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Key Immigration and Citizenship Laws f
or Asians in the United States: 1790-1898

1790 Nationality Act: The right of citizenship by naturalization was limited to “free white 
persons.” In practice, only white male property owners were allowed to naturalize. This 
law was the basis for the discriminatory category “aliens ineligible for citizenship” which 
discriminated against Asians until 1952.
Fourteenth Amendment (1868): Enacted birthright citizenship for “all persons” born in 
the U.S. Required equal protections and due process for citizens and residents.
1882 Chinese Restriction Act: Restricted the entry of Chinese by race to six exempt 
categories: merchants, merchant family members, diplomats, tourists, students, 
returning laborers. Later known as Chinese Exclusion Law.
1892 Geary Act: Extended the Chinese Exclusion Law for ten more years and required 
that Chinese carry Certificates of Residence, a precursor to the current green card 
system.
1898 Wong Kim Ark Landmark Chinese American birthright citizenship based on the 
Fourteenth Amendment





Can “coolies” ever 
become Americans? 

If not, should they be 
allowed to enter the 

U.S.?





Successive waves of 
Asian entrepreneurs and  
laborers



Anti-Asiatic League targets Japanese and 
Indians after 1905



Key Immigration and Citizenship Legislation
for Asians in the United States: 1907-34

1907 Gentlemen’s Agreement: Compromise between President Theodore Roosevelt and the Japanese 
government whereby Japan would restrict the emigration of Japanese laborers traveling to the 
U.S. Japanese already in the U.S., however, retained the right to bring family members giving rise to the 
picture brides practice.

1913 and 1920 Alien Land Laws: Restricted “aliens ineligible for citizenship” from leasing or owning 
land. 

1917 Barred Zone Act: Creation of a “barred zone” extending from the Middle East to Southeast Asia 
from which no persons would be allowed to enter the United States. 

1921 Emergency Quota Law (An act to limit the immigration of aliens into the United States). Acting on 
the eugenics research and recommendations of the Dillingham Commission (1907-1910), this 
temporary measure intended to limit the numbers of immigrants to the United States by imposing 
quotas based on country of birth. Annual allowable quotas for each country of origin were calculated at 
3 percent of the total number of foreign-born persons from that country recorded in the 1910 census.

1922 Ozawa v. US and 1923 Thind v. U.S.: The Supreme Court affirmed Asian ineligibility for 
citizenship, despite acculturation and racial categorization of Aryans as white.  

1924 Immigration Act: Permanent enactment of terms of 1921 law. “Aliens ineligible for citizenship” 
were banned from entering, greatly offending Japan. 

1934 Tydings-McDuffie Act: Enabled restrictions against Filipino migration by granting the Philippines 



1917 Barred Zone



Naturalization challenges: 
Ozawa v. US (1922) and Thind v. U.S. (1923)



Carlos Bulosan 
(1911?-1956); 

America is in the 
Heart (1946)

"Western people were brought up to regard 
Orientals or colored peoples as inferior, but the 
mockery of it all is that Filipinos are taught to 
regard Americans as our equals.  Adhering to 
American ideals, living American life, these are 
contributory to our feeling of equality.  The 
terrible truth in America shatters the Filipinos' 
dream of fraternity." (1937)



Pearl Harbor Dec. 7, 1941: The Japanese attack finally drew the 

US into WWII.  The FBI started arresting Japanese American leaders a few hours later. Japan’s 
attack on the Philippines started Dec. 8, 1941.



EO 9066 issued Feb. 19, 1942: The 
incarceration of 120,000 Japanese Americans, two-thirds 
of whom were US-born citizens, was one of the most 
severe violations of civil rights in US history and the 
judicial ruling of “military necessity” used to justify it 
remains active.





During World 
War II, Asian 

Americans 
claimed U.S. 

belonging  
through military 

service and 
displays of  

patriotism. Asian 
Americans from 
U.S. allied states 

gained clout to 
demand reforms.





Abolishing 
Overt 

Racism in 
Immigration 

Laws 
Targeting 

Asians

1943 Repeal of Chinese Exclusion: Chinese gain naturalization rights and 
become subject to quota restrictions like other immigrants.

1946 Luce-Celler Act: Filipinos and Indians also gain quotas and 
naturalization rights.

War Brides Acts (1945, 1947): allowed veterans to bring wives so that for 
the first time, Asian immigration skewed female. 

