Black Orientalism | 1047

Black Orientalism:
Nineteenth-Century Narratives
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But now observe the practical superiority of slavery over Chinese immigration, as an impelling force for good. Slavery compelled the heathen to give up idolatry, and they did it. The
Chinese have no such compulsion and they do not do it . . . Slavery compelled the adoption
of Christian forms of worship, resulting in universal Christianization. The Chinese have no
such influence tending to their conversion, and rarely—one or two in a thousand—become
Christian. . . . Slavery took the heathens and by force made them Americans in feeling,
tastes, habits, language, sympathy, religion and spirit; first fitting them for citizenship, and
then giving them the vote. The Chinese feel no such force, but remaining in character and
life the same as they were in Old China, unprepared for citizenship and adverse in spirit
to our institutions.
—Reverend Blakeslee, Special Report to
the Senate on Chinese Immigration, 18771

I

n his testimony before the senate in 1877, a white minister makes an argument for Chinese exclusion in which his Orientalist construction of the
Chinese alien generates its contrasting other in the figure of the properly
developed, black, Christianized former slave. Reverend Blakeslee’s rather predictable and ubiquitous discourse of the unassimilable Oriental is particularly
disturbing in that chattel slavery is figured as a necessary civilizing institution that “successfully” transforms African heathens into modern American
citizens. Twenty years later, Supreme Court Justice Harlan also deploys this
black/Chinese racial tandem in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), when he
challenges the Court’s majority ruling by constructing the Chinese immigrant
as the negative instance of national belonging.
There is a race so different from our own that we do not permit those belonging to it to
become citizens of the United States . . . But by the statute in question, a Chinaman can
ride in the same passenger coach with white citizens of the United States, while citizens of
the black race in Louisiana, many of whom perhaps risked their lives for the preservation
of the Union, who are entitled by law, to participate in the political control of the state and
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nation, who are not excluded, by law or by reason of their race, from public stations of any
kind, and who have all the legal rights that belong to white citizens, are yet to be declared
criminals, liable to imprisonment, if they ride in a public coach occupied by citizens of the
white race.2

Harlan’s attempt to dramatize the injustice of Jim Crow segregation works by
imagining privileges unfairly enjoyed by Chinese aliens in order to powerfully
illustrate what was being wrongfully denied to black citizens.3 In other words,
Harlan’s rhetoric deploys Orientalist difference in order to assimilate U.S.
blacks into a universalized American national identity.
Both Blakeslee’s and Harlan’s statements surprisingly suggest that in the
late nineteenth century, the juxtaposition of Chinese immigrants and the
black community could somehow generate a naturalized, commonsensical
recognition of the deeply American character of black domestic subjects.4
This discourse of provisional black inclusion/Chinese exclusion is initially
counterintuitive given the manner in which today we often observe how in
the nineteenth century, blacks and Chinese were represented as similarly loathsome, or degraded in terms of the “other,” that is, the “Negroization of the
Chinese” or the “Asianization of blacks.” Of course, Harlan’s and Blakeslee’s
public statements on race and citizenship spoke to radically different questions and motivations—one endorsing Chinese exclusion and the other
arguing against the legality of black/white racial segregation. The differences,
however, behind such similar Orientalist figurations within these narratives of
black domestication are all the more suggestive of the significance of Chinese
exclusion and American Orientalism within nineteenth-century discourses of
black citizenship.
This article examines how the nineteenth-century black press waged struggles
for political inclusion within this dominant discursive context of racialized
citizenship, as the anti-Chinese movement critically defined the racial, cultural,
and political boundaries of the United States. An analysis of black newspapers
across the country reveals how Orientalist discourses of Asian cultural difference
ambiguously facilitated the assimilation of black Americans to ideologies of political modernity and consolidated black identification as U.S. national subjects.
Nineteenth-century discourses of “black Orientalism” can be best understood
as a specific formation of racial uplift, generating narratives of black moral,
political, and cultural development, which in turn reified the Orientalist logic
of the anti-Chinese movement. This argument deemphasizes notions of black
“intentions,” “perceptions,” or “attitudes” in order to foreground the narrative
demands on U.S. black subjects to constitute their humanity and citizenship
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through racialized and gendered Enlightenment discourses of morality, ethicality, and rationality. In other words, this essay foregrounds how the institution
of citizenship produces an imperative for racialized subjects to tell particular
stories about themselves and others in the struggle for inclusion. Such a focus
suggests that racist or antiracist principles are not the most relevant terms for
interpreting nineteenth-century black press representations of the Chinese,
but rather that the institution of citizenship constitutes a narrow discursive
field within which differentially racialized groups are forced to negotiate their
exclusion in relationship to others.
