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Chapter 5 

The Waves of War 
Immigrants, Refugees, and New Americans 

from Southeast Asia 

Carl L. Bankston III and Danielle Antoinette Hidalgo 

Southeast Asia stretches from the northern borders of Laos and Vietnam through the 
southern islands of Indonesia. It includes Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, and Cambo
dia, as well as Malaysia and the Philippines. The overwhelming majority of Southeast 
Asian Americans, who made up about one-third of the total Asian American popula
tion at the beginning of the twenty-first century, came from the Philippines, Vietnam, 
Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand. There is a great deal of diversity among these nations. 
The people of the Philippines, for example, speak mostly nontonal, grammatically 
complex languages related to the Malay and Indonesians. Most Filipinos are Catholic, 
although a substantial minority is Muslim, and their culture was deeply influenced by 
aSpanish colonial history. The Vietnamese speak a tonal language and have received 
cultural influences from China, including Confucianism and the Mahayana Buddhism 
common in other parts of East Asia. Vietnam also has a large number of Catholics, as 
aresult of French colonial domination. Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia have had close 
historical and cultural ties with each other. Most people in all three practice the Ther
avada Buddhism of southern Asia and the three nations have had long cultural ties to 
India, the source of their writing systems. The Thai and the Lao speak closely related 
tonal languages, while the Cambodians (also known as the Khmer) speak an unrelated 
nontonal language. All of these nations also have significant internal variation, with 
large minority groups, such as the Hmong from the mountains of Laos. 

While there is diversity among the ancestral homelands of America's Southeast 
Asian population, there is also similarity. All have maintained traditional societies 
based on wet-rice farming. More important for their immigration history, all of them 
came into contact with the United States as a result of the American military interven
tions from the end of the nineteenth through the end of the twentieth centuries. War 
created the paths of migration between North America and Southeast Asia. The tim
ing of the wars, and the parts played by the Southeast Asians in these wars, shaped 
many of the conditions of migration and the processes of adaptation to the new 
homeland. Filipinos, the first to be affected by America's rise to global dominance, de
veloped a deep but complicated familiarity with American society. The war in Indo
china brought new nationalities to the United States as refugees, but it also affected 
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nonrefugee migration from both the Philippines and Thailand, where the United 
States had military bases during the second half of the twentieth century. 

American foreign policy in the form of military activities created connections be
tween the United States and the nations of origin of major Southeast Asian American 
groups. American immigration and refugee policies then played a great part in deter
mining who would arrive in the United States from this distant part of the world and 
what opportunities and barriers they would find. 

War, Occupation, and Migration from the Philippines 

The Philippines was a Spanish colony from the second half of the sixteenth century 
until the end of the nineteenth, when Filipino independence forces rose against the 
colonial power. The United States was an expanding industrial force and some Ameri
can leaders believed the United States needed a strong navy and overseas stations for 
it, as well as new resources. At the beginning of the Spanish-American War in 1898, as 
a strategic move against Spain and as a tactic for expanding the international role of 
the United States, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt secretly ordered 
a U.S. fleet to attack Spanish forces at Manila, the chief city of the Philippines. The 
Spanish were ill prepared for the American attack and were quickly defeated. Instead 
of turning the island colony over to the Filipino rebel forces, the United States made 
arrangements with Spain and placed the Philippines under American rule (Bankston 
2006). 

For several years Filipino forces struggled with the new occupying power. Scholars 
have estimated that 200,000 to 500,000 Filipinos died in the fight against American 
colonization (San Juan 1998). After putting down the Filipino independence fighters, 
the United States began to attempt to remake the Philippines according to American 
concepts. The Americans created an extensive public school system and founded the 
University of the Philippines on the model of U.S. research universities. The new colo
nists constructed roads and public buildings. The Americans created a U.S.-style gov
ernment and encouraged the growth of political parties. 

The American occupation of the Philippines marked the first movement of the 
United States into Southeast Asia. As the English language and familiarity with North 
American ways began to spread through the Philippines, the contact established by 
war also promoted migration from the Philippines to the United States and its terri
tories. From 1903 to 1938, the Pensionado Act passed by the U.S. Congress provided 
funds for Filipino students to study in the United States. Following the example of 
these Pensionados, or sponsored students, other nonsponsored Filipinos entered 
American schools and universities, creating the movement of people and ideas be
tween the two nations. 

From 1910 to 1920, the Filipino American population increased from under 3,000 to 
over 26,000 (Bankston 2006). During the 1920S, this population grew even more rap
idly as a result of the demand for agricultural workers in Hawaii and California. Can
neries in Alaska and other locations also began to draw Filipino workers. Filipinos 
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found work at sea, as well, working in the American merchant marine until 1936 and 
in the U.S. navy, where they were typically assigned to be mess stewards. 

As figure 5.1 shows, the American occupation and control of the Philippines, to
gether with American demand for Filipino labor, caused the number of Filipinos in 
the United States to grow from under 27,000 in 1920 to over 100,000 ten years later. 
After the United States established the Philippine Commonwealth and placed the 
Philippines on the track to independence in 1934, migration went down and the Phil
ippine American population even decreased slightly by 1940. The Tydings-McDuffie 
Act, which created the Commonwealth, redefined Filipinos as aliens, rather than U.S. 
nationals, and gave Filipinos an admission quota of only fifty individuals per year 
(Bankston 2006). However, another war changed relations between the two nations 
once again. 

Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese invaded and occupied the Phil
ippines in 1942. Some Filipinos at first saw the Japanese as liberators from the Ameri
cans. Others joined with the Americans against the new invaders. Opposition to the 
Japanese soon intensified pro-American feelings among many Filipinos (Bankston 

2003)· 
The United States recognized Philippine independence in 1946, but the Americans 

kept large military bases in the Philippines. These major centers of the U.S. armed 
forces in Southeast Asia became one of the most important sources of migration. By 
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one estimate, about half of all the immigrants who came to the United States between 
1946 and 1965 arrived as wives of U.S. military personnel (Reimers 1985). Postwar im
migration policies also helped foster an expanding Filipino American population. The 
Luce-Cellar Bill of 1948 increased the quota of Filipino migrants to the United States 
to one hundred per year, and spouses of U.S. citizens were entirely outside the quota. 
The Education Exchange Act of 1946 began what would later become one of the most 
important sources of Filipino migration to the United States: nurses. This act enabled 
foreign nurses to spend two years in the United States for study and professional expe
rience. The difference between living standards in the two countries encouraged many 
nurses to stay after the two years, and the demand for nurses in the United States 
made it relatively easy for them to find work. Once again, national relations shaped by 
war were followed by immigration policies to direct flows of migrants. During the 
post-Word War II period, though, the bases in the Philippines became staging points 
for the next great involvement of the United States in Southeast Asia, the Vietnam 
War. Migrant flows were to become waves. 

New Filipino Migrants 

Although Filipino Americans are the oldest Southeast Asian group in the United 
States, their population grew most rapidly during the same period of time when other 
Southeast Asians began to arrive. The growth of the Filipino American population, 
though, began a few years earlier than that of other Southeast Asian American groups. 
In 1965, the United States greatly amended its immigration policy. The new immigra
tion law replaced a national-origins quota system that allotted places mainly to Euro
peans with caps for each hemisphere and a system of preferences to be used in allocat
ing places in overall quotas. Spouses, unmarried children under eighteen, and parents 
of U.S. citizens could enter the United States without numerical restriction. Adult 
family members of U.S. citizens had first preference, and spouses and unmarried adult 
children of resident aliens had second preference. Professionals and people with spe
cial abilities had third preference. In the descending system of preferences, family con
nections became the primary basis for acceptance, and professional and job skills be
came a secondary basis. Because the U.S. occupation of the Philippines had created 
complex, long-standing ties between the two nations, Filipinos were poised to take ad
vantage of the 1965 change in immigration laws. Largely educated in English and fa
miliar with North American culture, Filipinos had skills that were in demand in the 
United States. Highly skilled professionals made up a large segment of the post-1965 
migrants from the Philippines. Before 1960, fewer than 2 percent of the people of Fili
pino ancestry residing in the United States had professional occupations, compared to 
6 percent of all Americans. By 1980, though, about a quarter of Filipinos in the United 
States were professionals, and twenty years later this had gone up to nearly a third 
(Bankston 2006). The American demand for medical workers, and the fact that the 
American occupation had established American training and standards for Filipino 
medical professionals, accounted for the overrepresentation of nurses, physicians, and 
medical technicians who immigrated from the Philippines. Nurses, who had already 
begun moving from the Philippines to the United States following the 1948 Education 
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Exchange Act, emigrated in even greater numbers following the passage of the Health 
Professions Assistance Act in 1976. This piece of legislation required professional im
migrants to have job offers from American employers, and it was followed by active 
cooperation of immigration officials with American hospitals in recruiting nurses. 
Again, the connections between the United States and the Philippines created by the 
invasion and long occupation meant that the Philippines was training nurses ready for 
work in the United States and it was therefore an ideal setting for recruitment (Bank
ston 2006). 

Spouses of American service personnel who had served in the Philippines contin
ued to make up a substantial portion of the post-1965 immigration, with much of this 
due to the American buildup in Southeast Asia during the Vietnam War. In 1980, one 
out of every four married Filipino American women had husbands who had served in 
the U.S. military during the Vietnam War period. The popular identification of the 
Philippines as a source of wives also expanded into civilian American society, so that 
marriages arranged by mail between women in the Philippines and men in the United 
States had become fairly common by the 1970S. By the early 1990S, an estimated 19,000 
"mail-order brides" were leaving the Philippines each year to join husbands and fi
ances abroad, with the United States as the primary destination (Bankston 1999; Bank
ston 2006). 

As the Filipino American population grew, there were more people in the United 
States with immediate relatives in the Philippines. Because the 1965 change in immi
gration law had made family reunification the category that allowed the most immi
grants, this meant that each immigrant opened the way for others, resulting in an ex
ponential growth in the Filipino American population throughout the end of the 
twentieth century (Bankston 2006). 

While the post-1965 Filipino immigrants were fairly widely dispersed around the 
nation, they did have some centers of settlement, promoted by the family reunifica
tion emphasis of U.S. immigration law. In 2000, just under half of all Filipinos in the 
United States lived in California. The Los Angeles-San Diego region of southern Cali
fornia was home to 480,000 Filipino Americans, or more than one out of every four in 
the United States, in that census year (Ruggles et al. 2003). 

The Vietnam War and New Sources ofMigration 

Following World War II, the Cold War between the United States and the Commu
nist nations of the Soviet Union and China led the United States to extend its involve
ment in Southeast Asia beyond the Philippines. Communists, headed by former Soviet 
Comintern agent Ho Chi Minh, led the struggle for the independence of the French 
colony of Vietnam. Unable to reestablish control over Vietnam, France accepted a 
peace agreement in 1954 that divided Vietnam into a Communist-dominated north
ern portion and a southern portion, where the French at first hoped to maintain some 
influence. Anti-Communist, disproportionately Catholic groups established them
selves in South Vietnam. North Vietnam, together with dissidents in the South, sought 
to reunify the country. With this Cold War setting as the backdrop, the United States 
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saw the conflict in Vietnam as critical to prevent the spread of communism. By 1965, 
the U.S. effort to maintain the South Vietnamese government led the United States to 
send huge numbers of their own troops. 

