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Around the turn of the last century, some half-dozen countries
enacted laws that prohibited Chinese immigration.' These
countries constituted an arc that ranged from the Americas
across the Pacific to Australasia; and then across the Indi-
an Ocean to South Africa. The American political scientist
Aristide Zolberg called it the Great Wall against China.? The
conventional explanation for Chinese exclusion is that Euro-
American workers in the receiving countries feared competi-
tion from cheap Chinese labor. And indeed, this perception
was widespread. But there was something special, something
more, about the Chinese Question that emerged in the late
nineteenth century: it carried an unmistakable whiff of rac-
ism, and it appeared to be a global problem. But how Chinese
immigration became a global race problem has not been ade-
quately explained.
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At one level, we might note the obvious - that global ideas
emerge in a global environment. And to be sure, the period
between 1875 and the First World War was one of unprece-
dented global integration - achieved through the increased
circulation of people, capital, trade and ideas. But, we might
pause and ask, why do some ideas become global, and not
others? How do ideas acquire global force?

There were, of course, general stereotypes about China that
had circulated in the West since the early nineteenth century,
Orientalist constructions about the “stagnation” and “des-
potism” of the East that served to define the “progress” and
“vigor” of the West, were perhaps most famously expressed by
Hegel in his Lectures on the Philosophy of History, published
in 1805. But in the late nineteenth century, these ideas were
too general, too vague to have political force on the ground.
In important ways, the local was the generative site of politics,
to paraphrase Tip O’Neill’s famous dictum. But politics also
travel, as it were, and borrow from and copy the ideas and
policies of others. There is a dynamic interplay between local
and global politics. My research is directed toward under-
standing that relationship.

The origins of the Chinese Question may be found in the gold
rushes of the nineteenth century and the broader context of
the globalization of trade, credit, labor and the rise of Anglo-
American power. The gold rushes both expanded the world
and brought it closer together.? The sudden increase in world
gold production in the late nineteenth century resulted from
Anglo-American settler colonialism and capitalist develop-
ment. Sustained exploration and extraction required capital
investment, deep-mining technology, mass labor migration
and long-distance transportation.

The gold rushes also launched into motion hundreds of thou-
sands of people from the British Isles, Continental Europe, the
Americas, Australasia and China. The goldfields were fluid, inter-
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national contact-zones on the peripheries of the world’s core
societies; they marked the advent of settler colonialism and the
“congealing” of the frontier.” Notably, the gold rushes were the
first occasions of large-scale contact between Euro-Americans
and Chinese. In California and the Australian colony of Victoria,
Chinese comprised upwards of 25 percent of the mining pop-
ulation in the 1850s and 60s, but until fairly recently they were
marginal actors in most gold rush histories. Euro-American gold
seekers became idealized by their descendants for their demo-
cratic and entrepreneurial spirit and have been considered foun-
dational in national histories. Without exception, these polities
excluded the Chinese.

But, the global Chinese Question did not emerge fully formed,
like Athena from Zeus’s head. In my research, I have been
struck by differences in the Chinese Question on the ground,
especially during the gold rush period. The Chinese Ques-
tion shifted and evolved as it moved across and shaped the
Pacific world, and over time acquired the status and force of
a global idea, which idea was intricately connected to the rise
of Anglo-American hegemony.

l. California

We start in California, where the discovery of gold on the
north fork of the American River in January of 1848 drew
prospectors from the eastern and southern 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 Americans found nativism a convenient
weapon of competition; “it’s all for ‘us’ and not for you,” a
crude expression of American Manifest Destiny. By 1850
they had already successfully driven from the goldfields
Mexicans, South Americans and many Europeans. British
colonists from Australia received a particularly cool welcome
in California, though on the whole Americans were recep-
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tive to British and German gold seekers, whom they regarded
as their ethnic kin. Anti-foreign sentiment then focused on
Chinese, who were now arriving in large numbers. Notably,
the Chinese appeared on the scene just as placer mining
(sifting for gold in the gravel of riverbeds) was beginning to
give out, so anti-foreign feeling now mixed with the bitter-
ness of dashed hopes.®

By 1852 the argument against Chinese took on a special
cast, with white Americans accusing them of being inden-
tured workers, or coolies, imagined as slaves or semi-slaves.
In fact, Chinese miners worked in a variety of ways, the least
common of which was under contract. They worked mostly
as independent prospectors and in small cooperative
groups, as well as for wages for white-owned companies.
Many of these formations were common to miners gener-
ally, regardless of ethnicity. Like American partners, Chi-
nese partners were often close relatives or from the same
hometown, indicating kinship as the medium of trust.® Chi-
nese also worked for small companies, in which the prin-
cipal investor was a local merchant, who bought or leased
the claim and furnished the equipment.” Most Chinese
companies operated on a share basis, in which the mer-
chant-investor typically took a portion of the output and
the miners shared the rest. The merchants also supplied
the miners’ provisions.? Chinese also worked in small coop-
eratives, especially in river-placer mining. These usually
comprised as few as five men (and rarely more than ten),
working smaller claims with low-tech equipment like rock-
ers and sluice boxes. Cooperatives also worked on shares,
but with equal shares for both profits and expenses, and
they typically had no boss or headman.’
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Chinese miners also worked for white employers in return

