Chinese Attempts to Discourage Emigration
to Canada : Some Findings
from the Chinese Archives in Victoria1
G H U E N - Y A N LAI

Institutional records are important sources of research materials because
they usually provide new or additional information on past activities of
communities which are associated with the institutions. It is known, for
example, that before 1923 the provincial government of British Columbia
tried very hard to restrict the number of Chinese entering Canada, but it
is rarely heard that Chinese themselves in Victoria made similar attempts.
The correspondence, circulars, minutes and other documentary records of
the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association, established in 1884 in
Victoria, indicate that the Association tried at least three times before
1915 to discourage people in China from coming to Canada and urged
the Chinese government to restrict emigration. 2 The purpose of this paper
is to reveal the findings from the study of the Association's archives concerning these attempts, in the hope that it will supplement our knowledge
of the history of the Chinese in the province.
The decision of the Association to discourage Chinese emigration to
Canada was partly influenced by the growing agitation against the Chinese by white labourers in the province. They viewed the Chinese as a
menace to their livelihood because they could not compete with Chinese
workers who could afford to work at reduced wages owing to their simple
and easily satisfied needs, and lower standard of living. The clamour for
restricting Chinese immigration finally led to the passing of the Immigration Act of 1885 by the Dominion government. 3 This Act provided for a
fifty dollar head tax to be paid by Chinese immigrants entering Canada.
This temporarily appeased the provincial legislators. Five years later simmering hostility towards the Chinese began to boil again, as indicated by
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two petitions sent to the provincial legislature in 1890. One was delivered
by a group of workers in the city of Victoria who requested that "in all
future contracts... for public works . . . a clause shall be inserted prohibiting the employment of Chinese labourers in any capacity."4 The other one
came from the miners and residents of the mining districts of Nanaimo,
Wellington and Comox, urging the government to "exclude Chinese from
working underground in any of the collieries of this Province."5
Petitions of similar purport were presented from time to time to both
the provincial and Dominion governments. In 1891, for example, over 70
petitions were presented to the Dominion parliament, declaring that in
the opinion of the petitioners "the importation into Canada of Chinese
labour is not in the best interests of the country and should be prohibited,
and praying for such legislation as will have the effect of totally prohibiting the importation of Chinese labour into the Dominion."6 In 1897,
petitions signed by citizens of Vancouver District, Nanaimo, Port Haney,
Kaslo and Vernon, were sent to the Dominion parliament, complaining
that the large influx of labourers from China had caused grave injury to
the working class in the province.7 In 1899 it was reported that the average number of Chinese immigrants for the past three years was over
2,100 per year and that "this enormous influx, together with the present
Chinese population of the province, has already driven working men of
British race and blood out of many of the fields of labour, and threatens
before long, if not stopped, to leave very little occupation remaining for
the white labourer."8 These petitions indicated that the complaints were
lodged mainly against the Chinese workers in the province, who then
found it more and more difficult to get jobs as a result.
The prevalence of unemployment and the continuing influx of people
from China had also vexed the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association. Between 1881 and 1884, nearly 16,000 Chinese entered British
Columbia,9 many of them being brought over by contract to work on the
Onderdonk section of the Canadian Pacific Railway in British Columbia.
It was estimated that 3,510 of the 9,629 Chinese labourers in the province
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were engaged in railway construction in 1884.10 Upon the completion of
the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1885 and the Esquimalt and Nanaimo
Railway a year later, many Chinese were thrown out of work. With
starvation staring them in the face, they entered almost every type of
employment, as labourers in logging camps and coal mines, on ranches
and farms, and in the fish-canning industry. When unemployed, they
would drift back to Chinatowns and seek help from their relatives or
associations.11 While these associations already felt the increasing pressure
of supporting their unemployed fellow-countrymen, people from China
continued to arrive in the province in large numbers. During the two
years of 1897 a n d 1898, a total of 8,345 Chinese landed in British Columbia. 12 Accordingly, the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association
decided to hold a meeting in April 1899, at which it was agreed that
people in China should be informed accurately of the difficult economic
conditions in Canada, and be discouraged from emigrating. The Association drafted a notice which was later duplicated and sent to China to be
posted in many villages and cities in Kwangtung province. The content
of the circular is translated as follows (Figure 1 ) :
Notice of the Chinese Association
In recent years, the commerce and industry of Victoria have not been
prosperous. Chinese are prohibited from underground work in the Nanaimo
coal mines. Those gold mines that are still in operation are nearly all exhausted. The only means of earning a living here is to work in the fishcanning industry during the two fishing seasons — summer and autumn.
Last year, each canning worker was paid some thirty dollars in advance,
but this year, each could only get ten dollars or a little more, mainly because
of a surplus of workers and a lack of jobs. At most, each worker could earn
only some twenty dollars during the two fishing seasons. However, after the
seasons are over, workers will be laid off in winter and spring, when it is
bitterly cold, rainy and snowy. They can do nothing but sit idly and wait
for the next fishing season.
The cost of living in a foreign country is very high. The rent and the
price of daily necessities such as food and clothing in Victoria are ten times
as much as those in China. The minimum expenditure per capita is five to
six dollars per month or between sixty to seventy dollars per year. Therefore
the annual income of ten to twenty dollars cannot cover the expenses. If
10 Ibid., p. 363.
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FIGURE 1.