The Vietnam War brought the United States into closer contact with other nations 
in the region of Vietnam. As early as 1950, the United States forged ties with Thailand 
as a response to the Korean War (Randolph 1986). Thailand began to receive substan
tial foreign aid and military assistance from the United States. With direct American 
intervention in Vietnam, these ties grew even closer and stronger. Following the 
American lead, Thailand sent troops into Vietnam. Even more important for the fu
ture Thai American population, by the height of the Vietnam War in the early 1970S, 
"Thailand harbored more than 750 U.S. aircraft actively involved in operations over 
Indochina and served as temporary home to some 50,000 American servicemen" 
(Randolph 1986, preface). As part of the Vietnam War activities, the United States es
tablished seven major U.S. air bases in Thailand (Bishop and Robinson 1998), which 
have been described as "highly sexualized" zones promoting interaction between 
American men and local Thai women (Enloe 2000, 231). Even more American service
men passed temporarily through Thailand from Vietnam and other parts of the re
gion for "R & R" (rest and recreation). Aside from purely military activities during this 
period, the United States also provided Thailand with a wide array of programs from 
the Agency for International Development (AID), the U.S. Information Service 
(USIS), and other acronymic organizations (Randolph 1986). 

American war efforts from Thailand moved into Laos, as well as Vietnam. In Laos, 
the guerilla forces known as the Pathet Lao ("Lao Nation") were allies of the North 
Vietnamese, and the "Ho Chi Minh Trail;' North Vietnam's main supply route to its 
troops in the south, ran the length of eastern Laos. The United States began massive 
bombing in Laos, conducted from Thailand, and recruited a secret army among the 
Laotian minority group known as the Hmong. 

The war also spread into Cambodia, which had been part of French Indochina 
along with Vietnam and Laos. Cambodia had its own Communist-led insurgents 
known as the Khmer Rouge. It was also used by Communist Vietnamese forces as a 
sanctuary and a base for launching attacks into South Vietnam. In the late 1960s, 
Cambodia's leader, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, allowed the Americans to engage in 
bombing the Cambodian countryside in order to drive the Vietnamese forces out. The 
prince's cooperation was limited, though, and the Americans acquiesced when the 
Cambodian military, under General Lon Nol, staged a coup, establishing the Khmer 
Republic. The coup caused Sihanouk to flee to the Khmer Rouge and to urge his sup
porters to take up arms against the new Cambodian government. 

With Lon Nol in power, there were no limits on American bombing. Eager to force 
the North Vietnamese to come to an agreement that would enable American troops to 
withdraw from a highly unpopular war, the Americans dropped an estimated 539,129 
tons of bombs on the small country. This was about three and a half times the bombs 
dropped on Japan during all of World War II. Social disruption, together with the po
litical appeal of Sihanouk, greatly increased the power of the radical Khmer Rouge. 
After the Khmer Rouge took power in 1975, they forced the populace out of the cities 
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and into concentration camps, where millions of Cambodians died from sickness, 
starvation, and executions. 

Although the Philippines was separated from the events in Thailand, Cambodia, 
Laos, and Vietnam by the South China Sea, relations between this former US. colony 
and the United States were also affected by the Vietnam War. Under pressure from the 
Americans, the Philippines sent a modest number of troops to fight in Vietnam. More 
importantly, though, "the United States was vastly increasing its use of Philippine and 
Thai facilities in its war" (Thompson 1975, 87). As in Thailand, this expansion of mili
tary facilities brought an increase in the military personnel stationed in Philippine 
bases. 

In 1973, with growing unwillingness among the American people for continuing the 
war in Vietnam, the United States withdrew nearly all of its forces from Vietnam, 
Cambodia, and Laos. In the spring of 1975, South Vietnam fell to the forces of the 
North and Cambodia fell to the Khmer Rouge. The Royal Government of Laos al
lowed the Pathet Lao into a coalition government, and the Pathet Lao rapidly took 
over the country. 

The United States continued to have dwindling numbers of troops in Thailand un
til the summer of 1976, after negotiations with the Thai government failed to renew 
agreements for a US. military presence (Randolph 1986). By that time, though, well 
over 30,000 Thai people had left for the United States. Thailand had become a familiar 
place to many Americans, and a clear migration route had been established. The bases 
in the Philippines, product of the first American military intervention in Southeast 
Asia and central locations for the intervention in Vietnam, closed in 1991. 

Refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos 

In 1965, the same year the United States began sending significant numbers of 
troops to Vietnam, the United States changed its immigration laws, removing discrim
inatory national-origins quotas and thereby opening the gates to immigrants from 
Asia. As figure 5.1 shows, the Filipino American popUlation grew rapidly in the years 
following 1970, and other Southeast Asian groups became significant parts of the na
tion during this time. The change in immigration laws also set the stage for the growth 
of the Southeast Asian population, in particular, by formalizing refugee policy and 
creating a special type of visa for refugees, known as the "seventh preference" visa cat
egory. 

This new visa category for refugees should be understood in terms of the global 
foreign policies that led to American involvement in the Vietnam War. The Refugee 
Relief Act of 1953, one of the earliest pieces of refugee legislation in the United States, 
resulted from President Harry Truman's appeal to Congress to authorize visas for es
capees from the Communist-dominated nations of Eastern Europe. The Hungarian 
Refugee Adjustment Act of 1958 was designed to help Hungarian refugees remain in 
the United States as permanent residents following the Hungarian uprising against 
Soviet control. The most energetic US. governmental efforts on behalf of refugees 
prior to the mid-1970S were products of the Cuban Refugee Program, established in 
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the early 1960s to help those fleeing from Fidel Castro's Cuba. Many of the voluntary 
agencies and even individuals who would later become active in resettling Southeast 
Asian refugees had earlier been involved with resettling Cuban refugees. American ref
ugee policy, like American defense policy, was almost entirely concerned with commu
nism during the second half of the twentieth century. 

Ten years after the new immigration policy in 1965, U.S. involvement in the war in 
Vietnam led to a refugee program that entirely overshadowed Cuban resettlement. 
In the spring of 1975, the U.S.-supported governments of South Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia fell to Communist forces. As North Vietnamese forces took control of what 
had been South Vietnam, hundreds of thousands of South Vietnamese, many for
merly associated with the American war effort, fled by boat into the China Sea. The 
United States rapidly created a program known as Operation New Life, which moved 
refugees to American military bases to prepare them for temporary resettlement in the 
United States. In this way, 126,000 Vietnamese, most of whom were well educated and 
fairly familiar with the American way of life, became the first wave of Southeast Asian 
refugees to settle in the United States. 

