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ABSTRACT 

 

 

My dissertation explores the rise and fall of the vision of “Pacific community” in the decades 

following the Civil War. It approaches this narrative through the ideas and activities of the 

“antislavery internationalists” who envisioned connecting the American West and East Asia into 

a single economic zone. They believed that the transpacific networks of free immigration and 

free trade would ensure not only their country’s prosperity but also the vitality of its free labor 

system in the post-emancipation era. By tracing various figures in the antislavery internationalist 

circle—Republicans, abolitionists, diplomats and missionaries to China, and intellectuals and 

journalists advocating free trade—my dissertation argues that free labor ideology, once a weapon 

used to attack slavery in the American South, was critical in constructing and then destructing 

the Pacific community. The first section of my dissertation examines the making of the vision of 

Pacific community, with a special focus on its dual origin in the Whig-Republican tradition of 

internal improvement and the cosmopolitan worldview of Anglo-American abolitionism. The 

second section highlights the grassroots challenges to the Pacific community. Analyzing rhetoric 

of “coolie slave labor” and Chinese “sex slave women,” this section shows that the abolitionist 

zeal provided rhetorical ammunition to anti-immigration nativists. The last section explores the 
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collapse of the Pacific community, investigating how U.S. restrictions on Chinese immigration 

closed the Chinese door to American commercial activities in the country. The scholarship of 

this topic has exhibited periodic, thematic, and disciplinary divisions—between the 

Reconstruction era and the Gilded Age; the “Chinese question” and the “China question”; and 

immigration history’s focus on inward-looking nativism and diplomatic history’s emphasis on 

America’s imperialistic expansion toward the Pacific. Challenging this fragmentation in 

historiography, my dissertation rediscovers the complex relationships among a set of historical 

ironies in post-Civil War America: the power of antislavery ideology in the post-slavery era, the 

collapse of free trade idealism amid Open Door rhetoric, and the rise of Chinese exclusion during 

the transformation of the United States into a Pacific nation. 
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Introduction: The Antislavery Vision of the Pacific 

 

 

In 1900, Wu Tingfang, the Chinese minister to the United States, commented on John 

Hay’s “Open Door notes” of 1899-1900, in which the secretary of state claimed America’s equal 

access to the previously European-controlled China market.1 This policy, stated Hay, was not the 

product of imperial ambition, but an expression of “the general principle of equality of 

commercial access and opportunity” that would be “mutually advantageous to ourselves and our 

neighbors.”2 Wu disagreed. Rather than “mutual helpfulness,” Hay’s policy resembled “an 

agreement between robbers” signaling the United States’ entry in the imperial race for the 

Chinese territory and wealth.3 The most glaring evidence of this was the U.S. attempt to shut 

their gate to Chinese immigrants. This attempt, Wu wrote to Hay, demonstrated “utter disregard 

of the American government for the friendly relations” with China.4 In foreshadowing later 

scholars’ criticism of the deceptive nature of the Open Door policy, Wu noted that the United 

States, amid the rhetoric of fairness and reciprocity in trade, “deal now less liberally with the 

 
1 Wu Tingfang, “Mutual Helpfulness between China and the United States,” The North American Review 171, no. 
524 (July 1900): 1-12. On John Hay’s first and second “Open Door notes,” see Hay, “Correspondence concerning 
American Commercial rights in China,” U.S. State Department, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the 
United States, 1899 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1899), [hereafter FRUS], Document 88-105; 
“Negotiations of the Powers for the restoration of order in China,” FRUS 1900, Document 343-507. On Wu, see 
Linda Pomerantz- Zhang, Wu Tingfang (1842–1922): Reform and Modernization in Modern Chinese History (Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1992). 
2 “Successful Diplomacy,” New York Times, November 20, 1901, 8. 
3 “Wu Ting Fang on China,” New York Times, November 27, 1899, 6. 
4 Wu to Hay, September 12, 1899, FRUS 1901, 214, as quoted in Warren Cohen, America’s Response to China: A 
History of Sino-American Relations, 6th ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019), 47. For overviews of the 
Open Door policy, see Cohen, America’s Response to China, 42-59; David M. Pletcher, The Diplomacy of 
Involvement: America’s Economic Expansion across the Pacific, 1784-1900, (Columbia: University of Missouri 
Press, 2001), 293-305; Michael H. Hunt, The Making of a Special Relationship: The U.S. and China to 1914 (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 190-202. 
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Chinese than the rest of the world.” China’s “door is wide open to the people of the United 

States,” said Wu, “but their door [is] slammed in the face of her people.”5 

This contradiction—of opening other’s door while closing its own gate—in the U.S.-

China relations of the turn of the twentieth century was neither predetermined nor inevitable; it 

was rather an unexpected outcome of the complex historical road that the United States had 

traveled over the decades since the Civil War. During the Civil War and Reconstruction years, 

there had once been another vision—one more liberal and reciprocal, based on the principle of 

free movement of people and goods across the Pacific. Hay’s predecessor secretary of state 

William H. Seward proclaimed that “the Pacific Ocean, its shores, its islands, and the vast region 

beyond, will become the chief theatre of events in the world’s great hereafter.”6 Seward and his 

like-minded allies believed the American West to be not only the gateway to the Pacific trade but 

also a major beneficiary of the “natural” movement of people from “overpopulated” East Asia to 

the “underpopulated” U.S. western coast. Trade and immigration, therefore, were equally 

indispensable to make the American West “blossom like the rose, and turn its desert places into 

grain fields, tea, rice, sugar, coffee and cotton plantation, and vineyards and orchards.”7 As 

Seward once asserted that “the work of human progress is carried on chiefly by commerce and 

immigration,”8 this movement of people and goods, he argued, would make “the reunion of the 

two civilizations” across the Pacific.9 

 
5 Wu, “Mutual Helpfulness,” 12, 9. On the relationship between Chinese Exclusion and the Open Door policy, see 
Delber L. McKee, Chinese Exclusion versus the Open Door Policy, 1900-1906: Clashes over China Policy in the 
Roosevelt Era (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1977). 
6 William H. Seward, “Survey of the Artic and Pacific Ocean,” July 29, 1852, in The Works of William H. Seward, 
ed. George E. Baker, 5 vols. (New York: Redfield, 1853-1884), [hereafter Works of Seward], 1:250.  
7 Daniel Cleveland to J. Ross Browne, July 27, 1868, FRUS 1868, Document 277. 
8 William H. Seward and Olive Risley Seward, William H. Seward’s Travels Around the World (New York: D. 
Appleton, 1873), 613. 
9 Seward, “Survey of the Arctic and Pacific Oceans,” Works of Seward, 1:249. 
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This dissertation revisits one forgotten vision for rebuilding the United States as a 

Pacific nation—namely, the vision of “Pacific community” that was most robust and politically 

influential during the decades after the Civil War. In this period, none held this vision more 

strongly than those whom I term “antislavery internationalists.” This group included assorted 

figures of the Republican-abolitionist alliance of the antebellum era: Republican leaders, such as 

Seward and Charles Sumner; abolitionist veterans, such as William Lloyd Garrison; and lesser-

known diplomats, journalists, missionaries, intellectuals, and activists. Around the Civil War, 

these figures envisioned a Pacific community that connected the American West and East Asia 

through the webs of free-flowing commercial trade and human migration. This vision originated 

from their distinctive antislavery idea that is also known to historians as “free labor ideology.”10 

Their emphasis on the free movement of people and goods across the Pacific was rooted in their 

prewar efforts to abolish slavery in the South and establish a free labor system in the country. 

These antislavery internationalists, before and after the war, continued to choose freedom over 

shackles at home and abroad: free labor over slavery, free trade over imperialism, and free 

immigration over exclusion. 

In these antislavery internationalists’ view of domestic affairs, the free labor ideology 

served as not only the guideline of emancipating slaves but also a roadmap to make post-

emancipation America more prosperous and democratic. Convinced that unbound labor was 

superior, economically as well as morally, to bound labor, they regarded slavery as the main 

obstacle to their country’s economic growth and social advancement. The slavery system of 

“constant danger, distrust, suspicion, and watchfulness,” wrote Seward, wasted “energies which 

otherwise might employed in national development and aggrandizement.” Free labor, on the 

 
10 On free labor ideology, see Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party 
Before the Civil War (1970; repr., New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).  
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contrary, was “always and everywhere beneficent” for it brought into “the highest possible 

activity all the physical, moral, and social energies of the whole state.”11 Worse still, slavery 

betrayed America’s founding ideal of democracy by empowering slaveowners to wield influence 

in national politics far beyond proportion to their actual number. In this tyrannical slavocracy, 

antislavery figures often complained, “the Slave Power,” the conspiratorial alliance of 

slaveowners and proslavery politicians, ruined the ideal of democratic government that “the will 

of the majority must govern.”12 In the free labor ideology, therefore, abolishing slavery was 

inseparable to promoting economic advancement and resisting political tyranny.13 

As their maxim of “equality of men and equality of nations” illustrated, the free labor 

ideology framed the antislavery internationalists’ view of foreign relations as well. For them, free 

movement of people and goods across the world was a logical extension of free labor at home. In 

antebellum America, free and voluntary immigration, mainly from Europe but potentially from 

other parts of the world, seemed an effective way to resist the expansion of slavery by increasing 

the number of free workers in proportion to enslaved people. Immigration, therefore, would help 

to build “the truly commercial and beneficent system” of free labor.14 Furthermore, the 

movement of people would also encourage the movement of goods and thereby increase the 

interdependency among the “family of nations.” In this way, commercial intercourses among 

 
11 Seward, “Irrepressible Conflict,” October 25, 1858, Works of Seward, 4:290-91.  
12 On Slave Power, see Leonard L. Richards, The Slave Power: The Free North and Southern Domination, 1870-
1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000); Adam Rothman, “The ‘Slave Power’ in the United 
States, 1783-1865,” in Ruling America: A History of Wealth and Power in A Democracy, eds. Steve Fraser and Gary 
Gerstle (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 64-91; Gienapp, “The Republican Party and the Slave 
Power,” in New Perspectives on Race and Slavery in America: Essays in Honor of Kenneth M. Stampp, eds. Robert 
H. Abzug and Stephen E. Maizlish (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1986), 51-78; Matthew Karp, “The 
People’s Revolution of 1856: Antislavery Populism, National Politics, and the Emergence of the Republican Party,” 
The Journal of the Civil War Era 9, no. 4 (December 2019): 524-45. 
13 On Republicans and abolitionists’ faith and unity to destruct American slavery system, see James Oakes, Freedom 
National: The Destruction of Slavery in the United States (New York: W.W. Norton, 2012).  
14 William H. Seward, “Immigrant Voluntary Free Labor Versus Imported Black African Slave Labor,” Albany 
Evening Journal, November 10, 1856, 2.  
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self-governing countries represented a moral alternative to the territorial expansion of despotic 

imperial powers, which was often regarded as an international version of the tyranny of Slave 

Power at home.15 Deeply influenced by British Cobdenism, a belief that free trade would 

contribute to both domestic prosperity and world peace, many American antislavery 

internationalists held that free trade, as Garrison remarked, would “foster a more noble and 

expansive spirit of human brotherhood, through which at last all the nations of the earth shall 

strike hands in amity and peace.”16 

Slavery had come to an end in the United States through the Civil War, but the free labor 

ideology—as was the case of all ideologies—did not disappear with the achievement of its 

intended goal. On the contrary, once their enemy had disappeared, the antislavery 

internationalists had to prove what they had predicted. In other words, unshackled from the curse 

of slavery, the United States, if the free labor ideology was correct, should move, quickly and 

straightforwardly, toward prosperity, democracy, and peace. This predicted movement, however, 

was not realized automatically with emancipation. As the scholarship on antebellum capitalism 

showed, the slavery system of the South, no matter how brutal and immoral it was, proved itself 

profitable and economically efficient in both domestic and global markets.17 During the 

 
15 Edward P. Carpol, “The Foreign Policy of Antislavery, 1833-1846,” in Redefining the Past: Essays in Diplomatic 
History in Honor of William Appleman Williams, ed. Lloyd C. Gardner (Corvallis: Oregon State University Press, 
1986), 85-103.   
16 Wendell Phillips Garrison, William Lloyd Garrison, 1805-1879: The Story of His Life Told by His Children, 4 
vols. (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1885-1894), 4:264. On Cobdenism and its influence in America, see 
Marc-William Palen, The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade: The Anglo-American Struggle over Empire and Economic 
Globalization, 1846-1896 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016); Marc-William Palen, “Free Trade 
Ideology and Transatlantic Abolitionism: A Historiography,” Journal of the History of Economic Thought 37, no. 2 
(June 2015): 291-304.  
17 On slavery and the development of American capitalism, see, Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman eds., Slavery’s 
Capitalism: A New History of American Economic Development (Philadelphia: Philadelphia University Press, 2016); 
Calvin Schermerhorn, The Business of Slavery and the Rise of American Capitalism, 1815–1860 (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2015); Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2014); Edward Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New York: 
Basic Books, 2014); Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013). See, also, Erik Mathisen, “The Second Slavery, Capitalism, and 
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Reconstruction years, pro-slavery southerners were trumpeting the rhetoric of popular 

sovereignty to challenge the supposedly “despotic” military governments in their states.18 After 

the brief jubilation over emancipation, the antislavery internationalists found themselves 

struggling over a new thorny question: how to achieve prosperity based on the free labor system 

in post-emancipation America?19  

In trying to answer this question, the antislavery internationalists turned their eyes to 

China. Immediately after the Civil War, there was something of a China boom among former 

antislavery activists and politicians. The destiny of the United States, as “the youngest nation of 

the world,” appeared to critically depend on its relations with “the oldest nation” on the other 

side of the Pacific. China’s huge population seemed an inexhaustible reservoir of free laborers 

who, like a free-flowing river, would move from their overpopulated home to underpopulated 

regions of the American West. “Let the Chinaman come,” stated abolitionist Frederick Douglass. 

“He will help to augment the national wealth … he will help to lighten the burden of our national 

taxation.”20 China’s vast market presented another promise. Motivated by the memory of the 

lucrative old China trade and further by the envy of the enormous profit Europeans made in the 

fantastic Far East, the antislavery Americans sought to expand their country’s commercial 

 
Emancipation in Civil War America,” Journal of the Civil War Era 8, no. 4 (December 2018): 677-699; Scott R. 
Nelson, “Who Put Their Capitalism in My Slavery?” Journal of the Civil War Era 5, no. 2 (June 2015): 289-310; 
Seth Rockman, “What Makes the History of Capitalism Newsworthy?” Journal of the Early Republic 34, no. 3 (Fall 
2014): 439-66; Sven Beckert et al., “Interchange: The History of Capitalism,” Journal of American History 101, no. 
2 (September 2014): 503-36.  
18 Gregory P. Downs, After Appomattox: Military Occupation and the Ends of War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2015); Andrew F. Lang, In the Wake of War: Military Occupation, Emancipation, and Civil War 
America (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Press, 2017); Douglas R. Egerton, The Wars of Reconstruction: The Brief, 
Violent History of America’s Most Progressive Era (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2014).  
19 On the British antislavery’s struggle to secure free labor and free trade system in the post-emancipation West 
Indies, see Thomas Holt, The Problem of Freedom: Race, Labor, and Politics in Jamaica and Britain, 1832-1938 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), Seymour Drescher, The Mighty Experiment: Free Labor Versus 
Slavery in British Emancipation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
20 Frederick Douglass, “Our Composite Nationality,” December 7, 1869, in The Frederick Douglass Papers: Series 
1. Speeches, Debates, and Interviews, eds. John W. Blassingame and John R. McKivigan, 5 vols. (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1979-1992), 4:258.  
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activities across the Pacific.21 In so doing, they distinguished their strategy of “free trade” from 

European powers’ “policy of force.” Instead of imperialistic interventions, they contended, the 

United States should induce China to open its door voluntarily by respecting its sovereignty and 

assuring reciprocity. 

Reflecting this general tendency within the antislavery circle, Republican leaders, such 

as Seward and Sumner, pushed a series of measures to enhance U.S.-China relations. This effort 

made its greatest fruition in the Burlingame Treaty of 1868, the first “equal” treaty China had 

signed with any Western Power that ensured free and voluntary immigration between the two 

countries and granted both partners the status of most favored nation in trade. “The doors which 

have resisted the battering of the European powers for so many generations are freely unlocked 

for Mr. [Anson] Burlingame,” one newspaper reported.22 Indeed, by achieving what European 

imperial powers had failed to enforce by threat and wars, the treaty demonstrated the power of 

“fair diplomacy” in promoting the free movement of people and goods across the Pacific. The 

consequence seemed promising. “We are bound, within a short time,” another newspaper 

predicted, “to become the great commercial, and controlling and civilizing Power of the 

Pacific.”23 The access to China’s enormous market and flow of its endless labor force would 

together guarantee a brighter future of post-emancipation, free-laboring America within the 

Pacific community. 

However, the road that the United States had since taken fell short of these optimistic 

predictions. The central irony here was that the free labor ideology, which had justified free trade 

 
21 Michael J. Green, By More Than Providence: Grand Strategy and American Power in the Asia Pacific since 1783 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), 56-77; Pletcher, Diplomacy of Involvement, 97-152; Donald D. 
Johnson, The United States and the Pacific: Private Interests and Public Policies, 1784-1899 (Westport: Praeger, 
1995). 
22 “The Chinese Mission,” New York Tribune, May 27, 1868, 4. 
23 “Our Flag in the Pacific,” New York Times, July 22, 1868, 4. 
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and free immigration across the Pacific, also served as an acid that corroded the Pacific 

community from within. The more Chinese immigrants came, the more Americans feared that 

those “Chinese coolie slaves” might revive slavery in America. White working-class Americans, 

already anxious about their precarious status under industrial capitalism, accused the Chinese of 

bringing a quasi-slavery into the free-laboring republic they had achieved through the bloody 

Civil War. What if those Chinese coolies were enslaved by illegal labor contracts and 

involuntarily exported to the United States? What if American capitalists used those cheap 

laborers to reduce the wages of white workers, thereby ensnaring them in the system of wage 

slavery?24 Reflecting this confluence of antislavery and anti-Chinese rhetoric, one Californian 

Republican asserted that “unrestricted Chinese immigration tends more strongly to the 

degradation of labor, and to the subversion of our institutions than did slavery at the South.”25 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which aimed to prohibit “coolies slaves” from setting foot 

on American land, showed how the antislavery discourse of free labor ideology helped pull down 

free immigration, one of the two pillars of the edifice of Pacific community. 

For the antislavery internationalists, a more agonizing issue was Chinese woman 

immigrants who were often regarded as “sex slaves.” The Chinese coolies revealed some 

problematic features in terms of slavery-free labor division, such as fraudulent contracts and 

miserable living conditions. Nonetheless, most of them came to the United States voluntarily, 

 
24 On free labor ideology of working class, see Mark A. Lause, Free Labor: The Civil War, and the Making of an 
American Working Class (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2015). On the rhetoric of coolie and wage slavery in 
the anti-Chinese controversy, see Rudi Batzell, “Free Labour, Capitalism and the Anti-Slavery Origins of Chinese 
Exclusion in California in the 1870s,” Past & Present 225, no. 1 (November 2014): 143-86; Alex Gourevitch, From 
Slavery to the Cooperative Commonwealth: Labor and Republican Liberty in the Nineteenth Century (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 67-96; Moon-Ho Jung, Coolies and Cane: Race, Labor, And Sugar in the Age of 
Emancipation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006); Barry Goldberg, “Slavery, Race and the 
Languages of Class: ‘Wage Slaves’ and White ‘Niggers,’” New Politics 1, no. 3 (Summer 1991): 64-70. 
25 California State Senate, “An Address to the People of the United States upon the Social, Moral, and Political 
Effect of Chinese Immigration,” H.R. Doc. No. 9, 45th Cong. 1st Sess. (1877), 33. 
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with an aspiration, whether plausible or misleading, for a better life. The involuntary 

immigration was more prevalent among Chinese women. In no small number, they were brought, 

either by force or by deception, from their hometowns and sold to brothels through the west 

coast. Americans heard gruesome stories about poor and ignorant Chinese girls who were 

seduced or kidnapped or purchased by criminal organizations and systematically imported into 

the United States and helplessly chained in brothels. Rumors regarding “prostitutes,” 

“concubines,” and “second wives” in Chinatowns spread across the United States. These 

sensational stories, seriously exaggerated but not ungrounded, disturbed not only anti-Chinese 

nativists but also sincere antislavery figures, many of whom were supporters of Chinese 

immigration. The fear of reviving slavery transformed the nature of free labor ideology from a 

goal to achieve in the antebellum era, to a postbellum condition that had to be protected from 

external threats of coolie slaves and sex slaves.26 

Still, the fear of Chinese immigrants as a new source of slavery did not necessarily lead 

the antislavery internationalists to abandon their vision, despite what many scholars have 

implied. Despite the double-edged nature of free labor ideology, neither the Chinese Exclusion 

Act nor the collapse of the Pacific community was a logical consequence of the ideology. 

Holding onto the optimistic outlook on the free movement of people and goods, most antislavery 

internationalists claimed that Chinese immigrants would contribute to building a more 

cosmopolitan and racially harmonious America. They believed that their land of freedom and 

opportunity would continue to attract the “oppressed and laboring millions” from all over the 

 
26 On the controversy of Chinese woman slaves, Kerry Abrams, “Polygamy, Prostitution, and the Federalization of 
Immigration Law,” Columbia Law Review 105, no. 3 (April 2005): 641-716; George Anthony Peffer, If They Don’t 
Bring Their Women Here (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1999); Lucie Cheng Hirata, “Free, Indentured, 
Enslaved: Chinese Prostitutes in Nineteenth-Century America,” Signs 5, no. 1 (Autumn 1979): 3-29; Sucheng Chan, 
“The Exclusion of Chinese Women,” in Entry Denied: Exclusion and the Chinese Community in America, 1882-
1943, ed. Sucheng Chan (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), 94-146. 
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world.27 They thus agreed with Frederick Douglass when he maintained that “a liberal and 

brotherly welcome to all who are likely to come to the United States is the only wise policy 

which this nation can adopt.”28 Free-flowing human movement, for all fear of reviving slavery 

by that flow, was essential to the vitality of free-laboring America as a Pacific nation. “As all 

rivers are lost in the sea, which shows no sign of their presence,” Senator Sumner asserted, “so 

will all peoples be lost in the widening confines of our republic.”29 

At the intersection of their awareness of rampant fear of reviving slavery and the 

steadfast adherence to their vision of Pacific community, the antislavery internationalists sought 

to remove those unfree elements from Chinese immigration. This was certainly a controversial 

position that made surprising twists and turns in the history of Chinese immigration. Many of 

them readily supported the Coolie Prohibition Act of 1862, a device to prohibit “forced” 

immigration, which later scholars considered the first step toward the Chinese Exclusion Act.30 

More controversially, some even embraced the notorious Page Law of 1875 that banned Chinese 

“sex slaves” from entering the United States. Simultaneously, they continued to fight against the 

measures designed to forbid Chinese immigration categorically, such as the Fifteen Passenger 

bill of 1880. In so doing, they felt no contradiction. If the coolies, sex slaves, and other 

unvoluntary immigrants could be sorted out, the majority of Chinese immigrants must be free 

people who would put neither themselves nor Americans into slavery of any sort. Taking this 

 
27 William Lloyd Garrison, “Hostility to the Chinese,” The Independent, August 18, 1870, 1. 
28 Douglass, “Our Composite Nationality,” 253.  
29 Charles Sumner, “The Question of Caste,” October 21, 1869, The Works of Charles Sumner, 15 vols. (Boston: 
Lee and Shepard, 1875-1883), [hereafter, Works of Sumner], 13:183. 
30 Jung, Coolies and Cane, 5-6, 11-38; Kevin Kenny, “The Antislavery Origins of US Immigration Policy,” Journal 
of the Civil War Era 11, no. 3 (September 2021): 361-381; Batzell, “Free Labor, Capitalism and the Anti-Slavery 
Origins of Chinese Exclusion”; Renee C. Redman, “From Importation of Slaves to Migration of Laborers: The 
Struggle to Outlaw American Participation in the Chinese Coolie Trade and the Seeds of United States Immigration 
Law,” Albany Government Law Review 3 no. 1 (2010): 1-56; Moon-Ho Jung, “Outlawing “Coolies”: Race, Nation, 
and Empire in the Age of emancipation,” American Quarterly 57, no. 3 (September 2005): 677-701. 
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complex position in the coolie-sex slavery controversy, these antislavery internationalists saw the 

Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, not as a natural outcome of their action, but as a betrayal their 

efforts to maintain the free immigration of free people. 

The devastating blow to the antislavery internationalists’ vision of Pacific community 

came from a historical contingency—an episode that seemed inconsequential at first but made an 

unexpectedly crucial turn in history. During the winter of 1879, U.S. Consul-General in Shanghai 

David H. Bailey, a corrupt, career-oriented diplomat who had an antislavery background, sent a 

series of dispatches, entitled “Slavery in China.” Aptly using antislavery rhetoric and calculated 

quasi-feminist discourse, his dispatches argued that China was a slave society that rested on the 

systematic exploitation of enslaved women’s labor and sexuality. The country’s “absolute 

patriarchy,” according to Bailey, allowed the male head of each family to wield the life-or-death 

authority over his wives and daughters. He beat, sold, and exploited the women as the masters 

did as to their slaves in the American South. In China, therefore, slavery was not an exceptional 

thing, such as prostitution or kidnappings, committed by specific criminals; instead, “Chinese 

slavery,” he noted, “is as old as Chinese society itself,” which had “always existed and now 

existed in all parts of China.” Under this slavery of absolute patriarchy, no Chinese, whether 

women or men, was free from the virus of slavery—as either slaves or masters.31 

Though overlooked by historians, Bailey’s dispatches of 1879 were enormously popular 

during the critical years of 1880-82 and played a crucial role in promoting the Chinese Exclusion 

Act of 1882.32 Reproduced in numerous newspapers, read in Congress, courts and public 

 
31 Bailey to Charles Payson, December 2, 1879 and October 22, 1879, in “Expatriation and Slavery in China. 
Message from the President of the United States, transmitting, in response to a resolution of the House of 
Representatives, reports from the Secretary of State in relation to slavery in China, and portions of the penal code 
concerning expatriation,” H.R. Doc. No.60, 40th Cong., 2nd Sess. (1880), 15-16, 4.  
32 For an exception, see W. Caleb McDaniel, “The Bonds and Boundaries of Antislavery,” Journal of the Civil War 
Era 4, no. 1 (March 2014): 85-105.   
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meetings, and cited in President Rutherford Hayes’ messages, “Slavery in China” fueled the fear 

of reviving slavery in America. If all Chinese, with no exception, were contaminated by the virus 

of slavery from their home country, was it meaningful to sort involuntary elements out from 

those male masters and female slaves who ostensibly went to America by their own will? Were 

they not to transplant their system of slavery—in the forms of trading girls, female infanticide, 

concubinage, etc.—to the free-laboring republic? These questions gave the anti-Chinese camp 

new impetus. The U.S. government’s position moved from restricting involuntary immigration to 

complete immigration restriction. Unfortunately for proponents of Chinese immigration, Seward, 

Sumner, Garrison, and others had died one after another before these fateful years. Had they 

lived longer, they might have seen that the abolitionist rhetoric they had used against the 

southern slavery in the antebellum era proved to be equally powerful as a nativist weapon to 

attack Chinese slaves on the eve of the Chinese Exclusion Act. 

The Open Door policy, conceived in the anti-immigration atmosphere and proclaimed at 

the height of China’s indignation at the American treatment of their people, was untimely and ill-

fated. Once the principle of free immigration, one pillar of the Pacific community, had collapsed, 

the other pillar of free trade began trembling. As America closed its gate to Chinese immigration, 

China closed its door to American commerce.33 Some politicians, journalists, and diplomats, 

following in the footstep of the antislavery internationalists, fought against this trend, claiming 

that trade with China, which America wanted, was linked to a fair treatment for Chinese 

 
33 Guanhua Wang, In Search of Justice: The 1905-1906 Chinese Anti-American Boycott (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2001); Sin-Kiong Wong, China’s Anti-American Boycott Movement in 1905: A Study in Urbane 
Protest (New York: Peter Lang, 2002); Jane Leong Larson, “The Chinese Empire Reform Association and the 1905 
Anti-American Boycott: The Power of a Voluntary Association” in The Chinese in America: From the Gold 
Mountain to the New Millennium, ed. Susie Lan Cassel (Walnut Creek, CA: Alta Mira Press, 2002), 195-216; Sin-
Kiong Wong, “The Making of Chinese Boycott: The Origins of the 1905 Anti-American Movement,” American 
Journal of Chinese Studies 6, no. 2, (October 1999): 123-148; Delber L. McKee, “The Chinese Boycott of 1905-
1906 Reconsidered: The Role of Chinese Americans,” Pacific Historical Review 55, no. 2 (May 1986): 165-191. 
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immigrants, which America denied. John Russell Young, the American minister to China, 

ruefully predicted that American commerce in East Asia would be “menaced, and perhaps, 

overthrown” by discrimination against the Chinese immigrants.34 Indeed, several American 

companies, such as Russell & Company and the American China Development Company, began 

collapsing in the face of the Chinese government’s sudden suspicion and uncooperative 

measures.35 John Hay’s Open Door notes of 1899-1900 were unable to change the situation. 

Proposed and propagated while the doors were closing on both side of the Pacific, the Open 

Door policy understandably went nowhere. 

The rise and fall of the vision of Pacific community revealed how various forms of 

American freedom—free labor, free trade, free immigration—were intertwined with each other 

and how their arrangement was reshaped consistently at the intersection of domestic and foreign 

affairs. During the decades following the Civil War, one specific arrangement of those freedoms 

brought out an unusually optimistic vision of America. The proponents of this vision—the 

antislavery internationalists—sought to bind the American West and East Asia into a prosperous 

community connected by the network of people and goods. The vision of Pacific community 

came out of antebellum abolitionism, grew along with the Republican Party’s developmentalist 

ideology, reached its climax in the Burlingame Treaty of 1868, faltered during the controversy 

over the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, and collapsed in the midst of the Open Door policy. 

Throughout the process, the free labor ideology played a central role, both as a tool to construct 

the Pacific community and as a weapon to tear it apart. By telling this story, this dissertation will 

 
34 John Russell Young, “American Influence in China,” The North American Review 151, no. 405 (August 1890), 
198.  
35 Sibing He, “Russell and Company, 1818-1891: America’s Trade and Diplomacy in Nineteenth-Century China” 
(Ph.D. diss., Miami University, 1997); R. Braisted, “The United States and the China Development Company,” Far 
Eastern Quarterly 11, no.2 (February 1952): 147-165.  
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rediscover the complex relationships among a set of historical ironies in post-Civil War America: 

the power of antislavery ideology in the post-slavery era, the collapse of free trade idealism amid 

Open Door rhetoric, and the rise of Chinese exclusion during the transformation of the United 

States into a Pacific nation. 

 

 

My discussion of the essential connection of free labor, free trade, and free immigration 

operates at the intersection of three historiographical trends in the scholarship of post-Civil War 

America. Although historians have examined Reconstruction, the immigration history of the 

“Chinese question,” and the diplomatic history of the “China question” in separate domains, 

these domestic and international phenomena were deeply entangled with each other. Among the 

three trends, the historiography of Reconstruction has focused on America’s dual project of 

reintegrating the belligerent southern states into the union and incorporating freedpeople into the 

republic’s new polity. With this narrative of national inclusion, historians have tended to consider 

the Reconstruction era, in Ian Tyrrell’s words, “one of the most inward-looking periods in 

American history.”36 However, as Mark M. Smith and other scholars contend, such a tendency 

of “downplaying Americans’ awareness of the foreign during Reconstruction blinds us to the 

depth, meaning, and subtleties of what Reconstruction at home actually meant.”37 One of the 

 
36 Ian Tyrrell, “Foreword,” in Reconstruction in a Globalizing World, ed. David Prior (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2018), xi. On the historiography of Reconstruction era as national history, see David Prior, 
“Reconstruction, from Transatlantic Polyseme to Historiographical Quandary,” in Reconstruction in a Globalizing 
World, 172-208. 
37 Mark M. Smith, “The Past as a Foreign Country: Reconstruction, Inside and Out,” in Reconstructions: New 
Perspectives on the Postbellum United States, ed. Thomas J. Brown (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
117. See, also, Andrew Zimmerman, “Reconstruction: Transnational History,” in Interpreting American History: 
Reconstruction, ed. John David Smith (Kent: Kent State University Press, 2016), 171-196; David Quigley, 
“Emancipation, Empires, and Democracies: Locating the United States in the World, 1840–1900,” in Globalizing 
American History: The AHA Guide to Re-Imagining the U.S. Survey Course, ed. Peter Stearns (American Historical 
Association, 2007), 73-92.  
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blind spots is the lingering influence of free labor ideology on America’s perception of foreign 

immigration and foreign relations after the Civil War. 

Similarly, Chinese immigration and U.S.-China relations have been discussed separately, 

with a meager interaction with the scholarship of Reconstruction. Scholars of Chinese 

immigration have broadly shared what historian Lon Kurashige calls “the perfect storm 

narrative.”38 In this narrative, the prohibition of Chinese immigrants appeared almost 

predestined. Institutional racism and socio-ethnic hostility were legitimately emphasized, but the 

expansion of liberal rhetoric and principles in postbellum America were unjustly overlooked. 

Every step Americans took in the Reconstruction era was conveniently regarded as a rehearsal of 

the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 that reaffirmed the exclusionist narrative.39 The scholarship 

on U.S.-China relations exhibited a similar deterministic tendency. In many works, all the 

diplomatic events seemed neatly aligned with the one-way road to U.S. imperialism of the turn 

of the twentieth century.40 This was partly because foreign relations of the Reconstruction era, as 

Jay Sexton remarked, remained “one of the largest voids in our understanding of American 

 
38 Lon Kurashige, Two Faces of Exclusion: The Untold History of Anti-Asian Racism in the United States (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016), 8-11. On exclusionist narrative of Asian American historiography, 
see Kornel S. Chang, “Reconsidering Asian Exclusion in the United States,” in Oxford Handbook of Asian American 
History, eds. David K. Yoo and Eiichiro Azuma (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 154-170; Moon-Ho 
Jung, “Beyond These Mythical Shores: Asian American History and the Study of Race,” History Compass 6, no. 2 
(2008): 627-638.   
39 The literature on social, legal, and political anti-Asian racism includes Beth Lew-Williams, Chinese Must Go: 
Violence, Exclusion, and the Making of the Alien in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018); 
Jung, Coolies and Cane; Jean Pfaelzer, Driven Out: The Forgotten War against Chinese Americans (New York: 
Random House, 2007); Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); Erika Lee, At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration during the 
Exclusion Era, 1882–1943 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Lucy E. Salyer, Laws Harsh as 
Tigers: Chinese Immigrants and the Shaping of Modern Immigration Law (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1995); Charles J. McClain, In Search of Equality: The Chinese Struggle against Discrimination in 
Nineteenth-Century America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994).  
40 For an overview on U.S. foreign relations after the Civil War, see, Daniel Margolies, “The United States: 
Imperium In Imperio in an Age of Imperialism, 1865-1886,” in A Companion to U.S. Foreign Relations: Colonial 
Era to the Present, ed. Christopher R. W. Dietrich (Hoboken: Wiley Blackwell, 2020), 1:217-232. 
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history.”41 The indifference toward the U.S. activities in the Pacific between William Seward 

and Theodore Roosevelt was particularly serious.42 The application of U.S. imperialism of the 

turn of the twentieth century compensated the lack of genuine interest in the Reconstruction era’s 

foreign affairs. 

Recently, a set of new scholarly trends burgeoning through the dialogue among the three 

historiographies has shed fresh light on the connection of Reconstruction, Chinese immigration, 

and U.S.-China relations in the post-Civil War era. The first trend is the concept of “Greater 

Reconstruction.” Elliot West and other historians have expanded the meaning of 

Reconstruction—geographically to the trans-Mississippi West and Pacific and chronologically to 

the long period of U.S. western expansion throughout the nineteenth century and beyond.43 This 

scholarly trend showed that the traditional topics of the Civil War and Reconstruction, such as 

freedom, slavery, and the Union, were intertwined with the emergence of a multiracial society, 

particularly in the West and Pacific, as Native Americans, former Mexican citizens, and Chinese 

immigrants came into sight.44  

 
41 Jay Sexton, “Toward a Synthesis of Foreign Relations in the Civil War Era, 1848-1877,” American Nineteenth 
Century History 5, no. 3 (Fall 2004), 50.  
42 In this trend, William H. Seward’s ambition in the Pacific is often regarded as a premature form of turn-of-the-
century imperialism, see, Richard H. Immerman, Empire for Liberty: A History of American Imperialism from 
Benjamin Franklin to Paul Wolfowitz (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010), 98-127; Walter Nugent, 
Habits of Empire: A History of American Expansion (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008), 237-275; Joseph A. Fry, 
Lincoln, Seward, and US Foreign Relations in the Civil War Era (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2019), 
154-186; Ernest N. Paolino, The Foundation of the American Empire: William Henry Seward and U.S. Foreign 
Policy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1973).   
43 On the concept of “Greater Reconstruction,” see Elliot West, The Last Indian War: The Nez Perce Story (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Elliot West, “Reconstructing Race,” Western Historical Quarterly 34, no. 1 
(Spring 2003): 6-26. On this historiographical trend, see Stacey L. Smith, “Beyond North and South: Putting the 
West in the Civil War and Reconstruction,” Journal of the Civil War Era 6, no. 4 (December 2016): 566-591. See, 
also, Steven Hahn, A Nation without Borders: The United States and Its World in an Age of Civil Wars, 1830-1910 
(New York: Penguin Books, 2016); Heather Cox Richardson, West from Appomattox: The Reconstruction of 
America after the Civil War (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007). 
44 Stacey L. Smith, Freedom’s Frontier: California and the Struggle over Unfree Labor, Emancipation, and 
Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); Barbara Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian 
Masters: Slavery, Emancipation, and Citizenship in the Native American South (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2013); Steven Hahn, “Slave Emancipation, Indian Peoples, and the Projects of a New American 
Nation State,” Journal of the Civil War Era 3, no. 3 (September 2013): 307–30; C. Joseph Genetin-Pilawa, Crooked 
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Closely related to the concept of Greater Reconstruction, the second historiographical 

trend was the transnational history of the Reconstruction era. Compared to the historians of the 

Civil War who adopted a transnational approach from early on,45 their counterparts of the 

Reconstruction era were relative latecomers to the “transnational turn” in the American historical 

profession. Over the last decade, they have increasingly been receptive to Thomas Bender’s 

famous dictum that “thinking of the global dimensions of a national history, historians must step 

outside the national box—and return with new and richer explanations for national 

development.”46 In seeking to trace intellectual, cultural, economic, and political connections 

 
Paths to Allotment: The Fight over Federal Indian Policy after the Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North 
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Aarim-Heriot, Chinese Immigrants, African Americans, and Racial Anxiety in the United States, 1848-1882 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003). See, also, Gregory Downs and Kate Masur eds., The World the Civil 
War Made (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), especially essays of Stacey L. Smith, Stephen 
Kantrowitz, C. Joseph Genetin-Pilawa, and Barbara Krauthamer.  
45 This literature includes Niel Eichhorn, Liberty and Slavery: European Separatists, Southern Secessionists, and 
the American Civil War (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2019); Don H. Doyle, ed., American Civil 
Wars: The United States, Europe, and the Crisis of the 1860s (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2017); Don H. Doyle, The Cause of All Nations: An International History of the American Civil War (New York: 
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Century America and Italian Nation-Building (New York: Palgrave, 2015); David T. Gleeson and Simon Lewis eds., 
The Civil War as Global Conflict: Transnational Meanings of the American Civil War (Columbia: University of 
South Carolina Pres, 2014); Peter N. Stearns, ed., The American Civil War as a Global Conflict (Richmond: 
Virginia Sesquicentennial of the American Civil War Commission, 2014); Andre M. Fleche, The Revolution of 
1861: The American Civil War in the Age of Nationalist Conflict (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2012); Richard J. Carwardine and Jay Sexton eds., The Global Lincoln (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011); Mischa Honeck, We Are the Revolutionists German-Speaking Immigrants & American Abolitionists 
after 1848 (Athens and London: University of Georgia Press, 2011); Paul Quigley, Shifting Grounds: Nationalism 
and the American South, 1848-1865 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Don H. Doyle, ed., Secession as an 
International Phenomenon: From America’s Civil War to Contemporary Separatist Movements (Athens: University 
of Georgia Press, 2010); Brian Schoen, The Fragile Fabric of Union Cotton, Federal Politics, and the Global 
Origins of the Civil War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009); Timothy Mason Roberts, Distant 
Revolutions: 1848 and the Challenge to American Exceptionalism (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 
2009); Edward Bartlett Rugemer, The Problem of Emancipation: The Caribbean Roots of the American Civil War 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2008). For a literature review, see Enrico Dal Lago, “Writing in the 
US Civil War Era into Nineteenth-Century World History,” Journal of the Civil War Era 11, no. 2 (June 2021): 255-
271.  
46 Thomas Bender, A Nation Among Nations: America’s Place in World History (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), 
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beyond national borders, American historians have paid more attention to the global ramification 

of the Civil War and emancipation as well as the role of foreign actors in shaping domestic 

history after the war.47 One problem in this welcome trend is that most historians approached the 

transnational turn through a transatlantic or hemispheric lens, as if Europe, with occasional 

additions of Canada and Latin America, constituted the “wider world” in which postbellum 

America was involved. What was largely omitted here was the Pacific that, along with the 

Atlantic and Caribbean, encircled the U.S. continent.48  

The third among the three trends was the immigration historiography’s new emphasis on 

the liberal ideal of assimilation during the Reconstruction era, which was far more prevalent and 

powerful than previously acknowledged. By challenging the deterministic exclusionist narrative, 

a group of historians showed the influence of social, political, and economic logic of pro-Chinese 

immigration. The Chinese Exclusion Act, according to them, was not an inevitable consequence 

preordained by American anti-Asian racism. American history, from the beginning, had always 
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been afflicted with racism. If so, asked historian Gordon H. Chang, “why did it take so long for 

Washington to pass anti-Chinese legislation?”49 In some ways, Chang and others contended, the 

years immediately following the Civil War presented uniquely liberal—and even favorable—

conditions for Chinese immigration. Former abolitionists highlighted the freedom of movement 

of people; industrialists demanded cheap and hard-working laborers for their factories; 

government officers sought to host population for developing the West Coast; trade firms and 

steamship companies wanted a closer relationship between the United States and China.50 All 

these tendencies implied the need of a transpacific history that connected the Chinese question 

and China question to the American history of the Reconstruction era.51 

Reflecting these new trends in the Reconstruction, immigration, and diplomatic 

historiographies, my dissertation takes four strategies in approaching the rise and fall of the 

vision of Pacific community in post-Civil War America. First, my narrative reframes the 

chronology of American antislavery activism. Historians once understandably assumed that 

abolitionism, one of the most successful and distinctively American movements in the 
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antebellum period, had come to an end with the emancipation of slavery. However, despite the 

revolutionary change during the Civil War, the antislavery ideals and rhetoric remained powerful 

at local, national, and international levels.52 As W. Caleb McDaniel argued, what historians of 

antislavery need to discuss now is “the question of what happened to antislavery after the war 

and legal slavery had ended.”53 

After the Civil War, the United States witnessed something of an inflation of antislavery 

discourse—increasing its usage and decreasing its value. As the antislavery ideology gained 

legitimacy as an American creed after the abolition of slavery, its rhetoric spread through various 

groups, most of whom were not explicitly related to the chattel slavery of the antebellum South. 

