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Studies of racial formation argue that Asian Americans are positioned as “forever 

foreigners,” who can never be fully American. In contrast, Blacks in the U.S., regardless of 

immigration status, are positioned as both racial outsiders, and, because of the fundamental role 

of the transatlantic slavery trade to U.S., often unquestionably “American” in terms of nationality 

(Kim 1999, 2003; Carbado 2005).  

It is true that for more than a decade, the largest group of immigrants entering the U.S. 

each year have come from countries in Asia and that Asian Americans are the only racial group 

in the U.S. that is predominantly foreign-born.1  About 60% of all Asian Americans in the U.S. 

are immigrants and the share of foreign-born rises to close to 75% among adult Asian Americans 

(Pew 2017).  Despite the dominant media image of migration flows over the southern border of 

the U.S., less than 35 percent of Latinos in the U.S. are foreign-born (Flores 2017). Today, the 

fastest growing groups of undocumented immigrants in the U.S. come from Asia and 

demographers estimate that 1-out-of-every-7 Asian immigrants is undocumented. Undocumented 

Asian Americans account for a growing share of the unauthorized immigrant population in the 

U.S. (13%) as well.  

                                                           
1 Although it is true that Asian Americans constitute a group shaped by the concept of race, my 

understanding of race is that it is the product of social and historical influences. Thus, the terms 

“Asian American” and “Asian” represent meaningful social categories, not static types 

determined by genetic lineage or shared physical features.  I use the term “Asian American” to 

refer to anyone in the U.S. who has self-identified as having origins in Asia and who has resided 

in the U.S. on a consistent basis. This category may include those who are foreign-born and 

those who are not citizens. Although I have emphasized the fluid and dynamic nature of both 

race and ethnicity here, I focus on race in particular in this article because while racial categories 

change over time and with social context, they are still an important influence on social and 

political power and in the United States. 
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Although the numbers of foreign-born people identifying as Black has increased over 

time, the vast majority of the Black population in the U.S. is native-born. Less than 10% of 

Blacks in the U.S. are foreign-born.  The proportion (about 14%) of Black and Asian American 

immigrants are undocumented is quite similar, but because there are many fewer Black 

immigrants in the U.S., undocumented Black immigrants make-up less than 4 percent of the total 

undocumented population.  

Narratives of Latino immigrant/Black labor competition, like those underscored by 

Donald Trump during the 2016 campaign tend to reinforce this assumption. At an Ohio rally in 

August 2016, Trump justified immigration restrictions by claiming “Poor Hispanics and African 

American citizens are the first to lose a job or see a pay cut when we don’t control our borders” 

(DelReal 2016).  But this narrative of intraminority conflict predates the Trump campaign. In 

2004, a news story in the New York Times, titled “Blacks and Latinos Try to Find Balance in 

Touchy New Math,” zeroed-in on Blacks’ reactions’ to demographic change, noting that by 

2002, “Latinos had surpassed blacks as the country's largest minority, with blacks making up 

13.1 percent of the population in 2002, and Hispanics 13.4 percent” (Navarro 2004).  The story 

featured the following quote from Keith Murphy, the host of a call-in radio show with a mostly 

Black audience: ''It's still a matter of distrust,'' he said. ''It's a feeling among African-Americans 

that Latinos are coming in and getting the jobs and are getting preferential treatment' (ibid.)”  

Groups favoring restrictive immigration policies have not hesitated to capitalize on perceptions 

of Black-immigrant conflict (c.f. Camarota 2008). 

<Table 1 about here> 

Given these trends above, one might assume that Asian Americans, as the most foreign-

born racial group in the U.S. and as a group in which those without legal status make-up  a 
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growing share of the overall undocumented population, would be more liberal than their Black 

counterparts when it comes to immigration policy.  However, this paper shows that the opposite 

is true.  When it comes to opinion on the most pressing contemporary immigration proposals, 

Blacks are consistently more liberal than their Asian American counterparts.  I detail this pattern 

below using two surveys, both of which include large Black and Asian American samples, the 

2016 National Asian American Survey (Post-election) and the 2016 Collaborative Multiracial 

Post-Election Survey. These two surveys were conducted at around the same time, immediately 

after the 2016 election and employ different methodologies.  