During the late 1970S, Vietnamese continued to leave their country by boat, or on 
foot across Cambodia to Thailand. Cambodians and Laotians also continued to flee, 
most of them into Thailand. In 1977, Attorney General Griffin Bell used his parole au
thority, his power to admit emergency cases into the country temporarily, to allow 
thousands of people from the three Indochinese countries of Cambodia, Laos, and 
Vietnam to resettle in the United States. That same year, President Carter signed legis
lation that permitted the Indochinese to become permanent residents, establishing a 
path to eventual citizenship. 

When tensions between Vietnam and Cambodia led to the Vietnamese invasion of 
Cambodia in December 1978, Vietnam was attacked by Cambodia's ally, China. These 
events resulted in an outpouring of refugees from both Cambodia and Vietnam, 
including many ethnic Chinese living in Vietnam. In response to the refugee crisis, 
Congress passed the most comprehensive piece of refugee legislation in American his
tory, the Refugee Act of 1980. In place of the "seventh preference category" established 
in 1965, which admitted refugees as part of the total number of immigrants allowed 
into the United States, the Refugee Act provided for an annual number of admissions 
for refugees. This number was to be independent of the number of immigrants per
mitted, and it was to be established each year by the president in consultation with 
Congress. 

Refugees began entering the United States in unprecedented numbers. The Orderly 
Departure Program (ODP) was created in 1980 by an agreement between the Ameri
can and Vietnamese governments. This program enabled Vietnamese political prison
ers and Amerasians (half-Vietnamese children of American soldiers) to leave Vietnam 
legally for resettlement in the United States (Zhou and Bankston 1998). 

The vast majority of those allowed into the United States by Operation New Life in 
1975 were Vietnamese. In the spring of that year, the United States brought in 4,600 
Cambodians and 800 people from Laos, as well as the 126,000 from Vietnam. At the 
end of 1975, though, the U.S. Congress agreed to accept more of the people from Laos 
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who were languishing in refugee camps in Thailand. During the following year, the 
United States brought in 10,200 refugees from Laos who had been living in the Thai 
border camps. Most of those admitted at that time were members of families headed 
by people who had been employed by the United States Agency for International De
velopment, the U.S. Information Service, or the U.S. embassy in the Laotian capital of 
Vientiane. 

In the late 1970s, the numbers of those arriving from Laos went down again, to 400 

in 1977, and then rose to 8,000 in 1978. At the end of the 1970S, war between Vietnam 
and Cambodia created new, highly publicized waves of refugees to Southeast Asia, 
bringing increased public attention to the region and creating a favorable environ
ment for the admission of new Southeast Asian refugees. Refugee resettlement in the 
United States of people from Laos grew to 30,200 in 1979, 55,500 in 1980, and 19,300 in 
1981, or about 105,000 individuals during this three-year period. Admissions from 
Laos reached the high point in 1980 and then gradually slowed to a trickle over the 
course of the twentieth century. These admissions included both ethnic Lao, fre
quently families of soldiers associated with the former Kingdom of Laos, and mem
bers of the Hmong secret army that had been recruited by American intelligence. Seen 
as enemies by the new government of the Lao People's Democratic RepUblic, people in 
these two groups fled across the border into Thailand. The Thai government re
sponded by pressuring the Americans to accept more refugees. 

Large-scale refugee movement from Cambodia to the United States began in the 
year of the 1980 Refugee Act. In 1981, over 38,000 Cambodian refugees reached the 
United States. By the end of the 19805, the numbers of Cambodian refugees began to 
decline. With the withdrawal of Vietnam from Cambodia in the late 1980s, the flow 
of refugees came to an end. After 1995, the movement of 1,000 to 2,000 legal immi
grants per year replaced the refugee movement from Cambodia (Bankston and Hi
dalgo 2006). 

None of the Southeast Asian groups except Filipinos appears before 1980 in figure 
5.1 because there were no significant numbers of any of these other groups. However, 
in 1980, the first year the other Southeast Asians appeared, there were already over a 
quarter of a million Vietnamese and close to 68,000 people from Cambodia and Laos 
in the United States. These new arrivals had come onto the American scene so sud
denly because the U.S. government was coordinating their resettlement because they 
were connected to the United States through the American military engagement in 
their nations. The government coordination of resettlement also had important im
plications for the ways in which the members of the new groups would fit into Ameri
can society. 

Concerned about the social and political impact of its refugee policy, the U.S. 
government at first attempted to scatter people from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambo
dia around the nation. The government pursued its resettlement efforts by work
ing through voluntary agencies, such as religiously based charities and social service 
groups. Refugees settled in locations where voluntary agencies were available to find 
housing and organize support. Both the initial attempt to scatter refugees and the use 
of voluntary agencies tended to create relatively small Southeast Asian communities 



i 

148 CARL L. BANKSTON III AND DANIELLE ANTOINETTE HIDALGO 

throughout the country, so that members of the Southeast Asian refugee groups were 
neither dispersed as individuals nor concentrated entirely into single large ethnic en
claves (Zhou and Bankston 1998). Until the late 19601 

By the end of the twentieth century, the large concentrations of Southeast Asian cans, and very few T 
refugee groups that did exist were primarily in southern California. However, other migrants from Thailal 
communities of Vietnamese, Cambodians, Lao, and Hmong were widespread. The fessional jobseekers a 
ethnic Lao were the least concentrated of the groups, often forming small communi Sangdhanoo 2002; Foe 
ties around the United States. Texas was home to a number of these, with populations been opened both by 
of 500 to roughly 1,000 Laotians in each of the following places: Amarillo, Dallas, presence in Thailand 1 
Euless, Houston, and Irving. An estimated three to four thousand Lao Americans lived tries. The migration pc 
in St. Paul and Minneapolis, Minnesota, drawn by the support programs that also U.S. military interventi 
served the Hmong (Bankston and Hidalgo 2006). rivals from Thailand. 1 

