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Abstract
Why did the United States move from having nearly open borders from the 1840s 
to the 1870s to passing the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, the first law in Ameri-
can history to ban people from entering the United States solely based on race? We 
argue that the standard story of nativist backlash based on wage pressure explains 
the demand for immigration restrictions, but not their timing or their racial focus. 
The demand for immigration restrictions was largely inchoate until the politi-
cal restructuring that followed the Civil War. Finding themselves uncompetitive in 
much of the country, the Democrats seized on immigration restrictions, most nota-
bly in growing California, as a wedge issue. Chinese residents were unable to vote, 
thus making restrictions on Chinese entry an especially effective strategy in political 
economy.

Keywords Immigration · Chinese exclusion act · Anti-Chinese movement · Political 
economy

JEL Classification J15 · N31 · H59

1 Introduction

The topic of immigration in postbellum America has been one of longstanding inter-
est among both historians and economic historians (Abramitzky et al., 2012, 2013, 
2014; Abramitzky & Boustan, 2017; Chen, 2015; Dunlevy & Hutchinson, 1999; 
Tabellini, 2020). This is for two main reasons. First, the volume of migrants was 
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historically unprecedented-more than 22 million foreigners arrived between 1865 
and 1910 (Bohanon and Van Cott, 2005, p. 529). Second, there was a strong nativist 
backlash against immigrants that culminated in a series of legislative actions, first 
against Asian immigrants (in the 1880 s) and later against Eastern Europeans (from 
the 1890 s onward) (Timmer & Williams, 1998). To explain these backlashes, econ-
omists and historians have tended to emphasize how native workers perceived the 
effects of immigration on their wages (Goldin, 1994) or cultural difficulties in man-
aging the integration of large numbers of immigrants (Tabellini, 2020). These non-
mutually exclusive explanations are seen as the main incentives behind the political 
mobilization to reduce immigration (Wong et al., 2018).

However, there is a problem with this narrative. Large numbers of immigrants 
were entering the United States as early as the 1840s. The perception of their nega-
tive effects on wages was present as early as the 1850s (Margo 2000, p. 144). The 
nativist backlash was immediate (Alsan et al., 2020; Cohn, 2000; Fogel, 1992; Fer-
rie, 1999), but it never translated into any form of federal anti-immigration policy 
until the 1880 s. All of the policies adopted were at the state-level. These were often 
overturned by courts (Kanazawa, 2005, p. 787) and even the most extreme policies 
were relatively modest in both scope and effect. Most importantly, there are close 
to four decades separating the beginning of a nativist backlash and the adoption of 
anti-immigration rules in 1882 (Fong and Markham, 1991, 2002; Lee, 2002; Kanaz-
awa, 2005; Seo, 2011; Peng, 2021). The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was “the 
first law in American history to ban any group of people from entering America 
solely based upon race” (Seo, 2011,  p. 826). The delay becomes even more puz-
zling when one considers the 1868 Burlingame Treaty between the United States 
and Qing China, which sought to ease limits on Chinese immigration and protect 
the rights of already-established Chinese. This suggests that there was still strong 
opposition to immigration control in the late 1860 s. The adoption of the Chinese 
Exclusion Act a scant fourteen years later entails a remarkably fast flip.

Why such a long lag between backlash and policy action? Why such a rapid rever-
sal in policy? Our answer is that the Civil War altered political incentives enough to 
make immigration a potential wedge issue in swing states.

Following the end of the Civil War, the Democrats were stuck with a major elec-
toral disadvantage. States that had contributed large contingents of Union soldiers 
were unlikely to vote for the Democrats-a party associated with the initiation of the 
war. As a result, Democrats perceived a large block of demographically important 
states as being unwinnable (either because they were Republican strongholds before 
the war or because the war’s burden alienated voters against Democrats). Michi-
gan, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Wisconsin, Illinois, Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, 
Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts were Republican strongholds (and 
remained so until the 1890s) that amounted to roughly a third of the Electoral Col-
lege. In each election, Republicans would wave “the bloody shirt” (Arrington, 2020; 
Luthin, 1960) evoking the blood of Union soldiers spilled because of the Demo-
crats who had favored secession. This had great electoral costs for the Democrats. 
The only way forward was to peel off a few states such as California, Indiana, New 
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Jersey, and New York (Arrington, 2020).1 Anti-immigration policies offered them a 
means to peel off these states from the Republican camp and negate the Civil War-
induced disadvantage.

California was particularly appealing to Democrats for three reasons. First, the 
state was growing rapidly (its number of electoral college votes doubled from four 
to eight between the 1860 and 1884 elections). Its importance was large enough 
to overturn the 1876 election and tighten significantly the 1868 election. Second, 
the main foreign-born population of the state-Asian immigrants mostly from China 
(roughly 10% of California’s population)-was the object of intense hostility from 
native whites. Third, because they were not white, Asian residents could not vote. 
This limited the risk of alienating a portion of the state’s electorate. In other states 
where immigrants disproportionately came from Europe, adopting a strong nativ-
ist position meant alienating voters. Asian voters were a safer target. Soon after the 
Civil War ended (as early as 1868), the Democrats had already put forward anti-Chi-
nese (and what they called Mongolians) proposals in an attempt to compete in Cali-
fornia to great electoral success. This transformed California into a swing state (Seo, 
2011,  p. 825). Realizing that the Democrats were making headway, Republicans 
quickly followed suit in the 1870s. By the 1880 election, both parties had developed 
strong anti-Chinese planks that were virtually indistinguishable from one another.

Using county-level electoral results in California for 1868, 1872, 1876, and 1880 
presidential elections, we find that larger Chinese/White ratios made a county more 
electorally competitive in all elections.2 These effects did not exist for pre-Civil War 
elections. We also find that the effect of ratios on margins of victory became smaller 
over time. This is consistent with the fact that Republicans started emulating the 
Democrats in their anti-Chinese policies so as to negate their electoral competitive-
ness. Altering our results to control for the Chinese/White ratios of neighboring 
counties, our results are similar, and it is likely that by 1880, the Republicans no 
longer suffered any electoral penalty.We also replicate our empirical strategy on pre-
Civil War elections and post-1882 (i.e., after the adoption of the Chinese Exclusion 
Act) elections. Our theory suggests that, prior to the Civil War, the Chinese/White 
ratio should be at least not different from zero. We find that this is the case which 
lends further credibility to our claim that the War rearranged political incentives in 
ways that ultimately led to the adoption of the Chinese Exclusion Act. Similarly, 
once the Act was adopted, we should fail to find any effects on electoral competi-
tiveness. Using the 1884 and 1888 elections, we find that the Chinese/White ratio 
does not predict competitiveness after the Act’s adoption. We also replicated our 
results using eight different panel combinations. The reason for the use of multiple 
combinations is motivated by the fact that our control variables are taken from three 
censuses (1860, 1870, and 1880), which are associated with the nearest election. 
As such, no panel can have more than three time periods. However, because there 

1 New York was an especially early hotbed of anti-immigration politics (Hirota, 2020).
2 We use presidential elections in part because presidential vetoes were perceived as a major potential 
hindrance in adopting anti-Chinese legislation. The other reason is that presidential politics evacuates the 
local politics tied to congressmen.
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is more than one election associated with each census, there are multiple combina-
tions of three time periods that we can employ. In the present case, there are eight 
combinations. This is a serious limitation to the credibility of a panel specification. 
However, we can use these combinations to check if they yield conceptually similar 
results to the consecutive cross-sections from our baseline specification. We use an 
interaction effect between a postwar year dummy and the Chinese/White ratios. A 
negative coefficient on this term implies that a higher Chinese/White ratio after the 
Civil War generates greater electoral competitiveness. Moreover, we can employ an 
interaction between fixed-year effects and the Chinese/White ratios (without includ-
ing the postbellum year dummy) to see if the coefficients fall over time. Both of 
these alternative strategies (across all eight panel combinations) yield results con-
sistent (but weaker) with those obtained with consecutive cross-sections. Finally, 
we enact some alterations to our specifications that are meant to determine whether 
there are endogeneity issues that may generate inconsistent and biased estimators 
(notably by using shift-shares instruments). All these alterations suggest that endo-
geneity issues do not modify our results. We also use complementary evidence from 
votes in Congress to document the shift in political behavior from Democrats and 
Republicans over time.

