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ABSTRACT

The end of the Anglo-Boer or South African War of 1899 in 1902 was certainly a significant transformative moment among others in South Africa’s history.  Indeed, it brought about politico-economic reforms that facilitated the incorporation of the Transvaal Colony into the British Empire and the capitalist world-economy.  These reforms were supported by and, at the same time, reinforced an extant black-white binomial racial structure.  This structure was still precarious.  During the reconstruction period, until 1910, the presence of indentured Chinese laborers and the controversies around them contributed to the sharpening of the European colonists’ self-consciousness as “white” and idea of making South Africa a “white man’s country.”  It may even be suggested that their arrival to the Witwatersrand gold fields in the Transvaal and subsequent resistance to capitalist coercion on the mining compounds played a crucial role in the crystallization of a white labor aristocracy.  These Chinese laborers’ resistance not only challenged stereotypes of them as docile and disorganized, but also contributed to the hypervisibility of the notion of race structure organized by white domination of black people and high wages and long-term job security for white, namely British, workingmen.  Fear among socially and economically insecure British workingmen and Boer farmers living in the surroundings of the mines resulted in the exclusion of these Chinese laborers.  I argue that the contesting ideas around them not only serve to illuminate South Africa’s part in the expansion of empire and global making of wage labor and race, but also what was distinctive about the place of Chinese in South African historiography.  In this paper, I aim to provide a deeper understanding of these laborers and the nature of their indentureship to better situate them in the historiography.

The Transvaal Colony, one of the constituent territories of what would become South Africa, was a latecomer to the British Empire and to tap into the global indentured labor market after the Anglo-Boer or South African War of 1899-1902.  Following this war, in order to meet the demand of the gold mining industry for cheap (low-wage) and unskilled (manual) labor to revitalize production, Chinese peoples were recruited from North China, particularly the Shantung (now, Shandong) Province, under a three-year indentureship system.  While Natals’ earlier experience with “Asiatic” – specifically, Indian – indentured labor could readily be drawn upon, Ross Skinner’s report, commissioned by and furnished to the Witwatersrand Native Labor Association (WNLA)
 in September 1903, reveals the effort of the industry to learn from the United States, British Canada, and British colonies in Southeast Asia about the deployment of Chinese peoples.
  Skinner’s synthesis of these experiences yielded recommendations to restrict, by legislation, Chinese laborers to a long list of unskilled work and the mining compounds as well as to repatriate them at the end of their contracts.  These conditions indeed formed the core of the Transvaal Labor Importation Ordinance of 1904 or Ordinance No 17.  This ordinance not only allowed the first group of indentured laborers from China to disembark at the port of Durban in June that year, but also introduced the first population specific labor migration law to South Africa and expanded the list of work reserved for skilled white workingmen.
The numbers of indentured Chinese laborers (no more than 63,000) and the length of their stay do not grasp the complexity of their significance and history.  Their significance is not that they were either new chattel slaves or wage labor, as scholars of indentured labor have implicitly debated and theorized,
 but that they were constitutive of a large-scale circulation of laborers that included, among others, emancipated African slaves, indentured Indian laborers, and unskilled and skilled Europeans.  Not only did they crisscross different European empires and formed important transnational networks and connections throughout the latter half of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, but they were also part of a global re-divisioning of labor that reflected the territorial division of the world.  In the early decade of the 1900s, the indentured Chinese laborers deployed on the Rand were not only recruited from an area where Britain was dominant, but they also came to feature prominently in a transnational debate between Britain and the white dominions in its empire.  The latter revealed that ideas about the “civilizing” imperial mission, human freedom and universal equality, and race were still being defined.  Against this backdrop, the critique of the nature of the indentureship of Chinese on the Rand as a new system of slavery was aimed at highlighting capitalist exploitation of an inferior non-European race that British imperialism supported.  The juxtaposition of these laborers with (former) African slaves appealed to and questioned the sense of moral and material progress among Europeans in the metropolitan center and in the colonies.  At the same time, Chinese was also racialized as a defenseless people, requiring protection, and the indentured labor form that came to circumscribe their labor was treated as a measurement “of a transition from archaic to modern forms of economy and polity.”
  While the former justified the exclusion of Chinese from the Rand for humanitarian or moral purpose, the latter rendered indentured labor a pre-modern form of labor.  Both suggest that Chinese and indentured labor stood outside of modern capitalist relations.  And such conception, my paper suggests, has contributed to the creation of partial histories that exclude the indentured labor phenomenon, but also Chinese peoples, from key relationships that have formed modern polity, society, and economy in South Africa.  My paper further suggests that the place of indentured Chinese labor in the history of the Transvaal offers a different vantage point from which to understand South Africa’s modern racial capitalist transformation.