Antislavery, in other words, provided every American with a useful signifier by which they could 

challenge whatever they believed as a denial of their—at times others’—freedom.54 In many 

ways, this tendency overlapped with what historian Richard Huzzey called “an era of anti-

slavery pluralism” in the British empire after its emancipation of slavery.55 Despite—or rather 

because of—the lack of clear definition of slavery, Americans widely appropriated antislavery 

rhetoric and applied their own version to nativists’ hostility toward “coolie slavery,” suffragists’ 

 
52 On the legacy of abolitionism after emancipation, see Joel Quirk, The Anti-Slavery Project: From the Slave Trade 
to Human Trafficking (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011); Harriet Hyman Alonso, Growing Up 
Abolitionists: The Story of the Garrison Children (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2002); Michael 
Salman, The Embarrassment of Slavery: Controversies over Bondage and Nationalism in the American Colonial 
Philippines (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Eric Foner, Nothing But Freedom: Emancipation and 
Its Legacy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Press, 1983); James M. McPherson, The Abolitionist Legacy: From 
Reconstruction to the NAACP (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975). On the British side, Richard 
Huzzey, Freedom Burning: Anti-Slavery and Empire in Victorian Britain (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell 
University Press, 2012).  
53 McDaniel, “The Bonds and Boundaries of Antislavery,” 96. 
54 On the contested and reshaping nature of meaning of freedom, see Eric Foner, The Story of American Freedom 
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1998).  
55 Huzzey, Freedom Burning, 7. On the various positions in antislavery camp, see McDaniel, “The Bonds and 
Boundaries of Antislavery”; Manisah Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2016). 



 21 

grievance at “slavery of sex,” and white laborers’ complaining “wage slavery.”56 The 

controversy over Chinese immigration was one terrain on which many of these contested 

interpretations of (anti-)slavery converged after the Civil War. Some of the former abolitionists 

opposed the immigration because of their cherished principle of antislavery, while others 

supported it with the same ideal—and often with the same rhetoric. The consensus among the 

abolitionists against slavery of the South in postbellum America, in short, generated a series of 

conflicts in regard to slaveries. 

Second, my dissertation highlights the importance of transatlantic history in 

understanding the United States’ relations with China and East Asia, in general. The version of 

free trade that the antislavery internationalists upheld in their transpacific engagement suggested 

the influence of their transatlantic interactions with European and especially British liberals 

reformers.57 In the previous scholarship on mid-nineteenth-century political history, which 

operated within the national framework, there was the binary of the proslavery-Democratic free 

trade versus the antislavery-Republican protectionism.58 However, several American antislavery 
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figures, such as Charles Sumner and William Lloyd Garrison, embraced free trade as their ideal 

through their observation of—and often involvement with—a series of European events. The 

events encompassed the liberal and nationalist revolts during the aborted 1848 revolutions, the 

British experiment in the West Indies after emancipation, European anti-imperialists’ peace 

activism, and the anti-Corn law protest of the British Liberal Party.59 

Among these transatlantic engagements, the circulation of free trade idea among the 

Anglo-American abolitionists was particularly important.60 As historian Marc-William Palen 

demonstrates, British abolitionists and liberal reformers of the mid-nineteenth century broadly 

shared “the belief that international free trade and non-interventionism would bring prosperity 

and peace to the world.”61 Known as “Cobdenism,” this form of free trade ideology was most 

powerful among Richard Cobden and his radical allies in the Liberal Party, who reformulated the 

Victorian era’s free trade as a tool of liberal world order. The British Cobdenites played a 

significant role in shaping the worldview of American abolitionists. When Sumner and Garrison 

promoted free trade, they were aware of the differences between the Cobdenite antislavery, anti-

imperialist version and the Jeffersonian free trade idea of expansionism-cum-slavery. After the 

Civil War, these antislavery internationalists applied the Cobdenite ideology to the Pacific, 

believing that free trade would serve as the foundation of liberal, peaceful, reciprocal relations 

between the United States and China.  
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Third, this dissertation takes an approach that Bruce Cumings terms a “dual posture” 

between transatlantic and transpacific histories.62 As Steven Hahn points out, “the Atlantic 

framework greatly underestimates the importance of the Pacific as an increasingly powerful field 

of force. … it is impossible to grasp the significance of many of the important events of the 

nineteenth century … without recognizing the Pacific as an American destiny, real and 

imagined.”63 My narrative demonstrates that if the transatlantic circulation of ideas helped the 

antislavery internationalists shape their vision of Pacific community, the transpacific flow of 

information constituted the fundamental challenges to the vision. Their enthusiasm for the 

Pacific notwithstanding, most of them were basically Atlanticists who failed to overcome the 

disparity of knowledge, in both quality and quantity, between the transatlantic and transpacific 

relations. Thanks to their concrete transatlantic ties, the antislavery internationalists were able to 

develop a deep understanding of European ideas, such as Cobdenite free trade ideology. 

Contrarily, their real engagement with affairs in East Asia was tenuous. Their understanding of 

the transpacific relations thus resorted largely on indirect accounts full of fallacies and fantasies. 

For them, Europe was the land of cousins whereas China was still a mysterious and 

unfathomable empire. 

The notion that Chinese were slaves arose from the transpacific flow of information. The 

information certainly reflected some realities in China. Still, it was not free from distortions and 

exaggerations, intended and unintended. As China and the Chinese had become major issues in 

the United States, Americans were eager to know about them. Diplomats, missionaries, and 

merchants sent their first-hand accounts of coolie trades and women trafficking to their home 
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country. Some of these accounts—such as Bailey’s anti-Chinese dispatches and Otis Gibson’s 

pro-Chinese counter-narrative—were biased from their inception. Others were less biased but 

easily distorted by both pro-and anti-Chinese camps. With the lack of direct experience and 

reliable connection, the American people often chose the more sensational one in the contest of 

conflicting stories. While Bailey’s indictment of China as a slave society was greatly popular 

among U.S. policymakers and public alike, those less sensational accounts that refuted Bailey’s 

story—such as the official document by the British Colonial Government of Hong Kong and the 

testimony by Chinese intellectual Yung Wing—were greeted with indifference. These modes of 

producing and reproducing information about China showed that the slavery analogy to Chinese 

immigrants was not merely a U.S. affair but rather a transpacific affair. 

The last approach that my dissertation takes is to place the vision of Pacific community 

on the trajectory of American liberalism. The vision was not a camouflage of U.S. imperialism. 

Its proponents were sincere in making the world more liberal and peaceful based on the ideals of 

free labor, free trade, and free immigration. Nor was it true that the antislavery internationalists 

were impractical idealists dreaming an egalitarian utopia in the age of imperialism. Many 

practical-minded officers and politicians—among them, William H. Seward, the symbol of 

diplomatic realism of the era—embraced their vision, which was filled with the realist rhetoric of 

commerce, national security, and development and was supported by concrete plans in regard to 

infrastructure, treaties, and relocation of population. The vision of Pacific community, in many 

ways, was an attempt, both sincere and practical, to accomplish the antislavery project of 

building a genuinely liberal society in the post-Civil War United States. 

Neither veiled imperialism nor dreamy idealism, it was the anachronistic optimism that 

constituted the real fallacy in the vision of Pacific community. Intellectually and politically, the 
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antislavery internationalists were the product of the antebellum era’s liberalism. They regarded 

the system of free labor—and free trade and free immigration as its extension in the wider 

world—as the sovereign remedy for most diseases and evils in the American society. Once every 

individual got economic autonomy, this would make social mobility possible and lead eventually 

to the harmony of conflicting interests. Logical and powerful in the antebellum era, this 

argument increasingly sounded old-fashioned in the face of emerging industrial capitalism.64 

The antislavery internationalists saw the Chinese immigrants as free laborers who would 

contribute to the prosperity of the nation, without seriously thinking what it meant or took. As 

much as they were ignorant to the actual events in East Asia, they were insensitive to American 

workers’ fear of wage slavery.65 In answering to former abolitionist and labor activist Ira 

Steward’s concern about the degradation of labor, Garrison asserted that “between capital and 

labor there is no necessary antagonism. … we are all employers and employed.”66 Such a 

misfitting sanguinity about the free labor system in industrial capitalism marked a fundamental 

contradiction in their vision of Pacific community.67 
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Though generally approving the antislavery internationalists’ ideas and activities, my 

narrative is closer to a eulogy than to a vindication. The collapse of their vision of Pacific 

community originated from its inherited weaknesses—the ignorance to East Asia and naïve 

optimism about the free labor system. Nevertheless, their vision undeniably represented a 

virtuous amalgam of several elements of the nineteenth century’s American liberalism. The 

antislavery internationalists understood the entangled nature of freedoms, as they highlighted the 

connectivity of free labor, free trade, and free immigration. They knew that one form of freedom 

could not stand alone; American freedom was intertwined with freedom of other nations, free 

movement of goods with a peaceful world order, free movement of people across borders with 

the fate of individual freedom within the borders. That was why they continued to fight for 

expanding freedom after the abolition of slavery. Some of their projects were successful while 

others were ill-fated or ill-fitted to new problems of the postbellum era. For all their faults of 

commission and omission, their commitment to accomplishing the totality of freedom at home 

and abroad is worth retrieving today. 

 

 

This dissertation consists of five thematic chapters, generally arranged in chronological 

order. Chapter 1 explores the making of the vision of Pacific community by tracing its dual 

origin into William H. Seward’s realist expansionism and Charles Sumner’s idealist 

cosmopolitanism. One from the Whig tradition of internal improvements, the other from the 

Anglo-American liberal abolitionism, the convergence of the visions of these two antislavery 

politicians linked free immigration and free trade to each other and to their common ideology of 

free labor. Chapter 2 reinterprets the Burlingame Treaty of 1868 as the clearest articulation of the 
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vision of Pacific community. Anson Burlingame, the protégé of Sumner in Boston and the U.S. 

minister to China under Secretary Seward, pushed what he termed “fair diplomacy” based on 

free movements of people and goods across the Pacific in trying to open both American and 

Chinese doors. Chapter 3 demonstrates the optimism about the future of their post-emancipation, 

free-laboring republic as the underlying sentiment of the vision of Pacific community. This 

sanguine outlook, as this chapter argues, made the antislavery internationalists recognize the 

virtues in cosmopolitanism and racial egalitarianism while overlooking the real and exaggerated 

concerns about the revival of slavery in the forms of white “wage” slavery and Chinese “coolie” 

slavery. Chapter 4 discusses the role of gender and sexuality in deconstructing the vision of 

Pacific community. By analyzing the discourse of Chinese “sex slaves,” antislavery rhetoric of 

the Page Act of 1875, and the controversy over “Slavery in China,” this chapter shows that the 

abolitionist zeal was a double-edged weapon that was used simultaneously for making and 

unmaking the vision. Chapter 5 considers the connectivity of free labor, free trade, and free 

immigration, examining the career of John Russell Young, one of the most representative pro-

China figures during the years after the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. A self-proclaimed heir of 

Burlingame, he sought to keep the old vision of Pacific community alive amid the growing anti-

Chinese sentiment by decoupling the irksome item of free immigration from the promising goal 

of free trade with China. Finally, Epilogue investigates the debate between Henry George and 

William Lloyd Garrison, Jr. over the meaning of American freedom and contends that separating 

free labor, free trade, and free immigration marked the end of the Pacific community. 

In developing this narrative, this dissertation relies critically on a wide range of 

published and unpublished sources. Among the most useful were personal papers of key 

members of the antislavery internationalists. Other archival collections that contain pro-and anti-
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Chinese pamphlets, correspondences between American abolitionists and British liberals, and 

reports from China, Hong Kong, and other places also help enrich my narrative. This dissertation 

generously uses various types of published sources, including diplomatic documents, 

government and congressional records, contemporary newspapers and periodicals, documents 

produced at the state and local levels, and memoirs and edited collections of letters. Finally, my 

dissertation revisits several classics, such as Frederick Douglass’s “Our Composite Nationality” 

and Henry George’s Progress and Poverty and tries to give some fresh insights to them. All these 

sources help this dissertation through its journey navigating the rise and fall of the vision of 

Pacific community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Free Ocean for People and Goods: Republicans and the Pacific 

 

 

Late in the evening, on March 29, 1867, Frederick Seward dropped by Senator Charles 

Sumner’s house. The visitor carried an urgent message from his father and Secretary of State 

William H. Seward, who asked the senator to visit the Secretary’s house immediately to discuss 

“a matter of public business.” The matter was a plan for the purchase of Alaska.1 For these two 
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founders of the Republican Party, the plan was a part of a grander vision they had developed, 

pushed, and tested together for decades. The vision was one to make the United States a Pacific 

nation by connecting the American West and East Asia into a single transpacific network of 

people and goods. In 1852, two years after California was admitted as a state, Seward presented 

the vision by declaring that the Pacific “will become the chief theatre of events.” Trade and 

immigration were the two poles in their vision that would make possible “the reunion of the two 

civilizations, which … now meet again on the coasts and islands of the Pacific Ocean.”2 Calling 

on Congress to pass the Alaska purchase, Sumner reaffirmed the vision, asserting that the plan 

“to unite the East Asia with the West of America” would “contribute to the general welfare” of 

the people on both sides.3 

This chapter aims to rediscover a forgotten vision once shared by Republican founders of 

America as a Pacific nation and the Pacific as the sea of freedom. Scholarship on the Civil War 

and Reconstruction has tended to focus on what the Republican Party fought against—slavery—

and to define the party’s identity as the antislavery political force. Less discussed recently and 

still unclear is the question of what they stood for. As Eric Foner and other historians showed, 

protecting and promoting the system of free labor was at the heart of the party’s political and 

policy agenda.4 Yet this was, by nature, an unfinished project. The Republicans knew that 

freedom would not prosper automatically with the abolition of slavery. Freedom, they believed, 

should be expanded—to the South by reconstructing it, to the West by developing it, and to the 

 
Lincoln’s Indispensable Man (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012), 482-91; Edward L. Pierce, Memoir and Letters 
of Charles Sumner, 4 vols. (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1893), 4:324-327.  
2 William H. Seward, “Survey of the Arctic and Pacific Oceans,” July 29, 1852, The Works of William H. Seward, 
ed. George E. Baker, 5 vols. (New York: Redfield, 1853-1884), [hereafter, Works of Seward] 1:236-235. 
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Pacific by redesigning it.5 The free movements of people and goods across the Pacific would put 

the United States at the center of world commerce, resolve the labor shortage in the West, and 

make Americans live up to their country’s founding image as the land of freedom. Freedom of 

immigration and trade, in other words, would ensure not only America’s prosperity but also the 

vitality of its free labor system in the post-emancipation era. 

This Republican vision for the Pacific rested on the two distinct political traditions the 

party inherited: the Whig ideology of internal improvements and the transatlantic abolitionist 

argument of free trade. Seward and other Republicans’ policy of free immigration had grown out 

of their Whig background. The Whig Party’s internal improvements sought to transform the 

United States from an agricultural community into a cosmopolitan nation integrated by 

commerce, industry and information.6 Many Whigs, including Seward, moved to the Republican 

Party after it was founded in 1854. In their new party and old ideology, the ex-Whigs advocated 

the federal support for infrastructures facilitating the U.S. expansion into the Pacific, such as 

transcontinental railroad construction and the transpacific steamship routes. Immigration was the 

key to the improvements related to the Pacific. Seward, in particular, noted a relationship 

between Chinese immigration and the development of the American West. Under his initiative, 

the Republican Party made efforts to host Chinese immigrants in the underpopulated and 
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underdeveloped lands of the West, such as lower California and Alaska. Free-flowing 

transpacific migration, he reasoned, would improve these remote corners of the continent, 

creating a commercial hub connected to East Asia by the sea route and to the Atlantic by the 

railroads. 

Free trade policy in the Pacific was rooted in the free trade cosmopolitanism of 

transatlantic abolitionism. The Republican Party, in general, did accept a high-tariff policy in 

order to protect northern manufacturing, pay for national improvements, and redeem the war 

debt after the Civil War. Nevertheless, free traders comprised a powerful faction in the party. The 

faction, led by Sumner, attracted support from abolitionists, economists, journalists, and 

businessmen associated with the party, such as William Lloyd Garrison, Ralph Wald Emerson, 

Henry Ward Beecher, and Edward Atkinson. These figures, who formed the American Free Trade 

League in 1865, were strongly influenced by the British abolitionists of the Liberal Party.7 The 

radicals of the Liberal Party, including Richard Cobden and John Bright, regarded “free trade as 

the best human means for securing universal and permanent peace.”8 In agreement with their 

British friends, the American antislavery free traders argued that free trade was the weapon to 

advance free labor and supress the exploitation of slavery and imperialism. Convinced that peace 

and prosperity were inseparable, Sumner and like-minded free trade Republicans criticized 

European imperialism and sought to establish a reciprocal relations with China based on the 

principle of free trade in the Pacific Ocean. 
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William H. Seward’s Vision of Antislavery Empire  

 

In August 1870, the retired Secretary of State William H. Seward took a world tour. 

Departing from his home at Auburn, New York, he traveled west through California, China, 

Southeast Asia, the Ottoman Empire, and European nations.9 Upon arriving at San Francisco, 

this old man indulged in memories. Twenty years ago, Seward, the young senator from New 

York, advocated the admission of California into the United States, convinced that this land, 

“scarcely inhabited and quite unexplored,” was soon to be vibrant, bustling and prosperous.10 

His conviction now seemed to have proven itself splendidly. Once the periphery of the Atlantic, 

California had become the center of the new Pacific world, connected by the transcontinental 

railroads completed in 1869 and the transpacific steam lines inaugurated in 1867.11 Seward 

could not conceal his pride at having been the initiator of this development. “Who thinks it 

wonderful that the islands of the Pacific and the nearer shores of Asia desire and demand 

peaceful commerce, free immigration, and material, moral and social connection with the United 

States?” “For myself,” he mused, “I have long ago accepted it.” The United States would 
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continue to expand, Seward declared, “in harmony with the ultimate end of the perfection of 

civilization on the continent and throughout the world.”12 

Seward’s world tour epitomized his vision for the United States, which would, like his 

tour, expand west from the Atlantic to the Pacific and beyond through new transportation 

infrastructures, such as railroads and steamships. His vision had multiple origins, as he had 

multiple identities. Born in 1801 near New York City, Seward developed his vision of commerce, 

immigration, and cosmopolitanism in the Empire City. Through his political career from New 

York governor, as a Whig, to the Secretary of State in the Republican administrations of 

Abraham Lincoln and Andrew Johnson, he sought to remake the United States on the model of 

New York City. He was drawn to the Whig Party because he was devoted to their 

developmentalist idea of “internal improvements”; he cooperated with the Democratic Party’s 

expansionists because he shared their belief that becoming an empire was the United States’ 

“manifest destiny”; he joined the Republican Party because he concurred with their conviction 

that free labor was superior to slavery. He was a Whig, expansionist, and antislavery politician, 

but none of these identities alone represented him. Seward authored no ideology but instead 

synthesized developmentalism, expansionism, and antislavery—three of the most influential 

ideologies in antebellum North—into his own distinctive vision.  

“Empire” was a single word that captured Seward’s views of development, expansion, 

and slavery. Since his years as a Whig governor of New York in the early 1840s, he consistently 

expressed the aspiration for a great empire “stretching from the one great ocean to the other.”13 

The United States, he affirmed, possessed “the elements of empire,” including the big and 

salubrious land, a large population willing to develop the land, and a democratic form of 
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government suitable to such free and industrious people. In order to build an empire, the 

American people must develop their own land diligently, by which, “our dwellings become 

palaces, and our villages are transformed, as if by magic, into great cities.”14 After that, he 

believed, they should spread their freedom by expanding their borders to the Pacific coast, the 

islands across the ocean, and the continent beyond. In so doing, Americans were destined to 

“encounter oriental civilization on the shores of the Pacific.”15 Becoming a Pacific empire was 

the American destiny and realizing the destiny was the American duty. “We see,” asserted 

Seward in 1848, “only the rising of the sun of empire.”16 

In Seward’s vision, the Pacific was a fateful ocean that would make the American empire 

special among and greater than all the other empires.17 “The world contains no seat of empire so 

magnificent as this,” stated Seward in 1850, because the United States could “command the 

empire of the seas,” which alone was, according to him, the “real empire.”18 He believed that 

commerce was “the chief agent” of building a great empire and the United States was the only 

nation that could connect the trade of the Pacific to “the trade and commerce of the world.”19 

The U.S. continent was “situated midway between the ancient continents” of Europe and Asia, 

which were “soon to be connected with direct highways” of railroads and steamship routes. 

Americans, in other words, had privileged access to “the commerce of Europe and Africa … as 
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well as the trade of the populous regions of China and the eastern Indies.”20 Seward believed 

that with this advantageous position, the United States would eventually win the battle between 

Britain and America for the status of the world greatest empire. “Whatever nation shall put that 

commerce into full employment, and shall conduct it steadily with adequate expansion,” he 

proclaimed, “will become necessarily the greatest of existing states.”21 

California was the fateful territory for it was the outlet to the fateful ocean of the Pacific. 

When the vast territory of the West including California was ceded to the United States after the 

Mexican-American War of 1846-48 and California applied for statehood in 1850, Seward called 

for its admission “without conditions, without qualifications, and without compromise.” “Let 

California come in,” he said. As an expansionist, he welcomed “every new state.” California, the 

land “that bounds at once the empire and the continent,” was indispensable to the U.S. mission of 

building an empire. “California, the youthful queen of the Pacific, in her robes of freedom, 

gorgeously inlaid with gold—is doubly welcome.”22 Once California was admitted in 1850, 

Seward believed this free state, interposed between a great continent and a great ocean, to be the 

New York on the Pacific coast. If New York City had embodied the greatness of the United 

States thus far, San Francisco, the Pacific equivalent to the empire city, would represent the 

country’s greatness in the future. San Francisco, Seward stated in excitement, was to be “the 

Constantinople of American Empire.”23 

The task now for Seward was to establish the infrastructures in California that would 

make this “wonderful region” appropriate to the metropole of the American empire. In 1852, he 
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argued that while “the commercial, social, political movements of the world [were] now in the 

direction of California,” the development of the region was still in “a state of sheer infancy.” The 

shortage of capital and labor had hindered the growth of industry and commerce. Seward 

observed that California was not “yet conveniently accessible” and thus called for “the speediest 

possible construction of the Pacific railroad.”24 The railroads, “indispensable agencies in 

perfecting the integrity of the nation and attaining its destiny,” would give California all that it 

needed—labor, material, market, prosperity, and freedom. The railroads, in his words, “will 

practically terminate in one centre, and swell the wealth, the prosperity, and the advancement of 

the great commercial metropolis of the Union.”25 To Seward, the debates over which of the 

possible routes of the Pacific railroads should be chosen seemed unimportant. “You may make a 

route across this continent wherever you please,” Seward asserted, “there will be but two termini 

of that road—one in the east, at New York, and the other one the west, at San Francisco.”26  

Connectivity and mobility fostered prosperity; Seward inherited this notion from the 

Whig Party’s commitment to “internal improvements.” In the 1830s and 40s, John Quincy 

Adams and other Whigs were convinced that railroad, canals, and telegraph lines were the 

physical demonstration of the progress of the American civilization. Federal subsidies for the 

construction of such infrastructures were the evidence of the U.S. government’s “careful and 

purposeful planning” for a better future of the nation.27 A biographer of Adams, Seward took 
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this Whig president as “a patron, a guide, a counselor, and a friend” and regarded the internal 

improvements as “one of the most important duties of the government.”28 As a governor of New 

York, Seward made himself the nation’s leading proponent of Whig’s ideology.29 The first 

program he approved as governor was the expansion of the Erie Canal. “We are required,” the 

new governor claimed, “to carry forward the policy of internal improvements, by the abounding 

experiences of its benefits already enjoyed; by its incalculable benefits yet to be realized, and by 

all our obligations to promote the happiness of the people, to multiply and raise their social 

enjoyments, to maintain the fame of the state [and] to preserve the integrity of the Union.”30 

Seward was a devoted Whig but never a representative one. What set him apart among 

his fellows was his belief that the geographic scope of improvements was unlimited. For Whigs, 

expansionism was a dangerous word and imperialism was a dirty one. Whigs were not suspicious 

of internationalism; in fact, trade and commerce abroad, whose tariff and duties produced funds 

for their programs of internal improvements, constituted the core of the Whig political economy. 

Daniel Webster, for example, energetically pushed a commercial treaty with China. John Quincy 

Adams was the president who made greater efforts than any of his predecessors to open up China 

to American traders.31 However, as historian Daniel Walker Howe writes, the Whigs, in general, 
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agreed that the “internal improvement … was more important than external expansion.” In 1851, 

Horace Greeley represented the Whig’s view of expansionism in saying that “opposed to the 

instinct of boundless acquisition stands that of Internal Improvement. A nation cannot 

simultaneously devote its energies to the absorption of others’ territories and the improvement of 

its own.”32 Seward was one of few Whigs who proudly accepted the building of an empire and 

the expansion of its domain as the United States’ “manifest destiny.”  

Seward’s vision of the American empire blended the Whigs’ internal improvements and 

the Democratic Party’s “manifest destiny,” perhaps the party’s most famous slogan in this era.33 

Seward’s expansionism, in its intensity and consistency, resembled that of leading Democrats. 

Since the 1840s, expansionism had served as the centripetal force in the Democratic Party, 

balancing the centrifugal controversy over slavery. While Texas was the prize for the proslavery 

southerners, Oregon was solace for the frustrated northern Democrats.34 Soon, the Pacific 

emerged as a new frontier of manifest destiny for both factions of the Democratic Party. John C. 

Calhoun, proslavery senator from South Carolina, fancied the Oregon territory to be the entry to 

East Asia, the continent containing “nearly half of the population and wealth of the globe.” With 

the U.S. expansion into the ocean, he assured, all of Asia would “be thrown open to the 

commerce of the world.”35 Thomas Hart Benton, the Democratic Senator from Missouri known 

for his iconic journey from a slave owner to an abolitionist, retained the abiding conviction that 
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the U.S. must expand into the Pacific. Across that ocean, he mentioned, Americans and Asians 

“must talk together, trade together, and marry together.”36  

Here again, Seward was not a representative expansionist. He believed that expansion 

without freedom was criminal activity.37 Through these years, Seward clashed sharply with the 

Democratic expansionists. He opposed the Texas annexation “solely on the ground of opposition 

to slavery” and criticized the Mexican-American War as “intolerable.” The war was unnecessary, 

for the United States already had “a thousand millions of uncultivated acres” to be inhabited and 

developed by peaceful means and free people. More importantly, the war was “unjust” as well, 

for it was “a war to extend the slave-trade and the slave-piracy.”38 This antislavery sentiment 

imbued Seward’s expansionism with a distinctively antiwar tinge. “I want no war,” he declared. 

“I abhor war, as I detest slavery. I would not give one human life for all the continent that 

remains to be annexed.” An empire, to be truly great, should be constructed by commerce and 

influence rather than violence.39 “PEACE,” he contended, “is more propitious to the ruling 

passion of empire than WAR” because territories “are more cheaply bought than conquered.” By 

making “no remote conquest” and having “no distant colonies,” the American empire would 

differ from all the other empires.40  
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Seward’s criticisms of slavery increasingly alienated him from his Whig colleagues. The 

testing ground was California.41 Jefferson Davis, Democratic senator from Mississippi, insisted 

that all Americans “have a right to go into these territories with that species of property—that 

any man owning slaves may go there, retaining his right to the possession and enjoyment of that 

property.”42 Seward argued that the western territory should remain a free soil for free-laboring 

men. This argument infuriated southern Whigs, who held that Congress had no right to prohibit 

slavery in the territory. Robert Toombs, Whig representative from Georgia, asserted that if 

Congress discriminated against the slave owners’ rights to land obtained by “the common blood 

and treasure of the whole people, … I am for disunion.”43 Seward’s antislavery rhetoric also 

strained his relationship with those Whig leaders, such as Daniel Webster and Henry Clay, who 

were willing to compromise on the slavery issue. When Clay proposed a bill that would let 

inhabitants decide whether slavery would be allowed or not in their territory, Seward replied: “I 

cannot consent to introduce slavery into any part of this continent which is now exempt from 

what seems to me so great an evil.”44 

Seward abhorred slavery. Known for his measures as New York governor to protect 

fugitive slaves and free blacks, he regarded slavery as “a great moral evil, unjust in principle, a 

violation of inalienable human rights, inconsistent with the blessed spirit of the Christian 
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religion, and injurious to the prosperity and happiness of every people.”45 In 1848, he declared 

that slavery “can be and must be abolished, and you and I can and must do it.”46 In addition to 

those moral arguments, Seward believed that slavery, an “involuntary, degraded, and inhuman 

form of labor,” debased free-laboring people and thereby hampered the development of the 

national economy.47 “Slavery,” stated Seward in 1846, “has impoverished the states where it 

exists so much, that they are incapable of endowing schools, maintaining mails, constructing 

roads, or supporting armies.”48 The freeman, by contrast, sought “to improve himself” and “to 

produce the most he can, at the least cost.”49 This, he argued, was the reason why most of the 

prosperous states were the free states that had prohibited slavery within their borders. Seward 

called what he saw as the debilitating effects of slavery on the national economy “the curse of 

slavery.”50 

In Seward’s eyes, the South’s backwardness manifested free labor’s superiority to 

slavery. Whenever he travelled Virginia, he saw “an exhausted soil, old and decaying towns, 

wretchedly-neglected roads, and in every respect, an absence of enterprise and improvement.” It 

was, he concluded, “the effect of slavery” that made the southern people not only unconscious of 

“the cause of the evil” but also “ignorant that other portions of the country enjoy greater 

prosperity.” In New Orleans, Seward likewise witnessed a city destined to stagnation and decay. 

Economic vitality and progress could “never permanently reside, on this continent, in a 
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community where slavery exists.”51 He contrasted this condition with the condition of northern 

free states. In Buffalo, New York, Seward urged New Yorkers to “go ask Virginia … to show you 

her people, canals, railroads, universities, schools, charities, commerce, cities, and cultivated 

acres.” The silence of the Virginians, he maintained, “is your expressive answer.”52 Slavery, the 

symptom of a decline in national development, “must give way, and will give way, to the 

salutary instructions of economy, and to the ripening influences of humanity.”53 

Seward’s antislavery conviction guided him to join the Republican Party, founded in 

1854 in order to advocate free labor and attacking slavery.54 In November 1852, Charles Sumner 

invited Seward to be a cofounder of “a new organization,” affirming that “out of this chaos the 

party of freedom must rise.”55 Despite his reluctance to abandon his dying party, Seward had 

increasingly tired of the Whig leaders who were willing to nominate slaveholders as candidates 

for office and allow the expansion of slavery, and thereby overlooking “our duty as American 

citizens.”56 Finally in 1855, Seward joined the new Republican Party, claiming that slavery was 

“not merely detrimental, but dangerous” in the United States.57 “I am so happy,” Sumner, 

excited, wrote to Seward “that we are at last on the same platform and in the same political 

pew.”58 

In the Republican Party, Seward warned the coming of “irrepressible conflict” between 

the “two radically different political systems; the one resting on the basis of servile or slave 
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labor, the other on the basis of voluntary labor of freemen.” These two systems had hitherto 

existed side by side, but it was time to decide whether the United States was to be “either entirely 

a slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation.” The slaveholding South had ruined “the 

strength, wealth, greatness, intelligence, and freedom” of the country, which “otherwise might be 

employed in national development and aggrandizement.”59 On the other side, “free labor ha[d] 

at last apprehended its rights, its interests, its power, and its destiny, and is organizing itself to 

assume the government of the republic.” Free laborers henceforth would resist anyone who 

attempted to extend slavery “in California and in Kansas” and soon invade those who retained it 

“in Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, Missouri and Texas.” Ultimately, Seward declared, free labor 

“will meet you in Arizona, in Central America and even in Cuba.”60 

The invasion of free labor might possibly take the form of war, but preferably not. Like 

most Republicans, Seward preferred a political solution: “to leave things to go on just exactly as 

they have gone on hitherto; to leave slavery to be gradually, peaceably circumscribed and limited 

hereafter, as it has been hitherto.” Elections were the fastest and surest solution. Americans could 

put an end to slavery, he emphasized, “if you elect that eminent, and able, and honest and 

reliable man, Abraham Lincoln, to the presidency.”61  

Along with this obvious one, Seward articulated another solution, one which most other 

Republicans had rarely considered in regard to the slavery question. The solution was 
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immigration.62 On the eve of the Civil War, Seward maintained that the immigration of free 

people was the peaceful and fundamental way to abolish slavery in the United States. His 

rhetoric of movement of free white labor was, in many ways, steeped in the racist discourses of 

the era. For him, this movement consisted of two chain actions in the same direction—one was 

the immigration of “the incalculable surplus labor of the European states” moving west to the 

United States, the other was “emigration from the older states tending westward” to the Pacific 

coast.63 The immigration of “free foreign European white labor,” he expected in 1858, was 

bound to “render the extension of slave labor impossible and to secure the adoption in its place 

of free white labor.”64 During the election campaign of 1860, Seward repeated a similar 

scenario, arguing that that the “immigration from Europe is crowding our own sons into the 

western region,” which should belong to these white free laborers. Therefore, he concluded, “we 

have no need and no room for African slaves in the federal territories.”65 

The racist rhetoric notwithstanding, what was important for Seward with regard to 

immigrants was not color but labor—not their whiteness but their usefulness. As his friend and 

biographer recalled, Seward had consistently held the belief that “instead of shutting our doors 

upon the down-trodden immigrant … we should welcome him to a share in our industry and 

citizenship.”66 In the Homestead Bill debate of 1854, he contended that the distribution of public 

land in the West should not discriminate “between the whole foreign class and the whole of the 
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native class.” Foreign immigrants, regardless of their origins, had been beneficial to the 

development of the U.S. economy and society. Irish, German, and other immigrant laborers were 

the ones who had built “the system of internal improvements,” constructing “five thousand miles 

of canals” and “sixteen thousand miles of railroad.” The United States, therefore, should keep 

doors open on both coasts—for Europeans on the Atlantic coast and for Chinese who were now 

“flowing in upon the Pacific coast.” The immigration of free people was the measure to compete 

with slavery, resist its expansion, and accelerate its demise.67 This was what Seward meant 

when he declared that “population is an obvious standard of national greatness.”68 

The Chinese immigrants seemed especially crucial, for they were the builders of the 

American empire on its frontline. Seward advocated Chinese immigration on the ground of what 

later scholars called “push and pull” factors. On the one hand, “emigration from China cannot 

stop, while labor is worth in California five dollars a day, and in the west Indies ten dollars a 

month.” On the other hand, just as the natural disasters and poverty in Italy and Ireland caused 

the flood of European immigration, “our settlements on the Pacific will soon become the gate for 

a similar flow from the worn-out civilization of Asia.” As for those who doubted that the 

Chinese immigration would “quicken activity and create wealth and power in California and 

Oregon,” Seward urged them to consider “what changes the movements [of European 

immigrants], similar in nature but inferior in force and slower in effect, have produced already 

on the Atlantic coast of America.” In short, Seward envisioned that just as the Italians and Irish 

had moved to New York and made the Empire State the heart of the Atlantic by building 
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railroads and canals, the Chinese would come to California and make San Francisco “the 

Constantinople of American Empire.”69 

As the Secretary of State during the Civil War and Reconstruction, Seward set out to 

develop programs to invite voluntary laborers from China and thereby make California the 

beacon of a new empire in the Pacific built upon the free labor system. In this project, he was to 

cooperate with another Republican who shared little with him other than their common belief in 

the superiority of free labor over slavery: Charles Sumner. Their cooperation aimed to develop 

California as the center of a Pacific community combining the American West and East Asia. In 

1870, Seward witnessed what their cooperation had accomplished on his stopover at San 

Francisco during his world tour. While looking around this prosperous and ever-growing city, the 

elderly ex-Secretary of State affirmed that “immigration and expansion are the main and 

inseparable elements of civilization on the American Continent, and nowhere more needful or 

beneficent than on the Pacific coast.”70 In contrast to Seward, Sumner had little interest in the 

Chinese or other types of immigration, because he suspected it would be conductive to U.S. 

imperial expansionism. Yet he cooperated with Seward, because of another concern: the virtues 

of free trade.  

 

 

Charles Sumner and the Transatlantic Abolitionist Vision of Anti-imperialism 

 

In the summer of 1870, Charles Sumner, the chairman of the Senate Committee on 

Foreign Relations, raised two issues—one concerning diplomacy, the other immigration. In both 
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issues, he stressed an ideal: equality. On June 24th, he submitted a report on the Tientsin Treaty of 

1858 and urged Congress to return the “unappropriated surplus” of the indemnity fund the 

United States had received from China after the Second Opium War. He believed that this unfair 

fund reflected the unequal relations between the two countries. “Had this question arisen in our 

relations with a European power, it would be only according to an important precedent,” wrote 

Sumner. But in its relations with China, the United States had “fail[ed] to do equity.”71 About a 

week later in early July, Sumner proposed an amendment to the Naturalization Act of 1870, 

calling for striking out the term “white” from the law. He, of course, had primarily African 

Americans in mind but Asian nationals and Chinese immigrants too. “It is ‘all men,’ not a race or 

color,” he asserted, “that are placed under protection of the Declaration … all men are created 

equal and endowed with unalienable rights.”72 

Equality, of men and of nations, was the sovereign principle that guided Sumner at home 

and abroad.73 It is well known that his entire career in domestic politics, as his biographer David 

H. Donald observes, was based on “the simple premise that all men are created equal.”74 Born in 

1811 in Boston, Sumner, as a Whig, Free Soiler, and Republican, fought for the destruction of 

slavery, determined to live up to that principle. A lesser-known dimension of this preeminent 

antislavery politician was the fact that Sumner, one of the longest-serving chairmen of the Senate 

Committee on Foreign Relations in the U.S. history, cared about equality of nations as much as 
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equality of men. According to Donald, Sumner was “almost the only nineteenth-century 

American politician who was nearly as widely known in Europe as in his own country.”75 He 

engaged actively and deeply with a range of international affairs through the wide circle of 

correspondents abroad that included such powerful figures as Alexis de Tocqueville and Lajos 

Kossuth. Among the most notable was his lifelong friendship with Richard Cobden, John Bright, 

and other radicals of the British Liberal Party, who shared Sumner’s egalitarian view of foreign 

relations. 

In the antebellum and Civil War years, Sumner was determined to spread the principle 

of equality across the United States and beyond. Though largely overlooked in scholarship, he 

was an expansionist who agreed with John Quincy Adams that the United States should expand 

its sphere of influence across the entire North American continent—including Canada—and that 

the Pacific was to be their new frontier.76 Through these years, he expected, as he wrote to 

Richard Cobden in 1849, Canada’s “inevitable consummation of annexation to the United 

States.”77 For him, “the Canadian question” was related to the task of spreading the principle of 

equality of men. The annexation of Canada, according to him, promised to help the antislavery 

cause by redressing “the balance which ha[d] been turned in favor of slavery by the annexation 

of Texas.”78 Sumner echoed William Seward in saying that constructing “the railroad from the 

Atlantic to the Pacific” was the fastest and surest way to spread liberty and equality, and 

civilization. “Traversing a whole continent and binding together two oceans,” he noted in 1853, 
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“this mighty thoroughfare, when completed, will mark an epoch of human progress second only 

to that of our Declaration of Independence.”79 

With the expansionist stance, Sumner took a complex position in the debate over Texas 

annexation and the Mexican-American War of 1846-48. On the one hand, Sumner was critical of 

the Whig Party’s non-expansionist rhetoric, as he advised Whig Senator Thomas Corwin “not be 

cajoled into the simple cry of ‘no more territory.’”80 On the other, however, Sumner strongly 

opposed any attempt to expand slavery, the most unequal form of human relations, which he 

“condemned my whole soul.”81 This brutal system, “founded in violence, sustained only by 

violence,” betrayed the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.82 Sumner saw that 

Texas annexation was the expression of “an ignorant and ignoble passion for new territory” and 

of “unnatural desire to add new links in chains destined yet to fall from the limbs of the unhappy 

slave.” Admitting Texas as a slave state would “make slavery our own original sin.” Therefore, 

he contended, “let us wash our hands of this great guilt.”83 What Sumner opposed over the 

Texas question, in short, was not the territorial expansion but the expansion with slavery. 

Beside betraying the principle of equality of men by itself, slavery produced another 

problem in the arena of foreign relations: war. On the Fourth of July of 1845, amid the 

controversy over the Texas annexation, Sumner warned of “the spirit of war” rampant in the 

United States.84 When the Mexican-American War broke out in 1846, he defined it as “a slave-

driving war” and called for “the cessation of this unjust war and the withdrawal of the American 
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forces from Mexico.”85 According to him, slavery and armed conflict were the inseparable 

companions, one generated the other. “The Mexican War has hastened by twenty or thirty years 

the question of slavery,” he noted to Francis Lieber. The conflict “will continue until slavery no 

longer has any recognition under the Constitution of the United States.”86 After the war had 

come to an end in 1848, Sumner reflected the relations between the Texas annexation and the 

Mexican-American War and said that “my name is connected somewhat with two questions, 

which may be described succinctly as those of peace and slavery.”87 

In the antebellum era, Sumner opposed not only the Mexican War but categorically all 

wars. In 1839, Sumner, the young lawyer, pronounced his devotion to pacifism in saying that “I 

hold all wars as unjust … I should consider either country as committing a great crime that 

entered into war for the sordid purpose of securing a few more acre of land.”88 Sumner’s antiwar 

sentiment was best articulated in his 1845 speech, entitled “True Grandeur of Nations.” He 

abhorred war because every war, with no exception, was morally evil. “The dance of death,” he 

stated, “wasted lands, famished cities, and slaughtered armies.”89 Worse still, for the purpose of 

expanding the U.S. influence and interests, war was less efficient than what later commentators 

might call “soft power.” Once the United States abandoned “the system of Preparations for War 

in time of Peace,” he maintained, “our battlements shall be schools, hospitals, colleges, and 

churches; our arsenals shall be libraries; our navy shall be peaceful ships, on errands of perpetual 

commerce; our army shall be the teachers of youth and the ministers of religion.” When such 
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time came, Sumner concluded, “the eagle of our country … shall soar, with the olive of Peace, 

into untried realms of ether, nearer to the sun.”90  

Sumner’s “True Grandeur of Nations” was highly acclaimed among peace advocates at 

home and abroad and made the name of this obscure Bostonian, as Wendell Phillips wrote 

Sumner, “dear to many whom you will never hear of.”91 The president of the Peace Society 

William Jay, for example, praised Sumner for “the high moral courage you have exhibited, the 

elevated principles you have advanced, the important facts you have spread before the 

community.92 Another peace activist, Elihu Buritt, went further and noted to Sumner that “the 

cause of Peace dates principally from your oration.”93 More importantly, his speech, published 

by the Peace Society of Liverpool and selling over thousand copies, met with enthusiastic 

reaction in England.94 Peace advocates of the country immediately noticed that Sumner’s 

message ably captured the main themes of the Anglo-American Peace Movement.95 Indeed, 

Sumner’s peace thinking was directly influenced by the arguments of peace advocates of the 

British abolitionists and Richard Cobden, in particular. In the 1840s and 50s, Cobden argued for 

“the diminution of our [Britain’s] warlike armaments and the propriety of promoting mutual 

disbarment with other nations.”96 In “True Grandeur of Nations” and other speeches, Sumner 

repeated Cobden’s catchword of “disarmament and arbitration.” 
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Sumner’s friendship with Cobden was deep and enduring. Since they had first met in the 

late 1830s in Britain, Sumner devoted himself to Cobden’s cause of “universal peace.” 

