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ABSTRACT

Asian Americans are the only non-white US racial group to experience long-term, institutional 
discrimination yet today exhibit high income. I reexamine this puzzle. I focus on California, 
where most Asians settled historically. Asians achieved extraordinary upward mobility relative to 
both blacks and whites for every cohort born in California since 1920. This mobility stemmed 
primarily from gains in earnings conditional on education, rather than unusual educational 
attainment. Historical test score data suggest that low initial earnings for Asians—unlike blacks—
primarily reflected prejudice rather than skills. Asian history is consistent with the view that 
racial earnings gaps driven by contemporary prejudice do not persist in sufficiently competitive 
labor markets.
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Figure II: Gross Immigration into U.S. from Various Asian Countries, 1821-1991

Notes: Data on immigration flows taken from Department of Homeland Security, Year-
book of Immigration Statistics 2003. Data on stock of Asians from census data, adjusted
to include Japanese in Hawaii as reported in Table I in Nordyke and Matsumoto (1977).
Immigration totals include “foreign nationals who, during a fiscal year, were granted
lawful permanent residence (i.e., admitted as immigrants or became legal permanent
residents), were admitted into the United States on a temporary basis (e.g., tourists,
students, or workers), applied for asylum or refugee status, or were naturalized.” No
adjustment made for undocumented immigration.
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Figure III: Human Capital by Race, 1880-2000

Notes: Literacy defined as ability to read and write in any language. Figure restricts to
ages 25-65 and excludes residents of Alaska and Hawaii. All races reweighted to match
age and sex distribution of whites in every year.
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(b) Imputed Log Earnings, 1880-2000

Figure IV: Log Earnings of Men, 1880-2000

Notes: Panel (a) plots average log male earnings age 25-65 by race and year. Panel
(b) plots average imputed log male earnings age 25-65 by race and year, with imputa-
tion based on earnings in 1940 averaged by cells defined by OCC1950 and native-born
status, excluding observations with zero earnings or missing occupation, and restricting
to household heads. Residents of Hawaii and Alaska excluded and races reweighted to
match age distribution of whites in every year.
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Figure V: Log Frequencies of Pseudo-Cohorts: Born in U.S.

Notes: Figure plots log of frequencies by race for cohorts of native-born individuals age
1-17 in in 1940, 1960, 1970, 1980.
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Figure VI: Log Frequencies of Pseudo-Cohorts: Born in CA

Notes: Figure plots log of frequencies by race for cohorts of individuals born in CA ages
1-17 in 1940, 1960, 1970, 1980.
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Figure VII: Earnings Ratio Convergence Figures: Illustration

Notes: Diagram illustrates interpretation of earnings ratios of parents and children for
various groups with respect to Asians. Points above 1 on the x-axis imply parents in a
group are richer than Asian parents, and points above 1 on the y-axis imply children in
a group are richer than Asian children.
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Figure VIII: Intergenerational Change in Earnings Ratios

Notes: Figure plots earnings ratios for parents of children age 1-17 in 1940 and 1960 on
the x-axes, and earnings ratios for children in these cohorts at later ages in subsequent
censuses. All earnings ratios are plotted with respect to Asians of the same ages in the
same parent and child groups. Household earnings plots earnings of head and spouse,
counting absence of spouse as zero spousal earnings. Households with zero total earnings
excluded from all calculations.
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Figure IX: Parental Income Distribution for Native-Born by Race, 1940

Notes: Figures plot the probability mass functions for total parental income deciles of
native-born children under age 18 in 1940. Deciles calculated over full US population,
and therefore held fixed across races and locations.
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(a) Born in U.S., 1940
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(b) Born in CA, 1940
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Figure X: Educational Attainment by Log Parental Income

Notes: Hawaii and Alaska excluded. Figure adjusts for independent children and pools
ages 22-29. Log parental income calculated as sum of head and spouse earnings over full
population age 25-65.
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(a) 1940
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Figure XI: Log Household Earnings by Highest Grade Attained: Born in CA

