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I. Introduction

In 1951, Republican senator William F. Knowland condemned what he deemed the

“Chinese Communist ransom racket which had hit hundreds of Americans.”1 Like many others at

the time, he was concerned about the custom amongst Chinese immigrants of sending money to

support loved ones back in the mainland. Moves had already been made a year earlier to address

this supposed issue—in 1950, the U.S. Treasury Department updated the Trading with the

Enemy Act of 1917 to halt all trade with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and stop people

from remitting money to friends and family in mainland China.2 One of the most significant

federal criminal trials to arise from this act was the China Daily News (CDN) case, described by

then U.S. Attorney Myles J. Lane as the first “affirmative action...in this country to expose and to

stop this nefarious racket.”3 While multiple individuals were charged, the most notable was

Eugene Moy, founder and editor of the CDN. Deemed guilty in 1954 of supporting the PRC and

helping people bypass the Trading with the Enemy Act, Moy was fined a total of $25,000 and

sent to prison, where he died soon after.4 Before his passing, he criticized his prosecutors:

Neither Mr. Minskoff nor Mr. Esbitt…have presented a bit of
evidence to support the abominable accusations which accompanied
the indictment in this case. They did not because there never was
such evidence. The charge is entirely false and made of whole cloth
- and they knew it then and they know it now.5

Moy’s experience was not a unique one at the time. Several other Chinese American newspapers,

like the China Weekly and the Chung Sai Yat Po, were also targeted. A handful of newspaper

5 Edward Moy quoted in the following, Torok, “‘Chinese Investigations,’” 149.

4 Renqiu Yu, “Conclusion,” in To Save China, To Save Ourselves, The Chinese Hand Laundry Alliance of New York
(Temple University Press, 1992), 198–204, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14bs8b8.13.

3 Myles L. Jane quoted in the following: Torok, “‘Chinese Investigations,’” 110.

2 “Records of the Office of Foreign Assets Control,” National Archives, August 15, 2016,
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/265.html.

1 William F. Knowland quoted in the following: John Edward Torok, “‘Chinese Investigations’: Immigration Policy
Enforcement in Cold War New York Chinatown, 1946–1965” (University of California, Berkeley, 2008), 110.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14bs8b8.13
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/265.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/265.html
https://www.proquest.com/docview/304693935?parentSessionId=dJZkxCPUG4B%2BI7NjZlqQ44Pnrbfha84AM%2BWYY8p83iU%3D&pq-origsite=primo&accountid=14434
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workers were deported or even committed suicide as a result. Nor were consumers of these

newspapers free from suspicion, with the FBI investigating an estimated 6500 of them.6

Starting as early as 1849, when Chinese immigration to the U.S. began to take off with

the California Gold Rush, the U.S. government proved itself unable to separate Chinese nationals

from Chinese Americans. One notable example occurred in the late 1940s to 1950s as China

shifted from wartime ally during World War II (WWII) to irredeemable Communist enemy at the

dawn of the Cold War. During the 1940s, the U.S. released a lot of positive propaganda

highlighting the humanity of ethnically Chinese people in China. The U.S. government’s view of

Chinese Americans as essentially the same as Chinese nationals due to their common race meant

that Chinese Americans at the time were able to benefit from this positive association—prior to

that, Chinese people regardless of their nationality were viewed, and thus treated as, lesser

beings. But the U.S. government could not have supported its fellow Chinese soldiers in the

Asia-Pacific theatre by claiming them to be humans on the same level as American soldiers

without also claiming the same of Chinese citizens back home.

The U.S.-China relationship changed drastically again after the Chinese Communist Party

(CCP) defeated the Nationalist Party in 1949. Anti-communist Cold War sentiments, paternalism

surrounding the “loss of China,” and the resurgence of racist beliefs contributed to this. But

while it is understandable that the U.S.-China relationship might change in response to such an

event, the U.S. government’s inability to separate Chinese nationals from Chinese Americans

meant that this shift in attitude towards China would also negatively affect Chinese Americans as

the U.S. remained unable to disentangle Chinese nationals and Chinese Americans. This constant

shift in treatment of Chinese Americans as a response to everchanging U.S.-China politics is one

6 Chiou-Ling Yeh, “‘In the Traditions of China and in the Freedom of America’: The Making of San Francisco’s
Chinese New Year Festivals,” American Quarterly 56, no. 2 (2004), 400.
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of many examples of the failure of America to live up to its purported ideals of a nation founded

on equality as opposed to ethnicity. The sense that ethnicity determines whether someone can be

considered a reliable fellow American by the U.S. can thus be observed throughout U.S. history.

II. Historical Context

The first major migration of Chinese people to the U.S. started in the mid-19th century

with the California Gold Rush. Around 25,000 immigrants arrived in California, only to realize

that there was not as much gold as they had thought. With no wealth to be found, they were

unable to have their family come and join them, but nor could they return home. The unbearable

isolation these men must have felt was compounded by the fact that they were not in the least

welcome by either local residents or government. As an example, George W. Hall was convicted

with the murder of Ling Sing, a Chinese miner, based on the testimony of other Chinese people.

