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(1818—1895)

The Myth of “Yellow Peril”

DECEMBER 7, 1869

Repugnance to the presence and influence of foreigners is an ancient
feeling among men. It is peculiar to no particular race or nation.

Frederick Douglass was perhaps the most prominent and visionary
leader of the abolitionist movement in the nineteenth century, arguing
vociferously against slavery decades before the Civil War even began.
Although he recognized the societal distinctions between blacks and
whites, Douglass argued that a “combination of races is always superior
than any individual one.” Unlike some of his contemporaries, Douglass
carried that spirit to his view of all races. After the war ended, he
became an outspoken advocate of equal rights for immigrant groups—
particularly for Chinese laborers.

Between 1848 and 1882, with the California gold rush as a lure,
more than 300,000 Chinese immigrants arrived in the United States,
playing a vital role in American industrial development. But by 1869,
after the transcontinental railroad was completed and the economy
soured, thousands of Chinese workers were out of work and faced new,
stringent immigration laws, mob violence, and other forms of discrim-
ination tied to Anglo-American fears of a “Yellow Peril.” One New York
Times editorial reflected the mood of the time:“A floodtide of Chinese
population . . . with all the social vices [and] with no knowledge.”

Douglass delivered the following lecture in praise and defense of
Chinese immigrants as part of the Parker Fraternity Course—a series
of lectures in Boston, Massachusetts, established by the abolitionist min~-
ister Theodore Parker for men and women “who had something to say
upon all great humane subjects of the day.”

—_ O,

I AM [HERE] TO SPEAK to you of the character and mission of the United Ref <+
States, with special reference to the question whether we are the better or the e——‘-r
worse for being composed of different races of men. . . .

Without undue vanity or unjust depreciation of others, we may claim to be,

in many respects, the most fortunate of nations. We stand in relation to all oth-
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ers, as youth to age. Other nations have had their day of greatness and glory; we

are yet to have our day, and that day is coming. The dawn is already upon us. It

is bright and full of promise. Other nations have reached their culminating

point. We are at the beginning of our ascent. They have apparently exhausted

the conditions essential to their further growth and extension, while we are

abundant in all the material essential to further national growth and greatness.
—

‘We are a country of all extremes—ends and opposites; the most conspicuous
example of composite nationality in the world. Our people defy all the eth-
nological and logical classifications. In races we range all the way from black
to white, with intermediate shades which, as in the apocalyptic vision, no man
can name a number.

In regard to creeds and faiths, the condition is no better, and no worse.
Differences both as to race and to religion are evidently more likely to increase
than to diminish.

We stand between the populous shores of two great oceans. Our land is
capable of supporting one fifth of all the globe. Here, labor is abundant and
here labor is better remunerated than any where else. All moral, social and geo-
graphical causes, conspire to bring to us the peoples of all other over popu-
lated countries.

“Europe and Africa are already here, and the Indian was here before either.
He stands to-day between the two extremes of black and white, too proud to
claim fraternity with either, and yet too weak to withstand the power of either.
Heretofore the policy of our government has been governed by race pride,
rather than by wisdom. Until recently, neither the Indian nor the Negro has
been treated as a part of the body politic. No attempt has been made to inspire
either with a sentiment of patriotism, but the hearts of both races have been
diligently sown with the dangerous seeds of discontent and hatred.

The policy of keeping the Indians to themselves, has kept the tomahawk
and scalping knife busy upon our borders, and has cost us largely in blood and
treasure. Our treatmment of the negro has slacked humanity, and filled the coun-
try with agitation and ill-feeling and brought the nation to the verge of ruin.

Before the relations of these two races are satisfactorily settled, and in spite
of all opposition, a new race is making its appearance within our borders, and
claiming attention. It is estimated that not less than one-hundred thousand
Chinamen, are now within the limits of the United States. Several years ago
every vessel, large or small, of steam or sail, bound to our Pacific coast and hail-
ing from the Flowery kingdom, added to the number and strength of this new
element of our population.

Men differ widely as to the magnitude of this potential Chinese immigra-
tion. The fact that by the late treaty with China, we bind ourselves to receive










care to pay:forit:inlabor: under the Tash: He'

five: huindred years-before.the coming of: Chnst -and ]

are not to-be confused or bewﬂdered by any of our: “Cursed

gion. : i

Nevertheless the: expen.ment w1ll ’oe tr1ed So far as: gettmg

into our-country is-concerned, it: will yet-be a-success: This:‘elepha:

drawn by.our southern: brethren, though they will hardly know ‘in:t]
what to-do with: him.-

-Appreciation of ’che value of Chmamen as laborers w1ll l apprehend
become general in this country. The Notth was never: deﬂ:'erent to: Southem
influetice and example,and it will not be so in: this-instance. . i

