
Claire Cao 

Closing the Golden Gate: The Chinese Exclusion Act 

Primary 

The American Gulliver and Chinese Lilliputians. 1902. Asian American Writers' Workshop, 

aaww.org/yellow-peril-scapegoating/. In this primary source image from the American 

Federation of Labor in 1902, American labor is tied down by a group of immigrants 

wielding railroad spikes and cheap labor. This gave me insight into American workers' 

economic concerns and how they felt threatened by competition.  

Angel Island. 1870. California Historical Society, https://www.californiahistoricalsociety.org/. A 

photo of Chinese women and children awaiting interrogation at the Angel Island 

Immigration Station. The poor, cramped conditions of the room gave insight into the 

many sacrifices people made to enter the United States. 

"Anti-Asian Boycott Flyer (1898)." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2017, americanhistory.abc-

clio.com/Search/Display/897448. Accessed 6 Dec. 2017. A flyer calling for the boycott 

of all Chinese and Japanese laborers in Butte, Montana in 1898. The flyer, distributed by 

the Silver Bow Trades and Labor Assembly and Butte Miners' Union, threatened 

businesses owned by Chinese and Japanese residents, as well as businesses that employed 

Chinese or Japanese laborers.  

"Anti-Chinese Advertisement." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2017, americanhistory.abc-

clio.com/Search/Display/2081254. Accessed 1 Dec. 2017. This advertisement, ca. 1886, 

uses anti-Chinese sentiment to sell liquid washing detergent. The illustration shows 

Uncle Sam holding a proclamation and can of Magic Washer, while kicking Chinese men 



out of the United States. At the bottom of the advertisement is the phrase "The Chinese 

must go," the slogan of the Workingmen's Party of California, an anti-Chinese labor 

organization founded in the late 1870s. 

"Anti-Chinese Political Cartoon." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2017, americanhistory.abc-

clio.com/Search/Display/988635. Accessed 6 Dec. 2017. A political cartoon titled "What 

Should We Do With Our Boys?," published in an 1882 issue of The Wasp weekly 

magazine. The left side of the cartoon depicts a Chinese worker whose array of hands 

hold an assortment of tools and a bag of money with the tag "For China." The right side 

of the cartoon portrays a group of dejected American workers. The cartoon addresses 

fears that industrious Chinese laborers would put U.S. citizens out of work, a sentiment 

that helped lead to the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. 

Asing, Norman. "The Early Years." 15 May 1852. PBS, Letter. Norman Asing, the owner of a 

restaurant in San Francisco, responded to anti-Chinese sentiment in an open letter 

published in The Daily Alta California. He argued that the prejudice and against Chinese 

Americans violated the Constitution and other American values. 

Bachelors. 1910. Museum of Chinese in America. The Scott Act created a high imbalance of 

Chinese-American men to women, creating bachelor societies. 

Best Way to Get the Chinese Back Home. 1880. Smithsonian Center for Learning and Digital 

Access. Accessed 17 Nov. 2017. This anti-Chinese ad for pot irons depicts Uncle Sam 

carrying immigrant labor services and leading the Chinese from California to China. It 

was one of many examples of white laborers exaggerating the threat that Chinese 

immigrants posed on having enough employment opportunities.  



"Burlingame Treaty Revision." 1880. Library of Congress. The Burlingame Treaty, which 

allowed for open immigration between the U.S. and China, was revised by the Fifteen 

Passenger Bill in an attempt to limit immigration preceding the Chinese Exclusion Act. 

This rule stated that immigrant ships could only carry fifteen people at a time to enter the 

United States. 

California: The Land of Promise. 1897. California Chamber of Commerce, 

advocacy.calchamber.com/history/. Accessed 8 Nov. 2017. The cover of a booklet for 

visitors and home seekers that depicted California as a prosperous place of opportunity. 

This image of the West appealed to immigrants everywhere, especially in China, where 

daily life in the Qing dynasty had been marked by unrest and poverty.  