for wages. In the southern mines Chinese worked “shoulder
to shoulder” with Cornish miners in John Frémont’s mines at
Mariposa. The U.S. mining commissioner, Rossiter Raymond,
reported “whole shifts of brawny pig tail wearers” working in
deep mines in Mariposa, Merced and Tuolumne counties from
the late 1850s, for as long as ten to fifteen years. By 1870, Chi-
nese miners earned from $39 to $50 a month, nearly the rate of
white miners. Chinese also worked as unskilled laborers in the
quartz mills, feeding the giant stamping machines that crushed
the tons of rock dug up from the earth to release the gold from
the veins within.'” A more extensive practice was the hiring of
Chinese by hydraulic mining companies, who used giant high-
pressure water hoses to blast away the sides of mountain ridges
to mine auriferous gravel from the ancient riverbeds; and by
water companies, who delivered water to the former from
mountain lakes and reservoirs. Chinese worked on wages both
in construction and in the mining operations.'!

If Chinese were not actually indentured, the larger fiction that
they were a “coolie race” overwhelmed any inconvenience
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of fact.”” Anti-coolieism imagined Chinese as innately ser-
vile, without individual personality or will, regardless of their
actual condition. It was a racial shorthand that drew on two
comparisons. First, it recalled the so-called “coolie trade” of
indentured Asian labor to the former-slave plantation colo-
nies. Second, and much closer to home, it associated Chinese
labor with African slavery in the American South. That sec-
ond association positioned Chinese immediately as a racial
threat to free labor.

The coolie trope was actually not invented on the goldfields
but in Sacramento, as a weapon in the first chapter of Califor-
nia state politics. As early as 1850, some Californians were pro-
moting grandiose visions of developing a new empire along
the Pacific slope, one that potentially stretched from Alaska
to Chile. One aggressive booster was U.S. Senator William
Gwin, a pro-slavery Democrat. Gwin believed enslaved Afri-
can Americans and imported native Hawaiians would provide
the labor needed to develop California.*?

Others saw Chinese labor as a potentially unlimited labor
supply and one more readily accessible (before the build-
ing of the transcontinental railroad) than labor from east
of the Rockies. Some drew inspiration from the practice of
importing indentured Chinese and Indian labor to the Brit-
ish plantation colonies of the Caribbean after the abolition
of slavery. In January 1852 two California legislators, George
Tingley and Archibald Peachy, introduced bills into the state
senate and assembly respectively, to enable the recruitment
of foreign workers under contract into the state, primarily for
agricultural development. The contracts would be, in prin-
ciple, voluntary; but they set terms of five years to ten years,
which exceeded anything in the Caribbean or elsewhere, and
a minimum wage of $50 a year, a pathetically low amount.
Workers who broke their contracts could be punished with
imprisonment and fines, penal sanctions that recalled the
master-servant laws that had been dead letter among white
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Americans since the 1820s." Initially the coolie bills received
support from both Whigs and Democrats, and the assembly
passed the Peachy bill. But opposition to the Tingley bill gath-
ered force from Free Soilers, and Tingley was outmaneuvered
in the senate, which defeated the bill, 16 to 2. Without a senate
bill, the Peachy bill died in the assembly.'

Opponents of the coolie bills were not necessarily against
Chinese immigrants in general. The Daily Alta California sup-
ported free immigration and thought the principle applied to
all, regardless of origin. The California goldfields were open
and free to all comers. But the Alta opposed the coolie bill
as bringing a system of servitude to California. It warned
that recent experience with the “labor contract system in the
English Colonies” (such as Jamaica, Guyana and Mauritius)
showed that the work “in which these menials engage, though
voluntary, is hard and sometimes cruel.” It reminded readers
that: “Already this physical bondage is classed by the press of
the country as slavery, of the most iniquitous species.”!®

The distinction made by the Alta between free and indentured
Chinese emigrants quickly blurred. Governor Bigler himself
was largely to blame for the obfuscation. Although the coolie
bills were dead, the governor could not help but give the issue
another kick.'” On April 23, 1852, Bigler issued a “special mes-
sage” to the legislature, his last address before the close of the
session. The sole subject of the message was the Chinese Ques-
tion. Bigler raised alarm over the “present wholesale importa-
tion to this country of immigrants from the Asiatic quarter of the
globe,” in particular that “class of Asiatics known as ‘Coolies”
He cited over 20,000 Chinese currently leaving China for Cali-
fornia and warned there would soon be 100,000 in the state. He
declared that nearly all were being hired by “Chinese masters”
to mine for gold at pitiable wages, with their families in China
held hostage for the faithful performance of their contracts. The
Chinese, Bigler alleged, dug up gold and removed it from the
country; they had no interest in becoming citizens, caring not to
“avail themselves of the blessings of free government”; and they
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were a menace to public safety. Bigler called upon the legisla-
ture to impose heavy taxes on the Chinese to “check the present
system of indiscriminate and unlimited Asiatic immigration,”
and to pass a law barring Chinese contract labor from California
mines.'®