This decision was immediately appealed in 1854 on the premise that the 394th section of the Act

Concerning Civil Cases stated that “No Black or Mulatto person, or Indian, shall be allowed to

give evidence in favor of, or against a white man,” and that this policy should be extended to

include Chinese people.7 And so upon arrival, Chinese people were lumped together with other

racial minorities who were already subject to discrimination in the U.S. The rationale for this

was that the “same rule which would admit them to testify, would admit them to all the equal

rights of citizenship, and we might soon see them at the polls, in the jury box, upon the bench,

and in our legislative halls.”8 As such, Chinese American history starts with the belief that

ethnically Chinese people should not and could not ever be allowed to become Americans.

Given increasing fear that American jobs were being taken by strange and foreign people,

more discriminatory policies against Chinese people were passed. While the Page Act of 1875

8 People v. Hall, 4 Cal. 399 (Supreme Court of California October 1854), https://cite.case.law/cal/4/399/.
7 People v. Hall, 4 Cal. 399 (Supreme Court of California October 1854), https://cite.case.law/cal/4/399/.

https://cite.case.law/cal/4/399/
https://cite.case.law/cal/4/399/
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only excluded Chinese coolie laborers and prostitutes, it was the first of many policies put in

place to control the Chinese population in America. The Page Act was followed by the infamous

Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which heavily restricted Chinese immigration for a decade.

Notably, it gave Chinese people “the dubious distinction of being the only group to be excluded

from immigration into the United States explicitly by name.”9 Following in its footsteps were

many other, now lesser known, policies restricting Chinese migration. There was the Scott Act of

1888, which prevented Chinese Americans who left the United States from ever returning.10

After that was the Geary Act of 1892, which extended the Chinese Exclusion Act until 1902 and

mandated that all ethnically Chinese people in the U.S. carry permits or risk deportation.11

However, the U.S. government’s policies towards Chinese people took a sharp turn in

1941 with the onset of WWII and the attack on Pearl Harbor. The U.S. shifted from its stance of

neutrality and joined the Allied Forces, thus becoming partners with China. While the U.S.

officially supported the Nationalists and sought to limit their reliance on the CCP, the U.S. made

strenuous efforts to work with both parties, as well as ethnically Chinese people in general. This

resulted in the two nations signing a treaty ending a century of extraterritoriality, as well as the

repealing of the Chinese Exclusion Act.

Unfortunately, the tides turned again after the end of WWII when China broke out into a

full-fledged civil war, with the CCP emerging victorious in 1949. Whatever limited rhetoric had

existed in the U.S. in the past few years about working with the CCP vanished as the Cold War

began and fear of Communism grew. U.S.-China relations worsened with the CCP’s involvement

during the Korean War, contributing to the rise of McCarthyism and anti-communist paranoia in

11 Geary Act of 1892, No. Fifty-Second Congress. Session I. 1892. (United States Congress 1892),
https://loveman.sdsu.edu/docs/1892GearyAct.pdf.

10 Chinese Exclusion Act (Scott Act), No. 25 Stat. 504, 50th Congress, Sess. I, Chap. 1064 (United States Congress
October 1, 1888), https://aadha.binghamton.edu/items/show/219#?c=0&m=0&s=0&cv=0.

9 Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America, Politics and Society in
Twentieth Century America (Princeton University Press, 2004), https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5hhr9r, 202.

https://loveman.sdsu.edu/docs/1892GearyAct.pdf
https://aadha.binghamton.edu/items/show/219#?c=0&m=0&s=0&cv=0
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5hhr9r
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America during the 1950s. In response to this turn of events, multiple discriminatory policies

were passed by U.S. president Harry S. Truman’s administration. There was the Internal Security

Act of 1950, which allowed the U.S. government to detain suspected communists, such as

immigrants from Communist countries like China.12 In 1952, the U.S. passed the

McCarran-Walter Act that maintained a harsh quota for Chinese immigrants based on race.

Amendments to this Act were made to strengthen the U.S. government’s ability to control

the communist threat posed by Chinese immigrants. One example was the development of the

Chinese Confession Program run by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). The

purpose of the program was to allow Chinese immigrants with fraudulent documents to still

apply for a visa so long as they met two conditions. One, they had to have a relative that was a

U.S. citizen or permanent resident. Two, and most importantly, they had to incriminate those who

had helped them. While this program in and of itself did not produce many confessions, it

contributed to a culture of fear that impacted Chinese Americans. While such policies were

passed in the name of national security and politics, the nature of the policies and the way in

which they were executed belie their racially charged motivations.

III. Literature Review

Race relations and civil rights for racial minorities has developed into a growing sub-field

of Cold War history in recent years. As an example, Mary L. Dudziak published “Brown as a

Cold War Case,” which criticizes the “dichotomous narrative” used by scholars to categorize

1950s cases as either revolving around McCarthyism and national security, or civil rights.13

13 Mary L. Dudziak, “Brown as a Cold War Case,” The Journal of American History 91, no. 1 (2004): 33,
https://doi.org/10.2307/3659611.

12 Internal Security Act of 1950, No. U.S. Statutes at Large, 81st Cong., II Sess. Chp. 1024 p. 987-1031 (United
States Congress 1950), http://tucnak.fsv.cuni.cz/~calda/Documents/1950s/Inter_Security_50.html.

https://doi.org/10.2307/3659611
http://tucnak.fsv.cuni.cz/~calda/Documents/1950s/Inter_Security_50.html
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While careful to avoid discrediting the work of domestic activists, Dudziak emphasizes how

international affairs and matters of national security tie into the civil rights movement.