Chew, Lee. The Biography of a Chinaman. 1903. A statement of opposition to the Chinese 

Exclusion Act from an immigrant named Lee Chew. This provided a perspective from 

the Chinese side and served as a first-hand account of their attempt to assimilate with 

American culture.  

"Chinese Exclusion: Political Cartoon (1879)." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2017, 

americanhistory.abc-clio.com/Search/Display/1814637. Accessed 1 Dec. 2017. A 

political cartoon that underscored the fear of Chinese immigrants, from Harper's Weekly, 

February 8, 1879. In the illustration, the Native American says "Pale face 'fraid you 

crowd him out, as he did me," to the Chinese immigrant. 

Clark, Susie C. The Round Trip from the Hub to the Golden Gate. Lee and Shepard, 1890. 

Library of Congress, Lee and Shepard, www.loc.gov/resource/lhbtn.01404/?sp=1. This 

book was written by an American about her visit to California in the 1890s, in which she 



gave her perspective about the notable cultural differences between white citizens and the 

Chinese. She mentioned the mens' trousers, tunics, and long braids, which allowed me to 

understand why the extreme contrast to Western styles was generally not accepted.  

"Denis Kearney: 'Our Misery and Despair' (1878)." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2017, 

americanhistory.abc-clio.com/Search/Display/1814627. Accessed 17 Dec. 2017. Denis 

Kearney was the founder of the Workingmen's Party of California in 1877. He was an 

outspoken opponent of Chinese immigration in San Francisco, California, during the 

1870s. The inflammatory language in this speech gave me a strong perspective of the 

nativism and xenophobia present in the West Coast. 

The First Blow at the Chinese Question. 1878. Online Archive of California. A white member of 

the Workingmen's Party is shown punching a Chinese man in the doorway of Gibson, 

Loomis, & Co. in Chinatown. This indicated the beginning of anti-Chinese sentiment in 

terms of labor conflicts. 

Flyers distributed by Silver Bow Trades and Labor Assembly and Butte Miners' Union in support 

of Chinese and Japanese boycott. 1898. National Archives and Records Administration, 

catalog.archives.gov/id/298113. Labor unions boycotted Chinese-owned businesses in 

1891-92 and unsuccessfully tried to order them to leave towns such as Butte, Montana. 

This indicated increasing disdain for immigrants in the years preceding the Chinese 

Exclusion Act and showed why the government felt the need to appease its citizens. 

Foreign Miner's License. 1853. California State Library. Foreign miners were required to carry 

licenses and were taxed more than their white counterparts, which indicated early 

discrimination during the Gold Rush. 



Hip! Hurrah! Chinese Excluded. 1882. History Commons, http://www.historycommons.org/. A 

primary source handbill celebrating the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act. The phrase 

at the bottom reads: “Hip! Hurrah! The white man is on top.” This indicated general 

public support for the government's decision. 

In the Clutches of the Chinese Tiger. Calisphere: The University of California, 

calisphere.org/item/ark:/13030/hb9x0nb3m7/. This image, published by the 

Workingman's Party, shows a kitten marked "Chinese cheap labor" growing up to be a 

tiger that kills everybody in its path. It was implying that allowing the Chinese to 

continue establishing their place in America could lead to the downfall of the country. 

Keller, George Fredrick. A Statue for Our Harbor. 1881. Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 

This image was meant to support the Chinese Exclusion Act by depicting a Chinese 

man standing on a pedestal as a cartoon imitation of the Statue of Liberty. His clothes are 

tattered, his hair is in a long, thin tail, the words "diseases," "filth," "immorality," and 

"ruin to white labor" float around his head. These allowed me to understand the main 

reasons for the hostility towards immigrants. 

Keppler. The Pigtail Has Got to Go. 19 Oct. 1889. Library of Congress, 

www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2012647479/. Accessed 23 Nov. 2017. Print shows a female 

figure labeled "Civilization" pulling the braid labeled "Worn Out Traditions" of a man 

labeled "China." She is holding a pair of scissors labeled "19th Century Progress" and is 

about to cut the braid, which demonstrated many Americans' intolerance for differing 

cultures and concept of cultural superiority during this time. 