We argue that combining these pieces of evidence supports our narrative. The 
Civil War reconfigured political incentives in ways that created bipartisan support 
for anti-immigration policies in general and anti-Chinese policies in particular. As 
such, national-level nativist policies could be adopted even though nativist hostil-
ity to migrants had been present with few policy consequences for more than four 
decades.

2  Nativist backlash, the civil war and policy actions

Immigration to America picked up noticeably during the 1840s and 1850s (Cohn, 
2000; Davis et al., 1972; Margo, 2000). In states like New York and Massachusetts, 
an almost immediate nativist backlash was directed at Irish and German immi-
grants, while states such as California directed the backlash at the Chinese (Fong 
& Markham, 1991, 2002; Fisher & Fisher, 2001). Generally, this took the form of 
sporadic outbreaks of mob violence and harassment against immigrants. However, 
translating this backlash into policy was much more difficult. Actions prior to 1880 
were confined to the state level and were of limited scope and effect. Only in the 
1870s did federal legislation become politically feasible, and only in 1882 was a 
strong piece of anti-immigration legislation-the Chinese Exclusion Act-adopted.

The backlash of the 1840s and 1850s is quite illustrative in terms of understand-
ing the lag between the backlash and policy action. This period is marked by the rise 
of the Know-Nothing Party in the 1850s (Alsan et al., 2020), which, by 1855, was 
able to control virtually every New England state and secure large delegations in 
Congress (Cohn, 2000, pp. 361–362, 374). Unsurprisingly, such electoral successes 
led to the adoption of state-level anti-immigration policies. However, such laws had 
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only minor impacts.3 The most extreme example was that of Massachusetts. The 
state deported foreigners who sought help from almshouses (Hirota, 2016,  p. 1). 
This was mostly aimed at Irish immigrants. However, only 715 of the 33,436 Irish 
passengers who arrived in Massachusetts between 1837 and 1845 were deported 
back to Ireland (Hirota, 2016,  p. 215) although larger numbers were deported to 
other American states. In the 1850  s, Massachusetts adopted even stricter depor-
tation criteria so that, from 1851 to 1863, some 15,438 persons were deported 
back to England, Canada, or other US states (Hirota, 2016, p. 216–217). Yet, this 
pales in comparison with population increases recorded in the census. The aver-
age annual increase in the foreign-born population in Massachusetts between 1850 
(Census Office, 1853, p. 53) and 1860 (Census Office, 1864, p. 226) was 9608 peo-
ple, whereas the average annual number of deportations was 1287 (roughly 13%). 
Moreover, Massachusetts was an outlier in that it was probably the most aggressive 
state.4 Other states adopted quite mild policies that failed to come close to matching 
the nativist policies of Massachusetts.5 With milder (or no) policies in other states, 
immigrants could (and did) change their ultimate destination when migrating (Cohn, 
2000, p. 377). Numerous states, notably those of the Midwest, saw immigration as 
a way to increase their populations and thus their influence in Congress (Hirota, 
2016, p. 186). As such, they were unlikely to enact any anti-immigration policies. 
Without federal restrictions on immigration-through changes to the Naturalization 
Act of 1790-the ability of states to enact strong restrictions on immigration was lim-
ited, and so was their capacity to curb the actual numbers.6

One reason for the lag in anti-immigration policy action by federal politicians is 
that states like California were not initially tremendously important (only 4 out of 
296 electoral college votes in 1856). However, that is not sufficient since states such 
as New York and Massachusetts-with large anti-immigrant sentiment-weighed quite 
heavily. The other necessary detail relates to the fact that the Democrats had a uni-
fied voting bloc in the slave-holding southern states. The non-slave states can be bro-
ken into two groups: coastal (e.g., New York, Massachusetts) and non-coastal (Iowa, 
Wisconsin). The latter group exhibited weaker anti-immigration sentiment, notably 
because immigration allowed them to grow demographically (which secured more 
votes in the Electoral College and seats in Congress). Putting too much weight on 

3 One example is that of the state passenger laws, which allowed inspectors commissioned by the state 
government to refuse entry to people deemed to exhibit a mental or physical defect (Hirota, 2016, p.3).
4 For example, Hirota (2016) presents New York as one of the most aggressive states in terms of depor-
tation, yet its numbers were less than one-fifth those of Massachusetts. The deportations from New York 
between 1850 and 1860 amounted to 2505 (roughly 250 persons per year) (Hirota, 2016, p. 219). The 
census figures for 1850 (Census Office, 1853, p. 111) and 1860 (Census Office, 1864, p. 346p. 346) place 
the decadal increase in the foreign-born population at 332,681, which suggests that only 0.8% of immi-
grants to New York were deported. It was only in the 1850 s that deportations increased in number.
5 For example, Louisiana had a law allowing officials to refuse entry to immigrants who could not sup-
port themselves, but the state rarely enforced that law (Hirota, 2016, p.11).
6 Cohn (2000) points to lower immigration levels in the late 1850 s. He assigns importance to the nativ-
ist backlash as a factor in curbing immigration. However, he does not ascribe that effect to policies but 
rather to hostility from locals, which deterred immigrants from coming to America. Cohn (2000) reports 
multiple cases of violence and rioting against immigrants (p. 373–374).
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immigration topics could divide the northern states and allow Democrats to sneak 
in (as was the case in Illinois and New Jersey in the presidential election of 1856).7 
This helps to explain why the Know-Nothing Party disintegrated rapidly soon after 
its electoral successes of the 1850 s, despite the popularity of its anti-immigration 
positions within the North.

The Civil War altered this dynamic entirely.8 First, the Civil War’s burden solidi-
fied the Republican coalition in the North as veterans and their families were sol-
idly opposed to the Democratic party. This made it hard for the Democrats to break 
through in states such as Illinois, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, which had sent some 
of the largest contingents of troops for the Union cause (Dyer, 1908,  p. 11–13).9. 
Second, in the 1868 election, there were still some states (Texas, Mississippi, Vir-
ginia) in the South that could not participate in the election. Third, the politics of 
the Reconstruction era meant that, until after the election of 1876, many pro-Recon-
struction Republicans were in power in many Southern states (Egerton, 2014). With 
their electoral base weakened for most elections until 1880 and with a more mono-
lithic pro-Republican voting bloc in the North, the Democrats needed to find ways 
to compete in presidential elections by catering to marginal states outside the South.