The coolie bills were dead and Chinese in California were not
contracted or indentured labor, but Bigler saw political potential
in the Chinese Question. He had won his first election in 1851 by
a mere thousand votes. In 1853 he would be running for re-elec-
tion and he needed to excite the mining districts to his side. The
Forty-Niners were restive, as the placers were rapidly giving out
and a diligent miner could now make only $5 a day. Many were
already working on wages for others, earning about the same. By
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tarring all Chinese miners as “coolies,” Bigler found a racial trope
that compared Chinese to black slaves, the antithesis of free
labor, and thereby cast them as a threat to white miners’ inde-
pendence. Bigler’s message was dutifully published in full in the
Alta; the governor also had it printed on “small sheets of paper
and sent everywhere through the mines.””” As he had intended,
Bigler roused the white mining population. Miners gathered
in local assemblies and passed resolutions banning Chinese
from mining in their districts. At a meeting held in Columbia,
Tuolumne County, in May, miners echoed Bigler’s charges. They
railed against those who would “flood the state with degraded
Asiatics, and fasten, without sanction of law, the system of peon-
age on our social organization,” and voted to exclude Chinese
from mining in their district. Other meetings offered no reasons
but simplybade the Chinese to leave, or to “vamoose the ranche.”
Sometimes they used violence to push Chinese off their claims.
Bigler would win his re-election. He would be the first American
politician to ride the Chinese Question to elected office.*

The use of Chinese gang labor, first seen in the construction
of mining infrastructures and later in building the transcon-
tinental railroad, further confirmed white Americans’ beliefs
that Chinese were held in bondage. In fact, ethnic gang labor
can be traced to the contracting of Irish workers to dig canals
in northern states, from the building of the Erie Canal from
the late 1810s through the 1840s. In the antebellum north,
contemporaries considered Irish navvies to be rough and
intemperate - but they did not accuse them of being “slaves,”
which they obviously were not. But after the Civil War, con-
tracted labor assumed an ambiguous place in American polit-
ical culture, which had drawn a bright line between servitude
and slavery, on the one hand, and free labor on the other. As
free labor came increasingly to mean waged work and not
independent farming or artisanship, drawing a line against
contracted ethnic labor was a way for native white workers to
address their own sense of precarity. The association of eth-
nic and racial others with unfreedom enabled this construc-
tion, which otherwise was not so clear cut.

Mae M. Ngai | The Chinese Question

19 Chun Aching and
Tong Achick, “To his
Excellency, Gov. Bigler,
from the Chinamen,”
May 16,1852, in “An
Analysis of the Chinese
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).

20 “Governor's Special
Message,” Daily Alta
California, April 25,
1852; "Meeting at
Columbia,” Daily Alta
California, May 15,
1852; “Anti-Chinese
Meeting at Foster’s
Bar,” Sacramento Daily
Union, May 3, 1852;
“Sacramento News”
(on miners meet-

ing in Centreville, El
Dorado), Daily Alta
California, May 15,
1852. See also Ping
Chiu, Chinese Labor
in California, 13, 15;
Rodman Paul, “Origin
of the Chinese Issue in
California,” Missis-
sippi Valley Historical
Review 25 (Sept.
1938):190.

103



21 Sundry claims in
Register of Mining
Claims, Sandhurst
Division, vol. 2, VPRS
6946/P0/1-11, Public
Records Office of
Victoria (hereaf-

ter PROV), North
Melbourne, Victoriag;
Register of Mining
Claims, Daylesford,
vol. 1 (1865-68), VPRS
3719/P0/1, PROV,
Ballarat, Victoria.

22 William Young,
“Report on the Con-
ditions of the Chinese
Population in Victoria,”
March 2, 1868, pp.

40, 42-3, reprinted
inlan McLaren, The
Chinese in Victoria:
Official Reports and
Documents (Ascot
Vale, 1985). On small
share companies see
also, Barry McGowan,
“The Economics and
Organization of Chi-
nese mining in Colonial
Australia,” Australian
Economic History
Review 45 (July 2005):
121, 123. A puddling
machine was a wooden
tub with a rotating
blade that one turned
by hand to break up
gold-bearing clay. The
remainder of the Chi-
nese mining popula-
tion in Bendigo worked
as individual “fossick-
ers,” rewashing old
claims and tailing.

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

104

Indeed, race obfuscated the ambiguities in concepts such as
free labor, voluntary migration and, especially, the contract.
As freedom of contract became the watchword of free labor
under laissez faire capitalism, the contract remained associ-
ated with indenture and servility for Chinese. Anti-coolieism
remained foundational in the 1870s and 1880s as the urban
workingmen’s movement and state party politics drove the
Chinese question to national exclusion legislation in 1882.

Il. Victoria

In the British colony of Victoria in Australia, conditions were
similar to those in the American West - an international rush
following the discovery of placer deposits in 1851, then a shift
to capitalized quartz mining. As in California, Chinese miners
in Victoria engaged in independent prospecting; small com-
panies and egalitarian cooperatives; waged work for Euro-
pean-owned companies; and organized themselves into the
same kinds of hometown associations and brotherhood soci-
eties. Victorian gold district registers of mining claims show
Chinese individuals and small partnerships of two or three
men with small claims.? According to a census of the Chinese
population in the Victoria gold districts conducted in 1868 by
the Reverend William Young, more than half of the 2,200 Chi-
nese miners in Bendigo worked in small companies ranging in
size from six to over ten men. Three hundred worked in com-
panies with puddling machines and 800-900 in small compa-
nies washing tailings, which were likely cooperatives.” Small
groups also worked together to achieve economies of scale.
According to historian Geoffrey Serle’s seminal history of the
Victorian rushes, the “most typical form” of work for Chinese
was “paddocking,” in which “gangs of one hundred or more
[would] lift and wash the soil of gullies from end to end, work-
ing either cooperatively or as companies of employees.”*