A notice drafted by the Association in April 1899 discouraging
people in China from coming to Canada.
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one is fortunate enough to have some relatives or friends in Victoria, he
may rely on their support for a short while, but not for long. Those who
know no one here will receive no help and will suffer from starvation and
cold. It is impossible to sneak into the United States to seek a living because
the frontier is strictly guarded. Even for those who have, by chance, succeeded in entering the United States, repatriation to China would be the
sure outcome should they be caught by the American police. Therefore,
many people who are unemployed and suffering from hunger have nowhere
to go but to stay in despair in Victoria.
T h e foregoing narration is the genuine account of the difficulties and
hardship of Chinese people in Victoria. In the last few months, there has
been a continual arrival of about 700 to 800 of our fellow countrymen from
Hong Kong. M a n y of them are unemployed, and loitering aimlessly in
Victoria. Some of them said that they had heard that railroads were being
built in Victoria and that new gold mines with rich reserves were discovered.
In fact, the railroad has long been completed. Although there may be plans
to construct branch lines, the government will employ white labourers only.
Moreover, each of these branch lines is no more than about 20 to 30 li long. 13
T h e construction work will last only a few months and require only a small
labour force, say, some 100 people. With regard to the new gold mines in the
northern part of British Columbia, they are about 1,700 miles (about 5,700
li) away from Victoria. 14 T h e travelling cost from here to these mines is
500 to 600 dollars. They are situated in a bitterly cold area, covered with
snow for a greater part of the year, and in a region which is rugged, precipitous and nearly inaccessible. Only Westerners dare go there. I t has been
known that many of them have died of cold or hunger. So far, none of the
Chinese here have attempted to make a journey to this remote region. Even
if we had the courage to make this trip, we would be hindered by the envious
Westerners. It is therefore futile to think of setting out to the north to seek
gold.
We have been living in Victoria for a long time and understand the hardships of the Chinese here. We cannot bear to keep our mouth shut while
we see our fellow countrymen coming here, only to be plunged into a sea
of trouble and sorrows. This is why we are sending this notice to inform you
that if you wish to come here to look for a job, do not do so unless you are
promised that you will be employed or supported financially after you arrive
in Victoria. If you are not sure of this, never think of coming to Canada.
If you do not take our advice, and are determined to come, you should
bring along with you some extra money for emergencies. After you have
paid for the fare to Victoria and the head tax, you should have an
extra 30 to 90 dollars so that you will have money to pay for your board
and lodging while you are still seeking work. Otherwise, you will find yourself in a terrible plight and have to sleep in the open with no job, no food,
and no salvation.
13
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The 1899 circular evidently had no effect because within the first three
months of the following year, 1,325 Chinese landed in Victoria. 15 The
outcry against the influx of Chinese led to the passing of the British
Columbia Immigration Act in August 1900 which declared that it was
unlawful for any person to enter the province who failed "to write out
and sign in the characters of some language of Europe." 16 Although the
act was later disallowed by the Dominion government, the tempo of demands for restricting Chinese immigration was increasing.
After the turn of the century, anti-Chinese feeling was reflected in
every election platform in the province. No politician could expect popular support if he did not attack the "heathen Chinee" and make a
clamour for increasing the head tax. As early as 1892, a motion had been
moved in the Legislative Assembly to increase the capitation tax from fifty
dollars to five hundred dollars, which was "the lowest entrance duty that
should be charged if Chinese are allowed to enter Canada at all." 17 The
motion was defeated by only one vote, but the Assembly finally passed a