Many scholars have dug further into this relationship between foreign and domestic

affairs to look specifically at the Chinese American community. Ellen D. Wu shows how the

U.S. government’s cultural diplomacy campaign in China during the 1950s consisted of uplifting

celebrity Chinese Americans like Betty Lee Sung, Jade Snow Wong, and Dong Kingman. But

while they served as representatives of the U.S., they were not marketed as Americans, but as

racial minorities and overseas Chinese related to mainland Chinese. Thus, despite being used in

American propaganda, they were not real Americans in the eyes of the U.S. government.14

Charlotte Brooks attributes the U.S. governments’ linkage of Chinese Americans with

Chinese nationals as being in part due to the Nationalist party actively claiming overseas Chinese

as nationals of the Republic of China. This was done for the dual purposes of legitimizing their

own government and ensuring that overseas communities continued to send money to relatives

and charities back home. But because of the U.S. governments’ support, however reluctant, for

the Nationalist party, the Nationalists were able to continue conflating “loyalty to America with

loyalty to the Nationalist cause.”15

Other scholars have looked specifically at how racial identities connecting Chinese

Americans with Chinese nationals negatively affected Chinese American communities during the

Cold War. One notable example can be seen in the realm of discriminatory immigration policies.

Mae M. Ngai argues that “illegal” immigration did not always exist. Violation of immigration

policies was not a criminal issue, but an administrative one, up until the 1920s. Moreover, the

15 Charlotte Brooks, Between Mao and McCarthy : Chinese American Politics in the Cold War Years (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2015), 54-6.

14 Ellen D. Wu, “‘“America’s Chinese”’: Anti-Communism, Citizenship, and Cultural Diplomacy during the Cold
War,” Pacific Historical Review 77, no. 3 (August 1, 2008): 391–422, https://doi.org/10.1525/phr.2008.77.3.391.

https://doi.org/10.1525/phr.2008.77.3.391
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basis for criminality was determined by now explicit racial hierarchies. This led to increasingly

aggressive and racist enforcement of borders and the formation of controversial programs like

the Chinese Confession Program to catch so-called illegal immigrants and potential communists

during the 1950s.16 This argument is corroborated by Susan L. Carruthers, who mentions the role

race played in the discrepancy in treatment between immigrants from East Europe versus China

despite the U.S.’ official policy of letting immigrants in from communist regions.17

Complicating the narrative that Chinese American communities were mere victims is the

fact that they were also used as propaganda by the U.S. government. One example is the case of

Toy Len Goon, a blue-collared Chinese immigrant who was selected as the 1952 Maine Mother

of the Year, and soon after won the national title of American Mother of the Year. Chiou-Ling

Yeh notes that Goon was “promoted as a rhetorical tool domestically and globally in the Cold

War ideology of containment and integration,” and benefited from this image despite her

husband having arrived undocumented and with false papers. In the face of what was supposedly

a major security concern, as highlighted by discriminatory immigration policies, the U.S.

government proved itself willing and able to turn a blind eye.18

The idea that the model minority myth helped boost the status of Asian Americans during

the 1950s is strengthened through the works of many others in the field. Sarah Lu adds to that

claim by recognizing that it was tied into what she calls a “perpetual foreigner myth,” which

suggests that while there was a narrative of Chinese Americans as being good, hard-working

people, they would never be able to fully assimilate.19 In another article, Chiou-Ling Yeh also

19 Sarah Lu, “Democratic Identity in Postwar America: The Politicization of Asian Americans in the Early Cold
War,” The Yale Review of International Studies (blog), March 30, 2020, http://yris.yira.org/essays/3950.

18 Chiou-Ling Yeh, “‘A Saga of Democracy’: Toy Len Goon, American Mother of the Year, and the Cultural Cold
War,” Pacific Historical Review 81, no. 3 (August 2012): 432–61, https://doi.org/10.1525/phr.2012.81.3.432.

17 Susan L. Carruthers, Cold War Captives : Imprisonment, Escape, and Brainwashing (University of California
Press, Berkeley, 2009), 78.

16 Ngai, Impossible Subjects, 3-13, 202-224.

http://yris.yira.org/essays/3950
https://doi.org/10.1525/phr.2012.81.3.432
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notes the role that Chinese Americans played in furthering this narrative themselves. In an

attempt to protect themselves from being perceived as a national security threat, many Chinese

Americans worked together to weaponize their racial identity and market it as a tool for the U.S.

to use in the global fight against communism. This is further expanded on by Ellen D. Wu, who

argues that this new image emphasized their “patriotism, anticommunism, cosmopolitanism, and

conservative ‘family values,’” and allowed Chinese Americans to successfully push back against

discriminatory policies put in place at the time.20

Wu also notes that this narrative was developed by both locals and the U.S. government

to distinguish Chinese Americans from black Americans during the civil rights movement, an

issue raised by scholars such as Madeline Y. Hsu. Hsu argues that “the image of Asians as a

model minority has helped to blame ‘other communities of color for failing to attain equitable

status, thereby masking ongoing forms of racial inequality in the United States.’”21 So despite

promoting progress in black Americans to make the case internationally that America was a fair

and unprejudiced country, as noted by Dudziak, the U.S. government made simultaneous moves

to nullify that progress by presenting Asian Americans as even better. Yet the same paradoxical

treatment was given to Chinese Americans, who were simultaneously uplifted and harshly

discriminated against. Several scholars conclude from this that the model minority myth, while

important, was nowhere enough to fully protect the Chinese American community, especially in

21 Madeline Y. Hsu, “‘The Best Type of Chinese’ Aid Refugee Chinese Intellectuals and Symbolic Refugee Relief,
1952–1960,” in The Good Immigrants: How the Yellow Peril Became the Model Minority, Politics and Society in
Twentieth Century America (Princeton University Press, 2015), 150,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1h4mhst.12?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.