Surely, their presence in the Transvaal in the early 1900s must have left an imprint on the place.  Documents suggesting this are retrievable from the national archives, libraries, and museums across South Africa.  The records suggest that they were neither merely commodities that got moved around the world nor were they docile, rather they were human beings, historical agents shaped by, as they influenced, global and place-based relations and processes.  Britain’s victory in 1902 not only brought about political and economic reforms that facilitated the incorporation of the Transvaal into the British Empire and capitalist world-economy, but also extended the idea of a “white man’s country” to include South Africa.  This idea that justified the domination of political, economic, and social life by white men, according to Lake and Reynolds, was linked to “nineteenth-century imperialisms and the great modern migrations” and settlements of Chinese, Europeans, and Indians in the white settler colonies.
  Furthermore, it “rested on the premise that multiracial democracy was an impossibility”
 or, more specifically, that self-government for all peoples was an impossibility.  From such premise, freedom and political rights were cast in racial terms.  That is to say, the incorporation of the Transvaal into the British Empire made available a broader discourse of democracy and race to white colonists and deepened a racial order that continued to support the latter’s dominant position.  The “Chinese labor question” would shed light on these.  

The process of supporting and opposing the introduction of indentured Chinese laborers to the Rand gold mining industry would reveal the underlying fears of European laborers, primarily from the British Empire, of the competition of cheap Chinese and “inferior” Europeans and of the possible lost of their position of superiority over non-European British subjects.  This sense of economic lost and lost of socio-political dominance would be exacerbated by the resistance of the Chinese laborers to the conditions they encountered on the Rand mines.  And, the measures taken to control these Chinese laborers in order to alleviate white fear of “gangs” of Chinese deserters would ultimately serve to justify exclusionary racial politics, bolstering the idea of South Africa being a “white man’s country.”  The indentured Chinese laborers and their relationships within and beyond the Transvaal would contribute to the re-assertion of white control and “black”
 subservience as well as a white labor aristocracy that provided high wages and long-term job security to European workingmen.

Clearly, the practice of setting Chinese and the indentured labor form at the interstices or, altogether, outside of historical analyses of South Africa gives an incomplete view of the relations and processes that were formative of political, social, and economic life.  Such perspective “exclud[es] from consideration both the unity and the heterogeneity of the historical field in which [relations of production, exchange, and political power constituting the capitalist world-economy] operate and from which they derive their meaning.”
  This reflects a problem of conceptualization and analysis, best exemplified by the studies of structural-materialist and social or people’s history scholars.  Because a black-white paradigm that conceives South Africa’s population as consisting of only two consistent groups (African and European) through which other racial identities and groups are understood has been dominant, these Chinese laborers barely feature in the dominant historiography or the country’s national memory during and after apartheid.  However, the place of indentured Chinese labor in the South African historiography reflects the concerns and limitations of the historians at the time.  While Peter Richardson has done most of the groundwork on the global political economy of indentured Chinese mine laborers in the Transvaal,
 his contemporaries have, for the most part, used them as background in historical writings about South Africa’s past.  That is, it was not the case that historians were unaware of these laborers, but that the latter really did not matter in a fundamental way in their historical moment.  The events during the period of apartheid, but also the influences of Marxism that emanated from Europe, furnish a key to understanding the kind of history that scholars of South Africa would write in the 1970s and 1980s.
THE TERRAIN OF SOUTH AFRICAN HISTORIGRAPHY

