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Nation” (1869)
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Asian Americans from 1850 to the Present (Westport, Conn., 1993), pp.
217-30.

Another group that did not share fully in the expansion of rights inspired
by the Civil War and Reconstruction was Asian-Americans. Prejudice
against Asians was deeply entrenched, especially on the West Coast,
where most immigrants from Asia lived. When the Radical Republican
Charles Sumner, senator from Massachusetts, moved to allow Asians to
become naturalized citizens (a right that had been barred to them since
1790}, senators from California and Oregon objected vociferously, and the
proposal was defeated.

Another advocate of equal rights for Asian-Americans was Frederick
Douglass. In his remarkable “Composite Nation” speech, delivered in Boston
in 1869, Douglass condemned anti-Asian discrimination and called for giv-
ing them all the rights of other Americans, including the right to vote. Dou-
glass’s comprehensive vision of a country made up of people of all races and
national origins and enjoying equal rights was too radical for the time, but
itwould win greater and greater acceptance during the twentieth century,
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Trere was a time when even brave men might look fearfully at
the destiny of the Republic. When our country was involved in a tan-
gled network of contradictions; when vast and irreconcilable social
forces fiercely disputed for ascendancy and control; when a heavy
curse rested upon our very soil, defying alike the wisdom and the
virtue of the people to remove it; when our professions were loudly
mocked by our practice and our name was a reproach and a by word
to a mocking earth; when our good ship of state, freighted with the
best hopes of the oppressed of all nations, was furiously hurled
against the hard and flinty rocks of derision, and every cord, bolt,
beam and bend in her body quivered beneath the shock, there was
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some apology for doubt and despair. But that day has happily passed
away. The storm has been weathered, and the portents are nearly all
inour favor.

There are clouds, wind, smoke and dust and noise, over head and
around, and there will always be; but no genuine thunder, with
destructive bolt, menaces from any quarter of the sky.

The real trouble with us was never our system or form of Gov-
ernment, or the principles under lyingit; but the peculiar composi-
tion of our people; the relations existing between them and the
compromising spirit which controlled the ruling power of the
country.

We have for a long time hesitated to adopt and may vyet refuse
toadopt, and carry out, the only principle which can solve that dif.
ficulty and give peace, strength and security to the Republic, and that
isthe principle of absolute equality.

We are a country of all extremes, ends and opposites; the most con-
spicuous example of composite nationality in the world. Our people
defy all the ethnological 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 canname a number.

Inregard 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 lwo great oceans. Qur
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 geographical causes, conspire to bring to us
the peoples of all other over populated countries,

Europe and Africa are already here, and the India nwas here before
either. He stands to-day between the two extremes of black and
white, too proud to claim fraternity with either, and vet too weak
towith stand the power of either. Heretofore the policy of our gov-
ernment has been governed by race pride, rather than by wisdom.
Until recently, neither the Indian nor the negro has been treated as a
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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 tom-
ahawk and scalping knife busy upon our borders, and has cost us
largely in blood and treasure. Our treatment of the negro hasslacked
humanity, and filled the country 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 lim-
its of the United States. Several years agoevery vessel, large or small,
of steam or sail, bound to our Pacific coast and hailing from the
Flowery kingdom, added to the number and strength of this ele-
ment of our population.

Men differ widely as to the magnitude of this potential Chinese
immigration. The fact that by the late treaty with China, we bind
ourselves to receive immigrants from that country only as the sub-
jects of the Emperor, and by the construction, at least, are bound not
to naturalize them, and the further fact that Chinamen themselves
have a superstitious devotion to their country and an aversion to per-
manent location in any other, contracting even to have their bones
carried back should they die abroad, and from the fact that many
have returned to China, and the still more stubborn that resistance to
their coming has increased rather than diminished, it is inferred that
we shall never have a large Chinese population in America. This
however is not my opinion.

It may be admitted that these reasons, and others, may check and
moderate the tide of immigration; but it is absurd to think that they
will do more than this. Counting their number now, by the thou-
sands, the time is not remote when they will count them by the mil-
lions. The Emperor’s hold upon the Chinaman may be strong, but

the Chinaman’s hold upon himselfis stronger.
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Treaties against naturalization, like all other treaties, are limited
by circumstances. As to the superstitious attachment of the Chinese
to China, that, like all other superstitions, will dissolve in the light
and heat of truth and experience. The Chinaman may be a bigot, But
itdoes not follow that he will continue to be one, tomorrow. He is a
man, and will be very likely to act like a man. He willnot be long in
finding out that a country which is good encugh to live in, is gdod
enough to die in; and that a soil that was good enough to hold his
body while alive, will be good enough to hold his bones when he is
dead.