In the Victoria claims registers, individually owned claims
with substantial acreage or equipment indicate small

Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 69 | Fall 2021 / Spring 2022



companies.*® Chinese companies favored sluicing, which

required moderate investment and drew from Chinese agricul-
tural experience with water engineering. In December 1878 the
Bendigo Advertiser reported Chinese sluicing companies work-
ing in three shifts, around the clock, using three million gal-
lons of water a week.*® Egalitarian cooperatives similar to those
found in California, are numerous in the Victorian mining reg-
isters.”® Testimony given before a coroner’s inquest held after
two Chinese gold miners died in a fight shows the working of
a cooperative located at Portuguese Flat near the town of Cre-
swick. It comprised eight “mates,” including at least two who
were cousins. They held equal shares in the claim, each worth
£3 to £4. One member, Ah Yung, kept the group’s gold and
books, and paid out weekly earnings to the members, about
thirty shillings. The men lived in separate tents but ate break-
fast together and divided among them chores, such as cooking
and collecting firewood.*”

27 Testimonies of Ah
Su and Ah Ter, Inquest
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PROV, North Mel-
bourne. Ang Hui, a
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thirty shillings a week
was the average Chi-
nese earnings through
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“Fortune Seekers of
Dai Gum San,” 159.
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Both companies and cooperatives were similar to mining
organizations found in China and Southeast Asia. In southern
China, placer techniques were used to mine tin and iron-sand
deposits, and also drew from agricultural water-irrigation
practices. Mine operators sometimes hired local farmers dur-
ing the slack season, but there were also small companies of
full-time miners, often comprised oflandless and socially mar-
ginal types, who worked for shares under a manager-investor.
These companies had minimal internal hierarchy and gener-
ous share division, reflecting the difficulty in holding labor.?
The practice of share division also drew more generally from
a tradition of partnership arrangements - a feature of late-
Qing business organization.? The cooperatives in California
and Victoria bear a canny resemblance to the famous Chi-
nese “kongsi” (gongsi) of the West Kalimantan (West Borneo)
gold mines of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century.
These began as small, egalitarian share partnerships, as evi-
denced by their names, e.g. shiwufen (fifteen shares), xin-
bafen (new eight shares). As mining developed, some of these
cooperatives joined together into federations; a few became
extremely powerful and acted as though they were sovereign
states. Not surprisingly, the larger they became, the less egal-
itarian they were, with newly recruited credit-ticket workers
at the entry level and share partners at the top. The power of
the West Kalimantan kongsi derived from the position of the
Chinese as a force between the native population and Dutch
colonizers.? Those conditions, of course, did not exist in the
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United States or Australia, so Chinese cooperatives in New
World goldfields remained primitive.

Importantly, all of these formations - mining companies in
southern China, cooperatives in Borneo and their counterparts
in California and Australia - were associated with sworn-broth-
erhood societies. In southern China, these brotherhoods prac-
ticed elaborate and secret ritual oaths, ceremonies and exercises
that cemented their solidarity. They could be both protective and
predatory, engaged in mutual aid for their members and thiev-
ery among the general population. In late-seventeenth-century
southern China, the Tiandihui (heaven and earth society) and
Hongmen (vast family), the largest societies, assumed an anti-
Qing political orientation. During the Taiping Rebellion in the
mid-nineteenth century, many activists fled China to Southeast
Asia and beyond.” In the 1850s exiles formed a group called
the Zhigongdang (in Cantonese Chee Kong Tong, Active Justice
Society) throughout the Chinese diaspora. From the early 1850s
the Zhigongdang had branches in California and throughout the
nineteenth century was especially prevalent in the mining dis-
tricts. In Australia, the Zhigongdang was known as Yixing (in
Cantonese Yee Hing). It became the most powerful Chinese asso-
ciation in Victoria, and its members would gain respectability
in white society by explaining themselves as Chinese “freema-
sons.”*

Finally, Chinese in Victoria in the late 1860s and 1870s also found
employment with quartz-mining companies. Young’s 1868 cen-
sus reported some seven hundred Chinese working for whites on
wages in the Ovens district. Smaller numbers were employed at
European claims in Ballarat.®® Although some Chinese worked
underground, it was more common for them to work inside the
mills, feeding and running the stamping machines.*
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If it surprises us to find independent prospecting, share com-
panies, egalitarian cooperatives, and waged labor among
Chinese miners in California and Victoria, that surprise
perhaps indexes our resistance to seeing Chinese labor in a
flexible and diverse manner, or to see similarities with the
economic organization of Euro-Americans.*® Miners of all
nationalities drew from their respective cultural backgrounds
and learned from each other to devise methods of work that
suited the demands of alluvial-gold mining. Working in small
groups enabled miners to work more efficiently, to take turns
at the more arduous tasks and to share costs and rewards;
hence Serle’s observation that “in its early years the [Victo-
rian gold] industry was almost exclusively worked by thou-
sands of tiny cooperative groups.”*® But if cooperation was
common among all national and ethnic groups and, indeed,
celebrated by whites as the quintessence of fraternity among
free men, it was the Chinese not the Europeans whose coop-
erative practices endured. Chinese cooperatives, built upon
solidarities of native-place and kinship, might be considered
a kind of refuge from, even resistance to, capitalist-wage rela-
tions. Europeans and Americans did not have analogous cul-
tural resources to sustain independent mining. Thus, when
the quartz companies came to dominate the scene, Euro-
Americans traded their autonomy for the relative security of a
job or quit mining altogether.