Differential Racializations
Although Orientalism has been discussed primarily within the historical context of European colonialism, the discursive production of an utterly foreign,
premodern, alien Oriental in opposition to a rational, modern Western subject
has also been operative within the United States, albeit in different ways.5 In
the context of mid-nineteenth-century America, Orientalism constitutes an
Oriental other through exclusionary U.S. state policies on Asian immigration,
and regulates racialized Asian labor through the institution of citizenship.6
Historian John Tchen also points out that prior to the 1850s, there was another Orientalist formation not organized solely around immigration.7 Rather,
Tchen observes that during this earlier period, increased trade with China and
a growing port culture situated the Chinese as an exotic, curious spectacle for
consumption within an emergent industry of urban popular entertainment.8
Broadly then, we can understand nineteenth-century American Orientalism
as a set of discursive formations that are determined by and determining of
U.S. economic and political engagements with East Asia and the Pacific, and
that provide the ideological structure for domestic processes that produce
and manage Asian racial difference within the United States. These processes,
which involve “instances” of Asian incorporation (as circus exhibits, as coolie
labor, as U.S. colony) and “instances” of Asian exclusion (from immigration,
citizenship, and U.S. national culture), are definitive of an American genealogy of Asian racialization that variously produces the Oriental as alien to the
United States.9
My objective is not to produce an overview of the various forms through
which American Orientalism has manifested itself throughout U.S. history,
but rather to isolate particular instances of how Orientalism has been engaged
to negotiate black racialization. I refer to this contradictory process of negotiation as “black Orientalism” in an attempt to name the critical dilemma that
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the struggle for black citizenship (or black political modernity) embodies. We
see the contours of this dilemma, for instance, in Blakeslee’s observation that
slavery “did wonderfully elevate the slave and prepare him for citizenship”
with the “one exception” that “it legally denied human rights to the slave”10
This paradox, in which the systematic dehumanization of racialized populations is the condition of their entry into the “civilized world” to become
modern subjects of democratic freedom, is the contradiction endemic to the
project of modernity itself.11 Racialized subjects, therefore, in their struggle
to challenge their conditions of exploitation and oppression, must negotiate
these epistemological contradictions that structure modern institutions and
liberal narratives of freedom and liberation. Put another way, racially excluded
populations must somehow manage to reconcile liberatory promises of enlightenment and civilization with processes of brutalization that are deemed
historically necessary.12
It should thus be clear that black Orientalism is not employed as an accusatory and reductive condemnation that functions to chastise black individuals
or institutions for being imperialist, racist, or Orientalist. Black Orientalism
is a heterogeneous and historically variable discourse in which the contradictions of black citizenship engage with the logic of American Orientalism. In
other words, black Orientalism has no singular meaning or manifestation
but encompasses an entire range of black imaginings of Asia that are in fact
negotiations with the limits and disappointments of black citizenship.13 This
would include, for example, DuBois’s fascination with China as a utopic site
of revolutionary possibility, black admiration for Japanese empire in the World
War II period, or even signifiers of the “Orient” within hip-hop culture.14 In
these instances, one can see how the dichotomous otherness of the “Orient”
is precisely what makes it so appealing to disidentified black subjects who are
attempting to imagine liberatory possibilities, identifications, and historical
futures in spaces that have been defined as not the United States, or defined
in opposition to the West.
In the nineteenth century, black Orientalism emerges out of the historical conditions of black racialization and the Chinese exclusion movement as
a heterogeneous discourse of black citizenship and national identity. In the
interest of pursuing a broader critique of citizenship, this article analyzes what
might be deemed liberal discourses of black national identity rather than
oft-cited oppositional positions taken by figures such as Frederick Douglass,
a well-known, highly vocal opponent to the anti-Chinese movement since
the 1850s. However, as I demonstrate in the following section, liberal black
discourses on citizenship and immigration are in themselves highly complex
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negotiations, and cannot be simplistically regarded as unfortunate and “prejudicial” black attitudes toward the Chinese. Comparative race scholarship may
miss important opportunities to critically discuss liberal discourses of racialized
citizenship due to a teleological investment in “interracial solidarity”—a notion
that relies heavily on the premise of identification. The following analysis of
the nineteenth-century black press considers black Orientalism to be a form
of cultural politics that does not illuminate the ideological limits or shortcomings of those who engaged it, but rather reveals the various contradictions of
citizenship and modern subjecthood that it ultimately failed to resolve for
black national identity.