It is worthwhile to say a few words about the two dominant intellectural trends and paradigms in the writing of South Africa’s past to shed light on why the indentured Chinese laborers have been obscured.  These earlier scholars, mostly white and male, were structural-materialists and social historians, whose history-making projects were linked with the acuteness of conflicts at that time. Continentally, African nationalist movements and independence in the 1960s and 1970s definitely had an influence on South Africa, as people were reading about them in the hopes of emulating.  Although it would be underemphasized later, certainly, the production of knowledge in South Africa was situated in broader epistemological shifts, exemplified by dependency and world-system studies, that were concerned with the political economy of the former colonial world or periphery vis-à-vis the metropolitan or core countries.  Nationally, among other events, there were the Sharpeville massacre in 1960, Durban strikes in 1973, and Soweto student uprising in 1976.  Events such as these, indicating an intensification of racial-class conflicts, were viewed as having more immediate effect on South Africa.  It would seem that the exigency to produce “purposeful” narratives of the present that were attuned to, as Bozzoli puts it, “the moving force of historical changes in the life, place and experience of millions of people”
 made it necessary that the history of indentured Chinese labor – as well as other histories of migration and low-wage forms of labor – be diminished or, altogether, silenced in order to construct a “usable present.”  Although the 1970s and 1980s scholars were radically revising history, the silence around these other histories antithetically fit within the framework and general understanding of apartheid – that it was white rule and black oppression.
Generally speaking, the 1970s Marxists put forth a materialist approach to the conceptualization and writing of South Africa’s past.  The nub of this body of new work “pointed precisely to the significance of South Africa’s capitalist development in accounting for its peculiarities,”
 or the country’s racial order and organization of labor.  The question the structural-materialists keenly posed was, according to Maylam: “If industrialisation had the effect of eroding a racial order why did racial discrimination come to be so firmly entrenched and institutionalised in South Africa precisely during the industrial era?”
  This question was the crux of their critique of the liberal historiography that preceded them, arguing that racism would dissipate with the development of modern capitalism.  In spite of their different applications of Marxist’s theory to history, the structural-materialist scholars invariably presented the view that race discrimination and policies of the state were not counterintuitive to industrial capitalism, but provided the ideal breeding ground for its maximum development.  

The structural-materialist scholars “regarded [capitalism] as a class exploitative system, with basic contradictory social forces.”
  Viewing capitalism as such meant privileging class relations above all other socio-historical relations.  And, in their analysis of class, it becomes clear that they, in fact, “dismissed racial categories as artificial constructs, racism as false consciousness, and the racial order as superstructural.”
  That race was a “disguised form of something else” was a point made by Frederick Johnstone.
  Others like Robert Davies treated race as an instrument of social control, used by the state to isolate the white wage-earning workers on the mines that made them a supportive class for South Africa’s capitalist social formation.
  From such standpoint, racial ideology and racialism, or the process of creating hierarchies among peoples based on particular differences, was treated as an external imposition to the capitalist formation as if the two were independent entities.  Their failure to problematize race as a historical process and social relation of capitalism was coupled by, as Kantor and Kenny point out, their failure to explain the contradictory forces like the conflicts among capitalists as well as between black and white laborers within the process of reproduction.
   The radical revisionists, as the two scholars observe, lost the dynamism of the social categories that they sought to study.  The result was a functionalist history.
Since the 1970s, the structural-materialists have made great impact on and came to dominate conceptions of South Africa’s past, but so have the social historians, who are said to have a “humanist” reading of Marx.
  Following at the heels of the former, the social historians recognized the earlier theoretical contribution, but, at the same time, confronted the economism and functionalism of the structural-materialists with a “history from below” that focused primarily on the working class that was black, poor, and gendered.  They sought to reshape the study of the past in the manner that Raphael Samuel, the British Marxist historian and founder of the History Workshop at Oxford, had suggested in his work on people’s history, which was to broaden the basis of history, enlarge the subject matter, and make use of new raw materials.
  Borrowing from across disciplines, together with, as Bozzoli and Delius observe, a “blending [of] Africanism, revisionism, and localism” of earlier traditions of history,
 the social historians, Smith further notes, moved towards “investigat[ing] societies, concern[ing] themselves with the commonplace events of life, with the lives of ordinary people caught up in patterns of change, and social and historical processes, like urbanisation and proletarianisation.”
  
