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THE INDISPENSABLE ENEMY 

Nationalization of thr; Chinese Issue 

After the joining of the railroad and following the onset of depression 
in the East, George's predictions for California began to come true. 
Agriculture sagged; industries shut down. Yet the influx of emigration 
from older sections of the country continued, more than doubling 
between 1872 and 1875. Unemployed 11·orkmen drifted up and down 
the state congrega ting in the cities, e,pecially in San Francisco. The 
boom-time gains of the trade unionists were quickly lost. ·wages fell; 
the standard ,rnrkday rewnecl to ten 110,irs and longer.38 

According to ha Cros~ i:i his histor1 o[ California's labor moYement, 
it ,·:as during these ;·ea1 s that e~ joined the anti-Chinese cru­

sade : ..... 
As long as the C11in~se were willing to 11·ork under the condi­
ions and for the v::ige~ set b;· ,1·h ite employers v:ho had taught 

1them their rcspccfr. c trade, the employers ,-:ere satisfied. But 
d1en the c:1incse began to establish their own shops. to hire 
heir countrymen, and to enter into direct competition with 
heir former employers and inst1 L:ctors, it was a different 

sto,-y .. . . Another source of irritation for the white emplov­
crs was that the Chinese ka1 ncd to use the strike as a means 
of exacting higher ,:ages ancl irnpro·.-ccl conditions of employ­
ment. 

The last point is uoubtful since e,idence of strike ac tions by Chinese 
remains tantalizingl\ rnea.s:cr. As to the first point, it II as noted earlier 
thttt ~mall manufacturers trom ,1-cll before the Ci\il \Var ,\·ere playing 
an active role in an ticool ie clubs 0£ the cigar makers, shoemakers, and 
tailors. Yet Cross was undoubtedly correct in his description of the 
generally broadening impact of Chinese competition.3\) 

The events of 1867, moreover, had demonstrated that anti-Chinese 
politics in the \Vest '\\ere successful politics. One reason for this was 
that during tl:e '\\·ar and the ycan 1mmcdia~cly following, expressions 
of hostility to1\·ard ~ egroes h;-,d acquired a SC"Cessionist connotation. 
The argument against Chinese, however, remained untainted, and 
within this fabri c the driving emotions of racism could be woven into 
a pattern of economic rationalization. The conclmions drawn would 

38 ~or a summar) of ec.onomic de\·~lopments ~uring this decade, see Ira B. Cro~s, 
A History of the Labor Movemen t m Calzfornza (Berkeley, 1935), 60-72, 313 note 
30. 

39 Cross, 84-85. On strikes by Chinese, see above, pp. 9-10: qn small manufac· 
turers in anticoolie clubs, see above, pp. 76-77. 
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then apply analogously to the Negro. Henry George's letter to the 
New York Tribune had set the matter in national terms; and labor, 
nationally, had adopted the issue.40 Perhaps a portion of the favorable 
response to the Tribune letter was due to the fact that it showed a way 
by which antislavery men and Unionists of Jacksonian persuasion 
could find their way, through the anti-Chinese argument, to a repudia­
tion of their now burdensome alliance with abolitionism. The letter, 
in effect, stated the theoretical grounds upon which a Republican dom­
inated Senate, one year later, would defeat Charles Sumner on the 
issue of naturalization for Chinese.41 This decision in turn predicted 
the abandoning of Reconstruction for the Negro; and the end of 
Reconstrunion would seal the fate of the Chinese in the West. It was 
no accident then that George's letter had first appeared in Greeley's 
newspaper, nor that within three years of writing that letter George 
himself moved from Republicanism, by way of the Liberal schism, 
back to Democracy. 

By 1876 both major parties had adopted anti-Chinese clauses in their 
national platforms.42 

To California, 1876 brought the full impact of depression. But the 
political repercussions which followed were not due solely to hard 
times. In part at least they were due to the contrast between misery and 
affluence-of which California, and especially San Francisco, offered 
striking views. In March, for example, the Alta, commenting on the 
increased menace of tramps, reported that they were flooding the state, 
that privately supported alms houses were swamped and in any case 
ineffective because, with their blankets and hot meals, they were far too 
luxurious. The men would rather stay there than get out and look for 
work. What was needed, the Alta proposed, were municipal lodgings 
where board would consist of water, black bread, salt fish, and the in-

40 See above, pp. 80-91; also John Swinton, The New Issue: The Chinese Ameri­
can Question (New York, 1870) [Pamphlets on Immigration], University of California 
Library, Berkeley. For a western statement of the theme, see M. B. Starr, The 
Coming Siruggle: Or What the People on the Pacific Coast Think of the Coolie 
Invasion (San Francisco, 1873). 

41 See above, pp. 36-37. 
42 Kirk H. Porter and Donald Bruce Johnson, National Party Platforms, 1840-1960 

(Urbana, Ill., 1961), 50, 54. The Democratic statement, long and detailed, was 
based explicitly on the unassimilability of the "Mongolian race"; the Republican 
held merely that it was the "immediate duty of Congress fully to investigate the 
effects of the immigration and importation of Mongolians on the moral and mate­
rial interests of the country." Inclusion even of this mild statement, however, con• 
stituted an acceptance of the anti-Chinese argument. As to the minor parties, the 
Independent (Greenback) platform of 1876 made no mention of the issue; and 
only in the Prohibition platform was there an assertion of the old abolitionist 
stance which Sumner had defended in 1870. (See 51-53.) 
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