Knights of Labor. "China's Menace to the World." 1878. Library of Congress. The Knights of 

Labor voiced their opposition to the Chinese Question in this complaint about immigrant 

labor. 

Kow, Ho Ah. "Petition Against the Pigtail Ordinance." 1878. Library of Congress. A Chinese 

immigrant's statement condemning discriminatory legislation and explanation of the 

cultural importance of the pigtail. 

Lazarus, Emma. "The New Colossus." 1883. National Park Service. The iconic poem on the 

Statue of Liberty that claimed the United States was a land of refuge for immigrants 

caused people to criticize the hypocrisy of the Chinese Exclusion Act. 

Miller, John. "An Earnest Appeal to Congress." 1882. University of Virginia. A senator's 

promotion of anti-Chinese messages in order to gain public appeal. 

Nast, Thomas. E Pluribus Unum (Except the Chinese). Illustrating Chinese Exclusion, 

thomasnastcartoons.com/. The cartoon’s caption, “E Pluribus Unum (Except for the 

Chinese)” was a deliberate stab upon Americans who supported the Chinese Exclusion 

Act and forgot their own immigrant history. Nast reminded his audience that diversity 

was America's strength and that excluding the Chinese from equal liberties was a 

violation of American values. 

---. Here's a Pretty Mess (In Wyoming). 1885. Harper's Weekly. Nast's condemnation of the 

Rock Springs riot by sarcastically commenting that the United States is the head of 

"englightened nations.' 



No More Chinese Cheap Labor. 1880. National Museum of American History. In this ad, a 

woman dressed in the American flag gestures to the distraught Chinese laundryman to 

leave, as his services are no longer required in America. Uncle Sam witnesses the event 

with satisfaction while a sign in garbled English appears above him saying “Gon up 

Chinese Laundry.” This demonstrated that many Americans believed their hostility 

towards immigrants was a form of patriotism. 

"Political Cartoon: 'Let the Chinese Embrace Civilization, and They May Stay' (1882)." 

American History, ABC-CLIO, 2017, americanhistory.abc-

clio.com/Search/Display/1813722. Accessed 1 Dec. 2017. A political cartoon that says 

"Let the Chinese Embrace Civilization, and They May Stay" from Harper's Weekly, 

March 18, 1882. This indicated tension caused by cultural differences and the 

stereotypical belief that the Chinese could not assimilate. 

Rock Springs Riot. 1885. Harper's Weekly. An unknown artist's rendition of the Rock Springs 

riot, in which economic tensions resulted in the murder of 28 Chinese miners. 

United States, Congress. Chinese Exclusion Act. Government Printing Office, 1882. Library of 

Congress. This transcript of the Chinese Exclusion Act described the U.S. government's 

prohibition of the immigration of Chinese laborers for ten years. It gave insight into the 

American government's perspective during the Chinese Exclusion Era, which was that 

their actions were justified by protecting the nation's interests. 

---, ---. The Geary Act. Government Printing Office, 1892. Library of Congress. The Geary 

Act extended the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act for an additional 10 years, and required 

persons of Chinese descent to acquire and carry identification papers. 



---, Supreme Court. Chae Chan Ping v. United States. 13 May 1889. Cornell University. 130 US 

581. A transcript of the Chae Chan Ping v. United States court case, in which Ping was 

denied reentry into the United States despite having lived in the country for 12 years and 

arguing that the denial violated U.S. treaties with China. This demonstrated how Chinese 

exclusion lead to a compromise of American ideals, such as liberty. 

The Yellow Terror In All His Glory. 1899. Library of Congress. An immigrant wielding weapons 

reflected the stereotype that the Chinese were criminals. 