The variety of Chinese mining practices also highlights the
problem of thinking about labor in apposite categories of
“free” and “unfree.” The point is not to simply move Chinese
miners from one column to the other. At a certain level, of
course, Chinese miners were not “unfree” - they were not
held as chattels, unremunerated for their labor, or prohibited
from quitting or moving, the normative conditions of bound
labor. Miners who worked solo, with partners, and in egali-
tarian cooperatives had considerable if not complete auton-
omy, though it must be noted that the economic rewards of
independent mining grew increasingly meager as the placers
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diminished. Working for proportional shares and for wages,
whether on skilled underground work or in construction
gangs, involved elements of both of coercion and volition.*"
Similarly, the corporatist social forms observable among Chi-
nese miners - native-place associations and sworn-broth-
erhood societies - should also not be considered in terms
of Orientalist binaries. They are better understood as early
modern social formations that facilitated overseas trade and
migration, and which operated along vectors of both solidar-
ity and control.*

Racism toward the Chinese on the Australian goldfields was
more inchoate than in California. There was racial tension
and conflict, and a few anti-Chinese riots, some of which may
have been instigated by Americans. But white miners aimed
their ire chiefly at the colonial government, which required
an expensive miner’s license and policed the goldfields to
enforce compliance. Although many Europeans disdained
the Chinese, they did not allege that the Chinese were inden-
tured or enslaved. The legacy of unfreedom in the Austra-
lian colonies was not racialized African slavery but convict
transportation of the English and Irish poor. More important
in their perceptions of Chinese were fears generated by their
location at the fringes of the British Empire. The Melbourne
Argus explained, “Geographically, we are nearer the pent-up
millions of China than any other large tract of country occu-
pied by the white man. ...We are still but a handful of men and
women and children.”*® Australians obsessed over their frag-
ile hold on the continent and their vulnerability in a larger
contest in Asia between two empires, British and Chinese.

In Victoria anti-Chinese agitation clashed with official colo-
nial policy of equal protection. This principle, enshrined in
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precepts of Enlightenment liberalism, was a conceit belied by
Britain’s vast empire acquired through violence and dispos-
session. In general, the authorities at Melbourne conceded
to and protected European interests.”” But the colonial gov-
ernment did oppose individual and group violence against
Chinese. Police were more likely to arrest and prosecute
Europeans who committed crimes against Chinese in Victoria
than in California; and the colonial government compensated
Chinese for losses suffered during a riot in the Buckland River
Valley in 1857."

The coolie trope did not enter Australian politics until the late
1870s and 1880s, and it came not from the goldfields of Vic-
toria or New South Wales, but from the so-called “Top End,”
where controversy grew over the use of Asian and Pacific
Islander contract labor in Queensland and the Northern Ter-
ritory. White Australians, at least for a time, conceded the
use of colored labor in the tropical far north, where, as one
observer put it, white men fell “victim to malaria and fever ...
under the fierce sun and amid the marshes.”*> The climate
theory of race, though it was influential at the time, was spu-
rious, of course, since enslaved and indentured workers also
suffered from tropical diseases, not to mention arduous plan-
tation labor. In any event, the problem in Australia was that
the tropical areas were not separate islands, like Jamaica or
Mauritius, but contiguous to the temperate zones, which
Europeans had staked out for themselves. By the late 1870s
and 1880s whites in Australia were becoming increasingly
alarmed at the growth and mobility of the Chinese population
in the far north. The Queensland Worker targeted pastoralists
- that colony’s most powerful capitalists - for their “determi-
nation to make Queensland and Australia as much like Fiji
and Hindustan as possible.”*?

The Chinese Question was a core element of an emergent
Australian nationalism, which viewed racial homogeneity and
free labor as conditions for democracy. It was a new ideolog-
ical formation, at once democratic, masculinist and racialist.
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THE BULETIN.

The Mongolan Octopus—FS Orip on Australia

Anti-Chinese leagues sprung up in big cities like Melbourne
and Sydney, even though the Chinese urban population
was tiny and economic competition was negligible. In 1878
the seamen’s union struck the Australian Steam Navigation
Company to protest its use of Chinese sailors on its vessels, a
reminder of the racial stakes in the Pacific world.** References
in the Australian press to the California exclusion movement
were frequent and explicit. Many made direct comparisons
between the ruinous effects of Chinese immigration on Cali-
fornia and Australia.”