The Heathen Chinese
Black press representations of Chinese alterity engaged with a discursive field
of American Orientalist ideologies that found expression as the anti-Chinese
movement in the mid-nineteenth century. Anti-Chinese political agitation
emerged in the mid-1850s along the West Coast, fueled by competing white
immigrant workers who racially defined free labor in antagonism to blacks
and the Chinese.15 Initially a regional and class-based formation, anti-Chinese
legislation became part of the national political platform that ultimately culminated in the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the first and only time a specific
ethnic group was legally barred from immigrating to the United States. White
labor, clergymen, and nativists generally constructed Chinese immigrants as
an invasive yellow peril that posed a grave moral and economic threat to the
survival of the white working man and the American family; “Can we compete
with a barbarous race, devoid of energy and careless of the State’s weal? Sunk in
their own debasement, having no voice in government, how long would it be
ere ruin would swamp the capitalist and poor man together?”16 Anti-Chinese
sentiments were not merely racialized expressions of a white working-class
ideology, however, but were tied to a larger discourse of American Orientalism
that cut across class lines.17
In his study of disease and racial classification in San Francisco’s Chinatown,
Nayan Shah points to how journalists, politicians, and health officials worked
in tandem to produce “a way of knowing” Chinatown as an alien space of filth,
disease, and contamination. As Shah argues, “the cartography of Chinatown
that was developed in government investigations, newspaper reports, and
travelogues, both established ‘knowledge’ of the Chinese race and aided in the
making and remaking of Chinatown.”18 Hence, white public health officials
“scientifically” corroborated the dominant press’s sensational descriptions of
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Chinatown as “ankle-deep in loathsome slush, with ceilings dripping with percolations of other nastiness above, [and] with walls slimy with the clamminess
of Asiatic diseases.”19 The overwhelmingly male composition of the Chinese
immigrant community, secured through exclusionary legislation prohibiting
the immigration of Chinese women, was central to the discourse of moral panic
in areas surrounding Chinatown ghettos. Images of Chinese men as depraved
opium addicts and lascivious sexual predators of innocent young white girls
dominated an American Orientalist discourse that constituted Chinatown and
its residents as alien contaminations of the white national body.
Black press representations of Chinatown ghettos and its inhabitants also
consistently constructed these spaces and persons as embodiments of premodern, alien difference.20 The number and frequency of articles about the
Chinese is noteworthy, in that the vast majority of U.S. blacks never directly
encountered the Chinese who began immigrating in significant numbers in
the 1850s and who were geographically concentrated in the West.21 Much of
the coverage in the black press prior to 1882 concerned legislative/political
matters, although most stories were sensationalist, such as those in the New
Orleans Tribune, which described an exotic Chinatown temple where priests
“shout, yell, groan, spin around amid the racket of gongs, orums, and fiddlers,
and smoke opium until they are quite drunk.”22 The Topeka Tribune reprinted
an article that described the moral depravity of an opium den in Chicago’s
Chinese quarter, “where some were sprawling on a filthy floor, and others had
rolled into dirty bunks, and all were contemplating a glorious orgie [sic],”23
while the Washington Bee gave front-page coverage to “The Chinese in New
York: Peculiarities of the Orientals Described.”24 In his study of the black press,
historian Arnold Shankman observes that “from 1880–1935 almost every time
the Chinese were mentioned in the black press, it was in connection with
intrigue, prostitution, murder, the sale of opium or children for money . . .