In 2000, Los Angeles was home to over 30,000 Cambodians, and nearly 5,000 lived immigrants and 40 pel 
in neighboring Orange County. Within Los Angeles, Long Beach had the greatest con of the U.S. military. By 
centration of Cambodians, containing about 20,000 people of this ethnicity. By the (57 percent) had husb, 
mid-1980s, the area along Tenth Street in Long Beach had become known among marriage led to a prede 
Cambodian Americans as the "New Phnom Penh," after the capital of Cambodia. Out U.S. Census data, worn 
side of California, Lowell, Massachusetts, was home to the greatest concentration of 1980, 63 percent in 199 
Cambodians in the eastern United States, with a Cambodian American population of 2005). In their overview 
about 1l,000. In the Northwest, approximately 15,000 Cambodians lived in the Seattle Sangdhanoo (2002, n.p. 
area, mostly in Seattle itself (Bankston and Hidalgo 2006). women and American r 

Many Hmong were initially resettled by voluntary agencies in Minnesota. As a re Thailand have and conti 
sult, the city of St. Paul became a magnet, and by the end of the twentieth century As figure 5.1 shows, tl 
Hmong was the single largest non-English language in St. Paul's public schools. By War years continued to 
2000, the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul together were home to an estimated sus counted 111,000 irnrr 
40,000 Hmong. Other Hmong sought to concentrate in the warmer climate of Cali numbers of undocurnen 
fornia, seeking relatively rural areas. By the mid-1980s, an estimated 20,000 Hmong workers by coethnics or 
had resettled in the three California Central Valley Counties of Merced, San Joaquin, expiration. Since so rna 
and Fresno. U.S. Census data in 2000 indicated that approximately over 24,000 U.S. citizens, Thai Ameri 
Hmong lived in Fresno, with another 6,000 in San Joaquin, and 6,600 in Merced. An Nevertheless, they had e 
other 17,000 to 18,000 Hmong had settled in Sacramento County, bordering San Joa the century. The Los An! 
quin County on the north, by 2000 (Bankston and Hidalgo 2006). Americans in 2000, with 

The Vietnamese, largest of the refugee groups, began to establish their most notable mates and over 3,000 in 
ethnic community in southern California during the 1980s. By 1990 California's Or 2000, the section of Holl 
ange County had become home to "Little Saigon" in the city of Westminster. With its was officially designated 
Vietnamese-style shop fronts and Vietnamese language signs, Little Saigon could eas cated in New York City, \\ 
ily be confused with an upscale neighborhood in its Asian namesake. One-fourth of Chicago, where about 2,7 
the Vietnamese people in the United States had settled in the Los Angeles-Orange 2006). 
County-San Diego metropolitan area by 2000 (Rumbaut 2006). Still, the original gov
ernment policy of scattering refugees around the nation, together with sponsorship by 
geographically dispersed voluntary agencies, continued to have consequences for dIe Variati( 
settlement of the Vietnamese. Montana, North Dakota, and Wyoming were the only 
states in the United States to hold fewer than one hundred Vietnamese in the u.s. The Vietnamese, Lao, HI 
Census, and identifiable Vietnamese communities could be found around the country. from the Thai and Filipi 
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Migration from Thailand 

Until the late 1960s, Thailand was a distant and unfamiliar land for most Ameri
cans, and very few Thai people reached American shores. The new post-196S im
migrants from Thailand to the United States generally fell into two categories: pro
fessiona\ )ob&eekeI& and 'Thai spou&es 0\ AmeIic:an senric.e peI'i,onne\ \ Cadge 'and 
Sangdhanoo 2002; Footrakoon 1999). The path to migration for the professionals had 
been opened both by the change in immigration law and by the American military 
presence in Thailand that facilitated contact and movement between the two coun
tries. The migration path of the spouses was, of course, even more directly linked to 
U.S. military intervention in Southeast Asia, and it was a path taken by many new ar
rivals from Thailand. The 1980 U.S. Census showed that nearly 30 percent of all Thai 
immigrants and 40 percent of all female Thai immigrants were married to veterans 
of the U.S. military. By that census year, a majority of married Thai American women 
(57 percent) had husbands who had been Vietnam-era veterans. Migration through 
marriage led to a predominance of women among the Thai in America. According to 
U.S. Census data, women made up 62 percent of the Thai American population in 
1980, 63 percent in 1990, and just over 60 percent in 2000 (Hidalgo and Bankston 
2005). In their overview of the development of Thai Buddhism in America, Cadge and 
Sangdhanoo (2002, n.p.), remark that "largely as a result of marriages between Thai 
women and American men who served in Viet Nam, more women than men born in 
Thailand have and continue to live in the United States." 

As figure 5.1 shows, the Thai American population established during the Vietnam 
War years continued to grow throughout the twentieth century, so that the U.S. Cen
sus counted 111,000 immigrants in 2000. This figure may fail to account for substantial 
numbers of undocumented immigrants from Thailand, smuggled into the country as 
workers by coethnics or arriving on tourist and student visas and remaining after visa 
expiration. Since so many of the legal immigrants were professionals or spouses of 
U.S. citizens, Thai Americans had settled in various locations throughout the country. 
Nevertheless, they had established some notable ethnic concentrations by the end of 
the century. The Los Angeles area was also home to nearly one out of every four Thai 
Americans in 2000, with 20,000 residing in Los Angeles County itself by census esti
mates and over 3,000 in neighboring Orange County. At the beginning of the year 
2000, the section of Hollywood Boulevard between Western and Normandie Avenues 
was officially designated as Thai Town. Other fairly large Thai concentrations were lo
cated in New York City, which was home to over 4,500 Thai Americans in 2000, and in 
Chicago, where about 2,700 Thai Americans lived in that year (Bankston and Hidalgo 
2(06). 

