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Compelling Question: What arguments did Chinese women use to fight for suffrage and 
citizenship? 
In this inquiry, students will read, annotate, and analyze the provided documents to better understand the 
arguments made by women of Chinese dissent for both suffrage and citizenship. 
 
Background: Chinese Exclusion Act 
This act provided an absolute 10-year ban on Chinese laborers immigrating to the United States. When the 
exclusion act expired in 1892, Congress extended it for 10 years in the form of the Geary Act. This 
extension, made permanent in 1902, added restrictions by requiring each Chinese resident to register and 
obtain a certificate of residence. Without a certificate, they faced deportation. In 1943, when China was a 
member of the Allied Nations during World War II, Congress repealed all the exclusion acts, but the 
quotas remained. True reform did not come until the 1990s and the act was condemned by congress in 
2011.  

An Act to execute certain treaty stipulations relating to Chinese. 
 
Whereas in the opinion of the Government of the United States the 
coming of Chinese laborers to this country endangers the good order of 
certain localities within the territory thereof: Therefore, 
 
Be it enacted… That… after the passage of this act… it shall not be lawful 
for any Chinese laborer to come, or having so come after the expiration 
of said ninety days to remain within the United States. 
 
…SEC. 12. That no Chinese person shall be permitted to enter the United 
States by land without producing to 
the proper officer of customs the 

certificate in this act required of Chinese persons seeking to 
land from a vessel…  
 
SEC. 14. That hereafter no State court or court of the United 
States shall admit Chinese to citizenship; and all laws in 
conflict with this act are hereby repealed… 
 
Approved, May 6, 1882. 
 
An act to execute certain treaty stipulations relating to the 

Chinese, May 6, 1882; Enrolled Acts and Resolutions of 
Congress, 1789-1996; General Records of the United 
States Government; Record Group 11; National Archives. 

Women and the Chinese community are left “Out in the cold” in 
this 1884 magazine cover. 
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Document A: Tye Leung Schulze 
On May 19, 1912 Tye Leung made history as the first Chinese woman to vote in the United States and 
potentially the world because California granted women, including her, the vote in 1911. She was not 
blocked by the Chinese Exclusion Act. This is an interview she gave about the experience.  
 

My first vote? - Oh, yes, I thought long over that. I studied; I read about all your men 
who wished to be president. I learned about the new laws. I wanted to KNOW what was right, 
not to act blindly...I think it right we should all try to learn, not vote blindly, since we have been 
given this right to say which man we think is the greatest...I think too that we women are more 
careful than the men. We want to do our whole duty more. I do not think it is just the newness 
that makes use like that. It is conscience. 

 
Tye Leung Schulze cited by the National Parks Service. https://www.nps.gov/people/tye-leung-schulze.htm.  
 
Document B: Mabel Ping Hua-Lee 
But not all Chinese women could vote in the US because the Page Act and the Chinese Exclusion Act 
discriminated against and blocked many Chinese immigrants from full citizenship in the United States. 
Lee was an outspoken feminist who spoke publicly about woman suffrage and Chinese rights throughout 
her childhood. In 1912, she led Chinese and Chinese-American women in a New York City suffrage 
parade. She earned a PhD from Columbia University. When women’s suffrage was ratified in 1920, she 
still was unable to vote. Chinese-American immigrants could not vote until 1943 with the passage of the 
Magnuson Act. Mabel Lee died in 1966 and it is unknown if she ever voted in the US. 

 
New-York tribune. [volume] (New York [N.Y.]), 13 April 1912. Chronicling America: Historic American 

Newspapers. Lib. of Congress. https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030214/1912-04-13/ed-1/seq-3/.  
 
Document C: Speech to Suffragists 

I plead for a wider sphere of usefulness for the long submerged women of China. I ask 
for our girls the open door to the treasury of knowledge, the same opportunities 
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for physical development as boys and the same rights of participation in all human activities of 
which they are individually capable. 

An old custom based on a false philosophy deprived her of the choice of her mate. An 
iniquitous Still, all that is but a beginning. The great mass of the people has yet to be aroused to 
the necessity for action. The neglect and indifference to women’s welfare in the past must be 
remedied --- Not only laws must be passed in the interest of the future mothers of the new 
Republic, but they must be religiously enforced. Prejudice must be removed and a healthy public 
sentiment created to support the progressive movement. 
In furtherance of such a cause we students should take a leading part. To us girls especially, who 
are among the first to emerge, will fall the duties of pioneers and, if we do our share, ours will be 
the honor and the glory. 

