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"Nation" and "Nationality"
- From the Social Reform Movement at the Outset
of the 20th-Century in New York’s Immigrant Districts
by Chinese Immigrant Women -

Motoe SASAKI

This paper takes up the social reform movement at the outset of the twentieth-century in New
York’s immigrant districts by Chinese immigrant women, focusing upon the relationship between their
concepts of nation and nationality in the context of changes in American society during the period.

Through the 1882 Anti Chinese Immigrant Act, immigration to the United States was for the first
time restricted by nationality, as Chinese immigrants were classified "foreigners ineligible for
naturalization." Furthermore, with the rise of the urban moral reform movement at the end of the
nineteenth-century, the view toward Chinese in America vacillated between that of "immigrant” on the
one hand, and "alien race" on the other hand, giving Chinese immigrants an unstable existence in the
United States. These events took place even as the Americanization Movement sought to naturalize
immigrants in the United States.

Chinese immigrant reformers interpreted this problem of recognition as owing to Chinese
immigrants’ own weak "civic disposition" as well as to the inadequate level of modernization of China
itself. Thus, they began a movement to assist their home country and to improve its status in America.
In order to remedy what they perceived as deficiencies in Chinese "'civic disposition," Chinese women
reformers established a branch of the YWCA International Institute in Chinatown, an organization
espousing cultural pluralism and engaged in social and educational activities toward Chinese
immigrant women. -

Moreover, these women reformers attempted to elevate the "civic disposition" of Chinese women
and to construct a new form of Chinese "nationality” that avoided connotations of ‘exoticism.’ This new
version of Chinese “nationality” stands in contrast to the ‘primordial’ or ‘traditional’ nationalities of
immigfants from Europe in that it sought a place for Chinese within the pluralist American reform
movement through a constructed and modern sense of Chinese "nationality." .
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