superstitious practices, shootings or tong wars.”25
Stories on Chinese cultural difference even predated the arrival of Chinese
immigrants to the United States. As early as 1827, the first issue of Freedom’s
Journal printed an article titled “Chinese Fashions” that described Chinese foot
binding as a “well-known” and “ridiculous” custom in China.26 The description includes a good amount of empirical detail, as in the following: “The
length was only two inches and three-fourths; the breadth of the base of the
heel seven-eighths of an inch; the breadth of the broadest part of the foot, one
and one-fourth of an inch; and the diameter of the ankle three inches above
the heel, one and seven-eighths of an inch.”27 The highly empiricist, scientific
language of ethnographic observation sharply contrasts with the incomprehen-
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sible, primitive Oriental practice that the article describes. Freedom’s Journal,
the first black newspaper to be published in the United States, was a relatively
short-lived, but historically significant, press that was dedicated to the defense
of free blacks and to the abolition of slavery by disseminating “useful knowledge
among our brethren, and to their moral and religious improvement . . . and
to vindicate our brethren, when oppressed.” Other stories in this inaugural
issue are more clearly related to the paper’s stated commitments. For instance,
“Memoirs of Capt. Paul Cuffe,” “People of Colour,” “Cure For Drunkeness,”
and “Advantages of Choosing a Wife by Proxy,” work to emphasize male leadership, racial solidarity, temperance, and family—crucial elements in narrating
black aptitude for citizenship. Hence, the seemingly random, peripheral article
on a backward “Oriental” practice works to underscore the story of black
modern development in which “useful knowledge” and “moral and religious
improvement” are indelibly tied to the paper’s commitment to the rights of
free blacks and the abolition of slavery.
Producing Black Citizens
As a cultural institution, the black press had a highly significant role in defining black national identity, and nineteenth-century black newspapers were
particularly invested in narratives of racial uplift and development. Benedict
Anderson has linked the emergence of print capitalism to the production of
nationalist consciousness, arguing that the newspaper produced an experience
of simultaneity that enabled imagined “horizontal” identification among strangers across broad geographical areas.28 Larger, national black presses regularly
received news from “correspondents” across the country and reprinted articles
from both black and dominant white media considered relevant to a black
national population. This production and consumption of print media not
only created an arena for black public discourse but also was constitutive of the
very experience of identifying as a subject of a black national community.
The discourses of development, progress, and self-improvement that are so
central in Freedom’s Journal are absolutely key throughout the nineteenth-century black press, which was a particularly effective institution for the production
and dissemination of ideologies of racial uplift.29 Most black newspapers and
periodicals aspired to produce narratives of black racial progress while attacking
racist legislation and policies that threatened to impede the development of the
race. If we understand the black press as the technical means for “re-presenting” the kind of imagined community that defines black racial identity, then
the process by which that identity is defined is always a contestation among
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competing and heterogeneous interests that are homogenized under the unifying rubric of “race.” The nineteenth-century black press cannot be understood as a monolithic institution possessing a cohesive racial or class ideology;
however, the material reality that the majority of editors were educated black
men with sufficient financial resources critically informs how black national
identity was narrated through print media. As African Americanist historians
such as Kevin Gaines and Jane Rhodes have noted, these editors, by and large
“promoted the virtues of education, individual progress, and racial uplift as
the means for African Americans to transcend the debilitating legacy of slavery
and racial oppression.”30 Therefore, while the institutional formation of the
nineteenth-century black press is characterized by competing interests and
conflicts, ideologies of racial uplift constituted the discursive terrain where
such differences were articulated and debated.31
Kevin Gaines has discussed how educated blacks engaged in a cultural politics of citizenship that promoted a developmental ideology of racial progress
emphasizing black moral and cultural propriety. Negotiating the political,
cultural, and social violence of white supremacy, ideologies of racial uplift
encouraged the emulation of what Gaines tentatively calls “middle class”
values and ideals, which were the authoritative signifiers of respectability and
humanity.32 While racist discourses, therefore, constructed blacks as immoral,
irrational, and violent savages incapable of self-regulation, the educated black
community responded by embracing values of temperance, thrift, chastity, and
patriarchal domesticity as a means of proving their worthiness and entitlement
to citizenship. Embracing Victorian morality, or performing heteronormativity
enabled black communities to move as far away from the stereotypes as they
could, to provide their tormentors with no evidence for their charges, and to
strategically claim a moral superiority.33 What is most useful about Gaines’s
analysis is the theorization of how the violent denial of black political and
economic enfranchisement facilitates the formation of a cultural politics that
symbolically embodies citizenship. While Gaines’s study begins at the end of
Radical Reconstruction, his theorization of racial uplift provides insight into
black Orientalism as a related form of nineteenth-century cultural politics.