resolution in 1899 to ask the Dominion government to increase the per
capita tax on Chinese immigrants to at least five hundred dollars. 18 Eventually the Dominion government consented to the increase to one hundred
dollars in July 1900,19 and later to five hundred dollars in July 1903.20
The increase of the head tax and the continuing influx of people from
China worried the Association. It was apprehensive that if China did not
restrict their own emigration, sooner or later the Canadian government
would completely terminate all Chinese immigration. The Association's
1899 circular was ineffective because in those days, many people, especially the villagers, were illiterate and might be unaware of the circular.
Those who read it, might not have heard of the Association and therefore
discount its advice. Moreover, the circular was not a government notice
and therefore carried little weight in the villages. Accordingly, in March
1903, the Association sent a letter directly to the Chinese ambassador in
Britain, begging him to advise the viceroy of Kwangtung province to post
a notice urging people to refrain from coming to Canada (Figure 2 ) .
The letter said that
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FIGURE 2. A letter of March 1903 sent by the Association to the Chinese ambassador
to Great Britain, imploring him to telegraph to the viceroy of Kwangtung province to
undertake a self-imposed restriction on emigration.
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Many countries today are not open to Chinese immigration because China
is weak. Canada is one of the few places where Chinese are still permitted
to enter, although they have to pay a heavy head tax. Since January 1903,
several ships loaded with Chinese arrived at Victoria, and within one month
over a thousand had come. Because of this influx of our fellow-countrymen,
the white people here trembled with fear and were talking of introducing
laws to drive us away. If our fellow-countrymen continue to pour into
Canada, we fear that eventually laws will be passed to exclude Chinese
from immigration. This apprehension has been haunting us and forced us
to resort to the help of Your Excellency. We beg Your Excellency to advise
His Excellency the Viceroy of Kwangtung Province to put up a notice
restricting emigration to Canada. The efforts of Your Excellency will console the overseas Chinese and pacify the unrest of the workers and méchants
here.
The response from the Manchu government to the Association's request
stated only that it would consider its suggestion carefully. So far as is
known, the viceroy of Kwangtung province took no action to curtail
emigration.
The imposition of the five-hundred-dollar head tax had an immediate
effect, as indicated by the number of Chinese immigrants paying this tax.
The number dropped abruptly from 4,719 in 1904 to 8 in 1905, and rose
slightly to 22 in the following year (Figure 3). 2 1 Having recovered from
the initial shock, however, people in China considered that it still paid to
come to Canada, where a labourer might earn more than thirty dollars
per month, instead of only about two dollars in China. If he spent most
of his lifetime in Canada, he would eventually save enough to pay his
debts for his passage fare and head tax and to support his family in the
village by remittance. This partly explained why, despite the heavy head
tax, the number of immigrants grew to 1,482 in 1908.
In 1908 Mackenzie King, who represented Canada on the Joint Opium
Commission at Shanghai, went to Peking and discussed the problem of
Chinese immigration with Liang Tun-yen, the acting president of the
Wai-Wu Pu. 22 These meetings were significant because they marked the
first direct official communication between China and Canada concerning the issue of Chinese immigration. King proposed that if China herself, like Japan and India, restricted emigration by the issue of a limited
number of passports, Canada would remove the capitation tax on Chi21
22
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FIGURE 3. T h e record of Chinese immigrants paying the head tax, 1890-1914.
Note that the three attempts of the Association to discourage emigration coincide
with the three years of the largest number of immigrants. ( Source : Canada Year
Book, 1915, Ottawa, 1916, p 116).
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FIGURE 4.

