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The Chi nese Question: The Gold Rushes  
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Around the turn of the last cen tury, some half-dozen countries 
enacted laws that prohibited Chi nese immi gra tion.1 These 
countries con sti tuted an arc that ranged from the Americas 
across the Pacific to Australasia; and then across the Indi-
an Ocean to South Africa. The Amer i can polit i cal sci en tist 
Aristide Zolberg called it the Great Wall against China.2 The 
con ven tional expla na tion for Chi nese exclu sion is that Euro-
Amer i can work ers in the receiv ing countries feared com pe ti-
tion from cheap Chi nese labor. And indeed, this per cep tion 
was wide spread. But there was some thing spe cial, some thing 
more, about the Chi nese Question that emerged in the late 
nineteenth cen tury: it car ried an unmis tak able whiff of rac-
ism, and it appeared to be a global prob lem. But how Chi nese 
immi gra tion became a global race prob lem has not been ade-
quately explained.

1 This essay is an 
expanded ver sion of 
a key note address the 
author deliv ered on 
June 7, 2021, at the 
con fer ence “Mobil
ities, exclu sion, and 
migrants’ agency in 
the Pacific realm in a 
transregional and dia
chronic per spec tive,” 
held at the Ger man 
Historical Institute’s 
Pacific Office in Berke
ley. This expanded 
ver sion is based on 
the author’s chap ter 
in Global History of 
Gold Rushes, edited by 
Stephen Tuffnell and 
Ben ja min Mountford 
(Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 
2019), 109136. It is 
published here with 
the kind permisson 
of the University of 
California Press.

2 Aristide Zolberg, 
“The Great Wall 
against China,” in Jan 

Lucassen and Leo 
Lucassen, eds., Migra-
tion, Migration History, 

History: Old Paradigms 
and New Perspectives 
(Bern, 2005 [1997]).
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At one level, we might note the obvi ous – that global ideas 
emerge in a global envi ron ment. And to be sure, the period 
between 1875 and the First World War was one of unprec e-
dented global inte gra tion – achieved through the increased 
cir cu la tion of peo ple, cap i tal, trade and ideas. But, we might 
pause and ask, why do some ideas become global, and not 
oth ers? How do ideas acquire global force?

There were, of course, gen eral ste reo types about China that 
had cir cu lated in the West since the early nineteenth cen tury, 
Orientalist con struc tions about the “stag na tion” and “des-
po tism” of the East that served to define the “prog ress” and 
“vigor” of the West, were per haps most famously expressed by 
Hegel in his Lectures on the Philosophy of History, published 
in 1805. But in the late nineteenth cen tury, these ideas were 
too gen eral, too vague to have polit i cal force on the ground. 
In impor tant ways, the local was the gen er a tive site of pol i tics, 
to para phrase Tip O’Neill’s famous dic tum. But pol i tics also 
travel, as it were, and bor row from and copy the ideas and 
pol i cies of oth ers. There is a dynamic inter play between local 
and global pol i tics. My research is directed toward under-
stand ing that rela tion ship.

The ori gins of the Chi nese Question may be found in the gold 
rushes of the nineteenth cen tury and the broader con text of 
the glob al iza tion of trade, credit, labor and the rise of Anglo-
Amer i can power. The gold rushes both expanded the world 
and brought it closer together.3 The sud den increase in world 
gold pro duc tion in the late nineteenth cen tury resulted from 
Anglo-Amer i can set tler colo nial ism and cap i tal ist devel op-
ment. Sustained explo ra tion and extrac tion required cap i tal 
invest ment, deep-min ing tech nol ogy, mass labor migra tion 
and long-dis tance transportation.

The gold rushes also launched into motion hun dreds of thou-
sands of peo ple from the Brit ish Isles, Continental Europe, the 
Americas, Australasia and China. The gold fields were fluid, inter-

3 Total world pro duc
tion of gold from 2000 
BCE (Egypt) through 
the midnineteenth 
cen tury has been 
esti mated at 10,000 
met ric tons. Gold 
pro duc tion from the 
1848 rush in California 
through the open
ing of the gold fields 
in Yukon Territory in 
1891 totaled 13,540 
met ric tons (435.32 
mil lion ounces). “Gold 
Production through 
History,” http:  /  /www 
 .goldfeverprospecting 
 .com  /goprthhi  .html; 
David Zurbuchen, 
“World’s Cumula
tive Gold and Silver 
Production,” Jan 14, 
2006, http:  /  /www  .gold 
 eagle  .com  /article 
 /worlds  cumulative 
 gold  and  silver 
 production
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na tional con tact-zones on the periph er ies of the world’s core 
soci e ties; they marked the advent of set tler colo nial ism and the 
“congealing” of the fron tier.4 Notably, the gold rushes were the 
first occa sions of large-scale con tact between Euro-Amer i cans 
and Chi nese. In California and the Aus tra lian col ony of Victoria, 
Chi nese com prised upwards of 25 per cent of the min ing pop-
u la tion in the 1850s and 60s, but until fairly recently they were 
mar ginal actors in most gold rush his to ries. Euro-Amer i can gold 
seek ers became ide al ized by their descen dants for their dem o-
cratic and entre pre neur ial spirit and have been con sid ered foun-
da tional in national his to ries. Without excep tion, these pol i ties 
excluded the Chi nese.

But, the global Chi nese Question did not emerge fully formed, 
like Athena from Zeus’s head. In my research, I have been 
struck by dif fer ences in the Chi nese Question on the ground, 
espe cially dur ing the gold rush period. The Chi nese Ques-
tion shifted and evolved as it moved across and shaped the 
Pacific world, and over time acquired the sta tus and force of 
a global idea, which idea was intri cately connected to the rise 
of Anglo-Amer i can hege mony.

I. California

We start in California, where the dis cov ery of gold on the 
north fork of the Amer i can River in Jan u ary of 1848 drew 
pros pec tors from the east ern and south ern United States; 
from Hawaii, Mexico and Chile; from Great Britain, Europe 
and Australia; and from China. In the early, fevered days 
of the rush, white Amer i cans found nativ ism a con ve nient 
weapon of com pe ti tion; “it’s all  for ‘us’ and not for you,” a 
crude expres sion of Amer i can Manifest Destiny. By 1850 
they had already suc cess fully driven from the gold fields  
Mex i cans, South Amer i cans and many Euro pe ans. Brit ish 
col o nists from Australia received a par tic u larly cool wel come 
in California, though on the whole Amer i cans were recep-

4 Jürgen Osterham
mel, The Transforma-
tion of the World: A 
Global History of the 
Nineteenth Century 
(Princeton, 2014), p. 
370.
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tive to Brit ish and Ger man gold seek ers, whom they regarded 
as their eth nic kin. Anti-for eign sen ti ment then focused on  
Chi nese, who were now arriv ing in large num bers. Notably, 
the Chi nese appeared on the scene just as placer min ing 
(sift ing for gold in the gravel of riv er beds) was begin ning to 
give out, so anti-for eign feel ing now mixed with the bit ter-
ness of dashed hopes.5

By 1852 the argu ment against Chi nese took on a spe cial 
cast, with white Amer i cans accus ing them of being inden-
tured work ers, or coo lies, imag ined as slaves or semi-slaves. 
In fact, Chi nese min ers worked in a vari ety of ways, the least 
com mon of which was under con tract. They worked mostly 
as inde pen dent pros pec tors and in small coop er a tive 
groups, as well as for wages for white-owned com pa nies. 
Many of these for ma tions were com mon to min ers gen er-
ally, regard less of eth nic ity. Like Amer i can part ners, Chi-
nese part ners were often close rel a tives or from the same 
home town, indi cat ing kin ship as the medium of trust.6 Chi-
nese also worked for small com pa nies, in which the prin-
ci pal inves tor was a local mer chant, who bought or leased 
the claim and furnished the equip ment.7 Most Chi nese 
com pa nies oper ated on a share basis, in which the mer-
chant-inves tor typ i cally took a por tion of the out put and 
the min ers shared the rest. The mer chants also sup plied 
the min ers’ pro vi sions.8 Chi nese also worked in small coop-
er a tives, espe cially in river-placer min ing. These usu ally 
com prised as few as five men (and rarely more than ten), 
work ing smaller claims with low-tech equip ment like rock-
ers and sluice boxes. Cooperatives also worked on shares, 
but with equal shares for both prof its and expenses, and 
they typ i cally had no boss or head man.9

5 Malcolm Rohrbough, 
Days of Gold (Berke
ley, 1997); Susan Lee 
Johnson, Roaring 
Camp (New York, 
2000); Stacey Smith, 
Freedom’s Frontier 
(Chapel Hill, 2014).