Tropes of Chinese underdevelopment enabled the discursive production of
black modern subjects who were capable of incorporation into a narrative of
Western historical progress, even in the face of brutal material contradictions
that countered the very notion of “Western civilization.”
The material history of white supremacist violence that saturated the political, economic, and social spheres of nineteenth-century America constitutes the
“contradictions of black citizenship” to which I continually refer. The aboli-
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tion of slavery did not resolve these contradictions, nor did the institution of
citizenship, which was formally granted to black persons with the passage of
the Fourteenth Amendment (1866). Immediately after the ratification of the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, almost all of the former Confederate states quickly instituted black codes that criminalized blacks in ways that
served as substitutes for slavery.34 Hence, various state laws required that these
recently “freed” subjects sign work contracts with plantations (often the same
ones they worked as slaves) and to have these papers with them at all times.
Black persons could be stopped and questioned at any time, and the absence
of a work contract was criminalized as “vagrancy,” at which point one was
arrested and put to work through the convict lease system. Numerous studies
have shown how systematic economic and political disenfranchisement left
many of the “freedmen” as vulnerable to exploitation and violence as they were
during slavery.35 These postbellum political, economic, and social relations were
enforced through campaigns of racial terror that maintained the privilege of
whiteness through the brutal regulation of black bodies. The well-known work
of Ida B. Wells, for instance, has demonstrated how the widespread practice of
lynching in the South was a crucial means of maintaining the economic, political, and social authority of white supremacist patriarchy.36 African American
feminist critic Hazel Carby notes that, in addition to the practice of lynching, “the institutionalized rape of black women” was also “an instrument of
political terror . . . in the South.”37 From the end of the Civil War to the turn
of the century, there were countless acts of violence against black persons, in
addition to the hundreds of documented lynchings enacted as public rituals of
torture that used the imagined violations of white women to reconstitute the
patriarchal and capitalist authority of white men.38 It is within this context of
racial terrorism that ideologies of racial uplift emerged as strategies of survival
against intense dehumanization.
Religious ideologies of Christian morality were absolutely central to discourses of racial uplift that sought to contest the historical violence that denied
U.S. blacks their humanity and citizenship. As Reverend Blakeslee’s statements
implied, Christianity was critically linked to nineteenth-century discourses of
black citizenship, in that the Christian conversion of the African heathen was
understood as the foundation of moral development and ethical citizenship.39
Subsequently, ideologies of racial uplift seeking to produce a “civilized” black
subject emphatically promoted Christian propriety and moral self-improvement
in an effort to refute dominant characterizations of blacks as depraved and
immoral savages.40 Racial uplift constituted black Christian subjects, therefore,
as part of a larger effort to represent the modern development of blacks under
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Western civilization.41 The developmental ideologies of American modernity
demanded Christian morality as the precondition for the transformation of
the primitive slave into the modern political subject. This imperative would
subsequently have profound implications for black understandings of Chinese
racial difference.
The heathenism that the Chinese came to signify in nineteenth-century
America was a powerful Orientalist trope for black Americans, whose assertions of humanity and claims to citizenship had been largely predicated on
negotiating discourses of Christian morality. Appeals to Christian ideologies
have been crucial to black critiques of white supremacy since the eighteenth
century, becoming an important means of refuting their object status in black
struggles for recognition as legal subjects of the state. Abolitionist discourse
relied predominantly on religious ideology, arguing that slavery violated
fundamental principles of Christianity and engendered sinful and immoral
relations among both slaves and their masters. Additionally, the American
school of ethnology created damaging, hierarchical classifications of racial
groups, which they claimed had emerged from various and unequal origins,
subsequently undermining the theological basis of a universal humanity, which
had provided U.S. blacks with a fragile, yet important legitimating discourse
in their struggle against racialized exploitation. After the formal abolition of
U.S. slavery, Christian doctrine and monogenesis posed the greatest theoretical
challenge to scientific racism as various disciplines sought to provide a scientific basis for white supremacy and manifest destiny.42 Religious discourses,
therefore, continued to be relevant for U.S. blacks in relation to citizenship
and to modern institutions such as the university.
