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At a conference I attended in Sydney last year a Chinese academic
 gave a paper called ‘the Yellow Peril and Australian national identity.’ In that paper he presented a powerful body of evidence to show that Australian identity was founded on anti-Chinese racism and anti-Chinese legislation. At the end of his presentation he challenged the audience to contradict him.  There was a complete and awkward silence.  Why?  Because talking about racism and the history of anti-Chinese racism is like talking about money in polite society, or about a skeleton in the family closet, one doesn’t do it.  

It’s been said that using the word ‘racism’ is not helpful because it just alienates people.  I am of the opposite opinion – I think is essential to talk about racism and we should talk about it more, not less.  People talk around the subject of racism but very seldom does it get a good airing.  Nor has its causes and effects been studied in any depth, esp. in New Zealand.  There are good reasons for this.  Those who suffer from it want to negate it, and those who impose it want to deny it.  There is an unspoken complicity on both sides not to acknowledge its existence.  Very few people will admit they have suffered from racism and even fewer will admit that they are racist. 

There are other issues.  If Chinese people use the word racism it is easy to dismiss them by saying that they are just too sensitive and they should just get over it or they are whiney and ungrateful.  If a white person uses it, esp. with regard to white New Zealanders’ attitudes to Chinese, then it is entirely different because it’s more difficult to dismiss.  But who has done this?  Not many, if any, and no wonder.  Joris de Bres was shot down in flames when he suggested there might be a connection or a lesson to be learned by comparing the dynamiting of the Bamiyan Buddhas in Afghanistan and what Pakeha had done to Maori culture in the nineteenth century.  If racism is mentioned by white people it is generally mentioned in the context of the past – ‘tut tut wasn’t it awful all that racism back in the bad old days, thank goodness it’s over now and we’re all happy and equal now.’

Yeah right.

The title of this paper today is ‘poll tax and other anti-Chinese legislation’ but it is really about racism, racism against Chinese, racism against Chinese in New Zealand.  It is about a specific, systematic systemic and long-term institutionalised racism aimed at one group of people: the Chinese. 

And what was the point of this racism and how did this racism express itself?

Well, the point of this racism was to exclude Chinese from New Zealand, to keep Chinese out of New Zealand and to keep New Zealand white. What did white New Zealand people gain from this racism?  They gained power, privilege, and control of the country and its resources.  Control, power and privilege are very seductive and very corrupting and so is racism.  Racism is as much about power as it is about hate and fear.

And how did this racism express itself?  It expressed itself through legislation and policy designed to exclude Chinese from New Zealand, both ideologically from the idea of New Zealand, and physically from the country itself. 

But why?  Why did we want to keep Chinese out of New Zealand?  Well, the main reason was that Chinese did not fit the idea of how we wanted New Zealand to be, of how we conceived New Zealand, of our vision of what we wanted New Zealand to be.  

New Zealand was colonised with the greatest care, it was to be Britain the way Britain was meant to be, but without the poverty, injustice and class problems—‘a fairer Britain of the South Seas.’  
There was therefore a high degree of idealism and working class egalitarianism in the foundation of New Zealand society, but these fine ideals were only intended for white New Zealanders.  To late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century New Zealanders the non-white races not only didn’t fit, they were an actual threat.  They were seen as a dangerous contaminant or virus that if let into the country would destroy the white race.  Non-whites were the classic Jungian ‘other’, and Chinese were the worst.  They were not-human, something to be feared on a visceral level, a horrible thing from the dark id, the subconscious of the European mind, something that had to be kept out at all costs.

Chinese were seen as a moral, social, religious, health and economic threat, and therefore had to be kept out of New Zealand at all costs.  Keeping New Zealand white and protecting the living standards of European New Zealanders was the purpose of all the laws and policies enacted against the Chinese.

But where did this fear and hatred of the Chinese come from?  Was it as historians Brian Moloughney and John Stenhouse claim, that ‘Constructing communal enemies helped an otherwise boundless, atomised society to adhere’?
  Was it that simple?  I don’t believe so.  Anti-Chinese racism was not simply a reaction against ‘the stranger in our midst.’  Anti-Chinese racism revealed something deeper, something about white people, something about the Anglo-Saxons who were colonizing this country.  Anti-Chinese racism isn’t about Chinese, it’s about white people.  It isn’t a Yellow Peril, it’s a White Peril.  But why?