6 See for exam ple, 
Mining Records of 
Calaveras County, 
18541857, California 
State Library. In this 
dis trict, 44 per cent of 
Chi nese claims com
prised part ner ships of 
23 men.

7 For exam ple, see 
Eighth Annual Report 
of the California State 
Mineralogist (1888), 
enu mer at ing Chi nese 
river claims along 
the Klamath River 
in Siskiyou County. 
According to the 
report, there were 
some 1,000 Chi nese 
min ing in the county, 
and that they owned 
and worked some of 
the richest river claims 
in the county, with an 
esti mated income of at 
least $365,000 a year. 
Ping Chiu, Chi nese 
Labor in California, 
1850-1880: An Eco-
nomic Study (Madison, 
WI, 1963), 25, 301.

8 Sue Fawn Chung, 
In Pursuit of Gold: 
Chi nese Amer i can 
Miners and Merchants 
in the Amer i can West 
(Urbana, IL, 2011), 
178.

9 Eleventh Census 
of the United States 
(1890), “Report on 
Mineral Industries in 

the United States: 
Gold and Silver,” p. 
109. In Calaveras 
County, 38 per cent of 

the claims belonged 
to 410 men. Mining 
Records of Calaveras 
County, 185457.
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Chi nese min ers also worked for white employers in return 
for wages. In the south ern mines Chi nese worked “shoul der 
to shoul der” with Cor nish min ers in John Frémont’s mines at 
Mariposa. The U.S. min ing com mis sioner, Rossiter Raymond, 
reported “whole shifts of brawny pig tail wear ers” work ing in 
deep mines in Mariposa, Merced and Tuolumne counties from 
the late 1850s, for as long as ten to fif teen years. By 1870, Chi-
nese min ers earned from $39 to $50 a month, nearly the rate of 
white min ers. Chi nese also worked as unskilled labor ers in the 
quartz mills, feed ing the giant stamping machines that crushed 
the tons of rock dug up from the earth to release the gold from 
the veins within.10 A more exten sive prac tice was the hir ing of 
Chi nese by hydrau lic min ing com pa nies, who used giant high-
pres sure water hoses to blast away the sides of moun tain ridges 
to mine aurif er ous gravel from the ancient riv er beds; and by 
water com pa nies, who deliv ered water to the for mer from 
moun tain lakes and res er voirs. Chi nese worked on wages both 
in con struc tion and in the min ing oper a tions.11

If Chi nese were not actu ally inden tured, the larger fic tion that 
they were a “coo lie race” overwhelmed any incon ve nience 

10 Chiu, Chi nese Labor 
in California, 3437; 
Allan Nevins, Frémont, 
the West’s Greatest 
Adventurer (New York, 
1928), vol. II, 525; 
Rossiter Raymond, 
Statistics of Mines 
and Mining (Washing
ton,1870), 4.

11 Chiu, Chi nese Labor 
in California, 368.

Figure 1. Head of 
Auburn Ravine, 1852. 
Attributed to Joseph 
B. Starkweather. Cali-
fornia State Library.
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of fact.12 Anti-coolieism imag ined Chi nese as innately ser-
vile, with out indi vid ual per son al ity or will, regard less of their 
actual con di tion. It was a racial short hand that drew on two 
com par i sons. First, it recalled the so-called “coo lie trade” of 
inden tured Asian labor to the for mer-slave plan ta tion col o-
nies. Second, and much closer to home, it asso ci ated Chi nese 
labor with Afri can slav ery in the Amer i can South. That sec-
ond asso ci a tion posi tioned Chi nese imme di ately as a racial 
threat to free labor.

The coo lie trope was actu ally not invented on the gold fields 
but in Sacramento, as a weapon in the first chap ter of Califor-
nia state pol i tics. As early as 1850, some Californians were pro-
mot ing gran di ose visions of devel op ing a new empire along 
the Pacific slope, one that poten tially stretched from Alaska 
to Chile. One aggres sive booster was U.S. Senator  William 
Gwin, a pro-slav ery Democrat. Gwin believed enslaved Afri-
can Amer i cans and imported native Hawai ians would pro vide 
the labor needed to develop California.13

Others saw Chi nese labor as a poten tially unlim ited labor 
sup ply and one more read ily acces si ble (before the build-
ing of the trans con ti nen tal rail road) than labor from east 
of the Rockies. Some drew inspi ra tion from the prac tice of 
importing inden tured Chi nese and Indian labor to the Brit-
ish plan ta tion col o nies of the Carib bean after the abo li tion 
of slav ery. In Jan u ary 1852 two California leg is la tors, George 
Tingley and Archibald Peachy, intro duced bills into the state 
sen ate and assem bly respec tively, to enable the recruit ment 
of for eign work ers under con tract into the state, pri mar ily for 
agri cul tural devel op ment. The con tracts would be, in prin-
ci ple, vol un tary; but they set terms of five years to ten years, 
which exceeded any thing in the Carib bean or else where, and 
a min i mum wage of $50 a year, a pathet i cally low amount. 
Workers who broke their con tracts could be punished with 
impris on ment and fines, penal sanc tions that recalled the 
mas ter-ser vant laws that had been dead let ter among white 

12 “Coolie” is a pid gin 
word that was used 
in Euro pean colo nial 
port cit ies in Asia. It 
prob a bly derived from 
the Tamil word “kuli” 
for wages and gen er
ally referred to lowly 
work ers, like por ters 
and domes tics. By 
the midnineteenth 
cen tury it came to 
refer more nar rowly 
to Indian and Chi nese 
inden tured work
ers who were sent to 
Euro pean plan ta tion 
col o nies (Mauritius, 
the Carib bean, Natal, 
etc.) and became a 
pejo ra tive term asso
ci ated with degraded 
unfree labor.

13 Arthur Quinn, The 
Rivals: William Gwin, 
David Broderick and 
the Birth of California 
(New York, 1994); 
William Henry Ellison, 
A Self-Governing 
Dominion: California 
1849-1860 (Berkeley, 
1950), 30811; Scott 
McArthur, The Enemy 
that Never Came: The 
Civil War in the Pacific 
Northwest (Caldwell, 
Idaho, 2012), 17. For 
more on Gwin’s expan
sion ist vision, see 
Rachel St. John, “The 
Unpredictable Amer
ica of William Gwin: 
Expansion, Succession, 
and Unstable Borders 
in Nineteenth Century 
North America,” Jour-
nal of the Civil War 
Era 6, 1 (March 2016): 
5684.
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Amer i cans since the 1820s.14 Initially the  coo lie bills received 
sup port from both Whigs and Democrats, and the assem bly 
passed the Peachy bill. But oppo si tion to the Tingley bill gath-
ered force from Free Soilers, and Tingley was outmaneuvered 
in the sen ate, which defeated the bill, 16 to 2. Without a sen ate 
bill, the Peachy bill died in the assem bly.15