A circular drafted by the Association in December 1903,
persuading Chinese not to migrate to Canada.
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nese immigrants. 23 The ministers of the Wai-Wu Pu regarded the whole
matter as so important that "it is consequently impossible to come to a
definite decision at short notice as to how the matter should be treated." 24
They suggested that King "should return to Canada to bring forward to
the Chinese Consul-General (who was being appointed) any matter
which he may have for discussion. The Consul-General will refer to this
Board (the Wai-Wu Pu) for instructions." 25 The evasive and indecisive
attitude of the Manchu officials was partly attributable to the fact that
they had had so many unhappy experiences in the past decades in signing
unequal treaties with other foreign powers that they hesitated to accept
King's proposal readily. Moreover, they might worry that the adoption of
the system of restriction on emigration to Canada by means of passports
might lead to similar demands by other nations such as Holland and
Australia. It is also possible that the Manchu government was so fully
occupied by internal political and economic problems that it was unable
to direct attention to the matter. Inefficiency, irresponsibility, and red
tape in government offices may also have been contributing factors to the
failure in reaching an agreement with Canada while King was in Peking.
As no policy was adopted to restrict emigration, Chinese continued to
enter Canada in increasing numbers. Entries averaged about 1,500 per
year between the period from 1908 to 1910, but they soared to over 5,000
in 1911, 6,000 in 1912 and 7,000 in 1913 (Table 1). A large proportion
of the immigrants stayed in British Columbia, which had the largest
Chinese population in the census years of both 1901 and 1911 (Table 2 ) .
The enormous flow of people from China prompted the Association to
send another circular to China (Figure 4 ) .
Another Circular Advising People Not to Migrate to Canada
Dear Uncles and Brothers,
The Association has already distributed a circular advising our fellowcountrymen not to migrate to Canada because commerce and industry are
experiencing difficulties. Unfortunately, a large number of our fellow-countrymen continue to arrive. Their disbelief in our advice will bring nothing
but trouble upon themselves. The Canadian government has recently announced that Asian people will not be permitted to immigrate into Canada
after March 1914. The phrase "Asian people" refers to Indians and not to
Chinese. We are afraid that you may be moved by rumours and decide to
23
24
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FIGURE 5. A letter of December 1913 addressed to both Yang-Shu-yen, the Chinese
Consul-General in Ottawa, and Lin Shih-yuan, the consul in Vancouver, requesting
them to advise the Chinese government to temporarily prohibit Chinese workers from
emigrating to Canada.
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dash to Canada. This is why we are sending this circular to tell you the
truth so that you will not be misinformed. As long as you are willing to pay
a head tax, you are permitted to enter Canada. However, it is not advisable
to come because innumerable overseas Chinese here are jobless and many
are suffering from cold and hunger. They are so miserable that their anguish
is beyond description. In a nutshell, it is better not to come. We hope you
will understand our well-meant intention and listen to our advice.
December 1913.
The Association realized that its second circular, like the first in 1899,
would have little effect if it did not have an official support. Although it
received a poor response from the Manchu government in 1903, the
Association hoped that the new National government established in 1912
might be more helpful. Therefore, the Association sent a letter to both
Yang Shu-wen, the Chinese Consul-General in Ottawa and Lin Shihyuan, the Consul in Vancouver (Figure 5 ) , stating that
About five to six out of ten Chinese here are unemployed, and struggling
miserably for survival. In view of this, the Association has distributed two
circulars advising our fellow countrymen to refrain from coming to Canada.
We have taken these actions because we think that it is better to restrict
voluntarily our own emigration than to let other people terminate our immigration. It will be more effective if our government would promulgate a
decree to prohibit Chinese workers from emigrating to Canada. If our
government adopts this policy, the Canadian government will not find a
pretext for terminating Chinese immigration.
The letter implored the consuls to convey the opinion of the Association
to the central government of China.
Lin Shih-yuan, whose voice would have carried greater weight in
China, declined to send a telegram to China himself, perhaps because he
disagreed with the suggestions of the Association or did not wish to take
on the responsibility for the matter. Instead, he suggested that a telegram
in the name of various associations in Victoria should be sent to the civil
magistrate of Kwangtung province, requesting him to put up a notice to
persuade people to refrain temporarily from coming to Canada. The telegram drafted by Lin read as follows (Figure 6) :
Because of the decline of commerce and industry here, and the increasing
oppression of Westerners, livelihood is becoming more difficult, and many
are out of jobs. However, people from China continue to come. If too many
are unemployed, it is unavoidable that some will degrade themselves by
stealing and will bring disgrace on China and defame the overseas Chinese.
The Chinese Association has distributed in Hong Kong thousands of copies
of its circular advising the public to refrain from coming to Canada. As our
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FIGURE 6. A telegram of 17 April, 1914 sent by eleven representatives of overseas
Chinese in Victoria to the civil magistrate of Kwangtung province, requesting him to
advise the district magistrates to discourage people from coming to Canada.
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TABLE 1
NUMBER OF CHINESE IMMIGRANTS,

