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The popular history of immigration to the United States has for the most part

focused on European experiences and stories. The history of Chinese

immigration offers different lessons. When Chinese immigration began with

the California Gold Rush it was in many cases welcomed. By the 1870s,

however, the United States experienced the rise of anti-Chinese movements,

mostly originating in California, but growing to receive national support. These

movements were spurred by an economic depression and the belief among

white laborers that Chinese immigrants were “coolies” working for wages that

undermined white standards of living. In addition, opponents of Chinese

immigration accused the Chinese of being members of a “barbaric” and

“heathen” race, who promised to introduce disease, drug use, and other

pernicious cultural practices into American life. In 1875, Congress passed the

Page Act, which greatly curtailed the immigration of Chinese women to the

United States by requiring them to seek entry visas from American consular

of�cials stationed in Hong Kong and other ports, prior to departure. Consular

of�cials were predisposed to judge Chinese women as “immoral” threats who

would work in prostitution in the United States. As a result, Chinese

immigrants in the United States in the nineteenth century tended to be

overwhelmingly male, and, ironically, furthered accusations by white

Americans that they had no desire to bring their families and settle

permanently. By 1880, both the Republican and Democratic parties supported

restrictions on Chinese immigration in their of�cial platforms.

In 1882, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which barred laborers of

the Chinese race from entering the United States (merchants and students

were exempted). Previously, the 1870 Naturalization Act, which formally
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extended citizenship to African Americans, denied Asian immigrants the right

to naturalize as citizens. In 1892, the Geary Act renewed the Exclusion Act and

added the legal requirement that all Chinese immigrants register with the

government and carry photographic identi�cation proving their right to be in

the United States. The enforcement of the Geary Act affected American-born

Chinese citizens alongside Chinese immigrants.

During Chinese Exclusion, which lasted until 1943 – and was not fully

abolished until 1965 – Chinese immigrants adopted numerous tactics to

circumvent what they felt were racially discriminatory laws. Chinese men and

women immigrated as “paper” sons and daughters, for example, establishing

�ctive familial relationships to American-born Chinese and exempted

merchants, in order to be admitted. Other Chinese immigrants illegally crossed

the Mexican and Canadian borders into the United States, leading to the

establishment of the Border Patrol in order to police their exclusion. As Erika

Lee and Judy Yung note, “Chinese immigrants and Chinese American citizens

lived their lives in the shadows, anxious about their immigration status,

harassment by immigration of�cials, and personal safety.”

 

-- Urban, Andy

PPoorrttss  ooff  EEnnttrryy,,  PPoorrttss  ooff  DDeeppaarrttuurree

While the majority of Chinese

immigrants entered the United States

via the port of San Francisco, and, after

1910, through the immigration

inspection station located at Angel

Island, the enforcement of Chinese

Exclusion laws was nonetheless a

national concern. On the West Coast,

Seattle and San Pedro (serving Los

Angeles) were also major ports of

arrival for Chinese immigrants crossing
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the Paci�c Ocean. Some ports of entry

are less well-known. Malone, New York,

for example, referenced in a number of

the �les that were researched in this

exhibit, was the port of entry for

immigrants destined for the New York

City area from Montréal or Québec, or

even Vancouver, since it was located on

an American spur of the

transcontinental Canadian Paci�c

Railroad. Due to the immigration of

Chinese immigrants to Mexico and the

development of Chinese communities

in Juárez and Tiajuana, immigration

of�cials in El Paso and San Diego, on the

American side of the border, expressed

particular concern over transnational

smuggling of Chinese in these areas.

Ellis Island, which opened in 1892, was

the United States’ busiest immigration

inspection station. While the majority

of the immigrants processed at Ellis

Island came from Europe, a signi�cant

number of Chinese immigrants arrived

in the New York harbor as well. As the

�les in this exhibit document, a

substantial portion of the Chinese

immigrants coming through Ellis Island

came from Cuba, Trinidad, and other

locations in the Caribbean where

Chinese communities existed. In

addition to processing these

immigrants, Chinese immigrant

inspectors – as they were titled – were

also responsible for approving the

permitted departures of Chinese

immigrants seeking to leave the United
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States and eventually re-enter (even if

the actual port of departure was San

Francisco or Seattle).

TThhee  CChhiinneessee  CCoommmmuunniittyy  iinn  NNeeww

JJeerrsseeyy

The Chinese community in New Jersey

was concentrated in Newark along

Market Street, in the downtown area.

While Newark’s Chinatown never

rivaled that of Manhattan’s, by the

1920s the city had a Chinese American

and immigrant population estimated at

around 3,000 people. Nonetheless, as

this exhibit reveals, the Chinese

immigrant population was highly

mobile and dispersed, largely due to its

niche involvement in the United States

economy. In New Jersey and across the

United States, Chinese immigrants, for

example, would establish laundry

businesses and restaurants in towns

where they might be the only members

of their ethnic group.

CCoooolliieess  iinn  NNeeww--JJeerrsseeyy

An article in the New York Times

announces the arrival of 150 Chinese

laborers in New Jersey, to work on the

railroad that would connect Pompton,

New Jersey with Middletown, New
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York. The article was especially

concerned with how Irish immigrant

laborers, who had previously

“monopolized” railroad work in the

region, might react to economic

competition.