The welfare of China and possibly its very existence as an independent nation depends 
on rendering tardy justice to its womankind. For no nation can ever make real and lasting 
progress in civilization unless its women are following close to its men if not actually abreast 
with them. 

In the fierce struggle for existence among the nations, that nation is badly handicapped 
which leaves undeveloped one half of its intellectual and moral resources. 

If, according to President Lincoln, the Federal Union could not endure half free, half 
slave, how can China maintain her position among independent nations half free and taught, 
half shackled in body and in mind? 
 
Lee, Mabel. “China’s Submerged Half.” 1915. 
 
Overview: Chinese Suffrage 

Mabel Lee was one of the very few Chinese women who lived in the United States in the 
early twentieth century. This was because Congress had passed harsh laws aimed at keeping 
Chinese immigrants out of the United States. In the mid-nineteenth century, men from China 
came to work in the mines and to build the railroads. White Americans held many negative 
stereotypes about the "Oriental" Chinese fueled by the prevalent bias of the period, assuming the 
Chinese had inherently “passive” or “servile” natures that made them unable to participate in 
democratic governments. Immigration laws codified these racist ideas about who could be an 
American citizen. Specifically, Congress passed two laws to exclude Chinese people from 
entering the United States. The first law, the Page Act of 1875, was aimed at Chinese women, 
though it used the language of excluding prostitutes (most Americans believed any Chinese 
woman who was immigrating was coming to the United States for the purpose of serving as a 
prostitute). The second law, the 1882 Exclusion Act, dramatically shrunk the number of Chinese 
immigrants (men and women) admitted into the United States and denied that they could 
become naturalized citizens. This made the Chinese the only people in the world who were 
ineligible to become US citizens. This law was renewed every ten years and extended to other 
Asian countries in 1924. As a result, most of the Chinese people in the United States at the 
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beginning of the 20th century were men, and the vast majority lived on the West Coast or in 
Hawaii Territory… 

Under the terms of the Exclusion Act, the Lee family and the few other Chinese people 
who immigrated to the United States in this period 
could not become citizens. As a result, they paid 
close attention to events back home in China and 
maintained a vibrant dialogue between the two 
countries. Many of the Chinese in the US were 
supporters of the republican revolutionary, Dr. Sun 
Yat-sen, and shared his goal of modernizing China. 
His vision included women's rights, such as equal 
education and political participation, and in the 
United States some Chinese women actively 
supported him by giving speeches at his 
fundraisers. Chinese women in the United States 
were also active in their local communities in a 
variety of ways. For example, along with their 
work at the Morningside Mission, Mabel Lee and 

her mother raised money for Chinese famine victims, worked with the YWCA, and participated 
in Chinatown parades. They closely followed the events in China, especially in 1911 when the 
Chinese Revolution overthrew Chinese imperial rule, eventually leading to the establishment of 
the Republic of China (1912-1949).  

White suffrage leaders were also interested in the Chinese Revolution. News spread that 
the Chinese government had enfranchised women (it was actually more complicated; each 
province was initially free to determine their own rules on the issue). White suffragists were 
"glad, but irritated, too," [1] that women in China had won the vote before them. They also 
wanted to hear more. They turned to local Chinese communities to teach them. Leading Chinese 
women from cities like Portland, Oregon, Cincinnati, Ohio, Boston, Massachusetts, and New 
York City, were invited to speak at white suffrage meetings in the spring of 1912. Eager for an 
audience, Chinese women seized the opportunity to share the news of women's contributions to 
the founding of their new nation. They told of the women's brigade that fought side-by-side with 
men in the revolution and celebrated the enfranchisement of Chinese women. At the same time, 
they appealed to the white women in the audience to help address the needs of Chinese 
communities in the United States, especially the demeaning immigration laws that they faced. 

In New York City in 1912, not too long before the parade, Mabel Lee and several other 
members of the Chinatown community joined national and state suffrage leaders for a meeting 
at the Peking Restaurant at the corner of Seventh Avenue and Forty-Seventh Street. The white 
suffragists were well-known and included Harriet Laidlow, chairman of the Manhattan branch 
of the Women’s Suffrage Party, Anna Howard Shaw, president of the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), and wealthy patron of the cause, Alva Belmont. The 
representatives of the Chinese community were Mabel Lee and her parents; Grace Yip Typond, 
wife of a powerful merchant, Yip Typond; and Pearl Mark Loo (Mai Zhouyi), a teacher and 
missionary. It is worth noting that the latter all were immigrants to the US from China, and 
therefore none were eligible to become US citizens. Nonetheless, they cared about women's 
rights. They also hoped that by working with white suffragists, they could convince white 
Americans that their biased stereotypes about China and Chinese people were wrong and they 
should all work together to change the situation of Chinese people in the United States. 



