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HE BRITISH COLUMBIA SAWMILL INDUSTRY, from its inception in the mid-nineteenth century until its full development in
the early twentieth century, relied upon substantial numbers of
cheap Asian labourers. From the 1890s, workers from Japan joined
Chinese immigrants, formerly indentured to railway construction, in
providing not only the labour itself but also the means to control wage
rates and working conditions by splitting the workforce along racial
lines. This paper examines this process of 'racialization/ focusing on
the experience of Japanese-Canadian sawmill workers.
Our analysis begins from the premise that 'race' is a social construction, historically variable and geographically specific. 'Races' are
made, not given; they are a product of racism, not biology.1 This is not
to deny the existence of a range of subtle physical differences among
human beings. The racist fallacy is to assert that human beings can be
divided naturally into discrete 'races' according to phenotypical criteria and to assume that these physical distinctions are inexorably
associated with particular social distinctions, such as aggression or
docility. T h e task, then, is to describe the process of 'racialization/ a
process which is "structurally determined, politically organized and

* A previous version of this paper was presented at the Sixth B C Studies Conference
on "The Construction of Social Boundaries in British Columbia," 2-3 November
1990, Graduate Centre, University of British Columbia. T h e authors would like to
thank Peter Ward, who acted as Discussant, and others who contributed to the
discussion — as well as two anonymous reviewers whose comments helped clarify
several points in the paper. T h e research for this paper was supported by a grant
from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.
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See Peter Jackson, "The idea of'race' and the geography of racism," in Peter Jackson éd., Race
and Racism (London: Unwin Hyman, 1987), 3-21; Audrey Kobayashi, "Multiculturalism:
representing a Canadian institution," in James S. Duncan and David Ley eds. Representing
Cultural Geography (forthcoming).
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ideologically inflected . . . within relations of domination and subordination." 2 Our understanding of this process draws heavily on the
theory of racialization advanced by the sociologist, Robert Miles. 3
Miles defines racialization in terms of the role of labour migration
in capitalist societies. H e takes the example of post-war Britain,
desperately short of unskilled manual labour, where workers were
imported from the 'New Commonwealth' to fill specific vacancies in
the transport, health-care, and textile industries. 4 These groups, he
argues, did not enter a neutral political and ideological environment;
they were already 'racialized' by three centuries of colonialism which
gave them citizenship while denying them equal rights in most other
respects. Their employment in menial jobs at rates of pay that white
workers found unacceptable was legitimized by reference to a reservoir
of already existing images and stereotypes: they were regarded as
incapable of intellectual labour; unable to accept responsibility; and
physically adapted to manual labour, either through their alleged
dexterity or brute strength. Nineteenth-century theories of scientific
racism often supported these views.5 Present-day racism is not simply
a carry-over from the nineteenth century; it is constantly made and remade. As Sivanandan argues:
Racism does not stay still; it changes shape, size, contours, purpose,
function — with changes in the economy, the social structure, the
system and, above all, the challenges, the resistances to that system.6
This paper takes a similar approach, aiming to trace the racialization of labour in the sawmills of British Columbia in the early years of
this century. 7 Before proceeding to the case study, however, some
additional comments on the theory of racialization are in order.
2