“Civilization demands the disarming of the nations,” he wrote to Cobden in 1848. “Let me add 

that whatever you do or say is not merely for England, but for the civilized world, and that 

thousands of hearts which you know not will throb responsive to yours.”97 Cobden, too, enjoyed 

Sumner’s works on peace, antislavery, and democracy and considered the American to be the 

main partner in the Anglo-American peace movement. Cobden thought the United States and 

Britain to be the spearheads of international peace movement, because they were “the only two 

countries in which public opinion can be brought to bear directly on the governments.” Cobden 

took the U.S. peace movement seriously and expected that Sumner “ought to help the 

movement.” “Depend on it,” he told his friend in 1849, “England & America are the two 

countries to take the lead in this matter.”98 

Sumner’s devotion to the cause of “universal peace” introduced him to another cause of 

Cobden: free trade. In Cobden’s worldview, often called “free-trade internationalism,” peace and 

free trade were inseparable and mutually complementary.99 In a banquet for free traders of 1848, 

Cobden expressed this worldview in arguing that the “most earnest men” advocated free trade, 

“not merely on account of the material advantages … but for the far loftier motives of securing 

peace between nations.”100 He believed that free trade promoted peace by “breaking down the 

barriers that separate nations” and mitigating “the feelings of pride, revenge, hatred, and 
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jealousy.”101 Under Cobden’s influence, Sumner had increasingly been aware of the 

complementarity of peace and free trade. “The principles of free trade,” he noted to his brother 

George Sumner in 1844, were “antagonist to war” which taught “the mutual dependence of 

nation upon nation. … if we were dependent upon all nations, then would war be impossible.”102 

In his letter to Cobden, Sumner more explicitly linked peace to free trade, in saying that “the 

peace question” must be addressed “in the light of economy.”103 

Sumner’s inclination notwithstanding, his reception of Cobden’s free trade ideology was 

more complex. Of the three political parties Sumner associated in this period, only the Free Soil 

Party equivocated on trade and tariff; the other two—the Whig and Republican parties—

expressly favored protectionism, reflecting the interests of northern industrialists. Under this 

condition, he vacillated between the Whig-Republican argument for tariff protection for 

America’s infant manufactures and his British friends’ ideology of free trade for international 

peace. He often had to defend himself from New England manufacturers’ suspicion, avowing 

that he “made no allusion to the question of free trade” and had “never been its advocate.”104 

Indeed, until the late 1840s, Sumner generally acknowledged the need of temporary 

protectionism. As he wrote in 1848, he accepted the logic of “self-defensive tariffs” regarding 

the issue as “strictly within the rage of expediency; no sacred principle” and with an expectation 

that “the time cannot be far distant when it will cease to be.”105 

In the antebellum period, Sumner’s British friends consistently tried to convert him to 

their cause of free trade. In 1857, while in England recuperating from the “caning of Charles 
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Sumner” affair of 1856, Sumner met several British free traders.106 With his steadfast 

abolitionism and pacifism, Sumner appeared, in Cobden’s words, to be “nearer to our beau ideal 

of politician than we could pick up in any other man of his calibre.”107 Among the British 

radicals was John Bright, the leading free trader who founded the Anti-Corn Law League. He 

immediately agreed with Sumner on the wide range of issues—both were abolitionists, labor 

reformers fighting for restricting working hours, and, more controversially, nationalists who 

regarded Ireland’s plea for self-government and the southern states’ claim for sovereignty as 

“rebellious.” Bright’s only concern was Sumner’s commitment to free trade. That same year, 

Sumner voted for reducing the rates of duty on raw materials but still refused to associate himself 

with “free traders.”108 Cobden, Bright, and companies thought that Sumner’s view of free trade 

was tepid at best. 

During the American Civil War, the British free traders pressed Sumner stronger toward 

their position. After the war broke out, the Republican government introduced the Morrill Tariff 

of 1861 and raised on duty rates on imports. Sumner, without passion and success, opposed the 

tariff.109 Bright expressed his concern about the “monstrous and absurd tariff,” warning Sumner 
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that the senator’s lukewarm efforts to repeal “the stupid and unpatriotic act” had done “immense 

harm to the friendly feeling which ought to exist here towards you.” “It could not raise a good 

revenue,” noted Bright, “because it destroyed half your trade; it could not but aggravate the 

quarrel with the South.”110 Cobden, too, criticized Sumner for the wartime tariff. According to 

him, protectionism, not slavery, was responsible for the unnecessary war, which was between 

“the protectionists” who did “not seek to put down slavery,” on one side, and “slaveowners” who 

insisted that they wanted “free trade.”111 As Cobden told Bright in 1862, the British Liberals, in 

general, believed that ending the war “would not be so difficult” if the Union could repeal “the 

northern tariff,” but “unhappily the Republicans [were] terribly unsound on free trade.”112 

The Civil War marked a critical moment in which Sumner blended the British Liberals’ 

free trade ideology and his long-held belief in “equality of men.” Sumner, under his British 

friends’ nudging, had come to see the associations between tariff and slavery—both restricted 

freedom in human relations. He declared his position in 1863 that although he was “absolutely 

independent … ready to move in any policy” on tariff and trade, one thing certain was that he 

was “no partisan of protection.”113 Nevertheless, Sumner rejected outright the view that the war 

was about free trade. Slavery, he wrote a British friend, “is the cause and origin of the rebellion; 

and nothing else. The Morrill Tariff has had nothing to do with it.”114 When Bright criticized the 

tariff, Sumner pointedly replied that there was “no chance of closing the war without striking at 

slavery” and free trade without free labor might lead “to open[ing] the slave trade.”115 This 
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argument persuaded the British Liberals. Despite their suspicion of the “Republican 

protectionists,” they regarded Sumner as “the only earnest man of principle” in the party.116 

After the war had come to an end, Sumner had a new model of nation based on the 

equality of men. In his celebrated 1867 address “Are We a Nation?,” he declared that “if among 

us in the earlier day there was no occasion for the word, Nation, there is now. A Nation is born.” 

“The essential conditions of national life,” according to him, consisted of the three items: “one 

sovereignty, one citizenship, one people.” The one people must enjoy “liberty and equality for 

all.” “Every person, no matter what his birth, condition, or color,” he stated, “has a right to 

require at the hands of the nation, that is shall do its utmost, by all its central powers, to uphold 

the national unity, to protect the citizen in the rights of citizenship, and to perform the original 

promises of the nation.”117  

Sumner’s new model of nation was multiracial and egalitarian. When he spoke of the 

“one people” with liberty and equality, he primarily had the freedpeople in mind. But it also 

included foreign immigrants with no regard national origins and color. “Welcome,” he 

mentioned in 1869, “to the stranger hurrying from opposite shores, across two great oceans—

from the East, from the West—with the sun, against the sun! Here he cannot be stranger.” He 

stressed that “If the Chinese come for labor only, we have the advantage of their wonderful and 

docile industry. If they come for citizenship, then do they offer the pledge of incorporation in our 

Republic.” As a new nation, the United States must ensure that the immigrants should not 

experience “any denial of rights or any exclusion from that equal copartnership, which is the 
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promise of the republic to all men.” So long as discriminations persisted “against the African 

because he is black and against the Chinese because he is yellow,” this form of “caste of color” 

could revive slavery. “To this end,” said Sumner, the “caste must be forbidden.”118 

Sumner’s model of the nation led him to think a new model of diplomacy that rested on 

the principle of equality of nations. For him, this principle could be accomplished “by 

recognizing the law of Unity and acting accordingly.” He stated, “Let each people obey the law 

at home; its extension abroad will follow. The standard at home will become the standard 

everywhere. The harmony at home will become the harmony of mankind.”119 As he often 

emphasized, Sumner’s new model of diplomacy was indebted critically to Cobdenism, the belief 

that, as a historian noted, “international free trade and non-interventionism would bring 

prosperity and peace to the world.”120 

Sumner’s new diplomacy, inspired by his transatlantic interactions with British Liberals, 

was designed primarily for the United States’ transpacific relations with East Asia. He, in 

particular, had serious concern about the U.S.-Chinese relations. After the two Opium Wars, 

China had made a series of unequal treaties with Britain, France, Russia, and other western 

countries. With the Tientsin Treaty of 1858, the United States joined this group of imperial 

powers. During and after the American Civil War, Anson Burlingame, the American minister to 

China and Sumner’s protégé in the Republican Party of Boston, drove what he termed “fair 

diplomacy,” highlighting the practice of “equal treatment” for China. Sumner supported 

Burlingame in Congress.121 When Burlingame, in the capacity of China’s Envoy, visited to 
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Washington in 1868, Sumner, the chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, 

insisted that the Chinese represents should be received in the Senate, giving them an equal 

treatment to what had given to Marquis de Lafayette in 1824 and Lajos Kossuth in 1852.122 

Sumner’s new model of diplomacy was expressed clearer in the question of the Chinese 

indemnity fund.123 In 1870, while calling for returning the unappropriated surplus to China, he 

highlighted that “the importance of doing equity always is a paramount duty” in diplomacy.124 

Sumner believed that the equitable and fair diplomacy, in the long run, would manifest 

itself in the form of free trade. As Cobden and Bright taught him, free trade was essentially—at 

least in principle—anti-imperialistic, as it promoted non-interventionism in other countries’ 

sovereignty. Establishing the practice of free trade with China and across the Pacific would help 

replace imperialistic wars and unequal treaties with mutually reciprocal relations for peace and 

prosperity. If the United States showed good feelings to China—returning them the indemnity 

fund, treating their people equal to other peoples, and giving respect for their sovereignty, the 

giant of East Asia would open its doors voluntarily. “It will be a victory in a new field, making 

us first in a new order of conquerors,” asserted Sumner. This victory was not only moral but also 

economically beneficial. “China, with infinite resources,” he argued, “will be more than ever 

open to American enterprise. Thus, while doing right, shall we benefit ourselves. So is justice to 

others the way to national advantage.”125 
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In 1867, Sumner published in the Atlantic Monthly an article titled “Prophetic Voices 

About America.” This article analyzed various prophesies made in the past by politicians, 

philosophers, explorers, and religious leaders about the future of the United States. Sumner 

judged that the nation had already entered that future, “when the whole continent, with its all 

various states, shall be a Plural Unit, one Constitution, one Liberty, and one Destiny.”126 Among 

the prophets, the most foresighted voice was one from John Bright, with which Sumner began 

his article. Years before, the British Liberal had envisioned the future of the United States:  

I see one vast confederation stretching from the frozen North in unbroken line to 

the glowing South, and from the wild billows of the Atlantic westward to the 

calmer waters of the Pacific main—and I see one people, and one language, and 

one law, and one faith, and over all that wide continent, the home of Freedom, 

and a refuge for the oppressed of every race and every clime.127 

Bright’s vision was aligned with Sumner’s model of a multiracial and egalitarian nation. As such 

a nation based on the principle of equality of men, the United States must assume the role of 

establishing the principle of equality of nations in its practice in foreign relations. In thinking of 

a specific form of the practice, Sumner’s transatlantic conversation was critical as well. Although 

Sumner was much less committed than his British friends, the free trade ideology that Bright, 

Cobden, and other British friends had cherished provided Sumner with a basic strategy as to the 

United States’ diplomacy in the Pacific. 
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On April 9, 1867, Charles Sumner called on Senate to recognize the purchase of Russian 

America, which was to be called Alaska. “Territorial acquisitions are among the landmarks of 

our history.”128 This move surprised many of his colleagues, as he had strongly opposed Texas 

annexation, the Mexican-American War, and proposals to purchase Cuba from Spain. Sumner’s 

support for the Alaska purchase especially pleased Secretary of State William Seward. Through 

the antebellum and Civil War years, these two Republicans often crossed swords with each other 

over a range of diplomatic issues. On the Alaska purchase, they found themselves on the same 

ground. Sumner made clear that the United States should expand through the Pacific. Alaska, he 

wrote to his friend, would give “us a new world.”129 His rationale sounded like Seward, 

highlighting commerce and trade. “The absence of harbors belonging to the United States on the 

Pacific limits the outlets of the country,” stated Sumner on the Senate podium. “Nothing can be 

clearer than that the western coast must exercise an attraction which will be felt in China and 

Japan just in proportion as it is occupied by a commercial people communicating readily with the 

Atlantic and with Europe.”130 

In 1869, Seward visited the newly purchased Alaska. He looked forward a better future 

for the icy land that would be made together by “emigrants from our own states, from Europe, 

and from Asia.” His speech sounded like Sumner. “These, citizens of Sitka, are the guarantees, 

not only that Alaska has a future, but that that future has already begun,” the secretary affirmed. 

“I know that you want two things just now, when European monopoly is broken down and 

United States free trade is being introduced within the territory.”131 Sumner must have gladly 
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agreed with Seward’s prediction of the Alaska’s future. Sumner saw that the admission of Alaska 

would “contribute to the general welfare” of the United States and make “a visible step in the 

occupation of the whole North American continent.” The expansion of the United States meant 

that of democracy. “We dismiss one other monarch from the continent,” he contended. “One by 

one they have retired,—first France, then Spain, the, France again, and now Russia,—all giving 

way to the absorbing Unity declared in the national motto, E Pluribus unum.”132 On the meaning 

of Alaska, in short, Sumner and Seward echoed each other. 

Their merged position on Alaska signaled the convergence of the visions that Seward 

and Sumner had separately developed in the antebellum and Civil War periods. In the years to 

come, their converged vision was to be projected in the United States’ relations with China and 

East Asia, in general. Seward’s vision, founded in the Whig Party’s policy of internal 

improvements, envisaged the U.S. expansion toward the Pacific as an engine for development 

and prosperity. If Seward’s Pacific was something of an extension of the American continent, for 

Sumner that ocean was something of another Atlantic. Sumner, in other words, tried to apply 

what he had learned from his transatlantic interactions with British Liberals, such as non-

interventionism and free trade, in the U.S. role in the Pacific. Their common antipathy to slavery 

made their vision of the United States as a Pacific nation distinctively egalitarian. At the same 

time, that antipathy also made the vision—and partly Americans’ actions in the Pacific and 

Asia—similar to abolitionism. These features were embodied in Anson Burlingame, Sumner’s 

political protégé who served the U.S. minister to China under Secretary Seward. The Burlingame 

mission, which resulted in the first so-called equal treaty that any western power made with 
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China, showed how the free labor ideology of abolitionism manifested itself in free trade and 

free immigration in U.S. relations with China. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Opening Doors of the Pacific World: Anson Burlingame and the Antislavery Origins of 

Fair Diplomacy 

 

 

The Burlingame Treaty implied a brighter and darker future of the United States as a 

Pacific nation. Signed in 1868 between U.S. Secretary of State William H. Seward and Chinese 

Ambassador Anson Burlingame, on behalf of Qing China, the treaty declared the principle of 

free trade and immigration between the two countries based on a mutual respect for their 

sovereignty. Many Americans celebrated the treaty for its auspicious consequences on the U.S. 

commerce and diplomacy in the Pacific. “It is a treaty made in the broad interests of justice, 

enlightenment, and progress,” Mark Twain praised. “It acquires a grand field for capital, labor, 
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research, enterprise—it confers science, mechanics, social and political advancement, 

Christianity. Is it not enough?”1 Before long, however, some began to grumble about the treaty’s 

“gush of generous sentiment.” “The Burlingame Treaty,” asserted Republican congressman from 

California Horace Davis, “is a singularly one-sided bargain. We gain little or nothing by it, while 

we guarantee to the Chinaman privileges which they never pretend to grant to us.”2 Just a dozen 

years later in 1880, this discontent drove the Americans to revise the treaty and thereby kill one 

of the most equitable treaties any western country made with China in the age of imperialism. 

The untimely demise of the Burlingame Treaty generated a tendency that could be called 

a declension narrative in the scholarly discussion. While witnessing the eclipse of the treaty’s 

anti-imperialistic vision of “fair diplomacy,” contemporary and later commentators tended to see 

the treaty as a noble beginning of a tragic story—as something already given in the United States 

that was to be lost amid the intensifying racial prejudice at home and imperial ambition abroad. 

In 1879, Samuel Wells Williams, one of Burlingame’s advisors in China, lamented the United 

States’ “backward step” from “the highest expression of [the] nation’s voice.”3 Historian Gordon 

H. Chang contended that the treaty marked “a bright moment” in the U.S.-East Asian relations in 

which “the United States stood for equality in its relations with China.”4 Lon Kurashige likewise 

stressed the “Burlingame egalitarianism” in arguing that “signed on the same day that the Senate 

ratified the Fourteenth Amendment, Burlingame Treaty too was a powerful antiracist 

statement.”5 This vision of egalitarian internationalism, once robust in the United States, 
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gradually declined in proportion to the rise of exclusionist and imperialist arguments—through 

the Page Act of 1875, the Fifteen Passenger Bill of 1879, the Angell Treaty of 1880, and the 

Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. 

What was omitted in this historiography was the making of the Burlingame Treaty—a 

story as eventful and meaningful as the stage of its unmaking. The treaty was not a given thing; it 

had become established through an undetermined process in which a man full of weaknesses 

sought to produce something valuable from a set of ideas. As scholars have noted, the treaty’s 

principle of “the equality of nations” reflected its author’s antislavery principle of “the equality 

of men.”6 The question remaining is why and how Burlingame’s antislavery sentiment in 

domestic politics transformed into his anti-imperialism in diplomacy. This was not an easy task, 

considering his notorious insensitivity to documentation. Burlingame, his biographer remarked, 

“had little patience for inditing letters and none at all for that laborious relegation of thoughts and 

impressions to notebooks or diaries.”7 One of his acquaintances recalled that “it seemed 

impossible for him to establish a rapid transit between his brain and the end of a pen.”8 Due to 

the scarcity of sources, historians have related his ideas to sympathy toward the oppressed people 

at home and abroad. This noble sentiment, one historian assessed, made the Burlingame Treaty 

“a statement far ahead of his time.”9 

My narrative demonstrates that the Burlingame Treaty was a statement of his time—a 

product of the specific historical context surrounding the Civil War in which Burlingame grew as 

a politician and diplomat. Specifically, the cradle of the Burlingame Treaty was the political 
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antislavery circle that formed the Free Soil Party in 1848 and the Republican Party in 1854. 

Burlingame developed his worldview through the interactions with the members of this circle, 

including Henry Wilson, Schuyler Colfax, William Seward, and Charles Sumner—all of whom 

left plenty of sources for historians. While fighting for liberating the enslaved people in their 

country, these antislavery politicians sympathized with the European revolutionaries suffering 

under tyrannical empires and struggling to obtain their national freedom. In the freedom 

struggles at home and abroad, the principle the Republicans commonly held was the rule of self-

government. They believed that the people, so long as free from interference from outside, would 

always choose freedom over shackles—free labor over slavery, free trade over seclusion, free 

migration over exclusion, and national freedom over imperialism. This belief promoted the anti-

imperialist, noninterventionist policy articulated in the Burlingame Treaty. The treaty, therefore, 

should be remembered as an expression of the antislavery vision of foreign policy. 

 

 

On July 21, 1856, Anson Burlingame, the Republican representative from 

Massachusetts, got a letter from Preston S. Brooks, young planter politician from South Carolina. 

Brooks proposed to “negotiate” their prolonged quarrel by any means. Burlingame, known as 

“an expert marksman,” accepted the challenge and named a rifle as the means: “I will be at the 

Clifton House, on Canada side of Niagara Falls, on Saturday next 12 o’clock.”10 Their quarrel 

was sparked on May 22 when Brooks assaulted Senator Charles Sumner with a stick to 
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unconsciousness, insisting the senator’s antislavery speech insulted his home state, South 

Carolina.11 This shocking affair infuriated antislavery figures, including Burlingame, who 

revered Sumner as his “guidance and light” and “the pride of Massachusetts.” Determined to live 

up to “my manhood,” he rushed to Congress and accused Brooks of being a “Cain” in the 

republic who “smote his brother.”12 Since then, these two young men, one from the North, the 

other from the South, had exchanged verbal attacks for a month. Although their scheduled duel 

never materialized as Brooks did not appear on the scene, it greatly agitated the nation, fueling 

the already rampant antagonism between the North and South over “the Caning of Charles 

Sumner.”13 

When Burlingame burst into the national limelight in 1856 at the age of thirty-five, he 

seemed unlikely to be, a dozen years later, the architect of one of the most delicate treaties the 

United States had made with other nations. He was a man of ideology having a fiery and reckless 

character. Trade-off, adjustment, equivocation, and “diplomacy” were not his words. For young 

Burlingame, moderation meant compromising his principle; caution meant a humiliation of his 

manhood; negotiation meant the process of making an opponent to accept his will by force if 

necessary. As historians have noted, the Burlingame Treaty of 1868, the first treaty made by any 

western power after the Opium War that aimed to build “equal” and “peaceful” relations with 
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China, was certainly inspired by its architect’s antislavery ideology—his belief in “the equality 

of men.”14 Yet this result was neither preordained nor inevitable. He was not a born diplomat; on 

the contrary, he was a political fighter devoted to his cause. It was the turbulent period 

surrounding the Civil War that raised this belligerent young man to be a principled diplomat. 

The antislavery sentiment grounded Burlingame’s worldview as a politician and 

diplomat. His hostility toward slavery was deep, intense, and, in many ways, visceral. Born in a 

small town in upper New York in 1820 and raised on the Ohio and Michigan border, he moved to 

Boston to attend Harvard Law School, from which he graduated in 1846. While actively 

engaging with the vibrant community of free black activists and abolitionists in Boston, the 

young and ambitious lawyer had increasingly abhorred slavery as “a blight and curse of the 

nation, morally, intellectually, and materially.”15 Slavery, according to him, reduced “a man, 

born in the image of his God, with a soul immortal, to a condition below the beasts of the field.” 

This system thus betrayed both God’s grace and worldly justice. A slave, he stated, “possesses 

nothing in the world that he can call his own, and serves a master who many beat him, blister 

him, bruise him, and burn him, and do whatsoever he will with him. That is Slavery.”16 

While Burlingame shared such sentiment with all abolitionists, the cradle in which he 

developed his political outlook was a specific circle of antislavery figures around Charles 

Sumner. All the way through his political career, Burlingame positioned himself as Sumner’s 

protégé, and one of their acquaintances once observed that “these two appeared together like 

father and son.”17 Their relationship began when Burlingame joined the nascent Free Soil Party 
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in 1848. Founded by Sumner and Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, this party aimed to “maintain the 

rights of free labor against the aggression of the slave power, and to secure free soil to a free 

people.”18 Their primary mission was to prevent the expansion of slavery into the western 

territories and especially the land newly acquired by the Texas annexation of 1845 and the 

Mexican-American War of 1846-48. In the Free Soil Party, Burlingame met many of his lifelong 

political allies, including Henry Wilson, Richard Henry Dana Jr., and Charles Francis Adams. 

From these early years of his career, Burlingame revealed profound interests in foreign 

affairs. In particular, he believed that the common cause of freedom linked America’s antislavery 

activism to various forms of European “freedom struggle.” In 1848, the year when the Free Soil 

Party was founded, outcries for republican government and national independence erupted across 

Europe. The revolutions of 1848 shook monarchies and empires, challenging the “old order” 

restored by the Vienna Treaty of 1815 in the post-Napoleonic era.19 This European scene thrilled 

Burlingame. During his European trip in 1849-50, he expressed deep sympathy to revolutionaries 

in France, the Austrian empire, and German states. He was most emotional in Italy. In Milan, he 

was excited about being himself in the place where Italian patriots had begun their struggle for 

gaining “sweet liberty” and “rescuing their country from Austria.” “Our souls go out to embrace 

those who will not be slaves,” he wrote to his wife. Burlingame blessed the future of “a 

constitutional Gov[ernment]” in Italy that would give “life to the people.”20 
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As with many of his colleague in the Free Soil Party, Burlingame looked to Lajos 

Kossuth of Hungary as the beacon of republicanism and nationalism in Europe.21 Kossuth led 

the Hungarian revolution of 1848-49 demanding the independence of his nation from the 

Habsburg empire of Austria only to be crushed by Czar Nicholas of Russia’s intervention in 

behalf of his fellow emperor. In search of assistance, Kossuth visited the United States for seven 

months in the years of 1851-52. In New York City, Philadelphia, Cleveland, and other places, 

antislavery Americans enthusiastically received everything in this charismatic exiled leader—his 

eloquent English, brilliant orations, and eventful life as a revolutionary, prisoner, and refugee. In 

this “Magyar mania epidemic,” what enthralled them most was his determination to liberate his 

people from Austrian despotism and build a “voluntary government” in Hungary.22 When he 

arrived in Boston, Henry Wilson of the Free Soil Party heartily greeted “the most illustrious 

living leader and champion of freedom and democracy.” Wilson captured “the Kossuth fever” 

among antislavery Americans in saying that Kossuth’s struggle “was not of Hungary alone, but 

of the world.” “Your victories,” he affirmed, “were our victories.”23 

The Kossuth fever sparked what might be called “the Kossuth debate,” which involved 

Burlingame deeply and casted a long shadow on his career. In December 1851, William H. 

Seward, the first-term Whig senator from New York, introduced a resolution to invite the 
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Hungarian to the U.S. Congress.24 Such a symbolic action, he argued, would demonstrate the 

U.S. support for “the nations of Europe struggling to throw off their despotic systems of 

government and to establish government upon the principle of republicanism or constitutional 

monarchy.” Seward asserted that the American republic must side with “those who serve the 

common cause of civil liberty throughout the world” because “that cause is our own cause.”25 

Charles Sumner seconded. In the first speech of his long and vocal career in the Senate, he 

claimed that the United States, which European patriots had long envisioned in their “delighted 

dream,” must live up to its principles. Kossuth “deserves it,” Sumner stated, “by the great 

principles of true democracy which he caused to be recognized—representation of the people 

without distinction of rank of birth, and Equality before the law.” For Seward, Sumner, and other 

antislavery politicians, welcoming Kossuth meant recognizing the “vital principle of self-

government” in their land and the world.26 

The problem was that Kossuth demanded more than such a symbolic action; he called on 

the U.S. government to take some bolder moves, including official recognition of Hungary as an 

independent state, increasing U.S. naval forces in the Mediterranean, and diplomatic and, if 

necessary, military interventions against the imperial alliance of Russia and Austria. Such moves, 

according to him, were the responsibility of the United States for the coming age of liberty and 

democracy. The doctrine of non-interference, conceived in the “infancy” of the American 

republic, was outdated and thus not adequate to the changed U.S. status as a world power. “Your 

growth is that of a giant,” the Hungarian emphasized. “You must be a power on earth and must 
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therefore accept all the consequences of this position.”27 In the global battle between 

“republicanism and despotism,” he emphasized, “you cannot remain indifferent to the struggle. 

… Your position and interest, as one of the great nationalities of the world, will force you to 

participate in this struggle.”28 

Kossuth’s call for U.S. intervention divided the U.S. antislavery circle.29 All kinds of 

people came out with all kinds of plans. Charles Sumner led those who believed in the virtue of 

noninterventionism. Stunned by his colleagues’ agitation for a “belligerent intervention in 

European affairs,” Sumner warned Kossuth to be content with the moral encouragement that the 

American friends already had shown. “Respect our ideas, as we respect yours. Do not seek to 

reverse our traditional, established policy of peace,” he uttered in the Senate.30 Sumner felt that 

Kossuth’s mission had failed “from his asking too much.” In particular, the Hungarian’s demand 

for U.S. military intervention would estrange many peace-loving people in the United States and 

across the world who “might have been enlisted on his side.” Instead of expressing warlike 

sentiments, he advised antislavery Americans to hold the position of “Kossuth & peace.” Sumner 

and like-minded noninterventionists opposed a proposed plan for increasing the U.S. fleet in the 

Mediterranean “without a moment’s delay.”31 

Sumner’s noninterventionist stance encountered criticism among his allies and friends. 

The Commonwealth of Boston insisted that the United States should take “the side of liberty” in 
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Europe. Abolitionist Samuel Gridley Howe argued that to save freedom and republicanism in the 

face of tyranny, some sorts of military intervention in Europe were unavoidable.32 To Sumner’s 

regret, Seward, whose views were a complex mixture of political realism and aggressive 

interventionism, apparently inclined toward the interventionist side. In March 1852, Seward 

called on Congress to warn Austria and Russia that the United States would not tolerate “acts of 

national injustice, oppression, and usurpation, whenever or wherever they may occur.”33 Some 

of Seward’s remarks were so idealistic that they seemed not neatly aligned with his standard 

image as a shrewd politician. “The United States, in defense of their own interests and the 

common interests of mankind,” he once declared, “do solemnly protest against the conduct of 

Russia … as a wanton and tyrannical infraction of the laws of nations.”34 

Burlingame, the state senator of Massachusetts, emerged as the leader of the self-

proclaimed “young Americans” who argued for intervention in European affairs and thereby 

wished to liberate U.S. foreign policy from the timid neutrality of the founding era. In April 

1852, Burlingame took charge of Kossuth’s visit to Massachusetts, escorting him through his 

stay in the state. Burlingame expressly agreed on all the points the Hungarian leader had 

requested. “Let us not wrong our fathers by believing they intended to chain this nation to the 

cradle of its infancy,” Burlingame contended. The United States had since “expanded from sea to 

sea” and its trade and commercial activities had advanced toward “every quarter of the globe.” 

This great republic, in the near future, “might have ‘power on earth’ to be wield for liberty on 

whatever doubtful field it might strive.” The United States, therefore, should dispatch vessels “to 
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batter down the walls of their tyrannical cities” and to assist Kossuth and other European 

republicans in “fighting some great battle of liberty.”35 

Sumner was alarmed at such bellicose rhetoric. Newspapers diligently reported 

Burlingame’s critique of his mentor. “Senator Burlingame, the representative par excellence of 

‘Young America,’” one Boston newspaper wrote, “made an onslaught upon Mr. Sumner … for 

his conservative views in regard to non-intervention.” Some scandalized this issue as a fight 

between the champion of the Free Soil Party and his ambitious challenger. “Mr. Burlingame,” 

one article recounted, “pitched into the Senator right and left.” Sumner, once radical, turned out 

to be a gentleman in Washington, did “not come up to the mark chalked out for him by ‘juvenile 

America,’” while Burlingame, the leader of the new generation, was “eager for a fray.”36 

Embarrassed, Burlingame explained Sumner that his argument was misrepresented.37 Sumner 

reassured his disciple of his “absolute faith” in the young man. Nonetheless, the senator felt the 

need of some sort of reeducation of Burlingame’s view on diplomacy. “If I could converse with 

you,” he wrote Burlingame, “there would be no difference between us as to the course we should 

take in foreign affairs.”38 

Indeed, their conversation would reshape Burlingame’s worldview. Through his political 

career in the early 1850s, Burlingame was determined to advance the ideal of freedom at home 

and abroad. As his engagement with the Kossuth debate revealed, the determination made him a 

vocal advocate for U.S. intervention in European affairs. In his mind, those Europeans struggling 

for liberating their nations from the tyranny of empires and monarchies were the siblings of the 

Americans struggling for the freedom of enslaved people in the South. In addition to the 
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recognition of this common cause, his confidence in the United States’ new status as a world 

power convinced him that it was the duty of Americans to intervene, by diplomacy and force, on 

behalf of their oppressed siblings. With such arguments, the Kossuth debate marked the only 

major break Burlingame had with Sumner in their lifelong collaboration. Through their 

conversation, Burlingame’s worldview would be closer to that of his pacifist mentor. But this 

process was not straightforward. Due to the intensifying domestic situation, their primary focus 

was on enslaved people at home rather than those abroad. The reeducation of Burlingame’s 

worldview, therefore, would operate in the arena of antislavery politics in the United States. 

 

 

In the years before the Civil War, the concept that determined Burlingame’s views of 

both domestic and foreign affairs was the principle of popular sovereignty, a notion that the 

people, whether in Massachusetts, Hungary or other places, had the right to decide the form of 

their own government. This principle constituted the Free Soil Party’s official ideology. 

Burlingame, Sumner, and other Free-Soilers agreed that Americans, so long as free from 

coercion and manipulation, would choose liberty over slavery. For all their indictment of slavery, 

therefore, their outlook on the American republic was basically sanguine. They were not—did 

not have to be—liberators; instead, they claimed to be restorers of their republic’s founding 

ideals, which proclaimed freedom as the national order while confining slavery where it had 

already existed and waiting its natural demise. The Free Soil Party Platform of 1848 declared 

that the founders intended “not to extend, nationalize or encourage, but to limit, localize and 

discourage Slavery.” The presence of slavery notwithstanding, the Free Soilers were convinced 
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that the American republic was, at least in principle, founded on the ideals of liberty and equality 

of men.39 

The Free Soilers’ understanding of popular sovereignty set them apart from those 

abolitionists led by William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips who denounced the U.S. 

Constitution as a proslavery document. The antislavery politicians of the party believed that the 

Garrisonians’ heretical view was not only untrue but also harmful for their common project of 

ending slavery.40 In 1855, Burlingame expressed this divergence, charging Wendell Phillips, his 

longtime and otherwise hero, with the ill-advised view of the constitution. “It is an Anti-Slavery 

Constitution, from title page to colophon,” he asserted. “There is Anti-Slavery enough in it to put 

this Government actively and perpetually on the side of freedom; and when you have done that, 

the fetters of the slave must fail.” In the Free Soilers’ roadmap toward the abolition of slavery, 

therefore, the first step was to capture the government through elections. Burlingame claimed 

that Phillips’ refusal to vote was nothing but abdicating “his right as an American citizen” and his 

strategy to “covert every man” by moral suasion would take “about ten thousand years” before 

achieving his desiring result.41 

This logic of political antislavery implied a liberal, noninterference approach to the 

slavery question. Founded in 1854, the Republican Party accepted this approach. The party’s 

founders acknowledged the existence of slavery in the United States, while believing that 

slavery, a historical anomaly contradictory to their republic’s tradition, was bound to die sooner 
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or later. Republicans of all factions, whether radicals, moderate, or Whigs, agreed on Sumner’s 

famous formulation that “according to the true spirit of the Constitution and the sentiments of the 

Fathers, Slavery, and not Freedom, is sectional, while Freedom, and not Slavery, is national.”42 

In the Republican view, the real problem was not the lack of the government’s 

intervention to kill the slavery system, but rather its unfair interference to keep the dying system 

alive. The Republican’s archenemy was the “Slave Power,” the conspiratorial alliance of 

politically organized slaveowners of the South, which had distorted, misled, and manipulated the 

true expression of popular will in favor of their private interest. By virtue of owning slaves, these 

slaveowners wielded power in national politics far beyond proportion to their actual numbers.43 

The Slave Power, Salmon P. Chase accused, exerted the immense influence over “almost every 

act of the government” in violation of the will of the majority of American people. Seward 

likewise stressed that it was time to decide “whether a slaveholding class exclusively shall 

govern America.” Representing the official stance of his party, Senator Henry Wilson of 

Massachusetts asserted that “our object is to overthrow the Slave Power of the country.”44 
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In tandem with the colleagues in his party, Burlingame, the Republican representative 

from Massachusetts, devoted himself to protecting the rule of popular sovereignty from the Slave 

Power’s evil intervention. According to him, this “pecuniary power” of some 350,000 

slaveowners, which consisted of merely one percent of the national population, had dominated 

“in every department of our Government” and thereby established the “minority rule” in the 

republic. This tyrannical “slavocracy” not only perpetuated the sinful system of slavery in the 

South but also constantly betrayed the democratic principle that “the will of the majority must 

govern.”45 As one historian remarked, Burlingame saw the southern states as “completely in the 

grip of a political oligarchy that monopolized power and prestige, used this power solely for its 

own advantage.” For him, “the Slave Power represent[ed] the forces of aristocracy in American 

life.”46 

Burlingame’s noninterference approach to the slavery question was most clearly seen in 

the controversy over the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850.47 Along with Garrison, Phillips, and other 

activists, Burlingame actively participated in the Boston Vigilance Committee, protesting the 

cruel act that enforced northern states to give back “a man, who has once tasted the sweets of 

liberty, to the degradations of a slavery.”48 More fundamentally, he denounced this act as an 

expression of “sectional despotism,” violating the right of northern people to determine their 
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rules within their own states. “We claim to have no more to do with slavery in the Southern 

States than we have to do with bigamy in Turkey. We do not menace it with schemes of abolition 

by force,” he exclaimed. “We leave it as our fathers left it to die of inanition.” According to him, 

the southern states could maintain slavery so long as they respected the rule of popular 

sovereignty, the rights of northern people to determine their internal affairs. Or, he warned, “it 

invites us to assail its slavery.” The northerners “shall no more remain quiet until [the act] is 

repealed than we would at midnight with a rattlesnake in our beds.”49 

The Republican noninterference rhetoric was intertwined with their criticism of 

“proslavery imperialism.” Politically powerful and ravenous for fresh territory, slaveowners of 

the antebellum South expanded their realm of influence in Cuba, Texas, and the vast west land.50 

Kansas loomed on their frontier. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, prescribing “settlers” to 

determine the legality of slavery in their proposed states, obviously contradicted the Missouri 

Compromise of 1820 that prohibited slavery north of the 36°30′ parallel. Some northern 

proslavery politicians, most notably Democratic Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, 

advocated the act with the rhetoric of “popular sovereignty.” Republicans found themselves 

uneasy to oppose this logic. Under the same logic, they had defended the rights of northern states 

to protect the escaped slaves and rejected slaveholders’ claim on property rights. Burlingame 

upheld the Personal Liberty Law of Massachusetts, arguing that southerners had no right to 

interfere in the legislation of northern states, just as northerners refrained themselves from 
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attacking the “idiotic” acts in Alabama and “atrocious” laws in Kansas.51 The logic of “state 

rights,” usually a political weapon of slave states, was useful for the antislavery cause as well.52 

Burlingame saw Kansas as a symbolic battleground where the battle of freedom versus 

slavery was congruent with the battle of American democracy versus proslavery imperialism. 

Commenting on the violent incidents known as “Bleeding Kansas” of 1856, he contended that 

freedom and slavery, which had “started together upon this continent,” had competed with each 

other for a century in making “their way together towards the setting sun.” So long as the 

competition was fair, “the mighty march of freedom” would prevail over the continent from 

“Plymouth Rock” to “the peaceful Pacific.” However, the government, controlled by the Slave 

Power, consistently interfered to save and expand slavery. In Kansas, the pro-slavery government 

attempted another such interference. President Franklin Pierce declared the Topeka convention of 

antislavery settlers as a “treasonable insurrection.” Burlingame accused the president of being 

“the champion of sectionalism.” “When the Government ceased to foster the interest of slavery 

alone,” he said, “the whole country [would] be blessed.”53 

To Burlingame, therefore, Kansas was seen as a kind of foreign land where two groups 

of outsiders—antislavery northerners and slaveholders of the South—each tried to transplant 

their own systems. Apparently, the mutual noninterference could be the best way for the 

northerners to export their system for the northern free labor was a better system, economically 

effective and consistent with their country’s constitution. In 1858, when James Buchanan, 
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another Slave Power president in Republicans’ eyes, decided to admit Kansas as a slave state, 

Burlingame criticized this move for infringing “the great doctrine” in the American republic: 

“the rule of Democracy.”54 His criticism relied on Salmon Chase’s speech on the Kansas-

Nebraska bill of 1854. Instead of stressing the evil of slavery, Chase contrasted the Slave 

Power’s “despotism” with the “fundamental maxim of Democracy—EQUAL RIGHTS AND 

EXACT JUSTICE FOR ALL MEN.” Echoing this logic, Burlingame stressed that “the people 

are the source of power. … The people are sovereign.”55 

On the eve of the Civil War, Burlingame had established himself a spokesman of the 

Republican Party’s antislavery ideology. At the heart of this ideology was the principle of 

popular sovereignty in opposition to the ever-expanding tyranny of the Slave Power. He did not 

articulate the ideology by himself; he learned it from Salmon Chase, Henry Wilson, and Charles 

Sumner, whom he followed from the Free Soil Party. In the controversies over fugitive slaves 

and Kansas, the noninterference had proven to be an effective strategy. The people, whether they 

were in Massachusetts, in Kansas, or even in Alabama and Georgia, must determine their ways 

of life. If this democratic process were free from the Slave Power’s interference, Burlingame 

famously asserted that “this horrible system will die of inanition; or, like the scorpion, seeing no 

means of escape, sting itself to death.”56 Though in a subtle way, this lesson nudged him to 

rethink his determined advocacy for U.S. military intervention in European affairs, the position 

he had taken in the Kossuth debate and foreign affairs in general. 
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Burlingame’s changing worldview notwithstanding, his temper remained intact; he was 

as ever passionate, belligerent, and impulsive. The Burlingame-Brooks duel of 1856 made him 

the main target of both pro-slavery southerners and some northern conservatives who feared a 

possible violent conflict between the North and South. A week before the election of 1856, 

Sumner, recuperating after Brooks’ attack, announced that he planned to visit Boston on the 

election day in defiance of his doctor’s objection. “Especially shall I vote for Burlingame,” he 

emphasized. This was a symbolic action to protest “the efforts now making to subjugate Kansas 

and to install the Slave Oligarchy in permanent control of the National Government.”57 In the 

election, Burlingame won by a paper-thin margin. Sumner was delighted at this “occasion of 

special joy,” especially given his disciple had overcome the aggressive campaign by “the 

propagandists of slavery.”58 However, such an aggressive campaign continued to focus on 

Burlingame. In dealing with the campaign, he had gradually changed his temper too. 

 

 

Burlingame’s unrealized duel with Brooks marked the brightest moment in his life. 