By the 1880s and 1890s most of the Australian colonies had
enacted some restrictions on Chinese immigration. Still, Brit-
ishimperial policy prohibited categorical exclusion. Historian
Benjamin Mountford has argued that the Chinese Question in
Australia was really two questions involving different inter-
ests, a colonial or local question about immigration and an
imperial question about British commerce and diplomacy
with China. In the 1880s and 1890s these two questions
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became increasingly at odds, straining both Anglo-Australian
and Sino-British relations.*® It was only with federation and
self-governance in 1901 that White Australia came fully into
its own. The new parliament quickly passed legislation that
excluded Asian immigration, as well as laws to deport Pacific
Islanders and exclude aboriginal peoples from the franchise.*”

Ill. Transvaal

Just a few years after Australian federation, across the Indian
Ocean, Chinese miners began arriving in the Transvaal col-
ony of South Africa, which had been recently annexed to the
British Empire. This novel experiment was aimed at reviv-
ing the gold mines of the Witwatersrand (“the Rand,” then,
as now, the largest gold producing region in the world) and
addressing a shortage in native African labor in the wake of
the South African War. Between 1904 and 1910, the Transvaal
Chamber of Mines imported over 60,000 Chinese for work on
the Rand. The scheme was a ticking political time bomb in the
postwar context, as South Africa’s racial politics were still in
flux. The basis for reconciliation between whites, British and
Afrikaners remained unresolved, as did the future of policy in
regard to native Africans.

Unlike Chinese miners in North America and Australia, the
Chinese mine laborers went to the Rand under contracts that
set their wages and hours; forbade them from working in
any other occupation or industry and from owning or leas-
ing property; and required them to return to China at the
conclusion of the contract. But if Chinese mining laborers
were indentured, they were not docile. They rioted, went on
strike, and passively resisted, by simply refusing to drill more
than the daily minimum number of inches required of them.
Desertion was common, especially for a day or two, but also
for weeks and even months at a time. Within six months the
program faced a crisis of labor discipline and social control.*®
Between 1904 and 1907, nearly 25,000 Chinese laborers, more
than one-third of the total number of Chinese to work on the
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Rand, were convicted of various offenses, including refusing
to work, rioting, staging work actions, deserting the com-

pounds, as well as assault, manslaughter and murder.*

The importation of Chinese labor for the Rand soon developed
into a major political issue in South Africa and across the British
Empire. There were sensational accounts in the Transvaal about
Chinese mine deserters roaming the countryside and attack-
ing Afrikaner farmsteads and, in Great Britain, about floggings
meted out to those who refused to drill the minimum number
of inches and other conditions alleged to be “akin to slavery.” In
1906 the Superintendent of the Transvaal Foreign Labor Depart-
ment, James Jamieson, despaired that supervising Chinese mine
laborers was a “hopeless” endeavor, an assessment that signaled
the impossibility of satisfying mine production goals and local
demands for public safety without the labor system looking like
slavery.”® The crisis assumed the incendiary symbolic force of
the Chinese Question, building upon a half-century of European
experience with Chinese emigration to New World settlements.
Not coincidentally, the white, English-speaking, skilled min-
ers and artisans in the Transvaal included many Australian and
Cornish workers who traversed the Anglo-American goldfields.
The President of the Witwatersrand Trade and Labor Council,
Peter Whiteside, was originally from Ballarat, Australia. Tom
Matthews, who founded the Miners Association on the Rand,
was a Cornish miner who came to South Africa by way of Mon-
tana, where he had been a miner and a Socialist state legislator.”
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The Chinese Question on the Rand emerged as a key issue
in two major political elections in 1906, the general elections
in Britain and the elections for responsible government or
home rule in the Transvaal. Both elections spelled the speedy
demise of the Chinese labor program and set broader political
trajectories into motion. In the Transvaal, the Chinese Ques-
tion brought to the fore long-simmering controversies over
the mine labor shortage and the economic security of South
African whites, whose relationship to the mining industry had
been problematic since the discovery of gold in the 1880s. To
be sure, gold had opened a range of economic opportunities
on the Witwatersrand, but only a minority materially bene-
fited to any significant degree.> The postwar reconstruction
policies of Lord Alfred Milner, the first governor of Transvaal
and Orange River Colony and high commissioner of South-
ern Africa, had done little to improve the economic situation
of white Afrikaners, especially those of limited education
and without training for a trade. The general view that the
state was responsible for ensuring that all whites benefited
from white supremacy substantively, not just symbolically,
informed Afrikaners’ approach to economic policy in general
and the Chinese question in particular.?

The so-called Randlords, the capitalists who controlled the
mining industries in Witwatersrand, believed that using white
labor in unskilled jobs was simply too costly for mining to be
profitable but, lest this appear too self-interested, they empha-
sized that the further development of mining would increase
the absolute number of skilled positions for whites on the
mines and, moreover, that increased prosperity of the colony
would generate more jobs for whites in the towns. The argu-
ment had carried the day in 1903, when the proposal for using
indentured Chinese on the mines was first debated. But even as
the industry again prospered, white unemployment remained
a serious problem. By 1905-06, Afrikaners had lost what little
patience they had had with the promise that Chinese labor
would increase white employment. They became more firmly
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committed to the belief that the state served the greed of the
mining magnates at the expense of the white population.*

In this view they were joined by the South African trade union
movement, which was dominated by British workmen. The
trade unions had their own grievances against the Randlords.
Employment of skilled whites on the mines fluctuated with
the general business cycle as well as seasonal variations in
the native labor supply. Skilled workers also resented efforts
by the mining companies, led by their engineers, to wrest from
them control over the point of production and to increase
productivity. Like artisans and craftsmen everywhere, they
mightily resisted these incursions against their autonomy.**

In the event, the Chinese Question served to unify Afrikaner
politics, which after the South African war comprised diverse
and conflicting perspectives. The Afrikaner Het Volk party,
formed in 1904 by the former Boer commandos Jan Smuts and
Louis Botha, rode the Chinese Question to power in the 1907
elections for home rule. That would set the course that would
lead the colonies to federate as the Union of South Africa in
1910, under the banner of radical white supremacy and racial
segregation. South Africa joined Canada, Australia and New
Zealand as self-governing Dominions of the British Empire,
all based on white-settler rule, native dispossession and Asi-
atic exclusion.