M. Green and B. Carter, "'Races' and 'race-makers': the politics of racialisation," Sage Race
Relations Abstracts 13(2) (1988): 4-30.
3
Robert Miles, Racism and Labour Migration (London: Routledge ôcKegan Paul, 1982); idem.,
Racism (London: Routledge, 1990).
4
Peach uses the phrase 'replacement population' to describe the process whereby immigrant
labour was attracted "to those regions which, despite demand for labour, . . . failed to attract
sufficient white population." See Ceri Peach, West Indian Migration to Britain: A Social
Geography (London: Oxford University Press for the Institute of Race Relations, 1968), 62.
5
Christine Bolt, Victorian Attitudes to Race (London: Routledge 8c Kegan Paul, 1971).
6
A. Sivanandan, "Challenging racism: strategies for the '80s," Race and Class 25 (1983): 1-11. The
quotation is from page 2.
7
Much of the present paper is based on archival research (by Kobayashi) in the Special
Collections of the UBC Library, funded by Secretary of State, Multiculturalism Directorate.
Parallel research in Britain is being undertaken (by Jackson) into the racialization of labour in
the Bradford textile industry, funded by the Nuffield Foundation. See Peter Jackson, "The
racialization of labour in post-war Bradford," Journal of Historical Geography (in press).
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RACIALIZATION
For some authors, the concept of racialization applies only to the
process through which social issues like immigration, policing or crime
take on a 'racial' connotation. 8 Others have identified a racialization of
politics in relation to housing and residential segregation.9 But it is also
possible to see these specific events as part of a wider process whereby
particular groups are racialized through their incorporation within the
labour force.10 By 'racialization/ Miles refers to the way in which certain
of the migrant's phenotypical and cultural characteristics are attributed
with political and ideological significance as a means of justifying a
negative, hostile reaction.11 Racialization therefore contributes to and
legitimates the exploitation of racialized labour.
The perspective we take here is broader than that employed by
Miles, exploring the social and cultural construction of difference; the
way in which certain characteristics are identified and given meaning;
and the consequences that flow from such identifications. In our case
study, for example, only certain of the migrants' characteristics were
invested with social significance in the racialization process. For example, few contemporary observers showed any interest in the fact that
Japanese Canadians were highly organized according to regional
background in Japan as well as along class and religious lines, and
even official reports referred to East Indian immigrants as 'Hindus'
although the majority were in fact Sikh.12
Racialization is a complex and contradictory process. In the case we
are to consider here, different phases of the process involve different
interest groups, sometimes in open conflict, sometimes sharing tactics
while in conflict over ends, sometimes in complete collusion, according to the prevailing political and economic circumstances. During
the period under consideration, both organized labour and mill
8

See, for example, John Solomos, Race and Racism in Contemporary Britain (London, Macmillan, 1989).
9
See, for example, Susan J. Smith, The Politics of Race' and Residence (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1989).
10
A similar argument can be made about the 'naturalization' of gender under patriarchal
conditions, where socially constructed (gender) distinctions are reduced to biological distinctions of sex. (For an elaboration of this point, see R. W. Connell, Gender and Power
(Cambridge, Polity Press, 1989).
11
Miles, Racism and Migrant Labour, 150.
12
On the geographical origins of Japanese Canadians, see Audrey Kobayashi, Regional Backgrounds of Japanese Immigrants and the Development of Japanese Canadian Community
(Albatross Discussion Paper No. 1, Department of Geography, McGill University, 1986). On
the 'Hindus/ see H. Johnston, The East Indians in Canada (Ottawa: Canadian Historical
Association, 1984).
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owners and managers had an interest in the subordination of Japanese-Canadian labour, one group intent on reducing competition
from 'foreign' labour, the other on reducing the total wage bill. Only
rarely did the labour unions seek common cause with Japanese Canadians in the push for higher wages and better conditions of work for
all. Similarly, we aim to show that state intervention (in the form of
immigration restrictions, bi-lateral 'agreements/ the extension of the
franchise and so on) sometimes leads public opinion while at other
times it appears to be driven by popular sentiment (accessed here
through journals like Westward Ho! and Macleans).
Despite these complexities, the underlying questions are (perhaps
deceptively) simple: why did certain groups come to be concentrated
in certain industries? W h a t exacdy do we mean by 'cheap labour'?
And how does the recruitment process actually work? 13 Can we
explain the development of a racialized and segmented labour market
simply in terms of the timing of different migration streams, when
vacancies in different industries occurred, or do other processes also
have to be taken into account (such as the effects of previous racializations and gender divisions of labour)? We also explore the capacity of
racialized labour to resist its exploitation and the forces that reduce the
capacity for effective resistance.
Before turning to our case study it is necessary to consider the
political and ideological context within which Japanese-Canadian
labour was employed. To a large extent, their reception was dependent
on the racialization of Chinese immigrants who immediately preceded them as workers in the primary industries of late-nineteenth
century British Columbia. T h e two groups were sometimes indistinguishable to contemporary observers who often treated them in
parallel as comprising the "Oriental threat" or "Yellow peril."
CHINESE CANADIANS AND THE CONTEXT OF JAPANESE
IMMIGRATION TO B.C.
In the final decades of the nineteenth century, the demand for
unskilled labour in B.C. greatly outstripped supply. Between 1881 and
1884, some 15,000 Chinese Canadians (referred to favourably in local
13