Elated by the sudden national stardom, he had a speaking tour across the Midwest during the 

election of 1856. “I am amazed at the enthusiasm the people feel for me, personally, growing out 

of my conduct in the Brooks matter,” he mused in Cincinnati. The “great audience” at Dayton, 

Indianapolis, and other places elevated his vanity to the skies. “The whole population of the 

west,” he wrote his wife, “seems wild to see your naughty husband because he did not run away 
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from Brooks.”59 Newspapers joined the crowd chanting Burlingame’s courage. New York Times 

praised his willingness to accept the stigma of a duelist rather than being condemned for 

“cowardice.” Highlighting Brooks’ savage attack on Sumner, the newspaper contended that “if 

Southern members of Congress maintain their determination to punish by force what they 

consider insulting to themselves or their States, we prefer that Northern men should meet them in 

the duel rather than fall their victims while unarmed.”60 

Burlingame’s willingness to resort to violence, however, enraged many antislavery 

figures in Massachusetts. Garrison’s Liberator criticized him for accepting “the murderous 

practice of dueling” and thereby placing “himself on a level with Brooks.” Reporting on his 

Midwest speaking tour, the magazine chastised “the Republicans making a lion of him.” “A party 

aiming at the overthrow of the slave power should not honor the duelist,” it stressed.61 Wendell 

Phillips charged Burlingame with his “great blunder” that “sullied the position of Massachusetts, 

which stood untarnished in the hands of Sumner and Wilson.” Burlingame, he continued, 

“borrowed an element from the barbarism of fifteen barbarism States.”62 Burlingame’s action 

appeared especially problematic compared to the manner of one of his mentors, Henry Wilson. 

Wilson denounced Brooks’ assault as “brutal, murderous, and cowardly.” Still, he managed to 

decline Brooks’ challenge, replying that “I have always regarded dueling as the lingering relic of 

a barbarous civilization.”63 

The most sobering criticism came from Sumner who was regretful of his disciple’s ill-

tempered action. He thought that Burlingame had “deliberately opened the door to the duel,” by 
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comparing “Brook’s assault to Cain’s killing his brother.” Wilson and others, as he heard, made 

every effort “to arrange a nonviolent settlement,” but Burlingame was determined to fight 

anyway. While still seriously injured, the senator wrote letters to his friends to watch on his 

disciple. “Alas for Burlingame,” Sumner bemoaned, “he has deliberately discarded the standard 

of Northern civilization to adopt the standard of Southern Barbarism; he turns his back upon the 

Public Opinion of Mass[acusetts]. To bow before that of S[outh] Carolina!”64 

This post-duel criticism drove Burlingame into a soul-searching. On August 22, he 

visited Sumner for the first time since the Brooks affairs. The senator’s injuries looked grave. 

While exhibiting “all the impatience of ordinary men in illness,” he tried to assure Burlingame 

that he was fine and would be recovered soon. Burlingame listened “with tears in his eyes.” The 

conversation continued until midnight; “there was so much to be told, and said, and explained,” 

one presenting the scene recalled.65 After his meeting with Sumner, Burlingame made public his 

regret on the “errors” he had made in the duel. “I would have been wiser,” he admitted in front of 

the constituents, “I had followed a noble example set by one who has ever been my leader 

[Henry Wilson]. ... His is the right position.”66 

While Burlingame was reflecting on his errors, the duel made him a highly visible figure 

in national politics. By the election of 1860, he had become, as the future Republican Secretary 

of State James G. Blaine recalled, “immensely popular” among the antislavery people across the 

nation. He played a key role in the victory of Abraham Lincoln in the presidential election. “So 

far as public speaking contributed to Republican victory in the nation,” Blaine testified, “no one 

bore a more conspicuous and influential part than Mr. Burlingame.”67 At the same time, 
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however, his reputation as a fighter disturbed many conservatives in Massachusetts. William 

Appleton, Burlingame’s opponent of the anti-secessionist Constitutional Union Party, painted 

him as a radical abolitionist seeking a civil war to end slavery. This strategy worked. Burlingame 

lost his seat to Appleton, whom he had defeated the previous three consecutive elections. 

After the election of 1860, Burlingame left the Congress with an ambivalent feeling. 

Lincoln’s election marked the decisive triumph of the antislavery cause in the United States, 

which he had anticipated since the beginning of his political career. With his own defeat in 

Massachusetts, however, Burlingame found himself alienated from politics in Washington. 

Dispirited and depressed, he felt betrayed by the public and “perfectly disgusted” at those who 

exulted around him. “Things [do] not look bright to me,” he grumbled.68 Sumner was stunned by 

his disciple’s defeat. “To the honor of Mr. Burlingame, all good Republicans fell wounded 

through him,” he deplored. The senator called on the Republicans not to forget Burlingame’s 

service to their party’s epoch-making victory in the national election.69 

Sumner and other Republicans believed that Burlingame had a role in making a new era. 

The implication of Lincoln’s victory reached far beyond the boundaries of the United States. 

“Our victory,” stated Sumner, “will awaken reverberations also to be heard round the world. All 

men struggling for rights, indicating liberal ideas, seeking human improvement, maintaining 

republican government, will be encouraged.” The Republican victory “will be good news to 

Garibaldi in Italy, good news to the French now subjected to imperial power [of Napoleon III], 

good news to English Reformers, and so also will it be good news to all among us who love 

Liberty, for it proclaims that at last Liberty has prevailed.”70 One of Burlingame’s last legislative 
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activities was to deliver the resolution to recognize the Kingdom of Sardinia—a decade later, the 

Kingdom of Italy—as a sovereign nation.71 Burlingame might assume the responsibility to 

demonstrate to the Europeans why Lincoln’s victory was good news for them as well.72 

Burlingame was qualified for the task. He had served in the House Committee on 

Foreign Affairs through his three successive terms. President Lincoln and Secretary of State 

Seward agreed that his oratorical talent would help persuade undetermined European states to 

take the Union’s side—or at least not to recognize the Confederacy.73 Another important factor 

was his “extraordinary personal magnetism.” Frederick Wells Williams, son of Burlingame’s 

advisor in China, noted that his “magnetic quality of converting to his own opinion those before 

whom he stood face to face rose to something higher than the art of the orator; it was an 

emanation of genius.” “The magnetism of Mr. Burlingame,” James Blaine recalled, “made him 

pre-eminently effective before an assemblage of the people.”74 Mark Twain was among those 

dazzled by Burlingame’s magnetism. “He hunted me up as soon as he came here.” 
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“Burlingame,” wrote Mark Twain, “is a man who could be esteemed, respected, and popular 

anywhere.”75 

Reportedly, Burlingame’s future would belong to the arena of diplomacy, but China was 

not on the list of possible destinations. In March 1861, Sumner, the chairperson of the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee, reached out to Secretary Seward and said that “Mr. Burlingame 

shall not be neglected.”76 Five days after, Seward appointed Burlingame to the U.S. minister to 

Austria. This news enthralled Burlingame. He had long been interested in this unravelling empire 

and in particular, the fate of its two liberating nations—Hungary and Italy. Without losing time, 

he departed for Vienna. The Austrian government, aware of his record as a supporter of Kossuth 

and Garibaldi, turned down him with no second thoughts. A persona non grata, he suddenly got 

lost in the middle of the Atlantic. Seward worked quickly to prepare an ad hoc solution. On his 

arrival in Europe, Burlingame got his new destination, which he had never thought of before. It 

was China. 

 

 

When departing for China, Burlingame got no specific instruction from the Department 

of State, because the United States had no specific policy toward China independent from that of 

European powers.77 What he had was the general instruction for his aborted job in Austria. The 

instruction highlighted two items: commerce and noninterference. “We are a commercial people” 

seeking good relations with “other commercial nations,” Seward noted. Burlingame would 
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promote U.S. trade among emerging nations, including Italy, Germany, and Hungary. 

Simultaneously, Seward remembered young Burlingame’s bellicose interventionism expressed in 

the Kossuth debate a decade earlier. “No institution which can be established in a country 

through foreign intervention,” the secretary warned, “can give to it security or other advantages.” 

In the context of the Civil War at home, Seward particularly worried whether any sign of U.S. 

intervention might not invite European empires’ revenge in the form of a recognition of the 

Confederacy. “Any other than a course of neutrality,” he reminded Burlingame, “would tend to 

keep human society continually embroiled in wars, and render national-independence 

everywhere practically impossible.”78 

Arriving at Hong Kong in October 1861, however, both Burlingame and Seward found 

themselves in tension. Burlingame, the U.S. minister plenipotentiary to China, was determined to 

apply Seward’s instruction—commerce and noninterference—to his mission in China.79 

Whereas the secretary was not so sure especially in regard to the principle of noninterference, 

which he applied only as to western nations. Their tension exhibited in dealing with the Treaty of 

Tientsin of 1858 that China had signed with Britain, France, Russia, and the United States in the 

wake of the Second Opium War. Seward saw the treaty as an opportunity for expanding U.S. 

commercial activities in China and East Asia, in general.80 By the treaty, China made several 

concessions to the four western powers, including extraterritoriality in new treaty ports and 
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access to the Yangtze Valley.81 These concessions might help U.S. companies to advance into 

inland China. Seward had no hesitation in ratifying the treaty.82 

Burlingame had hesitations. He felt that the treaty betrayed the principle of popular 

sovereignty of the Chinese people. Having no background, he was not a China-lover from the 

beginning. Prior to his arrival, he exhibited the common prejudice of the time, regarding China 

as the immobile civilization of “selfishness and timidity” founded upon “the false doctrines of 

Confucius” and the “backward-looking thought.”83 While staying seven months in Shanghai 

before moving to Beijing, he gained a deeper understanding of the relationship between China 

and western powers. The western imperialism invaded China with no respect for its sovereignty. 

“When I came to China,” he recalled later, “the force policy was the rule. It was said ‘the 

Chinese are conceited barbarians, and must be forced into our civilization.’”84 His antislavery 

sentiment made him further detest the imperial powers that treated “the Chinese as quasi slaves.” 

To him, the Europeans pillaging China afflicted by the Taiping Rebellion were apparently those 

same nations seeking to recognize the rebellious Confederacy in the U.S. Civil War for their 

selfish interests.85 
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Criticizing western imperialism, Burlingame set to work on replacing “the old false 

system of affairs” in West-China relations with “fair diplomatic action.”86 He claimed that “it 

has been the habit of the foreigners in China to lecture the Chinese and to say what they should 

do and what they should not do.” The worst thing was the treaty powers’ endless avarice for a 

concession of territory. To reform this predatory system, the western powers should give China 

“the control of her own affairs.” It should be for the Chinese themselves, he stressed, “to make 

commercial regulations, and to do whatever they will … within their own territory.”87 Unless the 

treaty powers’ interferences were stopped immediately, imperialistic wars seemed inevitable. He 

warned that if the western powers kept carrying their arrogant imperialist policy, it “would 

involve not only China but … you in bloody wars with each other.”88 

Burlingame articulated the ideas of fair diplomacy into the doctrine of “cooperative 

policy.” The term itself was not new. Western diplomats in China had long used the term, 

referring to the system that one historian aptly defines as “cooperative against China.” 

Increasingly aware of their mutual suspicion, the western powers had sought some forms of 

orderly collaboration for obtaining more concessions from China while avoiding unnecessary 

competitions among themselves.89 Burlingame tried to recast this form of cooperation against 

China into a cooperation with it.90 This was not a scene Seward wanted to see—at least during 

the Civil War that forced the United States to pull back its forces from Asia. “Great Britain and 

France are not only represented in China by diplomatic agents, but their agents are supported by 
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land and naval forces, while, unfortunately, you are not,” he wrote to Burlingame. According to 

the secretary, the U.S. interests in China were “identical with” those of Britain and France, the 

two nations doing their best to “promote the interests of all the western nations.” “You are 

therefore,” he reminded the minister, “instructed to consult and co-operate with them.”91 

Burlingame defied the instruction. He believed the cooperation among western powers 

was desirable only when it was geared toward respecting China’s sovereignty and territorial 

integrity. “It certainly is not our policy,” he said, “to interfere in the political struggles of the 

Chinese.” If Britain or France or any other nation might “menace the integrity of the Chinese 

territory, then the very fact that we had acted with them” would push the United States to move 

away from the noninterventionist position.92 Inviting China into the system of cooperation 

seemed to prevent such an unwelcome situation. The policy of cooperation with China would 

empower China to protect itself from the imperial powers, which did not hide the “aggressive 

spirit,” “the caprice of interest” and “the rude energy of force.”93 

After moving in Beijing in July 1862, he pushed his policy with confidence and 

determination. The quarter of foreign legations in the city was the ideal place where Burlingame 

could make full use of his best asset: personal magnetism. Constructed by the Treaty of Tientsin 

of 1858, the foreign quarter in the massive capital of the Qing Empire provided an intimate 

community for fewer than one hundred western diplomats and missionaries. The representatives 

of the four treaty powers—Frederick Bruce of Britain, Jules Berthemy of France, L. D. 

Balluzeck of Russia, and Anson Burlingame—known collectively as “the four Bs,” formed “a 

 
91 Seward to Burlingame, March 6, 1862, FRUS 1862, Document 672, no. 8. 
92 Burlingame to Seward, June 17, 1862, RG 59, Despatches from U.S. Ministers to China (M92), Roll 21, National 
Archives at College Park, College Park, M.D. 
93 Burlingame, August 21, 1868, Reception of the Chinese Embassy, by the City of Boston, 24.  



 91 

small and harmonious social circle.”94 Diplomatic issues were discussed and determined through 

their tea-table talks. Among these “warm friends,” Burlingame worked his gifts of persuasion. 

“The whole aspect of Mr. Burlingame was winning and impressive,” one of their interpreters 

recalled. Another acquaintance said that “there are few public careers in recent history which 

exhibit such powers of winning the minds of others.”95 

Burlingame was confident in his ability and thus the prospect for his policy. He reported 

to Seward that he had been successful in selling his policy to the ministers of Britain, Russia, and 

France. “I am happy to say,” he noted, “that I found my views accorded with theirs, and that we 

are now, on this most important question, in perfect agreement; and this agreement is a guarantee 

of the territorial integrity of the Chinese empire.” He was especially close with Frederick Bruce 

of Britain who took “the non-concession ground most strongly.”96 According to one American 

observer, these English-speaking friends met “at least once or twice every day” and conversed on 

a wide range of topics from poets to politics. They agreed on “the establishment of rational 

relations between foreign powers and China.” Burlingame’s policy gained ground among the 

westerners in China, with the strongest support from the minister of the most powerful western 

nations in the country.97 

Burlingame’s efforts were rewarded. In 1863, the ministers concurred that their nations, 

while retaining the prerogatives already obtained, renounced any further claim for territorial 

concession or other means of menacing China’s sovereignty. As one historian put it this 

agreement was “a sort of collective security system” for China, that the four treaty powers agreed 
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to “sustain against all who may violate” these terms.98 One contemporary commentator noted 

that “the policy of cooperation, under Burlingame, became very specific and practical whereas it 

had hitherto been theoretical and vague.”99 Burlingame was proud of what he had accomplished. 

“Cooperation becomes the rule in carrying out these [West-China] relations,” he wrote George 

Seward, the secretary’s nephew and the U.S. consul general at Shanghai. He reported to 

Secretary Seward that “I cannot but be hopeful of the future, and feel that a great step has been 

taken in the right direction in China.”100 

After persuading the western powers, Burlingame turned to the other axis of the 

cooperation policy: China. Humiliated by the Opium Wars, Prince Kung and like-minded 

Chinese officials drove a series of top-down reforms to change their country’s outdated 

diplomatic practices—raising professional diplomats equipped with knowledge about 

international laws, inviting western scholars to survey China’s resources, and establishing Zongli 

Yamen, the western-style foreign affairs office. Whenever Burlingame talked with these Chinese 

reformers, he had “never failed” to emphasize the United States’ sincerity in the cooperative 

policy.101 The Chinese expressed “great satisfaction.” “We are well aware,” Prince Kung wrote 

to Secretary Seward, “that when Mr. Burlingame resided in Peking he conducted all affairs that 

arose in such an amicable spirit that they were all satisfactorily arranged.” While lauding 

Burlingame’s efforts, the prince hoped that “the friendly relations now subsisting between the 

United States and China are increasing and developing, and bid fair to be permanent.”102 
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As both the western powers and Chinese elites were increasingly receptive to his 

cooperative policy, Burlingame moved to revise the Treaty of Tientsin. In so doing, he focused 

on the injustice of China’s indemnity fund. China owed the fund to the western nations through 

the British and French expedition to Guangdong during the Second Opium War. Although the 

United States did not take part in the expedition, Americans claimed a total of 500,000 tael (a 

third ounce of silver) as the compensation for their loss during the incident. China had no choice 

but giving “general satisfaction to the claimants.”103 Burlingame detected that the claimed 

amount was seriously exaggerated. His predecessor, William B. Reed, admitted that “the amount 

assumed at Tientsin was an arbitrary one.”104 Worse, as the interpreter at the negotiation argued, 

China gave the fund “under pressure” and “never admitted that there was any justice.”105 After 

all the payment was distributed, a large surplus remained. 

Burlingame wanted to resolve this problem within the framework of the cooperative 

policy. Initially, he preferred “to return the whole to [the Chinese].”106 But this option was soon 

eliminated, for China did not request it. Lincoln suggested the U.S. keep the surplus as “good 

securities” in preparation for situations that Americans might make similar claims against 

China.107 Burlingame convinced that the surplus should “belong to the Chinese.” Instead, he 

urged that the surplus be used for constructing an “American College” in Beijing. This would 

benefit both the United States and China.108 
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Although this proposal went nowhere amid the Civil War, the U.S. government showed 

favorable signs for Burlingame’s policy. According to Seward, President Lincoln gave “his entire 

approval” to the cooperative policy. Seward, too, praised the “able and wise” policy as “just 

towards the Chinese government and people and liberal towards all other nations.” Still, the 

secretary noticed that Burlingame’s triumph was an exception rather than a norm—as “an 

occasion of special felicitation” in the otherwise power-centered foreign relations. “One may 

very reasonably fear,” he warned Burlingame, “that the beneficial policy thus agreed upon would 

fall into disuse, if those ministers, or any of them, should at any time give place to less intelligent 

and able statesmen.”109 Therefore, the secretary instructed Burlingame to persuade the Chinese 

government to make a new treaty with the United States that would revise the Tientsin Treaty 

and thereby establish a concrete example for China’s relations with other western nations. The 

new U.S.-China treaty, Seward wrote, “would be a novel, if not an unprecedented, step on the 

part of that government.”110 

As the lapsing of the Treaty of Tientsin of 1858 was approaching, Prince Kung and other 

Chinese officials also felt the need of such a new treaty with the United States. Samuel Wells 

Williams, the sinologist and Burlingame’s adviser in China, reported to Seward that the Chinese 

government had been moving toward a new treaty “from a conviction of the benefits which they 

may derive.” This movement would likely to make “the first attempt to break through the policy 

of the empire.”111 As Williams observed, Burlingame seemed to be “the best man the Chinese 

could have found in Peking for the mission to foreign countries.”112 
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In November 1867, Burlingame prepared to return to the United States, assuming that 

his task had been largely accomplished. In his farewell dinner, Prince Kung, after expressing 

“great regret” about losing him, made “urgent requests.” “Why will you not represent us 

officially?” Burlingame accepted the request “in the interests of our country and civilization.”113 

The Qing Emperor appointed the departing U.S. minister as China’s “high minister” who were 

“empowered to attend to every question” regarding China’s negotiation with the treaty powers.114 

As China’s first envoy to the western nations, his first destination was the United States. 

Receiving this surprising news, Seward answered to China “with his hearty approval.”115 Jane 

Burlingame also heard the news of her husband returning with a strange task. She told this 

amusing news to their son. “Your father had been appointed ‘Ambassador from China to all the 

Treaty Powers!’”116 

 

 

In March 1868, Burlingame, along with several Chinese officials, was arriving at San 

Francisco. Americans expected it to be the dawn of a new Pacific era, in which “the great wall of 

separation” between the East and West was finally broke down. No event in modern diplomacy,” 

New York Governor Reuben Fenton remarked, “has equal significance, or promises so much of 

benefit to the human race.” Burlingame, “the son of the youngest, and representative of the 

oldest Government,” appeared a perfect messenger for the new era.117 China had resisted the 
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aggressive European powers “for so many generations,” New York Tribune reported. Burlingame 

had always “respected [China’s] laws and customs and never tried either to extort concessions or 

to steal privileges.” These efforts were rewarded with the opening of the country, “comprising 

nearly one-tenth the entire habitable surface of the globe, and embracing a population ten times 

as great as that of the United States; abounding in every species of natural wealth.” Mark Twain 

exalted Burlingame’s achievements: “I might almost ask … what he has not accomplished within 

the rage of his ministerial duties.” Burlingame’s mission would build up “our commercial 

relations with China upon the lasting basis of intelligence and mutual confidence.”118 

At this limelight moment, Burlingame reminded Americans that “the world kin” was 

now amid a “mighty revolution.” Through this revolution, he addressed, means that China 

“intends to come into the brotherhood of nations. … it means a unification of her own interests 

with the whole human race.”119 He highlighted the prospect of trade and commerce. China was 

“willing to trade with you, to buy of you, to sell to you, to help you strike off the shackles from 

trade. … She offers you almost free trade to-day.” Nevertheless, he knew that the revolution had 

yet to be accomplished. China was just coming out. Americans must show fairness, due respect, 

and friendship.” China “asks of you not to interfere in her internal affairs,” he asserted. “She asks 

you that you will respect the neutrality of her waters, and the integrity of her territory. She asks, 

in a word, to be left perfectly free to unfold herself precisely in that form of civilization of which 

she is most capable.”120 This was the message that Burlingame tried to deliver through China’s 

first diplomatic mission to the West. 
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Through his speeches in San Francisco, New York, Washington DC, and Boston, 

Burlingame repeatedly stressed that the respect for China’s sovereignty and the free trade in the 

Pacific were inseparable. China had long been considered “the synonym for exclusiveness and 

self-satisfaction.” This introverted tendency had been intensified by western imperialism. Once 

the cooperative policy were to take China “perfectly free to develop herself in precisely such 

form of civilization as she may desire,” the country would open its doors.121 “Because the 

Western nations have reversed their old doctrine of force,” he stated, China “responds, and, in 

proportion as you have expressed your good will, she has come forth to meet you.” The 

Burlingame Treaty of 1868, as he affirmed, had “its origin in the desire to give the control of 

China to herself, in opposition to that aggressive spirit which would take it from her and give it 

to the caprice of interest and to the rude energy of force.” It was, in other words, “the outgrowth 

of [the] co-operative policy.”122 

The emphasis on China’s sovereignty implied criticism of western imperialism at its 

height. In Boston, Burlingame criticized “the foreigners in China” for their habits to dictate the 

Chinese “what they should do and what they should not do” and “when they should build 

railroads, when they build telegraphs.”123 This criticism led him to reject an old rationale of 

imperialism: the obligation to reform the uncivilized world. He focused on those who believed 

that it was “the duty of the Western Treaty Powers to combine for purpose of coercing China into 

reforms,” assuming that “they know better what China wants than China herself does.” 

Burlingame urged on Americans to replace this logic with the new doctrine of nonintervention. 

“Let her alone,” he stated, “let her develop herself in her own time, and in her own way. … Let 
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her do this, and she will initiate a movement which will be felt in every workshop of the civilized 

world.”124 His mission carried out “one of the mightiest movements of modern times,” which 

was moving away from imperialism and toward international cooperation based on mutual 

respect for the rule of national sovereignty.125 

This noninterventionist criticism of imperialism originated from the worldview 

Burlingame had developed though his political career in the antislavery movement and 

Republican Party. The belief that intervention in behalf of the old evil practices, such as slavery 

and imperialism, hampered the natural progress of human societies and peaceful cooperation 

among nations. So long as it was left free from the Slave Power’s interference, the superior 

system of free labor was bound to prevail over slavery. Burlingame applied this lesson in 

international affairs. Free trade was a system superior to “the old false system” of wars, 

concessions, and interference. Just as the best way to abolish slavery was a mutual 

nonintervention from both the North and South, the only way to establish the system of free trade 

in the Pacific was the principle of nonintervention. This principle had proven to be practical. 

Since the cooperative policy had been introduced, there was “no spot on this earth where there 

has been greater progress made within the past few years than in the empire of China.” China, 

Burlingame stressed, was going to move “steadily along the path of progress.”126 

Burlingame’s anti-imperialist noninterventionism found the steadiest supporters among 

his colleagues in the Republican Party. Nathaniel P. Banks, Boston Republican and the chairman 

of the House Committee on Foreign Relations, promoted Burlingame’s position, arguing that 

China was now asserting “the great doctrine of non-intervention upon the assertion of which the 
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Government of the United States was founded.” This noninterventionism was the means to 

enhance America’s “commercial prestige and power” in the Pacific. Burlingame’s mission, 

therefore, “shall reinstate the commercial flag of the United States and raise our power, prestige 

and prosperity in that line of human enterprise to an elevation which the mind of man has never 

yet been able to conceive.” As ever, Charles Sumner backed his disciple. He contended that 

Burlingame’s mission would “advance the best interests of the Human Family.” Here again, 

commerce was the key concept. Burlingame’s mission, said Sumner, would “unlock those great 

Chinese gates which [had] been bolted and barred for long centuries” and open “a pathway for 

the mightiest commerce of the world.127 As historian Kurashige noted, “Republican interest in 

Pacific commerce,” along with some other items, “produced a radically new U.S.-China accord 

in 1868—the Burlingame Treaty.”128 

In June 1868, these Republicans organized congressional receptions for China’s mission 

and thereby made Burlingame the third “foreign” dignitary who received such receptions in both 

chambers, adding his name after the Marquis de Lafayette and Louis Kossuth.129 In House, 

Burlingame’s anti-imperialist, noninterventionist policy was heartedly accepted. House Speaker 

Schuyler Colfax, the future vice president and close friend of Burlingame, welcomed the mission 

from “the oldest nation of the world.” “In the name of the people of the United States,” 

announced Colfax, “we hail your appearance at this Capitol as the augury of closer commercial 

and international intercourse.” Representing the Chinese government, Burlingame answered. 

“We are for peace. … We seek for China that equality without which nations and men are 

degraded. We seek not only good of China, but we seek your good and the good of all 
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mankind.”130 Senate also held a reception for the China mission following “the precedent of 

Louis Kossuth, who was received by the Senate in January 1852.” Senator Sherman led Sun 

Jiagu; Senator Hendricks, Zhi Gang. Sumner introduced Burlingame, the chief of the mission.131 

On June 4, “Additional articles to the treaty between the United States of America and 

the Ta-Tsing Empire,” known as the Burlingame Treaty, was signed. The treaty’s aim was to 

revise the unfair Tientsin Treaty of 1858. Since its primary author was William H. Seward, 

scholars have emphasized the role of the Secretary of State, arguing that the treaty fit to 

“Seward’s American commercial empire plan.” As one historian noted, many features of the 

treaty certainly “sound like Seward.”132 Nevertheless, Secretary Seward respected and often 

accepted Burlingame’s opinions through their extended conversation in Washington D.C. and 

Seward’s residence in Auburn, New York.133 Overall, the treaty sought to place China on equal 

terms with western nations. By the treaty, the United States pleaded to respect China’s 

sovereignty over its territory, allow voluntary migration and residence on a “most favored 

nation” bases for the Chinese, and not interfere the Chinese government’s right to handle internal 

affairs. Except for the unrestricted immigration, which was Seward’s last-minute addition, the 

other articles of the treaty undoubtedly sound like Burlingame. 

Under Sumner’s leadership, Burlingame’s allies in the Congress rushed to ratify the 

treaty. Congress consented on July 28, 1868.134 Burlingame, content, attributed the treaty to 
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Sumner’s efforts, “who was its champion in the Senate, and who procured for it a unanimous 

vote.”135 On the other side, Seward liked the result, as he recalled that he saw the treaty “with no 

little satisfaction.”136 China’s reaction was more complex. Some Chinese reformers were excited 

at the treaty, which moved beyond the scope they had dared to hope. Nonetheless, China, the 

victim of western imperialism, still claimed its imperial status and dominance over its 

neighboring lands. Conservative officials and literati were not easy to convince on the value of 

“equal” relations with other nations. Either way, the Chinese had not expected the Burlingame 

treaty to go so far. 

Celebrated later as the first equal treaty between China and Western nations after the 

Opium War, the Burlingame treaty announced what the antislavery Republican termed the 

“American way of diplomacy.” The first principle of the diplomacy was the reassertion of 

noninterventionism. “What is that treaty?” asked Burlingame. “In the first place, it declares the 

neutrality of the Chinese waters in opposition to the pretensions of the ex-territoriality doctrine 

… It strikes down the so-called concession doctrines.” This principle encouraged China to open 

its gates and participate in the system of free trade “as an equal among the nations.” This “family 

of nations,” Burlingame argued, was an expression and extension of the United States’ “great 

principles of equality.”137 Contemporaries were clearly aware of the treaty’s implications. 

Hereafter, New York Times reported, no foreign power could “enforce civilization at the 

cannon’s mouth.” New York Tribune argued that the “American common sense” achieved what 

the “European powers failed to enforce by repeated wars.” The Burlingame treaty demonstrated 
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that “the old-fashioned British way of entering a foreign kingdom, by cracking the skull of 

anybody who tried to bar the door, we trust [had] been finally abandoned.”138 

 

 

“We honor the lover of liberty, the friend of humanity, true to the interests of justice and 

of peace,” uttered Reverend George W. Briggs in his eulogy on the death of Anson Burlingame 

in 1870. “He who identifies his name with the cause of humanity, with the victories of liberty, 

with the progress of civilization, with the brotherhood and peace of nations, makes his name 

immortal.”139 As this eulogy highlighted, contemporaries saw Burlingame’s life as one of 

endless advocacy for human freedom—in the 1848 revolutions against the tyrannical empires in 

Europe, in the antislavery movement against the Slave Power, and in promoting the fair 

diplomacy with China against European imperialism. Through his engagements with these forms 

of freedom struggle at home and abroad, he consistently upheld the principle of self-

government—the belief that when the people, whether they were in Kansas, Hungary, or China, 

governed themselves voluntarily, they governed themselves best. Reaffirmed and reinforced by 

his political allies in the Republican Party, this belief shaped the spirit of his namesake treaty. 

That was why the Burlingame Treaty must be remembered as the embodiment of antislavery 

foreign policy.  

Notwithstanding the importance of this consistent devotion to freedom, the growth was a 

concept equally critical to understand the meaning of Burlingame’s journey toward his namesake 

treaty. Through his interactions with Charles Sumner and other mentors and friends, he changed 
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measurably. One observer of the Free Soil Party recalled the difference between Burlingame and 

Henry Wilson as “Burlingame never gets up and Wilson never goes to bed.”140 Around the time 

his returning to the United States as China’s representative in late 1867, he had become, in his 

wife’s words, “sleepless Burlingame.”141 Young Burlingame was notorious for his reckless and 

fiery character. He was willing to accept—in fact plotted—a duel with a proslavery southerner, 

boasting his manhood and marksmanship and relishing the popular attention. He insisted to send 

U.S. naval force to Europe in order to help Kossuth’s “great battle of liberty” and to “batter down 

the walls of [the] tyrannical cities” of Austria.142 In China, Burlingame tried to achieve the fair 

diplomacy and free trade “without the shedding of one drop of human blood.”143 This pacifist 

noninterventionism expressed in the Burlingame Treaty was one of the lessons he had learned 

from his mistakes and advices from his political allies. 

The Burlingame Treaty was short-lived. As the treaty’s free immigration clause allowed 

the Chinese laborers to enter the United States in a large number, white laborers, especially those 

in western states, were increasingly fearful about the declining of their status and income. The 

anti-Chinese movement plagued and eventually killed the treaty through a series of nativist 

steps—the Page Act of 1875, the Fifteen Passenger Bill of 1879, the Angell Treaty of 1880, and 

the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. The changing contours in U.S.-Chinese relations also made 

cracks in the Burlingame Treaty. Burlingame’s successor J. Ross Browne embraced force and 

concession as means to promote U.S. commercial interests in China, while unequivocally 

opposing Burlingame’s cooperative policy. Secretary Seward, the hardcore realist aware of the 
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growing power gap between the United States and Qing China, was more and more inclined 

toward imperialist policy in China, including concession.144 Burlingame died abruptly in 1870; 

the antislavery vision of foreign policy faded gradually; the Burlingame Treaty, one of the 

greatest achievements of the author and his time, fell apart under the new pressures of 

exclusionism and imperialism. 

The Burlingame Treaty was ephemeral, but the spirit embodied in it might be eternal. 

Burlingame knew that his treaty was to be attacked and possibly collapsed by conservatives, 

isolationists, and exclusionists in both the United States and China. Still, he nonetheless believed 

that “missions and men may pass away, but the principles of eternal justice will stand.” The 

treaty itself was a product of the specific context, yet its message of a peaceful way of promoting 

and protecting freedom would consistently encourage new generations of freedom fighters. That 

was why Burlingame held his treaty as “one of the mightiest movements of modern times.” He 

stated that “although this ephemeral mission may soon pass away, that great movement must go 

on.”145 
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3. Antislavery of Memory, Antislavery of Hope: Free Labor and Free Trade  

in the Chinese Question after Emancipation 

 

 

In his public lectures in December 1841, Ralph Waldo Emerson introduced “the two 

omnipresent parties of history” that “divide society today as of old.” “The party of the past” and 

“the party of the future” corresponded to two opposing worldviews, which he described a week 

later as “the opposition of memory and hope.” The party of memory consisted of “the 

innumerable multitude” who feared change and drew from tradition to maintain the status quo. 

Conversely, the party of hope represented those “dissenter[s]” and “aspirant[s]” who were 

willing to “embark on seas of adventure,” with an optimism that the best America was yet to 

come and they could help to build a better future. For the primary example of the party of hope 

in his time, Emerson certainly had the antislavery movement in mind. This “great army of 

martyrs,” he stressed, not only “check[ed] the special abuses” but also “educate[d] the 

conscience and the intellect of the people.”1 Indeed, in each critical event after the lectures—the 

Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, the Bleeding Kansas crisis of 1856, the Civil War and the 

Emancipation Proclamation—Emerson joined the party of hope formed by more devoted friends, 

such as Charles Sumner, John Brown, and Wendell Phillips.2 
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The antislavery movement after slavery was an enigma.3 After the Civil War, some of its 

adherents, including Emerson, retreated from public life, others found a new cause in women’s 

rights and the labor movement, and still many others devoted themselves to the rights and 

welfare of freedpeople who were demanding “more than freedom.”4 For these veterans of 

antislavery movement, the “Chinese question” posed a special challenge. The influx of Chinese 

immigrants was said to introduce slavery—or slaveries—into the free republic they had just 

achieved through the bloodiest conflict in the nation’s history. What if these Chinese were 

“coolies” enslaved by illegal labor contracts and involuntarily exported to the United States? 

What if American employers used coolie laborers to reduce the wages of white workers, thereby 

ensnaring them in the system of “wage slavery”?5 Millions of Americans, including not a few 

former antislavery activists, called for the abolition of these new and exotic forms of slavery, 

insisting that Chinese exclusion was the only way to remove the coolies from their free republic 

and save their free laborers. In post-emancipation America, free labor had become something to 

protect from external threats, not a goal to achieve. 

 
3 In his historiographic essay, W. Caleb McDaniel noted that a pressing issue for scholars of the antislavery 
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(November 2014): 143-86; Alex Gourevitch, From Slavery to the Cooperative Commonwealth: Labor and 
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Nevertheless, the antislavery movement was neither homogenous nor neatly aligned with 

the racial nativism of Chinese exclusion. Undoubtedly, the antislavery sentiments of the 

antebellum era shaped anti-Chinese rhetoric after the Civil War. As historian Moon-Ho Jung 

noted, “the impetus to extirpate slavery in the South, whether rooted in abolitionist zeal or racist 

animus, gave birth to the foundational logic that would lead to the eventual exclusion of Asian 

laborers.”6 Alongside this antislavery of memory, however, was the other face of antislavery, 

which was more hopeful about America’s future as a cosmopolitan nation. This forward-looking 

antislavery camp enlisted former abolitionists and free traders who shared the vision that 

America’s free labor system should be founded upon the free movement of people and goods 

across the Pacific. These figures, of course, had flaws. Inspired by their victory in emancipation, 

they tended to exaggerate American economic capacity and goodwill. Still, hoping that free 

immigration and free trade would enrich, rather than enslave, free laborers in America, these 

antislavery visionaries constituted a significant part of what Lon Kurashige calls “the egalitarian 

opposition to anti-Asian racism.”7 Eventually, the story of the antislavery of hope gives an 

answer to a scholarly question that has been rarely discussed: Why, despite rampant racism and 

nativism, did Chinese exclusion take so long?8 

 
6 Jung, Coolies and Cane, 9. For the works on affinity between abolitionism and anti-Chinese sentiment, see Kevin 
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 “The competition of Chinese labor with white has become more general and 

threatening,” declared Henry George on the page of the New York Tribune in May 1869. 

According to him, the Chinese were “monopolizing employment” in agriculture, construction, 

forestry, mining, factory jobs, and virtually every sector of manual labor in California. His 

rhetoric was blatantly racist. The Chinese “will live, and live well,” he insisted, “where an 

American or Englishman would starve. A little rice suffices them for food, a little piece of pork 

cooked with it constitutes high living, an occasional chicken makes it luxurious … their standard 

of comfort is very much lower than that of our own people.” These features of the Chinese race 

made him hopelessly pessimistic about the future of white workers. Unless drastic measures 

were taken to block Chinese immigration, he warned, white workers would be unable to compete 

with the Chinese in the “free” and “fair” labor market. Since the Chinese were able and willing 

to work for less, he concluded, “in every case in which Chinese comes into fair competition with 

white labor, the whites must either retire from the field or come down to the Chinese standard of 

living.”9 

This article instantly made 29-year-old Henry George a rising star in anti-Chinese circles. 

To be sure, he had not been an obscure figure in California. He had earned a reputation among 

local labor reformers through his scathing criticism of corrupt railroad giants and the increasing 

disparity of wealth in the state.10 Nor was his rhetoric particularly original. Anti-Chinese groups 
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in California had propagated “the law of economics” that the influx of the Chinese cheap labor 

would drive white workers from all fields and factories.11 Nonetheless, George’s New York 

Tribune article, appearing in the nation’s most influential newspaper boasting the highest 

circulation, put him at the center of the nationwide controversy over “the Chinese question.” 

Henry Huntly Haight, the Democratic governor of California notorious for his ruthless campaign 

against railroad moguls and their Chinese “serfs,” found much merit in George’s article and 

recommended him for the editor of Oakland Daily Transcript and later The Reporter, an 

influential Democratic magazine. With his newfound influence, George’s voice echoed in union 

meetings and anti-Chinese lectures, pamphlets, and rallies across the nation.12 

George’s argument reflected the anxiety of white workers in America. Above all, his 

rhetoric combined white working people’s populist suspicion of capitalism with their nativist 

hatred of immigrants—the two impulses have often been aligned through American history.13 As 

historians have pointed out, George’s populism and anti-Chinese sentiment both originated in the 

Jacksonian movement’s hostility to the “money power,” which he and other reformers helped 

recast into the Progressive era’s formula of “the people” versus “the interests.”14 He claimed that 
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capitalists wanted “an unlimited supply of this cheap labor” and thus championed “the free 

admission” of the Chinese. To him, the Chinese were born to be the best workers, whose intrinsic 

“patience,” “efficiency,” and “steadiness,” perfectly fit industrial capitalism in postbellum 

America. Therefore, competition with the Chinese “must reduce wages” of native workers and 

“accelerate the prevailing tendency to the concentration of wealth—to make the rich richer and 

the poor poorer.” If the U.S. government and Congress continued to ignore this tendency, he 

asserted, Chinese labor would destroy American freedom by substituting “a population of serfs 

and their masters for that population of intelligent freemen.”15 

More directly, George’s anti-Chinese populism—as his warning of the capitalist 

“masters” and the Chinese “serfs” indicated—was rooted in the antislavery tradition of the 

antebellum era. The concept of wage slavery grounded not only his anti-Chinese rhetoric but 

most of his agenda, such as anti-monopoly reforms and single land value tax, developed in 

Progress and Poverty (1879) and other major works.16 However, a critical element that was 

ignored in the scholarship was that George’s argument originated from a particular form of the 

antislavery tradition: the Republican Party’s free labor ideology. As Eric Foner demonstrated, the 

Republican criticism of southern society “focused upon the degradation of labor—the slave’s 

ignorance and lack of incentive, and the laboring white’s poverty, degradation, and lack of social 

mobility.” The Republicans believed that free labor was superior to slave labor for it guaranteed 
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social mobility allowing a wage earner in the North to become an independent property owner—

or a “free man.”17 This creed bound the fate of free labor to the access to the vast western land 

and thus made the Republicans especially fearful of “Slave Power,” a real and conspiratorial 

alliance of slave owners and corrupted politicians seeking to expand slavery to the “free soil” in 

the West. 

Although the Civil War abolished slavery in the South, it did not signal the triumph of 

free labor. After the “war for the establishment of free labor,” American society witnessed the 

expansion of industrial capitalism and, in Foner’s words, “its inexorable transformation of free 

labor into a commodity.”18 Amid Horacio Alger’s paean to capitalism that supposedly gave all 

rags a chance to rise to middle-class riches, the presence of permanent wage earners—or simply, 

the working class—raised doubts about the ideal of social mobility.19 Boston abolitionist Ira 

Stewart had expected the Civil War to open a new epoch of free labor in which workers would 

enjoy “a more equal share in the wealth their industry creates.” After the war, however, he felt 

betrayed while observing workers forced to endure long working hours for meager wages. “The 

laborer instinctively feels that something of slavery still remains,” he lamented.20 Worse still, 

many workers thought they would not be free so long as they worked for hire.21 As historian 
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Leon Fink remarked, “the fact that by 1870 two-thirds of the American workforce were hirelings 

posed a stark ideological dilemma for a culture in which the lack of property and independence 

was associated with slavery or ‘wage slavery.’”22 

Millions of white workers believed that the influx of Chinese “coolies,” accelerated the 

ominous tendency toward wage slavery. Their fear for the two-pronged slavery of coolies and 

wage slaves was so acute that their rhetoric was often even more desperate than that of 

antislavery Republicans of the antebellum era.23 This was partly a matter of location. For the 

Republicans, mostly from free states in the Northeast, the Midwest, and the West, their primary 

issue was (fugitive slaves aside) slavery beyond the Mason-Dixon line. But for anti-Chinese 

whites in California, the problem was unwelcome newcomers next door, not an evil system 

somewhere else. In 1877, the Committee of the Senate of California asserted that “unrestricted 

Chinese immigration tends more strongly to the degradation of labor, and to the subversion of 

our institutions than did slavery at the South.”24 Furthermore, while chattel slavery had thrived 

only in the least advanced part of the country, Chinese labor-driven wage slavery seemed most 

prevalent in California, the most dynamic and fastest-growing region in postbellum America. 

Amid this prosperity and progress, which owed so much to Chinese labor, one white Californian 
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asked, “must we suffer on, to please a few men who wish to make a fortune out of Chinese 

labor?”25 

To anti-Chinese groups, the new slavery followed in the footsteps of southern slavery 

before the Civil War. Aaron A. Sargent, the Republican Senator from California insisted that 

“Chinese immigration presents in California a present evil as great as any ever ascribed to 

slavery in the Southern States.”26 Henry George agreed. California was becoming “a state of 

society similar to that of which the would-be founders of the Southern Confederacy dreamed, 

where the laboring masses [were] of one race, the ruling and employing classes of another” and 

“the great Chinese labor-based empire of the Pacific must … have its poor whites just as South 

Carolina and Georgia had theirs.” Furthermore, just as the Slave Power had sought to expand 

slavery to the West, the capitalists were trying to spread cheap Chinese labor to the east beyond 

the Rocky Mountains. “Let no one imagine that this is a mere local question,” he admonished. 