Those who doubt a large immigrati@n, should remember that the
past furnishes no criterion as a basis of caleulation. We live under
new and improved conditions of migration, and these conditions
are constantly improving. America is no longer an obscure and inac-
cessible country. Our ships are in EVeTY sea, our commerce in every
port, our language is heard all around the globe, steam and lightning
have revolutionized the whole domain of human thought, changed
all geographical relations, make a day of the present seem equal to
athousand years of the past, and the continent that Columbus only
conjectured four centuries agois now the center of the world.
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I'have said that the Chinese will come, and have given some rea-
sons why we may expect them in very large numbers in no very dis-
tant future. Do you ask, if I favor such im migration, L answer [ would.
Would you have them naturalized, and have them invested with all
the rights of American citizenship? I would. Would you allow them
to vote? fwould. Would you allow them to hold office? T would,

But are there not reasons against all this? Is there not such a law
or principle as that of self preservation? Does not every race owe
something to itself? Should it not attend to the dictates of common
sense? Should not a superior race protect itself from contact with
inferior ones? Are not the white people the owners of this conti.
nent? Have they not the right to say what kind of people shall be
allowed to come here and settle? [s there not such a thing as being
more generous than wise? In the effort to promote civilization may
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we not corrupt and destroy what we have? Is it best to take on board
more passengers than the ship will carry?

To all this and more I have one among many answers, altogether
satisfactory to me, though I cannot promise that it will be so to you.

[ submit that this question of Chinese immigration should be set-
tled upon higher principles than those of a cold and selfish expedi-
ency. There are such things in the world as human rights. They rest
upoen no conventional foundation, but are external, universal, and
indestructible. Among these, is the right of locomotion; the right of
migration; the right which belongs to no particular race, but belongs
alike to all and to all alike. It is the right you assert by staying here,
and your fathers asserted by coming here. It is this great right that
lassert for the Chinese and the Japanese, and for all other varieties of
men equally with yourselves, now and forever. T know of no rights of
race superior to the rights of humanity, and when there is a sup-
posed conflict between human and national rights, it is safe to go to
the side of humanity. I have great respect for the blue eyes and light
haired races of America. They are a mighty people. In any struggle
for the good things of this world they need have no fear. They have
no need to doubt that they will get their full share.

But Ireject the arrogant and scornful theory by which they would
limit migratory rights, orany other essential human rights to them-
selves, and which would make them the owners of this great conti-
nent to the exclusion of all other races of men.

I want a home here not only for the negro, the mulatto and the
Latin races; but I want the Asiatic to find a home here in the United
States, and feel at home here, both for his sake and for ours. Right
wrongs no man. If respect is had to majorities, the fact that only one
fifth of the population of the globe is white, the other four fifths are
colored, ought to have some weight and influence in disposing of
this and similar questions. It would be a sad reflection upon the
laws of nature and upon the idea of justice, to say nothing of a com-
mon Creator, if four-fifths of mankind were deprived of the rights of

migration to make room for the one fifth. If the white race may
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exclude all other races from this continent, it may rightfully do the
same inrespect to all other lands, islands, capes and C'ontine‘ms. and
thus have all the world to itself, Thus what would seem to belong to
the whole, would become the property only of a part. So much for
what is right, now let us see what is wise.

And here I hold 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. l

o v s

I close these remarks as 1 began. If our action shall be in accor-
dance with the principles of justice, liberty, and perfect human
equality, no eloquence can adequately portray the greatness and
grandeur of the future of the Republic, ”

We shall spread the network of our science and civilization over
all who seek their shelier whether from Asia, Africa, or the Isles of
the sea. We shall mold them all, each after his kind, into American 8
Indian and Celt, negro and Saxon, Latin and Teuton, Mongolian and
Caucasian, Jew and Gentile, all shall here bow to the same law, speak
the same language, support the same government, enjoy the same
liberty, vibrate with the same national enthusiasm, and seek the
same national ends.

Questions

1. What does Douglass mean by the term “composite nation”?

2. Why does he believe that people should be allowed to move freely from

one country to another?






