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Yick Wo: Equal Justice Under Law 
 

 Compelling Question 
o How can you promote justice for yourself and others? 

 Virtue: Justice 
 Definition – Justice is the capacity to determine and preserve our common rights. 
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will consider the actions of Yick Wo regarding the injustices of a 
discriminatory city ordinance in San Francisco. They will consider ways in which they can promote 
or fight for justice in their own lives.  

 Objectives 
o Students will evaluate the injustices resulting from a discriminatory laws and its enforcement in the 

United States. 
o Students will analyze an 1886 Supreme Court decision that supported civil rights against 

discriminatory enforcement of law. 
o Students will analyze methods by which they can promote justice in their own lives. 
o Students will apply their knowledge of justice to their own lives.  

 Background 
o As the United States economy took a downward turn in the 1870s, anti-Chinese attitudes grew. 

Repeatedly, Yick Wo and his countrymen were criticized for failing to assimilate into American 
culture. At the same time they were looked down upon, they were accused of taking jobs away from 
more qualified whites. They were accused of taking advantage of economic opportunities, only to 
return with their earnings to China. 
 
Yick Wo was a Chinese immigrant to San Francisco who had operated a laundry there. In 1880, a 
city ordinance was passed stating that all buildings that housed laundries in the city must be made 
of brick or stone to prevent fires. Employment for immigrants was severely restricted. Drawn 
initially by the Gold Rush and then later by the building of the transcontinental railroad, most 
immigrants were laborers. They helped build railroads, work in the fields, make clothes in garment 
factories, operate laundries, roll cigars, and repair shoes. Eighty-nine percent of all laundry 
operators in the state were Chinese. White men considered cleaning and pressing clothes to be 
“women’s work.” Therefore, men like Wo—regarded as second-class citizens—provided this 
service. Most of their customers were white. 
 
An editorial ran in Harper’s Weekly dated October 18, 1879, detailing the debates going on in 
Congress to restrict, for the first time, immigration to the United States. One influential Western 
congressman claimed, “The European easily blends with the American, but the Asiatic remains an 
absolute alien.” He reflected a common sentiment at the time: Chinese immigration was “an 
invasion of adult males only, without families” who live in “practically a state within a state.” 
 
At the national level, anti-Chinese attitudes led to the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. 
The act singled out Chinese workers, and restricted their immigration to the United States. They 
were seen as “endanger[ing] the good order of certain localities.” Under the provisions of the law, 
Chinese laborers already living in the U.S. could not become naturalized citizens. Exceptions were 
only made for “desirable” Chinese immigrants—merchants, diplomats, and their families. The law 
was reauthorized by Congress every ten years, and was not repealed until 1943. 
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 Vocabulary 
o Assimilate 
o Gold Rush 
o Alien 
o Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 
o Ordinance  
o Summarily 
o Valid 
o Second-class citizens 
o Petition 
o Selective enforcement 
o Jurisdiction 
o Equal protection of the laws 
o Unanimous 
o Landmark decision 
o Litigation 

 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 Observation Questions 
o What was Yick Wo’s role in the civil rights movement? Fighting for justice decades before the 

nation’s focus on racial equality in the 1950s, how was Wo’s effort important?  
o What was Yick Wo’s purpose for challenging San Francisco’s unequally enforced city ordinance? 
o Why did Wo think it was important to challenge the system?  

 Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
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 Additional Resources 
o Ancheta, Angelo N. Race, Rights, and the Asian American Experience. New Brunswick: Rutgers 

University Press, 1998. 
o “Chinese Immigration and the Chinese in the United States.” National Archives and Records 

Administration. http://www.archives.gov/research/chinese-americans/guide.html.  
o Cole, David. No Equal Justice: Race and Class in the American Criminal Justice System. New York: 

New Press, 1999. 
o Linder, Doug. “Proving Unconstitutional Discrimination.” Exploring Constitutional Conflicts. 2003. 

http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/conlaw/provingdiscrim.htm.  
o McClain, Charles. In Search of Equality: The Chinese Struggle against Discrimination in Nineteenth-

Century America. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994. 
o McClain, Charles, ed. Chinese Immigrants and American Law. New York: Garland, 1994. 
o “The Strange Case of the Chinese Laundry.” Freedom: A History of Us. 2002. Picture History and 

Educational Broadcasting Corporation. 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/historyofus/web08/segment6.html.  

  

http://www.archives.gov/research/chinese-americans/guide.html
http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/conlaw/provingdiscrim.htm
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/historyofus/web08/segment6.html
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Handout A: Yick Wo: Equal Justice Under Law 
 
Background  
 
As the United States economy took a downward turn in the 1870s, anti-Chinese attitudes grew. Repeatedly, Yick 
Wo and his countrymen were criticized for failing to assimilate into American culture. At the same time they were 
looked down upon, they were accused of taking jobs away from more qualified whites. They were accused of taking 
advantage of economic opportunities, only to return with their earnings to China. 
 