Variations in Patterns ofImmigrant Adaptation 

The Vietnamese, Lao, Hmong, and Cambodians have generally differed somewhat 
from the Thai and Filipinos in their processes of adaptation to life in the United 
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States. The first four groups arrived in America in mass waves of refugees, resettled by 
agencies and available for assistance on arrival. Although some members of these 
groups, particularly in the first wave of Vietnamese refugees, had high levels of educa
tion and professional experience in their own countries, they generally had little fa
miliarity with life in the United States. By contrast, the Filipinos and the Thai carne as 
individual immigrants, frequently with professional qualifications that could be fairly 
readily put to use or with marital or family connections that could ease their entry 
into U.S. society. 

The five Southeast Asian groups also differ in a number of other respects, aside 
from their connections to refugee status. Cambodians and Hmong often arrived in the 
United States with serious disadvantages. Cambodian society had been torn apart 
during the Khmer Rouge years, and Cambodian Americans often had to recover from 
horrific personal tragedies while they sought to adapt to life in the United States. The 
Hmong had lived in a largely nonliterate, rural culture in the mountains of Laos, and 
North America was an utterly strange world to many of them. Although Filipinos and 
Thai shared many characteristics as immigrant groups, the long familiarity of the Fili
pinos with American ways distinguished them from the Thai, as well as from the other 
Southeast Asians. Below, we look briefly at the patterns and processes of adaptation of 
each of the Southeast Asian national groups. 

Filipino Americans 

In general, people of Filipino ancestry in the United States are well educated, tend 
to work at white-collar jobs, and move fairly easily through American society. As 
shown in table 5.1, at the close of the twentieth century, Filipino Americans were more 
likely than others in the United States to work at management and professional jobs, 
showed rates of English proficiency similar to the rest of the American population, 
and had higher percentages of high school graduates and college graduates than other 
Americans did. While only 43 percent of traditionally college-aged young adults in the 
United States were enrolled in institutions of higher education, a majority of Filipinos 
in this age group were attending such institutions. 

Filipinos were no more likely to be unemployed or receive public assistance than 
the rest of the U.S. population, and they were less likely than others to be poor. Their 
median per capita income was approximately the same as that of the nation at large, 
but they enjoyed substantially larger household incomes. The most probable explana
tion of this discrepancy is that Filipino American households tended to contain more 
workers than other households, an explanation that is consistent with the somewhat 
larger family sizes of Filipinos. Filipino Americans had rates of horne ownership only 
slightly below those of other Americans and their homes were generally worth more 
than those of other Americans. Their relatively highly valued homes were probably 
only partly a result of their professional jobs and high household incomes. As with 
many other Asian groups, highly valued homes also reflect the high housing prices on 
the West Coast. 

Despite their relatively advantageous socioeconomic settings, Filipino Americans 
showed a higher probability than other Americans of living in single-parent families. 

SocioeconOI1: 
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TABLE 5.1 

Socioeconomic and Family Characteristics of the U.S. Population and of 
Major Southeast Asian Groups in the United States, 2000 

AlIU.S. Thai Vietnamese Cambodians Lao 

0/0 in management, 
professional jobs 33.6 38.2 33.4 26.9 17.8 13.4 17.1 

% Speak English Well or 
Very Well 96.0 94.5 85.8 69.3 73.1 75.0 73.5 

0/0 High School Grads 
(over 25) 80.4 87.3 78.4 53.1 50.5 48.3 40.3 

% College Grads (over 25) 24.4 43.8 41.4 19.4 10.2 7.6 10.0 
% 19-22 in higher 

education 42.5 51.6 61.8 60.3 52.5 34.2 32.1 
Unemployment Rate 3.7 3.4 2.5 3.5 3.6 5.0 7.1 
Poverty Rate 9.1 6.3 14.4 16.0 29.3 18.5 37.8 
% w Public Assistance 

Income 3.4 3.5 2.0 10.3 22.4 14.2 30.3 
Median HH Income ($) 41,994 60,570 40,329 45,085 36,155 42,978 32,076 
Median Per capita income 21,587 21,267 19,966 15,655 10,366 11,830 6,600 
Home Ownership ('Yo) 66.2 60.0 64.2 53.2 46.0 56.9 41.2 
Median home value ($) 119,600 188,100 160,900 151,400 120,800 100,500 92,600 
Average Family Size 3.17 3.77 3.04 4.00 4.85 5.05 7.41 
0/0 Single mother households 10.9 16.9 7.3 14.2 17.0 10.1 13.6 
0/0 Single father households 3.5 6.0 4.1 9.6 3.9 5.4 2.0 

SOURCE: Ruggles, Sobek, et ai, (20005% IPUMS), U.S. Census Summary File 4 (2000). 

To some extent, this may reflect the strains of a high degree of assimilation in largely 
urban environments. It may also reflect the complications of extensive intermarriage. 
By 2000, 16 percent of Filipino American men and over 36 percent of Filipino Ameri
can women were married to members of other ethnic groups (not shown in table 5.1). 

The high degree of out-marriage among Filipino Americans naturally meant that 
to outward appearance many of them were completely absorbed in mainstream 
American society. It also meant that the ethnic identification of the children of Fili
pino Americans was often unclear. There were an estimated 521,000 people of mixed 
Filipino ancestry in the United States in 2000, or about 22 percent of all Americans 
with a Filipino background. Despite this apparent absorption, though, even Filipinos 
married to non-Filipinos have often formed networks of Filipino friends. Filipino 
American dubs have sponsored events such as beauty pageants and celebrations of 
Philippine national holidays to maintain the sense of connection to the ancestral land. 