20 Ellen D. Wu, “DEGHETTOIZING CHINATOWN: Race and Space in Postwar America,” in Race and Retail, ed.
Mia Bay and Ann Fabian, Consumption across the Color Line (Rutgers University Press, 2015), 143,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1bc53s6.11.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1h4mhst.12?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1h4mhst.12?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1bc53s6.11
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1bc53s6.11
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court.22 The U.S. was torn between two objectives during the 1950s: national security and

international prestige. As Meredith Oyen notes, “national security won.”23

Currently, there are three primary camps in the scholarship regarding the 1950s Chinese

American experience. The first is that the U.S. government prioritized national security and thus

prosecuted the Chinese American community more than it uplifted them. The second is that the

U.S. prioritized winning the ideological battle with the Soviet Union, while also preventing real

strides in the civil rights movement. This led to them supporting the Chinese American

community more than it hurt them. The third camp disagrees with this one-or-the-other approach

and argues that the overall picture is complex. My goal is not to side with one of these groups,

but to highlight the fact that most of the scholarship seems to take it for granted that poor

relations with and negative perceptions of China by the U.S. government must have had negative

impacts on Chinese Americans. They then use this assumption as the basis for other arguments.

While I agree with this assumption, my goal is to emphasize and prove it.

IV. Analysis: The 1940s

After officially joining World War II on the side of the Allied Forces, perception of China

and Chinese nationals shifted. While the U.S. officially supported the Nationalists over the CCP,

resulting in a complicated portrayal of its Chinese allies, U.S.-China relations were amicable and

China was generally portrayed in a positive light. This is best demonstrated in the U.S. reception

of Chiang Kai-shek’s wife, Soong Mei-ling, also popularly referred to as Madame Chiang. In

February of 1943, Madame Chiang flew to the U.S. to ask for U.S. support in China’s efforts

against the Japanese, calling them an “intransigent people” and emphasizing that “We in China,

23 Meredith Oyen, “Chinese Migrants as Cold Warriors: Immigration and Deportation in the 1950s,” in The
Diplomacy of Migration, 1st ed., Transnational Lives and the Making of U.S.-Chinese Relations in the Cold War
(Cornell University Press, 2015), 102, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt15hvrjg.8.

22 Madeline Y. Hsu, “The Disappearance of America’s Cold War Chinese Refugees, 1948-1966,” Journal of
American Ethnic History 31, no. 4 (2012): 27-29, https://doi.org/10.5406/jamerethnhist.31.4.0012.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt15hvrjg.8
https://doi.org/10.5406/jamerethnhist.31.4.0012
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like you, want a better world, not for ourselves alone, but for all mankind, and we must have

it.”24 In doing so, she also became the first Chinese national and second woman to address both

houses of the U.S. Congress, a significant milestone in both U.S.-China relations and U.S.

history in general.

Her arrival and speech were enthusiastically received by both government dignitaries and

the American public, with over 30,000 visitors coming to see her at the Hollywood Bowl.25

Chinese American families were particularly enthused, bringing along their children to wait in

the snow to greet Madame Chiang.26 Official and public reception were both so great that the

Army Air Forces unit even created a Madame Chiang Kai-Shek Air-Wac unit, enlisting people

like 20 year old Hazel Toy from Stockton, California.27 This is in sharp contrast to the portrayal

of CCP Chairman Mao Zedong. Even in an article wishing people a happy Lunar New Year (one

of the most significant Chinese holidays), a picture of Mao and his wife Jiang Qing smiling is

cheekily captioned, “Moscow was the family retreat,” insinuating that they are Soviet lackeys.28

But despite that, relations with and views of China were generally positive as the U.S. worked

with both groups and tried to get them to cooperate. As Republican Missouri House

Representative William Elmer noted, “All at once we discovered the saintly qualities of the

Chinese people…If it had not been for December 7th, I do not know if we would have ever

found out how good they were.”29

29 Erika Lee, The Making of Asian America : A History (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2015), 254.
28 “Mao’s Family,” Time, February 11, 1946, https://time.com/vault/issue/1946-02-11/page/38/, 36-7.

27 “CHINESE GIRL ENLISTS,” San Pedro News Pilot, November 13, 1943, sec. Vol. 16, no. 217,
https://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SPNP19431113.2.126&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1.

26 Wing-kai To, Chinese in Boston, 1870-1965, Images of America (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2008), 100.
25 Judy Yung, Chinese Women of America : A Pictorial History (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1986) ,76.

