
T C I  F R E E  L E S S O N  -  C L A S S R O O M  A C T I V I T Y

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute 1

EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! The United States Through Industrialism,  
Explore - Asian Immigration During the Early 20th Century. Full support, including 
a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month

Asian Immigration During the Early 20th Century

Lesson Overview

Learn about the experiences of Japanese, Korean, Filipino, and Indian immigrants in the early 20th century.

Teacher Prep

1. Print one copy of the reading for each student.

Procedures

1. As a class, read the section text.
2. Discuss:

a. What hardships did Asian immigrants face by coming to the United States? 
b. How do these hardships compare to other groups you may have learned about in the past?
c. What are some of the contributions that these immigrant groups brought to the United States that 

we can still see or experience today?
3. Take on the role of a journalist during the early 20th century. Write a short article that follows the 

journey of an Asian immigrant.  Be sure to include:
a. a brief description of why the person you’re reporting about left their native country
b. a description of where they live and what life is like in the United States
c. one detail that you found through your own research

https://www.teachtci.com/


Japanese Immigrants 
In the late 1800s, Japan went through a period of 

rapid change. In 1868, the shogunate, the Japanese 
military government that had ruled over Japan for 
over 200 years, was overthrown and power was 
restored to the Japanese emperor. This revolution also 
led to the urbanization and industrialization of Japan.

During this period, the Japanese government 
began to develop new modern industries. It also 
began to create infrastructure for new forms of 
communication and transportation. By 1890, Japan 
had built over 1,400 miles of railways and had linked 
every major city with telegraph lines. Because of 
the rapid push toward modernization, Japan quickly 
emerged as a major world power in the early 1900s.

These changes, however, had a negative effect 
on some Japanese citizens. With the push for 
modernization, many workers in traditional fields were 
left without steady sources of work. Farmers were 
also forced to leave their land as people began to 
move to the growing cities in search of work. Many 
looked outside of Japan for new opportunities.

EXPLORE

Asian Immigration During the Early 
20th Century
From 1880 to 1920, immigrants from around the world immigrated to the United 
States. Some sought to escape poverty or war. Others came in hopes of finding a 
better life. While immigrants from Italy, eastern Europe, China, and Mexico made 
up a large portion of the people who came to America during this time, people 
from many more countries were also a part of this period of immigration.
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This image shows Japanese 
laborers working on a plantation 
in Hawaii. They are cultivating a 
plant called sisal, which can be 
used to make rope and twine.
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By 1911, almost 
500,000 people had left 
Japan for the United 
States. Most of these 
immigrants settled in 
Hawaii or along the 
West Coast of the United 
States. In Hawaii, many 
of these Japanese 
immigrants found work 
on large fruit or sugar 
plantations. Working on the plantations was difficult. 
In addition to long and exhausting work days, 
workers’ lives were often controlled by the company 
they worked for. They were often harshly punished for 
even minor offenses. Many were also forced to work 
for the plantation for several years. Those who left 
the plantation could be sent to jail. Despite this threat, 
many chose to flee to the mainland.

The people who moved to the West Coast often 
formed small communities within towns and cities. 
They also found work on farms, in lumber mills, or in 
mining camps. Others created stores, restaurants, or 
even small hotels.

Japanese immigrants were met with hostility, 
however. In 1913, California passed the Alien Land 
Law, which prevented people who were ineligible 
for citizenship from owning land, even if they had 
purchased it years before. This law excluded most 
Asian immigrants from owning land. Despite these 
difficulties many stayed in the United States in hopes 
of building a better life.
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Korean Immigrants
The first wave of immigration from Korea to the 

United States took place in the early 1900s. During 
this period, China and Japan were fighting for control 
over the Korean Peninsula. In addition, famine and 
poverty had driven many people from rural Korea to 
cities in search of new opportunities.

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which had 
banned Chinese laborers from coming to the United 
States, had led to a labor shortage in Hawaii. While 
many of these jobs were being taken by Japanese 
immigrants, the Japanese laborers were generally 
unsatisfied with the working conditions. As a result, 
many plantation owners began hiring Korean 
immigrants instead. Between 1903 and 1905, almost 
7,500 Korean immigrants sailed into Hawaii to work  
on plantations.

After their contracts on the plantation were up, 
many Korean immigrants chose to either return to 
Korea or move to the West Coast of the United States. 
Those that moved to the West Coast often sought 
work on the railroads or as farm laborers.

Filipino Immigrants
Immigrants from the Philippines had been traveling 

to North America for hundreds of years. After 
Spain took control of the Philippines, many Filipinos 
immigrated to Mexico or even as far east as Louisiana.

In 1899, Congress “bought” the Philippines from 
Spain. While this act led to years of war between 
the United States and the Philippines, it also led to 
many Filipinos choosing to move to the United States. 
However, unlike the groups that came before them, 
Filipinos often found it easier to move to the United 
States. Because the Philippines had become a colony 
of the United States, Filipinos were considered U.S. 
nationals. This meant that they could work and live 
anywhere in the United States without restrictions.
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This image shows Sikh men 
aboard a ship headed to North 
America. This ship, which 
traveled from Hong Kong to 
Vancouver, would be denied 
entry into Canada once  
it arrived.

One group of Filipinos who came to the United 
States were those looking for work. Many of these 
Filipino migrants traveled to plantations in Hawaii. 
Other Filipinos moved as far north as Alaska, where 
they found work in fish canneries. By the 1930s more 
than 100,000 Filipinos had come to the United States.

Another group of Filipinos that immigrated to 
America were students. After the United States 
had annexed the Philippines, it set out to create a 
group of highly educated civil servants. To do this, 
qualified Filipino students, who became known as 
pensionados, were offered the chance to study in 
America to become government scholars. Becoming 
a pensionado was highly respected, and many of 
these students found better opportunities after they 
returned to the Philippines.

Not all Filipino students who came to the United 
States were pensionados. Others, mostly from 
wealthy families, traveled to the United States to 
attend colleges or universities. While many returned 
home, some chose to stay in the United States.

Indian Immigrants
This image shows Sikh 

men aboard a ship headed to 
North America. This ship, which 
traveled from Hong Kong to 
Vancouver, would be denied entry 
into Canada once it arrived. 

The earliest immigrants from 
India came from the Punjab 
region. In the mid-1800s, the 
British annexed the Punjab region. 
This caused many Punjabis to 
search for work outside of India. 
Many of these early immigrants 
were Sikhs, or followers of the 
South Asian religion of Sikhism. 
Other immigrants from the region 
were Muslim or Hindu.
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Because the Punjab region had become a British 
colony, Indians in this region were allowed to travel 
freely between other British colonies in search of 
work. Some of these early immigrants found work in 
Canada’s lumber industry. However, as more Indians 
moved to North America, discrimination against them 
grew. Eventually, ships carrying Indian laborers were 
completely barred from landing.

Some of these workers moved south and found 
work throughout Oregon, Washington, and California. 
Some stayed in the lumber industry, but others found 
work building railroads and working in orchards.

Immigration from India almost stopped completely, 
however, following the Immigration Act of 1917. Under 
this act, immigration from South and Southeast Asia 
was heavily restricted. It was not until the 1960s, when 
new immigration reforms took effect, that immigration 
from India would grow again.
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