Secondary 

"Across Generations: Immigrant Voices." Angel Island Immigration Station Foundation, 

www.aiisf.org/immigrant-voices/. Accessed 1 Dec. 2017. This collection of letters 

acquired from Angel Island provided firsthand insight into the difficult U.S. immigration 

process during the Chinese Exclusion Era. Immigrants described the extensive 

interrogation process and months of detainment they underwent in their pursuit of the 

American Dream. 

"Apologizing for the Chinese Exclusion Act 1882." C-SPAN, 19 June 2012, www.c-

span.org/video/?c3342595/apologizing-chinese-exclusion-act-1882. The formal 

congressional apology and condemnation of the Chinese Exclusion Act demonstrated the 

social progress the country has made since this legislation was passed in 1882. 

"California Gold Rush (1848–1858)." Harvard University Library Open Collections Program, 

ocp.hul.harvard.edu/immigration/goldrush.html. A description of how the 1848 Gold 

Rush inspired immigrants from all over the world to pursue the American Dream. This 

provided context for the influx of Chinese laborers on the West Coast. 



Chan, Sucheng. Asian Americans: An Interpretive History. Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991. 

Excerpts from this book described the strenuous immigration process to the U.S. and the 

difficulty of daily life without citizenship after the Chinese Exclusion Act was passed. It 

included many primary source accounts of immigrants that also faced deportation due to 

the strict new legislation. This helped me understand that the Exclusion Act was passed 

with little regard for foreigners and was primarily done to appease American citizens. 

Chang, Iris. The Chinese in America. Penguin, 2003. An extremely useful book that detailed 

Chinese immigrants' search for a better life and determination to forge an identity in a 

strange land, often against great obstacles, to find success. This source provided me with 

numerous primary source accounts of these immigrants as well as quotes about the 

author's interpretation. 

Chow, Kat. "As Chinese Exclusion Act Turns 135, Experts Point To Parallels Today." NPR, 5 

May 2017, www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2017/05/05/527091890/the-135-year-

bridge-between-the-chinese-exclusion-act-and-a-proposed-travel-ban. This article 

reflected on the long-term impact of the Chinese Exclusion Era on U.S. immigration laws 

and related the discrimination of a certain group of people to the recent Muslim ban. 

Connecting this history to current events provided a better understanding of peoples' 

mindsets in the nineteenth century. 

Coppa, Frank J. "Oriental Exclusion Acts." World Book Advanced, World Book, 2017, 

www.worldbookonline.com/advanced/article?id=ar405760. Accessed 1 Nov. 2017. This 

encyclopedia article describing the Chinese Exclusion Act itself and the legacy it left on 

U.S. immigration laws was a simple and effective way to begin research. 



Fong, Eric. "Immigration, Ethnicity, and Conflict: The California Chinese, 1849–1882." Wiley 

Library, Oct. 1991, onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1475-

682X.1991.tb00174.x/full. An article with useful excerpts from statements of the 

Workingmen's Party of California, an openly anti-Chinese labor union. This showed that 

poor economic conditions and racist ideology caused the ethnic conflict and 

discriminatory government action. 

Gates, Paul Wallace. The Illinois Central Railroad and Its Colonization Work. Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1934. This book reflected on the important contributions of 

Chinese-American laborers to railroads and how they established themselves as a 

hardworking class. 

Goyette, Braden. "How Racism Created America’s Chinatowns." Huffington Post, 11 Nov. 

2014, www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/11/11/american-chinatowns-

history_n_6090692.html. An article describing how restrictive exclusion laws and 

discriminatory housing rules forced Chinese to congregate in Chinatowns.  

Gyory, Andrew, Closing the Gate (Chapel Hill, SC; The University of North Carolina Press, 

1998) In this book, the author reflected on how a major force behind the Chinese 

Exclusion Act was national politicians that utilized the issue of Chinese immigration in 

an attempt to reach their political aspirations and appeal to the general public. 

Hsu, Madeline. Telephone interview. 26 Nov. 2017. A personal interview with Professor 

Madeline Hsu at the University of Texas about how the Chinese Exclusion Act and other 

discriminatory legislation that followed it contradicted American values. She gave me 



insight about her own family members, who had immigrated to the United States in the 

1930s, towards the end of the Exclusion era. 