My belief is that the explanation for this goes back to the development of the modern idea of race which occurred during the nineteenth century.  During the early 1800s ideas about people changed from the Enlightenment period where everyone on earth was seen as God’s children and all were equal—only some were more developed than others—to a scientific theory of people where there were fundamental biological differences between people.  The idea of race was based on this theory and it was founded largely on the work of Charles Darwin, especially his 1859 work The origin of species by means of natural selection; or, The preservation of favored races in the struggle for life. Note the sub-title ‘the preservation of favored races in the struggle for life’.  A number of people in the West took this idea and ran with it, forming a new theory called ‘Social Darwinism’ which stated that just as species in nature compete for life and only the strong survive, so in the human species there is a struggle for life and only the strongest will survive.  For species insert race. Of course by natural selection the strongest and most favoured race was the white race, and among the white races the Aryan and Anglo-Saxon race was the best.  Darwin’s theories gave a legitimacy to these ideas. The obverse was that other races could be the natural enemies of the white races, and the Asiatic or Chinese was the most dangerous.  A further development of these theories was the idea that the mixing of superior and inferior races would result in miscegenation or a degeneration of the superior race. Alternatively selective breeding of the best of the superior races, or eugenics, would produce a master race.  A mixing of the Anglo and Asiatic races would spell doom for the Anglo, or so it was thought.

At the same time as these ideas were gaining currency the British Empire was expanding and reaching its height, and the belief of the British in themselves as a unique, innately superior race, chosen by God to lead and govern, reached a religious intensity. This belief in the superior qualities of the Anglo-Saxon stemmed from a conviction that the Anglo-Saxon race had a special ability to govern others, owing to the superior moral, mental and physical qualities of the British race. 

In this world-view Anglo-Saxons were at the top, and other people were underneath, with a sliding scale ending with the darker people at bottom.  Anglo-Saxons were—they believed—destined by God to rule the world.  And part of this destiny involved a duty—a mission—to bring white civilization to the uncivilized peoples of the world—what was called ‘the White man's burden.’   

But Chinese people did not fit this model.  China was a very old civilization and Chinese people did not acknowledge Anglo-Saxon superiority, and the West saw this refusal as perverse and obstinate. Chinese gradually came to be seen as outsiders, as polar opposites of white Anglo-Saxons—not just different but a threat—a ‘Yellow peril’.  The most common accusations against the Chinese in the white colonial nations are listed by James Ng. They were, he says,


‘. . . heathens prone to thievery, a filthy, inferior people who did not know the white man’s superior laws and customs and had a vile way of life; they introduced loathsome diseases, they were immoral barbarians who trapped young girls into catering for their depraved sexual appetites, they did not intend to settle and took wealth out of the country, meanwhile living on the smell of the proverbial oily rag, and they drove Europeans out of work either by 'spoiling’ the land, degrading the image of jobs or accepting lower wages.’ 

This blend of race hatred and ridicule continued well into the twentieth century, with images such as Sax Rohmer’s evil Fu Manchu and the inscrutably bland pidgin-English speaking Charlie Chan helping to prolong the stereotypes.

One of the worst images, and one that helped in the framing of the White New Zealand policy, was the European fear of the ‘Yellow Peril’.  The notion of the ‘Yellow Peril’ had its beginning in the late 1800s in the fears of European politicians who warned that China was a sleeping giant just waiting to be awakened by the guiding hand of some oriental Napoleon. The vision of hundreds of millions of Chinese sweeping down upon countries such as Australia and New Zealand was extremely potent in the nineteenth century mind. Tales of the fanaticism and fearlessness of the rebels during the Boxer rebellion of 1900 only fuelled this fear. This heady mix of fear and hatred led to a paranoia against the Chinese in colonial nations, and to the irrational and violent reaction, both personal and institutional, against them.  And at the heart of all this was race.

As the NZ Free Lance put it in 1907: ‘There is a universal feeling in New Zealand that the Chinaman must go, because he ought to go. It is not a question of law-breaking or law-abiding; it is not a question of indolence or industry. The feeling that is actuating and animating our people is the deep-set question of race. Behind all the argument of sentiment, and the noble conception of the brotherhood of man, there stands ominously the knowledge that if the Chinaman remains in our country we shall have the infusion of blood between our people and the yellow man, and the further knowledge that wherever that occurs it spells degradation.’
 