The following news story delineates fundamental connections between
black Christian morality and political aptitude in the nineteenth century and
underscores how racialized groups have been differentially located in relation to
religious and other cultural institutions of the U.S. state. This article from the
Pacific Appeal, a black newspaper in San Francisco, makes an explicit argument
for black rights of testimony and deploys an antiracist critique that distances
black development from the heathen Chinese and Indian:
In the same oppressive spirit they deprived the Indian and Mongolian of their right of oath
. . . they oppressed them and reduced them to the same social and political level of the Negro.
This was inhumane, barbarous, and unjust, but a more plausible excuse might be offered for
depriving the Indian and the Chinese of their oaths than the Colored American: they being
heathens and not comprehending the nature and obligation of our oath or affirmation . . .
The Negro is a Christian: there is a strong religious sentiment in his nature, a feeling of awe
and reverence for the sanctity of an oath which renders his judicial testimony sacred to him
. . . perjury is abhorrent to his soul; —he looks upon it as the unforgiven sin.43
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The Indian and Chinese immigrant are represented as atavistic yet wrongfully
oppressed subjects of discrimination, and are empathetically characterized as
underdeveloped heathens who are nonetheless entitled to recognition by the
courts. While the article harshly condemns the “inhumane” treatment of “uncomprehending” Native Americans and the Chinese, it consolidates the legitimacy of black male rights to citizenship by describing, in contrast, the proper
ethical formation of the black subject who has developed the modern capacity
to appropriately engage state institutions. This discursive disidentification must
not be interpreted as some kind of hypocritical inconsistency that contradicts
the article’s critique of racist exclusion. Emphasizing the Christian formation
of the black national subject is an ideological imperative in narrating black
aptitude for citizenship, which, by consequence, Orientalizes, or discursively
disciplines the Chinese and Indian as inadequate to political modernity.
Recalling Gaines’s analysis, black Orientalism is operative as a cultural politics of citizenship even in the absence of an explicitly “political” discourse, such
as the case of Freedom’s Journal and its seemingly “apolitical” article on Chinese
foot-binding. This next article, from Frederick Douglass’ Paper, is submitted
by a San Francisco “correspondent” and chronicles the “progress made by the
colored people in this city,” describing the three black churches, the school,
and the literary association that have “given tone and character to Society.”44
The emphasis on black religious, educational, and cultural institutions in this
article reflects their crucial ideological significance in the ethical formation of
proper subjectivities that the article attempts to demonstrate. The narrator
shifts abruptly from the black community’s “large number of respectable ladies
and their influence” to conclude its correspondence with an ethnographic
description of Chinese immigrants.
San Francisco presents many features that no city in the Union presents. Its population is
composed of almost every nation under heaven. Here is to be seen at a single glance every
nation in minature [sic]. —The Chinese form about one-eighth of the population. They
exhibit a most grotesque appearance. Their “unmentionables” are either exceedingly roomy
or very close fitting. The heads of the males are shaved, with the exception of the top, the
hair from which is formed into a plaited tail, resembling “pig tail tobacco.” Their habits are
filthy, and their features totally devoid of expression. The whites are greatly alarmed at their
rapid increase. They are very badly treated here. Every boy considers them lawful prey for
his boyish pranks. They have no friends, unless it is the colored people, who treat everybody
well, even their enemies. But I must close this already too long letter.45

The representation of the Chinese immigrant’s “grotesque” and “filthy” appearance, undergarments, and habits are in sharp juxtaposition with the proper
formation of the black community’s “intelligent audiences,” “handsome”
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churches, “respectable ladies,” and “eminently qualified . . . gentlemen” who
speak with “eloquence” and “chaste and elegant” language. Once again, these
polarized representations cannot be reductively interpreted as an instance of
racism or anti-Chinese sentiments, which the article strongly criticizes and
disavows, even asserting that the Chinese are befriended by only “the colored
people.”46 As in the Pacific Appeal, this article expresses clear empathy toward
the “persecuted” Chinese, even as it simultaneously objectifies Chinese immigrants through an anthropological gaze that methodically recounts their foreign
signs of bodily and cultural difference.47 This Orientalist account generates
neither a “negative or positive” representation, but narrates the alien cultural
formation of the Chinese immigrant to negotiate black exclusion, which the
article previously addressed in an otherwise celebratory testimonial: “We suffer
many deprivations, however. We have no oath against any white man or Chinaman. We are debarred from the polls. The Legislature refused to accept our
petition for the right to testify in courts of justice against the whites; but not
withstanding all these drawbacks, we are steadily progressing in all that pertains
to our welfare.”48 In response to the degradation of black disenfranchisement,
the article’s Orientalist gaze is constitutive of a modern black subject of the
West just as the refined churches, school, and literary association stand in as
markers of black development and civilization.