The issue that made them competitive in key states was the advancement of anti-
immigration policies (Seo, 2011). This can be seen in the fact that the Democrats 
frequently nominated politicians from New York-a state that was a hotbed of anti-
immigration feeling and which frequently supported Democrats during the post-war 
years-for president.10 However, New York was far from sufficient. Inroads into the 
midwestern and western states were necessary. Pushing for anti-Chinese policies 
was one key way the Democrats found to extend to other states, such as California. 
One historian argues that Southern Democrats explicitly picked the Chinese ques-
tion to create a West-South alliance “dedicated to white supremacy and defeat of 
Northeastern radicalism” (Tichenor, 2009, p. 104). The Democratic press invested 
considerable efforts at raising the salience of racial issues tied with the Chinese.11 

7 Hirota (2016) makes a similar claim when he states that “many national politicians, regardless of their 
partisan affiliation, feared that promoting a nativist federal policy would alienate voters” (p. 186). How-
ever, in this passage, it is unclear if he refers to the entire pre-1882 policy or only to the post-war years.
8 It should be pointed out that our argument has a close cousin in the form of Robert Higgs’ proposed 
ratchet effect whereby crises such as wars alter incentives in favor of governments permanently larger in 
both scale and scope (Higgs, 1985; Higgs & Twight, 1986; Higgs, 1987) Our argument resembles his in 
the sense that anti-immigration policies were only made possible because the war altered incentives in 
ways that favored greater government intervention in the realms of immigration and labor mobility.
9 It is also worth noting that during the war President Lincoln made decisions that intentionally avoided 
high casualty rates in electorally important states. As such, and all else being equal, these states suffered 
less, and they recompensed the Republicans with loyalty at the polls (Anderson and Tollison, 1991)
10 Horatio Seymour (presidential candidate in 1868), Horace Greeley (presidential candidate in 1872), 
and Samuel Tilden (presidential candidate in 1876) were all from New York. Winfield Hancock (the 
1880 presidential candidate), although his home state was Pennsylvania, was a resident of New York dur-
ing the 1880 election.
11 This is reminiscent of later efforts by Democrats at exacerbating racial divisions in the US South to 
resist the Populist Party’s appeal with poor White voters (Ottinger & Winkler, 2022) Fearing that appeal, 
Democratic newspapers invested considerably in anti-Black content in order to increase the salience of 
racial issues and thus minimize the appeal of the Populist Party.
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Early efforts included media tropes against Chinese laundries (Bernstein, 1999), 
restaurants (Chin & Ormonde, 2017), women (notably in relation to prostitution) 
(Matsubara, 2003) and the effect of Chinese workers on the wages of White workers 
(Locklear, 1960; Peng, 2021).

Initially, Republicans “did not want to stray too far from the party’s records on 
civil rights and equal citizenship” (Seo, 2011, p. 826). As a result, Chinese immi-
grants did “have their allies in the West" (Hall, 2013, p. 42) during the 1860s and 
early 1870s. However, Republicans were also “well aware of the need to court cru-
cial swing voters in the West if they hoped to keep the highly rewarding presidential 
office under their control” (Seo, 2011, p. 826). As “white political opinion solidi-
fied against the Chinese", Republicans felt that the issue threatened to split the party 
and allow Democrats to win (Hall, 2013, p. 42).12 As such, they gradually shifted 
towards anti-immigration positions in general and-in the case of California-anti-Chi-
nese positions in particular. Republicans participated in the 1876 California Special 
Committee on Chinese Immigration, which provided strong support for anti-Chinese 
policies (Matsubara, 2003, fn. 6). In that same year, California Republicans success-
fully pushed for the adoption of an anti-Chinese plank (Torres-Spelliscy, 2021, pp. 
1234-35).

By the early 1880 s, anti-immigration policies had achieved bipartisan support. 
From there, it became increasingly possible for federal-level policies to be enacted 
and implemented such that nativist feelings could finally begin to translate into pol-
icy actions.

3  Empirical strategy and data

Our argument above essentially predicts that the Democrats moved first on anti-
immigration policies and that, upon realizing the electoral threat, the Republicans 
followed later. The problem with this argument is that white immigrants could vote, 
which limited the gains from advancing nativist rhetoric. This is why we focus on 
California.

First, well before the Civil War, the state had a particularly strong nativist back-
lash against Asian immigrants (who were labeled as Chinese).13 This entailed that 
there was a strong demand for policies targeted against the Chinese community. As 
the Chinese were an out-group, attempts to tie political opponents with them were a 
means to sway voters (Glaeser, 2005). As we pointed out above, it was initially the 
Democratic press that supplied hate-creating stories against the Chinese during the 
postbellum period. The objective was to tie Republicans with the out-group (Hall, 
2013).14 Republicans had little incentive to generate counter-stories to fight back 

12 This is reminiscent of the modelized depiction of political coalitions created by Murphy and Shleifer 
(2004).
13 It’s also worth pointing out that the Southern-born whites represented less than 7% of California’s 
population before and after the Civil War.
14 Hall (2013, p. 42) writes: “in the late 1860 s, the Democratic Party had rehabilitated its image–stained 
by the stigma of secession during the Civil War–on a platform of exclusion."
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since the vast majority of the population held such views. As a result, Republicans 
rapidly shifted to producing hate-creating stories against the Chinese. The only dis-
tinction was that they tried to tie these stories to anti-Democratic rhetoric.

Second, the state was also increasingly important in terms of electoral college 
votes. By the 1868 election, in which Republicans won by a razor-thin margin of 520 
votes (0.48% of the votes), it had become a swing state. In fact, its swing state status 
could have determined the presidential outcome in 1876. In that year, it handed its 
six electoral college votes over a 1.8% margin to the Republican candidate, Ruther-
ford B. Hayes, who had won the election with 185 electoral college votes against 
184 for his opponent. California switching sides would have cost Hayes the victory.

Third, the state fits the pre-war narrative described in Sect. 2. Peng (2021) and 
Kanazawa (2005) note that anti-Chinese feelings did not translate into policy actions 
for many years. A part of the lag, Peng (2021) argues, is explained by changes in 
economic circumstances.15 Another part of the lag is due to the fact that many state-
level policies, such as an 1858 exclusion act, were ruled unconstitutional (Kanaz-
awa, 2005,  p. 787).16 As such, California experienced the same lag between the 
backlash and effective policy responses as elsewhere in the country.

Fourth, and most importantly, Asian immigrants could not vote. Under the Natu-
ralization Act of 1790, only free white men were eligible for citizenship and suf-
frage. This meant that politicians who seized the opportunity to capitalize early on 
the anti-Chinese feeling would not face a major penalty in other states. In states 
such as New York, large cohorts of Catholic immigrants from Quebec, Ireland, and 
Southern Europe had caused nativist backlashes in the 1840s and 1880s (Hirota, 
2014, 2020). However, this backlash was self-limiting because white immigrants 
could acquire citizenship and vote. As such, more extreme proposals were too risky 
for viable candidates for office to endorse (Hirota, 2020). California’s unique setting 
excluded that counterweight. In other words, the cost of supplying discriminatory 
policy proposals to voters was limited (Glaeser, 2005). Moreover, it limited the abil-
ity of Asian immigrants to engage in political entrepreneurship (Hirota, 2020, 12).17

15 For example, during the years when the transcontinental railroads were being completed, Chinese 
workers were employed in the construction of railroads outside California. When these were completed 
in 1869, numerous workers returned to California at the same time that the state’s manufacturing sector 
was exposed to greater competition from East Coast manufacturers. This renewed calls for action against 
the Chinese (Coolidge, 1909)
16 This was also the case after the war. The Workingmen’s Party of California, the most influential labor 
organization that affected the politics of California in the late 1870 s, provides a good example of this. 
After seizing control of the legislature in the late 1870 s, the Workingmen’s Party rewrote the state con-
stitution. The 19th article of the revised constitution prohibited municipal works and corporations from 
hiring Chinese workers and authorized cities to remove the Chinese from within the city limits to speci-
fied areas. The U.S. Circuit Court declared the new state constitution unconstitutional in violation of the 
14th Amendment and the Burlingame Treaty in 1880.
17 This can best be seen in a referendum in 1879 against more Chinese immigration, which passed by the 
overwhelming majority of 154,638 to 883 (United States Immigration Commission, 1911, p. 73). With 
such low counts of pro-immigration votes in a state with 10% of its population being of Chinese origin, it 
is clear that the Chinese did not influence electoral outcomes.
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California is thus an ideal case for the study of the shift due to the Civil War 
that permitted the adoption of federal-level policies aimed at curbing immigration, a 
shift that began with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.