 It is interesting to note the frequency of terms like filth, dirt, disease, contamination and degradation that were used to describe the Chinese during this period.  This demonising of the Chinese basically sums up white New Zealand’s view of Chinese.  There are no fine lines, no shades, just, to quote William Pember Reeves, ‘a mass of corruption’.
 
So Chinese were really victims of Anglo-Saxon people’s world-view and view of themselves.  The problem wasn’t Chinese, the problem was us.  In fact it made no difference how Chinese behaved or what they did, their problem was not their behaviour, it was that they were Chinese, and that was the one thing they could not change.  In the words of a well-known nineteenth century quote ‘we prefer men of our own race with all their vices, to John (Chinese) and all his virtues’
.  

So you can see this was more than a simple lack of understanding of difference, of ignorance of a foreign culture, that, given time, would disappear. If it was there’d be no anti-Chinese racism today.  It was about fear and hatred, and it was a systemic problem.  As a country of Anglo-British settlement New Zealand was founded and built on a system of keeping non-Anglos out.  The belief that Anglo-Saxons were the best was at the heart of this system. It was about protecting what we believed were our rights, it was about keeping New Zealand for ourselves.  

The ideal New Zealand was therefore a White New Zealand, an Anglo-Saxon New Zealand, and this desire to Keep New Zealand White was instrumental in the formation of white New Zealand’s identity. All New Zealanders were in agreement on the Chinese issue: there was no place for them in New Zealand.  Total exclusion was the only possible policy.

And how did we go about trying to achieve this?   We tried to achieve this by passing laws against the Chinese, firstly by restriction and then by exclusion.  A long series of immigration laws were introduced, the first and most famous being the poll tax, which was introduced in 1881.   The aim of the poll tax was to act as a financial barrier against Chinese immigration. The government figured that the class of Chinese who were coming to New Zealand would not be able to afford the sum required to pay it.  Of course they did, but the poll tax did slow the numbers coming here, so in that respect it was successful. But because Chinese continued to arrive, in 1896 New Zealand raised the poll tax from the original ₤10 to ₤100.  This sum was worth between four to six years’ earning for a Chinese person at the time.  As well as the tax there was a limit on the number of Chinese able to travel to New Zealand on an individual passenger ship.  This was originally set in 1881 at one Chinese passenger to ten tons of cargo, then raised to one to 100 tons and finally in 1896 to one to 200 tons.  This meant that a single ship would be able to carry only about 15 Chinese passengers.  Before this up to 300 Chinese people were travelling on a single ship, so again this was quite an effective means of restricting or slowing numbers. 

As the desire to keep Chinese out of New Zealand grew, so did calls for more stringent anti-Chinese measures.  In 1907 a reading test of 100 words in English was imposed on Chinese.  The 100 words were chosen at random.  If you failed to read the 100 words you were sent back to China. Government figured that the Chinese who were coming to New Zealand would be unable to read the difficult standard of English in the test, and that would finally put an end to Chinese immigration.  

But that was not so, because Chinese people are not stupid, and they merely went off and did a three-to-six month’s intensive language course in preparation for the test.

In 1920 a permit system of entry to New Zealand was introduced which finally solved the problem.  From 1920 entry to New Zealand was to be by permit only, granted at the discretion of the Minister of Customs, and Chinese were not to be granted any.  The aim was to prevent any more Chinese coming to New Zealand and then wait for the Chinese population in New Zealand to die out. The result would finally be a white New Zealand, a New Zealand for white people only.  However the best-laid plans of mice and men come to naught and the hoped-for extinction of Chinese in New Zealand did not occur.
In 1921 the Chinese Consul managed to negotiate an annual quota of one hundred entry permits for Chinese.  This included 25 permits for women, however in 1925 Govt decided to exclude women from the quota of permits. This decision was part of New Zealand’s new policy of gradually reducing and eventually eliminating its Chinese population.  The exclusion of Chinese women was seen as ‘another means of preventing the Chinese population from increasing.’
  The issue was that women have the ability to reproduce, so, if you continue to let them come to New Zealand you are allowing the Chinese New Zealand population to grow by natural increase.   This was pointed out rather crudely in 1907 by the New Zealand Mail when it said, ‘The Chinese have numbers of their women here, and their women are fecund . . . it is a gross and bitter evil and the malignity of it increases with every child of Chinese blood born into the country.’
  Allowing Chinese women to come to New Zealand was therefore completely counter-productive to the policy of eliminating Chinese from New Zealand, hence the decision to stop them coming. 

