ethnic histories and 
cultures. 

Immigration Policy 
Bill Ong Hing 

Associate Professor of Law, Stanford Law School 

1. That family reunification remain the primary goal of this nation's 
immigration laws, because this policy has strengthened this country 
and has provided a means for professionals as well as working-class 
immigrants to enter the U.S. Due to historical discrimination against 
Asians in U.S. immigration laws and a legalization program that 
places undocumented migrants ahead of immigrants, severe 
backlogs have occurred for the categories of siblings and relatives of 
lawful permanent residents from many Asian Pacific countries. 
Additional visa numbers must be provided in order to clear these 
backlogs. 

2. That naturalization procedures be streamlined in order to meet the 
aspirations for citizenship by Asian Pacific immigrants. This 
streamlining should include the recognition of the newly offered 
written examination by all INS offices; the reevaluation of the English 
literacy requirement, given the ever-growing presence of immigrant 
language media that keep non-English speakers informed; and the 
reduction of the residency requirement to three years. 

labor Policy 
Pau/Ong 

Associate Professor, UCLA Graduate School of Architecture and Urban 
Planning 

Suzanne J. Hee 

UCLA Asian American Studies Center 

1. That policy-makers support the creation of more English language 
instructional and job-related programs that will help immigrants 
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currently trapped in low-wage jobs. Creation of these programs will 
help to fight poverty in the Asian Pacific American community, 
which is considerably higher than the rate of poverty in the non
Hispanic white population. 

2. That legislation be enacted to protect Asian Pacific American workers 
from employment discrimination, including protection against 
practices that create a "glass ceiling" limiting upward mobility to top 
management positions, and from unfair labor practices based on 
language and cultural biases. 

Civil Rights Policy 

William R. Tamayo 

Managing Attorney, Asian Law Caucus, San Francisco 

1. That Congress repeal immediately the Employer Sanctions provision 
of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. According to a 
U.S. General Accounting Office's Report (March 1990), these 
sanctions have caused widespread discrimination against Latinos 
and Asians and subjected workers to employer abuse. 

2. That policy-makers promote massive public educational efforts to 
inform the U.S. population about the strengths and benefits of a 
diverse and multicultural society, so that government, labor and 
business leaders cease viewing immigrants as a harm to the 
economy. 

The Case of the Southeast Asian Refugees: 

Policy for a Community "At-Risk" 

Ngoanle 

Deputy Administrator, Division of Planning and Community Services, 

Illinois State Department of Public Aid 

1. That Congress and the Administration provide adequate funding to 
assist refugees admitted to the U.S. Loss of funding, substantial 
decrease, would result in undue pressure at the state and local levels 
where resources are already extremely limited. In addition, the 
funding mechanism at the federal level needs to promote the 
coordination and partnership between the public and private sectors, 
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which are critical to the success of resettlement efforts at the local 
community level. Current initiatives to minimize the role of states 
and refugee self-help organizations in providing initial resettlement 
assistance for newly arrived refugees from Southeast Asia and other 
parts of the world will have major impact on their comprehensive 
care. 

2. That policy-makers restore programs and funding to support refugee 
children at K -12 public schools. The majority of public schools need 
assistance to work effectively with these children who face multiple 
problems ranging from language barriers to social and cultural 
adjustment. Early intervention could prevent drop-out and gang
related behaviors, which would demand more costly solutions at a 
later time. 

Political Policy 

Stewart Kwoh 

President and Executive Director, Asian Pacific American Legal Center, 

Los Angeles 

MindyHui 

Asian Pacific American Legal Center, Los Angeles 

1. That legislators extend voting rights protection to Asian Pacific 
Americans in districts where they comprise a significant minority of 
the population. Such legal protection would help redress the 
problem of fragmentation of Asian Pacific American population 
centers in the redistricting process. 