Kelsie Brook Eckert 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

	
	
	 6 

When she spoke to these famous suffrage leaders, Mabel Lee was only sixteen-years-old 
and still a high school student, but she had recently been accepted to Barnard College. She 
reminded her audience that Chinese women in the United States suffered under the burden of 
not only sexism, but also racial prejudice. She especially urged more equitable educational 
opportunities for Chinese girls and boys in New York City, as did Grace Typond. Their colleague 
from Chinatown, Pearl Mark Loo (Mai Zhouyi), called for US citizenship for Chinese women, 
likely regaling the audience with her own harrowing tale. Before coming to the United States, 
she had lived in Canton (Guangzhou) and worked as a teacher. She had been involved in the 
woman's movement there and had edited the Lingnan Women’s Journal. Despite her advanced 
education, she had been detained by theImmigration and Naturalization Service in San Francisco 
for months. She, too, believed education was the key to both women’s rights and the strength of 
a nation, be it China or the United States.  

Mabel Lee impressed suffrage leaders so much that they asked her to help lead the 
parade they were planning later that spring. She agreed. Newspapers across the nation reported 
on her participation and printed her picture, suggesting great interest from the American 
audience. Nor was she the only Chinese suffragist in the parade. Her mother and the other 
women from Chinatown also participated in another section. They proudly carried the striped 
flag of their new nation as well as a sign stating "Light from China." Though Americans widely 
believed their cultural values were superior and needed to be shared with China, this slogan 
reversed that idea. Chinese suffragists hoped their participation would refute racist stereotypes 
and help change US policies towards Chinese immigrants.  

White suffragists also emphasized the reversal of roles. Anna Howard Shaw, the 
president of NAWSA, marched directly in front of the Chinatown contingent. She carried a 
banner that read: “NAWSA Catching Up with China.” This slogan was directed primarily at 
shaming American men into supporting women’s suffrage. Although Americans considered 
themselves modern and China backwards, the enfranchisement of Chinese women suggested 
otherwise. Shaw's banner suggested that the US was behind China in this arena. This idea 
remained one that white suffragists periodically invoked over the next few years… 

When New York state enfranchised women in 1917, Mabel Lee, still not a US citizen, was 
unable to vote. However, she vowed to become a feminist "pioneer" by entering a Ph.D. program 
in Columbia University's Department of Political Science, Science, and Philosophy. She earned 
her doctoral degree in Economics from Columbia in 1921, the first Chinese woman in the United 
States to do so. Although Chinese suffragists hoped that their actions would help to change US 
immigration policy, they were disappointed. In fact, in 1924 Congress passed the Johnson-Reed 
Immigration Act that further restricted Chinese immigration and expanded those restrictions to 
all the countries of Asia. Some American-born Chinese women were able to exercise the right to 
vote (especially in California), but their numbers were small and remained so until immigration 
policy changes after World War II, when China fought as an ally with the United States.  

After earning her degree, Mabel Lee found that there were few opportunities for highly 
educated Chinese women in the United States. Many of her peers -- both US and Chinese-born -- 
moved back to China, where they had more options in the new republic. Indeed, she was offered 
a teaching position at a Chinese university, but ultimately chose to remain in the United States. 
When her father died, she took over the administration of his mission, which later became the 
First Chinese Baptist Church in New York. Mabel Lee continued to work with the Chinatown 
community in that position until her own death in 1965. Members of her church and community 
fondly remember her and recently dedicated the local post office to her. But for the most part, 
the role of Chinese suffragists in the United States were overlooked for the majority of the past 
century. Centennial celebrations are bringing more and more stories like Mabel Lee's to light. To 
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be sure, the numbers of Chinese and Chinese-American suffragists in the United States were 
small, but they played a visible and important role in the suffrage struggle. They advocated for a 
movement that fought for equality of sex and race; they taught white suffrage leaders about the 
global scope of the fight for women's rights; and they advocated for women's rights in the new 
Chinese Republic. 
 
Cahill, Cathleen D. “Mabel Ping Hua Lee: How Chinese-American Women helped shape the suffrage 

movement.” National Parks Service. 2020. https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/mabel-ping-hua-lee-
how-chinese-american-women-helped-shape-the-suffrage-movement.htm.  

 
What arguments did Chinese women use to fight for citizenship and suffrage? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