While papers such as the Pacific Appeal and Frederick Douglass’ Paper had
expressed earlier sympathetic positions regarding the Chinese, by 1873 the black
press in California emphasized the negative impact of Chinese immigrants on
the black community and the nation as a whole. These papers consistently
narrated the cultural and moral underdevelopment of the Chinese in an effort
to distance blacks from the dangerous implications of anti-Chinese legislation that occupied the political discourse of California.49 One telling article
published in 1867 denied any link between the black and Chinese situations,
arguing that “there is no analogy between the cases” since “the negro is a native
American, loyal to the Government . . . American in all his ideas . . . and a
believer of the truths of Christianity” who “ask[s] for the rights of citizenship
as [his] just due.”50 Discourses of the Chinese as a racial problem were not
just confined to California as evidenced by the New Orleans Lousianian which
stated that “the Negro question was being replaced by that of the Chinese”51
As the anti-Chinese movement gained political momentum throughout the
nation, it became increasingly necessary and commonplace that black claims to
citizenship articulate Orientalist disidentification with Chinese immigrants.52
The formulaic narration of black military service, Christian morality, and
nationalist identification that constructed blacks as American subjects would
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become a repetitive and frequent articulation with respect to discourses of
Chinese exclusion.
Black Orientalist discourses of disidentification were not merely nativist ideologies, since they were deployed to demonstrate the assimilability of
black immigrants. One article rhetorically dismissed the notion of Chinese
immigration as a “problem” in the context of discussing the modification of
naturalization laws that would allow immigrants of African descent to become
naturalized citizens. Arguing that such legislative changes had little relevance
with respect to the Chinese, the article characterized West Indian immigrants
as “already Americans; their habits, customs, and associations are identical
with ours . . . They have practically renounced their allegiance to their original
government and are truly Americanized . . . the same advantages should be
extended to the colored alien as are enjoyed by white foreigners.”53 The article
contrasts the Chinese as foreigner with black immigrants from the West Indies
whose formation under European colonialism has made their “habits, customs,
and associations . . . identical with ours” and therefore easily assimilable into
the U.S. national body. It is particularly striking that the allegiance of West
Indies black immigrants “to their original government” is linked to a colonial
state whose importation of African slave labor has produced a “Western” black
colonial subject, who is “known for . . . adherence to our customs and institutions.” The suppressed ambiguity surrounding the black immigrant’s national
identification is an index of how the history of the African slave trade and
Euro-American colonialism positioned blacks in the Americas in a radically
different relationship to the institution of citizenship from the Chinese, who
were not incorporated as cultural or political subjects of the West during the
nineteenth century.
Although black Orientalism was a means of narrating the development of
black subjects into American modernity, the passage of the Chinese Exclusion
Act in 1882 did not consolidate black national identity, but rather exposed
the tenuous status of black citizenship itself. Hence, when the anti-Chinese
movement garnered national support for federal legislation to prohibit Chinese immigration, the black press voiced almost unanimous opposition to this
unprecedented form of race-based immigration exclusion.54 As the Christian
Observer stated, “one of the most hopeful signs of the times is the unanimity
of the press, especially the religious, in opposition to the Chinese bill.”55 While
the San Francisco Elevator was one of the few exceptions and was chastised
in the black press for having “failed to stand up for equal rights,” other black
papers on the West Coast condemned Chinese exclusion.56 Historians who
have studied black press representations of Chinese immigrants have found
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this pervasive opposition either surprisingly anomalous or a commendable sign
of the black community’s alliance with another racially oppressed group.57 If
we understand the ideological relationship of black Orientalism to discourses
of black modernity and citizenship, black press opposition to the Chinese
Exclusion Act is neither a “curious” aberration nor transparent evidence of the
black community’s “dedication to the image of America as a composite nation
of diverse peoples.”58 The discursive limits of black Orientalism as a means
of narrating the modern development of the black American subject were
exceeded when the Chinese Exclusion Act unequivocally signified the racial
reification of U.S. citizenship that undermined aspirations of black national
incorporation. In other words, while an Orientalist discourse on Chinese alien
difference was a form of cultural politics that could underscore the Americanness of black citizens, the Chinese Exclusion Act was itself a clear threat to
the circumscribed legal rights already undermining black citizenship. Hence,
black Americans rightly felt threatened by the notion that federal legislation
employing racially exclusionary language with respect to Chinese immigrants
would be aimed at them next.
