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According to the U.S. Census (2021), since 1978, the first 10 days of May were dedicated as Asian/Pacific 

American Heritage Week to mark two important milestones: the arrival of the first Japanese immigrants 

to the United States (May 7, 1843) and the completion of the transcontinental railroad (May 10, 1869) 

which heavily relied on the labor of Chinese workers.  In 1992, Congress expanded the celebration to 

what is now known as Asian/Pacific American Heritage Month.  In 2019, the U.S. Census estimated that 

there are 22.9 million Asian/Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI)-identified individuals living in the 

United States, which is approximately 5% of the national population.  From 2000-2019, Asians are the 

fastest growing racial group in the United States. 

Asian/Pacific American Heritage Month is such an important month because it validates our 

contributions in American history, from the building of the transcontinental railroad in the 1800s, the 

work of Chinese miners during the Gold Rush, to the great contributions to our agricultural industry in 

California (Japanese farmers), to William “Bill” Soo Hoo, a Chinese American, elected mayor of Oxnard in 

1966, and the first Chinese American mayor in California history.  Along with our contributions, we have 

also faced discrimination (e.g., the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, Immigration Act of 1917, “Yellow 

Peril,” the internment of Japanese citizens in the 1940s) and violence (e.g., Vincent Chin). 

In the era of the COVID-19 pandemic, hate crimes against Asians have spiked.  According to Stop AAPI 

Hate, nearly 3,800 reports of hate incidents have been reported from March 2020 through February 

2021, especially against Asian women with 2.3 times more reported incidents than men.  According to 

the Center for the Study of Hate and Extremism at California State University, San Bernardino, hate 

crimes against Asians in the largest 16 U.S. cities spiked by nearly 150% in 2020, while overall, hate 

crimes in general dropped by 7%.  Specifically, you may have heard news stories of Asian elders getting 

assaulted or killed.  I hear about these news stories and I fear for my safety, for the safety of my family, 

and for the safety of my aging parents.  

Especially after the Atlanta shooting on March, 16, 2021 where six of the eight people killed were of 

Asian descent, I’ve been reflecting on my place in American society.  My gut instinct is to protect myself 

and to limit my time outside the house, even if I am going grocery shopping because as the saying goes, 

“you just never know.”  At the same time, I think about the purpose of xenophobia, which is to eliminate 

people who look like me from existing in “their” space.  The truth is, “their” space is also my space and 

to exist is to face xenophobia directly and unapologetically. 

So, here I am.  I am a proud Asian American, daughter of immigrants from Taiwan.  I belong here.  We 

are a growing force.  Despite all the attempts to destroy us or get us to leave, we are here to stay.  May 

is Asian/Pacific American Heritage Month and I hope you will join me in celebrating my people’s 

contribution to United States history. 

If you want to learn more about AAPI history, check out https://asianpacificheritage.gov/ and PBS’s 5-

part docuseries called Asian Americans for free. 
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