2. That Asian Pacific American community and political leaders take 
the responsibility to develop a process for a comprehensive agenda 
for political empowerment, given the situation where few others are 
willing to take the lead. 
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Race Relations Policy 
Michae!Omi 

Assistant Professor, Asian American Studies, University of California, 
Berkeley 

1. That policy-makers move beyond an exclusive "black/white" focus 
on race relations and frame and assess their policies with respect to 
their impact on increasingly large ethnic/racial minority groups in 
this nation. Issues such as immigration, welfare, bilingual education, 
and community economic development have a differential impact 
on different groups, and policies on these issues also shape the 
relations between groups. 

2. That political leaders vigorously repudiate and challenge the 
increasing "racialization" of politics. Playing the "race card" should 
be explicitly disavowed as an election strategy, since it serves to 
polarize the electorate, detract attention from broader political and 
economic ills, and exacerbate the already existing tensions between 
racial groups. 

Affirmative Action Policy 
HenryDer 

Executive Director, Chinese for Affirmative Action, San Francisco 

1. That Asian Pacific Islanders develop strong employee organizations 
to guide and monitor on a regular basis the implementation of 
affirmative action goals and timetables and to negotiate and secure 
a reasonably retaliatory-free framework for providing direct 
feedback and advice to employers regarding goals. The presence of 
strong Asian Pacific Islander employee organizations reinforces the 
need for employers to embrace and implement institution-wide 
practices and policies that eradicate the "glass ceiling." 

2. That Asian Pacific Islander employees seek out opportunities to 
inform and educate appropriate federal and state anti-discrimination 
officials about the different forms of promotion bias. Enforcement 
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officials need to be sensitized about the employment needs of 
established and emerging Asian Pacific Islander groups. 

language Rights Policy 
Kathryn K. lmahara 

Director, Language Rights Project, Asian Pacific American Legal Center, 

Los Angeles 

1. That policy-makers make yearly language needs assessments for 
various jurisdictions (e.g., school districts, prison populations, 
qualified individuals for welfare programs, etc.) and provide 
bilingual language assistance based on the 5 percent population 
benclunark 

2. That legislators repeal all English-Only laws across the U.S. and 
oppose new initiatives. 

Policy for Women 
Elaine H. Kim 

Professor, Asian American Studies, University of California, Berkeley 

1. That policy-makers support linguistically appropriate services and 
information/ education for Asian immigrac'lt women for such issues 
as employment rights, reproductive choice, spousal abuse and 
domestic violence, parenting in a multiracial community, sexual 
harassment, and sexual violence. 

2. That policy-makers support affordable, quality and culturally 
appropriate child care. 

Media Policy 
Diane Yen-Mei Wong 

Writer & Editor; Former Executive Director, Asian American journalists 

Association, San Francisco 

1. That the news media industry diversify its staff and actively seek 
assistance from this diverse staff in identifying and accurately 
covering issues affecting the Asian Pacific American community. 
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The community should play a critical role in this process: it should 
target media groups lacking diversify, present concerns to these 
groups, and monitor the groups' progress on an ongoing basis. 

2. That existing Asian Pacific American journalists-in this period of 
inadequate diversity of newsrooms-recognize their unique position 
as liaisons between the Asian Pacific American community and other 
communities, and develop a pan-Asian perspective so they can 
better cover issues affecting different ethnic groups within the larger 
Asian Pacific community. 

South Asians in the United States with a Focus on Asian Indians: 

Policy on New Communities 

Sucheta Mazumdar 

Assistant Professor, Department of History, State University of New 

York, Albany 

1. That policy-makers support creation of outreach programs for 
working-class and elderly South Asians to inform them of social 
services provided by the state. South Asians are one of the most 
class-divided new immigrant groups, with large numbers of highly 
educated professionals and large numbers of working-class 
newcomers. The problems of the latter group have received scant 
attention. 

2. That Asian Americans (particularly Koreans and South Asians) join 
in dialogue with African Americans and Latinos in all major urban 
centers. These efforts need to be supported through public and 
private initiatives. Churches and temples from all communities also 
need to be involved in these educational programs. 
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