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WHO ARE ASIAN AMERICANS AND PACIFIC ISLANDERS?
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You may have heard the phrase “Asian American” before. But what does that mean? Who are Asian Americans? Is a Chinese immigrant who came from a small village in China in the mid-1800s to search for gold in California considered an Asian American? How about a Muslim Indian movie producer who lives in New York City? Or a mixed-race Japanese American with a non-Asian name whose great-grandparents came to the United States from a small farming village in southern Japan?


The first people to use the phrase “Asian American” were two college students in 1968. Yuji Ichioka and Emma Gee saw that people who came from or whose family came from Asian countries faced racism and discrimination because of the color of their skin. At the time, Black leaders in the United States were fighting for equal rights. Yuji and Emma were inspired by them and thought people of Asian descent needed to band together.


In the beginning, mostly people with roots from countries like China, Japan, and Korea were seen as Asian Americans. Many people from the Philippines are of Asian and Latino ancestry and were also included, but sometimes Filipinos wanted to be seen as separate. Later, people from other countries like Vietnam and India began coming to the United States, and they were also included under the phrase “Asian Americans.”


West Asians, such as those people from Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, have been classified by the US government as white but some organizations consider them to be Asian American. Some with these roots prefer the phrase “Middle Eastern.” As you can see, there is not one definition of who is an Asian American. We have included people with roots in East Asia, Southeast Asia, and South Asia, but not Central or West Asia.


Another term you may have heard is “Pacific Islanders.” These are people from native or indigenous populations on thousands of islands throughout the Pacific Ocean. Their origin story is very different than immigrants from Asian countries and their children and grandchildren, so they fought for a distinct name: Pacific Islander.


You may be wondering what ties Asian Americans with Pacific Islanders. It begins with crossing the Pacific Ocean.




POPULATION FACT


About 24 million people in the United States identify as being Asian while 1.7 million people identify as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander.







WORDS YOU SHOULD KNOW




AAPI: A shortened term for “Asian American and Pacific Islander”


Ancestry/Roots: Where past relatives are from


Discrimination: Being unfair to a person or group of people because of their race or ethnicity


Emigrant: A person who leaves a country of birth


Emigration: Leaving a country of birth


Immigrant: A person who has moved to a new country


Immigration: Moving to a new country


Indigenous: The first people to live in a certain place in the world. For example, Native Hawaiians are indigenous to Hawai‘i.


Mixed Race: Of two or more races


Refugees: People who must escape to another country because of war or other hardship


Segregated: Separated by race or ethnicity. For example, a Chinese segregated school only has students of Chinese descent.


Territory: An area of land (in this book, usually an island or group of islands) under the control of a nation like the United States





















MAPS OF ASIA AND THE PACIFIC ISLANDS



These maps of Asia and the Pacific Islands will help you learn where the different groups and people in this book came from. The map of Asia is divided into East Asia, Southeast Asia, and South Asia. The Pacific Islands are part of Oceania, which includes more than ten thousand islands in the Pacific Ocean. Polynesia is an island group that includes Hawai‘i, Sāmoa, Tonga, and New Zealand.




WHAT DO YOU CALL A PERSON FROM A CERTAIN COUNTRY IN ASIA OR THE PACIFIC ISLANDS?




1. Bangladesh: Bangladeshi


2. Bhutan: Bhutanese


3. Myanmar (also called Burma): Myanmarese and Burmese


4. Cambodia: Cambodian


5. China: Chinese


6. India: Indian


7. Indonesia: Indonesian


8. Japan: Japanese


9. North Korea and South Korea: Korean


10. Laos: Laotian


11. Malaysia: Malaysian


12. Maldives: Maldivian


13. Mongolia: Mongolian 


14. Nepal: Nepalese


15. Pakistan: Pakistani


16. Philippines: Filipino


17. Singapore: Singaporean


18. Sri Lanka: Sri Lankan


19. Taiwan: Taiwanese


20. Thailand: Thai


21. Vietnam: Vietnamese


SOME PACIFIC ISLANDS


22. Guam: Guamanian or CHamoru (preferred by native people)


23. Kiribati: I-Kiribati


24. Marshall Islands: Marshallese


25. Palau: Palauan


26. Sāmoa: Samoan


27. Tonga: Tongan
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ASIAN AMERICAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER COMMUNITIES IN THE UNITED STATES



Most Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders live in Hawai‘i, California, New York, New Jersey, Boston, and Chicago, but there have been pockets of various ethnic groups throughout the United States.


MARSHALLESE


in Springdale, Arkansas
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Half of the Marshallese population in the United States lives in Springdale, Arkansas, in the center of the Ozark Mountains. Marshallese people are from the Marshall Islands, a country of more than 1,200 islands in the eastern part of Micronesia. Japan ruled these islands before 1945, but after the end of World War II, the Marshall Islands became a US-controlled trust territory from 1947 to 1986. Under the trust territory rules, Marshallese individuals could not freely travel to the United States unless they were students in an American school, like a college.