<H1 Description of Survey Data> 

The 2016 National Asian American Survey (NAAS) includes telephone (landline and 

cell) interviews of 4,362 Asian American and 115 Pacific Islander adults and was conducted 

between November 10, 2016 and March 2, 2017. The sample was obtained from a vendor using 

registered voter and commercial lists.  Potential respondents were initially identified by name, 

self-identified race where applicable, as well as tract level ethnic concentration. Racial and 

ethnic identity were based on self-identification. The survey includes ten different national-origin 

groups and was conducted in multiple Asian languages. Data are weighted by ethnicity and 

gender, age, state of residence, education, and nativity. Registered and non-registered voters 

were included, as well as citizens and non-citizens.  

The 2016 Collaborative Multiracial Post-Election Survey includes 10,145 respondents. 

Data were collected online in a respondent self-administered format from December 3, 2016 to 

February 15, 2017. The survey was available to respondents in English, Spanish, Chinese 

(simplified), Chinese (traditional), Korean, and Vietnamese. Because of the primary interest in 

the 2016 election, the project started with large sample of registered voters. The data also include 
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an adult sample of non-registered voters, including non-citizens. Listed and geographic density 

sampling were employed.  The survey methodology is detailed in Barreto et al. (2018).  

It is important to note that although these are not random samples, they rely on 

methodology that is considered defensible for “hard-to-reach” groups for which traditional RDD 

methods are impractical and cost-prohibitive.  

<H1> Blacks more likely than Asian Americans to view Immigrants as Competitors and Less 

Likely to Feel “Linked Fate” with Immigrants 

Although a majority of Latinos are U.S.-born, Latinos still comprise the largest numbers 

of immigrants in the country as a result of historical immigration patterns (recall Asians are the 

fastest growing).  As such, the research on Black-Latino relations may provide some insights into 

how Blacks in the U.S. may react to immigrants more generally.  In a seminal paper on exploring 

intraminority conflict, political scientists Claudine Gay suggests that “decades of immigration 

from Latin America” into major metropolitan areas have been felt most acutely by long-term 

Black residents. She identifies “competition over scarce resources as a central force in black-

Latino relations” (982).  This observation is common in the literature on intragroup relations (c.f. 

Vaca 2004).  

Figure 1, which draws on the 2016 CMPS, shows that in the aggregate, Blacks are more 

likely than Asian Americans to “agree” that immigrants take jobs, housing and healthcare away 

from people in the U.S. About 44% of Blacks and 33% of Asian Americans express this 

sentiment. This pattern maintains even if the sample is restricted to the highest income earners 

(those living in households earning $100k plus), though the proportions drop to 35% vs. 29%, 
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respectively.  That is, regardless of household income level, Blacks express a stronger sense of 

economic competition with immigrants than do Asian Americans. 

<figure 1 about here> 

Figure 2, also using data from the 2016 CMPS, shows that, perhaps not surprisingly, 

Asian Americans, as a predominantly immigrant group, are more likely than Blacks, a 

predominantly U.S.-born group, to signal a sense of “linked fate” (Dawson 1994) with 

immigrants. Just over half of the Asian American respondents claim that “what happens 

generally to immigrants in this country will have something to do with” their own lives. At the 

same time, nearly 45 percent of Blacks make the same claim.  This is certainly not a small 

proportion, but is slightly lower than among Asian Americans.    

<figure 2 about here> 

 That Blacks express a greater sense of competition over jobs, housing, and healthcare 

and lower levels of “linked fate” with immigrants might lead one to conclude that, in general, 

Blacks will favor more restrictive immigration policies than Asian Americans. Yet, according to 

the analysis below this is not the case. 

<H1> Black and Asian American Attitudes toward policies benefitting immigrants 

 The 2016 NAAS and the 2016 CMPS both included similar questions about the 

government creating a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants. Providing a path to 

citizenship for more than 11 million undocumented immigrants in the U.S., along with increased 

border security, has been at the heart of bipartisan proposals for comprehensive immigration 

reform over the past 15 years (c.f. Gamboa 2018).  Support for such reforms tends to be high 

across the U.S. public generally. When asked “Which statement comes closest to your view 
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about how the immigration system should deal with immigrants who are currently living in the 

U.S. illegally?,” for example, a consistent majority (60-66%) of the U.S. general public supports 

allowing undocumented immigrants to “become citizens provided they meet certain 

requirements” (Cox, Lienesch and Jones 2017). The 2016 NAAS included several other 

immigration-related policy questions: 