Vietnamese Americans 

The Vietnamese, largest of the refugee groups and second largest Southeast Asian 
nationality in the United States, were less well represented in management and profes
sional jobs than the Filipinos or Thai; over 30 percent of Vietnamese Americans spoke 
English less than well by 2000, as seen in table 5.1. However, while Vietnamese Ameri
cans had proportionately fewer adult high school and college graduates than other 
Americans or nonrefugee Southeast Asian groups, a high percentage of traditionally 
college-aged Vietnamese was enrolled in higher education. 

The participation of young Vietnamese in college-level institutions reflects their 
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striking educational success in the United States. Some scholars have attributed this 
success to cultural values brought from Vietnam (Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore 1991). 

Zhou and Bankston (1998) have argued that the Vietnamese communities dispersed 
around the nation have been the source of much of this success. Their studies indicate 
that the Vietnamese developed high levels of ethnic solidarity in response to resettle
ment, often in low-income neighborhoods, in an alien society. The ethnic solidarity, 
frequently centered on Vietnamese Catholic churches or Vietnamese Buddhist tem
ples, provided social controls and encouragement for young people to concentrate on 
education as a means of bypassing disadvantaged environments to jump into the 
American middle class. This ethnic solidarity, together with a generation gap between 
young people growing up in America and their elders, also produced alienation from 
Vietnamese adult society on the part of a substantial portion of Vietnamese youth. 
The two trends of educational success and alienation, according to Zhou and Bank
ston (1998), have been the sources of the competing stereotypes of Vietnamese young 
people as "delinquents" or "valedictorians." 

Vietnamese Americans had relatively high poverty rates and high rates of partici
pation in public assistance, but unemployment rates about equal to those in the gen
eral population. Although a majority of Vietnamese Americans were homeowners by 
2000, their rates of home ownership still lagged behind those of the rest of the coun
try. Again, the high valuation of homes owned by Vietnamese Americans probably re
flects their large numbers on the West Coast. With somewhat larger families than 
other Americans, the native-born part of the Vietnamese American population was 
likely to grow rapidly over the first part of the twenty-first century. 

One of the consequences of the planting of Vietnamese communities around the 
United States is that Vietnamese Americans have frequently maintained close ties 
among widely distributed ethnic concentrations. On the negative side, this has meant 
that members ofVietnamese youth gangs have been able to move relatively easily from 
one location to another. On the positive side, it has meant that Vietnamese in one 
place can often seek help from those in another. When Hurricane Katrina devastated 
New Orleans at the end of August 2005, for example, residents of the Vietnamese 
neighborhoods of that city were able to seek refuge in the Vietnamese community of 
Houston. 

Cambodian Americans 

Cambodians in the United States continued to be haunted by events in their home
land. Their stress had psychological and physical consequences. Settled in low-income, 
urban neighborhoods in the United States, Cambodians often suffer from violence 
and hostility. During the 19805 and 1990S, Cambodian youth gangs developed in sev
eral of these neighborhoods. Adults often had trouble finding work, since most of 
them had been farmers in their native land and had few skills that were relevant to life 
in the United States. 

As seen in table 5.1, Cambodians were underrepresented in professional and man
agement jobs and had very high unemployment rates and rates of participation in 
public assistance at the dose of the twentieth century. They also had a median per 
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capita income only about half that of other Americans and less home ownership than 
all of the other groups except the Hmong. 

Despite the disadvantages of the Cambodians in adapting to American society, they 
have made substantial progress. A majority (53 percent) of those aged nineteen to 
twenty-two were enrolled in higher education, even though those twenty-five and 
over tended to have only limited educational backgrounds. Cambodian cultural orga
nizations have been active in the United States and by the early 1990S at least fifty 
Cambodian Buddhist temples had been established around the nation. 

Lao Americans 

Like most of the other refugee nationalities, the ethnic Lao in the United States live 
mostly in cities, although they come from mainly rural locations in Laos. The Lao, as 
seen in table 5.1, have been the least likely of all the Southeast Asian nationalities to 
work at professional or management occupations. This is more a reflection of the ten
dency of the Lao to work at blue-collar trades than an indication of lack of adaptation 
to American society. While the unemployment rate of the Lao was double that of 
other Americans, it was lower than the rates of the Cambodians and Hmong and only 
slightly higher than that of the Vietnamese. As a consequence of the apparent orienta
tion of the Lao toward jobs that involve working with their hands, in 2000 they were 
the second least likely among Southeast Asians to be enrolled in higher education dur
ing the first years of early adulthood. 

Families tend to be close in Laos, where all family members need to work together 
to produce rice harvests and care for the elderly. In the United States, the Lao retain 
this emphasis on family life, although many adults worry about their Americanized 
children drifting away from their families. Partly as a result of the importance of fam
ily, Lao Americans have had much larger families than other Americans and larger 
families than any Southeast Asian nationality except the Hmong. 

Although the Lao have generally experienced less difficulty in adapting to Ameri
can society than the Cambodians or the Hmong, they have faced their share of chal
lenges. Often living in relatively low-income neighborhoods, they face all the difficul
ties presented by these environments, particularly those of rearing children in strange 
and sometimes dangerous settings. Lao youth gangs have formed in a number of eth
nic communities, and the generation gaps between parents and children are often 
great. 

Hmong Americans 

As table 5.1 suggests, the Hmong have faced great challenges in adapting to life in 
the United States. Six out of every ten Hmong over the age of twenty-five had com
pleted less than high school, they had an unemployment rate nearly double that of 
other Americans, over one-third lived below the poverty level, and nearly one-third 
received public assistance income in 2000. Influenced by the traditions of their home
land, the Hmong had much larger families than other Americans in general or other 
Southeast Asian nationalities. Nevertheless, considering the great cultural differences 
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between the mountains of Laos and American cities, the Hmong have dealt with their 
transition with strength and resilience. They have developed self-help organizations 
and many have achieved rapid upward mobility. 