24 “Soong Mei-Ling, ‘Addresses to the House of Representatives and to the Senate,’ February 18, 1943,” University
of Southern California US-China Institute,
https://china.usc.edu/soong-mei-ling-%E2%80%9Caddresses-house-respresentatives-and-senate%E2%80%9D-febr
uary-18-1943.

https://time.com/vault/issue/1946-02-11/page/38/
https://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SPNP19431113.2.126&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1
https://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SPNP19431113.2.126&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1
https://china.usc.edu/soong-mei-ling-%E2%80%9Caddresses-house-respresentatives-and-senate%E2%80%9D-february-18-1943
https://china.usc.edu/soong-mei-ling-%E2%80%9Caddresses-house-respresentatives-and-senate%E2%80%9D-february-18-1943
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This positive view of China as a whole is particularly well highlighted by the Pocket

Guide to China, a document published by the U.S. Army Service Forces in 1943. Intended as a

guide for American soldiers stationed in China, it demonstrates a particularly nuanced and

favorable view of Chinese people abroad. It starts off telling soldiers to forget their prejudices,

noting that while they may have encountered many Chinese Americans, many of them hail from

Canton and that “Judging all Chinese by those who live in one small part of the country is like

judging all Americans by the residents of Hoboken, N.J.”30 The guide also calls for soldiers to

avoid being racist as they would be “playing right into the hands of Hitler and the Japs…[who]

will harp on the color question first, last, and all the time.”31 This guide thus demonstrates the

U.S. government's desire to align the public perception of China with that of their own, for the

dual purposes of promoting U.S.-China relations and proving Japanese propaganda false.

The U.S. Army makes a point to highlight the humanity of Chinese people, going so far

as to have a section titled “The Chinese People Are Like Americans” that starts with, “Of all the

peoples of Asia, the Chinese are most like Americans. Those who know both peoples often

remark at the likeness.”32 While this section and many others following it highlight

idiosyncrasies in Chinese culture and customs that American soldiers should be aware of, it

constantly draws parallels to beliefs and practices in America. For example, the guide notes that

Chinese people love the same types of jokes that Americans do: “about professors, and doctors,

and Irishmen—the Chinese equivalent for the Irish being people from Hunan province.”33 The

guide thus shows that, while the Chinese are different, they are good people—just like us.

33 Ibid.
32 Ibid, 4.
31 United States. Army Services Forces. Special Service Division, Pocket Guide to China, 2.

30 United States. Army Service Forces. Special Service Division, Pocket Guide To China (Washington, War and
Navy Depts, 1943), http://archive.org/details/PocketGuideToChina1943, 2.

http://archive.org/details/PocketGuideToChina1943
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Overall, the guide reflects a highly in-depth understanding of China, from its history to

geography to philosophy to culture. A good example of this are the sections that detail proper

etiquette for Chinese soldiers to follow if invited into a Chinese home, and things to keep in

mind when sharing food and drink with locals.34 What is notable is that this information likely

did not come about overnight in 1941 when the U.S. formally became allies with China. In the

two years between then and the publication of this guide, it is dubious that American intelligence

agents would be able to form such good relationships with Chinese locals such that the locals

would happily invite them into their homes. It would also take substantially longer for American

intel to fully understand the diversity of Chinese culture from north to south and east to west that

is demonstrated in the book.35 This implies then that these relationships formed much earlier on,

and that the intel was there long before 1943. However, it took the right conditions for this kind

of information humanizing Chinese people to be openly acknowledged by the U.S. government.

This officially positive view of China and its people corresponded to better treatment of

Chinese Americans by the U.S. government. This is due in part to the efforts of Chinese

Americans themselves, who tied themselves to China and were very proud of their heritage. At

the same time, they emphasized their American patriotism by showing up in full force in their

support of the U.S. military, with approximately 12,000 of them enlisting.36 The number of

Chinese Americans in professional and technical jobs also tripled during the 1940s, thus showing

the U.S.’ increased tolerance for those of a different ethnicity.37 Even more notable is the fact that

most, approximately 75 percent, of enlisted Chinese Americans did not have to serve in

37 Ronald T. Takaki, Strangers from a Different Shore : A History of Asian Americans (Boston: Little, Brown and
Company, 1998), 373-4.

36 Yung, Chinese Women of America, 71.
35 United States. Army Services Forces. Special Service Division, Pocket Guide to China, 9.
34 United States. Army Services Forces. Special Service Division, Pocket Guide to China, 15-22.
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segregated units, as other minorities like the Japanese and Filipino Americans did.38 Moreover,

Chinese Americans were allowed to achieve great heights within the U.S. military. One example

is Helen Pon Onyett, the first Chinese American woman to become a Colonel.39 Over the course

of her 35 year long military career, she also won eight major decorations.40 These milestones in

Chinese American history thus demonstrate some of the positive impacts that WWII had on

Chinese American communities as they were now treated like reliable fellow Americans.

More broadly, the U.S. government also enacted policies that demonstrated this positive

shift in U.S.-China relations. In 1943, the Magnuson Act officially repealed the notorious

Chinese Exclusion Act. While this was done more so on paper than in practice as the quota was

set to only about 100 people, it nevertheless set an important legal precedent.41 Moreover, it also

opened the naturalization process to Chinese Americans who were foreign born.42 Thus, it is an

important example of how changing U.S.-China relations positively affected Chinese Americans,

and also the U.S. government’s stance on who could become American.