This was “a matter of the utmost national importance, affecting vitally every part of the 

Republic. As the Colonies were at first compelled against their will to admit negro slaves, so 

have the people of the Pacific states been denied the power to prohibit in its early stages this 

influx of Mongolians.”27 

Despite these similarities, the anti-Chinese discourse lacked one of the most salient 

elements of prewar free labor ideology—its optimism about its own future. The antislavery 
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Republicans had no doubt about the superiority of free labor to slavery. As Abraham Lincoln 

famously stated in 1858, slavery was seen as an anachronistic system that was already “in the 

course of ultimate extinction.”28 This belief originated from the Republicans’ sanguine view of 

capitalism. Rooted in the Whig tradition, the free labor ideology supposed slave labor to be 

utterly incompatible with modern capitalism that relied on individual initiative for profit.29 

Recently, however, scholars of antebellum America have refuted this assumption by showing that 

southern slaveholders, rather than paternalistic aristocrats, were relentless profit-seekers, their 

slave-based “Cotton Kingdom” was strikingly profitable, and the development of American (and 

global) capitalism was indebted critically to what Edward Baptist termed “the whipping-

machine’s super-profits.” As Seth Rockman observed, “early republic capitalism thrived on its 

ability to exploit the labor of workers unable fully to claim the prerogatives of market 

freedom.”30 Slavery collapsed not under the march of capitalism, but under that of the Union 

Army. Nevertheless, the crisis of free labor in the Reconstruction era seemed to reaffirm 

capitalism’s compatibility with—even affinity for—unfree labor.31 
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Lacking the prewar Republicans’ confidence in the future of free labor in the capitalist 

society, the anti-Chinese whites were increasingly fatalistic. Their fearful worldview was most 

clearly exposed in their unorthodox social Darwinism. In the Reconstruction era and Gilded Age, 

the social Darwinist doctrine of survival of the fittest had become the unofficial philosophy of 

laissez-faire capitalism.32 Most anti-Chinese whites embraced this new “science.” However, 

their racism made them more fatalistic. They claimed that the law of natural selection had made 

the Chinese, not the white, as “the fittest” race in the new industrial capitalist order. The 

Committee of the Senate of California reported that “the original settlers of California, their 

children, and recent immigrants from the East and Europe” could not compete with the Chinese 

“in every kind of labor.” These Chinese could work for lower wages because “our laborers 

require meat and bread, while the Chinese require only rice, dried fish, tea, and a few simple 

vegetables.”33 The Chinese was not only cheaper but, as some whites admitted, more efficient 

than the white labor. The Chinese were so diligent and clever that, one New York engineer 

complained, they could “learn any given mechanical operation in one-third of the time required 

by a white workman.”34 

John F. Miller, Republican Senator from California and one of the drafters of the Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882, was the best example of unorthodox social Darwinists in the anti-Chinese 

group. In his 1880 article, he insisted that through the long and harsh course of natural selection, 
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accompanied by chronic hunger, grinding toil, and severe weather, the Chinese had evolved into 

the strongest race in the world—more “machine” than human. “In the long warfare of his race 

for the means of existence,” he remarked, “the physical character of the Chinaman has become 

adapted to the very smallest needs of human life, and with a capacity for the largest labor. He is a 

man of iron, whom neither heat nor cold seems to affect, of obtuse nerve, and of that machine-

like quality which never tires.” According to him, these qualities demonstrated “the advantages 

which the Chinese ha[d] over our race in the battle for the ‘survival of the fittest.’” The “Anglo-

Saxon race,” who had neither the Chinese “capacity for labor” nor their “marvelous vital 

organism and digestive machinery,” were unable to compete with the machine-like Chinese. 

What was in “the course of ultimate extinction” seemed (white) free labor rather than the 

Chinese coolie labor.35 

If pseudo-biology taught frightened whites that they could not compete with the Chinese, 

popular economics challenged the concept of competition itself. As Amy Dru Stanley and other 

scholars have discussed, during Reconstruction, the idea of freedom of contract had become the 

defining principle of free labor, replacing the notion of property ownership.36 To some 

Americans, the competition with the Chinese seemed to make the practice of free contact 

meaningless.37 Republican Representative from California Horace Davis asserted that “Chinese 

immigration imperils free labor.” “It is idle to say that these fields are open to all, and free 
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competition should be the arbiter,” he stated. “Competition is impossible.”38 Similarly, 

economist D. McG. Means contended that under the abundance of the Chinese cheap labor, the 

competition with them merely rendered the free contract between laborers and employers 

impracticable. Under such conditions, he predicted, the whole nation would decay into one that 

resembled the antebellum South: “The capitalists would be irresistible masters, the Chinese 

almost their slaves, and American laborers would have to content themselves with the position of 

the ‘poor whites.’”39 In 1852, Charles Sumner, the most eloquent proponent of free labor 

ideology, declared that in America, the land of liberty, “freedom [was] national, slavery 

sectional.” The anti-Chinese doomsayers in the postbellum era certainly did not inherit Sumner’s 

confidence in the vitality of free labor—not to mention his advocacy of racial integration.40 

The white workers’ fear of wage slavery was not baseless. Under the capitalism of the 

Gilded Age, American laborers—white and nonwhite—called for drastic reform measures on 

behalf of their wages, their social mobility, and their higher standards of living.41 Believing that 

they fought against the new form of slavery, the anti-Chinese activists expected support from 

former abolitionists, once the nation’s fiercest critics of slavery, still active in these years. This 

was not a wild thought. Henry George was one of those “Lincoln Republicans,” along with 

Senator Aaron A. Sargent and suffragists Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who 
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allied themselves with labor nativists.42 But their alleged link of wage slavery to coolie labor 

was dubious.43 By projecting their fear to the Chinese newcomers, the antislavery rhetoric of 

George and people like him were trapped in what W. E. B. DuBois named “the wages of 

whiteness,” racist symbolic capital given to white workers as psychological compensation for 

their status as wage slaves.44 This was not a deal that former abolitionists found easy to accept. 

Many of them refuted the pessimistic antislavery rhetoric of the nativism with the antislavery of 

the hope and optimism. 

 

 

 “Concerning the purely economic view of the subject I entirely agree with you … I have 

no manner of doubt,” British political philosopher John Stuart Mill wrote to Henry George in 

October 1869, commenting on the American’s New York Tribune article.45 George was excited. 

As he recalled later, he drafted the article based on Mill’s “theory of wages,” accepting the 

philosopher’s view “without question.”46 He reproduced Mill’s letter in the Oakland Daily 

Transcript, proudly adding that “Mr. Mill’s opinion entirely justifies the position of those who 
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take ground in favor of restrictions upon the immigration of these [Chinese] people.”47 Mill’s 

letter encouraged anti-Chinese groups in the United States.48 The world’s most famous liberal 

philosopher’s support for Chinese exclusion infuriated America’s advocates of free immigration. 

Horace White, the free trader and editor of the Chicago Tribune, reprimanded Mill for his 

“objectionable” opinion on the Chinese question. “Mr. Mill sees,” he cynically remarked, “a 

bridge made over the ocean, across which come pouring the hordes of Eastern barbarians, 

threatening with their overwhelming mass to grind down the laboring classes already here to the 

most degrading penury.”49 The Daily Alta California, the Republican newspaper in San 

Francisco, dismissed Mill as an unqualified observer who had “never been here” and relied 

exclusively on George’s “one-sided statement.”50 

Soon, the controversy took a curious twist. Some keen observers began to suspect that 

George might have distorted Mill’s position. The San Francisco Bulletin, for example, claimed 

that George misrepresented Mill’s real opinion on the Chinese question, reflecting “the 

exaggerated standpoint of a certain class of political alarmists … who use the question as a good 

demagogue card to win ignorant votes.” According to the Bulletin, Mill was not against Chinese 

immigration per se as much as “Coolieism,” which he saw “a system of involuntary immigration, 

supported by deceit and maintained to some extent by coercion.”51 In defense of himself and 

Mill, George affirmed that his article was “judicially fair” and Mill agreed with him “upon 

economic grounds.”52 Meanwhile, Mill received a chain of inquiries from American journalists 
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and found it necessary to clarify his position. In his open letter published in the New York Times, 

Mill expressed his displeasure that Americans had been misinformed about “my opinion on the 

subject of the Chinese immigration.” “The only measure of distinction which I did advocate 

was,” he stated, “the enforcement of stringent laws against introducing Chinese under contract to 

work for particular persons; which is a form of compulsory labor—that is, of slavery.”53 

As an outspoken critic of slavery in the American South, Mill represented another face in 

the antislavery tradition of the antebellum era: abolitionism.54 While prewar Republicans had 

focused more on evil effects of slavery—the degradation of white labor, the expansion of slavery 

to the West, and the corruption of politics by the Slave Power—abolitionists had seen slavery 

itself as the evil.55 The distinction between these two antislavery traditions confused many 

Americans on Mill’s position on the Chinese exclusion. In his letter to George, Mill admitted that 

Chinese labor would diminish wages of white workers and “reduce them to a lower stage of 

physical comfort and well-being.” However, he upheld the idea of free immigration, stressing 

that no American had the right “to exclude the remainder of mankind from inhabiting” the 

American land or to withhold “the opportunity given to numerous Chinese of becoming familiar 

with better and more civilized habits of life.” He made clear that only coolies were slaves. “One 
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kind of restrictive measure,” Mill noted to George, “seems to me not only desirable, but 

absolutely called for: the most stringent laws against introducing Chinese immigrants as 

Coolies.”56 

Most former abolitionists—especially those from the Garrisonian circle—shared Mill’s 

stance: so long as the Chinese were not coolies, they were free laborers who would put neither 

themselves nor white workers into any sort of slavery. Their denunciation of coolies, of which 

they provided no clear definition, was largely symbolic.57 The abolitionists were aware that the 

anti-Chinese force appropriated their antislavery language. As Stacey L. Smith observes, 

“California’s struggles over slavery became narrowly focused on the growing perils that 

allegedly unfree Chinese, ‘coolie’ contract laborers and bound prostitutes, posed to the 

accomplishments of emancipation.” Beyond California, Edlie Wong notes, “anti-Chinese 

agitators called on the ‘coolie-slave’ to mobilize the patriotic memory and moral indignation of 

abolitionism for the purpose of protecting and empowering white labor.”58 Under such 

circumstances, the abolitionists’ strategic accusation of coolie slavery—almost always followed 

by the denial of its existence—allowed them to keep their ideal of free movement of people. In 

so doing, they refuted the nativists’ appropriation of the antislavery rhetoric, claiming that 

Chinese immigrants would contribute to building a more cosmopolitan and racially harmonious 

America. They believed their lectures, pamphlets, and other activities mattered, assuming that, as 
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W. Caleb McDaniel commented on the Garrisonian political philosophy, democracy “allowed 

changes in public opinion to direct policy.”59 

These abolitionists exemplified the antislavery of hope—optimistic about the future of 

free labor and confident in America’s capacity and potential. William Lloyd Garrison’s last years 

embodied optimism and confidence. After the Civil War, he devoted himself to the advocacy of 

free immigration and rights of the Chinese newcomers. His rhetoric in these years was so 

patriotic that it might have surprised those who remembered him as the election objector and the 

Constitution burner. The Emancipation transformed him, as Garrison declared during the war 

that “all our sympathies and wishes must be with the government.”60 He was convinced that the 

capacity of America was unlimited and made free immigration both possible and desirable. 

Garrison stated:  

 

Here there is an abundance of food; here scope for industry, enterprise, and 

invention to any extent; here almost every variety of climate, from the arctic to 

the tropical; here are millions upon millions of acres to be cultivated; here 

inexhaustible mineral riches to be extracted; here mechanical and manufacturing 

possibilities beyond computation; here the means of popular enlightenment on the 

broadest foundation; and here the freest institutions to be found in the world.61 
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Garrison’s confidence in America’s capacity was the foundation of his belief in its better 

future. To be sure, his optimism made him somewhat naïve about the problems of industrial 

capitalism. He often dismissed the anxiety of white workers simply as their avarice to 

monopolize jobs and supported the “unquestionable right” of employers to hire the laborers they 

wanted. Nevertheless, the optimism convinced him that the antislavery rhetoric of the nativists 

was a groundless scaremongering driven by “contempt of race, a low selfishness, [and] a blind 

and cowardly fear of consequences.”62 Their “hypocrisy about horrible Coolie traffic,” he 

asserted, was nothing more than a disguise of their “utter hostility to all Chinese immigration to 

this country.” Instead of being enslaved by the unreasonable fear, Garrison urged Americans to 

embrace the vision of cosmopolitan America. “We call ourselves Americans,” he declared, “but 

we are fast becoming cosmopolitan, not to our disadvantage, but to the gain of mankind.” The 

urgent first step in this project was to accept the Chinese and other newcomers as Americans, 

ensuring “their share of liberty and equality under the Constitution of the United States.” As the 

land of freedom and opportunity, he stated, America was still attracting the “oppressed and 

laboring millions” from all the nations of the earth. “Still let them come, to the welcoming of all, 

to the exclusion of none.”63 

Garrison’s cosmopolitanism became the battle cry of the antislavery of hope in these 

years.64 In the Chinese exclusion debate, many former abolitionists defended the ideal of free 

movement of people across the Pacific, arguing that the Chinese newcomers would be a valuable 
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addition to the American nationality. Certainly, they shared Garrison’s naivete about labor 

anxiety under the capitalist system. Lydia Maria Child, for example, admonished the white 

workers, noting that instead of blaming “the industrious and frugal Chinese,” they should leave 

off “smoking and drinking” to make themselves competitive in the labor market.65 Despite—or 

partly because of—this naivete, these abolitionists retained a profound belief in America’s 

potential to be a cosmopolitan nation. Julia Ward Howe, editor of the suffragist Woman’s 

Journal, contended that immigrants from all around the world, including the Chinese, were 

fulfilling “the ever-growing demands of our society” for free laborers. These “foreigners among 

us” demonstrated “a remarkable capacity for becoming Americans.” This was because, she 

stressed, “our institutions correspond to human needs and encourage human activity.”66 As his 

old friends recalled at Garrison’s funeral in 1879, the late abolitionist’s guiding motto of “my 

country is the world, and all mankind are my countrymen” was most clearly manifest in his and 

his allies’ last battle for the Chinese immigrants.67 

Frederick Douglass expressed this cosmopolitanism more convincingly than anyone 

else.68 In most works on his thoughts and activities in regard to the American nationality, this 

former fugitive slave and abolitionist was depicted as a sagacious saint who embodied racially 

integrative nationalism in the midst of rampant racism and nativism.69 Surely, this image 
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captured his visions of America as pronounced, most notably, in his 1882 address “Our 

Composite Nationality.” In this address, Douglass upheld “the right of migration,” which 

belonged “alike to all and to all alike.” He also reaffirmed his long-held belief that “our greatness 

and grandeur will be found in the faithful application of the principle of perfect civil equality to 

the people of all races and of all creeds.”70  

However, his strong advocacy of the Chinese immigration required further explanation. 

Unlike other veteran abolitionists, he suspected that the “coolie trade” might be still carried by 

western merchants “in the interest of cheap labor, and as kindred in character and results to the 

African slave trade of other days.”71 Furthermore, his praise for the “first rate” qualities of the 

Chinese almost mirrored the white nativists’ fearful description of them: they were “industrious, 

docile, … dexterous of hand, patient in toil,” and most of all, “they subsist[ed] upon what would 

be almost starvation to others.”72 

His optimism about America’s capacity emboldened Douglass to see the Chinese with 

these qualities—aside from the racial stereotype—as welcome hands in the common project to 

achieve America’s potential rather than a scaring threat to the hard-earned stability. He believed 

that America’s wealth and opportunities attracted “the peoples of all other over-populated 

countries.” Since China was “a vastly over-crowded country” and the conditions of transpacific 
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migration had improved, it was impossible to prevent the Chinese from coming to this land, 

where they knew “the means of living are in abundance.” Therefore, he suggested, “a liberal and 

brotherly welcome to all who are likely to come to the United States is the only wise policy 

which this nation can adopt.” He was sure that America could afford and benefit from the policy 

of free immigration. “Our land,” he stated, was “capable of supporting one-fifth of all the globe.” 

America’s resources were “boundless,” and its potential was unlimited. “Let the Chinaman 

come,” asserted Douglass. “He will help to augment the national wealth … he will help to pay 

off our national debt; he will help to lighten the burden of our national taxation.” Douglass’ 

“composite nationalism,” in other words, stood on not only his moral conviction but his 

optimistic prospect of America’s economic capacity and development.73 

Among the veteran abolitionists of the antislavery of hope, Wendell Phillips was the most 

complicated and interesting. “Liberty’s hero,” as his biographer called him, Phillips was a 

ubiquitous figure in the radical movement of his time, engaged with not only abolitionism but 

also virtually every major issue, including universal suffrage, women’s rights, and labor 

activism.74 After the Civil War, he had become a “labor radical” active in the eight-hour 

movement in Massachusetts.75 With this background, Phillips shared with the nativist white 

workers their rhetoric and occasionally their agendas. For example, he warned that unless 

America could find “some effectual weapon” to prevent “the concerted action of Capital” to 

import foreign workers “in overwhelming masses,” immigration would “crush the labor of 
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America down to a pauper level.” Also, calling for the national action to raise wages and reduce 

working hours, he often resorted to the rhetoric of slavery, both the “pauper labor” of wage 

slavery and “coolies” imported by American capitalists. Most notoriously, Phillips wrote in 1870 

that “the Chinaman works cheap because he is a barbarian.” This remark, often cited by 

contemporaries and later historians alike, determined the racist image of this onetime antislavery 

crusader.76  

Yet, Phillips remained in the antislavery of hope even when this stance strained relations 

with his allies in the labor movement. He denounced nativist rhetoric among white workers, 

comparing the status of the Chinese with that of black freedmen.77 He urged apprehensive white 

workers to “welcome every man of every race to our soil and to the protection of our laws.” 

Furthermore, echoing Douglass, Phillips claimed that if they were coming “spontaneously, of 

their own free will,” the Chinese immigrants would be “a welcome and valuable addition to the 

mosaic of our Nationality.” On the one hand, this was the confirmation of the principle of free 

movement of people. “Let every oppressed man come,” he affirmed. “Let every poor man come. 

Let every man who wishes to change his residence come.” Therefore, if he or she asked, “every 

immigrant of every race must be admitted to citizenship.” More profoundly, Phillips was 

optimistic about the future of free labor in America. His view of the Chinese was similar to those 

of Henry George and Douglass: they were “a pains-taking, industrious, thrifty, inventive, self-

respectful and law-abiding race.” Ensuring that these qualities would be more helpful than 
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harmful to Chinese and the American society, Phillips ultimately sided with Douglass and 

Garrison.78 

These optimistic messages of the antislavery of hope were not from solitary voices in the 

late 1860s and 1870s. The antislavery network that these abolitionists had built with Radical 

Republicans before the Civil War still existed and worked. As they had before, their voices could 

find a sympathetic ear in Congress in the Chinese exclusion debate. In 1870, for example, 

Douglass cheered Charles Sumner, Chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, for his 

unequivocal opposition to the restrictions on Chinese immigration. “Upon the Chinese question,” 

he wrote to Sumner, “I rejoice to see you in the right place, far in the advance and the country as 

usual behind you.”79 One no less important was their partnership with pro-China sinologists and 

missionaries, who supported the abolitionists with their empirical reports. Otis Gibson, sinologist 

and Methodist missionary, examined Chinese society and concluded that there was “no such 

thing as slavery.”80  In his survey of passengers in Chinese ports, Dr. John Glasgow Kerr, a 

physician who visited China as a missionary, reported that “the destination of the Coolies was 

Peru and Cuba” and “vessels bearing the English, American, and German flags were forbidden to 

carry these Coolies.”81 Most importantly, Douglass, Phillips, and other abolitionists could find 

the staunchest allies among free traders in journalism, the academia, and the Republican Party. 

The free traders, both active and influential, shared the antislavery of hope of the abolitionists. 
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“Believing that the interests of the American people in no wise materially differ from 

those of the people any other country, and denying the rectitude or feasibility of building 

ourselves up at their expense by an exclusive policy,” stated William Lloyd Garrison in 1869, “I 

avow myself to be a radical free trader.” The old abolitionist, once the champion of radical 

antislavery, now wholeheartedly embraced the idea of free trade—even “to the extent of desiring 

the abolition of all custom-houses … throughout the world.”82 His enthusiasm for free trade 

seemed inevitable. It was aligned with his newfound optimism about the capacity of America. 

“Protection against what?” he asked. “Have we not a country unrivaled in the variety and 

abundance of its natural productions, and the abounding riches of its mineral resources?” His 

misgivings about protectionism were rooted in his antipathy to “the defenders of southern 

slavery” who had called for the “state rights” to protect themselves from “the abolition of that 

nefarious system.”83 Most importantly, to Garrison, free trade favored the cosmopolitanism that 

would “foster a more noble and expansive sprit of human brotherhood, though which at last all 

the nations of the earth shall strike hands in amity and peace.”84 

In the Chinese exclusion debate, Garrison’s belief in free trade led him and other 

abolitionists to collaborate with those businessmen, journalists, and economists who had little 

else in common with them other than their shared conviction in the free movement of people and 

commodities. After the Civil War, a group of abolitionists and free traders found a common home 

in the American Free Trade League (AFTL), created during the last months of the war under the 
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ideal that “every man should have the right to exchange the product of his labor, wherever he can 

obtain the most of it.”85 Edward Atkinson, Boston manufacturer and big donor to the antislavery 

movement, helped found the league and recruited his old friends, especially among those 

abolitionists associated with free traders of the British Liberal Party.86 These abolitionists—

among them, Carl Schurz, Henry Ward Beecher, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Joshua Leavitt—

connected free trade to the free labor for which they had fought. The AFTL’s founding 

constitution made clear the connections declaring that “Free Trade, [was] the natural and proper 

term in the series of progress after Free Speech, Free Soil, and Free Labor.”87 

These connections notwithstanding, the collaboration between the abolitionists and free 

traders was beset by tensions. When Garrison accepted the league’s vice-presidency in 1869, the 

organization split between veteran abolitionists and pro-business figures concerned more with 

lowering the tariff than with advancing “human brotherhood.” Wendell Phillips and other 

members associated with labor activism complained that the league was increasingly obsessed 

with tariff while ignoring its founding ideal of a more harmonious world order.88 Wendell 

Phillips Garrison, Garrison’s second son and an outspoken free trader himself, warned his father 

that the league was “controlled by a set of monomaniacs.” The elder Garrison defended the 

league, saying that “sensible free traders” maintained the control of the organization and the 
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moniker of monomaniacs had been often “expressed against the anti-slavery movement” before 

the war. But he, too, was aware of the unpleasant tendency underlying the league. Garrison 

blamed one “Copperhead” for moving the league in the wrong direction. “Delmar is no doubt 

what you describe him to be,” he wrote to his son, “and must be got rid of.”89 

Ironically, Alexander Del Mar, a cofounder of the AFTL and the abolitionists’ most 

favorite villain in the league, was the one who most effectively combined the cause of free trade 

with the defense of Chinese immigration. In fact, his career rarely came across that of the 

abolitionists with whom he briefly cooperated in the AFTL. A mining engineer and statistician 

educated in England and Spain, Del Mar began his career by working for several Democratic 

newspapers that advocated both slavery and free trade—a stance not uncommon in the 

antebellum era.90 He sided with the Union during the war and then worked closely with Horace 

Greely and Liberal Republicans, calling on them to embrace free trade. From the 1880s onwards, 

he devoted himself to the populist movement for “free silver,” arguing for an expansionist-

inflationary policy and advising William Jennings Bryan.91 It was his lifelong—almost single-

minded—advocacy of free trade that made him collaborate with the abolitionists. After the Civil 

War, Del Mar agreed with the abolitionists that free trade was inseparable from free immigration 

and that the greatest challenge to the principle of free movement of people and goods was the 

nativist hysteria against Chinese immigration.92 
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In 1878, Del Mar published four letters under the Chinese pseudonym of “Kwang Chang 

Ling” in the San Francisco Argonaut.93 Identifying himself “a Chinese Literate of the First 

Class,” Del Mar’s Kwang letters highlighted the inseparability of trade and immigration. “You 

insist upon trade with China, but you want no contact with her people,” Kwang chided nativist 

Americans. According to him, this was impossible. Myriad routes of international trade had 

come to “knit together the diverse threads of all human life.” In this interdependent world, none 

could avoid the law of reciprocity or live alone behind the closed gate. “You may drive us out of 

California, but we shall influence your social affairs all the same,” he warned. 

 

The goods that we now manufacture in San Francisco will be fabricated in 

Canton; and, no matter how high you may raise your tariff, you will walk in 

Canton shoes, wear Canton shirts, smoke Canton cigars, and shoot each other 

with Canton revolvers and gunpowder; for we can make all of these articles 

cheaper than you can.  

 

Therefore, the golden rule in the Pacific world was that “if you must trade with China, you must 

come in contact with Chinamen.” Like it or not, he stressed, the fates of the United States and 

China “must go together.”94 

Del Mar’s belief in the inseparability between the migration of people and goods was 

widely shared by many pro-immigration activists of that period. One remarkable episode was the 

Joint Congressional Committee of 1876 on Chinese immigration. Before the committee, most 
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pro-Chinese testifiers highlighted the connection of immigration and trade. One such figure was 

Frederick A. Bee, the mining engineer who would be appointed as consul of the Chinese 

consulate at San Francisco. He contended that the Burlingame Treaty blessed the United States 

by entitling it to a large share of “the vast foreign commerce of the Orient,” which had 

previously been “controlled by a few favored nations” like Britain. While bringing the Chinese 

“to our shores,” the treaty also “opened up the riches of China to our merchant marine, dotted the 

ocean with our merchant ships, and maintained a line of steamships.” For him, the fear of anti-

Chinese nativists was ungrounded given the “boundless” capacity of the “great empire” of 

America. He rebuked the nativists for seeking to “forego all these advantages” for no reason. 

“The great State of California, sufficient to support 10,000,000 people,” he cynically stated, “is 

threatened with destruction because … 150,000 Chinese have come here and by willing industry 

have contributed largely to her present standing and wealth.”95 

Just as it was in the writings of Garrisonians, this optimism about the capacity and 

potential of America constituted the key theme in these free traders’ argument for Chinese 

immigrations. These advocates of immigration, just like the abolitionists, were not free from 

racial prejudices. For example, San Francisco lawyer Benjamin S. Brooks testified in front of the 

committee that the diligent, low-wage Chinese labor would benefit not only capitalists but white 

men in general. The Chinese were willing to work in dirty and dangerous jobs that white men 

would decline to do. Similarly, Augustus W. Loomis, another testifier, repeated the established 

stereotype on the Chinese laborers: “skillfulness and patience, and quiet, prompt, and 

persevering attention to business.” Nonetheless, these free traders—again, just as the 
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abolitionists did—regarded such qualities of the Chinese as assets for developing the United 

States rather than threats to the lives of white laborers. With belief in the capacity of America, 

they held that, as Loomis stated, those Chinese “who come to make themselves more 

comfortable also help to benefit our country.” When one anti-Chinese congressman chided him 

for “speaking of the benefit to China” not “the benefit to our own people,” Loomis plainly 

reaffirmed that “whatever benefits China benefits us.”96 

Arguably, one of the most systematic analyses of connections among the causes of anti-

slavery, free immigration, and free trade was in the minority report of the joint committee, 

written by Committee Chairman, Republican senator Oliver P. Morton from Indiana and 

posthumously compilated by his friends and allies. Through the committee hearing, Morton 

frequently collided with anti-Chinese congressmen, such as Republican senator Aaron Sargent 

and Democratic representative William Piper, the two Californians who wrote the committee’s 

majority report. As a proclaimed Radical Republican, Morton began by reasserting “the 

fundamental principles of the theory and practice of our government.” At the core of these 

principles was “the truth” that “the colored race ha[d] the same natural rights with white men.” 

From this truth, he rejected any discriminatory measures targeted specifically at Chinese 

immigration. He wrote that: 

 

After having abolished slavery and by amendments to our Constitution and the 

enactment of various statutes establishing the equal civil and political rights of all 

men, without regard to race or color, and, at a time when we are endeavoring to 

overcome the prejudices of education and of race and to secure to colored men the 

equal enjoyment of their rights, it would be inconsistent and unsound policy to 
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renew and reassert the prejudices against race and another form of civilization by 

excluding the copper-colored people of Asia from our shores. It would be again to 

recognize the distinctions of race and to establish a new governmental policy 

upon the basis of color and a different from of civilization and religion.97 

 

In the international sphere, this principle of equal rights regardless of race or color was 

embodied in the Burlingame Treaty, which Morton applauded as “a grand triumph of American 

diplomacy and principles.” By the treaty, he claimed, both America and China recognized “the 

great American doctrine” of freedom of migration and trade. According to him, the development 

of the American West and America’s commercial activities abroad were inseparable from the 

Chinese immigration. The Chinese immigrant labor, “industrious, temperate, and honest,” had 

made “the greatest service” in the construction of railroads and other public works in states and 

territories across the West Coast. Furthermore, although the Chinese, who worked more hours at 

lower wages, seemingly did a disservice to white laborers, they, in fact, had benefitted all 

Americans, laborers and employers alike. “Chinese labor,” wrote Morton, “has opened up many 

avenues and new industries for white labor, made many kinds of business possible, and laid the 

foundations of manufacturing interests that … induced the transfer of large amounts of capital 

and immigration to California.” Such general prosperity made employers competitive with “the 

productions of other countries” and allowed laborers to “have ample employment” and be “better 

paid, than in almost any other part of the country.”98 

 
97 Oliver P. Morton, “Views of the late Oliver P. Morton on the Character, Extent, and Effect of Chinese 
Immigration to the United States,” S. Doc. No. 20, 45th Cong. 2nd Sess. (1878), 2-3, 5. On the Morton’s report, see 
Roger Daniels, Asian America: Chinese and Japanese in the United States Since 1850 (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1985) 53-54; Joshua Paddison, American Heathens: Religion, Race, and Reconstruction in 
California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 88-92. 
98 Morton, “Views of the late Oliver P. Morton,” 8-9, 13. 
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Such arguments were not in vain. Indeed, the presumed connection between immigration 

and trade provided Americans politicians with a powerful plea for rejecting a restriction of 

Chinese immigration. In the early 1870s, representatives from California repeatedly moved to 

revise the Burlingame Treaty in order to exclude the Chinese from the entry of the United States. 

The House Committee on Foreign Affairs rejected all these attempts in the name of U.S. 

commercial interests in China. “The trade of China,” stated pro-Chinese senator Cornelius Cole 

from California, “has been sought for, prayed for, fought for, for years and years.”99 This logic 

echoed in President Rutherford Hayes’ veto message to the Fifteen Passenger Bill of 1879. Hayes 

refused to sign the immigration restriction bill, claiming that it would ‘‘endanger the permanent 

peace and amity and the growing commerce and prosperity” of the two countries.100 President 

Chester A. Arthur also resorted to the importance of trade with China when he vetoed the initial 

Chinese exclusion bill of 1882. ‘‘Experience has shown that the trade of the East is the key to 

national wealth and influence,’’ he stated. The proposed bill “must have a direct tendency to 

repel oriental nations from us and to drive their trade and commerce into more friendly 

lands.’’101 

 

 

 
99 See “Cornelius Cole: The Senator interviewed by San Francisco Chronicle,” October 23, 1870, as quoted in 
Abramson, “Polygamy, Prostitution, and the Federalization of Immigration Law,” Columbia Law Review 105, no. 3 
(April 2005), 691; George Anthony Peffer, If They Don’t Bring Their Women Here: Chinese Female Immigration 
Before Exclusion, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1999), 34-35. 
100 Rutherford Hayes, “Veto Message of Chinese Immigration Bill,” H.R. Doc. No.102, 45th Cong., 3rd Sess. (1879), 
4. See also Gyroy, Closing the Gate, 136-68. 
101 Chester Arthur, “Message from the President of the United States, returning the Bill (S. 71) entitled ‘an Act to 
execute certain treaty stipulations relating to Chinese,’ with his objections thereto,” S. Doc. No 148, 47th Cong., 1st 
Sess. (1882). See also Gyroy, Closing the Gate, 212-60. 
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After the Civil War, Chinese immigration bewildered many veterans of the antislavery 

movement. The influx of Chinese immigrants was said to introduce slavery into the free republic 

they had just achieved through the civil war. Drawing on the rhetorical ammunition from the 

antislavery movement, some anti-Chinese activists insisted that most Chinese immigrants were 

“coolies” involuntarily brought into the United States by their “masters” through illegal labor 

contracts. Others, especially those associated with labor activism, maintained that American 

capitalists used coolie laborers to reduce the wages of white workers, thereby ensnaring them in 

the system of “wage slavery.” For many millions of Americans, including many former 

antislavery activists, the prohibition of Chinese immigration seemed the only way to remove the 

coolies from their free republic and save their free laborers from the yoke of wage slavery. 

However, as we have seen, the antislavery movement was not neatly aligned with the 

racial nativism of Chinese exclusion. Alongside the fears and angers expressed in the antislavery 

discourse was the other face of antislavery tradition, which was more optimistic about the 

capacity of American economy and more hopeful about America’s future as a cosmopolitan 

nation. Within this forward-looking antislavery circle, former Garrisonian abolitionists and free 

traders held that free immigration and free trade would enrich, rather than enslave, free laborers 

in America. With this belief, these figures of antislavery hope argued that America’s free labor 

system should be founded upon the free movement of people and goods across the Pacific.  
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4. Is Woman a Slave?: Chinese Women and the Controversy over 

“Slavery in China” 

 

 

In the fourth month of the seventh year of Xianfeng Emperor of the Qing dynasty (May 

1857), a man sold his third daughter, who was ten years old, to a woman named Wu in Macao. 

Three months later, Wu needed “emergency money” and resold the girl to the wife of Hu Shi, 

named Du.1 The ultimate fate of the girl was unknown. In the best scenario, she could have been 

raised as Du’s foster daughter. More commonly, she would have served her “master” and 

“mistress” as a domestic servant, unwaged and unfree, similar to a slave. In the worst case, 

which was not uncommon, she could have been sold, through middlemen, into a brothel in 

Macao or Hong Kong or even San Francisco. Samuel Wells Williams, who obtained this “bill of 

sale,” witnessed many such cases of selling girls during his long stay in China between 1833 and 

1877. A missionary, he abhorred the trade of Chinese women for evil purposes of “domestic 

slavery” and “sex slavery” of prostitution. Despite the existence of these forms of slavery, which 

he believed should be abolished, he nonetheless held that Chinese immigration to the United 

States was mostly “free” and “voluntary” and thus should be continued and encouraged.2 

In post-Civil War America, the public discourse on Chinese women was a battlefield of 

policies in regard to Chinese immigration. With few exceptions, Americans saw Chinese women 

 
1 “Bill of sale for a girl (written in traditional Chinese characters),” Macao, May 1857, folder 26-1 (Oversize 
Folios), Samuel Wells Williams Family Papers, Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library, New Haven, 
Connecticut. See figure 1.  
2 Samuel Wells Williams, The Middle Kingdom, 2 vols. (New York: Wiley & Putnam, 1848), 1:222-29, 322; Samuel 
Wells Williams, Chinese Immigration (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1879), 8, 45. On Williams’s years in China, 
see Frederick Wells Williams, The Life and Letters of Samuel Wells Williams (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1889), 54-420. 
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as unfree immigrants—most often as “sex slaves” kidnapped or bought from their hometown and 

chained in brothels in California. As the Page Act of 1875 and other examples showed, anti-

Chinese nativists used the slavery analogy to justify a prohibition of allegedly “unfree” Chinese 

immigration. However, the experiences of Chinese women in America were not neatly aligned 

with that of Chinese immigrants in general. Instead, the women’s lives embodied the notion of 

“intersectionality,” as their imputed status as sex slaves was defined by a distinctive combination 

of race, gender, and class factors.3 The peculiar status of Chinese women encouraged Americans 

like Williams to find the roots of these women’s problems outside the “Chinese problem” and 

seek a solution outside Chinese exclusion. Indeed, many of the staunchest crusaders against the 

so-called “sex slavery” were also the staunchest advocates of Chinese immigration. Their 

activities indicated a road that was seriously pursued before the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 

but largely forgotten in later scholarship. That road might have led America to a solution to the 

sex slavery issue within the system of free immigration. 

Rather than an inevitable triumph of the linear ascendancy of anti-Chinese nativism, 

Chinese exclusion was a product of the paradox of antislavery rhetoric and historical 

contingencies that intensified the paradox. In this regard, one crucial event was the impact of 

“Slavery in China,” a series of dispatches sent from U.S. Consul-General of Shanghai, David H. 

Bailey, during the winter of 1879.4 Originally, these dispatches were conceived in the author’s 

 
3 See Judy Yung, Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese Women in San Francisco (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995), 26-37; Erika Lee, “Exclusion Acts: Chinese Women during the Chinese Exclusion Era, 
1882-1943,” in Asian/ Pacific Islander American Women: A Historical Anthology, eds. Shirley Hune and Gail M. 
Nomura (New York: New York University Press, 2003), 77-87; Kitty Calavita, “Collisions at the Intersection of 
Gender, Race, and Class: Enforcing the Chinese Exclusion Laws,” Law & Society Review 40, no. 2 (2006): 249-81. 
See also, Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against 
Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (July 1991): 1241-1299.  
4 Bailey to Charles Payson, October 21, 22 and December 2, 1879, “Expatriation and Slavery in China. Message 
from the President of the United States, transmitting, in response to a resolution of the House of Representatives, 
reports from the Secretary of State in relation to slavery in China, and portions of the penal code concerning 
expatriation,” H.R. Doc. No.60, 40th Cong., 2nd Sess. (1880), [hereafter, “Expatriation and Slavery in China”]. 
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observation of the controversy within the British colonial government of Hong Kong over the 

nature of female domestic servants in China.5 By mingling this controversy with his own 

antislavery sentiment, gender-coded language, and disguised nativist impulse, Bailey 

reinterpreted it as the evidence that proved China was a slavery society. No single Chinese, he 

warned, was free from the virus of slavery, for their entire society rested on the tyranny of 

“absolute patriarchy” that made every Chinese woman a slave and every man a slave owner. This 

argument provided American nativists with an authoritative vindication of a prohibition of 

Chinese immigration. Bailey’s dispatches, as one scholar observed, “more often quoted by 

Congressmen than any other authority,” pushed the U.S. government to revise the Burlingame 

Treaty and thereby marked a critical juncture on the tortuous road to the Chinese exclusion.6  

  

 
5 Great Britain Parliament, Correspondence Respecting the Alleged Existence of Chinese Slavery in Hong Kong: 
Presented to both Houses of Parliament by Command of Her Majesty (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1882), [hereafter, Chinese Slavery in Hong Kong]. 
6 Mary Roberts Coolidge, Chinese Immigration (New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1909), 49. 



 141 

 

Figure 1. Bill of sale 
for a girl, Macao 1857 
May. f. 26, f. 1 
(Oversize Folios), 
Samuel Wells 
Williams Family 
Papers, Manuscripts 
And archives, Yale 
University Library, 
New Haven, Conn.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 2. “Arrival of shipload of Chinese women at San Francisco—the Celestial Ladies arriving 
from the dock in express wagons.” (Source: Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, April 10, 
1869, 56.) 
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In the morning of November 21, 1869, the San Francisco harbor was busy and bustling 

as usual. When a steamer from China anchored, however, the place quickly turned into bedlam. 

The customs inspectors, with their usual “rapidity and recklessness,” began examining the 

passengers to disclose opium and other contrabands. “The baggage was broken needlessly,” a 

local newspaper reported, “valuable camphor wood chests were kicked open … [and] carpet bags 

were torn open.” Amid screams and cries, “a remarkable spectacle” was the landing of Chinese 

women. They were dragged down like “a drove of sheep or cows” and “watched as closely as 

ever was guarded a gang of slaves in the South.” The reporter was certain about their identity and 

destiny. Among the total “two hundred and forty” women, many of whom appeared “not over 

twelve or thirteen years of age,” he wrote, “nine-tenths, at least, are for purposes of prostitution.” 

A dozen of the “meanest-looking” Chinamen, led by one “lecherous-looking” old woman, were 

waiting for the newcomers to bring them to brothels on the Dupont street near the China 

quarters. All these scenes, the reporter concluded, demonstrated that these women were “slaves,” 

enslaved by “the most unprincipled, immoral and cruel of owners.” Apparently, “this business of 

importing Chinese women” was bringing a new form of slavery into the newly declared “land of 

freedom.”7 

Perceived as slaves in the post-slavery society, Chinese immigrant women took a 

peculiar position in the public discourse in post-Civil War America. Most Chinese women were 

either working or married—or both—but in the U.S. social and legal category, they were neither 

laborers nor even wives. Instead, a joint congressional committee report on Chinese immigration 

of 1877 identified the “4,000 Chinese women” in California as “all prostitutes or concubines, or 

 
7 San Francisco Bulletin, November 23, 1869, 1. 
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second wives.”8 Newspapers, activists, and reports recounted an established story on those 

women’s “unfree” Pacific passage, which in many ways resembled the Atlantic slave trade. 