 Attitudes toward for the “DREAMer Movement,” which is a movement to improve 

immigrant rights led by young undocumented immigrants 

 Attitudes toward a policy that would allow undocumented immigrants to receive driver’s 

licenses from their state 

 Attitudes towards increasing spending for border security to prevent 

undocumented/illegal immigration2  

 Attitudes towards increasing the number of work-based immigration visas the U.S. 

government issues each year 

 Attitudes towards increasing the number of family-based immigration visas the U.S. 

government issues each year 

Note that while most public attention has been on policies to address undocumented immigrants 

in recent years, the latter two policies are focused on increasing the numbers of legal immigrants 

able to enter the U.S. via either work or family-based sponsorship. 

 The findings in table 3 are striking. Across every policy included in the table, Blacks are 

as supportive or often much more supportive than Asian Americans. The findings are consistent 

across different types of policies and also different surveys.  For example, among 2016 CMPS 

respondents, more than 75% of Blacks support a path to citizenship for undocumented 

immigrants, if they meet certain requirements, compared to 69% of Asian Americans.  The 2016 

NAAS, included a similar question about a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants, but 

without mention of meeting “certain requirements.” In that case, too, one observes that Blacks 

(85%) are more supportive of a policy to regularize the status of undocumented immigrant than 

                                                           
2 Questions were split to test effects of question wording: “undocumented” and “illegal” 
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Asian Americans (58%).  Recall that the CMPS was an internet-based survey and the NAAS was 

a more traditional telephone-based survey. And, although the questions are slightly different 

across surveys, the overall pattern is clear. 

<table 3 about here> 

 On other issues, similar results obtain. Blacks favor the DREAMer movement by 20 

percentage points over Asian Americans. The higher levels of support stem to some degree from 

less familiarity with the movement among Asian Americans compared with Blacks. About 24% 

of Asian American respondents had “never heard of” the DREAMer movement, compared to 

about 13% of Black respondents. At the same time, Blacks favor state provision of driver’s 

licenses to undocumented immigrants and increasing federal spending to prevent undocumented 

immigration at almost the same rate as Asian Americans.  The policies described thus far pertain 

to undocumented immigrants.  But, Blacks are also more liberal than Asian Americans when it 

comes to policies that affect legal immigrants. Though work-based and family-based visas have 

fueled the tremendous growth of the Asian American community for decades (Wong 2018), 

Blacks demonstrate higher levels of support for increasing the numbers of immigrants able to 

enter the U.S. through these visa categories than Asian Americans.   

 It is important to contextualize the patterns one sees in table 3. On the one hand, Blacks 

consistently show as high or even  higher levels of support than Asian Americans for policies 

that benefit and increase immigration in the U.S., whether those policies are aimed at 

undocumented or authorized immigrants. On the other hand, I am not suggesting that Asian 

Americans are “anti-immigrant”, because they demonstrate lower levels of support for these 

policies than Blacks. In terms of the creation of a path to citizenship for undocumented 

immigrants, providing driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants, and increasing the 
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numbers of visas extended to immigrants a majority of both Asian Americans and Blacks show 

support.  Further, in most, but not all cases, Asian Americans exhibit more liberal attitudes 

toward policies designed to support undocumented immigrants than whites.  For example, among 

2016 CMPS respondents, nearly 27% of Whites versus 16% of Asian Americans say 

undocumented immigrants already living and working in the U.S. should be immediately 

deported. Similar statistics characterize White and Asian American attitudes about whether 

immigration “has an overall negative effect on the economy” in their state. More than 60% of 

White respondents, versus about 45% of Black or Asian American respondents favor increasing 

federal spending to tighten border security to prevent undocumented immigration. It is also 

worth noting that all racial groups demonstrate very strong levels of support for the creation of a 

path to citizenship. About 70% Whites and Asian Americans in the 2016 CMPS agree with this 

policy proposal.  Again, this pattern is consistent with polling that has shown Americans support 

a path to citizenship over deporting undocumented immigrants living and working in the U.S. 

(c.f. Economist/YouGov 2018). 