Even though Chinese nationals and Americans alike were viewed and treated positively

during the 1940s, the caveat was that Chinese Americans were still perceived as being ultimately

different. This is something both recognized and capitalized on by Chinese American

communities. During the 1940s, many Chinese Americans sought to support the American war

effort. To do so, many of them tapped into their “foreignness.” As an example, Chinese

American children dressed up in traditional Chinese clothing in front of an American flag to

42 Magnuson Act, No. Public Law 78-199, 57 Stat. 600 (1943) (United States Congress December 17, 1943).
41 Magnuson Act, No. Public Law 78-199, 57 Stat. 600 (1943) (United States Congress December 17, 1943).
40 Yung, Chinese Women of America, 72.

39 Helen P. Onyett, Interview of retired Colonel Helen P. Onyett on her service in the U.S. Army Nurse Corps during
WWII, April 8, 2004, Vincent Voice Library, https://d.lib.msu.edu/wosl/163.

38 Rudi Williams, “DoD’s Personnel Chief Gives Asian-Pacific American History Lesson,” U.S. Department of
Defense, June 15, 2007,
https://web.archive.org/web/20070615091238/http://www.defenselink.mil/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=16498.

https://d.lib.msu.edu/wosl/163
https://web.archive.org/web/20070615091238/http://www.defenselink.mil/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=16498
https://web.archive.org/web/20070615091238/http://www.defenselink.mil/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=16498
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promote the purchase of U.S. saving bonds.43 And even after the war, Chinese Americans

celebrated and were celebrated, but separately from mainstream American society. This is

demonstrated in the various victory banquets held by the Chinese Merchants Association, the

Boston Chinatown American Legion, and the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association of

New England.44 This differentiation is further highlighted by the U.S. government’s 1950s

cultural diplomacy campaign in China, where the U.S. promoted celebrity Chinese Americans

like Betty Lee Sung, Jade Snow Wong, and Dong Kingman. Although they were representing the

U.S., they were marketed not as Americans but as successful Chinese people in America who

were just like the Chinese in China. And so due to a combination of the active efforts of Chinese

Americans to hold on to their own traditions, the expectations of general American society, and

racism in the U.S. government, even when Chinese Americans were viewed in a positive light,

they were still viewed as ultimately being foreign. This is an important concept to remember as

U.S.-China relations soured during the following decade.

V. Analysis: The 1950s

With the CCP’s victory, U.S.-China relations took a turn for the worse. This is a result of

three interconnected factors: Cold War anti-communist sentiments, paternalists attitudes, and the

overt resurgence of racist ideas. There is no question that anti-communism ran rampant in the

U.S. during the Cold War; scholars have even argued that the U.S. government “prioritized

anticommunism over democracy.”45 Thus, it can be understood why China’s now Communist

standing had negative impacts on its relationship with the U.S. government.

45 Paul Thomas Chamberlin, The Cold War’s Killing Fields : Rethinking the Long Peace, 1st ed. (New York, NY:
Harper, 2018), 557.

44 To, Chinese in Boston, 101-103.
43 To, Chinese in Boston, 105.
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These negative feelings were compounded by American paternalism surrounding the

so-called “loss of China.” Then Secretary of State Dean Acheson vehemently argued against the

notion that China turning red was America’s fault:

The unfortunate but inescapable fact is that the ominous result of
the civil war in China was beyond the control of the government of
the United States. Nothing that this country did or could have done
within the reasonable limits of its capabilities could have changed
that result…It was the product of internal Chinese forces…46

That said, his view was not held by many. More popular were the ideas propagated by the

Republican Senator from Wisconsin, Joseph McCarthy. McCarthy accused Acheson of being a

“pompous diplomat in striped pants” that led to the alleged loss of China.47 This mentality

reflected deep rooted paternalistic and demeaning attitudes towards China, for it is not possible

to lose something that one does not own. And so despite having ended a century of

extraterritoriality in China in 1943, old habits and modes of thinking revealed themselves.

This concept of paternalism is also connected to the resurgence of overt racism in the

U.S. political sphere. It harkens back to old ideas surrounding the inability of Chinese people to

run their own democracy, as demonstrated early on in American history with the George W. Hall

murder case. Nineteenth century beliefs that “The poor barbarians can’t understand our civilized

Republican form of government”48 had managed to deeply embed themselves in the U.S.

government’s psyche and were now making their grand return. These various intertwined factors

of anti-communist sentiments, paternalism, and racism, thus contributed to the downfall of the

U.S.-China diplomatic relationship after the CCP took over.

48 Thomas Nast, “The Nigger Must Go,” and “The Chinese Must Go.” The Poor Barbarians Can’t Understand Our
Civilized Republican Form of Government, September 13, 1879, 1 print : wood engraving., September 13, 1879,
Mississippi, https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010644337/.

47 David M. Oshinsky, A Conspiracy So Immense : The World of Joe McCarthy (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005), 109.

46 “Acheson, Statement on China, 1949,” University of Southern California US-China Institute, accessed December
21, 2021, https://china.usc.edu/acheson-statement-china-1949.