Opponents of the coo lie bills were not nec es sar ily against 
Chi nese immi grants in gen eral. The Daily Alta California sup-
ported free immi gra tion and thought the prin ci ple applied to 
all , regard less of ori gin. The California gold fields were open 
and free to all  com ers. But the Alta opposed the coo lie bill 
as bring ing a sys tem of ser vi tude to California. It warned 
that recent expe ri ence with the “labor con tract sys tem in the 
English Colonies” (such as Jamaica, Guyana and Mauritius) 
showed that the work “in which these menials engage, though 
vol un tary, is hard and some times cruel.” It reminded read ers 
that: “Already this phys i cal bond age is classed by the press of 
the coun try as slav ery, of the most iniq ui tous spe cies.”16

The dis tinc tion made by the Alta between free and inden tured 
Chi nese emi grants quickly blurred. Governor Bigler him self 
was largely to blame for the obfus ca tion. Although the coo lie 
bills were dead, the gov er nor could not help but give the issue 
another kick.17 On April 23, 1852, Bigler issued a “spe cial mes-
sage” to the leg is la ture, his last address before the close of the 
ses sion. The sole sub ject of the mes sage was the Chi nese Ques-
tion. Bigler raised alarm over the “pres ent whole sale impor ta-
tion to this coun try of immi grants from the Asi atic quar ter of the 
globe,” in par tic u lar that “class of Asi at ics known as ‘Coolies’.” 
He cited over 20,000 Chi nese cur rently leav ing China for Cali-
fornia and warned there would soon be 100,000 in the state. He 
declared that nearly all  were being hired by “Chi nese mas ters” 
to mine for gold at piti able wages, with their fam i lies in China 
held hos tage for the faith ful per for mance of their con tracts. The 
Chi nese, Bigler alleged, dug up gold and removed it from the 
coun try; they had no inter est in becom ing cit i zens, car ing not to 
“avail them selves of the bless ings of free gov ern ment”; and they 

16 “Chi nese Immigra
tion,” April 26, 1852, 
Daily Alta California; 
“The Cooley Trade,” 
Daily Alta California, 
May 4, 1852.

17 “Legislative Intel
ligence,” Daily Alta 
California, April 24, 
1852.

14 “Labor Contract 
Law,” Daily Alta 
California, March 21, 
1852. On Tingley, see 
Oscar T. Shuck, ed. 
History of the Bench 
and Bar of California 
(Los Angeles, 1901 
[2007]), 590. See 
also Stacey L. Smith, 
Freedom’s Frontier: 
California and the 
Struggle Over Unfree 
Labor, Emancipation, 
and Reconstruction 
(Chapel Hill, 2013), 
99100.

15 “Legislative Intelli
gence,” Daily Alta Cal-
ifornia, April 24, 1852. 
On Senate oppo si tion 
see Minority Report of 
the Select Committee 
on Senate Bill No. 63, 
for “An Act to Enforce 
Contracts and Obliga
tions to Perform Work 
and Labor,” March 20, 
1852, in Journal of 
Third Session Califor-
nia Legislature (1852): 
669.
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were a men ace to pub lic safety. Bigler called upon the leg is la-
ture to impose heavy taxes on the Chi nese to “check the pres ent 
sys tem of indis crim i nate and unlim ited Asi atic immi gra tion,” 
and to pass a law bar ring Chi nese con tract labor from California 
mines.18

The coo lie bills were dead and Chi nese in California were not 
contracted or inden tured labor, but Bigler saw polit i cal poten tial 
in the Chi nese Question. He had won his first elec tion in 1851 by 
a mere thou sand votes. In 1853 he would be run ning for re-elec-
tion and he needed to excite the min ing dis tricts to his side. The 
Forty-Niners were res tive, as the plac ers were rap idly giv ing out 
and a dil i gent miner could now make only $5 a day. Many were 
already work ing on wages for oth ers, earning about the same. By 

18 “Governor’s Special 
Message,” April 23, 
1852, Journal of Third 
Session California Leg-
islature (1852): 373.

Figure 2. Thomas 
Nast, “The Chi nese 
Question,” Harpers 
Weekly Feb ru ary 18, 
1871. © 2001 Harp-
Week®
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tar ring all  Chi nese min ers as “coo lies,” Bigler found a racial trope 
that com pared Chi nese to black slaves, the antith e sis of free 
labor, and thereby cast them as a threat to white min ers’ inde-
pen dence. Bigler’s mes sage was duti fully published in full in the 
Alta; the gov er nor also had it printed on “small sheets of paper 
and sent every where through the mines.”19 As he had intended, 
Bigler roused the white min ing pop u la tion. Miners gath ered 
in local assem blies and passed res o lu tions ban ning Chi nese 
from min ing in their dis tricts. At a meet ing held in Colum bia, 
Tuolumne County, in May, min ers ech oed Bigler’s charges. They 
railed against those who would “flood the state with degraded 
Asi at ics, and fas ten, with out sanc tion of law, the sys tem of peon-
age on our social orga ni za tion,” and voted to exclude Chi nese 
from min ing in their dis trict. Other meet ings offered no rea sons 
but sim ply bade the Chi nese to leave, or to “vamoose the ranche.” 
Sometimes they used vio lence to push Chi nese off their claims. 
Bigler would win his re-elec tion. He would be the first Amer i can 
pol i ti cian to ride the Chi nese Question to elected office.20

The use of Chi nese gang labor, first seen in the con struc tion 
of min ing infra struc tures and later in build ing the trans con-
ti nen tal rail road, fur ther con firmed white Amer i cans’ beliefs 
that Chi nese were held in bond age. In fact, eth nic gang labor 
can be traced to the contracting of Irish work ers to dig canals 
in north ern states, from the build ing of the Erie Canal from 
the late 1810s through the 1840s. In the ante bel lum north, 
contemporaries con sid ered Irish navvies to be rough and 
intem per ate – but they did not accuse them of being “slaves,” 
which they obvi ously were not. But after the Civil War, con-
tracted labor assumed an ambig u ous place in Amer i can polit-
i cal cul ture, which had drawn a bright line between ser vi tude 
and slav ery, on the one hand, and free labor on the other. As 
free labor came increas ingly to mean waged work and not 
inde pen dent farm ing or arti san ship, draw ing a line against 
contracted eth nic labor was a way for native white work ers to 
address their own sense of precarity. The asso ci a tion of eth-
nic and racial oth ers with unfree dom enabled this con struc-
tion, which oth er wise was not so clear cut.

20 “Governor’s Special 
Message,” Daily Alta 
California, April 25, 
1852; “Meeting at 
Colum bia,” Daily Alta 
California, May 15, 
1852; “AntiChi nese 
Meeting at Foster’s 
Bar,” Sacramento Daily 
Union, May 3, 1852; 
“Sacramento News” 
(on min ers meet
ing in Centreville, El 
Dorado), Daily Alta 
California, May 15, 
1852. See also Ping 
Chiu, Chi nese Labor 
in California, 13, 15; 
Rodman Paul, “Origin 
of the Chi nese Issue in 
California,” Missis-
sippi Valley Historical 
Review 25 (Sept. 
1938): 190.

19 Chun Aching and 
Tong Achick, “To his 
Excellency, Gov. Bigler, 
from the Chinamen,” 
May 16, 1852, in “An 
Analysis of the Chi nese 
Question. Consisting 
of a Special Message 
of the Governor and, in 
reply thereto, Two Let
ters of the Chinamen 
and a Memorial of the 
Citizens of San Fran
cisco,” (San Francisco, 
1852).
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Indeed, race obfus cated the ambi gu i ties in con cepts such as 
free labor, vol un tary migra tion and, espe cially, the con tract. 
As free dom of con tract became the watch word of free labor 
under laissez faire cap i tal ism, the con tract remained asso ci-
ated with inden ture and ser vil ity for Chi nese. Anti-coolieism 
remained foun da tional in the 1870s and 1880s as the urban 
workingmen’s move ment and state party pol i tics drove the 
Chi nese ques tion to national exclu sion leg is la tion in 1882.