In Britain, the Chinese Question helped the Liberal Party
overturn twenty years of nearly unbroken Conservative rule in
1906.¢ At the same time, it galvanized the British trade union
movement and helped it to secure increased representation
in parliament. The core of the Liberal-Labour opposition to
Chinese labor in South Africa was the view that the Chinese
had been brought to South Africa under conditions “akin to
slavery.” In their view, it represented a stain on the honor-
able tradition of British abolitionism, a tradition held dearly
by both radicals and religious nonconformists in the Liberal
Party. They found in the Chinese Question a blunt instrument
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to attack the Conservative government by linking the moral
tradition of abolitionism to the recent sacrifices made by Brit-
ish soldiers (50,000 casualties) and taxpayers (£250 million
spent) in the war against the tyrannical Boer republics. The
trade unions readily adopted the antislavery refrain. As early
as March 1904, the British Trade Union Congress denounced
the importation of Chinese labor to the Transvaal as a viola-
tion of the principles of Trade Unionism and of the “previous
splendid record of our race” in “freeing the civilized world

from slavery.”*”
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Criticism of the program reached a crescendo of outrage in
the fall of 1905, after revelations emerged of floggings of Chi-
nese laborers on the one hand, and of Chinese desertions
and crimes committed against white farmers, on the other.%®
The Liberal Party connected the two developments in a single
indictment of a disastrous policy: “We brought the Chinamen
into the mines and we cannot prevent them from being at
once the victims and authors of lawlessness.”*
precise definition of slavery eluded the Liberal and Labour
election campaigns; their writings and speeches were stud-
ded with phrases like “general tenour,” “feeling of slavery,’
“conditions akin to slavery,” and “partaking of slavery.” When
pressed to define “slavery,” the Radical Liberal MP John Burns
resorted to citing the United States experience as evidence of
the impossibility of free Chinese immigration, which brought
the concept of Chinese comprising a “coolie race” full circle.*

% To be sure, a

Conservatives attacked the Liberals for hypocrisy and for
using the Chinese Question for partisan purposes. They
fought back with a deluge of newspaper reports and pam-
phlets of their own, with photographs of clean quarters in
the compounds, while also invoking the protections of the
contract. They warned that the withdrawal of Chinese labor
would ruin the colony’s future prosperity.® Their charges
of Liberal hypocrisy and partisan opportunism were not far
off the mark. Liberals may have opposed “slavery” but they
did not oppose racism; they did not support Asian free labor,
free immigration or equal rights in the settler colonies. Lib-
erals’ moral opposition to “Chinese slavery” in the Transvaal
conceded to the argument made by the trade unions - that
British working men were, by their own rights of empire, enti-
tled to populate, work, and prosper in the settler colonies of
Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. Moreover,
they were convinced that they could exercise that right only if
Asians were altogether excluded.

The politics of white imperial 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 rhetoric of the Workingmen'’s Party
of California to make the case against Chinese “coolieism.”®?
In Australia trade unionism established an ideological and
material structure of labor rights based on high wages and
Asiatic exclusion. To many white South Africans, Australia
offered a model “militantly egalitarian polity, backed by an
interventionist state.”%

The conflict between white laborism and capital was, at one
level, over the distribution of resources and power within
the context of the white settler state. At another level, racial
nationalism expressed the view that racial entitlement uni-
fied national identity and purpose across class lines. Charles
Henry Pearson, the Oxford historian and later Victorian colo-
nial administrator, did much to distill and disseminate this
notion through his influential National Life and Character
(1893). Pearson warned that the “temperate zones” were the
last and only hope for the white race, under population pres-
sure from Africans and Asians. If not excluded by force of law,
the argument went, Asiatics would inundate and overwhelm
the white settler colonies with cheap labor and commerce.
Set in a global context, Australia was the central battleground
between two races, the European and Chinese, for domina-
tion.% Pearson’s analysis was rehearsed tout court in Britain
during the election season. For example, M.A. Stobart wrote
that at stake was the “existence of [Transvaal] as a Colony of
Great Britain or as a dumping ground for Asia.”®

Another “vector” of white laborism operated through the Cor-
nish diaspora, a far-flung network of skilled workers who cir-
culated throughout the mining regions of the empire, from
California and the North American West to Australia and New
Zealand, to southern Africa and often returning to Cornwall.®®
Adding to these loops, white South Africans also traveled
around the settler colonies and back to the metropole. Fred-
erick H.P. Creswell, a former mine manager who argued that
gold could be profitably mined with unskilled white labor,
stumped in England during the election season, speaking at
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trade union rallies, Liberal Party meetings, and received wide
coverage in the press.®” The secretary of the White League,
F.R. MacDonald, also an Australian emigrant, toured Austra-
lia, New Zealand and Britain in 1906.%®