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010644337/
https://china.usc.edu/acheson-statement-china-1949
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This negative view of China and Chinese nationals had a profound impact on Chinese

people back in the United States due to the U.S. government’s inability to distinguish between

Chinese nationals and Chinese Americans. This link was due in part to the Chinese American’s

communities explicitly tying themselves to China during WWII. It was also due in part to

America’s long history of racism and “otherism.” Even during the 1940s, when Chinese

Americans were viewed positively due to the U.S.-China alliance, they were still viewed and

treated as being distinct from the average American. Both these ideas are highlighted by

examples mentioned earlier, such as Chinese American women and children dressing in ethnic

clothing to promote the American war effort, and the use of Chinese American celebrities as part

of the cultural diplomacy campaign in China. Interestingly, the Nationalists also had an active

role in supporting this connection between the Chinese diaspora and Chinese nationals. The

Nationalist party actively claimed Chinese people everywhere as citizens of the Republic of

China, both to legitimize their own government and also guarantee that Chinese people abroad

would continue to remit money to family and friends in China.49 Thus, both internal and external

factors worked together to tie Chinese Americans and Chinese nationals in the eyes of the U.S.

government. The now hostile relationship between the U.S. and China would therefore have

implications on the U.S. government’s treatment of Chinese Americans.

Cold War anti-communist sentiments became the excuse of the day as the U.S.

government’s now open animosity towards Chinese Americans manifested in the forms of

discriminatory policies. During the early and mid-1950s, there was a growing sentiment that

Communist spies were all among us. The best known example of this comes from McCarthy’s

1950 speech delivered in Wheeling, West Virginia, aptly titled “Enemies from Within,” where he

accused not external Soviet forces, but internal American spies, as the reason for America being

49 Brooks, Between Mao and McCarthy, 54-6.
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stuck in a “position of impotency.”50 It certainly wasn’t the only view held by those in office, as

demonstrated by Margaret Chase Smith, a Republican senator from Maine. In a speech to the

Senate later that year, she argued that “it is high time that we remembered that the Constitution,

as amended, speaks not only of the freedom of speech but also of trial by jury instead of trial by

accusation. Whether it be a criminal prosecution in court or a character prosecution in the Senate,

there is little practical distinction when the life of a person has been ruined.”51 That said,

McCarthy’s views remained popular, resulting in the dark period from 1950 to 1954 that is now

known as the era of McCarthyism.

While McCarthy never explicitly referenced Chinese Americans in his controversial

“Enemies from Within” speech, the resulting national security policies often targeted Chinese

American communities and other minority groups. The most well known of these policies is the

Internal Security Act of 1950, which enabled the U.S. government to detain suspected

communists. Its impact on the Chinese American communities is highlighted in the award

winning documentary Chinatown Files (2001), which features interviews with seven of the

estimated 10,000 Chinese Americans suspected of being a national security threat.52

Another example of such policies that target Chinese Americans using the excuse of

national security include the process by which Chinese derivative citizens would have to apply

for passports. In 1950, the Passport Division of the State Department developed special

regulations that mandated applicants submit three documents proving they had an American

father, and photographs identifying them throughout their lifetime. A year later, the consulate

52 Amy Chen, Chinatown Files (New York, NY: Filmakers Library, 2001),
https://video.alexanderstreet.com/watch/chinatown-files.

51 Margaret Chase Smith, “Declaration of Conscience” (Speech, Washington, D.C., June 1, 1950),
https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/resources/pdf/SmithDeclaration.pdf.

50 “Joseph R. McCarthy, “Enemies from Within” (Speech, Wheeling, West Virginia, February 9, 1950),
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6456.

https://video.alexanderstreet.com/watch/chinatown-files
https://video.alexanderstreet.com/watch/chinatown-files
https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/resources/pdf/SmithDeclaration.pdf
https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/resources/pdf/SmithDeclaration.pdf
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6456
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6456
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began requiring blood tests and bone x-rays to prove paternity and age.53 While these tests had

dubious scientific value, the courts accepted them as legitimate. But even when an applicant

successfully managed to go through the entire passport process, the consulate was still able to

deny them on premises so absurd that the process clearly revealed itself to be a farce. If a

candidate tested negative, they would be rejected on the grounds that their proclaimed relation to

an American was false. If they tested positive, they would be rejected on the grounds that they

had “learned to match their blood types before making their claims.”54 The blood test served only

as a formality. Thus, even if Chinese people are not explicitly referenced, the way in which

policies and even bureaucratic processes were enforced belied their racially charged natures,

despite claims of protecting national security.

The fact that these discriminatory policies were race-based can be seen in the differential

treatment between Chinese immigrants and immigrants from other communist countries.

Officially, the U.S. government supported immigration from communist areas, including those in

Asia. This can be seen in the America Today publications distributed by the United States

Information Service to Southeast Asian Chinese people between 1949 and 1952.55 However, this

was not the case in reality. Moreover, whatever limited immigration policy did pass still

discriminated against those not from European communist countries.56 This serves to show that

while the thread of racism can be seen throughout American history, the Cold War and supposed

threat to national security posed by communism were used as justification for the hatred and

disgust of Chinese people. And on the domestic front, these feelings were channeled in the form

of discriminatory policies.

56 Carruthers, Cold War Captives, 78.

55 Chiou-Ling Yeh, “Images of Equality and Freedom: The Representation of Chinese American Men, America
Today Magazine, and the Cultural Cold War in Asia,” Journal of American Studies 53, no. 2 (May 2019): 507–35,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021875817001840.

54 Ibid.
53 Ngai, Impossible Subjects, 207-11

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021875817001840
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021875817001840
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At times, though, the racism was explicit. In 1957, the discriminatory Immigration Act

was further amended to codify the Chinese Confession Program into law by the Department of

Justice’s Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) department. The program allowed

Chinese immigrants caught with fraudulent documents to still apply for a visa on the conditions

that they 1) were related to a U.S. citizen or permanent resident, and 2) provided the names of all

those who helped them enter the country illegally.57 While the program itself was not successful

at achieving its purported goals of catching communist agents, it exemplifies the distrust for

Chinese American communities at the federal level.