The hallmark of the Asian American community is diversity. As the Asian American 

community has increased in numbers, it has also become more internally diverse in terms of 

national origin (Wong et al. 2011). As an indicator of this diversity, for example, a recent Pew 

research report on the population included 19 different national-origin groups (Pew 2017). As 

such, it is important to examine variation across Asian national-origin on immigration-related 

attitudes.  And, in fact, the data in table 3 show Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese respondents 

are less likely to support the creation of a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants 

compared with Indian and Filipino respondents. In addition, about one-out-of-five Chinese 

respondents claim not to have a position on this policy, the highest of any of the national-origin 
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groups queried.  That Indians and Chinese seem to diverge on issues of immigration is intriguing 

since both communities demonstrate higher levels of education and income than the U.S. 

average. Although it is true that Indians are more likely to identify as Democrat than Chinese, 

both groups lean more Democratic than Republican as a whole. 

<table 4 about here> 

<H1>Potential explanations for the gap in support between Asian Americans and Blacks on 

immigration policy 

How does one explain the gap in levels of support among Asian Americans and Blacks 

when it comes to immigration policy? Let’s first turn toward potential direct and material 

interests. Notably, among both groups, relatively few non-citizens express direct concerns about 

being deported themselves (table 5).  

<table 5 and table 6 about here> 

 In addition, the data in table 6 show that differences in economic status are not likely to 

account for the distinct levels in support for policies designed to benefit immigrants among 

Blacks and Asian Americans. In fact, the data in table 6 show that Blacks who report household 

earnings of less than $30K are more supportive of a path to citizenship for undocumented 

immigrants than Asian Americans whose households earn more than $100K. This challenges the 

notion that low-income African Americans, who many argue face acute levels of economic 
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competition from undocumented immigrants (Catanzarite 2017), will be the most opposed to 

policies that might benefit the latter group.3  

Perhaps the answer to why Blacks are more liberal on immigration policy than Asian 

Americans has to do less with direct material calculations and more with to do with views about 

shared racial oppression and ideology.  The last row in table 6 shows that among those who 

identify as Democrats, support for a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants is very 

similar among Blacks and Asian Americans. In other words, differences in party identification 

could explain part of the gap in attitudes. The data also show that Black respondents were more 

likely than Asian Americans to believe that immigrants face “a lot” or “some” discrimination 

(figure 3).  They were also more likely to perceive a strong sense of linked fate with other 

minorities than Asian Americans (belief that what happens to other minorities has “a lot” do to 

with one’s own life) (table 7). 

Preliminary multivariate analysis (models not finalized) show that it is indeed the case 

that party identification goes some way toward explaining differences in Black and Asian 

American attitudes toward immigration.  Adding party identification to a multivariate model that 

regresses attitudes toward a path to citizenship among Asian Americans and Blacks does reduce 

the role of racial identity in explaining those attitudes. However, party identification alone does 

not explain the gap.  Black racial identity is still associated with attitudes that favor a path to 

citizenship (and just barely statistically significant) in a model that compares Black and Asian 

American views. Further, when comparing Indians (the Asian American group most likely to 

                                                           
3 Lisa Catanzarite (2017) finds that Black workers face high levels of wage competition from 

immigrant Latinos, but that the negative effects of new immigrants is most acute for earlier 

waves of immigrant workers.  
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identify with the Democratic Party) with Blacks, differences between the two groups remain, 

even when party identification is included in the models.  

<H1> Conclusion  

 This article presents an exploratory analysis of the ways in which race matters for 

attitudes related to immigration policy.  It uses datasets that include large samples of both Blacks 

and Asian Americans to move beyond the traditional “Black-White paradigm” and to highlight 

racial differences in support policies that benefit immigrants among two non-white groups, one 

predominantly foreign-born, and one predominantly U.S.-born.  Although they are less likely to 

be foreign-born, express a greater sense of economic competition with immigrants, and to report 

lower levels of perceived linked-fate with those who are foreign-born, Blacks are as or more 

supportive of policies designed to help both undocumented and authorized immigrants in the 

U.S.  compared to Asian Americans. This is not to suggest that Asian Americans are “anti-

immigrant” in their orientation. Rather, Asian Americans demonstrate strong support for policies 

designed to benefit immigrants. However, Black Americans show even higher levels of support 

for these policies. Preliminary analysis shows that the explanation for this racial gap in support is 

much more likely to be rooted in ideology and psychological connections to racial minority 

groups in the U.S. rather than in direct economic calculations. 
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Table 1.  