We look at presidential election results in Californian counties between 1868 and 
1880 using the following econometric specification:

where the absolute value of the margin between Republicans and Democrats is our 
measure of electoral competitiveness. Using the absolute value allows us to disre-
gard which party wins in a given county and concentrate exclusively on how com-
petitive a county is, as lower values indicate tighter elections. The county-level 
results are taken from Burnham (1955). Our coefficient of interest is � , which meas-
ures the effect of the ratio of the Chinese to the White population in a county i on 
the competitiveness in that county. The ratio is built using the data from the Census 
Office (1883a, p. 382). Our assumption is that counties with a large Chinese popula-
tion relative to the white population yielded closer contests as they were key to shift-
ing the state’s allegiance in presidential elections. The vector xi contains relevant 
control variables that we use: the log of population, the log of manufacturing wages, 
and either the log of manufacturing output per capita or the ratio of the manufac-
turing to farming sectors. These variables are meant to control for other socio-eco-
nomic determinants of competitiveness and are constructed from volumes 2 and 3 of 
the Census of 1880 and volume 3 from the census of 1870 (Office, 1872, 1883b, c). 
The descriptive statistics are below in Table 1.18

The presidential elections occurred in 1868, 1872, 1876 and 1880. Only one of 
these years was the election in the same year as the census data we have. This has 
one important consequence in terms of our methodology. We have to match the 
dependent variable for the elections with the closest census year. For example, the 
1868 and 1872 election results will rely on values from the 1870 census, while the 
1876 and 1880 results will rely on values from the 1880 census. This means we can-
not employ a panel setup because there is more time variation in election years than 
in census years. As such, we rely on separate ordinary least squares specifications 
(i.e., one for each election—which we refer to as consecutive cross-sections).

Before we proceed, we should also point out a key prediction of our narrative in 
Sect. 2: we expect the effect of the Chinese-to-white ratio (measured by the coef-
ficient � ) to fade over time.19 This is because the Democrats in 1868 were the first 

(1)|margin|i = Chinese∕White
�

i
� + x

�

i
� + �i

18 Some might notice that there are variables from the 1890 census and for the elections of 1884 and 
1888. This is because of the validity checks we conduct on our results in Sect. 4.2.3.
19 We should note that our results based on specification 1 could also be tested with voter turnout. Dem-
ocrats could have convinced more people to shift to their side—thus becoming more competitive. They 
could have also convinced people who shared their views to turn out to vote—thus becoming even more 
competitive. For census-related reasons, it is difficult to compute a strong and reliable turnout rate. This 
is mainly due to the fact that the age breakdown of the Chinese population is not given in the tables of 
some censuses. Because the foreign-born Chinese of voting age could not vote by virtue of naturalization 
laws, counties with large Chinese populations look like they have far larger voting age cohorts. However, 
we attempted a validity check using an approximation of the turnout rate where the Chinese of voting age 
were included in the voting age public. We added a control for the growth of the non-Chinese popula-
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to adopt anti-Chinese policy. The Republicans followed after. Prior to the 1870s, the 
Republicans tended to be more divided on anti-Chinese policies (Seo, 2011). This 
was true even in state-level politics as early as the 1850 s (Stanley, 1973, pp. 82–83, 
85). By the 1860s, Republicans still opposed some anti-Chinese policies at both the 
state and federal levels (Stanley, 1973, p. 213). For example, in 1862, the control of 
the state legislature shifted to the hands of the Republicans. A joint committee of 
the legislature was appointed to investigate  the Chinese issue and made a favora-
ble report because of the tax revenue the Chinese generated (Coolidge, 1909,  p. 
62). Moreover, Leland Stanford, who was the eighth governor of California and a 
Republican, stated that tax bills targeting the Chinese were stringent and oppressive 
in 1862 (Coolidge, 1909,  p. 72). Republican Convention also dealt with the Chi-
nese issue in an evasive way (Eaves, 1910, p. 128). This was in line with the post-
war political ascendancy of the Radical Republicans who had pushed for the Civil 
Rights Act of 1866 and the 14th Amendment to the United States Constitution in 
1868 (Fisher and Fisher, 2001).

In contrast, Democrats were more aggressive on the Chinese issue. In 1860, the 
Democratic State Central Committee of California stated that “it is the imperative 
duty of our state legislature to exercise all its constitutional power to prevent the 
further immigration of coolies or Chinese of our state” (Davis, 1893, p. 122). Henry 
Huntly Haight who was elected governor in 1867 with a strong majority, had con-
sistently promoted strong anti-Chinese policies (Stanley, 1973, p. 214). Specifically, 
Haight called upon Congress to protect the western coastal states from the Chinese 
and advocate the legislature to keep the Chinese out (Sandmeyer, 1991,  p. 46). 
According to Stanley (1973), the late 1860s-marked by a near Democratic victory in 
the state during the presidential election of 1868 and an 11-point victory by Haight 
in the 1867 gubernatorial election-constitute the reversal point for Republicans. At 
both the federal and state levels, Republicans began adopting increasingly anti-Chi-
nese policies. Their policy planks rapidly changed to adopt anti-Chinese proposals, 
so much so that by 1871, “racial issues no longer distinguished Republicans from 
Democrats” in state politics (Stanley, 1973, p. 215). Indeed, after being defeated in 
1867 against Haight, who had warned that Chinese suffrage was imminent due to the 
Republicans’ commitment to Reconstruction, the Republicans shifted their message 
entirely. They sought the endorsement of the anti-Chinese association of the Indus-
trial Reformers (with more than 10,000 members) by stating in its platform that the 
employment of the Chinese was “offensive to the exalted idea of the dignity of labor 
and detrimental to the prosperity of the American laboring classes" (Aarim-Heriot 
& Daniels, 2003, p. 163). They also stated that ‘Chinese laborers were incapable of 
assimilation with our race" (Aarim-Heriot & Daniels, 2003, p. 163). This allowed 
Republican Newton Booth to win the 1871 election against the anti-Chinese Haigt. 

Footnote 19 (continued)
tion to imperfectly adjust for that latter issue. We find that there was a significant effect on turnout of the 
Chinese/White ratio. The result is presented in Appendix B of this paper. The choice to place it in the 
appendix is due to the quality of the turnout estimate and for the sake of brevity, given the length of the 
present paper.
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By 1877, the same could be said to apply to federal politics as both parties adopted 
highly similar policies (Fisher & Fisher, 2001, p. 59).20 Because the Democrats were 
faster to jump on the anti-Chinese policy bandwagon, we expect that larger Chi-
nese-to-White ratios would matter more in the elections before Republicans began 
adopting more anti-Chinese policies. As Republicans became more anti-Chinese, we 
expect the effect on electoral competitiveness to wane.