According to the story, poor and ignorant Chinese girls were kidnapped or purchased by criminal 

organizations and systematically imported into the United States. The most fortunate among 

them were sold to wealthy Chinese men as their second wives. Others having no such luck were 

brought to the San Francisco “slave market” and sold to brothels where they were exposed to 

endless violence and exploitations.9 Since this entire process was against their will, the 

congressional report stated, these women were “actually sold into the most degrading and 

abominable slavery.”10 The slave trade of Chinese women, another report reaffirmed, 

“established a peculiar, but revolting, kind of slavery upon the Pacific Coast.”11 

By most accounts, the status of Chinese women was distinctive from that of their male 

counterpart. The allegation of “coolie trade” was abundant in postbellum America but it was 

nothing but a rhetorical set piece for anti-Chinese propaganda. In contrast, Americans, with few 

exceptions, regarded Chinese women as slaves—either victims of the Pacific slave trade or 

unwitting accomplices to the business. Anti-Chinese polemist Benjamin E. Lloyd, for example, 

indicted “the system of slavery” in California for depriving “the Chinese, both men and women, 

of their freedom.” The Chinese women of San Francisco, in particular, he stated, were kept in 

 
8 U.S. Congress, “Report of the Joint Special Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration,” S. Doc. No. 689, 44th 
Cong., 2nd Sess. (1877), 22.  
9 Otis Gibson, The Chinese in America (Cincinnati: Hitchcock & Walden, 1877), 127-157. See also Kerry Abrams, 
“Polygamy, Prostitution, and the Federalization of Immigration Law,” Columbia Law Review 105, no. 3 (April 
2005): 641-716; Lucie Cheng Hirata, “Free, Indentured, Enslaved: Chinese Prostitutes in Nineteenth-Century 
America,” Signs 5, no. 1 (1979): 3-29; Sucheng Chan, “The Exclusion of Chinese Women,” in Entry Denied: 
Exclusion and the Chinese Community in America, 1882-1943, ed., Chan (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1991), 94-146. 
10 “Report of the Joint Special Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration,” 10. 
11 California State Senate, Chinese Immigration: Its Social, Moral, and Political Effect. Report to the California 
State Senate of Its Special Committee on Chinese Immigration (Sacramento: State Office F. P. Thompson, Supt. 
State Printing, 1878), 7. 
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“slavery for the most infamous purposes.”12 This view of Chinese women was echoed by 

Reverend Otis Gibson, a leading advocate of Chinese immigration who often crossed swords 

with Lloyd and other anti-Chinese nativists. He had no doubt that “the Chinamen … in every 

case come voluntarily.” Nevertheless, he was no less eager to accuse the “slave trade” of Chinese 

women. “Chinese women,” he asserted in San Francisco, “are brought here as slaves, and for 

vilest purposes, and are daily bought and sold in this city.”13 

The slavery analogy with Chinese women was doubly peculiar considering that not 

every sex worker was seen as a slave. To be sure, women from various racial and ethnic 

backgrounds were engaged with prostitution in California and these women were thought to be, 

in varying degrees, associated with slavery.14 Historian Amy Dru Stanley argued that 

prostitution was particularly disturbing after the Civil War for its presence exhibited “both the 

essence of contract freedom and a vestige of slavery” and thereby “conspicuously blurred the 

difference between free and unfree commodity relations.”15 Nevertheless, at least in California, 

there was no group more consistently and explicitly linked to chattel slavery of the antebellum 

South than Chinese women. Streetwalkers of other ethnics were perceived as an ambiguous 

mixture of sex worker and sex slave. Lacking freedom of mobility and that of contract, Chinese 

women were unambiguously defined as slaves. In fact, many Americans might agree with the 

 
12 Benjamin Lloyd, Lights and Shades of San Francisco (San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft, 1876), 259-60. 
13 Otis Gibson, “Chinaman or White Man, Which? Reply to Father Buchard,” March 14, 1873, 14, [AAS ARC 
2000/19: fol. 16: gibson], Chinese in California Collection, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
14 On prostitution in the American West, see Anne M. Butler, Daughters of Joy, Sisters of Misery: Prostitutes in the 
American West, 1865-90 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1985); Marion S. Goldman, Gold Diggers and Silver 
Miners: Prostitution and Social Life on the Comstock Lode (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1981); 
Benson Tong, Unsubmissive Women: Chinese Prostitutes in Nineteenth-Century San Francisco (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1994); Michael Rutter, Upstairs Girls: Prostitution in the American West (Helena: Farcountry 
Press, 2005); Angela Fitzpatrick, “Women of Ill Fame: Discourses of Prostitution and the American Dream in 
California, 1850-1890” (PhD. diss. Bowling Green State University, 2013). 
15 Amy Dru Stanley, From Bondage to Contract: Wage Labor, Marriage, and the Market in the Age of Slave 
Emancipation (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 219.  
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editor of a pro-Chinese Republican newspaper, when he claimed that the condition of Chinese 

women, who had neither family nor community nor even English ability, was “worse … than 

Southern Slavery.”16 

While crusading against sex slavery, a group of pro-immigration activists sought to shift 

the focus of the U.S. public from the Chinese immigration per se to criminal activities of trading 

Chinese women as human commodity. Lucy Stone and other feminists associated around 

Woman’s Journal, for example, gave particular attention to “slave market” in San Francisco. One 

article described a slave auction where “handsome Chinese girls” were sold for $500 and “an 

indifferent article” could be bought for $300. Another issue reported that the price of young, 

good-looking girls marked as much as $850. A contributor from San Francisco told the story of a 

Chinese girl who managed to escape from a brothel. She had finished her three years’ service but 

“her master” refused to permit her to return to China. Observing the trade in women, the journal 

deplorably asked, “is woman a slave?” Woman’s Journal was in favor of free immigration and 

critical of nativism that other suffragists embraced in these years. But the editors and contributors 

of this journal saw no contradiction between their advocacy of free immigration and their 

criticism of the criminal human trafficking. These veterans of abolitionism were for universal 

suffrage, racial integration, and Chinese immigration; none of these ideals prevented them from 

condemning the crime of keeping Chinese women in “a state of slavery in California.”17 

 
16 Sacramento Daily Union, February 5, 1859, as quoted in Stacey L. Smith, Freedom’s Frontier: California and the 
Struggle over Unfree Labor, Emancipation, and Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 2013), 165, see also 161-73.  
17 Woman’s Journal, January 22, 1870, 21; August 20, 1870, 263; May 14, 1870, 149. On Woman’s Journal, see 
Agnes E. Ryan, The Torch Bearer: A Look Forward and Back at the Woman’s Journal, the Organ of the Women’s 
Movement (Boston: Woman’s Journal and Suffrage News, 1916); Sally G. McMillen, Lucy Stone: An Unapologetic 
Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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Arguably the most influential among the pro-Chinese critics of sex slavery was Otis 

Gibson. His decade-long missionary work in multiple cities in China, his aversion to racism and 

imperialism, his affinity for Chinese culture, and his ability in Mandarin and Cantonese all made 

his critique of sex slavery both fierce and detailed—and thus exceptionally effective. In these 

years, he emphasized that an immigration restriction could not—and should not—be a solution 

for the sex slavery because this “villainous” business was engaged with not only “wicked 

Chinamen” but also many white Americans, including merchants and police officers. For 

example, he testified to the existence of “the Queen’s Room,” where Chinese girls were 

“examined after the fashion of African slave-dealers not many years ago.” Here he saved the 

harshest criticism for the American accomplices. “No language that I can use can adequately 

express,” he asserted, “the deep disgust and utter abhorrence which all decent people must feel 

towards these white men belonging to a Christian civilization, who have enriched themselves by 

aiding and abetting this abominable traffic.”18 

One of Gibson’s most consequential activities was his translation of several versions of 

“bill of sale” that provided detailed accounts of the inside operations of the sex trade. Two 

bills—one a woman named Ah Ho made with her “master” Yee Kwan, the other Yut Kum made 

with her “mistress” Mee Yung—recounted an almost identical story. In the fall of 1873 (the 

twelfth year of Tongzhi Emperor of Qing dynasty), a young woman borrowed some $500-600 

from her master and “consented” to sell her body for a term of four years of prostitution. In both 

cases, no wage would be paid for the service. Worse still, there seemed no escape. The contract 

specified that after the expiration of the service time, she would be “her own master.” However, 

if she could not work due to illness or pregnancy, her service time would be extended 

 
18 Otis Gibson, The Chinese in America (Cincinnati: Hitchcock & Walden, 1877), 138. 
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accordingly. If she were to run away and be captured, her service would “never expire.”19 

Apparently, this “system of debt bondage” perpetuated sex slavery. Nobody knew the ultimate 

fate of Ah Ho and Yut Kum for no record survived. Yet, records on other Chinese women 

revealed that the contracts they made with their masters could be, as one scholar judged, 

“extended indefinitely.”20 

It was said that behind all these stages of the criminal business—Pacific slave trade, San 

Francisco slave market, and the debt bondage system in brothels—there was a clandestine 

organization named Hip Yee Tong (the Temple of Cooperation and Justice).21 Gibson and others 

urged that not the Chinese generally, but this specific organization, was the enemy of freedom. 

Their argument was not ungrounded. In July 1873, “three poor girls” sent a letter to the San 

Francisco police, accusing two “old wretches” of making them slaves and “prostituting our 

body.”22 The police raided the China quarters and declared “the existence in this city of a secret 

Chinese society named Hip Yee Tong, formed for the purpose of the prosecution of a traffic in 

Chinese women to be sold into lives of prostitution.”23 Soon, one of the three girls, Ah Sing, and 

her newlywed husband, Yat Lung, sought refuge at Gibson’s Methodist mission home, disclosing 

a letter sent from Hip Yee Tong. The letter offered the couple a “satisfactory” deal: they should 

pay $350 to buy Ah Sing’s freedom from “the fearful power of Hip Yee Tong.”24 As one police 

 
19 “Bill of Sale,” in Gibson, The Chinese in America, 145; “Report of the Joint Special Committee to Investigate 
Chinese Immigration,” 145; California Senate, Chinese Immigration, 128; 3 Cong. Rec. Appx. 41 (1875). 
20 Yung, Unbound Feet, 27-28. 
21 Hirata, “Free, Indentured, Enslaved,” 8-9, 15, 29. 
22 San Francisco Evening Bulletin, July 30, 1873, 3; Gibson to Editor of Bulletin, San Francisco Evening Bulletin, 
August 22, 1873, 3; The Chinese in America, 137-144. 
23 New York Times, July 31, 1873, 1. 
24 San Francisco Evening Bulletin, July 30, 1873, 3; Otis Gibson to Editor of Bulletin, San Francisco Evening 
Bulletin, August 22, 1873, 3. 
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officer stated later, the iron rule of this organization for runaways was to “follow her, and take 

her back.”25 

Ironically, among all these episodes, the passage of the Page Act of 1875 most clearly 

illustrated the complex relationship between the crusade against sex slavery and that against 

Chinese immigration. To be sure, the sponsor of the act, Horace F. Page, was a single-minded 

man who developed his entire political career as a champion of anti-Chinese nativism.26 Still, 

although the career of Page was simple and straightforward, the career of his sponsored bill was 

not. Its long-term implications aside, the scope of the act fell short of Page’s initial ambition. 

After he was first elected in 1873, this new-face Republican representative from California 

introduced a series of anti-Chinese bills designed to ban the entry of “cheap” Chinese labor, 

prohibit their naturalization, and revise the Burlingame Treaty of 1868.27 All but one of these 

bills were killed in the House with no serious consideration. Curiously, one bill specifically 

aimed at Chinese women was sailing through both chambers with startling speed and signed by 

President Ulysses S. Grant into law on March 3, 1875, just two weeks after it was introduced. 

Multiple trends boosted the Page bill of 1875. The anti-Chinese sentiment was no doubt 

the driving force for its legislation. Senators and representatives from California urged on their 

colleagues to take action against the situation that “young girls from fifteen to twenty years of 

age [were] brought to California, owned entirely by those who bring them.”28 This trend was 

confluent with the nationwide campaign for policing prostitution in the names of public health 

 
25 “Report of the Joint Special Committee to Investigate Chinese Immigration,” 146-47. 
26 For Page’s career, see C. C. Williams, Congressional career of the Hon. H. F. Page, Representative of the Second 
District of California and Re-nominated for a Fifth Term. (San Francisco: Francis, Valentine, 1880); U.S. Congress, 
Biographical Directory of the American Congress, 1774-2005 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 
2005), 1693. 
27 Page’s remarks, see 2 Cong. Rec. 207, 716 (1874); 3 Cong. Rec. 19, 224, 434 (1875).  
28 2 Cong. Rec. 2300, 4001 (1874). 
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and morality.29 Another critical element was support from those Republicans otherwise not 

favoring—at least not explicitly—nativism. Indeed, the initial spur to the Page bill was President 

Grant’s annual message of December 1874 that called the attention of Congress to the Chinese 

women being “brought for shameful purposes.”30 Although Grant was by no means a guardian 

of free immigration, he rarely exhibited his nativist sentiment—which was mostly toward white 

Catholics—outside private discussion and writings. In general, his public stance was well aligned 

with his campaign pledge that free immigration should be “encouraged by a liberal and just 

policy.”31 Just as pro-Chinese ministers and activists did, the president saw no contradiction 

between the cause of free immigration and the crusade against the sex slavery. 

When he proposed the bill of 1875, Page was clearly aware that the support of many 

Republicans for his bill was not unconditional. This was a political lesson that he had learned 

from his abortive anti-Chinese legislations. On February 10, Page strode onto the House podium 

and asserted the need of a bill to liberate the Chinese slave women in California. Most of his 

speech was devoted to reciting statements made by various “experts” who had presumably 

demanded legal action similar to his bill. Interestingly, his list of experts included many pro-

Chinese figures—even Otis Gibson—who were critical of Page’s nativist hatemongering as 

much as they were of the sex slavery. While heavily relying on the authority of these experts, he 

sidelined his signature rhetoric of “debauched and immoral” Chinese women and instead stressed 

the urgency of preventing “involuntary immigration.” Most surprisingly, Page even referred to 

 
29 Stanley, From Bondage to Contract, 248-258.  
30 Ulysses S. Grant, “Message of the President,” December 7, 1874, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the 
United States, 1874 (Washington DC: Government Printing Office, 1874), [hereafter FRUS]. 
31 See Republican Party platforms of 1868 and 1872, The National Conventions and Platforms of All Political 
Parties, 1789 to 1905: Convention, Popular, and Electoral Vote. Also the Political Complexion of Both Houses of 
Congress at each Biennial Period, ed., Thomas Hudson McKee (Baltimore: The Friedenwald Company, 1901), 136-
139, 149-152; On Grant and nativism, see Tyler Anbinder, “Ulysses S. Grant, Nativist,” Civil War History 43, no. 2 
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the Burlingame Treaty, of which he had openly and repeatedly demanded a renegotiation. Few 

Republicans might have taken his rationale at its face value. Nevertheless, at least ostensibly, 

Page needed to assure them that his bill was not aimed to abolish their cherished treaty but only 

to abolish the business of sex slavery that was operating “in open defiance of the treaty.”32 

With good reasons, the Page Act of 1875 could be seen as a prelude to the Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882. However, for many contemporaries having no such hindsight perspective, 

the implication of the act was far less evident.33 The act equivocated on all questions directly 

relating Chinese immigration and instead highlighted punishments for U.S. citizens as well as the 

Chinese in the United States who were involved in the trafficking and prostitution of Chinese 

women. Also, it contained no clear measure for the women once they were freed from their 

illegal contracts.34 Overall, as one legal scholar analyzed, the Page Act was “carefully crafted to 

appear as an elaboration of the earlier Coolie Trade Prohibition Act, and therefore consonant 

with the Burlingame Treaty.”35 Retrospectively, this notorious act—the first restrictive federal 

immigration law against a specific race—marked a key event in American history, putting the 

nation on the road to the Chinese exclusion and thereby ending the nation’s cherished tradition of 

open borders. Yet, when the act was passed, this scenario was still uncertain.36 

Many advocates of free immigration had another scenario, believing that America could 

abolish the enslavement of Chinese women without prohibiting Chinese immigration. In the 

 
32 3 Cong. Rec. Appx 40-45 (1875). 
33 Coolidge, Chinese Immigration, 419; Elmer C. Sandmeyer, The Anti-Chinese Movement in California (1939; 
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1870s, this scenario seemed not impractical. As Page’s appropriation of their rhetoric revealed, 

their activities were undeniably involved with—even unwittingly complicit in—the anti-Chinese 

movement of the decade. Also, regardless of their intention, their rhetoric was often seriously 

exaggerated. When they argued that every Chinese “sex slave” woman would want to “go home 

today if she were free,” they simply ignored the fact that many Chinese, women and men alike, 

desired to live in freedom and in America.37 For all the recklessness and exaggerations, however, 

their argument indicated that there were not a few Americans opposed to both the business of sex 

slavery and the exclusion of Chinese immigration. These pro-Chinese activists, in other words, 

did not want to throw the baby out with the bathwater. However, one might ask, if the bathwater 

was tainted by the toxic slavery, how could the baby be clean? This was a question they did not 

prepare themselves for. And this question was raised from a series of unexpected events that 

happened on the opposite side of the Pacific. 

 

 

On October 22, 1879, one dispatch from U.S. Consulate General in Shanghai reached 

Third Assistant Secretary of State Charles Payson. Entitled “Slavery in China,” the dispatch 

contained grim pictures of the lives of Chinese women in their own country. It argued that China 

was a slavery society that rendered their women under systematic exploitations and physical 

violence. The evidence was limitless: trading girls, female infanticide, concubinage, and, above 

all, “absolute patriarchy,” which allowed the male head of each family to wield unconditional 

rights over his wives and daughters, including life-or-death authority. After providing a detailed 

description of China’s family structure, legal codes, social custom, and cultural norms, the 
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dispatch concluded that this form of slavery was embedded in the country’s “every feature and 

organization” and an “indissoluble part of its present system.” And this fact was not irrelevant to 

American society. “If Chinese emigration to the United States is to continue and increase with 

slavery or quasi slavery, and concubinage,” the dispatch warned, “is it no[t] a subject to which 

American statesmen should turn their attention with some degree of anxiety?”38 

 “Slavery in China” was a complex document written by a complex figure in a complex 

context. The dispatch was a distinctive amalgam of anti-slavery rhetoric, serious ethnographic 

survey, intentional distortions, blatant sensationalism, and pressing policy recommendations. 

David H. Bailey, the author of the dispatch, embodied many of these characters. Born in 1830 in 

Ohio, he inherited the antislavery sentiment—at least its language—from his abolitionist father. 

After briefly working at local newspapers, law office, and the American Protestant Association, 

he began his political career in the Republican Party by serving as a member of the Kansas 

Legislature during the Civil War.39 His uneventful—and largely unsuccessful—career met a 

turning point in December 1870, as he was appointed as U.S. Consul in Hong Kong—perhaps as 

a reward for his role as the secretary of the Ohio electoral college in the presidential election of 

1868. Not long after he had arrived in China, Bailey noticed that the fear of “coolies” was 

abundant in America and something like a “coolie trade” was not unusual in Chinese ports. More 

importantly, he also noticed that these two phenomena, together, might give him a rare chance 

for political influence and personal gains. 
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In April 1871, Bailey captured the national attention with one of his first dispatches, 

which he claimed was a result of “my careful thought and patient investigation for the last four 

months.” In this dispatch, he called attention to the pervasiveness of the coolie trade in Chinese 

ports, asserting that “emigration from China to all parts of the world is an organized business.” 

His description of the coolie trade seamlessly fit to the image already familiar to Americans. At 

first, Chinese men and boys of poor families were “decoyed by all sorts of tricks, opiates, and 

illusory promises, into the haunts of the traders.” Once he entered this underworld, there was no 

escape. He should be sold and forced to work “at low wages for a series of years in a foreign 

country.” This was nothing other than slavery, because “his purchaser control[led] him at all 

times and in all places” and thus established the relations of “master and quasi-slave.” Bailey 

warned that although the immigration to the United States was mostly voluntary, Americans 

should be alert to whether it was not “tainted with the virus of the coolie trade.” Indeed, he 

stated, many American capitalists gained “great profit” through the coolie trade from China.40 

The impact of this dispatch was immediate and significant—and exactly the kind Bailey 

expected. The conclusion he presented after all the exposures and warnings was, in some ways, 

anticlimactic—he plainly requested more budget for his job. He complained that his job of 

investigating “every American vessel leaving this port” was excessive. Since “the number of 

emigrants is so large as to make it impossible for me to examine each person,” hiring able aides 

was “indispensable.” However, he wrote, “I have not the means to pay for these assistants, for 

my salary is hardly sufficient.” Unless the U.S. government left the “investigation abandoned,” 

therefore, “the necessary expense must follow it.”41 Anti-Chinese groups in California 
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welcomed this “sober” official document that, as one scholar noted, gave them “a convenient, 

principled argument against Chinese immigration.”42 Beyond the nativist groups, Bailey’s 

dispatch stimulated the national concern about the cruel coolie trade.43 Most notably, President 

Grant, though not buying the argument that coolies were imported into the United States, got 

furious to know that many Americans made profit from the coolie trade that caused “the 

continuation of slavery” in Cuba.44 And, as Bailey requested, a bigger budget was assigned to 

combat the coolie trade in the Chinese ports. 

However, a real surprise in this episode was not the existence of a coolie trade itself but 

the fact that Bailey was among those Americans who directly engaged with and gained much 

profit from the trade during his eight-year tenure in Hong Kong.45 After he was promoted as 

U.S. Consul General in Shanghai in 1878, his successor, John Singleton Mosby, discovered a 

large-scale corruption, involving many high-ranking officers, including U.S. Minister to China, 

George F. Seward. Mosby was a maverick in U.S. political and diplomatic circles. Nicknamed 

“Gray Ghost,” this former Confederate Colonel of a legendary cavalry battalion had become an 

ardent supporter of Grant and Rutherford Hayes after the Civil War. He was unwelcomed among 

Republicans as a southerner and among southerners as a turncoat. Also, with his “manner of the 

saddle,” one newspaper wrote, he was openly disdained in “the salons of the diplomats.” As his 

biographer observed, Mosby knew that he had already enough enemies but, as “a self-proclaimed 

reformer,” he also believed “himself constitutionally incapable” of overlooking moral issues like 
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corruption. He thus took a middle course, focusing on the worst and most evident case. That case 

was the embezzlement committed by Bailey and Sheldon Loring, Vice-Consul at Hong Kong.46 

In February 1879, Mosby reported to Assistant Secretary Frederick W. Seward, the son 

of William H. Seward, the corruption case of the diplomats in China, while tentatively saving the 

name of the assistant secretary’s first cousin, George Seward. The corruption was extensive and 

systematic. Bailey and Loring collected illegal fees from Chinese immigrants or their agents in 

return for granting them a certificate that proved their emigration was voluntary and not involved 

in any form of coolie trade. Worse still, these officers apparently had embezzled the budget 

assigned as wages for assistant examiners. According to Mosby, Bailey hired, instead of the 

assistants, “illiterate keeper[s] of sailors’ boarding house” for the investigation of the 

immigrants.47 Although some political insiders sensed something was going wrong in the U.S. 

consulate in Hong Kong, the Department of State was hesitant to take action.48 Discontented, 

Mosby disclosed the scandal of the “Consular Ring in China” privately to Stilson Hutchins of the 

Washington Post. This time, he saved none in “the Seward Ring,” which was “as infamous as the 

Whiskey Ring.” Bailey, Loring, and George Seward were all accused of organized embezzlement 

and “living like nabobs” with that dirty money.49 

Bailey was in crisis in 1879. Ostensibly, he survived Mosby’s charges. When Mosby 

reported the corruption case to President Hayes, Secretary of State William M. Evarts, an old 
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protégé of the Seward family, managed to appoint General Julius P. Stahl, consul at Hyogo, 

Japan, who was a friend of both Bailey and the Sewards, as the investigator. Sthal cleared Bailey 

of the embezzlement charges, while he personally concluded that, according to Mosby’s 

biographer, the charges “were true, to the letter.”50 Bailey was able to assume the post of the 

consul general, but there was no sign that the scandal would calm down. The U.S. press began to 

accuse not only Bailey but also Secretary Evarts and the State Department in general.51 Aware 

that it was impossible to cover up the scandal, Bailey might have felt that the only way for him to 

avert this crisis was to turn the public attention from his scandal to something more explosive. 

And he found one such issue in a controversy happening in the British colonial government in 

Hong Kong. 

During the eight years in Hong Kong, Bailey must have heard of the “mui-tsai (little 

sister)” system, an old practice in South China of selling girls from poor families to richer—more 

frequently, less poor—households to serve as a daughter-cum-servant. For the three decades 

since the concession of Hong Kong in 1842, this practice had rarely been a controversial issue in 

the colony. The situation suddenly changed in 1875. Dismayed at the prevalent trafficking of 

young women for supplying prostitutes and servants, the colonial supreme court prohibited all 

forms of buying and selling of human beings. Because of its dual nature, the mui-tsai system 

emerged as a knotty legal and political issue.52 Some girls adopted by benevolent families were 
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well fed, clothed, and trained in the upper-class demeanors and eventually freed through 

marriage, which was often arranged by their mistresses. However, for less fortunate girls, this 

practice was nothing but a form of slavery. “Treated as ‘work horses,’” one scholar described, 

they had to “perform heavy household chores and often suffer the sexual advances of their 

masters or the physical abuses of their mistresses.” Worse still, these girls could be resold to 

other families or—not unusually—into prostitution.53 

On October 6, 1879, two weeks before Bailey dispatched the “Slavery in China,” Chief 

Justice of Hong Kong, Sir John J. Smale ignited a controversy over the mui-tsai system, 

declaring a warfare against “slavery in every form.” According to him, there were “two specific 

classes of slavery” in the city: prostitution and “domestic slavery.” Not to mention the sex 

slavery, he claimed, the domestic slavery must not be condoned as “a Chinese custom,” for those 

“poor girls” in the domestic slavery were always at the risk of becoming “a prostitute here or at 

Singapore or in California.”54 In protest, a group of Chinese merchants submitted a petition to 

Governor J. Pope Hennessy and urged him to distinguish the respectable “social customs of 

Chinese people” from the “wicked practices” of prostitution. The mui-tsai system, they claimed, 

was a kind of charity for the poor girls and their families, probably the only alternative to female 

infanticides.55 In Hong Kong, this controversy subsided in relatively easy. Ernest J. Eitel, 

sinologist and the governor’s personal advisor, counselled Governor Hennessy that slavery in the 
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West had “always been an incident of race” and there was “not one such hereditary slave in 

Hong Kong.” The governor took his advice.56 

In Hong Kong and Shanghai, Bailey followed with great interest the controversy in the 

British colonial government in Hong Kong. On October 22, Bailey began to send a series of 

dispatches to Washington, which would be collectively known as “Slavery in China.” This 

document reaffirmed all the themes he had raised in the previous dispatches: human trafficking 

was pervasive in China, Chinese immigration was the engine of the Pacific slave trade, and 

America was not immune from the “virus” of the trade. Beside these familiar themes, it 

presented one novel argument as well. He argued that the slave trade was not merely an evil 

business run by specific criminal activities like kidnappings and prostitution. Instead, slavery had 

“always existed and now existed in all parts of China.”57 As Bailey explicitly acknowledged, 

this argument was inspired by “the result of thirty-seven years [of] experience by the British 

authorities” in Hong Kong—especially the ongoing collision between Justice Smale’s accusation 

of “the trade in human chattels” and the Chinese merchants’ “vindication” of their age-old 

custom. This live showcase demonstrated that slavery was intrinsic to the Chinese society and 

culture. “Chinese slavery,” he stated, “is as old as Chinese society itself.”58 

Even with its willful exaggerations and misrepresentations, the “Slavery in China” was a 

remarkable document. Bailey’s perspective on gender relations was keen—in some ways, even 

insightful. He combined the sociological survey of four different types of slavery (eunuchs, 

concubines, mui-tsais, and prostitutes) with the anthropological analysis of the Chinese 
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“patriarchal family system” as the origin of all these types of slavery. According to him, under 

the abiding conditions of poverty and overpopulation, the laws and customs of China gave “the 

paterfamilias absolute power” and made him “the arbiter of the liberty and lives of all [his 

family] members.” “He may chastise, mortgage, sell or even kill any or all of them,” wrote 

Bailey. “The absolute power of the head of the family is therefore such that it amounts to 

slavery.” The primary victims were women. Except for eunuchs, which Bailey sidelined as 

“slaves of the imperial household,” the other types of slavery rested on systematic exploitations 

of women’s labor and sexuality. The trading of young girls was “an extensive business” in China. 

The patriarchs were always more willing to sell his daughter—whether she would become a 

concubine, prostitute or servant—than his son who was expected to care the family tombs, 

worship before the family shrine, and perpetuate the family name.59 

This tyranny of absolute patriarchy provided a backdrop against which Bailey elaborated 

his anti-Chinese fearmongering. If every Chinese—as either slaves or slave owners—was 

corrupted by the patriarchy-based slavery, their immigration would transplant that system to the 

American free land. The sign was already evident. The trading of women for purposes of 

prostitution was an old Chinese custom—one “older than any existing law” in China—that 

Chinese would not forsake in America. While the U.S. government had neglected the danger of 

concubinage, this “twin sister of polygamy” was “being introduced into America through 

Chinese emigration.”60 Furthermore, the recent news from Hong Kong indicated the worst-case 

scenario. Given the city had been “the entrepot for all the Chinese emigration to the United 

States,” Americans might have witnessed the slavery of domestic servants. Bailey concluded that 
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there was “no hope” for the abolition of slavery in China, which required the thorough 

remodeling of the entire society and family structure. If this were the case, the U.S. government 

should consider all possible options to protect their land from the virus of slavery—including the 

prohibition of Chinese immigration.61 

Originated in the British colony of Hong Kong, the controversy over slavery in China 

infiltrated into Americans’ view of Chinese immigration. Bailey’s “Slavery in China” served as 

an interface in this process. These two topics—slavery in China and Chinese immigration to 

America—were related but not necessarily inseparable. Justice Smale’s enmity toward slavery 

was more intense and sincere than Bailey’s. After the end of his tenure in Hong Kong, he 

continued to fight for abolishing the “domestic slavery” in the city.62 The Chinese merchants, 

who criticized Smale for failing to distinguish the mui-tsai system from slavery, and Governor 

Hennessy, who accepted their logic over Smale’s, worked together to suppress the practices of 

human trafficking in Hong Kong.63 All these Britons and Chinese assumed that Chinese women 

were illegally brought to Cuba and Peru but found no sign that such a business extensively 

operated in the immigration to the United States.64 However, slavery, prostitution, and 

immigration were among the most explosive issues in postbellum America. “Slavery in China” 

touched all these issues and linked them together. That was one reason why many Americans—

some readily, others reluctantly—accepted his logic. 
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Bailey’s dispatch on “Slavery in China” sent a shock wave through the U.S. political and 

public controversy over Chinese immigration. In February 1880, the House of Representatives 

unanimously adopted a resolution moved by Republican Horace Davis from California that 

requested President Hayes to transmit the dispatches “from the consul-general at Shanghai upon 

the subject of slavery in China.”65 When the president sent the dispatches, the House 

immediately disclosed them to the public. The document shocked Americans. Those who had 

been engaged with antislavery, in particular, were astonished by the pervasiveness of slavery in 

China. The Springfield Daily Republican, for example, reported that the Chinese laws and culture 

“not only recognizes slavery, but contains a rigid fugitive slave law and provisions for enforcing 

female slavery for revolting purposes.”66 One Boston-based former antislavery magazine 

denounced “the slave laws” of China as one “as horrible as those formerly existing in the 

Southern States.” Several newspapers called for a congressional investigation on “whether any of 

the Chinese colony in San Francisco hold slaves.”67 

Anti-Chinese Californians in Congress quickly responded. On April 3, 1880, Campbell 

Polson Berry, Democratic representative from California, reintroduced a bill to curtail the “evil 

effects of Chinese in California,” which had been pending for a year, blocked by President 

Hayes’ veto after being approved in both the House and Senate. Known as “the Fifteen Passenger 

bill,” it prescribed that no U.S. vessel departing a port in China could take aboard “any number 

exceeding fifteen Chinese passengers, whether male or female, with the intent to bring such 

passengers to the United States.” Berry did not hide his racist enmity against Chinese “servile 
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labor” and their cruel practice of trading their women as slaves. In depending his bill, he relied 

heavily on the “official document from our consul-general in China” that demonstrated “the 

universal existence of slavery in China.” Inspired by Bailey’s dispatches, Berry’s bill was 

directly targeted at the Burlingame Treaty and its clause of “free and voluntary immigration,” in 

particular. According to him, just as they lived under the slavery system in China, the Chinese in 

California were also in “a kind of bondage or slavery.” As for such population, Berry asserted, 

the U.S. government should “exclude from our land.”68 

 “Slavery in China” played a key role in moving the U.S. political landscape from the 

Page Act of 1875, which tactically operated within the framework of the Burlingame Treaty, to 

the Fifteen Passenger bill of 1880, which openly called for the revision of the treaty. Scholars 

generally have agreed that the popularity of Bailey’s dispatches came from the combination of 

the author’s credibility as a U.S. consul in China and his exaggeration of the cruelty of the 

Chinese custom and legal codes. In her pioneering work Chinese Immigration, Mary Roberts 

Coolidge contended that “Slavery in China” was nothing more than “a mosaic of falsehood and 

misrepresentation.” Nevertheless, she admitted, the dispatches had a greater influence on 

American politicians than any other documents “partly because he was the first consul to discuss 

the subject and partly … because of their sensational character.” Similarly, Andrew Gyroy argued 

that this “firsthand study by a high-ranking American official in China” provided anti-Chinese 

Californians with exactly what they needed—a detailed, horrible, and authoritative account of a 

darker side of Chinese society.69 One factor should be added. Bailey extensively used major 
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works written by British, German, French, and American China-watchers. This made his 

argument broadly appealing beyond the anti-Chinese circle.70 

Most importantly, Bailey’s dispatches were consonant with antislavery sentiment, which 

was still pervasive in postbellum America. In fact, the topic of slavery in China was nothing new 

among American antislavery activists. Even before the Civil War, they had a serious interest in 

this topic. In 1845, for example, both The Emancipator of the Liberty Party and The Liberator of 

the Garrisonian abolitionists published a lengthy travelogue to Guangdong, China. This 

travelogue in many ways foreshadowed Bailey’s dispatches, by highlighting the variety of 

slavery in South China and the exploitation of women as the engine of all forms of slavery. The 

travelogue estimated that “among the one million inhabitants” of Guangdong, there were “about 

100,000 slaves, all of which [was] females.” Kidnapping was one source of supplying “the 

female slaves.” Most of them, however, were legally obtained through purchases from their 

parents who were willing to sell their daughters “either to get rid of the charge, or to make a little 

money.” Because such slave trades were protected and even encouraged by the laws of China, 

the slaves in China, unlike their counterparts in the U.S. South, were “not to be distinguished in 

color of the skin, in dress, or in any other particular, from freemen.”71 

Once the slavery of their own land was abolished after the Civil War, the American 

antislavery groups paid more attention to the alleged existence of slavery in China. One of the 

best examples of this tendency was an article, entitled “Girls for Sale,” that was reproduced in 
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several different antislavery newspapers and magazines during August 1870. This article 

reported “the sale of a family” in Hong Kong. Three girls and their mother were set up for 

auction in order to pay the debt that “the husband and father” owed during his passage to 

California. Although the entire family was on sale, he still “hoped to be able to pay the debt with 

the sale of the two oldest girls.” He would sell the oldest girl “for four hundred dollars; the next 

one for two hundred, and the little six-year old for fifty.” The most striking scene was the 

inspection of these women, which mirrored the practice in the U.S. South of the antebellum era. 

A group of “Chinese aristocrats came up and began to inspect the family.” 

They opened the mouth of the oldest girl, rapped on her white teeth … pulled 

open her dress, thumped her ribs, laughed at her little feet, told her to show the 

whites of her eyes, ordered her to sing, and to show them the trinkets which the 

fond mother had given her as a parting gift. 

The slave auction ended with success. “Only the mother and the boys were left.” All three girls 

were sold out—probably for “the vilest of purposes.” In this process, the article wrote, “no 

Chinaman would dispute the purchaser’s right to do whatsoever he pleased with the human being 

he had paid for.”72 

Although conceived and received in the antislavery sentiment in postbellum America, 

Bailey’s dispatches also unraveled some of the central assumptions held by the contemporary 

antislavery activists. Most immediately, the dispatches raised doubts about the accepted belief 

that Britain, as “the antislavery empire,” was effectively controlling slave trade within its 
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colonies.73 In the 1870s, many of those Americans who denounced the slave trade of Chinese 

women still believed that the human trafficking from Hong Kong was an exception rather than a 

normal condition. For example, John Glasgow Kerr, a medical missionary to China, condemned 

the large-scale trade of “coolies” and prostitutes from Macao to Cuba and Peru. However, he 

could affirm that the Chinese from Hong Kong were “just as free as any sailing from 

Liverpool.”74 Similarly, Samuel Wells Williams distinguished the free migration between Hong 

Kong and California from the involuntary one between Macao and Cuba.75 These Americans 

were astonished by Justice Smale’s declaration that the existence of slavery was “more palpable” 

in Hong Kong than “Cuba or Peru.”76 As Bailey noted, Smale’s crusade against the domestic 

slavery apparently proved the “vitality and strength” of the age-old Chinese slavery even under 

the British rule.77 

More fundamentally, Bailey’s analysis of the “absolute patriarchy” in China challenged 

the distinction between enslaved Chinese women and free Chinese immigrants. Before Bailey’s 

dispatches, this distinction was widely accepted even among those who admitted the existence of 

slavery in China. For example, during his stay in Guangdong in the 1840s, Reverend Augustus 

W. Loomis witnessed several cases of selling girls for purposes of prostitution and domestic 

servants. Some of the girls, he testified later, were “stolen from their homes,” others were 

“decoded away on promise of marriage,” and still others were “disposed” by their parents to the 

middlemen who assured them that the girls were to be raised “as daughters, not for sale.” Despite 
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his indignation at such forms of slave trade, he still believed that Chinese immigrants were 

mostly free and voluntary. Indeed, as the founder of the First Chinese Presbyterian Church in San 

Francisco, Loomis advocated not only Chinese immigration but their “equality” to white 

Americans.78 Bailey did not claim that Chinese men were slaves. Under the tyranny of 

patriarchy, however, no Chinese, whether women or men, was free from the virus of slavery—as 

either slaves or masters. This logic was just few steps away from that of a total ban of the entry 

of Chinese in the United States. 

The Angell Treaty of 1880 illustrated how Bailey’s dispatches helped expand the 

political horizon of anti-Chinese nativism. When the Fifteen Passenger bill was first proposed in 

1878, both President Hayes and Secretary of State Evarts favored “measures to discourage the 

Chinese from coming to our shores.” Nevertheless, they also noticed that many Republicans in 

the administration, Congress, and press still treasured the Burlingame Treaty as a symbol of 

freedom of migration and bulwark of U.S. commercial interest in China. Therefore, they held off 

any further step.79 In 1880, while resuming their battle against the treaty, Page, Berry, and other 

exclusionist congressmen accentuated the urgency of a renegotiation by brandishing “recent 

dispatches from our consul-general at Shanghai, China,” which manifested that it was the “slave 

class” that was now “being shipped to our country.”80 Evarts asked James Burrill Angell, 

president of the University of Michigan, to lead the U.S. commission to China to renegotiate the 

Burlingame Treaty. An acknowledged Radical Republican and vocal supporter of the abolitionist 

movement before the Civil War, Angell was not an obsessed nativist or racist. Nevertheless, he 
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was convinced of the need to restrain “the emigration which was threatening to flood the Pacific 

States.”81 

Under such circumstances, Bailey also facilitated the Angell Treaty in a somewhat 

strange way. To his dispatches, he attached portions of the Qing dynasty’s Penal Code in the 

form of “a special dispatch.” This code contained several grotesque clauses in regard to 

expatriation. One of the clauses read: “All persons renouncing their country and allegiance … 

shall be beheaded.” “The property of all such criminals,” another clause stated, “shall be 

confiscated, and their wives and children distributed as slaves to the great officers of state.” 

According to Bailey, such a “horrible punishment” was applicable to those Chinese naturalized 

in the United States and their family members detained in China as “hostages.” This was a gross 

misrepresentation. In fact, these clauses were for high treason, not expatriation. Asked by Evarts, 

Yung Wing—himself a naturalized U.S. citizen—clarified that the naturalization of Chinese was 

“sanctioned by the Burlingame Treaty” and these punishments were applied only for 

“treasonable acts” that included “conspiracies and overt acts of rebellion against the 

government.”82 Yung Wing’s explanation was in vain however, as Bailey’s interpretation was 

widely accepted. The U.S. public increasingly called for a revision of the Burlingame Treaty in 

order to protect Chinese immigrants and their family from their country’s brutal punishments.83 

The Angell Treaty, which was signed in Beijing in November 1880, signaled a 

fundamental departure from the practices established by the Anti-Coolie Act of 1862 and the 

Burlingame Treaty. Whatever their intentions, all the previous attempts to regulate Chinese 

 
81 James Burrill Angell, The Reminiscences of James Burrill Angell (New York: Longmans, Green, 1912), 129; 
Gyory, Closing the Gate, 212-18. 
82 Bailey to Payson, October 21, 1879; Evart to Yung Wing, February 17, 1880; Yung Wing to Evart, March 2, 1880, 
in “Expatriation and Slavery in China,” 14-15, 30-31. 
83 See, for example, New York Herald, March 13, 1880, 4; Philadelphia Inquirer, March 13, 1880, 1. 



 168 

immigration—including the notorious Page Act—were targeted at “involuntary migration.” The 

Angell Treaty granted U.S. authorities the power to “regulate, limit, or suspend” the immigration 

of Chinese laborers so long as such measures were “reasonable.” Of course, the treaty was 

specifically aimed at “laborers” and stated that it would “not absolutely prohibit” Chinese 

immigration. Indeed, Angell, who was to serve as the minister to China after his mission, 

opposed any further attempts to place stricter restrictions, including the Chinese Exclusion Act of 

1882. With no mention of “unfree” or “involuntary,” however, the Angell Treaty constituted the 

first attempt to restrict the immigration of Chinese laborers across the board.84 As Andrew 

Gyroy noted, the Angell Treaty “marked a legal turning point in the movement to restrict Chinese 

immigration.” The era of unrestricted immigration gave way to the era of immigration restriction. 

Or it could be said that, as Beth Lew-Williams assessed, the treaty “permitted the United States 

to begin closing the gate that the Burlingame Treaty left open.”85 

 

 

In July 1885, the Daily Evening Bulletin of San Francisco featured two interviews with 

high-ranking diplomats who just returned from China. Their views represented the conflicting 

opinions on the Chinese Exclusion Act passed three years earlier. Dr. H. Latham assumed the 

role of champion of the exclusion. He stressed that the entry of all Chinese should be banned 

because “they are all slaves.” He had no doubt about this. The former vice-consul at Shanghai, 
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Latham advised Bailey in drafting the “Slavery in China.” In so doing, he had become convinced 

that “slavery … exists in every portion of China.” His interview covered a range of issues 

associating Chinese immigration—from the “coolie trade” to Qing China’s taxation and trade 

policy. One remarkable omission was Chinese women. Neither sex slavery nor domestic slavery 

nor even the tyranny of patriarchy appeared in Latham’s lengthy interview. Instead, his interview 

largely echoed anti-Chinese Americans’ racist rhetoric and arguments. The essence of “Slavery in 

China” was quickly forgotten among Americans—even by its coauthor.86 So was the role of the 

dispatches in the controversy of Chinese immigration. They were forgotten because, perhaps, 

those Americans who had welcomed the dispatches did not need them anymore. They already 

won the final prize with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. 