Duffield begins his study of iron foundry workers in the British West Midlands with a
similarly simple question: how and why did the industry become characterized by relatively
large concentrations of Indian workers? His study of their 'hidden history' rapidly leads him
to more complex and interesting questions concerning the mechanisation of skill, the role of
trade unions and the politics of deindustrialization. Mark Duffield, Black Radicalism and the
Politics of De-industrialisation (Aldershot, Avebury, 1988).
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newspapers at the time as the "industrious Chinese") were indentured
to build the Canadian Pacific Railway. Their experiences comprise a
crucial context for the subsequent introduction of Japanese-Canadian
labour. After the railway reached Vancouver in 1886, workers began to
be released to work in other sectors of the economy, such as farming,
fishing, logging, or the sawmill and canning industries. Competition
for jobs increased with the onset of a severe recession in the
mid-iSços, and popular agitation against Chinese Canadians began to
grow. As early as 1878, the Workingman's Protective Association was
founded in Victoria, seeking
the mutual protection of the working class of B.C. against the great
influx of Chinese; to use all legitimate means for the suppression of
their immigration; to assist each other in the obtaining of employment;
and to devise means for the amelioration of the condition of the
working class of this Province in general.14
T h a t same year, the provincial legislature moved to disenfranchise
Chinese Canadians as a group. 15
Pressure for immigration restriction grew, culminating in the Royal
Commission on Chinese Immigration in 1885. T h e Commission concluded that competition from Chinese Canadians was not a threat to
white skilled labour or agricultural settlers; they were only in competition with other groups of transitory, migrant labour.16 Many employers spoke highly of Chinese-Canadian labour, which was considered
industrious, dependable, docile, sober and, above all, cheap in relation
to the employers' perceptions of militant, organized, unionized and
strike-prone white labour. 17
Chinese-Canadian labourers had been used as strike-breakers in
the Dunsmuir mines, leading white working class organizations to
support the calls for exclusion. In their evidence to the 1885 Royal
Commission, the Knights of Labour claimed that "Chinese labour is
14

P. A. Phillips, No Power Greater: a Century of Labour in British Columbia (Vancouver, B.C.
Federation of Labour/Boag Foundation, 1967), 9.
15
C. F. Lee, "The road to enfranchisement: Chinese and Japanese in British Columbia", BC
Studies 30 (1976): 44-76. Japanese Canadians were similarly disenfranchised in 1895: Patricia
E. Roy, A White Mans Province: British Columbia Politicians and Chinese and Japanese
Immigrants, 1858-1914 (Vancouver, University of British Columbia Press, 1989), xvi.
16
Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration (Ottawa, King's Printer, Sessional
Paper No. 54a, 1885), lxxi-lxxii.
17
There were seventy-six strikes in Vancouver between 1901 and 1914; see R. A. J. McDonald,
"Working class Vancouver, 1886-1914: urbanism and class in British Columbia," BC Studies
69-70 (1986): 33-69.
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. . . of a low, degraded, and servile type . . . dangerous competitors in
the labour market." 18 T h e process of racialization can be seen to have
drawn on a variety of assertions about 'natural' difference and a
common stock of national stereotypes. To quote just one example, the
"docile servility" of Chinese Canadian labour was explained to the
Royal Commission as "the natural outcome of centuries of grinding
poverty and humble submission to a most oppressive system of
government." 19
T h e Commission resulted in the imposition of a $50 head tax on
Chinese-Canadian labour, raised to $100 in 1901 and raised again to
$500 in 1902.20 Significantly, the 1902 Royal Commission (see below)
extended its remit to immigrants from China and Japan. T h e arguments that were presented to the Commission about Chinese Canadians also generally encompassed those arriving from Japan. Again, to
quote just one example, 'the Chinese' were said to be
a community within a community, separate and apart, a foreign
substance within, but not part of, our body politic . . . a people that
will not assimilate or become an integral part of our race and
nation. . . .21
They were "a menace to health," "a servile class," "unfit for citizenship." Moreover:
All that has been said . . . with reference to the Chinese applies with
equal, if not greater force, to the Japanese.22
18