1948 and after—setting aside of domestic discriminatory laws in 
employment, property ownership, and miscegenation.  The U.S. military 
integrates. 

1952 McCarran Walter Act ends racial barriers on naturalization, gives  
quotas to all countries, permits non-quota family reunification and 
imposes the Asia-Pacific Triangle limit of 2,000. Implements first 
preference for employment immigration and grants parole authority to 
the Attorney General for refugees.

Through piecemeal measures, Asian immigration slowly increases with 
new characteristics: war brides, transnational adoptees, other forms of 
family reunification, refugees and asylees, and as students then skilled 
workers.



20,000 caps for eastern hemisphere countries (now 25,000)

Preference system: 75% family, 20% employment, 5% refugees [refugee 
admissions now administered through the 1980 Act]

Unless applicants qualify through relatives, employment certifiable by the 
Bureau of Labor, as refugees, or investors, there is no “line” to immigrate to the 
U.S.

Asians immigrate disproportionately through the employment preference, 
which favors educated immigrants with specialized skills.  For this reason they 
display model minority attributes, which provide the legal basis for their 
immigration. 

First numeric cap on immigration within the western hemisphere which 
illegalized the hundreds of thousands of Canadians and Mexicans who 
previously had migrated annually. 

1990 H-1B visa program grants temporary visas for “skilled workers” and can 
provide a pathway to citizenship.  In 2011 70% of recipients were from Asia; 
60% from India.  

1965 Hart-Celler Immigration Act



2010: Ethnic Asian students collected 25% of US research doctorates: 

◦ 45 percent of all engineering Ph.D.s

◦ 38 percent of math and computer science Ph.D.s

◦ 33 percent of the physical sciences Ph.D.s

◦ 25 percent of life sciences Ph.D.s

About half of all Indian immigrants receiving green cards in 2011 did so through employer 
sponsorship. Predictably Indian Americans lead all other groups in income and education with 70% 
aged 25 or older holding a college degree.

The percentages of recent Indian immigrants holding college degrees hit 81.0 percent in 2010, up 
from 52.4 percent in 1980. In India, only 10 percent attend tertiary education.

In 2011, almost 60% of H-1B recipients were born in India, almost 10 % in China, among a top ten 
that includes workers from the Philippines, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and Pakistan

21st century: education and employment



Major Refugee and Asylum Acts
1967 Human Rights Protocol: International agreement signed 
by the U.S. requiring consideration of asylum applications.

1975 Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act

1980 Refugee Act raised the annual ceiling for refugees from 
17,400 to 50,000, created a process for reviewing and 
adjusting the refugee ceiling to meet emergencies, and 
required annual consultation between Congress and the 
President.  It also changed the definition of “refugee” to a 
person with a “well-founded fear of persecution,” aligned 
with United NMajor Refugee and Asylum Acts

ations conventions and protocols. 

1987 Amerasian Homecoming Act: Provided legal 
immigration for children with one US parent, and their close 
relatives.  About 25,000 US offspring immigrated, 
accompanied by abot 70,000 relatives. 

1990 Immigration Act provided for Temporary Protected 
Status (TPS) for asylum seekers. 

1992 Chinese Student Protection Act



By 1940, there were few Asian 
Americans and over half were US-

born, paving the way for the 
diminishing of anti-Asian 

restrictions.  



Comparative statistics 2000



Educational Attainment among AAPIs 
(3-Year Average), 2006–2008

Robert T. Teranishi (2012): Asian American and Pacific Islander Students and the Institutions that Serve Them, Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 44:2, 
16-22. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2012.655233

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2012.655233


Exemplary Immigrants
In 2009, Asians became the fastest growing 
immigrant group in America for the first time, 
overtaking Hispanics.  In 2010, 430,000 Asians–
or 36 percent of all legal and illegal immigrants—
immigrated to the United States compared to 
370,000 Hispanics at 31 percent.  The Asian 
American population in 2012 reached 17.3 
million or 5.8 percent of the US population, up 
from less than 1 percent when the 1965 
Immigration Act was first passed. 74 percent of 
Asian-American adults were foreign-born, of 
whom 61 percent of those aged 25 to 64 arrived 
with at least a BA degree—double the 
percentage of non-Asian arrivals.  (2012 Pew Report, “The Rise 

of Asian Americans”)
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