The results obtained using specification (1) will be useful in that regard, but they 
are not sufficient. By using the absolute margin of victory regardless of party, we are 
assuming that the Democrats were becoming more competitive and the Republican 
response produced the same coefficient. This is an imperfect approach. Our discus-
sion above suggests that the Democrats had a first mover advantage that withered 
away as Republicans copied them. The setup in (1) does not permit us to capture 
this. As such, we employ the first of multiple robustness checks (the others are dis-
cussed below) by using a second specification centered on the Republican response 
to the Democrats’ anti-Chinese pivot:

where GOPSwing is the swing against the Republican party relative to the 1868 
election.21 The 1868 election serves as a base as it was the first year in which Repub-
licans realized the danger of not adopting anti-Chinese policy. We should expect the 
swing to fall gradually (and become insignificant) leading up to the 1880 election, at 
which point the Republicans should no longer suffer a penalty associated with Chi-
nese residents. This setup will rely on the same variables and a similar design, with 
the closest census to the election acting as the provider of control variables.

We need to make four final econometric notes. Each of these four notes are tied to 
a different robustness check that we enact (bringing the total to five with the speci-
fication change using swings). First, our i are the different counties. This is usual in 
the literature, as the most granular electoral results are at the county level. However, 
our model assumes that there are no spillovers. This is a limitation even in a period 
when news and politics were highly localized. As such, in a robustness check, we 
will present results where we use the Chinese-to-White ratio of neighboring coun-
ties as a control. Second, we will add the elections of 1856 and 1860 (which will be 
matched with the census of 1860) and the elections of 1884 (which will be matched 
to the census of 1880) and 1888 (which will be matched with the census of 1890). 
Our argument predicts that the Chinese-to-White ratio should be irrelevant before 

(2)GOPSwingi = Chinese∕White
�

i
� + x

�

i
� + �i

20 Quite tellingly, in the 1880 election (in which both major candidates had adopted anti-Chinese 
planks), there was a major scandal in California that probably threw the state to the Democratic presi-
dential candidate. In October 1880, a forged letter (known as the Morey letter) purportedly sent by James 
Garfield (the Republican candidate) to an “Employers Union” was reproduced in a Democratic newspa-
per. The letter showed Garfield essentially arguing that his party’s plank was a decoy to win California 
even though he was secretly favorable to Chinese immigration (Arrington, 2020) The letter, which is 
widely believed to be a forgery, can be seen as an attempt to distinguish between two candidates who 
held the same view in the electorally crucial state of California.
21 For example, the swing for 1880 is taken as the GOP vote share in 1880 in county i minus the GOP 
vote share in 1868.
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the Civil War (i.e., in the elections of 1856 and 1860) and irrelevant after the adop-
tion of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 (i.e., during the elections of 1884 and 
1888). Testing with these elections provides a validity check.

Third, one might wonder why we did not employ a more usual panel setup where 
the counties are followed from election year to election year. This is because, as we 
indicated above, we have more time variation in the election year data than in the 
control variables. We only have three censuses from 1860 to 1880 that provide the 
independent variables and six elections that provide the dependent variable.22 This 
means that we cannot easily do a panel (i.e., for loss of variation between elections). 
However, there are eight possible panel combinations that could be done based on 
having a single census year with a single election. Table 2 below highlights eight 
possible panel combinations. We will use these eight different panel combinations to 
see if our baseline results are conceptually confirmed. This will be done by two dif-
ferent approaches that rely on interaction terms between the Chinese/White ratio and 
different time-related variables. Fourth, one might be concerned that we have endo-
geneity problems. To deal with these concerns, we will exploit some of the features 
of the panel setup and also make use of shift-share instruments (Card, 2001; Jaeger 
et al., 2018).

4  Results and robustness checks

4.1  Main results

The results from the regressions confirm our intuitions to some extent: the ratio of 
Chinese to White people in a county makes that county more electorally competitive 
in a presidential election. This applies to all elections.

First, we ran bivariate regressions, which we depict in Fig. 1 below using binned 
scatter plots. As can be observed there, the relationship between the absolute vote 
margin is negative, and the fit appears strong starting at the 1868 election. While the 
relation remains negative throughout the period, the fit deteriorates mildly.

Second, we ran multivariate regressions in OLS with each of the different elec-
tions. The results are depicted in Table 3 below. Each pair of columns represents 
an election with two different specifications. The difference in each pair is that one 
column relies on the log of manufacturing output (capturing the marginal product of 
labor in manufacturing) and the other measures how important the agricultural sec-
tor was relative to the manufacturing sector (with the assumption that the Chinese 
were disproportionately engaged in manufacturing). As can be seen, all columns 
report that the Chinese-to-White ratio reduces the absolute value of the victory mar-
gin in a county. The effect is always significant above the 10% level and is often sig-
nificant above the 5% level. The coefficients are quite large. As the ratio is expressed 
in decimal points (i.e., one Chinese to ten Whites is 0.1), our coefficients imply that 
one extra Chinese per 100 whites reduced the margin of victory by between 0.135 

22 We are ignoring the Civil War election of 1864.
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and 0.352% points. To provide context to these proportions, the election of 1876 
could have tipped to the Democrats had they been able to get less than 1% of Cali-
fornia’s republican voters to switch sides.

Most importantly, the evolution of the coefficient for the ratio of Chinese to White 
is also consistent with our explanation and echoes the deteriorating fit in Fig. 1. Its 
importance diminishes monotonically from election to election. This can be seen 
in Fig. 2. The line labeled “Effect (1)” refers to the coefficients for the Chinese to 
White ratio from the odd-numbered columns of Table 3 while “Effect (2)” shows 
the even-numbered columns of Table 3. As we pointed out above, we expect that 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Variables N Mean Sd Min Max

Absolute margin 1888 52 10.35 6.85 0.31 31.21
Absolute margin 1884 52 9.13 7.34 0.00 32.50
Absolute margin 1880 52 9.50 8.44 0.10 29.65
Absolute margin 1876 52 12.08 9.62 0.27 48.24
Absolute margin 1872 49 20.18 12.70 1.01 46.29
Absolute margin 1868 49 16.55 13.77 0.21 68.21
Absolute margin 1860 41 34.13 18.91 0.42 79.89
Absolute margin 1856 43 11.19 10.22 1.47 54.64
Δ GOP swing 1868–80 49 − 0.003 0.072 −  0.166 0.214
Δ GOP swing 1868–76 49 0.006 0.058 − 0.1025 0.189
Δ GOP swing 1868–72 49 0.072 0.054 − 0.052 0.220
Chinese/white ratio, 1890 52 0.06 0.04 0.00 0.19
Chinese/white ratio, 1880 52 10.93 11.04 0.43 70.18
Chinese/white ratio, 1870 49 10.96 11.16 0.40 56.33
Chinese/white ratio, 1860 43 8.94 12.79 0.00 48.61
Manufacturing/farm ratio, 1890 52 5.18 31.25 0.05 226.10
Manufacturing/farm ratio, 1880 52 2.97 16.51 0.01 119.60
Manufacturing/farm ratio, 1870 48 1.82 6.33 0.04 44.18
Log of manufacturing wages, 1890 52 6.18 0.32 5.02 6.67
Log of manufacturing wages, 1880 52 5.90 0.32 5.26 6.79
Log of manufacturing wages, 1870 48 5.95 0.36 4.78 6.86
Log of manufacturing wages, 1860 41 6.48 0.35 5.39 6.99
Log of population, 1890 52 9.43 1.02 6.50 12.61
Log of population, 1880 52 9.22 0.88 6.29 12.36
Log of population, 1870 49 8.81 0.96 6.06 11.91
Log of population, 1860 43 8.75 0.79 7.04 10.95
Log of manufacturing output PC, 1890 52 67.89 84.06 6.19 453.60
Log of manufacturing output PC, 1880 52 3.50 1.04 0.54 5.81
Log of manufacturing output PC, 1870 48 3.91 0.92 1.51 5.52
Log of manufacturing output PC, 1860 41 3.99 0.99 1.51 5.84
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the Democrats initially get significant returns from adopting anti-Chinese policies. 
However, as Republicans realized the electoral cost of appearing pro-Chinese in 
California, they adopted increasingly hostile proposals. This blurred the difference 
between them on this key topic such that it minimized the electoral advantage con-
ferred by endorsing anti-Chinese policies.

