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“You can’t look back; you have to keep looking forward.”― Lucy Liu

12 Asian and Paci�c Islander Women
You Should Have Learned About in

History Class
FROM THE FIRST FEMALE MONARCH TO THE FIRST FEMALE PRESIDENT OF THE

PHILIPPINES

Queen Liliuokalani (1838-1917)

Adding historical context to the phrase “Yas Kween,” Queen Liliuokalani was the �rst female monarch of Hawaii and last
sovereign of the Kamehameha dynasty (which ruled Hawaii from 1810) after its U.S. annex in 1898. She temporarily gave up her
throne to the U.S.—with the hope that it would eventually be restored—to prevent a violent backlash against the Hawaiian
people. But independence was never regained. Along with this, Liliuokalani also endured house arrest for a year following
accusations of counter-revolt.
In addition to her role as a queen, Liliuokalani was a celebrated musician and composer. Her most well-known piece is titled
“Aloha Oe,” which has been covered by the likes of Johnny Cash and serves as a musical staple on the island.

Reference: 

Wang, Jessica. “10 Asian and Paci�c Islander Women You Should Have Learned about in History Class.” HelloGiggles, 15 May
2020, https://hellogiggles.com/asian-paci�c-islander-women/.

 

Sarojini Naidu (1879-1949)

A child prodigy and poet, Sarojini Naidu became the �rst Indian woman president of the India National
Congress and the �rst female governor of the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. Nicknamed the “Nightingale of
India” due to her music and poetry, Naidu started college at the age of 12 and graduated by age 19. She then
married her college bae—engaging in an inter-caste marriage at a time when it was considered a crime.
Naidu also played a notable role in the Indian Independence Movement, which sought to separate India from British
rule. She lectured on issues surrounding emancipation, female empowerment, and social welfare.

Reference: 
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Grace Lee Boggs (1915-2015)

It was Grace Lee Boggs who wrote:
“Women’s leadership in the public sphere didn’t come from the White House or from CEOs. It came only after
millions of women came together in small consciousness-raising groups to share stories of our ‘second sex’ lives.”
Considered the eldest human rights activist of our time, Boggs was a philosopher who fought for women’s rights,
environmental justice, Black power (alongside Angela Davis and Malcolm X), and labor rights. Married to African
American activist James Boggs, she wrote a series of books and was involved in many community efforts that
ranged from advocating against poor living conditions in Chicago to creating charter schools and youth programs in
Detroit.

Reference: 
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Corazon Aquino (1933-2009)

Having served as the �rst female president of the Philippines, Corazon Aquino’s leadership stemmed from
opposition to then-dictator Ferdinand Marcos. She was married to Benigno Simeon Aquino Jr., a politician whose
heavy opposition to Marcos resulted in his imprisonment and the couple’s eventual exile to the States. Aquino Jr.
was later assassinated upon returning to the Philippines in 1983, which spring-boarded Corazon’s �ght against
Marcos.
While her presidency was tumultuous (she endured seven coup attempts and her economic policies were inept for a
country plagued with poverty), she was responsible for restoring democracy in the Philippines after years of
authoritarian rule. And for a “housewife” who came into a role that she didn’t really want, that’s pretty damn
impressive.

Reference: 
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Anna May Wong (1905-1961)

Considered the �rst Chinese American �lm star, Anna May Wong gained international recognition through dozens of
movie roles in Hollywood and Europe. Her �rst role was in a silent �lm, The Toll of the Sea, in the 1920s at the age
of 17. She was considered a trailblazer, taking on typecast roles of the “exotic oriental” during a time of �orid racism
in Hollywood when it was commonplace for white actors to don yellow face and squinted eyes for Asian roles.
Despite possessing a magnitude of talent, being wildly articulate, and working alongside big names, she still fell
victim to the perils of working in a white-washed industry—the most notable instance being her exclusion from the
�lm The Good Earth, a drama about Chinese farmers. The leads were instead portrayed by actors of German and
American descent.
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The Trung Sisters (unknown-43 CE)

The Trung sisters, Trung Trac and Trung Nhi, were freedom �ghters who led a rebellion against the Chinese Han
dynasty with a group consisting mostly of women �ghters in 40 C.E., brie�y establishing a sovereign state. A
popular myth states that they drowned themselves after defeat to maintain honor, while others say they �oated
into the clouds. It’s an oddly poetic theory.
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Maya Lin (1959-present)

Maya Lin is a designer and architect who, at the age of 21, designed the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington,
D.C. NBD. Entering a competition that included more than 1,400 entries—and receiving a pesky B for it in her
class at Yale—she won the design contest despite not being a trained architect. Her design was surrounded by much
controversy at the time, however, as congressmen blasted it as a “political statement of shame and dishonor”.
Lin also designed the Civil Rights Memorial in Alabama and the Museum of Chinese in America in New York. Adding
to her numerous accolades, Lin received a Presidential Medal of Freedom from Barack Obama in 2016.
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Junko Tabei (1939-2016)

As a Japanese mountaineer, Junko Tabei was the �rst woman to reach the top of Mount Everest in 1975 and,
subsequently, the �rst woman to climb the Seven Summits (the highest peaks of the seven continents) in 1992. In a
�eld dominated by men, this was (and remains) a remarkable triumph for a woman, especially during a time when
women were being told they should be “raising children instead.” Boy, bye.
After she graduated college with a degree in English literature, she formed an all-women climbing club. And, in
addition to mountaineering, Tabei has written books, taken on environmental initiatives for sustainable climbing, and
presided over preservation organizations.