Also finding inspiration from scholars like Eric Hobsbawm, Eugene Genovese, Herbert Gutman, and, especially, E. P. Thompson,
 social historians like those who convened at the Wits History Workshop gatherings (WHW), initiated in 1977, aimed to revise the belief that African peoples historical agency in the modern economy was inconceivable to the supposition that agency was plausible and desirable to study.  Like the African labor historians at the time, who were also influenced by Thompson, they homed in on the point that class formation did indeed take place in Africa and that workers were present at their own creation.
  Indeed, for the social historians, those constituting the black working class were viewed as being more than producers: they were “complete beings, with a life at home and at work and a complex array of consciousness.”
  And consciousness, as defined after Thompson, was “‘the way in which…experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value systems, ideas and institutional forms’.”
  The social historians, indeed, treated culture as “resources towards enriching our understandings of historical process and interaction.”
  To derive an understanding of the consciousness of “ordinary” people, empirical investigation that would provide the historian a view of the intimate settings – evidence of experience – and insight to cultural antecedents and ideology became essential to these scholars.
It was ostensibly the historians’ consideration for pre-industrial or pre-capitalist African or black culture and ideology in academic studies that resonated with the subjects, who were also the audience, of their studies.  This contributed to the WHW’s goal of popularizing history, “mak[ing] workers aware of their history and giv[ing] them an identity within that history.”
  Yet, taking a stand on contemporary and practical issues, the alternative history produced against official apartheid narratives was essentially located in the present.  As a result, a hierarchical opposition between the past and the present, where culture was located, caused the history to be rigidly dualistic and, at the same time, linear.  

Furthermore, the areas in which social history were at its weakest was, paradoxically,  both its strength and innovation in South African historiography at the time, such as the individualistic and empiricist features of “history from below” and the focus on consciousness and culture.  On the one hand, “bottom up history,” as developed within the WHW’s principal research themes of experience, culture, resistance, and region, for the most part, constricted the broader historical context of social relations of capital and struggles against the state.
  From the starting point of individuals and, also, small segments of society or communities, oral testimonies of experience, providing insight into black people’s livelihoods and culture, took precedence over economic forces and structural processes.  As a result, capitalist relations of production and exchange as well as division of labor were readily abandoned analytical concepts.  
On the other hand, because they did not conceive the capitalist social formation in South Africa as world historical process that developed with place-based polity, economy, and culture from the onset, the social historians often ended up postulating the autonomy of African cultural processes.  African culture was given legitimacy and simultaneously lauded for its influence on the consciousness of the black working class while racial ideology and racialism, elements of European civilization and culture that came to be inextricably interwoven and expanded with capitalism out of Europe, remained uncritically analyzed.
  Just as Thompson and Marx were limited by their own Eurocentrism and, thus, were incapable of coming to terms with the fact that racialism was already an integral part of European civilization, penetrating its political and economic structures as well as ordering principles, culture, and social ideology, the social historians also gave little attention to race that came to be intertwined with the experiences and culture of Africans through European colonialism.  Instead, an essentialist conception of culture reified the peculiarity of black culture and experience as different.  African voices and, more specifically, experiences were present in the literature, but they were allowed to enter South Africa’s history through the “backdoor” with this kind of scholarship that continues to situate Africans as part of the unchanging stagnant past on the land, weakening the politics of social history.
  