Quoted in Gillian Creese, "Class, ethnicity and conflict: the case of Chinese and Japanese
immigrants, 1880-1923," in R. Warburton and D. Coburn eds. Workers, Capital and the State in
British Columbia: Selected Papers (Vancouver, University of British Columbia Press, 1988),
55-85. The quotation is from page 69, emphasis added.
19
Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration (1885), 156 (emphasis added). Despite
this reputation for 'docility,' Chinese Canadians were involved in a number of strikes, in
Victoria in 1877 and at a local cannery works in 1881. Similarly, Japanese Canadians were
involved in strikes in several B.C. industries. Details are recorded of Japanese-Canadian
strikes in the fishing industry in 1893,1900,1901 and 1904, and in the sawmills in 1919,1920,
and 1925. See Creese, "Class, ethnicity and conflict;" R. Knight and M. Koizumi, A Man of
Our Times: The Life History of a Japanese-Canadian Fisherman (Vancouver, New Star Books,
1976), 55-56. In January 1903, there were 100 Japanese Canadians on strike at the New
Westminster sawmill; Japanese Canadians were also "extremely active" in labour conflicts in
the lumber industry during World War I: Creese, "Class, ethnicity and conflict," jy.
20
Edgar Wickberg et al., From China to Canada: A History ofthe Chinese Communities in Canada
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1982).
21
Royal Commission on Chinese and Japanese Immigration (1902), 277.
22
Ibid., 277-78.
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Despite this disparagement, both Chinese and Japanese immigrants
were fundamental to the growth of the B.C. sawmill industry, the
origins of which are subject to a certain amount of speculation. John
Meares, the British sea-captain who established a settlement at
Nootka in 1789, is reputed to have used about thirty Chinese labourers
to mill timber and build and repair ships. Apart from isolated
instances of this kind, the earliest sawmill in British Columbia is
generally taken to have been built at Sooke on Vancouver Island in
1853.23 T h e Hastings Sawmill was established as "Stamp's Mill" in 1866
by Captain Edward Stamp and, together with the mill built by 'Sue'
Moody at Moodyville, formed the basis of a thriving Pacific lumber
trade.
Hastings Mill played a key role in the racialization of Chinese and
Japanese labour. Until 1886, the majority of the workforce was native
or Chinese Canadian. In that year an influx occurred of white workers
formerly employed in railway construction. According to a contemporary account by W . G. Gallagher, these workers initiated a strike in
April 1886, having been refused a reduction in working hours. 24 The
strike occurred some ten days before Vancouver's first civic election, in
which R. H. Alexander, the mill manager, was a mayoral candidate. In
an attempt to break the strike, Alexander employed "a few extra
Indians and Chinamen," remarking: "Canadians are only North American Chinamen anyway?1* According to the same account, Alexander's
mill sent fifty or sixty 'Chinamen' to vote in the election. They were
chased out of town by a hostile crowd and Alexander was subsequently
defeated by the loggers' candidate, Malcolm McLean. 26 From the
earliest period, then, the pattern of racist violence, combined with
civic and political harassment, was well established.
JAPANESE-CANADIAN IMMIGRATION TO B.C.
While the general pattern of Japanese emigration must be understood
within the context of agrarian conditions in Meiji-period Japan, in
British Columbia Japanese immigration became a 'solution' to the
23