In effect no Chinese women were granted entry to New Zealand for the next 15 years, effectively separating Chinese New Zealand families and causing much distress to many people.  Because they were no longer able to bring their wives to New Zealand, Chinese New Zealand men were forced to go home to China to marry and then return to New Zealand, making only infrequent visits to their wives and children in China.  Many were separated forever.  

In 1926 government stopped issuing permanent entry permits to Chinese men.  No further permanent entry permits were granted to Chinese men until 1947.  Temporary permits of six months to two years were available—with the possibility of renewal—but this meant a very uncertain life for those living in New Zealand under such permits.  To crack down even further on possible perceived abuses, in 1928 government  declared that Chinese people on temporary permits were not allowed to work.

By 1926 the gates to New Zealand were almost completely closed to Chinese.  Because of this in September 1934 Government decided that Chinese arriving in New Zealand on a permanent entry permit would no longer have to pay the poll tax.  But since no permanent entry permits had been issued to Chinese since 1926 this was a pretty empty gesture and was basically meaningless.

Under its new exclusion policy the government anticipated that the Chinese New Zealand population would gradually dwindle and die out, and that would actually have happened if it had not been for an unforeseen event:  the Second World War.

By 1939 the war in China, which had begun in 1937, reached Guangdong, home of most Chinese New Zealanders.  Chinese men living in New Zealand became increasingly concerned about the safety of their families left in China, so the New Zealand Chine Association and the Presbyterian Church negotiated a concession with Government that allowed Chinese men with permanent residence in New Zealand to bring their wives and children to New Zealand for two years as ‘refugees.’  After that time they had to return to China.  There were however, two conditions: the men had to pay a ₤200 deposit and a ₤500 deed of covenant so that the man would agree that any children born in New Zealand during the two years would return to China with the mother.  This measure was unlawful as anyone born in New Zealand is a New Zealander, but government wanted to prevent an unnecessary increase in the Chinese New Zealand population so thought the ₤500 bond would act as a deterrent to men refusing to send their children back to China.  If you refused to agree to send the children home you lost your ₤500.    In line with this the rules were changed so that people applying for re-entry certificates had to be 15 years of age or over.  This was meant to prevent the children born to refugee women from applying for re-entry to New Zealand at later date.  The refugee scheme only lasted one year and was stopped in 1940 due to complaints from European fruiterers. During that time, and despite the huge sums involved, some 500 wives and children arrived.

Of course the war continued so the two-year permits had to be renewed four times until 1947.  

Government now had to decide what to do with the refugees. Even though the war had ended, conditions in China had failed to improve, so, with pressure again from the New Zealand Chinese Association and the Presbyterian Church they decided to grant permanent residence to all those who had arrived under the 1939 concession, to the children born here during the concession, and to any other Chinese living in New Zealand on temporary permits. 

This decision was taken very reluctantly and was described in 1950 as ‘rather a drastic step taken to solve a problem to which there appeared to be no easy solution.’
  In the eyes of the Government it was seen as an aberration that would have to be resolved by new policy.  

To tie in with this decision, and as a means of tidying up a messy situation, a quota of 50 permits a year was introduced in 1948 for Chinese men with 20 years residence to bring their wives and minor children to New Zealand.  This quota was stopped in 1952.  The idea was to reunite the families of Chinese men permanently resident in New Zealand.  

Once again the Government was very careful, and it was decided that, ‘in granting concessions for the entry of the wives and children of Chinese residents we should try to avoid creating immigration problems for the future as well as keeping in mind a policy of preventing any undue increase in the Chinese population of this country.’  The means of doing this was to give preference to applicants who had been longest married.  This meant that most of the wives admitted were past child-bearing age and, ‘their admission should not result in an increase in Chinese births on as large a scale as that which followed the 1939 concession.’
  Following the reuniting of the families in New Zealand, further immigration of Chinese was to be stopped.

This new policy was found to be most effective in preventing the growth of the local-born population and was to be used in the future as the basis for granting permits to wives of Chinese New Zealand men.

In December 1944 the poll tax and tonnage restrictions were repealed.  The repeal was buried as an obscure clause of the 1944 Finance Act, which was a sort of finance enabling act.  Nonetheless it was widely welcomed and appreciated by the Chinese New Zealand community.  Walter Nash, on announcing the repeal, acknowledged the injustice that had been done to Chinese New Zealanders over the previous 63 years, saying ‘I do not know of anything more pleasing from the Government’s point of view than the removing of this blot on our legislation. We are merely saying that the Chinese are as good as any other race, and that we will not in future countenance any discrimination against them.’
 