II. Victoria

In the Brit ish col ony of Victoria in Australia, con di tions were 
sim i lar to those in the Amer i can West – an inter na tional rush 
fol low ing the dis cov ery of placer depos its in 1851, then a shift 
to cap i tal ized quartz min ing. As in California, Chi nese min ers 
in Victoria engaged in inde pen dent prospecting; small com-
pa nies and egal i tar ian coop er a tives; waged work for Euro-
pean-owned com pa nies; and orga nized them selves into the 
same kinds of home town asso ci a tions and broth er hood soci-
e ties. Vic to rian gold dis trict reg is ters of min ing claims show 
Chi nese indi vid u als and small part ner ships of two or three 
men with small claims.21 According to a cen sus of the Chi nese 
pop u la tion in the Victoria gold dis tricts conducted in 1868 by 
the Reverend William Young, more than half of the 2,200 Chi-
nese min ers in Bendigo worked in small com pa nies rang ing in 
size from six to over ten men. Three hun dred worked in com-
pa nies with pud dling machines and 800-900 in small com pa-
nies wash ing tail ings, which were likely coop er a tives.22 Small 
groups also worked together to achieve econ o mies of scale. 
According to his to rian Geoffrey Serle’s sem i nal his tory of the 
Vic to rian rushes, the “most typ i cal form” of work for Chi nese 
was “paddocking,” in which “gangs of one hun dred or more 
[would] lift and wash the soil of gullies from end to end, work-
ing either coop er a tively or as com pa nies of employ ees.”23

In the Victoria claims reg is ters, indi vid u ally owned claims  
with sub stan tial acre age or equip ment indi cate small 

21 Sundry claims in 
Register of Mining 
Claims, Sandhurst 
Division, vol. 2, VPRS 
6946/P0/111, Public 
Records Office of 
Victoria (here af
ter PROV), North 
Melbourne, Victoria; 
Register of Mining 
Claims, Daylesford, 
vol. 1 (186568), VPRS 
3719/P0/1, PROV, 
Ballarat, Victoria.

23 Geoffrey Serle, The 
Golden Age: A History of 
the Colony of Victoria, 
1851-61 (Melbourne, 
1963), 321.

22 William Young, 
“Report on the Con
ditions of the Chi nese 
Population in Victoria,” 
March 2, 1868, pp. 
40, 423, reprinted 
in Ian McLaren, The 
Chi nese in Victoria: 
Official Reports and 
Documents (Ascot 
Vale, 1985). On small 
share com pa nies see 
also, Barry McGowan, 
“The Economics and 
Organization of Chi
nese min ing in Colonial 
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Economic History 
Review 45 (July 2005): 
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 com pa nies.24 Chi nese com pa nies favored sluic ing, which 
required mod er ate invest ment and drew from Chi nese agri cul-
tural expe ri ence with water engi neer ing. In Decem ber 1878 the 
Bendigo Advertiser reported Chi nese sluic ing com pa nies work-
ing in three shifts, around the clock, using three mil lion gal-
lons of water a week.25 Egalitarian coop er a tives sim i lar to those 
found in California, are numer ous in the Vic to rian min ing reg-
is ters.26 Testimony given before a cor o ner’s inquest held after 
two Chi nese gold min ers died in a fight shows the work ing of 
a coop er a tive located at Por tu guese Flat near the town of Cre-
swick. It com prised eight “mates,” includ ing at least two who 
were cous ins. They held equal shares in the claim, each worth 
£3 to £4. One mem ber, Ah Yung, kept the group’s gold and 
books, and paid out weekly earn ings to the mem bers, about 
thirty shil lings. The men lived in sep a rate tents but ate break-
fast together and divided among them chores, such as cooking 
and collecting fire wood.27

25 Quoted in Valerie 
Lovejoy, “Fortune 
Seekers of Dai Gum 
San: First Generation 
Chi nese on the Ben
digo Goldfield, 1854
1882” (Ph.D. the sis, 
La Trobe University, 
2009), 1578.

26 For exam ple, no. 
155, Ah Toy, Ah Quio, 
Ah Sing, Ah Wah, 
sluic ing claim, two 
acres, Deep Creek 
Feb. 13, 1868, Register 
of Mining Claims, 
Daylesford, vol. 1.

27 Testimonies of Ah 
Su and Ah Ter, Inquest 
held upon the body of 
Ah Yung at Creswick, 
VPRS 24/P0/124, 
PROV, North Mel
bourne. Ang Hui, a 

24 For exam ple, 
August 25, 1865, Reg
ister of Mining Claims, 
Daylesford, vol. 1, 
18651868, VPRS 
3719/P0/1, PROV, Bal
larat; April 8 and June 
22, 1863, at Spring 
Gully, Register of Min
ing Claims, Sandhurst, 
vol. 1 (186265), VPRS 
6946/P0/111, PROV, 
North Melbourne.

Figure 3. Chi nese 
trav el ers on a Cobb & 
Co coach near Castle-
maine, c. 1865-1871, 
Creswick Museum.

mem ber of the group, 
killed Ah Yung after 
a quar rel over the 
weekly pay out. Ang 
Hui later killed him self, 
using the same knife. 
According to Lovejoy, 

thirty shil lings a week 
was the aver age Chi
nese earn ings through 
the 1860s and 1870s. 
“Fortune Seekers of 
Dai Gum San,” 159.
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Both com pa nies and coop er a tives were sim i lar to min ing 
orga ni za tions found in China and Southeast Asia. In south ern 
China, placer tech niques were used to mine tin and iron-sand 
depos its, and also drew from agri cul tural water-irri ga tion 
prac tices. Mine oper a tors some times hired local farm ers dur-
ing the slack sea son, but there were also small com pa nies of 
full-time min ers, often com prised of land less and socially mar-
ginal types, who worked for shares under a man ager-inves tor. 
These com pa nies had min i mal inter nal hier ar chy and gen er-
ous share divi sion, reflecting the dif fi culty in hold ing labor.28 
The prac tice of share divi sion also drew more gen er ally from 
a tra di tion of part ner ship arrange ments – a fea ture of late-
Qing busi ness orga ni za tion.29 The coop er a tives in California 
and Victoria bear a canny resem blance to the famous Chi-
nese “kongsi” (gongsi) of the West Kalimantan (West  Borneo) 
gold mines of the eigh teenth and early nineteenth cen tury. 
These began as small, egal i tar ian share part ner ships, as evi-
denced by their names, e.g. shiwufen (fif teen shares), xin-
bafen (new eight shares). As min ing devel oped, some of these 
coop er a tives joined together into fed er a tions; a few became 
extremely pow er ful and acted as though they were sov er eign 
states. Not sur pris ingly, the larger they became, the less egal-
i tar ian they were, with newly recruited credit-ticket work ers 
at the entry level and share part ners at the top. The power of 
the West Kalimantan kongsi derived from the posi tion of the 
Chi nese as a force between the native pop u la tion and Dutch 
col o niz ers.30 Those con di tions, of course, did not exist in the 

28 ETu Sun Zen, 
“Mining Labor in the 
Ch’ing Period,” in A. 
Feuerwerker, R. Mur
phey and M. Wright, 
eds., Approaches to 
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cent of the prof its to 
their work ers. See also 
David Valentine, “Chi
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Millennium (Walnut 
Creek, 2002), 3753; 
Alister Bowen, “The 
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Social Organization 
in Colonial Australia,” 
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Studies 42, 1 (2011): 
2544.

29 Robert Gardella, 
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in Madeline Zelin, 
Jon a than Ocko and 
Robert Gardella, eds., 
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(Stanford, 2004), 329.