Frederick Douglass waged the most prominent and vocal critiques of the
anti-Chinese movement, recognizing the dangerous consequences of race-based
exclusion for liberal principles of American democracy.59 Douglass’s New Era
criticized both Republican and Democratic politicians for supporting the
anti-Chinese movement in an effort to garner the political support of trade
unions.60 Douglass was hardly alone, however, and the religious and secular
black press alike strongly condemned the Chinese Exclusion Act and recognized
its racist implications for blacks whose recent political gains had been violently
contested by white ethnics:
Only a few years ago the cry was, not “The Chinese must go,” but “The niggers must
go;” and it comes from the same strata of society. There is not a man to-day who rails out
against the yellow man from China but would equally rail out against the black man if
opportunity only afforded. Nor have they given up all hope of that opportunity coming in
the near future.61

The “same strata of society” is a clear reference to the white working class and
its political institutions, which not only exercised considerable power within
the Democratic Party, but also practiced racist union policies that culminated
in violent hate-strikes and riots targeting black laborers.62 Black Americans
were particularly antagonized by Irish immigrants, whose political, economic,
and cultural incorporation were often at the expense of black displacement.63
Therefore, the proponents of Chinese exclusion—the white ethnic working
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class—were largely regarded as the enemies of black workers throughout the
country. Black critiques of the Chinese Exclusion Act did not necessarily oppose the general idea of immigration restrictions, which were often advocated
within the black press, but rather criticized the political power of white labor
to mobilize federal legislation that was racially exclusive. Hence, several papers
urged creative solutions to slowing Chinese immigration, such as prohibiting
the common practice of sending the deceased back to China, which would
not require federal legislation that employed exclusionary race-based language
and yet might achieve the same desired results.64
It would be imprecise, therefore, to understand black press opposition to the
Chinese Exclusion Act as evidence of black subjective identification with the
Chinese, whose alien and immigrant formations were in cultural, linguistic,
and religious contradiction to black national identity. Many articles opposing
Chinese exclusion were careful to simultaneously narrate black Orientalist
disidentification, stating, “we honestly confess that we have no sympathy for
the Chinese. Their habits, customs, modes of living, manner of worship . . .
is an abhorrence to us.”65 Despite the overwhelming evidence of black opposition to Chinese exclusionary legislation, black press fascination with Chinese
immigrants and Chinatown ghettos as grotesque sites of immorality, filth, and
alien difference was a discourse that consistently shaped black “ways of knowing” Chinese racial difference from the 1850s well into the twentieth century.
The Chinese Exclusion Act’s interruption of black Orientalism suggests that
while the possibilities for black and Asian identification were often highly
constrained (or even formed in mutual exclusion) due to specific historical
processes of racialization, such identification was not a necessary condition
for nineteenth-century black opposition to the Chinese Exclusion Act. Race
emerged as the contradiction to the promise of equality as “universal citizens,”
underscoring the utter vulnerability of the status of black Americans as subjects
of the state.
Hence, it should be neither surprising nor disappointing that after the ratification of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, black press Orientalism persisted
and even intensified, with a particularly strong emphasis on Chinatowns as
depraved sites of criminality and sexual vice.66 While nineteenth-century black
Orientalism might have been an effective means of provisionally underscoring
the deeply “American” character of blacks in the United States, this discourse
of inclusion had stark limitations. Black press concerns that the Chinese Exclusion Act would be followed by more race-based legislation were dramatically
substantiated less than a decade later by the Supreme Court’s decision that racial
segregation was an entitlement of white citizenship. If the Chinese Exclusion

1062 | American Quarterly

Act defined the U.S. citizen against the Oriental alien, the constitutionality
of Plessy v. Ferguson suggested that although U.S. blacks were not Orientalized
immigrants, the reification of black racial difference would remain at the very
core of American national identity.
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