VI. Conclusion

Prejudice stains every aspect of Chinese American history, from its very beginnings in

the mid-19th century to modern day. In good times and bad Chinese Americans have been

viewed as a permanent “other,” irrevocably connected to Chinese people in the mainland. This

was somewhat helpful in the 1940s as the U.S. became allies with China. Chinese Americans

made some gains in the realm of immigration policy and socioeconomic mobility. They were

certainly not seen as on equal standing as white Americans, but limited progress is still progress.

But as that alliance waxed and waned, the treatment of Chinese Americans by the U.S.

government followed accordingly. Certainly, official language in the 1950s wasn’t as vitriolic as

it was in the past when it came to Chinese people, and federal policies didn’t always explicitly

name Chinese Americans as targets, although sometimes it did. But while these policies were

implemented in the name of national security during the Cold War, the ways they were put into

practice lay bare the racist motivations behind them. Thus, these experiences fit into a much

longer narrative of American racism.

57 Immigration Act Amendments of 1957, No. Public Law 85-316 (United States Congress September 11, 1957),
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-71/pdf/STATUTE-71-Pg639.pdf#page=5.

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-71/pdf/STATUTE-71-Pg639.pdf#page=5
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Nor are these experiences relics of the past. In modern times, worsening U.S.-China

relations continue to take their toll on Chinese Americans. Throughout academia, there is a

growing feeling amongst Chinese researchers, including those that are American citizens, that

they are being surveilled by the U.S. government.58 Trials based on false accusations and rife

with government misconduct are becoming increasingly common, as highlighted by the alarming

experiences of researchers and professors like Gang Chen from the Massachusetts Institute of

Technology (MIT)59 and Anming Hu from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK).60

Despite its espoused ideals of democracy and equality, the U.S. has a lot of room for

improvement. It is inevitable that U.S.-China relations will change over time. This should not

mean that the rights of Chinese Americans have to, in turn, come and go in response to those

changes. Chinese Americans are either American citizens, or they are not. And if they are

citizens, then both the principles and laws of the U.S. dictate that they ought to be treated like all

other American citizens. To do this, the U.S. government must learn to disentangle Chinese

Americans and Chinese nationals. Rights for Chinese Americans must be made on the basis that

they are American citizens, not because they are Chinese just like those in China, and because

the U.S. government currently has a favorable relationship with China. Otherwise, true progress

can not be achieved.

In the future, additional studies could be done reconciling the persecution Chinese

Americans went through with the rise of the model minority myth. There is also room for future

60 Qin, “As U.S. Hunts for Chinese Spies.”

59 Ellen Barry, “A Scientist Is Arrested, and Academics Push Back,” The New York Times, January 26, 2021,
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/26/us/mit-scientist-charges.html?fbclid=IwAR1v-7vDRJsKTMlFdtRKqmGvllQa
EsWH31kfCgPQtvMr4HkXadA6gRd5QEE.

58 Amy Qin, “As U.S. Hunts for Chinese Spies, University Scientists Warn of Backlash,” The New York Times,
November 28, 2021,
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/28/world/asia/china-university-spies.html?campaign_id=9&emc=edit_nn_202111
29&instance_id=46509&nl=the-morning&regi_id=94870917&segment_id=75583&te=1&user_id=d721385b19a65
40424a0a37d99e906a2.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/26/us/mit-scientist-charges.html?fbclid=IwAR1v-7vDRJsKTMlFdtRKqmGvllQaEsWH31kfCgPQtvMr4HkXadA6gRd5QEE
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/26/us/mit-scientist-charges.html?fbclid=IwAR1v-7vDRJsKTMlFdtRKqmGvllQaEsWH31kfCgPQtvMr4HkXadA6gRd5QEE
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/26/us/mit-scientist-charges.html?fbclid=IwAR1v-7vDRJsKTMlFdtRKqmGvllQaEsWH31kfCgPQtvMr4HkXadA6gRd5QEE
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/28/world/asia/china-university-spies.html?campaign_id=9&emc=edit_nn_20211129&instance_id=46509&nl=the-morning&regi_id=94870917&segment_id=75583&te=1&user_id=d721385b19a6540424a0a37d99e906a2
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/28/world/asia/china-university-spies.html?campaign_id=9&emc=edit_nn_20211129&instance_id=46509&nl=the-morning&regi_id=94870917&segment_id=75583&te=1&user_id=d721385b19a6540424a0a37d99e906a2
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/28/world/asia/china-university-spies.html?campaign_id=9&emc=edit_nn_20211129&instance_id=46509&nl=the-morning&regi_id=94870917&segment_id=75583&te=1&user_id=d721385b19a6540424a0a37d99e906a2
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/28/world/asia/china-university-spies.html?campaign_id=9&emc=edit_nn_20211129&instance_id=46509&nl=the-morning&regi_id=94870917&segment_id=75583&te=1&user_id=d721385b19a6540424a0a37d99e906a2
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research that looks at the differing experiences of Chinese Americans based on variables like

their socioeconomic class and location in the U.S., and how their responses to events at the time

might have differed as a result.
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