30 Mary Somers 
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Indonesia (Ithaca, NY, 
2003); Mary Somers 
Heidues, “Chi nese 
Organizations in 
West Borneo and 

Bangka: Kogsi and 
Hui,” in David Ownby 
and Mary Somers 
Heidues, eds., Secret 
Societies Reconsid-
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the Social History of 
Early Modern South 
China and Southeast 
Asia (Armonk, NY, 
1993), 3488; James 
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acozzo and Wenchin 
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Networks in Southeast 
Asia (Dur ham, 2011), 
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United States or Australia, so Chi nese coop er a tives in New 
World gold fields remained prim i tive.

Importantly, all  of these for ma tions – min ing com pa nies in 
south ern China, coop er a tives in Borneo and their coun ter parts 
in California and Australia – were asso ci ated with sworn-broth-
er hood soci e ties. In south ern China, these broth er hoods prac-
ticed elab o rate and secret rit ual oaths, cer e mo nies and exer cises 
that cemented their sol i dar ity. They could be both pro tec tive and 
pred a tory, engaged in mutual aid for their mem bers and thiev-
ery among the gen eral pop u la tion. In late-sev en teenth-cen tury 
south ern China, the Tiandihui (heaven and earth soci ety) and 
Hongmen (vast fam ily), the larg est soci e ties, assumed an anti-
Qing polit i cal ori en ta tion. During the Taiping Rebellion in the 
mid-nineteenth cen tury, many activ ists fled China to Southeast 
Asia and beyond.31 In the 1850s exiles formed a group called 
the Zhigongdang (in Can ton ese Chee Kong Tong, Active Justice 
Society) through out the Chi nese dias pora. From the early 1850s 
the Zhigongdang had branches in California and through out the 
nineteenth cen tury was espe cially prev a lent in the min ing dis-
tricts. In Australia, the Zhigongdang was known as Yixing (in 
Can ton ese Yee Hing). It became the most pow er ful Chi nese asso-
ci a tion in Victoria, and its mem bers would gain respect abil ity 
in white soci ety by explaining them selves as Chi nese “freema-
sons.”32

Finally, Chi nese in Victoria in the late 1860s and 1870s also found 
employ ment with quartz-min ing com pa nies. Young’s 1868 cen-
sus reported some seven hun dred Chi nese work ing for whites on 
wages in the Ovens dis trict. Smaller num bers were employed at 
Euro pean claims in Ballarat.33 Although some Chi nese worked 
under ground, it was more com mon for them to work inside the 
mills, feed ing and run ning the stamping machines.34

34 These include min ing 
for Chi neseowned 
quartz com pa nies, which 

31 David Ownby, 
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Murray in col lab o ra
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Tiandihui (Stanford, 
1994); Ownby and 
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32 Sue Fawn Chung, 
“Between Two Worlds: 
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Rituals,” in Cassell, The 
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21738; Adam McKe
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2001), 1112. On Aus
tralia and Yee Hing see 
Cai Shaoqing, “From 
Mutual Aid to Public 
Interest: Chi nese Secret 
Societies in Australia,” 
in Couchman, John 
Fitzgerald and Paul 
Macgregor, eds., After 
the Rush: Regulation, 
Particpation and Chi-
nese Communities in 
Australia, 1860-1940. 
Special edi tion of 
Otherland. 9 (Dec. 
2004): 13352; John 
Fitzgerald, Big White 
Lie, 6976; Kok Hu Jin, 
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33 Young, “Report on 
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If it sur prises us to find inde pen dent prospecting, share com-
pa nies, egal i tar ian coop er a tives, and waged labor among 
Chi nese min ers in California and Victoria, that sur prise 
per haps indexes our resis tance to see ing Chi nese labor in a 
flex i ble and diverse man ner, or to see sim i lar i ties with the 
eco nomic orga ni za tion of Euro-Amer i cans.35 Miners of all  
nation al i ties drew from their respec tive cul tural back grounds 
and learned from each other to devise meth ods of work that 
suited the demands of allu vial-gold min ing. Working in small 
groups enabled min ers to work more effi ciently, to take turns 
at the more ardu ous tasks and to share costs and rewards; 
hence Serle’s obser va tion that “in its early years the [Vic to-
rian gold] indus try was almost exclu sively worked by thou-
sands of tiny coop er a tive groups.”36 But if coop er a tion was 
com mon among all  national and eth nic groups and, indeed, 
cel e brated by whites as the quin tes sence of fra ter nity among 
free men, it was the Chi nese not the Euro pe ans whose coop-
er a tive prac tices endured. Chi nese coop er a tives, built upon 
solidarities of native-place and kin ship, might be con sid ered 
a kind of ref uge from, even resis tance to, cap i tal ist-wage rela-
tions. Euro pe ans and Amer i cans did not have anal o gous cul-
tural resources to sus tain inde pen dent min ing. Thus, when 
the quartz com pa nies came to dom i nate the scene, Euro- 
Amer i cans traded their auton omy for the rel a tive secu rity of a 
job or quit min ing alto gether.

The vari ety of Chi nese min ing prac tices also high lights the 
prob lem of think ing about labor in appo site categories of 
“free” and “unfree.” The point is not to sim ply move Chi nese 
min ers from one col umn to the other. At a cer tain level, of 
course, Chi nese min ers were not “unfree” – they were not 
held as chat tels, unremunerated for their labor, or prohibited 
from quit ting or mov ing, the nor ma tive con di tions of bound 
labor. Miners who worked solo, with part ners, and in egal i-
tar ian coop er a tives had con sid er able if not com plete auton-
omy, though it must be noted that the eco nomic rewards of 
inde pen dent min ing grew increas ingly mea ger as the plac ers 

35 Barry McGowan, 
“Economics and Orga
nization of Chi nese 
Mining,” 121; Rohr
bough, Days of Gold, 
125.

36 Serle, Golden Age, 
73. See also Ronald 
Limbaugh, “Making 
Old Tools Work Better: 
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Rush Technology,” in 
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dimin ished. Working for pro por tional shares and for wages, 
whether on skilled under ground work or in con struc tion 
gangs, involved ele ments of both of coer cion and voli tion.37 
Similarly, the cor po rat ist social forms observ able among Chi-
nese min ers – native-place asso ci a tions and sworn-broth-
er hood soci e ties – should also not be con sid ered in terms 
of Orientalist bina ries. They are bet ter under stood as early 
mod ern social for ma tions that facil i tated over seas trade and 
migra tion, and which oper ated along vec tors of both sol i dar-
ity and con trol.38

Racism toward the Chi nese on the Aus tra lian gold fields was 
more incho ate than in California. There was racial ten sion 
and con flict, and a few anti-Chi nese riots, some of which may 
have been insti gated by Amer i cans. But white min ers aimed 
their ire chiefly at the colo nial gov ern ment, which required 
an expen sive miner’s license and policed the gold fields to 
enforce com pli ance. Although many Euro pe ans disdained 
the Chi nese, they did not allege that the Chi nese were inden-
tured or enslaved. The leg acy of unfree dom in the Aus tra-
lian col o nies was not racialized Afri can slav ery but con vict 
transportation of the English and Irish poor. More impor tant 
in their per cep tions of Chi nese were fears gen er ated by their 
loca tion at the fringes of the Brit ish Empire. The Melbourne 
Argus explained, “Geographically, we are nearer the pent-up 
mil li ons of China than any other large tract of coun try occu-
pied by the white man. ...We are still but a hand ful of men and 
women and chil dren.”39 Aus tra lians obsessed over their frag-
ile hold on the con ti nent and their vul ner a bil ity in a larger 
con test in Asia between two empires, Brit ish and Chi nese.