TThhee  CCoommiinngg  MMaann::  AAlllleeee  ssaammmmeeee

MMeelliiccaann  MMaann  MMoonnooppoolleeeeeeee

A cartoon that appeared in the San

Francisco-based humor magazine, The

Wasp, visualizes popular anxieties and

anger over the perceived threat of
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Chinese labor. In the cartoon, a Chinese

laborer is racialized as a rat-like �gure,

monopolizing various trades such as

laundries, clothing factories, and cigar

manufacturing. Such cartoons re�ected

the belief among many white

Americans that Chinese laborers were

“coolies,” who did not control the terms

or wages of their labor, and therefore

could be exploited. (Historians have

subsequently disputed the accuracy of

such portrayals.) These debates played

out in the aftermath of slavery, where

Chinese immigration was represented

as introducing another threat to “free”

labor.

TThhee  OOnnllyy  OOnnee  BBaarrrreedd  OOuutt

Published shortly before President

Chester Arthur signed the �rst Chinese

Exclusion Act into law, this cartoon

shows a Chinese immigrant barred

from entering the United States

through the “Golden Gate of Liberty.”

As the cartoon illustrates, Americans

were not unanimous in their support

for restrictions on Chinese immigration.

The artist contrasts the “industry” and

“order” that he assigns to Chinese

immigrants, against the allegedly

dangerous traits of communists,

Fenians, and hoodlums who are allowed

to enter unconditionally. One constant

in American immigration debates has
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been the attempts by politicians and

pundits to place “desirable” and

“undesirable” immigrants into neatly

de�ned categories.

TThhee  CChhiinneessee  QQuueessttiioonn  AAggaaiinn

In 1888, Congress passed the Scott Act,

which closed the alleged “loophole” that

allowed Chinese immigrant laborers to

leave and then re-enter the United

States. The Scott Act banned all

Chinese laborers from entering the

United States, even those who had

established residency in the country

prior to 1882 Exclusion Act, and had

left the United States for a temporary

period. As a result of the Scott Act,

20,000 to 30,000 Chinese immigrants,

who had lived in the United States,

were banned from returning legally.

Following the Scott Act, in order for

Chinese laborers to gain permission to

depart and re-enter the United States,

they were required to prove that they

were owed at least one thousand

dollars in debt, or possessed that sum in

cash or capital.

An excerpt describing the hearing of

Gung Wah Chee.

Gung was arrested after he was found
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working at a laundry in Camden, New

Jersey. He had entered the United

States as a student exempt from the

Chinese Exclusion Act and enrolled at

Temple College in Philadelphia. Like

contemporary immigrants who stay

past their student visas, Gung was

similarly accused of violating the terms

of his entry, even though he claimed to

be working as a laborer only for the

purpose of supporting his studies.

CChhiinnaammeenn  SSttaarrvvee  iinn  CCaarr

A 1909 article describes seven

undocumented Chinese immigrants

smuggled into the United States on a

railroad freight car from Canada, and

discovered in Port Morris, New Jersey.

Dehydrated and starving, the plight of

the immigrants nonetheless elicits little

sympathy from the author.

Chinese Exclusion: Chinese Exclusion and the Establishment of the Gat... https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese-exclusio...

8 of 9 10/12/2026, 9:14 AM

https://rucore.libraries.rutgers.edu/rutgers-lib/37533
https://rucore.libraries.rutgers.edu/rutgers-lib/37533
https://rucore.libraries.rutgers.edu/rutgers-lib/37534
https://rucore.libraries.rutgers.edu/rutgers-lib/37534


William Wu Fong ››‹‹ Home

» Home

»» CChhiinneessee  EExxcclluussiioonn  aanndd  tthhee  EEssttaabblliisshhmmeenntt  ooff  tthhee  GGaattee--kkeeeeppiinngg  NNaattiioonn

» William Wu Fong

» Chan Kee and Ng Hoong Low

» Hom Jin Fung

» Oung Dan You

» Lee Me Bo

» Lii Yuen Sooy and Jew Goon Jing

» Chin Ming and Ng King

» Event: Opening Event/Video

» About

Chinese Exclusion: Chinese Exclusion and the Establishment of the Gat... https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese-exclusio...

9 of 9 10/12/2026, 9:14 AM

https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/william-wu-fong
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/william-wu-fong
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/william-wu-fong
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/william-wu-fong
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese-exclusion-and-establishment-gate-keeping-nation
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese-exclusion-and-establishment-gate-keeping-nation
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese-exclusion-and-establishment-gate-keeping-nation
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/william-wu-fong
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/william-wu-fong
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/william-wu-fong
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chan-kee-and-ng-hoong-low
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chan-kee-and-ng-hoong-low
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chan-kee-and-ng-hoong-low
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/hom-jin-fung
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/hom-jin-fung
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/hom-jin-fung
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/oung-dan-you
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/oung-dan-you
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/oung-dan-you
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/lee-me-bo
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/lee-me-bo
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/lee-me-bo
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/lii-yuen-sooy-and-jew-goon-jing
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/lii-yuen-sooy-and-jew-goon-jing
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/lii-yuen-sooy-and-jew-goon-jing
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chin-ming-and-ng-king
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chin-ming-and-ng-king
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chin-ming-and-ng-king
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese_exclusion_opening_event
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese_exclusion_opening_event
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese_exclusion_opening_event
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese_exclusion_about
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese_exclusion_about
https://exhibits.libraries.rutgers.edu/chinese_exclusion/chinese_exclusion_about
https://rucore.libraries.rutgers.edu/rutgers-lib/37534
https://rucore.libraries.rutgers.edu/rutgers-lib/37534