The other interview in the Daily Evening Bulletin recounted a different story. John 

Russell Young, who had just retired from the post of U.S. minister to China, strongly condemned 

the Chinese Exclusion Act, arguing that most Chinese were voluntary immigrants, not coolies or 

slaves. The editor of the Bulletin intervened, posing himself an umpire, to settle the “direct 

contradiction between the statement of Mr. Young and that of Mr. Latham.” He confirmed the 

latter’s view, because they found “full corroboration of all that Mr. Latham ha[d] said in a report 

of consul Bailey of Hong Kong.” “The statements of these two Consuls,” he noted, were 

“sufficient to overthrow” all the arguments Young had advanced. The consuls, “better acquainted 

with the subject than the Minister,” agreed that Chinese immigration was “a servile one” and that 

this traffic had been disguised because the U.S. government would not permit “the reintroduction 

of slavery after its overthrow on the field of battle.” Therefore, the editor concluded, much of 

what Young had said was “not only illogical, but deceptive.” Even after the Chinese exclusion, 
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anti-Chinese Americans still summoned Bailey’s dispatches as an authoritative document to 

vindicate their cause. Here again, however, the essence of the dispatches was conveniently 

forgotten.87 

What had been forgotten was the fear of and anger at the criminal business that ensnared 

many Chinese women into the sex slavery of prostitution—the fear and anger shared by many 

pro-immigration activists as well. Bailey shrewdly tapped such antislavery sentiments and aptly 

combined them with anti-Chinese nativism. Indeed, as a text detached from the author’s 

motivation, “Slavery in China” provided some notable discussion of the lives of enslaved 

Chinese women who suffered the exploitations of their bodies and labor under the system of 

absolute patriarchy in China. The power of antislavery rhetoric and the keen insight into the 

Chinese society made Bailey’s dispatches special and thus influential. Ironically, one of the most 

perceptive analyses of Chinese women’s lives and status ever produced by American anti-

Chinese nativists, it was also a document that made a greater disservice to them than most other 

contemporary documents did. In the controversy over Chinese immigration, the antislavery 

sentiment was a double-edged weapon. This sentiment was both championing the ideal of 

freedom of migration and calling for a restriction of that freedom in order to prevent the 

reintroduction of slavery. Conceived in the tension inherent in the antislavery sentiment, 

“Slavery in China,” to a degree, resolved the tension by declaring that all Chinese, women and 

men, were slaves.  
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5. Free Trade without Free Immigration: John Russell Young and the Collapse of the 

Pacific Community 

 

 

In August 1885, John Russell Young, the U.S. minister to China just discharged from the 

duty, stood before a crowd of clamorous New York journalists. Although they asked about 

various aspects of U.S.-China relations during his three-year incumbency, he was soon to notice 

that all the questions were associated with one overriding issue: China’s reaction to the Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882, the legislation that had since restricted the immigration from that country 

categorically. Young found this true to form. “What Chinese think of it,” he said, “is a question 

that I have been asked a hundred times by gentlemen of your profession.”1 A little annoyed, he 

was nonetheless eager to give a definitive answer. “The immigration question,” he stated, “does 

not have any weight with the Chinese Government … Indeed, that Government pays no attention 

to it.” In particular, he stressed that the nuisance immigration issue would make no harm to the 

diplomatic and commercial relations between the two countries, which were now “most 

friendly.”2 As the highest-ranking U.S. diplomat stationed in China since the Chinese Exclusion 

Act had passed, Young assured his fellow citizens that the act was insignificant to U.S.-China 

relations—the Chinese did not care about it and Americans thus didn’t have to do so too. 

Not everyone accepted Young’s assurance. Months later, the New York Herald convened 

the four former ministers to China to discuss the impacts of the immigration restriction on the 
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U.S.-China relations. Young, again, played a tranquilizer role, reaffirming that China would not 

“venture upon any policy of retaliation” to the restrictive legislation.3 All of his predecessors, to 

a varying degree, rejected this view. James B. Angell, Rutherford B. Hayes’ minister to China 

who negotiated the restrictionist Angell Treaty of 1880, confessed that although the Chinese 

government had so far “been very patient under the maltreatment of their subjects in this 

country,” their resentment would eventually damage “our commercial relations.”4 Frederick F. 

Low, the minister under Ulysses S. Grant, agreed. So long as the Chinese immigrants were 

“ruthlessly and brutally driven from their homes,” he commented, “it will undoubtedly arouse a 

spirit of resentment which may result in retaliation.”5 The strongest criticism came from George 

F. Seward, the nephew of the former secretary of state William H. Seward. As the sole opponent 

of immigration restriction in this group, he aimed at the Chinese Exclusion Act directly. With this 

“most offensive” legislation, the United States had “already drifted into a false position,” 

asserted Seward. “If we wish to stand well with China we should deal with her people as with all 

others.”6 

The dissensus among these ministers captured the uncertainty about the future of U.S.-

China relations. In scholarship, these years have been caricatured as “the exclusion era” that 

marked a sudden rupture from the period of transpacific good feelings extended from the 

Burlingame Treaty of 1868.7 The era’s history, however, was more complicated than such a 
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declension narrative would allow. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was a temporary measure 

that specified the terms of restriction for ten years and conceded exemptions for students, elites, 

and previous or present Chinese residents in the United States.8 Instead of an irreversible decline 

ensuing from an absolute prohibition of immigration, U.S.-China relations during this 

“restriction era” moved through, as historian Beth Lew-Williams noted, “a time of uncertainty, 

experiment, and diplomacy.”9 The restriction’s discriminatory nature—it applied only to Chinese 

while freely admitting all other nationalities—triggered the new fear of China’s retaliation, yet its 

details were too vague to tranquilize the old fear of a resurrection of coolie slaves. Despite the 

Chinese government’s evident resentment, there was no sign of immediate retaliation. Amid 

these uncertainties, what seemed to be required more than anything else was an adroit diplomacy 

that might relax the Americans’ old and new fears and appease the Chinese’s resentment. 

John Russell Young, arguably the most iconic pro-China figure in the restriction era, 

pushed such a diplomacy skillfully and energetically. By all criteria, he was qualified for that job. 

Through his career from journalism to diplomacy, he cultivated a friendship with a wide range of 

powerful figures in the United States and China—among them, President Ulysses S. Grant, 
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political economist Henry George, and the Chinese grand secretary Li Hongzhang.10 Also, as a 

lifelong Republican, Young claimed himself to be the heir of his party’s earlier vision of Pacific 

community. He agreed with William Seward, Anson Burlingame, and other antislavery 

internationalists that the American progress and prosperity relied on its reciprocal relations with 

East Asia. Young wanted to keep their vision alive amid the fear and resentment in the restriction 

era. To do so, he sought to amend the vision in accordance with the changing contour of U.S.-

China relations after the Chinese Exclusion Act. His strategy was to decouple the vision’s dual 

pillar: trade and immigration. The former, welcomed by Americans and Chinese alike, should 

continue to be pursued, while the latter, which seemingly generated the unnecessary fears and 

resentment, should be discarded. In Young’s diplomacy, immigration, once a key complement to 

commerce in the vision of Pacific community, now appeared to be the main obstacle to it. 

This chapter demonstrates that Young tried to maintain the vision of Pacific community 

by narrowing its scope, but this effort eventually failed by the inherent weaknesses of his 

modified vision as well as the hostile environments in both the United States and China. While 

the antislavery internationalists of the Civil War and Reconstruction eras embraced free 

movement of people across the Pacific as a national project indispensable to their country’s 

progress, Young and his allies took immigration as the diplomatic risk that Americans must avoid 

in their relations with China. Ultimately, Young’s effort to evade the risk satisfied none. The 

adherents to the original vision of Pacific community—many of whom, such as George F. 

Seward and William Lloyd Garrison, Jr., were the direct descendants of the antislavery 

internationalists—accused Young of compromising the vision’s core principle. On the opposite 
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side, Young’s compromise, contrary to its intention, encouraged the white exclusionists and 

political opportunists to drive a series of campaigns for the conclusive prohibition of Chinese 

immigration. This American scene strained the Chinese government’s patience. “America is large 

enough for all the nations in the world who choose to go there,” remarked Li Hongzhang 

cynically. “Why is she not large enough for Chinese? Are the Chinese worse than other 

people?”11 

Young’s effort failed to avert the era’s trend of closing doors, for commerce as well as 

for immigration, on both sides of the Pacific. He might reckon this as a failure despite his 

compromise of the principle of free immigration. However, had the antislavery internationalists 

of the post-Civil War years lived longer to see Young’s effort to mend and maintain their vision, 

they might have thought that his failure was because of—not despite—the compromise. The 

antislavery internationalists believed that the elements of freedom were linked to each other—

free immigration and free trade thus were inseparable. Closing the American gate to Chinese 

people, as they had predicted, was bound to make China close their gate to American commerce. 

In order to open the other’s gate while its own gate remained closed, one needed force, threat, 

and hypocrisy. This was the mechanism of imperialism. It was not coincidental that John Hay 

declared the notorious Open Door notes at the very moment when the immigration prohibition 

took its finalized form by the extension of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1902 and when this 

action triggered a massive boycott of American goods in China.12 Young fought for William 

Seward’s vision of Pacific community only to facilitate John Hay’s Open Door policy. 

 
11 “Unhappy China: Grand Secretary Li’s Complaint about the Treatment of Western Nations,” New York Herald, 
March 31, 1886, 3.   
12 Guanhua Wang, In Search of Justice: The 1905-1906 Chinese Anti-American Boycott (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2001); Sin-Kiong Wong, China’s Anti-American Boycott Movement in 1905: A Study in Urbane 
Protest (New York: Peter Lang, 2002); Jane Leong Larson, “The Chinese Empire Reform Association and the 1905 
Anti-American Boycott: The Power of a Voluntary Association” in The Chinese in America: From the Gold 



 176 

 

 

In June 1879, John Russell Young, the top correspondent with the New York Herald, 

reported from Beijing “one of the most important conversation that ever took place between 

foreigner and a prince of the imperial house of China.” In the conversation, which happened near 

the end of Ulysses S. Grant’s celebrated world tour, the former U.S. president and Prince Kung, 

the highest Chinese official of the day, discussed a range of issues—from China’s internal 

development to Sino-Japanese dispute on the Ryukyu kingdom. When their discussion reached 

the topic of foreign relations, Prince Kung praised the United States. “China has always been 

treated well by your country and never more so than under your administration,” he said. “We 

can never forget the services rendered to us by Mr. Burlingame.” The prince’s remark pleased the 

president. “We believe that” Grant replied, “fair play … will always command the respect of 

nations and lead to peace.” Young, who accompanied Grant through the world tour, noticed “the 

historical value of the scene.” “General Grant’s visit,” he recorded, “has done more to break 

down the great wall between her [China’s] civilization and that of the outer world than all that 

has ever been done by diplomacy.”13 
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Though neither Grant nor Young realized at that time, their visit to China was as much 

critical to shaping their worldview as to improving U.S.-China relations. For Young, it was an 

educational moment that demonstrated what Anson Burlingame’s “fair diplomacy” had done in 

China—and thus what it could do in future.14 A lifelong Republican, Union Army veteran, free 

trader, admirer of Wendell Phillips, and journalist vocally advocating Radical Reconstruction 

policies, Young had much in common with the antislavery internationalists of Burlingame’s 

generation.15 Still, Young had exhibited no interest in America’s activities across the Pacific until 

his first visit to China in 1879. During the two months of his stay, he witnessed onsite legacy of 

Burlingame and his allies had left in China. The Chinese government honored Burlingame’s 

service by awarding him posthumously the rank of a first-grade minister, the highest status ever 

given to anyone outside the royal family of the Qing dynasty.16 Thanks to Burlingame and his 

like-minded antislavery internationalists, the U.S. flag had become “the dominant flag in Chinese 

commerce,” Young observed proudly.17 A fair diplomacy produced a good relationship—this 

was the lesson that Young learned from the antislavery internationalists during his trip to China. 

It was not only Young but also Grant who discovered America’s destinies in the Pacific 

through that trip. In office, President Grant and Secretary of State Hamilton Fish sought to 

expand the overseas market for U.S. commerce by making a series of new treaties with countries 

across the world. In their list of priorities, however, the Pacific came a long way down. A set of 
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urgent issues in the Atlantic and Caribbean—the Alabama Claims against Britain, insurgency in 

Spanish Cuba, and the Annexation of Santo Domingo—captured most of Grant and Fish’s 

attention.18 Through the world tour taking place two years after his retirement, Grant had 

become aware of East Asia’s potential as a major trading partner. When he arrived in Japan, the 

former president found that the United States was the “next neighbor” of East Asian countries 

and thus had “greater interests” in the region than any other countries.19 “In the first place my 

travels in the East convinced me that,” Grant wrote to President James A. Garfield in 1881, 

“there was a large opening in that direction for an extension of our commerce.”20 Americans 

should pay more attention to East Asia—this was the lesson Grant gained from his world tour.21 

As with Young’s case, the world tour served as an educational moment for Grant which 

exposed the cruelty of imperialism. Although he was not a blind advocate of imperialism, Grant 

nonetheless assumed that western powers could be “wise enough” to maintain a mutually 

beneficial relationship with their colonies that might even be “greater the contentment of the 

governed.”22 Also, as the Korean expedition of 1871 revealed, the Grant administration’s Asian 
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policy was not free of the accusation of imperialist “gunboat diplomacy.”23 While travelling 

China and other Asian countries, Grant witnessed the “unfairness and selfishness” of western 

powers, which was so criminal that at times his “blood boils.”24 What disturbed him most was 

the scene that westerners treated Asians “much like the course of the former slaveowner towards 

the freedmen.” As the general fighting for emancipation and the president supervising 

Reconstruction, he wished “a terrible calamity” to western imperialism.25 “I should not blame 

them [Chinese], if they were to drive out all Europeans—Americans include,” he confessed in 

private.26 As Young observed, Grant was disillusioned with those westerners who believed that 

“the only way of dealing the [Chinese] government was to hammer and hammer, and always to 

hammer.”27 

Returning from the world tour with the new awareness of East Asia’s importance and 

disillusionment with western imperialism, Grant began to involve himself in realigning U.S. 

policy toward East Asia. He agreed with Young that the antislavery internationalists had charted 

the right course for the U.S.-East Asian relations. “Chinese like Americans be[tter], or rather 

perhaps hate them less, than any other foreigne[rs],” he noted to one Republican diplomat. This 

was because the Burlingame Treaty made the United States “the only power that recognize[d] 

their right to control their own internal affairs.”28 The problem, however, was that Americans 

had since run off Burlingame’s footsteps and instead followed “the example of the English in 
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their treatment and manner towards natives of the East.”29 Grant was determined to fix this 

situation. In his message to President-elect James A. Garfield in November 1880, the popular 

former president made clear that he would continue to engage with U.S. policy toward “the East, 

especially China & Japan.” “A proper understanding with these countries,” remarked Grant, 

would bring “a great future for the commerce of this country.”30 Next year, while announcing 

not to seek his third term, which was widely anticipated among Republicans, Grant again 

expressed “the greatest possible interest” in East Asian affairs.31 

Grant chose Young as a Burlingame of his own. He pressed President Garfield to appoint 

Young, who knew “all of my views,” to the minister to Japan.32 After this effort had failed by 

the assassination of Garfield, he went to Chester Arthur. “My late travels through the East … 

impressed me very strongly with the necessity for some action,” he said. “Mr. John Russell 

Young was with me in all my travels … My views were expressed to him constantly upon the 

situation in those countries while we were upon the spot and while the defects in our system 

were vividly brought before me.”33 This time, Grant got a bigger reward than he asked. Young 

was appointed as the minister to China, instead of Japan. Certainly, this was a political 

appointment given to one who had proudly been “Grant’s Boswell” since the Civil War.34 

Nonetheless, Young had a good potential as a diplomat. An Irish immigrant fluent in several 

languages, he served Secretary Hamilton Fish’s confidential mission to Europe during the years 
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of 1871-76.35 By accompanying Grant, he met powerful figures across the world, including 

Benjamin Disraeli, Otto von Bismarck, King of Thailand, and viceroys in Egypt and India. 

In March 1882, Young went to China, with an ambition to be the “most powerful 

personage in Asia” and an intention to restore the reciprocal relations built by “the genius of Mr. 

Burlingame.”36 Through his tenure, he tried to set U.S. policy along with Burlingame’s “fair 

diplomacy” and apart from European imperialism. “Our interests in Asia,” he declared, “are not 

in sympathy with those of the Western powers. Our prestige in China depends upon the fact that 

we have always treated her with patience, firmness & kindness, never overlooking her sovereign 

rights.”37 This line of policy seemed aligned well with the vision of Pacific community of 

William Seward and his generation of Republicans. “We were the friends of China, nearer by sea 

than New York to Liverpool twenty years ago,” he stated. “We had been engaged in no impious 

opium war. It was our policy, I may say the law of the commercial existence of our Pacific 

empire, that the autonomy of China and Japan should be maintained; that the sphere of English 

influence in Asia should cease at Singapore.”38 In so doing, Young reassured Chinese leaders 

whenever possible that their autonomy was not only desirable in principle but “essential to our 

commercial strength in the Pacific.”39 

This “policy of justice” was not mere rhetoric. In China, Young actively engaged with a 

series of diplomatic disputes—the Sino-French War over Vietnam and Sino-Japanese conflict 

over the Ryukyu kingdom, etc.—playing a mediator role in China’s behalf.40 Such mediation 
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efforts sent a clear message to both China and western powers aiming to pillage the country: as 

the “next door neighbor” of China and “the paramount commercial power” in the Pacific, the 

United States was willing and able to “promulgate Monroe Doctrine in the East upon the lines 

laid down by [John] Quincy Adams as pertinent to the Gulf of Mexico and the South American 

republics, to have a moral weight in her destinies which no other power could hope to emulate or 

venture successfully to deny.”41 Grant was impressed by his disciple’s “great skill and ability” in 

the diplomatic arena.42 So were Chinese officials. Li Hongzhang was even tempted to arrange a 

Burlingame-type embassy headed by Young to be sent to western countries.43 Within less than 

two years, as Grant wrote in 1883, Young seemed to “have accomplished more than all our 

Ministers to China combined” since Burlingame had left the same duty some fifteen years ago.44 

Despite the noteworthy achievement and deserved compliment, Young and Grant’s most 

ambitious plan remained unaccomplished. They believed that the United States, while playing a 

mediator for China in foreign affairs, simultaneously should serve as an advisor to the country’s 

development of industry and infrastructure. With its massive population, territory, and resource, 

China lured virtually everyone outside it. Grant and Young were no exception. “I would not be 

surprised to hear within the next twenty years,” Grant supposed, “more complaint of Chinese 

absorption of the trade and commerce of the world than we hear now of their backward 

position.”45 In order to fulfill such a splendid potential, China needed modern technology that 
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“would be gained by the advice and aid of Americans.”46 Among others, what enthralled Grant 

and Young most was railroads. This great symbol of modernity, which Americans had recently 

constructed across their own continent, would empower China to develop the resources, give 

employment to the people, resist against their enemies, and suppress internal rebellions.47 In his 

meeting with Li Hongzhang, Grant mentioned America’s boundless resources—wheat, arms, 

coal, iron, gold and silver, etc. And then, he stared at the Chinese grand secretary and stated that 

all these things “would be valueless without railways.”48 

Although the railroad project had not initiated during Young’s tenure in China, he and 

Grant remained optimistic. Directly and through Young, Grant continued to propagate among 

Chinese officials the virtues of railroads and American technology of constructing it. He 

promised Prince Kung and Li Hongzhang that if China embarked on the railroad construction, he 

was willing to provide “an examination of our system,” a cheaper loan through an “American 

syndicate,” and civil engineers who were “unsurpassed” by anyone. “I think,” he assured, “we 

build railroads faster than any other country.”49 This assurance by the former president of the 

United States inspired the Chinese, though the project delayed by the disagreement between the 

more enthusiastic Li Hongzhang and the more cautious Prince Kung.50 In 1885, while the 

project was still hung, Young chose to leave China by refusing to serve Grover Cleveland’s new 

Democratic administration. He nevertheless sensed a favorable atmosphere. Given “the friendly 
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relations existing between our country and China,” he reckoned, “I see no reason why this 

country shall not be the one … to have the lead in opening up railroads in China.” Once this 

project began, stated Young, “it will work a great industrial revolution.”51 

When Young resigned from the minister to China, the future of U.S.-China relations 

seemed brighter than any moments since the two countries had signed the Burlingame Treaty in 

1868. Except for some headaches concerning “many Confederate generals” waiting for 

Cleveland’s appointment to key diplomatic posts in China, Young had nothing to worry.52 “The 

relations between this country and China are most friendly … American influence to-day is the 

strongest of all foreign influences,” he asserted confidently.53 Young was most proud of what he 

had done for improving the commercial relations with China. The trade between the countries 

“has grown in many points tenfold during my mission. It will grow a hundredfold.” He attributed 

this positive change to his “policy of justice,” which he inherited from Burlingame, who was 

“the most influential Minister who ever represented America in China.”54 According to him, the 

Chinese behavior was now “leaning toward American interests.” The United States, under the 

spirit of the Burlingame Treaty, had proven itself “their ally and friend among all the western 

powers” by avoiding war, respecting their sovereignty, and “holding relations of perfect 

courtesy.” Therefore, Young guaranteed, “there is no reason why we should not dominate 

China.”55 
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For all the good signs and sanguine prospect, Young could not ignore that the U.S.-

China relations during his tenure were afflicted with the Gordian knot of immigration. In 1882, 

U.S. Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, the first federal anti-immigration law aiming 

solely at a specific ethnic population. When Young arrived in China that same year, discontents 

were already high in the country, accumulated by previous anti-Chinese measures, such as the 

Page Act of 1875 and the Angell Treaty of 1880.56 As he confessed later, the immigration 

generated “a very serious problem” and “an embarrassment to any Minister in China.”57 In 

China, he tried his best to sideline and, if possible, silence this problem. He was convinced that 

this was the best way to manage the embarrassing problem not to harm the U.S. commercial 

influence in China. To him, this approach seemed possible. The Chinese Exclusion Act was an 

inconclusive measure that suspended the immigration from that country for a period of ten years, 

rather than prohibiting it permanently. During the critical years of 1882-85, in which Young 

stayed in China, none could predict the act’s fate after the specified ten years.58 

In China, Young evaded the immigration problem whenever it arose. In doing so, he 

often sought a refuge in the diplomatic convention that instructed ministers not to discuss their 

home country’s internal affairs with foreigners. During the three years of his tenure, “only one 

occasion” he was taken into a dialogue with Chinese about the problem of immigration. Except 

that, he recalled, “I have always avoided a discussion … my government having made the law, I 
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could not discuss it with China.” Li Hongzhang summoned Young more than once in protest the 

Chinese Exclusion Act and other similar measures. Young’s response revealed his manner of 

evasion. “Well,” he said, “I have no instruction from my government to discuss with you a matter 

which is the law of the land, but if you have any grievances on this subject I should suggest your 

sending them to your legation at Washington.” The Chinese grand secretary, impatient at times, 

pushed the minister hard. But the answer was no different: “Your Excellency must pardon me. 

… I had nothing to say and did not wish to bring up in China a question that I could not 

control.”59 

Young’s strategy of evasion rested on his wishful prediction that the Chinese Exclusion 

Act would possibly be repealed after its specified period. Curiously enough, the act’s 

discriminatory nature—it aimed at Chinese alone while leaving aside other nationalities—

provided him with a rationale for the optimism. According to him, the nativist movements 

against Irish, Hungarians, and others, once powerful across the United States, had since 

gradually declined. If “time, experience and the operation of the fundamental laws of supply and 

demand have dissolved these movements,” he remarked, one could safely expect that “the same 

fate may attend the Chinese question.”60 Aside from the inaccuracy in his observation and 

prediction (nativism was growing, not declining, and the Chinese exclusion become permanent), 

this remark revealed that Young, just like other Americans, was “acting in the dark” to address 

the “very intricate and delicate” issue of immigration. In public, he acknowledged that “when 

California came to Washington with its Chinese grievance,” the duty of Congress was “to listen 
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to the petition.” Privately, however, he presumed more optimistically that Americans would soon 

realize that there was no “real advantage” to them by prohibiting Chinese immigration.61 

On a deeper level, however, Young’s wishful prediction reflected his willful deception in 

hiding his own suspicion about Chinese immigration. Despite his general pro-China sentiments, 

he was not free of the day’s racist concern about the “yellow peril.”62 “The law of nature,” he 

once stated, would “draw the keen-witted, thrifty millions of overpopulated China to the hungry 

acres of the United States.” Unless adequate restrictive measures were implemented, this natural 

movement of people across the Pacific would make “the American continent once more the 

home of the Mongolian” that was bound to result in “the ultimate elimination of other races.”63 

More importantly, Young, a Grant man, shared his patron’s view of the immigration issue. 

During and after his presidency, Grant repeatedly expressed fear that Chinese immigrants were 

“unfree people” who might reinstitute slavery in post-emancipation America. While signing the 

Page Act in 1875, he remarked that “the great proportion of the Chinese immigrants who come 

to our shores do not come voluntarily … but come under contracts with head-men who own them 

almost absolutely.” A “worse form” of slavery, the president continued, could apply to Chinese 

women, most of whom were transported to the United States for “shameful purposes.”64 

In arguing that Chinese came “under circumstances which ma[de] them slaves,” Grant 

and Young evoked the abolitionist rhetoric in the Civil War and Reconstruction eras. When 
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Grant assured Li Hongzhang that “if you can stop the slavery feature then emigration from China 

is like emigration from other countries,” he echoed Wendell Phillips who claimed that so long as 

Chinese came “spontaneously, of their own free will,” they would be “a welcome and valuable 

addition to the mosaic of our Nationality.” Similarly, Grant and Young’s assessment that the 

labor of Chinese immigrants was “not their own, but the property of capitalists” resembled 

Frederick Douglass’s accusation of the “coolie trade” carried by western capitalists “in the 

interest of cheap labor, and as kindred in character and results to the African slave trade of other 

days.” Perhaps few antislavery internationalists might have disagreed with Grant, when he 

said—and Young recorded—that “we only freed ourselves from slavery at the cost of a dreadful 

war … Having made those sacrifices to suppress slavery in one form, we do not feel like 

encouraging it in another in the insidious form of cooley [sic] emigration. That is a wrong to 

your [Chinese] government and our own, and to the people especially.”65 

On one crucial point, however, Grant and Young’s view diverged from that of the 

antislavery internationalists. The Republicans and abolitionists of the earlier generation regarded 

Chinese immigrants as valuable assets for developing the west coast and promoting U.S. 

commerce across the Pacific. As Chapter I discusses, Charles Sumner and William Seward 

agreed that the free movement of people across the Pacific was not only irresistible but also 

desirable—even indispensable—for national progress and prosperity. Either naively or shrewdly, 

they were confident in the power of assimilation. They believed that Chinese, even though unfree 

at some points in their transpacific journey, would eventually become free citizens of “the 
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widening confines of our Republic.”66 On the contrary, Grant and Young considered the 

immigration, neither irresistible nor desirable, to be a liability to building a better relationship 

with China. Chinese were “coming too rapidly,” “glut[ting] the labor market,” and thereby 

generating “a complaint on the Pacific coast,” said Grant.67 In Seward and Sumner’s vision, the 

immigration was conceived as a national project for building a Pacific community. In Grant and 

Young’s modification of that vision, it was presented as a diplomatic risk—something that must 

be addressed or avoided. 

In the changing environments after the Chinese Exclusion Act, this reconceptualization 

of immigration rendered Young’s battle much more complex than one the antislavery 

internationalists had faced decades ago. While envisioning the Pacific community, Seward, 

Sumner, and their allies fought in a clear-cut battle—one for free movements of people and 

goods in opposition to isolationists, nativists, and protectionists. As for Young’s case, he had to 

appease and criticize nativist Americans at the same time. The Chinese Exclusion Act did not 

mitigate the anti-Chinese violence. In fact, this half-way legislative victory encouraged those 

who believed arson, ravage, and terror to be the best means to achieve a conclusive expulsion of 

Chinese people in the United States.68 Young tried to calm their fever by assuring them that the 
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United States could prohibit the immigration more peacefully and effectively since the Chinese 

government “care nothing about it.” In China, he said, most of Chinese officials “refrained from 

expressing any feeling” on the Chinese Exclusion Act. But the violence was a different matter. 

When it came to the arsons and terrors to their subjects by Americans, the Chinese government 

could not “care nothing.” Young, therefore, had to denounce the anti-Chinese crimes, while 

conciliating those criminals who committed them.69 

Young was particularly concerned about the anti-Chinese violence since it served as a 

tinderbox of the immigration problem. It might make, in other words, the avoidable problem 

unavoidable. Indeed, the violence issue often forced him into a corner during his stay in China. 

Li Hongzhang, who generally eschewed a confrontation over immigration, did not show such a 

manner as to the violence. “You are coming to us and asking recompense for Canton riots and 

attacks on the missionaries [during the Second Opium War],” he chided Young. “Why don’t you 

pay us money for the way you treat our Chinamen in California?” This time, the diplomatic 

convention was no use. Waving “Wheaton’s International Law” at the minister’s face, the grand 

secretary reminded him of the amount of money the Chinese government had paid to the United 

States as indemnities for the violence committed by their people. “And yet,” Li retorted, “you 

talk about your wanting me to pay money.” Young would never forget such an awkward 

moment. The immigration “is purely a local question, to be governed by Congress and our own 

people,” he stated after returning from China. “All the Chinese ask is that when Chinamen do 

come to America they be protected as other nationalities are protected.”70 

 
69 “Our Relations with China,” 5; “China and the United States,” 4. 
70 “A Peep into China,” 8; “The Chinese Problem,” 7. Li Hongzhang had repeatedly expressed his discontent about 
anti-Chinese violence in the American West coast and the U.S. government’s lack of concern to protect Chinese 
immigrants. See, for example, “Conversation with Li Hung Chang,” Papers of U.S. Grant, 29:158-159. For the 
Chinese government’s reaction to anti-Chinese violence of mid 1880s, see Lew-Williams, Chinese Must Go, 169-
193.  



 191 

To most Americans and Chinese, however, violence and immigration seemed 

inseparable from each other. One of the bonds binding them together was the notion that Chinese 

immigrants were slaves. As Chapter 4 describes, after U.S. Consul General of Shanghai David 

H. Bailey had sent a series of polemical dispatches in the winter of 1879-80, this “Slavery in 

China” made a massive impact on policymaking and public opinion in the United States. This 

document elevated the Chinese-are-slaves rhetoric to a level of law. In this quasi-anthropological 

survey of the Chinese society and culture, Bailey insisted that the entire Chinese family structure 

was founded upon the system of “absolute patriarchy,” which made women slaves and men 

slaveowners. Therefore, all Chinese, with no exception, belonged to this form of slavery, either 

as slaves or as slaveowners. Bailey’s argument provided American nativists with a convenient 

justification for the anti-Chinese violence as well as anti-immigration legislation. The United 

States must ban every single Chinese man and woman from entering this republic of freedom. By 

the same token, those already here must be kicked out, violently if needed, and brought back to 

their land of slavery.71 

In the controversy over the Chinese Exclusion Act, Bailey’s argument resonated 

everywhere.72 Dr. Latham, the former vice-consul-general to China who advised Bailey in 

drafting “Slavery in China,” most energetically trumpeted Bailey’s discovery that “slavery in the 

form of absolute servitude exists in every portion of China.” Where Chinese lived, slavery 
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existed; the Chinese communities in the United States was by no means an exception from this 

general law. He even went further than this by alleging that the slave trade of coolies was China’s 

national project. According to him, the Chinese government earned “an immense revenue” from 

trading their enslaved people. All these “coolie laborers” in California, he asserted, were sold, 

transported, and “taxed very heavily by the Imperial Government of Peking.” As one newspaper 

reported, Latham’s words were widely accepted among Americans as the “official proof” that 

demonstrated the Chinese government’s evil work in “the transplanting of the slavery that exists 

within its own borders to foreign lands.” How, then, could Americans keep “our institutions” 

from the Chinese slavery virus? Latham’s solution was no different from Bailey’s: Americans 

needed laws for prohibiting Chinese newcomers and violence for expelling Chinese residents. 

The anti-Chinese nativists could not agree more.73 

In this situation, Young was struggling to separate the issue of immigration and that of 

violence. In doing so, he combined his firsthand knowledge on China with sincere criticism of 

imperialism. He explained that the Chinese government, patriarchal and inward-looking, was 

“not in favor of the emigration of their subjects and look[ed] with disfavor on any project which 

[would] even rid the Empire of surplus population.” Since they wanted to “prevent rather than 

encourage it,” he emphasized, China “would be willing to adopt any regulations … and even 

make them more stringent against emigration.”74 Given this, if there was anyone who should be 

blamed for the coolie trade, it was not the Chinese government, but the western powers and 

British imperialists, in particular. “The reason why Chinese and coolies still come to the United 

States is easily explained,” stated Young. “In Hong Kong the coolies are obtained and shipped 
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by the great trans-ocean corporations.”75 This immigration, he repeated elsewhere, “comes from 

a British colony and is a British commercial interest—the most valuable incident in England’s 

Chinese commerce except the monopoly in opium. … The emigrants sail under the British flag 

and to British gain. China has no more to do with Hong Kong than with Dublin or Cardiff.”76 

In attempting to redirect the anti-Chinese sentiment to anti-imperialism, Young’s logic 

sounded convincing as a counter-argument to Bailey-Latham’s all-Chinese-are-slaves rhetoric. In 

the controversy over the Chinese immigration, he maintained that the “Slavery in China” was not 

merely incorrect; it was fake, in fact. Both Bailey’s document and Latham’s propaganda were 

only parts of a mountain of newspapers, testimonies, and documents fabricated by western 

imperialists to defame the Chinese government among Americans. “All this literature of 

invective and remonstrance,” said Young, “comes from English sources.” Being threatened by 

the rise of the United States as a great Pacific power, the British imperialists invented those 

stories “to weaken American influence in China; to postpone and perhaps destroy that 

development of our commerce with Asia …; to make assured the commercial supremacy of 

Great Britain in Asia.” Therefore, any Americans who wanted to stop the Chinese immigration 

must “go to Lord Salisbury and ask him to so instruct his government in Hong Kong as that there 

may be no emigration.” Otherwise, he warned, Americans were to be fooled by the sly Britons. 

In other words, blaming the innocent Chinese government and people, the nativists were 

collaborating with those American rivals who schemed to ruin “the mighty interests involved in 

our commercial and industrial relations with China.”77 
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Smart, sincere, and even brilliant in some ways, Young’s argument seemed to present an 

alternative route toward the Pacific community, which was suitable to the changing U.S.-China 

relations after the Chinese Exclusion Act. Amid the growing anger and anxiety, he developed an 

argument complex enough to justify his complex position—one for commerce, immigration 

restriction, and friendship with China, the one hand, and against imperialism, violence, and 

coolie slaves, on the other. To some, however, his argument sounded complex to no purpose. 

George F. Seward, the minister to China of the Grant administration, saw that the United States 

had already slid into a “suicidal course” in its relations with China. “The Chinese in earlier days 

sought our counsel in all serious matters. … Our advice was given in the interest of peace and 

progress,” he noted. “Our anti-Chinese treaty and legislation, unfairly procured and unfairly 

made, have destroyed the old faith which the Chinese reposed in us.” With the “old faith,” all the 

other possibilities—in industry, commerce, infrastructure, etc.—had gone too. Young, of course, 

did not buy such a simple scenario. Criticizing Seward’s article, he reaffirmed that despite the 

Chinese Exclusion Act, “our Government is stronger today in China … than it has ever been.”78 

 

 

It was not long before Young’s optimism went astray. Already in the early 1890s, he 

began to lament “the steady diminution of American influence” in China. He acknowledged that 

“our dealings with” the immigration question frustrated the U.S. influence in China.79 He was 

especially dismayed at the Scott Act of 1888, which expanded the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 

by ordaining a “total prohibition” of all Chinese from entering the U.S. borders and thereby 
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tearing down one major hurdle between what historian Beth Lew-Williams termed the era of 

halfway “restriction” and that of total “exclusion.”80 While imposing the act, the U.S. 

government showed no gesture to consult with China. Furthermore, this act was passed at the 

very moment when the two countries were under negotiation over the Bayard-Zhang Treaty in 

which China proposed to establish by themselves a stricter system of banning the departure of its 

people for the United States.81 Infuriated by the Scott Act’s unilateral nature, Chinese officials 

accused the U.S. government of making “an affront to the Government of China.”82 Young 

echoed this accusation. With this act, “we have gone out of our way to offend a nation with 

whom we were on terms of peculiar friendship, with abuse.”83 

Young saved his worst criticism for Grover Cleveland, the president who steered his 

longtime disciple William Scott to introduce his namesake anti-Chinese bill.84 A partisan 

Republican, Young regarded the Scott Act as a distinctive error of Cleveland, the first 

Democratic president since the Civil War. His Republican predecessors, despite their own racism 

and the pressure from the public, had managed to reject overtly anti-Chinese legislations in the 

name of diplomacy. Rutherford Hayes, for example, vetoed the Fifteen Passenger Bill of 1879, 
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claiming that it would betray “our [Burlingame] treaty with China.”85 Similarly, Chester Arthur 

turned down the Chinese Exclusion Bill of 1882 as “a breach of our national faith.”86 

Apparently, Cleveland departed from this convention. He boasted the Scott Act as an expression 

of the U.S. right and duty “to exclude from its borders all elements of foreign population” who 

were unwelcomed by its own people. With this logic, he bade a farewell, unequivocally and 

conclusively, to the principle of free immigration. The American experiment of living with 

Chinese immigrants, Cleveland asserted, had “been proved by the experience of twenty years, 

and ever since the Burlingame Treaty of 1868, to be in every sense unwise, impolitic, and 

injurious to both nations.”87 

Predictably, Young’s criticism of the Scott Act focused on its unilateral manner rather 

than the anti-Chinese message—the problem was in means, not principle. He held that a skillful 

diplomacy could solve any international issues. The Chinese immigration might have been no 

exception, had Cleveland not ruined that possibility. According to him, the Scott Act symbolized 

the triumph of partisanship over diplomacy. Passed in October 1888, on the eve of the 

presidential election of that year, Cleveland and his allies used the act as a political weapon to 

instigate anti-Chinese sentiments for the purpose of their reelection. “Mr. Scott must have 

known,” stated Young, “that our relations with that [Chinese] power, so far as emigration was 

concerned, were coming to a satisfactory result through diplomacy.” By deviating from this 

verified route and instead resorting to the unilateral legislation, the Democrats were to 

“overthrow the proud work of American influence in China.”88 To be sure, considering the anti-
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Chinese nature of all forms of immigration restriction, the differences between the diplomatic 

and legislative means might be insignificant. “But history shows that,” Young stressed, “nations 

… are rarely disturbed except by small things. The trifle is the spark, and the spark soon 

becomes the flame.”89 

In fact, however, Young helped shape the logic of the Scott Act, even though he, as a 

Republican and diplomat, kept disavowing it. His solution to the immigration issue was to 

bypass it, making sure that “immigration should never be a burning question with China.”90 In 

doing so, he sought to decouple free immigration from free trade, the dual principle that was 

embedded in the antislavery internationalists’ vision of Pacific community and embodied in the 

Burlingame Treaty of 1868. Young insisted that even if Chinese immigration was to be 

prohibited, so long as the process were done “in the friendliest manner,” the U.S. commerce 

could continue to prevail in China.91 If Young had gotten his way, the old vision would end with 

a whimper, if not with a bang. The Scott Act, with a bang, killed the vision, aiming to 

“accomplish by legislation the exclusion from this country of Chinese laborers.”92 Yet it really 

was only a more drastic authorization of the solution Young had advocated. As his old friend 

Henry George observed, despite his concern about the U.S. friendship and influence with China, 

“Mr. Young believes, and believed long ere he went to China as our minister, in the rigid 

exclusion of Chinese immigration.”93 

Young’s unwitting collaboration with Cleveland in terminating the vision of Pacific 

community was most clearly seen in their intertwined views of free trade. For all their 
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differences, the Democratic president and the Republican diplomat agreed that free trade was 

possible without free immigration. As one newspaper noted, Young was “a rank out and out free 

trader.”94 In the mid-1860s, he began his journalist career as a managing editor at Horace 

Greeley’s New York Tribune, the mouthpiece of “Republican free traders.”95 Since these early 

years, he had opposed, outspokenly and consistently, his party’s traditional policy of protective 

tariffs. His position in trade policy, therefore, was neatly aligned with Cleveland’s. The 

Democratic president, despite his calculated distancing from “absolute” free trade, stood firmly 

for free traders in the tariff controversy that afflicted his presidency all the way through.96 In 

1887, Cleveland famously denounced the U.S. tariff system as “the vicious, inequitable, and 

illogical source of unnecessary taxation” and demanded its reduction for “a better chance in 

foreign market.”97 The 1880s, the decade of the Chinese exclusion, also witnessed the rise of 

free trade in American politics. In this pivotal decade, if Young was a symbol of free trade in his 

party, Cleveland was such a symbol in his country. 

More importantly, Cleveland’s advocacy of free trade made him the country’s most 

visible icon of freedom itself. Through the presidential election of 1888, many prominent 

Republican free traders, including David A. Wells, Edward Atkinson, and Carl Schurz, moved 

over to the Democratic camp, appreciating Cleveland’s commitment to their own cause.98 Henry 

George, devoted to both free trade and Chinese exclusion, led this group of converters. 
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According to him, Cleveland “hitched his wagon to a star” by bravely affirming the principle of 

free trade as against protectionism. “Every Free Trader in the country is a Cleveland man. … I 

am for Cleveland for President because I am a Free Trader,” affirmed George.99 In 1888, these 

new Cleveland men failed to save their candidate—despite his winning in the popular vote—

from the eventual defeat. Nor were they able to persuade those Republican free traders, including 

Young, who chose party loyalty over policy stance. Nonetheless, Cleveland’s surprising return 

four years later proved his formula of free trade plus exclusion to be the winning cause in U.S. 

politics. In the election of 1892, California and New York—the hotbed of anti-Chinese activism 

and the stronghold of free traders, respectively—switched sides to the Democratic column. 

Cleveland’s formula of free trade without free immigration, which increasingly seemed 

not only possible but also desirable, helped redefine the national discourse of freedom. While 

fighting against slavery, the antislavery internationalists highlighted the totality of freedom—free 

labor, free immigration, and free trade were intertwined with each other and thus inseparable. 

Some thirty years later, American reformers had come to accept that some forms of freedom 

should be curtailed to advance other—more desirable—forms of freedom. In 1892, Congress 

passed the Geary Act that renewed the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, with the addition of 

several harsher measures to deprive Chinese residents in the United States of their basic liberties 

and rights. The act was passed through a solid bipartisan vote as a means to protect American 

freedom from the Chinese menace. Simultaneously, Cleveland pushed Congress to repeal the 

McKinley Tariff of 1890. In his inaugural address of 1893, he stressed that the tariff reform, by 

“lifting burdens from the daily life of our people,” aimed to reclaim “a principle which 
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underlie[d] our free institutions.”100 Despite his ruthless treatment of the Chinese immigrants 

and residents—for some, because of that—many Republicans readily supported Cleveland’s 

version of American freedom as well as his rhetoric of free trade. 