In Victoria anti-Chi nese agi ta tion clashed with offi cial colo-
nial pol icy of equal pro tec tion. This prin ci ple, enshrined in 
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pre cepts of Enlightenment lib er al ism, was a con ceit belied by 
Britain’s vast empire acquired through vio lence and dis pos-
ses sion. In gen eral, the author i ties at Melbourne con ceded 
to and protected Euro pean inter ests.40 But the colo nial gov-
ern ment did oppose indi vid ual and group vio lence against 
Chi nese. Police were more likely to arrest and pros e cute 
Euro pe ans who com mit ted crimes against Chi nese in Victoria 
than in California; and the colo nial gov ern ment com pen sated 
Chi nese for losses suf fered dur ing a riot in the Buckland River 
Valley in 1857.41

The coo lie trope did not enter Aus tra lian pol i tics until the late 
1870s and 1880s, and it came not from the gold fields of Vic-
toria or New South Wales, but from the so-called “Top End,” 
where con tro versy grew over the use of Asian and Pacific 
Islander con tract labor in Queensland and the Northern Ter-
ritory. White Aus tra lians, at least for a time, con ceded the 
use of col ored labor in the trop i cal far north, where, as one 
observer put it, white men fell “vic tim to malaria and fever … 
under the fierce sun and amid the marshes.”42 The cli mate 
the ory of race, though it was influ en tial at the time, was spu-
ri ous, of course, since enslaved and inden tured work ers also 
suf fered from trop i cal dis eases, not to men tion ardu ous plan-
ta tion labor. In any event, the prob lem in Australia was that 
the trop i cal areas were not sep a rate islands, like Jamaica or 
Mauritius, but con tig u ous to the tem per ate zones, which 
Euro pe ans had staked out for them selves. By the late 1870s 
and 1880s whites in Australia were becom ing increas ingly 
alarmed at the growth and mobil ity of the Chi nese pop u la tion 
in the far north. The Queensland Worker targeted pas to ral ists 
– that col ony’s most pow er ful cap i tal ists – for their “deter mi-
na tion to make Queensland and Australia as much like Fiji 
and Hindustan as pos si ble.”43

The Chi nese Question was a core ele ment of an emer gent 
Aus tra lian nation al ism, which viewed racial homo ge ne ity and 
free labor as con di tions for democ racy. It was a new ideo log-
i cal for ma tion, at once dem o cratic, mas cu lin ist and racial ist. 
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Anti-Chi nese leagues sprung up in big cit ies like Melbourne 
and Sydney, even though the Chi nese urban pop u la tion 
was tiny and eco nomic com pe ti tion was neg li gi ble. In 1878 
the seamen’s union struck the Aus tra lian Steam Navigation 
Company to pro test its use of Chi nese sail ors on its ves sels, a 
reminder of the racial stakes in the Pacific world.44 References 
in the Aus tra lian press to the California exclu sion move ment 
were fre quent and explicit. Many made direct com par i sons 
between the ruin ous effects of Chi nese immi gra tion on Cali-
fornia and Australia.45

By the 1880s and 1890s most of the Aus tra lian col o nies had 
enacted some restric tions on Chi nese immi gra tion. Still, Brit-
ish impe rial pol icy prohibited cat e gor i cal exclu sion. Historian 
Ben ja min Mountford has argued that the Chi nese Question in 
Australia was really two ques tions involv ing dif fer ent inter-
ests, a colo nial or local ques tion about immi gra tion and an 
impe rial ques tion about Brit ish com merce and diplo macy 
with China. In the 1880s and 1890s these two ques tions 
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became increas ingly at odds, straining both Anglo-Aus tra lian 
and Sino-Brit ish rela tions.46 It was only with fed er a tion and 
self-gov er nance in 1901 that White Australia came fully into 
its own. The new par lia ment quickly passed leg is la tion that 
excluded Asian immi gra tion, as well as laws to deport Pacific 
Islanders and exclude aborig i nal peo ples from the fran chise.47

III. Transvaal

Just a few years after Aus tra lian fed er a tion, across the Indian 
Ocean, Chi nese min ers began arriv ing in the Transvaal col-
ony of South Africa, which had been recently annexed to the 
Brit ish Empire. This novel exper i ment was aimed at reviv-
ing the gold mines of the Witwatersrand (“the Rand,” then, 
as now, the larg est gold pro duc ing region in the world) and 
addressing a short age in native Afri can labor in the wake of 
the South Afri can War. Between 1904 and 1910, the Transvaal 
Chamber of Mines imported over 60,000 Chi nese for work on 
the Rand. The scheme was a tick ing polit i cal time bomb in the 
post war con text, as South Africa’s racial pol i tics were still in 
flux. The basis for rec on cil i a tion between whites, Brit ish and 
Afri ka ners remained unre solved, as did the future of pol icy in 
regard to native Afri cans.

Unlike Chi nese min ers in North America and Australia, the 
Chi nese mine labor ers went to the Rand under con tracts that 
set their wages and hours; for bade them from work ing in 
any other occu pa tion or indus try and from owning or leas-
ing prop erty; and required them to return to China at the 
con clu sion of the con tract. But if Chi nese min ing labor ers 
were inden tured, they were not doc ile. They rioted, went on 
strike, and pas sively resisted, by sim ply refus ing to drill more 
than the daily min i mum num ber of inches required of them. 
Desertion was com mon, espe cially for a day or two, but also 
for weeks and even months at a time. Within six months the 
pro gram faced a cri sis of labor dis ci pline and social con trol.48 
Between 1904 and 1907, nearly 25,000 Chi nese labor ers, more 
than one-third of the total num ber of Chi nese to work on the 
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Figure 5. Roll call of 
Chi nese labor ers at 
the Simmer and Jack 
Mine, Transvaal, ca. 
1899. Photo cour tesy 
of Hilton Teper.

Rand, were convicted of var i ous offenses, includ ing refus ing 
to work, rioting, stag ing work actions, deserting the com-
pounds, as well as assault, man slaugh ter and mur der.49

The impor ta tion of Chi nese labor for the Rand soon devel oped 
into a major polit i cal issue in South Africa and across the Brit ish 
Empire. There were sen sa tional accounts in the Transvaal about 
Chi nese mine desert ers roaming the coun try side and attack-
ing Afri ka ner farm steads and, in Great Britain, about flog gings 
meted out to those who refused to drill the min i mum num ber 
of inches and other con di tions alleged to be “akin to slav ery.” In 
1906 the Superintendent of the Transvaal Foreign Labor Depart-
ment, James Jamieson, despaired that super vis ing Chi nese mine 
labor ers was a “hope less” endeavor, an assess ment that sig naled 
the impos si bil ity of sat is fy ing mine pro duc tion goals and local 
demands for pub lic safety with out the labor sys tem looking like 
slav ery.50 The cri sis assumed the incen di ary sym bolic force of 
the Chi nese Question, build ing upon a half-cen tury of Euro pean 
expe ri ence with Chi nese emi gra tion to New World set tle ments. 
Not coin ci den tally, the white, English-speak ing, skilled min-
ers and arti sans in the Transvaal included many Aus tra lian and 
Cor nish work ers who tra versed the Anglo-Amer i can gold fields. 
The President of the Witwatersrand Trade and Labor Council, 
Peter Whiteside, was orig i nally from Ballarat, Australia. Tom 
Mat thews, who founded the Miners Association on the Rand, 
was a Cor nish miner who came to South Africa by way of Mon-
tana, where he had been a miner and a Socialist state leg is la tor.51
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The Chi nese Question on the Rand emerged as a key issue 
in two major polit i cal elec tions in 1906, the gen eral elec tions 
in Britain and the elec tions for respon si ble gov ern ment or 
home rule in the Transvaal. Both elec tions spelled the speedy 
demise of the Chi nese labor pro gram and set broader polit i cal 
tra jec to ries into motion. In the Transvaal, the Chi nese Ques-
tion brought to the fore long-sim mer ing con tro ver sies over 
the mine labor short age and the eco nomic secu rity of South 
Afri can whites, whose rela tion ship to the min ing indus try had 
been prob lem atic since the dis cov ery of gold in the 1880s. To 
be sure, gold had opened a range of eco nomic oppor tu ni ties 
on the Witwatersrand, but only a minor ity mate ri ally bene-
fited to any sig nif i cant degree.52 The post war recon struc tion 
pol i cies of Lord Alfred Milner, the first gov er nor of Transvaal 
and Orange River Colony and high com mis sioner of South-
ern Africa, had done lit tle to improve the eco nomic sit u a tion 
of white Afri ka ners, espe cially those of lim ited edu ca tion 
and with out train ing for a trade. The gen eral view that the 
state was respon si ble for ensur ing that all  whites benefited 
from white suprem acy sub stan tively, not just sym bol i cally, 
informed Afri ka ners’ approach to eco nomic pol icy in gen eral 
and the Chi nese ques tion in par tic u lar.53