 Black Asian American 

% Foreign-born 9% 60% 

Percent of total foreign born 

population in US (2016) 
9% 30% 

Estimated undocumented 

among foreign born 
~14% ~14% 

Percent of undocumented 

population in US (2010-

2014) 

3% 13% 

Sources: Pew 2017a, Pew 2015, Migration Policy Institute  2017 
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Figure 1.  Economic Competition with Immigrants: “Immigrants take jobs, housing, and 

healthcare away from people who were born in the U.S.”  

 

Source: 2016 CMPS, full sample 

 

Figure 2. Perceptions of linked fate with immigrants: “What happens generally to 

immigrants in this country will have something to do with what happens in your life?” 

 

Source: 2016 CMPS, full sample 
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Table 2. Blacks more Liberal on Immigration Policy Attitudes, Two Different Surveys 

 Policies Associated with Undocumented Immigrants 

 

 Black Asian American 

 “Undocumented immigrants should qualify for U.S. 

citizenship, if they meet certain requirements like paying back 

taxes and fines, learning English, and passing a background 

check.” (CMPS 2016) 

% “Agree Strongly” or 

“Agree” 
76 69 

 “Undocumented or illegal immigrants should be allowed to 

have an opportunity to eventually become U.S. citizens” 

(NAAS 2016) 

% “Agree” or “Somewhat 

Agree” 
85 58 

 Favorability toward “DREAMER Movement, which is a 

movement to improve immigrant rights led by young 

undocumented immigrants” (NAAS 2016) 

% “Favor” or “Somewhat 

Favor” 
59 39 

 “States should provide driver’s licenses to all residents, 

regardless of their immigration status” (NAAS 2016) 

% “Agree” or “Somewhat 

Agree” 
54 52 

 “Federal spending for tightening border security to prevent 

undocumented/illegal immigration” 

% “Increase” 45 47 

 Policies Associated with Legal Immigrants 

 

 “Congress needs to increase the number of work visas it 

issues every year” (NAAS 2016) 

% “Favor” or “Somewhat 

Favor” 
61 54 

 “Congress needs to increase the number of work visas it 

issues every year” (NAAS 2016) 

% “Favor” or “Somewhat 

Favor” 
63 56 

   

Sources: 2016 CMPS, 2016 NAAS 
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Table 4. Variation in attitudes toward immigration by Asian national-origin group 

Path to citizenship 
N 

Somewhat or 

strongly agree 
Neither  

Somewhat or strongly 

disagree 

Chinese  455 44% 22% 34% 

Indian  490 64% 5% 30% 

Filipino  488 72% 5% 23% 

Korean  484 50% 6% 44% 

Vietnamese  449 46% 10% 44% 

Japanese  507 67% 11% 21% 

Provide Driver’s License  
N 

Somewhat or 

strongly agree 
Neither  

Somewhat or strongly 

disagree 

Chinese  455 44% 17% 39% 

Indian  485 60% 4% 37% 

Filipino    491 51% 6% 43% 

Korean  485 46% 7% 46% 

Vietnamese  454 56% 6% 38% 

Japanese  503 54% 9% 37% 

Source: 2016 NAAS 

 

Table 5. Concerns over deportation among non-citizens  

How worried are you that you might be 

deported? (non-citizens only) 

 
Black 

(n=175) 

Asian 

American 

(n=1164) 

"Extremely" 

or "Very" 6 7 

Somewhat 6 9 

"A Little" or 

"Not at all" 88 85 
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Table 6.  Economics and Party Identification 

Percent Agree with Path to Citizenship for Undocumented 

 Black Asian American 

Income   

High HH income ($100k 

plus) 

80 65 

Low HH income (>30k) 78 69 

Econ competition   

Agree immigrants take jobs, 

housing, health care 

75 62 

Disagree or no opinion -

immigrants take jobs, 

housing, health care 

77 72 

Party Identification   

“Pure” Democrat (no leaners) 80 78 

Source: 2016 CMPS 

 

Table 7. Perceptions of linked fate with other minorities: “What happens generally to other 

minorities in this country will have something to do with what happens in your life” 

 Black Asian American 

“A Lot” 32% 13% 

“Some” 34% 41% 

Total “A Lot” or “Some” 66% 54% 

Source: 2016 CMPS; full Black, Asian, and Latino samples 
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Figure 3. Believe Immigrants face “A lot” or “some” Discrimination 

 

CMPS 2016, full sample 
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