Notes: Restricts to CA-born ages 25-65. Reweights all groups to age and sex distribution
of CA-born blacks in each year. Earnings deflated using CPI-Urban to 2011 dollars.
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Figure XII: WWII Enlistment Test Score Distributions by Race in 1943, CA

Notes: Figure plots distributions of residuals from regression of normalized test scores
on complete sets of education and age dummies. Restricts to native-born men ages 25-38
living in CA.
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(a) Imputing White Earnings Components to Blacks
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(b) Imputing Asian Earnings Components to Blacks

Figure XIII: Counterfactual Black-White Log Earnings Gaps in CA, 1940-2000

Notes: Figure presents simulated black-white log earnings gaps using estimates of the
four parameters in Equation (2) for each race r and each generation t, ↵r,t,�r,t, �r,t, ✓r,t as
shown in Table VI, as well as mean parental income E [yr,t�1]. “Earnings” refers to log of
household earnings (head + spouse). “Actual” predicts black-white earnings gaps using
estimated parameters for each racial group. “White Parental Income” assigns to blacks
the white parental income distribution. “White Educational Investments” assigns to
blacks the white conditional expectation of children’s education with respect to parental
income. “White Earnings” assigns to blacks the white expectation of household earnings
condional on education. Panel (b) repeats this but assigns these respective components
from Asians to blacks. All estimates restrict to “children” born in CA.
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Earnings_Gap = 
-.083 [.086] + .46 [.087] * Score_Gap

-1
-.8

-.6
-.4

-.2
0

.2
Lo

g 
Ea

rn
in

gs
 G

ap
 

-2 -1.6 -1.2 -.8 -.4 0
Test Score Gap

No High School Some High School High School Degree Any College

Figure XIV: Black-White Earnings and Skill Gaps by State and Education Level in 1940

Notes: Figure plots log earnings gaps by skill gaps at the level of broad educational
group and state of residence for men ages 23-45. Earnings gaps defined as log earnings of
whites minus log earnings of blacks. Cells with fewer than 30 individual blacks omitted
from figure. Education groups are no high school, some high school, high school degree,
and any college. Test scores normalized into z-score in microdata before construction of
score gaps at the state-education level.
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Figure A.1: Human Capital by Race, CA-Born 1880-2000

Notes: Restricting to individuals born in California. Literacy defined as ability to read
and write in any language. Figure restricts to ages 25-65 and excludes residents of Alaska
and Hawaii. All races reweighted to match age and sex distribution of whites in every
year.
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Figure A.2: Log Earnings of Men, CA-Born 1880-2000

Notes: Restricting to individuals born in California. Panel (a) plots average log male
earnings age 25-65 by race and year. Panel (b) plots average imputed log male earnings
age 25-65 by race and year, with imputation based on earnings in 1940 averaged by cells
defined by OCC1950 and native-born status, excluding observations with zero earnings or
missing occupation, and restricting to household heads. Residents of Hawaii and Alaska
excluded and races reweighted to match age distribution of whites in every year.
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Figure A.3: Male Share in Pseudo-Cohorts: Born in U.S.

Notes: Figure plots male share by race for cohorts of native-born individuals age 1-17 in
1940, 1960, 1970, 1980.
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Figure A.4: Male Share in Pseudo-Cohorts: Born in CA

Notes: Figure plots male share by race for cohorts of individuals born in CA ages 1-17
in 1940, 1960, 1970, 1980.
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Figure A.5: Intergenerational Change in Earnings Ratios, with Imputations

Notes: Replicates Figure VIII using household earnings with imputations for zero and
missing values as described in text.

81



-.6
-.4

-.2
0

.2

Bl
ac

k-
W

hi
te

 L
og

 E
ar

ni
ng

s 
G

ap
 

1940 1960 1980 2000
Year

Actual White Endowments
White Investments White Returns

(a) Assign White Components to Blacks
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Figure A.6: Counterfactual Black-White Log Earnings Gaps in CA, 1940-2000

Notes: Replicates Figure XIII using household earnings with imputations for zero and
missing values as described in text.
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Figure A.7: Intergenerational Change in Individual Earnings Ratios

Notes: Replicates Figure VIII using fathers’ and sons’ earnings rather than total house-
hold earnings.
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