The seemingly fortuitous timing of the Chinese Question’s
arrival in the metropole was no accident. Labor in the colo-
nies had not been an election issue in the past, but in 1904-
06 the Liberals astutely sensed its importance - if they hoped
to align with the labor movement against the Unionist gov-
ernment. Around the turn of the twentieth century, with
the United States and Germany overtaking Great Britain in
industrial output, the British trade unions grew more inter-
ested in emigration as a hedge against economic insecurity.
They were receptive to the arguments made by the Australian
and South African unions, and they became alarmed when
stories circulated back to England about British emigrants
living in abject poverty on the streets of Johannesburg, their
unemployment supposedly the result of Chinese labor.*® Emi-
gration was not as central to the British labor movement’s
vision as were demands for government social welfare (which
many laissez-faire Liberals opposed). But racial protection-
ism in the colonies was another kind of statist reform, a gov-
ernment guarantee that the peripheries of the empire would
be reserved for white settlement. In fact, emigration between
1903 and 1913 rose to unprecedented levels, with 3,150,000
people leaving England for the Dominions.™

In the colonies, white labor gave popular support to elite
political interests, which in a sense were rather parochial
insofar as they sought power over their particular node of the
Empire. The Chinese Question gave them common cause and
a global stage. For Great Britain, white-settler autonomy was
the price of developing Australia and South Africa inside the
Empire and not, like the United States, outside of it - as Lord
Selborne, Joseph Chamberlain’s undersecretary for the col-
onies and later the British high commissioner for Southern
Africa, summarized. 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 protection from the proximate threats of
the yellow peril and black Africa.

Conclusion

At this point, one may detect a certain completion in the cir-
cumnavigation of the Chinese Question, its contours forged in
crucibles of nation building on the frontiers of empire. From
diverse local conditions emerged a common global discourse,
which cast all Chinese as a “coolie race” and as “slaves”
regardless of their actual status or condition. The South Afri-
can polemicist Lawrence Neame cogently summarized its
thesis in 1907. Neame wrote that Asiatics were a danger to the
colonies because they would always “under-live and under-
sell” the European, dragging down their wages and beating
them at commerce, to boot. He perpetuated the coolie fiction
that Asians were naturally servile and lacked normal human
desires for economic sufficiency and improvement; and he
ignored, of course, the historical and political reasons for
China and India’s impoverishment.” But Neame also adopted
amore alarmist tone than had been heard previously. Like the
Randlords who had not anticipated unruly Chinese coolies on
the mines, Neame nervously noted “an awakening of Asia, a
movement which involves a keener resentment than obtained
in the old days... There is a vague yet growing sense of com-
mercial power. The idea is gaining ground that a weak spot
has been found in the armour of Europe.” In the shadow of
the Russo-Japanese War, Neame perceived a contest between
the surplus populations of Europe and Asia over control of the
temperate zones of the global south. Without strict barriers to
Asiatic immigration, he feared that Europeans would lose this
contest, lose by the numbers, lose by the cheapness of servile
Asian labor, and, in something of a contradiction, by the clev-
erness of Indian and Chinese at business.™

We should not forget the role of the United States in the com-
ing of the global Chinese Question. Not only was the coolie
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trope born in the American West. For white-settler colonials
in Australia and South Africa, the United States after the Civil
War was, broadly speaking, an object lesson in the folly of
racial equality - witness the consequences of unchecked Chi-
nese immigration and postwar reconstruction. But then white
America came to its senses and offered solutions in racial man-
agement - Chinese exclusion and Jim Crow segregation-that
inspired like-minded policies in White Australia and segre-
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 development of the American West, Australia and
South Africa as so-called White Men’s Countries.

The Chinese Question as a theory of racial danger and exclu-
sion as state policy emerged as constitutive elements of
nationalist politics across the Anglo-American world. It was
already abloom in the mid-nineteenth-century United States,
in racialized notions of continental expansion and the mean-
ings of free labor. In the British settler colonies, the coolie
trope emerged later, as a central element of Australian nation-
alist ambition and the fashioning of the British Dominion.

Chinese exclusion laws were also as part of a dynamic inter-
play between Anglo-American expansion and Chinese con-
tainment. Imperialism’s footprint in China was set down with
opium, gunboat diplomacy, unequal treaties and war indem-
nities, yes — and also from the exclusion laws. The wall pro-
tected and advantaged American and British territorial and
economic expansion, which depended on control over land,
resources, markets, labor and, not least, gold, the foundation
of credit.

These policies served to contain China’s position within the
global economy: Free immigration invariably begets com-
mercial and cultural exchange. An open door, yes, but one
that swings only one-way - that was the strategy of the West.
Henceforth, Chinese labor emigration and settlement would
remain regionally concentrated, in Southeast Asia and Man-
churia, areas that were also entangled with European and
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Japanese colonialism. Of course, it could not last forever.
After World War 11, decolonization loosened the regimes of
exclusion; and the end of the Cold War hastened a new era
of global economic integration. A different world informs the
Chinese Question in our own time. Today’s anxieties about
China’s economic power as a new “yellow peril” are gener-
ated by contemporary issues of global economy and politics.
But they also draw from a deeper history of ideas and forces
that powered their circulation and their rise to the status of
the global, dynamics that had their origin in the gold rushes
of the Anglo-American world in the nineteenth century.
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