Reference: 
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Patsy Takemoto Mink (1927-2002)

Born in 1927 in Paia, Hawaii, Patsy Takemoto Mink made history with a number of “�rsts.” First Japanese
American to practice law in Hawaii. First woman of color—and the �rst Asian American woman—elected to the
United States House of Representatives. And in 1972, Mink became the �rst Asian American to run for the
Democratic nomination for president. Can you say trailblazer?
Mink’s long list of groundbreaking achievements doesn’t end there. A tireless advocate for women’s rights, Mink
made it her mission in Congress to craft and champion legislation that opened doors for more women to earn an
education and join the workforce. In 1972, Mink co-authored and helped pass Title IX, a landmark piece of
legislation that expanded educational opportunities for women and changed the game for women in sports, too. Just
two years later, Mink facilitated the passage of the Women’s Educational Equity Act (WEEA), which provided
federal funding for practical resources such as training and materials to enable women and girls to succeed in the
educational system.
Mink died in 2002, but the Patsy Takemoto Mink Education Foundation, established in her memory in 2003, aims to
carry on some of Mink’s most ardent commitments, including “educational access, opportunity, and equity for low-
income women” and educational enrichment for children.
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Dr. Chien-Shiung Wu (1912-1997)

Often called the "First Lady of Physics" and the “Chinese Marie Curie,” Dr. Chien-Shiung Wu made a name for
herself as one of history’s most renowned physicists. Born in China in 1912, Wu received her Ph.D. from the
University of California, Berkley in 1940. After teaching physics for a couple of years at Princeton University and
Smith College, Wu joined the Manhattan Project at Columbia University in New York, a nuclear research program
that helped the United States develop the atomic bomb during World War II.
After the war, Wu stayed on at Columbia and became the foremost authority on beta decay (aka radioactive
disintegration). Then, in 1956, two of Wu’s male colleagues asked her help in testing a theory they came up with
that challenged the Law of Conservation of Parity during beta decay.
Wu’s innovative experiments proved the men’s theory, and they won the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1957. Well, the
men did, anyway. Sadly, similar to the experiences of many extraordinary women in science before her (and still
today), Wu’s role in this scienti�c breakthrough went unacknowledged and uncredited.
But despite the science community’s failure to recognize her considerable talents as Nobel Prize-winning, Wu
continued to make cutting-edge contributions to the �eld of physics throughout her career. She even won some
prizes of her own, including the National Medal of Science, the Comstock Prize, and 1978’s Wolf Prize in Physics.
And today, her book Beta Decay, written in 1956, remains nuclear physicists’ go-to reference guide on the subject.

Reference: 
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 Cecilia Chung (1965-)

Cecilia Chung is a groundbreaking advocate for the transgender community and those living with HIV/AIDS. For
decades, she has worked on the local, state, and national levels to end the discrimination and violence that her
communities face.
Cecilia Chung was born in Hong Kong in 1965. Chung was assigned male at birth and from a young age, she
described feeling different and misunderstood in her gender identity, but didn’t know how to express it. In grade
school, she realized she was attracted to boys and, as a teenager, thought it meant that she was gay.
Chung immigrated to the U.S. with her parents in 1984. They settled in Los Angeles, but Chung soon moved to San
Francisco to attend the City College of San Francisco. She transferred to Golden Gate University and graduated in
1987 with a degree in International Management. After college, she worked in �nance and as an interpreter for the
Santa Clara County court system. At the age of 22, Chung began her gender transition. Living as her authentic self-
brought signi�cant challenges for Chung. Her parents opposed her transition and Chung did not speak to them for
over three years. She lost her job at in the court system, likely due to her transition, and then became homeless.

Read more!

Wu Zhao (624–705) Ruler of Tang Dynasty China

Also known as Empress Wu Zetian, was the �rst and only woman emperor of China. With her exceptional
intelligence, extraordinary competence in politics, and inordinate ambition, she ruled as the “Holy and Divine
Emperor” of the Second Zhou Dynasty (690–705) for �fteen years. Her remarkable political leadership is
recognized and is comparable in some ways to other notable women in later periods of world history, such as Joan of
Arc, Queen Elizabeth I, and Catherine the Great. It must be noted, though, that whether completely deserved or
not, Wu has a reputation of being one of the most cruel rulers in China’s history. She remains a controversial �gure
primarily because of stories about her personal actions against rivals. Male Confucian of�cials who were deeply
prejudiced against strong and ambitious women undoubtedly exaggerated this aspect of Wu’s life in later accounts
of her reign. Still, there is also substantial veri�able evidence of her ruthlessness toward powerful real or imagined
opponents.