More importantly, the results depicted in Fig. 2 suggest that bipartisan support for 
anti-Chinese policies in the late 1870 s-which is well documented by historians and 
sociologists such as Fong and Markham (2002) and Tichenor (2009)-was born out 
of political need; more precisely, the need to negate the electoral advantage of the 
early mover (i.e., the Democrats) on anti-Chinese policies.

4.1.1  Changing baseline specification to vote swings

However, our use of absolute margin assumes that the effect of adopting anti-Chi-
nese policies was identical for Democrats and Republicans. This is why we try a 
second specification in Table 4 in which we employ the vote share swing relative to 
1868 as the dependent variable. This choice of specification is because the Repub-
lican pivot on Chinese policy begins after 1868 (whereas the Democrats started 
earlier). Had the Republicans preserved their initial policy, we should expect the 
swing they suffered in the 1868 election to be permanent. However, as they shifted 
positions, the swing relative to 1868 should gradually fall. This is what we observe. 
Relative to 1868, Republicans in 1872 saw their vote share fall as the Chinese popu-
lation grew relative to the White population. That reduction was modestly smaller in 
1876 and no longer significant in 1880, implying that the Republicans no longer suf-
fered from being perceived as being less anti-Chinese than the Democrats. The dif-
ference from the 1876 to 1880 election is particularly telling. Indeed, had California 
switched fewer than 1500 votes to the Democrats, Republicans would have lost the 
Presidential election by 179 to 190 votes in the Electoral College. It was crucial for 
Republicans to switch positions on Chinese policy so as to prevent Democrats from 
solidifying their inroads.23

These results explain well the fact that the 1880 election was fought between 
two presidential candidates who defended significant restrictions on Chinese immi-
gration. A sense of inevitability surrounds the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, as 
neither party appeared willing to take any other stance than massive restrictions on 
Chinese migration. As such, the decades-long period of federal inaction in terms of 
immigration policy in the face of a clear nativist backlash came to an end.

23 In appendix D to this paper, we also replicate our results from Table 4 with other elections (relative to 
the 1868 election) pre-Civil War and post-Chinese Exclusion Act. This is meant to replicate the results 
in Sects. 4.2.2 and 4.2.3 but with the swing instead of the absolute margin. The results are conceptually 
identical. We opted to put them in appendix to keep the article brief.
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4.2  Robustness checks and validity

4.2.1  Spillovers

There are six reasonable rebuttals regarding our results. The first rebuttal is that our 
unit of observation—the county—may be affected by the presence of Chinese work-
ers in neighboring counties. Simply put, there might be spillovers. As such, we alter 
our results from Tables 3 and 4 to include a control for the average Chinese/White 
ratio in neighboring counties. In Table 5 below, the resulting coefficients on the Chi-
nese/White ratio can be observed. For brevity, we report only these coefficients. As 
can be seen in Table 5, including controls for potential spillovers strengthens our 
results. Similar effects of the ratio on the absolute margin are present for the 1868 
and 1872 presidential elections (see top panel in figure). However, the effects for the 
1876 and 1880 elections are smaller and no longer significant at the 10% level as in 
Table 3. For the swing relative to the 1868 election, a similar shift appears as, by 
1876 rather than 1880, Republicans no longer seem to suffer any electoral penalty. 
This suggests that they successfully adjusted their stance to negate the Democrats’ 
initial advantage on the topic.

4.2.2  Was it also true before the civil war?

The second rebuttal is that our findings do not necessarily entail a shift due to the 
Civil War. The electoral tendencies we observe could have pre-dated the War. More 
importantly, our narrative is that the Civil War altered political incentives. This 
means that prior to the Civil War, we should see null effects of the Chinese/White 
ratio on the absolute margin. Finding such null effects would suggest that our narra-
tive is coherent with the empirical evidence. As such, we replicate the results from 
Table 3 using the 1856 and 1860 elections (the last two pre-Civil War elections).

As can be seen from Table 6,24 the results are noticeably different from those of 
the postwar period. First of all, they were not significant in the 1860 presidential 
election. Secondly, they are positive—a greater Chinese population made a sub-dis-
trict less competitive prior to the Civil War. This is true for both elections, but the 
effect is statistically significant only for the 1856 election. This difference in coef-
ficients and significance relative to the postwar period provides a greater sense of 
the plausibility of our claim that the Civil War caused the shift in political incentives 
that eventually led to the Chinese Exclusion Act.

4.2.3  Was the effect gone after the Chinese exclusion act?

The third rebuttal is that our results for 1880 (i.e., no effects of the ratio on elec-
toral competition) should extend after the adoption of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 
1882. It appears that its enactment did eliminate the topic’s relevance in Californian 

24 The manufacturing to farm ratio is unavailable as a control because we were unable to use the farm 
output figures at the county level for the 1860 census.
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presidential politics (Lee, 2003). The state reverted to being a generally safe Repub-
lican hold. It was carried by Republicans in every election until 1908 except the 
1892 election (when Grover Cleveland squeezed a razor-thin win) by margins vary-
ing from 2.82% points to 34.9% points. Those margins were always far larger than 
the national margin for the Republicans.25 The loss of the wedge issue appears to 
have disfavored Democrats. This can also be observed when we repeat the exercise 
from Sect. 4.1. The coefficients on Chinese/White ratios for the 1884 and 1888 elec-
tions show no statistically significant association, and the t-stats are far smaller than 
they were for the 1880 election.

There is also some qualitative evidence in that respect that the topic lost impor-
tance after the Act’s enactment. There were only two pieces of federal debate on 
Chinese immigration after 1882. The first was the Scott Act of 1888 which acted as 
a supplement to the 1882 Exclusion Act. It prohibited Chinese laborers from return-
ing to the United States once they traveled abroad. The Geary Act of 1892 (or the 
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1892) was passed to extend the 1882 Exclusion Act for 
another ten years and added more restrictions on Chinese residents in the United 
States. The law required all Chinese residents of the United States to carry a resident 
permit that functioned as an internal passport (Lee, 2003, p. 43). Failure to carry 
the permit would result in deportation or a year of hard labor, though the law was 
not effectively enforced due to the lack of funding from Congress. Both acts were 
adopted with little debate and great bipartisan support (Table 7).