All very nice, and welcome, but did the repeal actually substantially change anything?  Well, not really.  After 1944 Chinese would be discriminated against, not by Acts of Parliament, but by policy. The White New Zealand policy continued as strongly as before. A 1950 Labour Department memo noted that ‘policy towards Chinese immigration should be directed, first, to restricting, or if possible, to stopping it’.
 The aim of stopping Chinese immigration to New Zealand after 1944 remained, it was the means of achieving it that changed.

In 1951 the government took another look at the issue of Chinese immigration and another policy for Chinese was introduced.  The main points of this were:

· Stop further immigration of Chinese

· Break the tie of Chinese New Zealanders with China (assimilate local Chinese into New Zealand by force)

· Family reunion was to be the only grounds for entry of Chinese

· No new Chinese to be allowed entry to New Zealand

· Once all the Chinese New Zealand families were reunited here Chinese immigration to New Zealand was to be stopped. 
 

Apart from the entry of a few professionals from the mid-1960s, this basically remained the policy for Chinese immigration until 1987, when the White New Zealand Policy was finally ended.  

A number of others laws should also be mentioned. Chinese were specifically excluded from the 1898 Old Age Pensions Act, as they were from the Widows Act, Family Allowance Act and all other social welfare benefits.  The reason for this was that social welfare benefits were for New Zealanders and Chinese were not, and never could be New Zealanders.  This applied to Chinese regardless of whether they were born here or were naturalised citizens.  At any rate between 1908 and 1951 Chinese were not allowed to be naturalised. It would be hard to find a stronger message of exclusion. 

Laws were also passed against Chinese games of chance such as fantan and pakapoo.  These laws were introduced in 1881 and were used as a very effective stick to persecute Chinese.  The last one wasn’t repealed until 1977. Under the 1901 Opium Prohibition Act police were allowed to enter any Chinese home without a search warrant.  This law did not apply to any other New Zealander and was not repealed until 1965.  There were also a series of laws passed designed to stop Chinese fruit shops, groceries and laundries from competing against Europeans. All of these laws highlighted the fact that Chinese were seen as a threat and had no place in this country. 

And so, has the leopard changed its spots?  The White New Zealand policy itself was only abandoned in 1987, when the Labour Govt introduced a colour-blind immigration policy for the first time since the introduction of the poll tax in 1881.  This situation, however, lasted less than ten years.  Such was the backlash to the unexpectedly large numbers of immigrants from North-East Asia, China in particular, under this new open policy, that in 1995 restrictions were again put in place.  Some have seen these new restrictions as a return to the old ways, and to the old days.  Since then we have flip-flopped in our policy with Chinese immigration, seemingly open to them one minute and desperate to shut them out the next.

The white New Zealand policy has gone but has the white New Zealand mentality?   Sadly much of the prejudice and racism that was behind the poll tax and other anti-Chinese measures is alive and well today. My question today is: is this acceptable?  How much racism and injustice can, and should, a society tolerate before it starts to harm itself?

Personally I feel we should have zero tolerance on this issue.  I feel no amount of racism is acceptable.  But should one be more ‘realistic’?  People say it’s just human nature and real life that injustice occurs, that there will always be winners and losers in life, haves and have-nots, and that all people have prejudices.  When it comes to racism against Chinese, well, it is often said that Chinese are just as prejudiced against non-Chinese as we are against them, so that makes it ok—doesn’t it?  After all, Greek civilisation was founded on slavery, the exploitation of one group by another to the overall betterment of civilisation as a whole, or so it is said.  Indeed the slave states of the American South used this particular argument to justify their ‘peculiar institution’.

Do we therefore just accept injustice and racism as part of society, as part of human nature?  Like the poor, will racism always be with us?  Naturally we all discriminate.  But when discrimination becomes part of a system that maintains privilege at the expense of another, that denies justice and human dignity to others—how long should we accept it?

I end with the questions: what is the place of Chinese in New Zealand today, and what is the place of other non-Maori, non-White people in New Zealand?  Who is a New Zealander? What is our identity? Are we still a white New Zealand? But more importantly, we must, I feel, ask the question: how much has changed since the poll tax was introduced in 1881, and how much of all this is really history?
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