D. E. Anderson, The Growth of Organized Labour in the Lumbering Industry of British
Columbia (unpublished B.A. essay, University of British Columbia, 1957), 2524
J. S. Matthews, Early Vancouver (Vancouver, Brock Webber, 1932, Volume 1), 145-46.
25
Ibid., 146 (emphasis added).
26
The term 'North American Chinaman' subsequendy entered the local vocabulary, referring to
a person who attempted to cadge drinks, taking advantage of the Canadian custom of never
buying a drink for oneself without also including at least one other individual: ibid., 164
(interview with S. F. Tolmie, Premier of British Columbia). This, and the preceding anecdote,
suggest how racialized notions are constructed within the realm of public knowledge.
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problem of providing cheap labour in the rapidly growing primary
industries. 27 Writing in the Daily News-Advertiser in February 1890,
Vancouver alderman James Fox (himself a labour contractor) confirms
the demand for cheap labour:
We have an extensive province without a population. Shall it remain in
its primeval state . . . , with its forests of wealth rotting, with its vast
treasures of riches lying hid, with its pastoral lands arid wastes, with its
waters stinking with fish undevoured?28
Japanese immigration provided a possible solution to the problem.
Although the first known Japanese immigrant, Nagano Manzo,
arrived in 1877, labour migration in substantial numbers occurred only
after 1885, once a ban on emigration from Japan was lifted.29 Between
1890 and 1930, some 40,000 Japanese migrated to Canada, and the
number of Japanese Canadians working in the primary industries rose
to about 7,ooo. 30 Many came via Hawaii, to which they had originally
been recruited as contract labourers by government and private contract companies (imin gaisha)?1 By 1890, there were some sixty to
seventy Japanese Canadians working in Vancouver sawmills, increas27

On conditions in Meiji-period Japan, see Audrey Kobayashi, Emigration from Kaideima,
Japan, 1885-1950'. an Analysis of Community and Landscape Change (unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles, 1983); available from University Microfilms International (Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1984).
28
Quoted in McDonald, "Working Class Vancouver," 46.
29
On early Japanese immigration see Ken Adachi, The Enemy that Never Was: A History of the
Japanese Canadians (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1976). See also Kobayashi, Emigration
from Kaideima.
30
During this period, over 30,000 exit permits were issued for Canada (Japan, Gaimusho
[Department of External Affairs], Kaigai Ryoken Kafuhyo [record of the issue of foreign travel
permits], original records in Gaikoshiryokan [External Affairs Archives], Tokyo). In addition, an
undetermined number entered the country from the United States or, more importandy, from
Hawaii. The majority of 14,000 passed through British Columbia from Hawaii to the United
States before 1901: C. H. Young, H. R. Y. Reid and W. A Carrothers, The Japanese Canadians
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1938). In addition, the majority of the 11,000 who entered
between 1906 and March 1908 had originated in Hawaii. This group remained in Canada,
having been barred from entry to the United States, but would not have been included in the
figure cited above. The total number of Japanese immigrants who actually lived in Canada is
therefore somewhat more than 40,000. With a relatively high rate of eventual return to Japan,
and accounting for natural increase, the population stabilized at about 20,000 after World War I,
growing to 23,000 by World War II. These figures are examined in more detail in Audrey
Kobayashi, Vancouver Interlude: The Story ofEmigrationfromKaideima, Japan (forthcoming). It
is difficult to estimate from these figures the number of individuals actually employed in British
Columbia, because of under-reporting of women in the workforce. The male workforce,
however, remained at about 7,000 from 1908 to World War II.
31
A. T Moriyama, Imingaisha: Japanese Emigration Companies and Hawaii, 1894-1908
(Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press, 1985).
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ing to around 460 throughout the province in 1901.32 According to the
1901 Canadian census, there were 4,597 Japanese Canadians in B.C.,
97 per cent of the total Japanese-Canadian population and around 2.6
per cent of the total population of B.C. By 1911 the number had risen
to 8,587 (an increase of 87 per cent), the concentration within B.C. had
fallen to around 95 per cent, and the Japanese-Canadian share of the
total B.C. population had fallen to around 2.2 per cent. Japanese
immigration to Canada reached a peak of almost 7,000 in 1908 before
the "Gentleman's Agreement" between the Canadian and Japanese
governments came into effect, limiting the number of JapaneseCanadian immigrants to 400 per year.33 This is the period when, some
academic commentators have noted, " . . . an unprecedented tide of
Oriental immigrants suddenly flooded into the province."34 Contemporary newspapers referred to the same process in even more extravagant language as an "Asiatic deluge."35
By the time of the Royal Commission of 1902 (see below), there
were about 500 Japanese Canadians employed in British Columbia
sawmills (see table 1). According to these data, Japanese Canadians
comprised almost a quarter of the total workforce and nearly twice as
many as the Chinese Canadians employed in the industry.36 In 1911,
the Hastings Sawmill37 and the Canadian Western Lumber plant at
Fraser Mills each employed over 200 Japanese Canadians. By 1917, the
number of Japanese Canadians employed in all the mills in the
Greater Vancouver area had risen to around 700.38 The actual number
32