Yick Wo was a Chinese immigrant to San Francisco who had operated a laundry there. In 1880, a city ordinance 
was passed stating that all buildings that housed laundries in the city must be made of brick or stone to prevent 
fires. Employment for immigrants was severely restricted. Drawn initially by the Gold Rush and then later by the 
building of the transcontinental railroad, most immigrants were laborers. They helped build railroads, work in the 
fields, make clothes in garment factories, operate laundries, roll cigars, and repair shoes. Eighty-nine percent of all 
laundry operators in the state were Chinese. White men considered cleaning and pressing clothes to be “women’s 
work.” Therefore, men like Wo—regarded as second-class citizens—provided this service. Most of their customers 
were white. 
 
An editorial ran in Harper’s Weekly dated October 18, 1879, detailing the debates going on in Congress to restrict, 
for the first time, immigration to the United States. One influential Western congressman claimed, “The European 
easily blends with the American, but the Asiatic remains an absolute alien.” He reflected a common sentiment at 
the time: Chinese immigration was “an invasion of adult males only, without families” who live in “practically a 
state within a state.” 
 
At the national level, anti-Chinese attitudes led to the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. The act singled 
out Chinese workers, and restricted their immigration to the United States. They were seen as “endanger[ing] the 
good order of certain localities.” Under the provisions of the law, Chinese laborers already living in the U.S. could 
not become naturalized citizens. Exceptions were only made for “desirable” Chinese immigrants—merchants, 
diplomats, and their families. The law was reauthorized by Congress every ten years, and was not repealed until 
1943. 
 
Narrative 
 
Yick Wo walked down Dupont Street in San Francisco the first week in July 1885. A Chinese immigrant who had 
come to the city in 1861, Wo had operated a successful laundry service for twenty-two years. He strode 
purposefully toward the entrance, just a few doors down at Number 318. It seemed like just any other day at 
work—yet Wo knew he was about to break the law. 
 
As of the first of July, Wo no longer had permission from the city to operate his laundry. The wooden building had 
been inspected, and he had both fire and health certificates. Yet these approvals did not matter. The City Board of 
Supervisors had changed its regulations. According to Order No. 1569, passed May 26, 1880, all laundries in San 
Francisco had to be operated in brick or stone buildings. In the interest of public safety, the board determined, 
wooden buildings with laundry equipment posed too much of a fire hazard. To continue operating his business, Wo 
needed a special permit, which the board had summarily denied. 
 
On its surface the city ordinance looked valid. Yet most of the buildings in the city were made of wood. Almost all 
the city’s laundries were housed in wooden buildings. Two-thirds of those laundries were owned by Chinese 
immigrants. When the Chinese laundry owners petitioned the board of supervisors to continue operating their 
businesses, all two hundred requests were denied. They faced fines and imprisonment if they continued. To make 
matters worse, all but one of the eighty non-Chinese laundry owners who petitioned the city were allowed to 
continue their businesses. The only exception was a woman.  
 
Wo was denied his permit to operate a laundry in San Francisco. Like his fellow laundry owners, he was fined $10. 
When he refused to pay and continued to operate his business, the sheriff of San Francisco obtained a warrant for 
his arrest. Wo was put in jail. 
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Rather than give up, Wo decided to challenge the system. He believed that the law—or, at least, its selective 
enforcement—was discriminatory and unjust. On August 24, 1885, he petitioned the Supreme Court of California 
to hear his case. He argued that he had been deprived of his right to personal liberty. The California Supreme Court, 
however, was not sympathetic. They concluded that the city had properly “regulated the places at which 
[laundries] should be established, the character of the buildings in which they are to be maintained, etc.” The court 
refused to discuss Wo’s constitutional claim. 
 
Wo persevered. According to the Fourteenth Amendment, no state can “deprive any person of life, liberty, or 
property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the 
laws.” He appealed his case to the Supreme Court of the United States.  
 
Before the Court, Wo’s case was combined with the case of fellow laundryman Wo Lee. The facts of the two cases 
were almost identical. It was now May 1886, and anti-Chinese feelings were as strong as ever. Yet Justice Stanley 
Matthews delivered the unanimous decision of the Court: “The Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution is not 
confined to the protection of citizens…These provisions are universal in their application, to all persons within the 
territorial jurisdiction, without regard to any differences of race, of color, or of nationality.” 
 
The Court also agreed that the City of San Francisco was discriminating against the Chinese. Even if the law 
appears impartial, “if it is applied and administered by public authority with an evil eye and an unequal hand…the 
denial of equal justice is still within the prohibition of the Constitution.” The Court had determined, without 
hesitation, that a law must be just on its face and in its application. If not, there might be a constitutional violation 
of the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 
 
The decision in Yick Wo v. Hopkins was ahead of its time; similar landmark decisions did not come quickly. Over 
time, Yick Wo became the foundation for civil rights litigation, inspiring groups to demand equal treatment before 
the law. By pursuing his case, Yick Wo stood up for equal justice. He stood up to discrimination and helped 
establish a legal precedent—a turning point not only in constitutional law, but also in the national quest to secure 
equal justice for all.  
 
 