This political tendency was congruent with a broader intellectual trend of the day. With 

its emphasis on the totality of freedom, the old vision of Pacific community had a connotation of 

laissez-faire: any form of compromise in any kind of freedom to any degree was inevitably to 

subvert freedom itself.101 In the late nineteenth century, more and more Americans saw the 

formula of free trade plus Chinese exclusion as a welcome exit from the outmoded vision. One 

such figure was Francis Amasa Walker, the economist who learned abolitionism from Lucy 

Stone, fought in the Civil War as a Union officer, and joined the New York Free Trade Club as a 

Republican. In 1882, he vehemently opposed the Chinese Exclusion Act, convinced that it would 

damage the freedom of people’s movement across the borders. In 1884, along with other 

“Mugwumps,” he went for Cleveland. Eight years later in 1892, Walker, now an outspoken anti-

Chinese activist, supported the Geary Act, affirming “the right and the duty of a nation to defend 

itself against what was believed to be a corrupting and degrading immigration.”102 He defended 

his transformation succinctly: “the abandonment of Laissez-Faire as a principle of universal 

application.”103 Many agreed with him. Americans did not have to worship the totality of 
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freedom; even if they were to discard the principle of free immigration, their country could 

continue to progress and prosper. 

Some warned of the harmful effects of the Geary Act, yet it sounded pointless so long as 

their country seemed to be prospering. Interestingly, even while crying for the Chinese exclusion, 

several nativists across the west coast often expressed concerns about the labor shortage as a 

consequence of their own activities. The anti-Chinese Morning Oregonian, for example, 

gloomily anticipated that if the Chinese workers were really to be expelled, it would be “a heavy 

blow to the activities” of their region. “In an industrial point of view,” the journal continued, the 

Chinese expulsion would make “matters worse for every interest.”104 Another example was 

Leland Stanford, the railroad magnate and former Republican governor of California. As a 

politician, he had relentlessly resisted “the settlement among us of an inferior race.”105 As an 

industrialist, however, he feared the loss of the Chinese laborers. He saw the Geary Act with a 

mixed feeling. “The people of the ranches and contractors of railroad lines and other public 

improvements,” he commented, “are always ready to employ Chinese and without them they 

could be scarcely able to get along.”106 Collins P. Huntington, another railway magnate, was 

more straightforward. In his letter to Chamber of Commerce, he proposed the repeal of the 

Chinese Exclusion Act for “tractable and cheap labor which we very much need to build up our 

desolate places.”107 Surely, in these years the U.S. Pacific coast remained vibrant and growing 

despite the immigration restriction. Americans could simply ignore such voices of concern, as 

the prosperity apparently had not gone with the Chinese. 
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Fixing his eyes on the other side of the Pacific, Young was more acutely aware of the 

portentous tendency. In 1891, when Benjamin Harrison appointed Henry W. Blair as the minister 

to China, the Chinese government rejected him as a persona non grata, blaming his votes in 

favor of both the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and Scott Act.108 Watching with empathy the 

plight of Blair whom he considered a “pro-Chinese” figure, Young felt genuinely bewildered. 

“The apprehension that Mr. Blair would not be welcome in China because of his votes on 

emigration question is one of those strange delusions,” he noted. “It is not emigration that 

Chinese rulers care about, because they have been willing, as I know from personal observation, 

to sign even severer treaties than any we have ever proposed.”109 In their response to the Geary 

Act, the Chinese government made clear that they did care about that question. Highlighting the 

act’s “unfriendly nature and injustice,” Li Hongzhang warned Cleveland that they would defer a 

retaliation “until next session of the United States Congress, in the hope that the Geary law will 

be modified or repealed.” In concluding the letter of protest, the Chinese grand secretary added a 

promise that sounded somewhat sarcastic: despite his discontents, he would do his best to 

“protect all American citizens living in China from violence.”110 

The Chinese government might be willing and able to protect the American citizens 

from violence, but they were less so to protect the American business from their people’s 

resentment. In June 1891, Russell & Co., one of the oldest U.S. firms in China, had failed due to 

financial difficulties. The collapse of this symbol of the old China trade shocked many 

Americans and not a few among them pointed out the immigration question as the mainspring of 

 
108 On the Chinese government’s rejection of Blair, see “Message of President transmitting correspondence on 
nonacceptance of Hon. Henry W. Blair, as Minister to China, and memorial of Mr. Blair,” S. Doc. No. 98, 52nd 
Cong., 1st Sess. (1892).  
109 “Views of A Diplomat: China’s Rejection of Mr. Blair,” Washington Post, January 29, 1892, 6. 
110 “China’s Threat to Retaliate: An Alleged Message from Viceroy Li to President Cleveland,” New York Times, 
August 23, 1893, 5.  



 203 

the failure. One U.S. consul observed that the American business, once “extensive and 

profitable” in China, had “come to an end and become a thing of the past during the last several 

years of treaty-breaking and unfriendly legislation.” With the successive measures following the 

Chinese Exclusion Act, nativist Americans gained what they wanted, but their country “certainly 

paid a high price” for their activities.111 Young also witnessed the failure of Russell & Co. with 

grave concern. He sensed the “animosity of China.” Although China looked unlikely to confront 

with the United States directly, their retaliation, he alerted, would “come in a silent, effective 

way—in the atrophy of trade, the gradual diminishing influence, the American lowering the flag 

which for a generation held the first place in China.”112 

Still, Young never forsake the belief that the problem was not in the Chinese exclusion 

itself but in the way the U.S. government had taken to achieve that needed policy. The 

immigration problem could be addressed by diplomatic means, since “immigration in whatever 

form should be the merest accident.” With the passage of the Geary Act, another unilateral 

legislative action, this possibility was “doomed to disappointment.” Nonetheless, he maintained 

that Americans could fix the situation because the act was not a treachery but rather a misstep 

taken by congressmen obsessed with “feelings of local vexation.”113 The number of Chinese 

immigrants should be reduced, but it was “suicide” to handle this matter with the “meaningless 

restriction bills, which were an irritant and not a remedy.”114 “Instead of aiding to restrain 

immigration,” he stated, “the legislative measures “developed antagonism to American 
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progress.”115 Therefore, Young again called for a skillful diplomacy based on goodwill to China. 

The Chinese, “a patient people,” understood that “this legislation is experimental, tentative” 

effective only for another ten-year period. “And ten years,” he reminded Americans, “is a short 

time in the history of a people who have flourished for centuries.”116 

The Chinese government was patient indeed, due to their lack of power rather than the 

lack of will, yet it did not prevent them from raising questions regarding the collapse of the 

American vision of Pacific community. From time to time, Li Hongzhang called on “the friends 

of China” to take action for repealing the Geary Act.117 In doing so, he emphasized the 

inseparability of free immigration and free trade, just as the antislavery internationalists did 

decades earlier. According to him, this act was not only “unfair” but “foolish” since the lesson of 

modern economy instructed that “competition alone will keep a market in good health, whether 

the market is one of commerce or labor.”118 “It would be the same thing,” he stated, “if we in 

China exclude your goods, although they were cheaper and better than the goods of other 

countries. … I say to you that to exclude cheap labor or cheap commerce from your country is 

unfair and against the best interests of your country.” In this regard, his concluding question 

highlighted the distance between John Russell Young and the antislavery internationalists in 

terms of their views of American freedom—the distance that could not be concealed by a skillful 

diplomacy alone. “You boast of your freedom, of your liberty,” remarked Li. “Is the exclusion of 

the Chinese a part of your scheme of liberty?”119 
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In August 1896, Li Hongzhang took an official visit to the United States. Newspapers 

reported every aspect of the coming of “the Bismarck of China,” but the first thing that captured 

their attention was the route his envoy was taking in their transpacific journey. Instead of San 

Francisco, they entered North America via Vancouver and moved through the Canadian territory. 

On his arrival in New York, Li made clear that his taking of such an unusual route was a 

symbolic action protesting the U.S. treatment of Chinese immigrants. “I was constantly receiving 

memorials and compliments from emigrants in San Francisco,” he stated. “They were not 

allowed a right which, under the American laws, they were entitled to.” He reminded the 

reporters of how this issue was inimical to the friendship between the two countries. According 

to him, China asked Americans, over and over again, to live up to the ideal of freedom, but they 

made the situation worse by discriminating the Chinese people in immigration and residence. “I 

do not go through states where the Chinese have so treated,” Li mentioned pointedly. After a 

dozen years since the Chinese Exclusion Act had passed, the patience of the Chinese government 

had apparently run out.120 

Li Hongzhang’s remark might have surprised John Russell Young who, since the years 

of the minister to China, had insisted that the immigration issue was irrelevant to the U.S. 

commerce and diplomacy with China. He sensed troubles in U.S.-China relations and indicated 

many reasons of this—Cleveland’s Democratic government’s obsession with Latin America that 

made the U.S. commerce across the Pacific “a forlorn business” and the growing isolationist 

tendency that rendered China “helpless” in the face of the imperialist campaigns by Britain, 
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Russia, and especially Japan. But Young persistently dismissed the immigration issue as nothing 

but a peripheral issue.121 In fact, however, it was not so, as Li Hongzhang already told him. After 

the Chinese Exclusion Act was passed, the grand secretary summoned U.S. Minister Young. 

“China … had no friend,” he uttered regretfully. The country was surrounded by enemies: Russia 

menacing on the northern borders, Germany on Shantou, Japan on the Ryukyu Islands, and 

France on Guangzhou. Above all, Britain, never satisfied with Hong Kong, was penetrating 

everywhere with the gun and opium. Li, then, said to the minister sadly, “The United States had 

passed an act excluding Chinese from her soil—Chinese alone of all the races in the world.”122 

Since his first visit to China with Grant, Young had consciously followed in the footsteps 

of Anson Burlingame. He was sincere to Burlingame’s “fair diplomacy,” convinced that “the true 

policy of our country towards China should be based upon a generous recognition of her 

traditional friendship with the United States.”123 Also, he made much effort to convince his 

fellow citizens that “the development of our Pacific empire, now in its infancy, rests upon the 

commercial relations that should exist with Asia.”124 Indeed, few might question his sincerity 

when he stated that “whatever political opinions I formed as to our relations in China, came from 

Mr. Burlingame, with whom my personal relations were of the most intimate character.”125 In 

this regard, he could certainly claim himself to be a successor of the antislavery internationalists 

of Burlingame’s generation. In trying to keep their vision of Pacific community, Young moved 

along, rather than against, the political and intellectual trends of the era of immigration 

 
121 “Japan’s Big War: Mr. John Russell Young Reviews the Struggle and Draws some Lesson from it,” New York 
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restriction. Therefore, whereas Burlingame and his allies embraced the Chinese immigration, 

natural and desirable, as a project for building their Pacific community, Young had come to reject 

it as a risk to avoid for that same purpose. “When we deal with the Eastern nations, with an eye 

upon the possibilities of our splendid Pacific empire,” he declared, “there will be no immigration 

problem.”126 

The message he advanced all the way through his career was that America should move 

forward from the ensuing controversy after the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. When 

Republican William McKinley won the presidential election of 1896, Young finally felt an 

upswing tendency. He especially rejoiced at the appointment of John Hay to the Secretary of 

State. As Abraham Lincoln’s private secretary, managing editor of the New York Tribune, and 

diplomat holding various posts across the world, Hay looked to Young like “one of the best-

equipped men of his day.” As Young loved to compare, if himself were the latter-day 

Burlingame, Hay was qualified to be the legitimate heir of William Seward. He hoped that just as 

Seward and his like-minded antislavery internationalists established a Pacific community 

according to their vision, the new Secretary of State, with his genius and the assistance of 

Republicans, would rebuild the commerce and friendship with China.127 Hay, too, was willing to 

take this task, as he wrote Young that “nothing so agreeable has ever been said of me.”128  
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Unfortunately for Young, he had no chance to see how Hay realized the task. In January 

1899, John Russell Young died. It was just a few months before Hay announced his Open Door 

policy, the moment that has since regarded as a new watershed of American imperialism. 

Americans now demanded China to open doors for their commerce, while shutting down their 

own doors for the Chinese immigrants. This was not far from what Young had advised. Young 

modified the vision of Pacific community along with the historical trend of his day. The history 

also ran along with that modified vision.  

 

 

 
 
 

Epilogue  

 

In November 1893, Henry George got a letter from William Lloyd Garrison, Jr. that 

criticized the era’s tendency of anti-Chinese nativism. “The right to the use of the earth is not 

confined to the inhabitants of the United States,” noted Garrison. “The humblest Chinaman has 

as much natural right to use the earth in California as yourself.”1 In his reply, George “most 

emphatically” denied this logic. With “the careless acceptance” of free immigration, he chided, 

Garrison ignored “a real danger” that Chinese immigrants were bringing in the American 

society.2 This dispute reminded George of a similar episode decades before. In 1869, he 

published an article entitled “The Chinese on the Pacific Coast” and insisted that the Chinese 

 
1 William Lloyd Garrison, Jr. to James G. Maguire, November 27, 1893, Garrison Family Papers (Bethesda, MD: 
UPA collection from LexisNexis, 2007), Series 6, reel 8, frame no. 644. [microfilmed from The Garrison Family 
Papers, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, Northampton, Mass., hereafter Garrison Family Papers]. Garrison’s 
letter was originally sent to James G. Maguire. Maguire forwarded the letter to George.   
2 George to Garrison, November 30, 1893, Garrison Family Papers, Series 6, reel 8, frame no. 648. 
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cheap labor afflicted working-class Americans by reducing the wages in the labor market.3 

Proud of the article, he sent it to John Stuart Mill whose wage theory educated him in the 

“political economy” of immigration restriction. Mill’s reply left him bewildered. Although the 

English philosopher agreed with George “concerning the purely economical view of the subject,” 

he ultimately rejected the immigration restriction on the ground of “political morality.” Mill 

explicitly denied “the right of those who have first taken possession of an unoccupied portion of 

the earth’s surface, to exclude the remainder of mankind from inhabiting it.”4 

These two episodes reflected the declining trajectory of free labor ideology—a belief 

system that independent and self-helping “free labor” was superior, morally as well as 

economically, to slavery. From beginning to end, George was consistent in the position that 

America’s free labor ideology was irreconcilable with the Chinese immigration, which was to 

substitute “a population of serfs and their masters for that population of intelligent freemen.”5 

George’s message was same; what changed was the social and political landscape in which the 

message was received. In the years after the Civil War, Mill and his like-minded Americans 

could dismiss George, still an obscure figure, merely as “a Californian citizen.”6 They were 

optimistic about the future of free labor in the United States. With the abolition of slavery, they 

had just removed the main obstacle ahead the nation’s economic growth and social advancement. 

As Horatio Alger famously portraited the era’s atmosphere, American society seemed to offer 

 
3 George, “Chinese on the Pacific Coast,” New York Tribune, May 1, 1869, 1-2. For more detailed accounts on 
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every “ragged Dick” a good chance of upward social mobility so long as he was disciplined, 

ambitious, and hard-working.7 

The history of the following decades, however, proved to be less like Alger’s self-help 

fantasy than Edward Bellamy’s grim caricature of Gilded Age America.8 The prolonged 

economic depressions since the 1870s made working-class people helpless in poverty, insecurity, 

and unprecedented inequality. The advance of industrial capitalism established a new form of 

labor system based on wage and contract. Often called “wage slavery,” this system hardly 

resembled the idealized version of free labor society, which consisted of free and independent 

workers satisfied with their daily labor and ambitious for social mobility. Trapped in the 

exploitation of a “capitalist mode of production,” American workers found that self-help, 

hardworking, and other lessons of free labor ideology were no use to liberate themselves from 

this new form of slavery. In these years, Henry George, once obscure, now had become one of 

the most eminent liberal thinkers. He diagnosed the malaise of this new era and prescribed the 

solution for it. None dare to dismiss his message. 

The debate between George and Garrison captured a snapshot on how the vision of 

Pacific community had come to an end. This vision was born into the optimism about free labor 

during its belle époque after the Civil War. Through their struggle against slavery, William 
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Seward, Charles Sumner, and other antislavery internationalists articulated the vision based on 

the virtuous triad of free labor, free trade, and free immigration. The free movements of people 

and goods across the Pacific, they argued, would rebuild their society in the line of free labor 

ideology. Before long, however, this vision sounded outmoded amid the crisis of free labor in the 

advance of industrial capitalism. While George sought to recast the vision, Garrison adhered to 

it. The questions raised in their debate revealed both virtues and limitations of the vision of 

Pacific community. The questions included: where is the boundary of free labor and who 

deserves to be protected; white working-class Americans, or all workers regardless race, 

ethnicity, and nationality? Is free immigration beneficial or inimical to free labor? Is it possible 

to promote free trade while discarding free immigration? Each of these questions pushed 

contemporary Americans to rethink the meaning of American freedom—and may possibly help 

us to do so too. 

 

 

The single tax movement—also known as Georgism—was the term that epitomized 

Henry George’s efforts to articulate an alternative to the vision of Pacific community.9 Most 

clearly seen in his oft-used slogan of “Free Trade, Free Land, Free Men,” this movement aimed 

to rearrange the ingredients of American freedom that would replace the older set of “free labor, 
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free trade, free immigration.”10 The new trinity dropped the item of free immigration and 

realigned free trade along with “free land.” In his 1879 classic Progress and Poverty, George 

noted that amid the “material progress” fueled by industrial capitalism, the American workers 

found themselves in “the deepest poverty, the sharpest struggle for existence, and the most 

enforced idleness.” At the heart of this tragic imbalance was the “inequality in the ownership of 

land.” The land, according to him, was “the source of all wealth and the field of all labor” and 

thus should belong to all in common just like the air and sunshine.11 The single tax on land value 

could achieve this goal by breaking the land monopoly. Furthermore, this reform was to facilitate 

free trade because the land tax would replace tariffs in the source of federal revenue. By 

abolishing tariffs and taxing the rich landlords, the single tax would liberate the American 

workers from the yoke of high taxation and living cost.12 

For George and his fellow “Georgists,” the principle of free immigration seemed the 

only hinderance in their project of rebuilding the society of free labor upon the new trinity of 

“free trade, free land, and free men.” In May 1892, U.S. Congress passed the Geary Act. 

Nicknamed “the Dog Tag Law,” this act updated the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 by adding a 

series of stricter measures, including a provision that required all Chinese residents to carry an 

identification card to prove their legal status. Anyone who fail to comply with this could be 

arrested or deported.13 Advocates of free immigration protested this “monstrous anti-Chinese 
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bill.”14 In particular, the act’s oppressive nature reminded many Republicans of the slavery in 

the antebellum South. Senator John Sherman, the aging antislavery veteran from Ohio, 

denounced the act’s “prohibition of the ordinary rights of humanity” that would “read very 

strangely in a law of the United States.” Representative Robert Hitt from Illinois also bemoaned. 

“Never before was it applied by a free people to a human being,” he stated, “with the exception 

… of the sad days of slavery.”15 

While many were not so ready, George and his allies were determined to drop the item 

of free immigration from the ingredient of American freedom. James Maguire, the Democratic 

Representative from California and prominent single taxer, demanded the immediate 

enforcement of the Geary Act. In rejecting the critics’ use of slavery analogy, he presented the act 

as a bulwark against slavery rather than the sign of its resurrection. According to him, the “land 

monopoly and cheap imported labor” constituted the twin mainspring of all “the oppression, 

misery, degradation, and slavery” in American society. The Burlingame Treaty of 1868 

aggravated this situation by ratifying the system of “Asiatic slavery on the Pacific coast” and 

prompting “the resumption of their slave traffic.” Chinese immigration, which had since 

increased, gave “a curse and a blight” to all Americans because it enriched the capitalists and 

made the white working people “no longer free.” “The emancipation of our own labor,” 
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remarked Maguire, required “the exclusion and deportation of the Chinese.”16 The Geary Act, 

therefore, was the means to achieve American freedom. 

Maguire’s rhetoric enraged William Lloyd Garrison, Jr. Since his first meeting with 

George, which he recorded as “my new birth,” this namesake son of the great abolitionist had 

upheld the single tax movement as “the new abolitionism.”17 Overnight, the Geary Act rendered 

him at odd with his fellows. He accused Maguire of defending “the shameful Geary Act,” which 

was, in fact, a “sin against freedom.”18 The slavery analogy was abundant here too. “Your 

words,” he wrote Maguire, “revive the days of slavery when fugitive negroes sought shelter at 

my father’s door.” Worse, Maguire betrayed his own cause of the single tax. To Garrison, the 

single tax for “the emancipation of the earth” was inseparable from the principle of free 

immigration for “an abused people.” “In one breath,” he scolded, “you threaten and decry God’s 

children from China and in the next you plead for universal justice. What mockery!”19 His 

criticism, in other words, rested on not only human rights but also the spirit of the single tax. His 

indignation at Maguire, as he confessed elsewhere, was “intensified because of the sadness and 

disappointment in the man whom I held in the highest esteem.”20 

Sensing the discord within his movement, George intervened to rescue Maguire from 

Garrison’s “unkind, unfair, unwarranted” criticism. “Strange as it may appear to you,” he said, 

“there are men, as devoid of race prejudice as you yourself, who do regard unrestricted Chinese 

immigration under present conditions as a deadly evil.” What infuriated him most was Garrison’s 
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advocacy of the Chinese’s “inalienable right” to change their residence to “any land under the 

sun,” including California and other places in the United States. George claimed that Garrison, 

with his false linkage of free land and free immigration, ignored the “most important principle” 

in the single tax movement. According to George, the concept of single tax rested on economic 

nationalism. Neither the land tax nor free trade cared Chinese or any others. It was all about 

white American workers alone. “Are men merely individuals? Is there no such thing as family, 

nation, race?,” he asked. The American land, to be sure, should belong to the people in common, 

but the people here should confine to the native-born Americans. These white men had “the right 

of association and the correlative right of exclusion.” “I wish,” George advised Garrison, “you 

would give this matter more careful consideration than I think you have done.”21 

George’s statement of the “most important principle” of the single tax was consistent 

with his lifelong conviction that Chinese immigrants were the main foe of American workers. 

This conviction was expressed both in a more overt form of racism against the “Mongolization 

of America” and more covertly in a jeremiad against the Chinese “cheap labor.”22 When it came 

to southern and central European immigrants, George assured that they belonged to “the same 

great family of mankind” and would “become indistinguishably blended with the rest of our 

people.”23 He even called on labor unions to include these European newcomers to demonstrate 

to the world that the United States was “the country of countries for anyone willing to work.”24 
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As for the Chinese, he denied to them such generosity. They were “utter heathens, treacherous, 

sensual, cowardly, and cruel … infusible element.”25 Practically non-assimilable, the Chinese 

were never to be among us; they would continue to harass the American workers by reducing the 

wages, increasing the land monopoly, and widening the gulf between rich and poor. “Clear out 

the land-grabber and the Chinaman must go,” asserted George in a rally of single taxers. “Root 

the white race in the soil, and all the millions of Asia cannot dispossess it.”26 

Garrison was aware of the profound difference in his and George’s understandings of the 

meaning of the single tax and that of American freedom. According to him, many embraced 

George’s idea appreciating “its universality and its brotherly love for mankind.” It was thus a 

“flagrant contradiction” that these noble-minded persons were now collaborating with the 

violation of freedom in their defense of the Geary Act. “It would be treason to liberty,” he noted 

to George, “to be dumb on such an issue as this, which is as fundamental and comprehensive as 

the Single Tax itself.”27 To him, George’s defense of the Geary Act as a means to protect native-

born white workers was not only a deviation from the antislavery tradition but also a betrayal of 

one of the central tenets in his single tax movement: free land. “The Single Tax principle is one 

founded on justice and equity. It applies broadly to the human race and is not restricted to any 

narrow territory,” Garrison recalled later. “Judge, then, of my surprise,” he continued, “on 

entering the movement at finding advocates of Chinese proscription among prominent single 

taxers, including our revered leader, Henry George.”28 

 
25 George, “Chinese on the Pacific Coast,” 2. On George’s view on immigration, see Shelton, A Squatter’s Republic, 
118-120; John H. Beck, “Henry George and Immigration,” American Journal of Economics and Sociology 71, no. 4 
(October 2012): 966-987.  
26 Henry George, “What Work is Scarce, Wages Low, and Labour Restless,” March 26, 1878, George: Collected 
Journalistic Writings, 1:130.  
27 Garrison to George, December 4, 1893, Garrison Family Papers, Series 6, reel 8, frame no. 653.  
28 Garrison, “Chinese Exclusion,” address before Henry George Club, January 12, 1901, Garrison Family Papers, 
Series 6 Subject Files, reel 9, frame no. 2. 



 217 

In criticizing George for nativism and racism, Garrison attempted to align the single tax 

principle of free land with the older trinity of free labor, free trade, and free immigration. He 

considered the single taxers to be the “new abolitionists” who were seeking “the abolition of 

various taxes, taking off one by one, until land values alone supply government with revenue.”29 

Just as his father and like-minded antislavery internationalists believed the free movements of 

people and goods across the borders to be the foundation of free labor society in the United 

States, Garrison held that the freedom of developing the American land should not be confined to 

“those whose accident of birth assigns them to a particular country or section.” Nor was it 

possible to “to exclude aliens driven to our shores by the necessity of existence for a better field 

of labor.” If the native-born Americans claimed the exclusive rights for the free land, it was no 

other than a form of land monopoly with themselves as the landlords. “As American rights pause 

not at the boundaries of the nation, but transcend all geographical confines,” stated Garrison, “so 

the native of China has a right to untrammeled employment in the United States.”30 

While confirming the antislavery internationalists’ vision of Pacific community, 

Garrison’s plea for free immigration resorted as much to Seward’s logic of national development 

as to his father’s cosmopolitanism. According to him, the basic truth in the history of Chinese 

immigration was that the American West needed labor for its development and the Chinese were 

thus “invited to the United States.”31 In the fields, factories, and railroad constructions, “these 

sober and industrious laborers” proved themselves to be “an invaluable addition to the building 

up of this country,” demonstrating all the virtues prescribed in free labor ideology—diligence, 
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self-help, ambition for social mobility, and respect for law.32 Why should we “exclude this 

useful, unassuming race?” The United States, Garrison stressed, was “great enough to allow 

everyone” willing to work.33 It was the country that had the endless land to be cultivated, 

thousands of factories looking for both native and foreign-born workers, and numerous regions 

still waiting for railroad stations. The Chinese exclusion and immigration restriction, in general, 

therefore, was not only unfair but also unwise considering America’s boundless potential to be 

fulfilled hand in hand by all the people from various racial, ethnic, and national backgrounds. 

Garrison and George’s crash over the principle of free immigration made them notice 

the cracks in their otherwise consensual view of free trade. Active members of the American 

Free Trade League, both men were convinced that the single tax and tariff reform—achieving 

free land and free trade—constituted one project inseparable from each other.34 In this project, 

their shared teachers were British antislavery free traders of the mid-nineteenth century, 

especially Richard Cobden and John Bright. For these “Cobdenite” liberals, free trade was the 

means to lower the living cost of hungry Britons by abolishing tariffs and repealing the corn 

laws, in particular. In Protection or Free Trade, George cited Cobden as one of the intellectual 

patrons of his single tax movement affirming that “free trade in its fullness and entirety would 

indeed abolish hunger.”35 Garrison agreed. Commenting on the relationship between Cobdenism 

and Georgism, Garrison stated that “the same motive lies at the base of this great movement, 
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which, nearly fifty years after its English triumph, is transferred to these shores. … I take it for 

granted that we are animated by the same unselfish reasons that inspired Bright and Cobden.”36 

Despite his invocation of Cobdenite internationalism and laissez-faire rhetoric against 

tariffs, George’s view of free trade rooted in the same economic nationalism that justified the 

Chinese exclusion.37 In some ways, free trade for him was a substitute to free immigration. “If 

we cannot throw open our doors to the ingress of Chinese,” he mentioned, “we can at least throw 

open our ports to their trade.”38 Such an argument might sound self-contradictory. Indeed, 

George was aware of it and ready to give an explanation. The primary focus of his plea for free 

trade, just like that of his single tax movement, was on the interests of white working-class 

Americans. From these people’s perspective, the “cheap imported labor” was harmful whereas 

the “cheap imported product” was beneficial. “The incoming of the products of cheap labor is a 

very different thing from the incoming of cheap labor,” he accounted. “We might permit the free 

importation of Chinese commodities without in the slightest degree affecting wages; but, under 

our present conditions, the free immigration of Chinese laborers would lessen wages.”39 And 

from this perspective, there was no contradiction in promoting free trade while prohibiting free 

immigration. “I am a free trader … because I believe in freedom,” asserted George confidently.40  

In the matter of free trade, Garrison, again, posed himself as the last man standing for 

the old vision of Pacific community. According to him, free trade was a movement across the 

 
36 William Lloyd Garrison, Jr., “The Ethics of Free Trade,” The Standard, Extra no. 40, March 19, 1892, 2. 
37 Marc-William Palen sees George’s free trade ideology as a more radical version of Cobdenite economic 
cosmopolitanism rather than economic nationalism. See, Palen, “Transimperial Roots of American Anti-
Imperialism: The Transatlantic Radicalism of Free Trade, 1846-1920,” in Crossing Empires: Taking U.S. History 
into Transimperial Terrain, eds. Kristin L. Hoganson and Jay Saxton (Durham: Duke University Press, 2020), 159-
182.  
38 George, The Standard, October 29, 1890, 3.  
39 George, Protection or Free Trade, 201-202. See, also, Thomas L. Martin, “Protection or Free Trade: An Analysis 
of the Ideas of Henry George on International Commerce and Wages,” American Journal of Economics and 
Sociology 48, no. 4 (October 1989): 489-502.  
40 “Free Trade: Henry George Presents the Arguments for It.” Augusta Chronicle, July 2, 1888, 3. 
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national boundaries and its focus thus should be “humanity the world over.”41 “I aspire to be a 

citizen of the world,” he stated. Protectionism “must pass surely into the graveyard of the 

Spanish inquisition and American slavery” because “interdependence is nobler than 

independence.”42 This was the true lesson of Cobdenism. In this regard, the immigration 

restriction was nothing other than another form of protectionism. Both trade and immigration 

were governed by one same golden rule: “Inferiority seeks protection against superiority.” The 

Chinese workers in the United States were “hated by the lazy and idle for their industry and 

thrift.” This was not only a betrayal of free labor ideology but also a sellout of the spirit of free 

trade. George and his friends, said Garrison, “profess belief in freedom of trade,” but these 

“single tax exclusionists are demanding protection for labor. As though the exclusion of goods 

and the exclusion of laborers were not one and the same in principle.” Garrison did not hide 

contempt. “What stultification it is from free trade lips!”43 

Garrison’s criticism of George’s ideas of single tax and free trade was at its best in 

envisaging one saliently illiberal feature in the most liberal era in the American history: nativism 

in the progressive movement. In the awareness of the crisis of free labor in the Gilded Age, 

George offered the reformers of his generation a solution that mitigated economic inequality by 

solidifying racial discrimination. The exclusion of Chinese and other unwanted races would 

guarantee the solidarity among native-born, white American workers. The American land, 

American wealth, and American freedom must belong to those “real” Americans. This was the 

logic of “America first.”44 While refuting Garrison’s rhetoric of “the equal right of the Chinese 

 
41 “William Lloyd Garrison at Lexington,” The Standard, November 10, 1891, 10. 
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to American land,” George confirmed this logic. “We have not carried out the principle of equal 

liberty far enough among ourselves to permit the coming among us of such a people as the 

Chinese.” He anticipated the day when “the natural liberty to employ themselves assured to our 

own people” and “wages raised to their true standard.” At that time, Americans would welcome 

Chinese and other foreigners.45 Until U.S. Congress passed the Immigration and Nationality Act 

in 1965, which finally repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and other anti-immigration 

measures, the United States, quite sincerely, had followed George’s formula that equality among 

us and exclusion of the others. In this regard, Garrison’s criticism of George was prescient.46 

For all its insight and foresight, Garrison’s prescription for the contemporary problems 

did not work well in Gilded Age America. It was because his prescription was based on the 

outdated diagnosis inherited from the Civil War era. In his reply to Garrison, George asserted 

that men and women were not “merely individuals” but parts of “family, nation, race.” In saying 

so, he ably captured the transformation of American society as well as the core feature of the 

era’s reform movement that himself helped initiate. In trying to refute George’s assertion, 

Garrison simply reaffirmed his father’s oft-quoted maxim that “my country is the world, my 

countrymen are all mankind.” Despite some eternal truths in it, such Garrisonian 

cosmopolitanism sounded hollow to those American workers increasingly anxious about their 

status as free laborers. Worse, Garrison’s undisguised laissez-faire rhetoric like “inferiority seeks 
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protection against superiority” sounded irresponsible and even offensive to those afflicted with a 

series of problems beyond their control, including monopoly, corruption, inequality, and poverty 

within progress. As an heir of the antislavery internationalists, Garrison remembered some 

inherited wisdoms that George forgot. As an adherent to their old vision, he ignored some new 

problems that George noticed. 

Garrison’s keen perception of the contradictions in George’s reformism demonstrated 

that Americans of the Gilded Age and beyond should have found much to learn from the vision 

of Pacific community. At the same time, his naïve assumption about the vitality of free labor in 

America revealed that the old vision alone could not provide an adequate solution to the new 

problems of the new era. These two aspects combinedly signaled the end of an era. In the years 

following the Civil War, the antislavery internationalists founded their vision of Pacific 

community upon the connectivity of free labor, free trade, and free immigration. This vision left 

many valuable legacies and memorable lessons. But the era that formulated the vision—one 

filled with the zeal of abolitionism, optimism about the future of free labor, and ambition for the 

Pacific and beyond—was now gone to the past. 

 

 

In February 1902, Wu Tingfang, the Chinese minister to the United States, was invited 

to speak at the twelfth annual Lincoln dinner of the Union League Club of Brooklyn, New York. 

He felt that the history of American freedom was at a crossroads. The whole nation seemed to be 

cheering Secretary of State John Hay for the success of his “Open Door” policy. As Hay noted 

proudly, the policy had since its initiation induced “all the great powers to unite in a recognition 

of the general principle of equality of commercial access and opportunity in the markets of the 
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Orient.”47 Meanwhile, the same secretary, along with President Theodore Roosevelt and other 

Republicans, was reportedly favoring a proposed bill to extend the Chinese Exclusion Act, this 

time permanently, by removing its ten years limitation.48 Wu began his speech by acclaiming the 

Emancipation of Proclamation as “America’s noble achievement.” He then moved to discuss the 

international implications of Abraham Lincoln’s action. “His greatness cannot be confined 

within the narrow limits of the United States,” said Wu. “To the world at large he will ever be 

known and honored as the vindicator of human rights, who, by a stroke of the pen, carried into 

effect the fundamental principle of government—that all men are created equal.”49 

Still, the climax of Wu’s speech had yet to come. He found “a signal instance” that 

revealed Lincoln’s greatness in “the appointment of Anson Burlingame to be United States 

Minister to China.” As the man who “went to China as America’s representative and came back 

to America as China’s spokesman,” Burlingame embodied “the friendly spirit which animated 

the two nations at that time.” Similarly, as a product of the era of liberation, the Burlingame 

Treaty of 1868 marked “the first attempt on the part of a Western power to apply the principles 

of reciprocity in dealing with the Government and people of China.” Though this treaty “was 

enacted three years after Lincoln’s death,” stated Wu, “every line of it is in perfect accord with 

his enlightened and humane policy.” In concluding the speech, Wu reaffirmed this point again. 

“This treaty has done more than anything else to leave in the Chinese mind an ineffaceable 

impression of the just and fair attitude of the United States toward China.” The people attending 

the meeting were freedom-lovers—at least they thought they were—who appreciated Wu’s 
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“eloquent eulogy of the martyr President.” But the Burlingame part of his address, as one 

reported, “was received with deep silence, his great audience all seeing to feel the bitter irony of 

his remarks.”50 

During the decades after Lincoln and his allies abolished the slavery, a distinctive vision 

of American freedom flourished. The vision of Pacific community, as I termed it, grew out of the 

free labor ideology of the antislavery movement and developed itself into the principle of free 

movement of people and goods across the Pacific. In the antebellum era, American antislavery 

activists, with a belief that unbound labor was superior to bound labor, accused slavery of being 

the main impediment to their country’s prosperity, democracy, and peace. Through the Civil 

War, slavery had finally come to an end. Liberated from the yoke of slavery, the United States, if 

their prediction was to be proven, should transform into a prosperous, democratic, and peaceful 

nation. As the history of postbellum America showed, such a transformation was neither 

straightforward nor complete. In trying to justify their antislavery ideology and activities, they 

looked to China. Chinese immigrants would help Americans to develop their country. This 

movement of people was also to increase trade with China, which, in turn, would encourage a 

more peaceful relationship between the countries. I called those Americans who had come to 

embrace this vision of Pacific Community as “the antislavery internationalists.” They believed 

that, as my narrative has recounted, the pursuit of free labor, free trade, and free immigration 

would make the post-emancipation American society more prosperous, peaceful, and 

democratic. 

The vision of Pacific community was an amalgam of both realism and idealism in the 

antislavery movement. During the years around the Civil War, American antislavery activists 
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proffered two approaches to the United States’ dealing with the transpacific immigration and 

trade: realist expansionism and idealist cosmopolitanism. William H. Seward represented the 

first approach who envisioned the immigration as “the foundations of the American Empire” 

across the Pacific. Originated from the Whig tradition of internal improvements, his vision 

suggested Chinese immigrants as the builders of the U.S. Pacific empire on its frontlines who, in 

the fields, factories, and canal and railroad constructions, would help develop the underpopulated 

American West. The principle of free immigration, therefore, would “quicken activity and create 

wealth and power” of the United States.51 If Seward embodied the realist-expansionist approach 

to the transpacific activities, Charles Sumner stood for the second approach of idealist 

cosmopolitanism. Sumner’s vision was critically indebted to those British liberals, such as 

Richard Cobden and John Bright, who advocated free trade as the means of pacifism and anti-

imperialism. Through his transatlantic conversation with these “Cobdenites,” Sumner had come 

to advocate the principle of free trade as the best way to promote the “mutual dependence of 

nation upon nation.” This mutual interdependency, he anticipated, would advance both material 

advantages and international peace across the Pacific.52 With their shared antislavery free labor 

ideology as its link, Seward’s realist expansionism converged with Charles Sumner’s idealist 

cosmopolitanism. This was the origins of the vision of Pacific community. 

The vision of Pacific community made its greatest achievement in the Burlingame 

Treaty that the United States signed with China in 1868. A Sumner’s protégé since their years in 

the Free Soil Party and Seward’s appointee to the U.S. minister to China during the Civil War, 

 
51 William H. Seward, “Survey of the Artic and Pacific Oceans,” in The Works of William H. Seward, ed., George E. 
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Anson Burlingame embodied both realist expansionism and idealist cosmopolitanism. By his 

namesake treaty, Burlingame declared the principle of free trade and immigration between the 

two countries based on a mutual respect for their sovereignty. He believed that immigration and 

trade, inseparable from each other, provided the United States with the foundation of “a Pacific 

commercial empire.” Despite its moniker, he presented this Pacific empire as a distinctively 

American alternative to European imperialism. It was, in other words, a peaceful and mutually 

beneficial relationship that would substitute “the old-fashioned British way of entering a foreign 

kingdom, by cracking the skull of anybody who tried to at the door.”53 When the Burlingame 

Treaty was signed, Sumner praised its egalitarian nature and antislavery discourse, in particular. 

Seward also appraised Burlingame’s mission that helped convince China to accept “peaceful 

commerce, free immigration, and material, moral and social connection with the United 

States.”54 

One salient irony in the history of the vision of Pacific community was that the same 

free labor ideology, which had led the antislavery internationalists to advance free trade and free 

immigration across the Pacific, also served as an acid that corroded the Pacific community from 

within. The more Chinese immigrants came, the more Americans feared that those “Chinese 

slaves” might revive slavery in America. The white working-class Americans, nervous about the 

degradation of their status as free laborers under the system of industrial capitalism, denounced 

the Chinese immigrants for helping capitalists to establish the “wage slavery” in their republic of 

freedom. Also, many antislavery activists expressed concern for the condition of Chinese female 

immigrants who were reportedly kidnapped or brought from their hometowns and sold through 
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middlemen to the brothels in California. Were these “sex slaves” not bringing the slavery virus 

into the American borders. Under such circumstances, “Slavery in China,” the unusual 

diplomatic document that sparked the nationwide controversy, helped transform the nature of 

free labor ideology—from a goal to achieve in the antebellum era to a given condition that had to 

be protected from external threats of coolie slaves and sex slaves. This fear of reviving increased 

the anti-Chinese sentiments and drove the United States to accept such immigration restriction 

measures as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. This was how the principle of free immigration 

was eliminated from the set of free labor, free trade, and free immigration. 

As we have seen in Henry George’s ideas and activities, once the item of free 

immigration was removed from the vision of Pacific community, the American understanding of 

their freedom and their transpacific relationship had changed as well. Many merits in free 

immigration suggested by Seward—as the workforce in the west coast and catalyst for 

commerce—had been forgotten. Some idealists, such as William Lloyd Garrison Jr., who still 

adhered to the old vision defended the virtue of free immigration by appealing, sincerely yet 

unconvincingly and unsuccessfully, to such idealistic discourse as racial equality and world 

peace. George sought to protect the American workers from the threats of Chinese immigrants 

and Garrison sought to protect the American consciousness from the compromise of freedom. 

When it came to the American interests in the Pacific, neither was as serious as the antislavery 

internationalists were during the Civil War years. John Hay, conscious about the interest, tried to 

protect the American commercial activities in China from the Chinese people’s anti-American 

sentiments and Chinese government’s anti-imperialist impulse to economic nationalism. So he 

offered the notorious Open Door policy. Amid the anti-Chinese exclusionist tendency at home 

and crisis of free trade across the Pacific, the United States had to open China’s doors by force, 



 228 

deception, and imperialism. Around the turn of the twentieth century, the vision of Pacific 

community had come to an end. 

Why do we have to remember the vision of Pacific community? For all its limitations, 

the vision was a message of both inclusion and expansion. They wanted to make America 

great—as the greatest empire of liberty and prosperity in the new Pacific era. Even the steadfast 

anti-imperialist Sumner believed that “the Great future of our Republic” should not exist “only in 

a small territory.”55 At the same time, they were all convinced that America, to be great, must be 

inclusive. The straightforward expansionist Seward held that America’s expansion toward “the 

Pacific Ocean, its shores, its islands, and the vast regions beyond” was to make itself racially 

inclusive and diverse by encouraging “our own complete emancipation from what remains of 

European influence and prejudice.”56 Abolitionist Frederick Douglass anticipated the United 

States to be a republic of “composite nationality” founded upon “the great right of migration 

and the great wisdom of incorporating foreign elements into our body politic.”57 What was 

memorable in their ideas and activities was that these antislavery internationalists presented a 

distinctively liberal vision for a greater America. While observing the Civil War from afar, 

British John Bright captured the essence of the American vision. 

I see one vast confederation stretching from the frozen North in unbroken line to the 

glowing South, and from the wild billows of the Atlantic westward to the calmer waters 

of the Pacific main—and I see one people, and one language, and one law, and one 
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faith, and over all that wide continent, the home of Freedom, and a refuge for the 

oppressed of every race and every clime.58 

After the war, the antislavery internationalists fell short of remaking the American society in 

the lines of such a vision because of the limitations in their ability and shortcomings in their 

ideas and activities. But their vision, which contained many valuable features, has remained 

largely unfulfilled even today. The society they envisioned, in other words, has yet to come. 
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