The Chinese in themselves have first rate recoendauons They are.
industrious, docile; cleanly, frugal; they are dexterious of hand; patient of toil;
marvelously gifted in the power of imitation; and-have but few: warits. Those
‘whe-have carefully observed: their: habits. in California;- say they can;isubsist
upon what would be almgst starvation to- others. - :

The conclusion of- the”whole will be: that they: will. want to:come: t6 s,
and as we become more liberal, we shall: want them to-come;, and What we
want will normally be dene: " . - o

" Theywill nolonger halt upon.the shores of Calmforma They will
no longer in her exhausted and deserted gold mines where:they. have gath
wealth from bareness; taking what others left. They will turn.their'backs not
only upen the Celestial Empire, but upon the golden shores of the Pacific;and
the wide waste of waters whose majestic ‘waves spoke: to- them of home and
country; They will withdraw their eyes.from the glowing west and:fix them
upon. the rising sun. They will cross the mountains, cross: the plains; descend
our; rivers; penetrate ‘to. the heart of the: country and fix- their hemes w1th us
forever. - ,

Assummg then that th:ls lmmlgratlon already has a foothold and w1ll ‘con-
tinue for many years t6 .come, we have a new element in our:national com-
position which is likely to exercise alarge influence upon the. t ought and: the
action of the whele-nation.. . - -

.~ The old question as to what shall be done w1th [the] Negro w:]l have to
give place to the greater question, “what shall-be done with the mongolian™
and perhaps ‘we-shall see raised one even still greater question; namely, what
will the mongolian do with both the negro-and the whites?

Already has the matter taken- this shape in-California-and on:the' Pac:ﬁc
Coast generally. Already has California-assumed-a bitterly unfriendly attitude
toward the Chinamen. Already: has she driven: them from-heraltars of justice.

lready. has she stamped them-as outcasts-apd -handed. them over: to.popular
-an ¢ady are they the constant victims of cruel: harsh-
¢ady have-our Celtic brothers, never: slow to exe-




92

RIPPLES OF HOPE

cute the behests of popular prejudice against the weak and defenseless, recog-

nized in the heads of these people, fit targets for their shilalahs. Already, too,
are their associations formed in avowed hostility to the Chinese.

In all this there is, of course, nothing strange. Repugnance to the presence

W s and influence of foreigners is an ancient feeling among men. It is peculiar to

sa:)mﬁ no particular race or nation. It is met with not only in the conduct of one

ayout | nation toward another, but in the conduct of the inhabitants of different parts

.. | of the same country, some times of the same city, and even of the same village.
CTAC LI PPN intersected by a narrow frith, abhor each other. Mountains interposed,
v make enemies of nations” To the Hindoo, every man not twice born, is
Mleeka. To the Greek, every man not speaking Greek, is a barbarian. To the
Jew, every one not circumcised, is a gentile. To the Mahometan, every man not
believing in the prophet, is a kaffe. I need not repeat here the multitude of
~reproachful epithets expressive of the same sentiment among ourselves. All
who are not to the manor born, have been made to feel the lash and sting of
these reproachful names.

For this feeling there are many apologies, for there was never yet an error,
however flagrant and hurtful, for which some plausible defense could not be
framed. Chattel slavery, king craft, priest craft, pious frauds, intolerance, perse-
cution, suicide, assassination, repudiation, and a thousand other errors and
crimes, have all had their defenses and apologies.

3 [ Prejudice of race and color has been equally upheld. The two best argu-
: H,DN

ments in its defense are, first, the worthlessness of the class against which it is
directed; and, second; that the feeling itself is entirely natural.

The way to overcome the first argument is, to work for the elevation of
those deemed worthless, and thus make them worthy of regard and they will
_DV@“DM'?’ soon become worthy and not worthless. As to the natural argument it may be
TM\\Q“?, said, that nature has many sides. Many things are in a certain sense natural,
which are neither wise nor best. It is natural to walk, but shall men therefore
refuse to ride? It is natural to ride on horseback, shall men therefore refuse
steam and rail? Civilization is itself a constant war upon some forces in nature;
shall we therefore abandon civilization and go back to savage life?

Nature has two voices, the one is high, the other low; one is in sweet
accord with reason and justice, and the other apparently at war with both. The
more men really know of the essential nature of things, and of the true rela-
tion of mankind, the freer they are from prejudices of every kind. The child is
afraid of the giant form of his own shadow. This is natural, but he will part
with his fears when he is older and wiser. So ignorance is full of prejudice, but
it will disappear with enlightenment. But I pass on.

I have said that the Chinese will come, and have given some reasons why
we may expect them in very large numbers in no very distant future. Do you
ask, if I favor such immigration, I answer I would. Would you have them nat-
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