4.2.4  Shifting to panel combinations

The fourth rebuttal is tied to whether our results are driven by the choice of using 
consecutive cross-sections and comparing them rather than using panels. Unfortu-
nately, a single panel setup is unavailable due to the fact that we have a single census 
year providing independent variables for multiple election years (i.e., the dependent 
variable). This would eliminate much variation. However, as we indicated in Sect. 3, 
a roundabout method allows us to use a modest panel setup as a robustness check. 
Our use of earlier elections for 1856 and 1860 (in Sect. 4.2.2.) allows us to create 
eight different panel combinations with a single census year being used for a single 
election year. For example, the elections of 1856, 1868, and 1880 can be used in a 
panel where they respectively use the census years of 1860, 1870 and 1880 for the 
independent variables. This would be one combination. Another combination would 
be a panel with the 1860, 1872, and 1876 elections, which respectively use the 1860, 
1870, and 1880 censuses for the independent variables. These eight panel combina-
tions allow us to see if we can obtain consistent results with the baseline ones. One 
virtue of this, which will become apparent in the next subsection, is that we can also 
make use of fixed effects.

25 For example, in 1884, Republicans lost the national popular vote by 0.5% points. In contrast, they won 
California by 6.64% points. The narrowest win for Republicans was in 1888, with 2.82% points. How-
ever, that year, the party lost the national popular vote by 0.8% points.
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Table 8 below shows the results from this approach.26 To economize on space, 
the table only presents the key variables of interest. Each column uses a separate 
combination. The top part attempts to see if there was a post-Civil War effect of 
the Chinese/White ratio on electoral competitiveness. It adds a dummy variable 
for whether an election year took place after the war. That dummy variable is then 

Table 2  Possible panel combinations

Election year associated with the X census

X = 1860 census X=1870 census X = 1880 census

Combination 1 1856 1868 1876
Combination 2 1856 1872 1876
Combination 3 1856 1868 1880
Combination 4 1856 1872 1880
Combination 5 1860 1868 1876
Combination 6 1860 1872 1876
Combination 7 1860 1868 1880
Combination 8 1860 1872 1880
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Fig. 1  Bivariate Effect of Chinese/White Ratio on Absolute Victory Margin Using Binned Scatter Plots

26 Standard errors are clustered at the county level.
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interacted with the Chinese/White ratio. If our argument is correct, the coefficient 
on the interaction term should be significant and negative. The top panel confirms 
that this is the case which suggests that our results are consistent. Unfortunately, this 
approach treats all postbellum election years as the same, which means that we can-
not evaluate whether the coefficient drifted to zero as both parties adopted the same 
policies on Chinese exclusion.

This is where the bottom part of Table 8 acts as a complement. Each of the com-
binations now includes an interaction term between the Chinese/White ratio and the 
specific election year in the form of a year-fixed effect estimator.27 For illustration, 
take the first column: the combination that uses the elections of 1856, 1868, and 
1876. The election of 1856 acts as a reference for the year-fixed effects. The row 
that reads “Year t+1 X Chinese/White Ratio" gives us the interaction effect for the 
year-fixed effect for 1868 and the Chinese/White ratio.28 The row that reads “Year 
t+2 X Chinese/White Ratio" gives us the interaction effect for the year-fixed effect 
for 1876 and the Chinese/White ratio. Our argument predicts that coefficients in the 
row “Year t+1 X Chinese/White Ratio" should be negative and significant. In con-
trast, coefficients in the row “Year t+2 X Chinese/White Ratio" should be smaller 
than those in the row above (and maybe even be insignificant). Both rows across 
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Fig. 2  Effect of Chinese/White Ratio on Absolute Victory Margin

27 There is no postbellum year dummy variable.
28 The year-fixed effect for 1868 is not reported in the table for the sake of brevity.
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all columns suggest that this is the case. This confirms the idea that the first-mover 
advantage of Democrats was gradually eroded between 1868 and 1880.

4.2.5  Endogeneity concerns

The fifth rebuttal is that there might be endogeneity issues. As studies involving spa-
tial variation in the immigrant population often come with endogeneity bias (Card, 
2001; Jaeger et al., 2018), this is a reasonable concern. In our case, we could expect 
some endogeneity resulting from the interplay between where Chinese immigrants 
decided to go and the level of hostility (proxied by the absolute electoral victory 
margin in a county i) from the local non-Chinese population. That interplay could 
go in both directions. Chinese immigrants could have avoided areas with greater 
racial animus. They could have also gone where there was greater animus because 
this is where there were already Chinese immigrants.

We have three different answers with regard to the potential endogeneity issue. 
The first is to assert that we think the issue is limited because we are using the 
Chinese-to-White ratio rather than the size of the Chinese population itself. This 
is of relevance because Chinese migrants probably did not choose their county of 
residence in California based on the ratio of Chinese to White. It is more likely 
that the absolute size of the Chinese population in a county i was a strong element 
motivating location choice. This can be best seen with the counties of San Fran-
cisco and Trinity. In 1880, San Francisco’s Chinese population of 21,790 repre-
sented 29% of California’s Chinese population, and the Chinese-to-White ratio 
stood at 0.05. In 1860, these numbers stood at 2,719, 8% and 0.10. In contrast, 
Trinity County saw its Chinese-to-White ratio surge from 0.48 to 0.70 between 

Table 6  Ordinary least squares results of absolute electoral margin prior to the civil war (1856 and 1860 
elections)

Robust standard errors in parentheses; ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)
Model 1 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1

1860 1860 1856 1856

Chinese/white ratio, 1860 0.0760 0.0841 0.546* 0.528**
(0.124) (0.120) (0.270) (0.257)

Log of manufacturing wages, 1860 − 0.0297 0.0566
(0.0516) (0.0784)

Log of population, 1860 0.0130 0.00728 − 0.0740 − 0.0629
(0.0221) (0.0224) (0.0520) (0.0438)

Log of manufacturing output PC, 1860 − 0.0329 − 0.0335 − 0.00329 − 0.00204
(0.0348) (0.0334) (0.0493) (0.0473)

Constant 0.319 0.177 0.585 0.851**
(0.292) (0.177) (0.459) (0.360)

Observations 41 41 39 39
R-squared 0.079 0.071 0.137 0.128
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1860 and 1880. However, its Chinese population increased by only 313 individu-
als while its share of the Chinese population fell from 4.8% to 2.6%. This sug-
gests that Chinese migrants post-1860 were selecting places where there was a 
large Chinese population rather than places with a large Chinese-to-White ratio. 
This, we believe, minimizes the issue of endogeneity, but it does not fully rule it 
out.

The second element of the answer has already been provided above when 
we used the eight different panel combinations and included area-fixed effects. 
Generally, area-fixed effects are not a bulletproof solution to endogeneity con-
cerns, but they have the ability to mitigate the problem to some degree (Mar-
vell & Moody, 1996; Bailey, 2020). As our results above showed, shifting to the 
different possible panel combinations shows the same conceptual results as our 

Table 7  Ordinary least squares results of absolute electoral margin after enactment of the chinese exclu-
sion Act of 1882 (1884 and 1888 elections)

Robust standard errors in parentheses; ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

1884 1884 1888 1888

Chinese/white ratio, 1880 − 9.550 − 9.253
(6.793) (7.036)

Log of manufacturing wages, 1880 1.910 3.168
(2.771) (2.914)

Log of population, 1880 − 0.911 − 0.364
(1.241) (1.458)

Log of manufacturing output PC, 1880 0.949
(0.965)

Manufacturing/farm ratio, 1880 − 0.00839
(0.0425)

Chinese/white ratio, 1890 − 24.71 − 26.93
(22.61) (23.11)

Log of manufacturing wages, 1890 7.387*** 7.977***
(2.501) (2.700)

Log of population, 1890 − 2.799* − 3.001*
(1.630) (1.699)

Log of manufacturing output PC, 1890 0.391
(1.435)

Manufacturing/farm ratio, 1890 0.0226
(0.0239)

Constant 5.201 − 3.939 − 10.08 − 10.36
(18.38) (21.08) (16.59) (16.25)

Observations 52 52 52 52
R-squared 0.056 0.044 0.169 0.175
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baseline specification with consecutive cross-sections. The inclusion of county-
fixed effects does not alter our findings.