Read more!
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ARTICLES
A s i a n  A m e r i c a n ,  N a t i v e  H a w a i i a n  a n d  P a c i f i c  I s l a n d e r  W o m e n  a n d  t h e  Wa g e  G a p

“The wages of AANHPI women are driven down by a number of current factors including gender and racial

discrimination, workplace harassment, job segregation and the devaluing of jobs dominated by women, and

the lack of support for family caregiving, which is still most often performed by women.”

Click to Read

F r o m  E x o t i c  t o  I n v i s i b l e :  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n  W o m e n' s  E x p e r i e n c e s  o f

D i s c r i m i n a t i o n

“Asian American women face both subtle and blatant discrimination in their personal relationships and

their professional lives, from bosses, professors, colleagues, subordinates, partners, family, and friends.”

Click to Read

W h e r e  S e x i s m  a n d  R a c i s m  M e e t :  T h e  D a n g e r  o f  E x i s t i n g  a s  a n  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n

W o m a n

“Asian American women face unique discrimination as a result of anti-Asian xenophobic rhetoric and

hypersexualized stereotyping. The dangerous reality that Asian American women face today has been

shaped by government-sponsored discrimination, military involvement with prostitution, and Hollywood’s

portrayal of one-dimensional stereotypes. Because of the unique form of discrimination Asian American

women face, no single solution can solve the problem, but continued research is necessary to develop

comprehensive solutions that center the needs of Asian American women.”

Click to Read

C e n t e r i n g  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n  W o m e n’ s  H e a l t h :  P r e v a l e n c e  o f  H e a l t h  C a r e

D i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a n d  A s s o c i a t e d  H e a l t h  O u t c o m e s

Asian American women routinely face multiple and intersectional forms of discrimination based on their

marginalized social identities, including during their interactions within the US health care system.

However, most research on discrimination against Asian American women is limited by its exclusive focus

on race-, gender-, or language-based forms of discrimination; and research has yet to assess if their

discriminatory health care experiences are associated with poor health outcomes. To address this gap, we

centered the experiences of Asian American women (N = 905) from the Association of American Medical

Colleges Biannual Consumer Survey of Health Care Access, a national survey of health care consumers

conducted from 2011 to 2020. Prevalence rates were established for unfair treatment due to race, gender,

culture, language, age, health insurance, and sexual orientation. Multiple regression models were used to

assess how these discriminatory experiences were associated with health and functioning outcomes.

Findings demonstrate a high prevalence (32.0%) and wide range of discriminatory experiences in health

care settings among Asian American women. The majority of these discriminatory experiences were

signi�cantly associated with poorer health and functioning outcomes, even after controlling for

demographic in�uences. Results highlight the need for further development of culturally sensitive medical

practices and policies to improve the delivery of health care for Asian American women.

Click to Read

C o n g r u e n c e  a n d  d i s c r e p a n c y  i n  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n  w o m e n' s  p e r c e p t i o n  a n d  s t r e s s

a p p r a i s a l  o f  g e n d e r e d  r a c i a l  m i c r o a g g r e s s i o n s :  R e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  d e p r e s s i v e

s y m p t o m s  a n d  i n t e r n a l i z e d  r a c i s m

Prior research demonstrates signi�cant links between discrimination and mental health by assessing either

encounters with or stress appraisal of discrimination. However, research has yet to examine the dynamic

interplay between frequency and stress appraisal (e.g., high frequency-low stress appraisal) and their

linkage to depressive symptoms. Using a sample of 309 Asian American women (Mage = 22.81, SD = 0.26),

we used a polynomial regression and response surface analysis to model the congruence and discrepancy

between frequency and stress appraisal of gendered racial microaggressions experienced by Asian

American women and how they are related to depressive symptoms and internalized racism. The dynamics

between frequency and stress in relation to depressive symptoms were further probed at low, mean, and

high levels of internalized racism. Greater congruence between frequency and stress was signi�cantly

associated with depressive symptoms (medium to large effect) and internalized racism (small effect). A

discrepancy between higher frequency and lower stress was signi�cantly associated with greater

internalized racism. Further, when looking across levels of internalized racism, greater congruence

between frequency and stress was signi�cantly associated with greater depressive symptoms at low and

mean levels of internalized racism but not at high levels. Gendered racial microaggressions are associated

with adverse mental health outcomes among Asian American women, contributing to greater depressive

symptoms and internalized racism. Further consideration should be given toward how internalized racism

shapes differences in the perceptions and stress appraisal of gendered racial microaggressions, and

subsequent mental health outcomes among Asian American women.

Click to Read
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