John Moody was one of the first Marshallese people to move to Springdale in 1986. He came to the United States as a student but then worked in a factory where they raised chickens. People in the Marshall Islands heard there were jobs in Springdale. More than fifteen thousand Marshallese now live in Springdale and other cities in the states of Arkansas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Missouri.
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A Filipino fisherman in St. Malo, Louisiana








TIBETANS


in the Colorado Rockies
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Colorado is home to four hundred Tibetan Americans. Most of them live in the cities of Denver, Broomfield, and Boulder. Tibetan immigrants feel at home near the Colorado Rockies because they are surrounded by mountains, just like their homes in Tibet. Tibet is called “the Roof of the World” for its high mountains, including Mount Everest, which is shared with the country of Nepal. Tibetans first arrived in the Rocky Mountain region in the 1950s as secret agents for the CIA in India and Nepal. They trained at Colorado’s Camp Hale, which became a national monument in 2022.


FILIPINOS


in St. Malo, Louisiana
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Asian American history in the United States goes back hundreds of years. Its beginning can be traced to a small fishing village in Louisiana called St. Malo. When Spain took over Louisiana from the French in 1763, Filipinos made their way to Louisiana, where people spoke Spanish and were followers of Catholicism. Filipino fishermen found success in getting shrimp in the Delta. Native Americans and escaped slaves called the Maroons were the first to settle in St. Malo.


VIETNAMESE SHRIMPERS


in Louisiana








[image: image]











Today, Vietnamese refugees are about one-quarter of Louisiana’s shrimpers. Shrimpers are fishermen who catch shrimp. When the Vietnamese first arrived in 1975, they liked the warm weather, which was similar to the weather in Vietnam. The state’s Catholic community was especially welcoming of the refugees, many of whom were also Catholics. More than seventeen thousand Vietnamese Americans live in the New Orleans area today.
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A Chinese grocery store in the Mississippi Delta








CHINESE


in the Mississippi Delta
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At one time, there were fifty groceries run by Chinese families in the Mississippi Delta town of Greenville. A delta is the area around a river. Chinese immigrants first picked cotton in the Mississippi Delta in the 1800s but quickly switched to opening stores in their communities. In 1968, Suey “Henry” Heong Wong opened up Greenville’s first Chinese restaurant, serving butterfly shrimp, chow mein, and chop suey. In the 1970s, there were 2,500 people of Chinese descent living in the Mississippi Delta region.


KOREANS


in Gwinnett County, Georgia
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Gwinnett County, Georgia, is near the city of Atlanta. It is known as “Seoul of the South” because of its large and growing Korean American population. Koreans first started moving into the county of Gwinnett in the late 1980s and early 1990s. They opened restaurants and churches. The county even has a Korean-language television station and ten Korean-language newspapers. Koreans are attracted to Gwinnett for its schools, its similar climate to Seoul, good transportation, and even its familiar red dirt.
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A Korean-language newspaper from Gwinnett County, Georgia








JAPANESE


in Boca Raton, Florida
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In the summer of 1905, more than a dozen Japanese settlers led by Jo Sakai (1874–1923) founded a farming colony in the Boca Raton area of Florida. They called their community Yamato Colony, in honor of their Japanese roots. Five years earlier, there was only one resident of Japanese ancestry in the whole state of Florida. The colony never grew to more than forty people. While they had some success with tomato and pineapple crops, the colony fell apart through the 1920s and 1930s. The longest surviving pioneering settler, Sukeji “George” Morikami (1886–1976), continued to farm in the area and eventually donated nearly two hundred acres of land to Palm Beach County, leading to the creation of the Morikami Museum and Gardens in Delray Beach, Florida.
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Sukeji “George” Morikami on his farm in Boca Raton, Florida








HMONG


in the Twin Cities, Minnesota
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The Twin Cities region of Minnesota has the largest concentration of Hmong in the United States. The Hmong are a group of people with roots in China who eventually settled in the mountains of the countries of Laos, Myanmar (also called Burma), Thailand, and Vietnam. More than nineteen thousand men in Laos were spies for the United States in a civil war within Southeast Asia. Many Hmong died in the war, and others fled to countries like Thailand. Eventually, the first Hmong family arrived in Minnesota in 1975, and churches helped other families come to the Twin Cities. Today, more than eighty-five thousand Hmong live in the area.


BANGLADESHIS


in Hamtramck, Michigan
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About one-quarter of the 22,500 residents of the town of Hamtramck, Michigan, near Detroit, are of Bangladeshi ancestry. Bangladesh was known as East Pakistan when members of the group began to come to Detroit in the 1960s. Many Bangladeshis, like other immigrants, first came to work for Detroit’s car industry. More came to Hamtramck in the early 2000s when Bangladeshi Americans relocated from New York City to Michigan for a better quality of life. Most people from Bangladesh practice Islam. In 2021, a Muslim mayor was voted into office.


ASIAN AMERICANS


in Plano, Texas
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Almost 25 percent of the people in the city of Plano, Texas, are of Asian descent. Chinese railroad workers first came to Texas from California in 1870. When the Chinese Exclusion Act was repealed in 1943, professionals from northern and central China as well as college students from Taiwan began to enter cities like Plano. (We’ll learn more about this act here.) The populations increased when large employers like Toyota Motors moved their headquarters to Plano. Today, more than twelve thousand of the fifty thousand students who attend Plano public schools are of Asian descent. The larger Plano region has more than fifteen grocery stores that sell foodstuffs for Chinese, South Asian, Korean, Japanese, Vietnamese, and Thai dishes.
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