I907-I914

Fiscal Year

Males

Females

Children

Total

1908
1909
1910
1911
1912
1913
1914

1,719
1,695
1,866
4,859
5,776
7,029
5,230

39
36
58
77
80
85
89

126
156
232
342
391
331
193

1,884
1,887
2,156
5,278
6,247
7,445
5,512

SOURCE: Report on Oriental Activities
bia, 1927, p. 6.

Number destined for
British Columbia

1,554
1,539
1,948
4,794
5,480
6,691
4,679

Within the Province, Victoria, British Colum-

TABLE 2
DISTRIBUTION OF CHINESE BY PROVINCES, I9OI a n d I 9 I I
Province

1901

1911

Increase

British Columbia
Ontario
Alberta
Quebec
Saskatchewan
Manitoba
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Prince Edward Island
Yukon Territory
North West Territories

14,885
732
235
1,037
41
206
106
59
4
7
0

19,568
2,766
1,787
1,578
957
885
134
93
6
0
0

4,683
2,034
1,552
541
916
679
28
34
2
—7
0

Total:

17,312

27,774

10,462

SOURCE: Canada Year Book, 1915, Ottawa, 1916, p. 117.

circular is not an official notice, it is not effective. We, the representative
of overseas Chinese from eleven counties of Kwangtung Province, are imploring Your Excellency to advise the eleven district magistrates to post
notices appealing to people to refrain from coming to Canada because of
her extreme economic difficulties. Also, please advise them not to listen to
the agents from Hong Kong, otherwise they will plunge into a sea of sorrow
when they arrive here.26
The telegram, dated April 17, 1914, was signed by eleven representatives
of overseas Chinese coming from the counties of Hsinling, Hsinhui,
26

In the early days, agents from Hong Kong went from time to time to villages and
cities in South China, where they recruited labourers, brought them to Hong Kong
and shipped them to the countries where they were required. In many cases the
labourers did not know where they were going.
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Chungshan, Kaiping, Nanhai, Panyu, Tsengchen, Enping, Tungkwan,
Shunte, and Hsinon.
Meanwhile, the Chinese Consul-General in Ottawa had also begun to
discuss with the Canadian government the question of restricting Chinese
immigration into Canada. One June 22, 1914, he sent a letter to the
prime minister, suggesting that (1) China was willing to restrict the
number of Chinese immigrants to 1,000 persons per year or such greater
number as the Canadian government might think proper; (2) the head
tax of $500 should be discontinued; (3) Chinese should enjoy the same
rights and privileges while in Canada as the subjects of the most favoured
nations; (4) if Chinese labourers were brought in to expedite any work
or enterprise in Canada, and if their number were in excess of the number stipulated by the agreement, the Chinese government would cooperate with the Canadian government to remedy the situation ; and ( 5 )
the Chinese Immigration Act should be repealed and Chinese should be
governed by the general Immigration Act of Canada, which applied to
all other nations. 27
The Canadian government rejected the first suggestion because it was
thought that "the limit set by the Chinese Consul is larger than should be
considered." 28 It could not accept the third proposal because Canada
"would very likely be put in the position of having to veto provincial
legislation such as that introduced by the Saskatchewan and Ontario
parliaments prohibiting the employment of white girls by Chinese and
Japanese employers." 29 As no satisfactory arrangement was made and the
five-hundred-dollar head tax failed to check immigration, Chinese were
finally excluded from entering Canada by the Chinese Immigration Act
of 1923. 30
The few items from the Chinese archives translated in this paper throw
some light on the economic hardship and the prevalence of unemployment among the Chinese in Canada in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. They also indicate that people in China were ignorant of the situation and continued to emigrate in large numbers. This
prompted the Association to make at least three attempts, which coincided with the three years of the heaviest inflow of Chinese immigrants
between 1890 and 1914. Since most of the immigrants were poor, un27
Documents on Canadian External Relations, Vol. 1, pp. 651-652.
28 Ibid., p. 653.
29 Ibid.
30
Statutes of Canada, 1923, 13-14 George V. Chap. 38, pp. 301-315.
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skilled workers, they incensed local white labourers and not only aggravated the difficult economic situation but also made life more difficult for
local Chinese merchants to whom the white workers were not strongly
antagonistic. The Association which the local merchants led had to protect those already established in Canada. Therefore, apart from their increasing concern for the unemployed poor, protection of their self-interest
might also be a factor motivating the Association to discourage people
from coming to Canada, and to suggest to the Chinese government the
policy of voluntary restriction on emigration.
The archives also manifest the important role played by the Association
in Chinese society in Canada. Before the establishment of the Chinese
consulate in 1909, the Association functioned as a consulate in Canada,
protecting the interests of local Chinese and communicating their opinions
to the Chinese government. Since it was not a government office, however, its words did not carry much weight back in China. Without proper
support from the government, the efforts of the Association to solve the
Chinese immigration problem resulted in frustration and disappointment.
In retrospect, the Manchu officials missed a rare opportunity to talk
seriously with Mackenzie King when he approached them in 1909 and
asked them to follow the system adopted by Japan and India, which had
undertaken the restriction of their own immigration. King's short stay in
Peking was critical because negotiations might have been easier at that
time than in later years, when the clamour for terminating Chinese immigration became louder and more widespread in Canada. Had the
Manchu government taken up the suggestion of the Association as early
as 1903 and entered into arrangements with Canada in 1909 under
which China would restrict her emigration in return for the removal of
the capitation tax, the eventual exclusion of Chinese from Canada might
have been avoided.