The so-called Randlords, the cap i tal ists who con trolled the 
min ing indus tries in Witwatersrand, believed that using white 
labor in unskilled jobs was sim ply too costly for min ing to be 
prof it able but, lest this appear too self-inter ested, they empha-
sized that the fur ther devel op ment of min ing would increase 
the abso lute num ber of skilled posi tions for whites on the 
mines and, more over, that increased pros per ity of the col ony 
would gen er ate more jobs for whites in the towns. The argu-
ment had car ried the day in 1903, when the pro posal for using 
inden tured Chi nese on the mines was first debated. But even as 
the indus try again pros pered, white unem ploy ment remained 
a seri ous prob lem. By 1905-06, Afri ka ners had lost what lit tle 
patience they had had with the prom ise that Chi nese labor 
would increase white employ ment. They became more firmly 
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com mit ted to the belief that the state served the greed of the 
min ing mag na tes at the expense of the white pop u la tion.54

In this view they were joined by the South Afri can trade union 
move ment, which was dom i nated by Brit ish workmen. The 
trade unions had their own griev ances against the Randlords. 
Employment of skilled whites on the mines fluc tu ated with 
the gen eral busi ness cycle as well as sea sonal var i a tions in 
the native labor sup ply. Skilled work ers also resented efforts 
by the min ing com pa nies, led by their engi neers, to wrest from 
them con trol over the point of pro duc tion and to increase 
pro duc tiv ity. Like arti sans and craftsmen every where, they 
might ily resisted these incur sions against their auton omy.55

In the event, the Chi nese Question served to unify Afri ka ner 
pol i tics, which after the South Afri can war com prised diverse 
and conflicting per spec tives. The Afri ka ner Het Volk party, 
formed in 1904 by the for mer Boer com man dos Jan Smuts and 
Louis Botha, rode the Chi nese Question to power in the 1907 
elec tions for home rule. That would set the course that would 
lead the col o nies to fed er ate as the Union of South Africa in 
1910, under the ban ner of rad i cal white suprem acy and racial 
seg re ga tion. South Africa joined Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand as self-governing Dominions of the Brit ish Empire, 
all  based on white-set tler rule, native dis pos ses sion and Asi-
atic exclu sion.

In Britain, the Chi nese Question helped the Liberal Party 
over turn twenty years of nearly unbro ken Conservative rule in 
1906.56 At the same time, it gal va nized the Brit ish trade union 
move ment and helped it to secure increased rep re sen ta tion 
in par lia ment. The core of the Liberal-Labour oppo si tion to 
Chi nese labor in South Africa was the view that the Chi nese 
had been brought to South Africa under con di tions “akin to 
slav ery.” In their view, it represented a stain on the hon or-
able tra di tion of Brit ish abo li tion ism, a tra di tion held dearly 
by both rad i cals and reli gious non con form ists in the Liberal 
Party. They found in the Chi nese Question a blunt instru ment 
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to attack the Conservative gov ern ment by linking the moral 
tra di tion of abo li tion ism to the recent sac ri fices made by Brit-
ish sol diers (50,000 casu al ties) and tax pay ers (£250 mil lion 
spent) in the war against the tyran ni cal Boer repub lics. The 
trade unions read ily adopted the anti slav ery refrain. As early 
as March 1904, the Brit ish Trade Union Congress denounced 
the impor ta tion of Chi nese labor to the Transvaal as a vio la-
tion of the prin ci ples of Trade Unionism and of the “pre vi ous 
splen did record of our race” in “free ing the civ i lized world 
from slav ery.”57

Figure 6. “Ten Years of 
Tory ism,” Liberal Party 
elec tion cam paign 
poster, 1906. Library 
of the London School 
of Economics and 
Science.

57 Central Federa
tion of Trade Unions, 
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Slaves? Analysis of Divi
sion,” March 9, 1904, 
Center for Research 
Library, dds22478.
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Criticism of the pro gram reached a crescendo of out rage in 
the fall of 1905, after rev e la tions emerged of flog gings of Chi-
nese labor ers on the one hand, and of Chi nese deser tions 
and crimes com mit ted against white farm ers, on the other.58 
The Liberal Party connected the two devel op ments in a sin gle 
indict ment of a disas trous pol icy: “We brought the Chinamen 
into the mines and we can not pre vent them from being at 
once the vic tims and authors of law less ness.”59 To be sure, a 
pre cise def i ni tion of slav ery eluded the Liberal and Labour 
elec tion cam paigns; their writ ings and speeches were stud-
ded with phrases like “gen eral ten our,” “feel ing of slav ery,” 
“con di tions akin to slav ery,” and “par tak ing of slav ery.” When 
pressed to define “slav ery,” the Radical Liberal MP John Burns 
resorted to cit ing the United States expe ri ence as evi dence of 
the impos si bil ity of free Chi nese immi gra tion, which brought 
the con cept of Chi nese com pris ing a “coo lie race” full cir cle.60

Conservatives attacked the Liberals for hypoc risy and for 
using the Chi nese Question for par ti san pur poses. They 
fought back with a del uge of news pa per reports and pam-
phlets of their own, with pho to graphs of clean quar ters in 
the com pounds, while also invok ing the pro tec tions of the 
con tract. They warned that the with drawal of Chi nese labor 
would ruin the col ony’s future pros per ity.61 Their charges 
of Liberal hypoc risy and par ti san oppor tun ism were not far 
off the mark. Liberals may have opposed “slav ery” but they 
did not oppose rac ism; they did not sup port Asian free labor, 
free immi gra tion or equal rights in the set tler col o nies. Lib-
erals’ moral oppo si tion to “Chi nese slav ery” in the Transvaal 
con ceded to the argu ment made by the trade unions – that 
Brit ish work ing men were, by their own rights of empire, enti-
tled to pop u late, work, and prosper in the set tler col o nies of 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. Moreover, 
they were con vinced that they could exer cise that right only if 
Asians were alto gether excluded.

The pol i tics of white impe rial laborism had been in the mak-
ing since the 1880s and 1890s in Canada and Australia; both 
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borrowed heavily from the rhet o ric of the Workingmen’s Party 
of California to make the case against Chi nese “coolieism.”62 
In Australia trade union ism established an ideo log i cal and 
mate rial struc ture of labor rights based on high wages and 
Asi atic exclu sion. To many white South Afri cans, Australia 
offered a model “mil i tantly egal i tar ian pol ity, backed by an 
inter ven tion ist state.”63

The con flict between white laborism and cap i tal was, at one 
level, over the dis tri bu tion of resources and power within 
the con text of the white set tler state. At another level, racial 
nation al ism expressed the view that racial enti tle ment uni-
fied national iden tity and pur pose across class lines. Charles 
Henry Pearson, the Oxford his to rian and later Vic to rian colo-
nial admin is tra tor, did much to dis till and dis sem i nate this 
notion through his influ en tial National Life and Character 
(1893). Pearson warned that the “tem per ate zones” were the 
last and only hope for the white race, under pop u la tion pres-
sure from Afri cans and Asians. If not excluded by force of law, 
the argu ment went, Asi at ics would inun date and over whelm 
the white set tler col o nies with cheap labor and com merce. 
Set in a global con text, Australia was the cen tral bat tle ground 
between two races, the Euro pean and Chi nese, for dom i na-
tion.64 Pearson’s anal y sis was rehearsed tout court in Britain 
dur ing the elec tion sea son. For exam ple, M.A. Stobart wrote 
that at stake was the “exis tence of [Transvaal] as a Colony of 
Great Britain or as a dump ing ground for Asia.”65