Johnson, Kevin. "The History of Racial Exclusion in the U.S. Immigration Laws." 

http://academic.udayton.edu/race/02rights/immigr09.htm. This excerpt discussed the 

precedent the Chinese Exclusion Act set as the first immigration law to discriminate 

against a group of people. It allowed me to understand how drastic this action was at the 

time because there had been no other legislation like it before. 

Lee, Erika. At America's Gates: Chinese Immigration during the Exclusion Era, 1882-1943. 

Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2007. Various excerpts from this 

book explored how the Chinese exclusion laws recast the United States into a 

“gatekeeping nation” that patrolled its borders in order to keep out immigrants deemed 

"undesirable." 

Matsumoto, Mieko. "Chinese Exclusion Act." Densho Encyclopedia. 19 Mar 2013, 17:41 PDT. 

15 Nov 2017, 19:00 <http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Chinese%20Exclusion%20Act/>. 

This encyclopedia source provided a timeline of events spanning the Chinese Exclusion 

Era, starting with the Gold Rush and ending with the Magnuson Act in 1943, which 

repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act. This allowed me to understand how various events 

caused and affected each other and how they occurred in chronological order. 

McGraw, Meredith. "A Timeline of Trump's Immigration Executive Order and Legal 

Challenges." ABC News, 29 June 2017, abcnews.go.com/Politics/timeline-president-

trumps-immigration-executive-order-legal-challenges/story?id=45332741. Accessed 10 

Nov. 2017. Many of the legal debates facing President Trump's proposed immigration 



ban mirrored the ideology of those who challenged the right of the U.S. government to 

enforce the Chinese Exclusion Act. Drawing these connections allowed me to better 

understand the opposition to the Chinese exclusion. 

Miller, Stuart Creighton. The Unwelcome Immigrant: The American Image of the Chinese, 1785-

1882. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969. Contained useful excerpts about the 

source of Americans' poor image of the Chinese, which the author attributed to "cultural 

arrogance" and "racial superiority." 

Murphy, Erin. "“Prelude to Imperialism”: Whiteness and Chinese Exclusion in the Reimagining 

of the United States." Journal of Historical Sociology, 16 Nov. 2005, 

onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-6443.2005.00264.x/abstract. An insightful 

journal article that described how the justified racism during the Chinese Exclusion Era 

lead to imperialism in Asia and around the world through the concept of cultural 

superiority. 

Ngai, Mae M. Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America. Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004. Excerpts in this book touched upon how 

immigration law was used as a tool to fashion American racial policy through concepts 

such as "illegal aliens," "national origins," and "racial ineligibility to citizenship." It was 

very useful for understanding the perspective of those in favor of Chinese Exclusion. 

Shenkman, Kenneth J. "Angel Island." World Book Advanced, World Book, 2017, 

www.worldbookonline.com/advanced/article?id=ar756094. Accessed 17 Nov. 2017. A 

database article that reflected on the sharp rise of Asian immigration to Angel Island, the 

"Ellis Island of the West," in the 1850s.  



Slatta, Richard W. "Western frontier life in America." World Book Advanced, World Book, 

2017, www.worldbookonline.com/advanced/article?id=ar599110. Accessed 17 Nov. 

2017. This encyclopedia about Western frontier life for immigrants from 1850 to 1950 

provided historical context in the beginnings of the Chinese Exclusion Era and the initial 

tensions between groups of people. 

United States, Congress, House. House Resolution 683. Government Printing Office, 2012. 

Congress, www.congress.gov/bill/112th-congress/house-resolution/683/text. 112th 

Congress. An expression of regret of the House of Representatives for the passage of 

laws that adversely affected the Chinese in the United States, including the Chinese 

Exclusion Act. This was a formal recognition that the Chinese Exclusion contradicted 

fundamental American principles, such as liberty, equality, and opportunity. 