Canadian Japanese Association, The Japanese Contribution to Canada: a Summary of the Role
Played by the Japanese in the Development of the Canadian Commonwealth (Vancouver, Canadian Japanese Association, 1940, mimeograph), 13.
33
The agreement restricted immigration to 400 per year, excluding returning immigrants and
their immediate families, students, merchants and diplomats, and agricultural and domestic
workers, making it clear that this restriction was aimed at industrial labour, without affecting
the supply of labour in the most menial positions.
34
W. Peter Ward, White Canada Forever: Popular Attitudes and Public Policy Towards Orientals in
British Columbia (Montreal: McGill-Queens University Press, 1978), 55.
35
Victoria Colonist 2 May 1900.
36
Japanese Canadians comprised about 22 per cent of the approximately 1,000 employees in the
seven largest sawmills in the Vancouver area in 1901. Concentration of Japanese Canadians in
the larger mills was partly a result of their being excluded from most of the smaller mills on
Crown timber lands through measures such as the Crown Timber Act of 1913: R. Knight and
M. Koizumi, A Man of Our Times: The Life-history of a Japanese-Canadian Fisherman
(Vancouver: New Star Books, 1976), 109-10.
37
The mill was officially named the B.C. Mills Timber and Trading Company, after its
purchase from the Hastings Sawmill Company in 1889. It continued to be known locally as
the "Hastings Mill" until it was turned over to the Vancouver Harbour Commissioner in 1925.
38
R. Sumida, The Japanese in British Columbia (unpublished dissertation, University of British
Columbia, 1935); G. Yamashita, A History ofthe Occupations ofthe Japanese in British Columbia
(unpublished dissertation, University of British Columbia, 1942).
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TABLE I

Employment in B.C. sawmills, 1902
MILL

WHITE

CHINESE

JAPANESE

Chemainus Mill
Chemainus Mill (in camp)
Hastings Mill
Hastings Mill (in camp)
Royal City Mills
Moodiesville Sawmill Co.
Sayward Mills
Munsie Mills
Haslam Mills
N. Pacific Lumber Co.
Robertson & Hackett
Royal City Mills, Van.
Brunette Mill
Shields Mill
Yale Mill Co.
Hillyer's Mill
Buchanan's Mill

58
128
164
245
180
60
30-40
10
39
45
80
90
168
30
200
40
10-50

56
19
0
10
57
10
60-70
17
13
0
0
11
10
3
3-4
0
0

58
30
93
0
29
40
0
0
0
46
20
60
78
9
0
0
0

Source: Royal Commission on Chinese and Japanese Immigration ^1902), 360.

who worked in the mills, however, was far greater, as seasonality of
employment and poor working conditions encouraged a very rapid
turnover.39 There was hardly a male immigrant who did not work in
the sawmills at some point shortly after immigrating.40 The total flow
of workers through the mills, therefore, was several thousands.
Most Japanese Canadians were recruited to the mills through
'bosses' who played a kind of brokers role. The first such sawmill
'boss' was Takezo (surname unknown), known locally as 'Take-jiisan/
or 'Uncle Take/ who was employed at the Hastings Mill in the
mid-i88os.41 He arranged employment at the mill for several other
Japanese Canadians, and supplied them with rudimentary room and
board on one of the floating scows that made up a significant portion
of the housing in Vancouver at that time. The system grew much
39

40

41

The immigrants, both male and female, altered seasonally between work in the lumber and
fishing industries.
Nakayama, Jinshiro, Kanada no Hoko [The Treasure of Canada], (Tokyo: Nakayama,
1921), 936.
Ibid., 152.