Another “vec tor” of white laborism oper ated through the Cor-
nish dias pora, a far-flung net work of skilled work ers who cir-
cu lated through out the min ing regions of the empire, from 
California and the North Amer i can West to Australia and New 
Zealand, to south ern Africa and often returning to Cornwall.66 
Adding to these loops, white South Afri cans also trav eled 
around the set tler col o nies and back to the metropole. Fred-
erick H.P. Creswell, a for mer mine man ager who argued that 
gold could be prof it ably mined with unskilled white labor, 
stumped in England dur ing the elec tion sea son, speak ing at 
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trade union rallies, Liberal Party meet ings, and received wide 
cov er age in the press.67 The sec re tary of the White League, 
F.R. MacDonald, also an Aus tra lian emi grant, toured Austra-
lia, New Zealand and Britain in 1906.68

The seem ingly for tu itous tim ing of the Chi nese Question’s 
arrival in the metropole was no acci dent. Labor in the col o-
nies had not been an elec tion issue in the past, but in 1904-
06 the Liberals astutely sensed its impor tance – if they hoped 
to align with the labor move ment against the Unionist gov-
ern ment. Around the turn of the twen ti eth cen tury, with 
the United States and Germany over tak ing Great Britain in 
indus trial out put, the Brit ish trade unions grew more inter-
ested in emi gra tion as a hedge against eco nomic inse cu rity. 
They were recep tive to the argu ments made by the Aus tra lian 
and South Afri can unions, and they became alarmed when 
stories cir cu lated back to England about Brit ish emi grants 
liv ing in abject pov erty on the streets of Johannesburg, their 
unem ploy ment sup pos edly the result of Chi nese labor.69 Emi-
gration was not as cen tral to the Brit ish labor move ment’s 
vision as were demands for gov ern ment social wel fare (which 
many laissez-faire Liberals opposed). But racial pro tec tion-
ism in the col o nies was another kind of stat ist reform, a gov-
ern ment guar an tee that the periph er ies of the empire would 
be reserved for white set tle ment. In fact, emi gra tion between 
1903 and 1913 rose to unprec e dented lev els, with 3,150,000 
peo ple leav ing England for the Dominions.70

In the col o nies, white labor gave pop u lar sup port to elite 
polit i cal inter ests, which in a sense were rather paro chial 
inso far as they sought power over their par tic u lar node of the 
Empire. The Chi nese Question gave them com mon cause and 
a global stage. For Great Britain, white-set tler auton omy was 
the price of devel op ing Australia and South Africa inside the 
Empire and not, like the United States, out side of it – as Lord 
Selborne, Joseph Chamberlain’s under sec re tary for the col-
o nies and later the Brit ish high com mis sioner for Southern 
Africa, sum ma rized. The Dominions got to have their cake and 
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eat it, too. They would be self-governing, but they would still 
receive the Empire’s pro tec tion from the prox i mate threats of 
the yel low peril and black Africa.

Conclusion

At this point, one may detect a cer tain com ple tion in the cir-
cum nav i ga tion of the Chi nese Question, its con tours forged in 
cru ci bles of nation build ing on the fron ti ers of empire. From 
diverse local con di tions emerged a com mon global dis course, 
which cast all  Chi nese as a “coo lie race” and as “slaves” 
regard less of their actual sta tus or con di tion. The South Afri-
can polem i cist Lawrence Neame cogently sum ma rized its 
the sis in 1907. Neame wrote that Asi at ics were a dan ger to the 
col o nies because they would always “under-live and under-
sell” the Euro pean, drag ging down their wages and beat ing 
them at com merce, to boot. He per pet u ated the coo lie fic tion 
that Asians were nat u rally ser vile and lacked nor mal human 
desires for eco nomic suf fi ciency and improve ment; and he 
ignored, of course, the his tor i cal and polit i cal rea sons for 
China and India’s impov er ish ment.71 But Neame also adopted 
a more alarm ist tone than had been heard pre vi ously. Like the 
Randlords who had not antic i pated unruly Chi nese coo lies on 
the mines, Neame ner vously noted “an awak en ing of Asia, a 
move ment which involves a keener resent ment than obtained 
in the old days…  There is a vague yet grow ing sense of com-
mer cial power. The idea is gaining ground that a weak spot 
has been found in the armour of Europe.” In the shadow of 
the Russo-Jap a nese War, Neame per ceived a con test between 
the sur plus pop u la tions of Europe and Asia over con trol of the 
tem per ate zones of the global south. Without strict bar ri ers to 
Asi atic immi gra tion, he feared that Euro pe ans would lose this 
con test, lose by the num bers, lose by the cheap ness of ser vile 
Asian labor, and, in some thing of a con tra dic tion, by the clev-
er ness of Indian and Chi nese at busi ness.72

We should not for get the role of the United States in the com-
ing of the global Chi nese Question. Not only was the coo lie 
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trope born in the Amer i can West. For white-set tler colo nials 
in Australia and South Africa, the United States after the Civil 
War was, broadly speak ing, an object les son in the folly of 
racial equal ity – wit ness the con se quences of unchecked Chi-
nese immi gra tion and post war recon struc tion. But then white 
America came to its senses and offered solu tions in racial man-
age ment – Chi nese exclu sion and Jim Crow seg re ga tion–that 
inspired like-minded pol i cies in White Australia and seg re-
gated South Africa. If the first bricks of the Great Wall against 
China were laid by the United States, that wall grew and pro-
moted the devel op ment of the Amer i can West, Australia and 
South Africa as so-called White Men’s Countries.

The Chi nese Question as a the ory of racial dan ger and exclu-
sion as state pol icy emerged as con sti tu tive ele ments of 
nation al ist pol i tics across the Anglo-Amer i can world. It was 
already abloom in the mid-nineteenth-cen tury United States, 
in racialized notions of con ti nen tal expan sion and the mean-
ings of free labor. In the Brit ish set tler col o nies, the coo lie 
trope emerged later, as a cen tral ele ment of Aus tra lian nation-
al ist ambi tion and the fash ion ing of the Brit ish Dominion.

Chi nese exclu sion laws were also as part of a dynamic inter-
play between Anglo-Amer i can expan sion and Chi nese con-
tain ment. Imperialism’s foot print in China was set down with 
opium, gun boat diplo macy, unequal treaties and war indem-
nities, yes — and also from the exclu sion laws. The wall pro-
tected and advan taged Amer i can and Brit ish ter ri to rial and 
eco nomic expan sion, which depended on con trol over land, 
resources, mar kets, labor and, not least, gold, the foun da tion 
of credit.

These pol i cies served to con tain China’s posi tion within the 
global econ omy: Free immi gra tion invari ably begets com-
mer cial and cul tural exchange. An open door, yes, but one 
that swings only one-way – that was the strat egy of the West. 
Henceforth, Chi nese labor emi gra tion and set tle ment would 
remain region ally con cen trated, in Southeast Asia and Man-
churia, areas that were also entangled with Euro pean and 
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Jap a nese colo nial ism. Of course, it could not last for ever. 
After World War II, decol o ni za tion loos ened the regimes of 
exclu sion; and the end of the Cold War has tened a new era 
of global eco nomic inte gra tion. A dif fer ent world informs the 
Chi nese Question in our own time. Today’s anx i eties about 
China’s eco nomic power as a new “yel low peril” are gen er-
ated by con tem po rary issues of global econ omy and pol i tics. 
But they also draw from a deeper his tory of ideas and forces 
that powered their cir cu la tion and their rise to the sta tus of 
the global, dynam ics that had their ori gin in the gold rushes 
of the Anglo-Amer i can world in the nineteenth cen tury.
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