Of all the Southeast Asian groups, the Hmong have experienced some of the most 
serious problems in adapting to American society and have had to deal with some of 
the most negative reactions from other Americans. A number of localities have ob
jected to the arrival of the Hmong. Concerned about the influx of Hmong to Minne
sota, in 1986 Republican Senator Dave Durenberger asked the U.S. State Department 
to restrict the number of Hmong sent to that state. Senator Durenberger said he be
lieved the Hmong had few prospects for employment and were difficult to assimilate. 
High rates of reliance on public assistance rendered the Hmong vulnerable to changes 
in American domestic policies. The welfare reform bill that the U.S. Congress passed 
in 1996 denied several forms of public assistance to Hmong families and in 1997 the 
Department of Agriculture began cutting off food stamps to some of the Hmong. 

The controversial Hmong practice of "bride capture" has placed a number of 
Hmong in conflict with American authorities. This practice involves the ritual seizure 
of a bride by a prospective husband. In the 1985 People v. Moua case, bride capture be
came a legal issue when a Hmong bride with an American upbringing and perspective 
charged a suitor with kidnapping and rape. 

Thai Americans 

Since many contemporary Thai arrive in the United States as professionals or as 
students, as of 2000 Thai Americans showed about the same representation as other 
Americans in professional and managerial jobs, and they had very high rates of col
lege completion and current enrollment in higher education (see table 5.1). They also 
had median per capita and household incomes only slightly lower than those of the 
general American population. However, these indicators of socioeconomic position 
may be a bit misleading with regard to Thai immigrants, who tend to be either rela
tively prosperous or disadvantaged in American society (Cadge and Sangdhanoo 2002; 

Bankston and Hidalgo 2006). This is why the Thai also showed a substantially higher 
percentage of people below the poverty level than Filipinos or most other Americans, 
although the Thai were less likely to be poor than any of the immigrant groups. 

Despite Thailand's rapid economic rise in the late twentieth century, it still has 
many desperately poor people, and this has led to a largely unrecognized problem of 
low-income Thai being smuggled into the United States. This problem came to na
tional attention in August 1995, when United States Immigration officials staged a raid 
on a garment factory in EI Monte, California. Surrounded by barbed wire, the factory 
held seventy-two workers from Thailand, kept in virtual slavery by coethnic employ
ers. In a number of other cases, immigration officials in the United States have found 
Thai women brought illegally to the United States and forced to work as prostitutes 
(Bankston and Hidalgo 2006). 

The fact that so many Thai Americans who are legally in the United States are mar
ried to non-Thai means that they tend to be highly assimilated in many respects. Al
though English is not widely spoken in Thailand, 86 percent of Thai Americans spoke 
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English well in 2000. As in the case of Filipinos, out-group marriage by the Thai has 
also meant a heavily mixed-race native-born population. In 2000, over 26 percent of 
all those in the United States with a Thai ethnic heritage were of mixed ancestry (not 

'erienced some of the most shown in table 5.1). Thai American mixed marriages moved away from their mainly 
e had to deal with some of military origins as the Vietnam War receded into history. Still, by 2000, about one out 
nber of localities have ob of every five married Thai American women had a husband who had served in the 
lflux of Hmong to Minne U.S. military during the war in Vietnam (Ruggles et al. 2003). 
the U.S. State Department Despite the apparent assimilation of many Thai Americans, they often retain 
lr Durenberger said he be strong ethnic identities. As the Thai American population has grown, these identities 
were difficult to assimilate. have frequently been expressed through Thai Buddhist temples. According to Wendy 
long vulnerable to changes Cadge, a scholar specializing in Thai American Buddhism, about eighty-seven Thai 
.{ the U.S. Congress passed temples have been established in twenty-nine states across the United States. These 
19 families and in 1997 the temples help to maintain transnational connections, since the monks have generally 
o some of the Hmong. been trained in Thailand and the temples sometimes receive financial assistance from 
has placed a number of the Thai government. Further, Thai American children's participation in cultural 

~ involves the ritual seizure events at the wat (temple) serves as an important link to networks in Thailand and 
Qua case, bride capture be their cultural heritage (Cadge 2004). Thai temples also frequently serve as ways of 
Ipbringing and perspective connecting non-Thai spouses to Thai culture (Perreira 2004). 

Conclusion 

ates as professionals or as As the United States rose to global power at the end of the nineteenth century, North 
ne representation as other America came into dose contact with different parts of the world. Southeast Asia 
lad very high rates of coI played an important part in this American rise to power. The Philippines became the 
n (see table 5.1). They also site of the earliest American military activities outside of the western hemisphere and 
Iy lower than those of the it was conquered and occupied by the United States. American involvement in main
,f socioeconomic position land Southeast Asia during the 1960s later became one of the central episodes of the 
rho tend to be either rela- Cold War. 
1ge and Sangdhanoo 2002; The American military movement into Southeast Asia resulted in waves of migra
wed a substantially higher tion. The time and nature of this movement in turn shaped the time and nature of the 
or most other Americans, migration. The Philippines, with its long connection to the United States, became the 
immigrant groups. source of one of the largest Asian American populations. Spouses of soldiers were one 
ltieth century, it still has of the big categories of immigrants from the Philippines. Often English-speaking, 
unrecognized problem of educated in American-style institutions, and familiar with American culture, other 
his problem came to na immigrants from these islands flowed into the United States after the liberalization of 
tion officials staged a raid American immigration laws. The Vietnam War stimulated more immigration from 
ybarbed wire, the factory the Philippines, location of American bases, and it put American service personnel 
very by coethnic employ into Thailand. The increased contact with Thailand resulted in more migration from 
United States have found that nation, disproportionately in the form of spouses of American citizens, but also 
ed to work as prostitutes in the form of new professional migration. The end of the Vietnam War led to the 

massive relocation of refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. 
he United States are mar U.S. immigration and resettlement policies, often shaped by the same global con
ted in many respects. AI cerns that produced U.S. military intervention in Southeast Asia, followed the interna
of Thai Americans spoke tional connections produced by war. These policies helped to select who in the Philip
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pines, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos would move to the United States, and 
they helped to direct patterns of settlement and adaptation around the nation. 
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