The third element of the answer consists in using the conventional shift-share 
instruments in immigration literature.29 Our shift-share instrument is defined as 
follows

where Ci,t0

C
t0

 is the share of all Chinese immigrants in county i at a reference date t0 that 
predates t, ΔCt is the change in the Chinese population at time t, and Li,t−1 is the 
population of county i in the previous period. The expected Chinese population, St , 
is therefore a weighted average of the state-level Chinese population change (i.e., the 
shift) where the weights depend on the distribution of the Chinese population at t0 
(i.e., the share). We set the year 1860 as t0 , and each share depends on a share of the 
state-level.30 We construct shift-share instruments for the 1870 and 1880 censuses 
by taking the change from 1860 to either 1870 or 1880. There is, however, one 
downside to this strategy. To create the shift-share, we have to use the 1860 counties 
and there were fewer counties opened in 1860 than in 1870 or 1880. As such, the use 
of an instrument cuts the sample size. This will affect statistical significance tests. 
Table  9 shows us the results without the first stage.31 All coefficients are further 
away from zero than in Table 3. For example, the coefficients for the 1880 election 
were −0.139 and −0.135 with OLS (see Table  3). With the instrumental variable 
approach, they stand at −0.172 and −0.181.32 However, the coefficients in 1880 and 
1876 are not statistically significant with the instrumental variable approach. They 
are significant and negative in the 1872 and 1868 elections. More importantly, the 
coefficients get smaller as we move from election to election. As such, Tables 3 and 
9 tell highly similar stories regardless of the estimation method.

Taken individually, we do not find these three replies to concerns of potential 
endogeneity to be satisfying. However, taken together, we believe that they convinc-
ingly reassure us that endogeneity issues are not causing us to produce inconsistent 
estimators.

(3)St =
Ci,t0

Ct0

ΔCt

Li,t−1

29 See Jaeger et al. (2018) for an efficient conversation on the topic. As they state quite efficiently, the 
shift-share instrument “has intuitive appeal because it generates variation at the local level by exploiting 
variation in national inflows, which are arguably less endogenous with regard to local conditions" (p. 5) 
(emphasis is theirs).
30 We could use a county’s share of the US population. However, in the year 1860, the near totality of 
America’s Chinese population was in California. As such, the shares are nearly identical, and the results 
obtained are also nearly identical.
31 stage results are available in our online appendix.
32 In appendix, we also provide the Kleibergen-Paap test results for weak instruments and find that we 
do not suffer from using a weak instrument (especially for the 1870 s).
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4.2.6  Complementary evidence for validity

The sixth and final counter is that if our argument is correct, there should be some 
complementary evidence. Fortunately, the evidence for the effects of the Civil War 
and the timing of changes in electoral strategy (i.e., Democrats being first movers 
and obtaining initially large returns that eroded as Republicans shifted as well) can 
be complemented by roll call votes in the House of Representatives. We identified 
three post-Civil War votes that qualify for our purposes: (a) an 1869 motion “To 
Suspend The Rules And Consider A Resolution Stating That In Passing The Resolu-
tion For The Fifteenth Amendment To The Constitution Of The U. S. This House 
Never Intended That Chinese Or Mongolians Shall Become Voters"; (b) an 1879 
Bill restricting Chinese immigration33; and (c) the Chinese Exclusion Act itself. The 
breakdown of roll call votes is illustrated in Table 10 below, where the Yes and Nays 
are broken down by part. The 1869 motion was soundly defeated on party lines, 
and Republicans overwhelmingly voted nay. However, by 1879, things had changed. 
First, more Democrats were in the House, which increased the odds of passage. Sec-
ond, close to half of the Republican votes voted yes. The entire California delegation 
(which was half Republican and half Democrat) voted yes.34 By the time of the vote 

Table 10  Party breakdown of roll call votes on immigration-related topics after the civil war
Democrats Republicans Total

(A) To Suspend the Rules and Consider A Resolution Stating That In Passing The Resolution For The 
Fifteenth Amendment To The Constitution Of The U.S. This House Never Intended That Chinese or 
Mongolians Shall Become Voters (March 1869) 

Yes 38 4 42
Nay 2 104 106

Democrats Republicans Total

(B) To Pass H.R. 2423, A Bill Restricting The Immigration Of Chinese  To The United States. (Jan 1879)
Yes 104 51 155
Nay 16 56 72

Democrats Republicans Total

(C) To Suspend the Rules and Pass H.R. 5804, A Bill Executing Executing Certain Treaty Stipulations 
Relating to Chinese Immigration

Yes 114 88 202
Nay 3 34 37

33 Which was vetoed by President Rutheford B. Hayes.
34 In the online appendix A to this article—available online at http://tinyurl.com/muk8xfrm —we also 
report all mentions, in Congressional publications, for debates on Chinese immigration. In the appendix, 
the commenters are color-coded by party and the comments are organized chronologically so as to iden-
tify the trends. As can be seen there, most of the objections to prohibitions on Chinese immigration were 
initially from Republicans. Democrats mentioned most frequently the need to restrict Chinese immigra-
tion. However, the number of Republicans who do the same grows over time. This echoes the roll call 
evidence above.
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on the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the vast majority of Republicans had become 
favorable to immigration restriction.

5  Conclusion

In this paper, we used the state of California to explain why there were many dec-
ades separating the onset of a nativist backlash against immigrants and the adop-
tion of federal immigration control policies. We argued that pre-war politics came 
with incentives that made politicians unwilling to engage in national-level poli-
cies to deal with immigration. The Civil War altered those incentives by pushing 
Democrats to attempt to create a West-South alliance to secure presidential victo-
ries. California was seen as a key state to capture, and adopting anti-Chinese pol-
icy proposals was the way to do so (especially as Chinese immigrants could not 
participate in elections). As Republicans saw the inroads made by Democrats in 
California and realized that it could cost them the presidency, they began adopt-
ing very similar anti-Chinese policies.

Using county-level results, we found that counties with large Chinese popula-
tions were more electorally competitive, all else being equal. Moreover, and con-
sistent with the fact that the Democrats were the first movers, the effect dimin-
ished over time as Republicans began to adopt anti-Chinese proposals. These 
results provide evidence for the narrative we propose whereby the Civil War 
altered incentives in ways that made the adoption of immigration control policies 
possible. Our results hold up to multiple robustness and validity checks.

Our results and arguments should be seen as complementary to those already 
advanced by historians and economic historians rather than as substitutes. For 
example, Hirota (2016) argues that the few northeastern states, such as New York 
and Massachusetts, that had strong nativist constituencies developed bureau-
cracies that both advocated for federal intervention and later implemented fed-
eral policies. Our explanation complements his in the sense that politicians saw 
greater returns to listening to immigration control bureaucrats from New York or 
Massachusetts and also hiring them to implement policy. Others emphasize the 
importance of nativist feelings. Our explanation complements theirs by providing 
a channel by which they were converted into federal policy.

This complementarity is important. Given the rising importance of immigra-
tion policy discussions across the Western world, this complementarity-even for 
historical cases such as the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act-can provide key insights 
into understanding the determinants of policy changes today.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s10657- 024- 09799-8.
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