Succinctly pointing out a problem with such conception, Leslie Witz writes: “The effect was that ‘evidence of experience’ became evidence for the fact of difference, rather than a way of exploring how difference is established, how it operates, how and in what ways it constitutes subjects who see and act in the world’.”
  In other words, in trying to foreground the agency of “ordinary” people, these scholars neglected to examine how race was one element of culture among others that influenced their subject’s consciousness and informed their relations with white employers and workers as well as everyday activities.  While the liberal historians, whose history was criticized by the radical revisionists, would be viewed as being paternalistic because they tried to “insert” Africans into history, the social historians, especially the participants of the WHW, were not above reproach because they “let” us hear the voices of black people by physically entering their communities, homes, and work places to retrieve and record their stories.
  In an ironic twist, their knowledge of black subjects allowed them “‘to have authority over it’.”

Nonetheless, the end of apartheid in 1994 was one of those rupturing moments that deeply affected South African society and also raised concerns with the direction of social history, in particular, and the utility of history, in general.
  A sense of paradigm loss in a “post-struggle” era was elevated by challenges from new theoretical perspectives, including subaltern, post-colonialism, and post-modernism.  Against the backdrop of building a post-apartheid future that ideally moved beyond the past and unified the races in a non-racial
 (post-modern) state, the question put before the South Africanist scholars was “what sort of new history” should complement the new South Africa.
  That is, what should the new history or post-apartheid future look like?  Who should it represent or speak to?  Would the space to tell the story of South Africa from the standpoint of a non-white or non-black population and to critically examine racial processes be annihilated by or open up in the non- or post-racial condition?  Taking cue from the title of the “Burden of Race? ‘Whiteness’ and ‘Blackness’ in Modern South Africa” Conference, co-hosted by the Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research (WISER) and the WHW in July 2001, such condition would seemingly not be within easy reach because race is framed as a burden, laden before it is even unpacked.  And an unpacking of race, especially as a social relation and process embedded in South Africa’s racial capitalist transformation, from my view, is critical to answering the above question.

THE “CHINESE LABOR QUESTION” AND RECONSTITUTION OF RACE
The reconstruction period in the Transvaal following the Anglo-Boer War is often perceived as a moment of economic disaster, but it was also a period wrought with political and social anxiety.  Being part of the capitalist world-system, prosperity of the new British colony was inextricably dependent on the ability of the gold mining industry to increase output, profits, and dividends.  Being pegged to an internationally fixed gold price, the diminishing rates of gold production, rising costs of mining low-grade ore, and shortage of capital constituted a post-war crisis that threatened the political, economic, and social stability of the Transvaal and South Africa as a whole.  And the nature of mining gold on the Rand during the reconstruction period required a sustained influx of large capital investment and (ultra) exploitable, cheap manual labor.  
It was the gold mining companies’ ability to eventually consolidate and obtain such labor that the industry was able to compete with other gold producers in the world.  Mainly led by professional mining engineers from America,
 the restructuring process resulted in a major wave of mergers between 1906 and 1911, which helped to reduce working costs related to the irregularity of the ore and create efficiency in mine management, avert risks and reinforce existing assets.  New sources of working capital were able to be generated to finance new investment or provide capital goods for the enlarged companies.
  During this process, technological innovations were also privileged in the changing landscape of the industry, simultaneously introducing “a considerable deskilling of mining work”
 and increasing “the redundancy of the costly underground white workforce.”
  A contemporaneous traveler-writer best illuminated this changing landscape: “[t]he number of boys [sic] per stamp depends upon whether rock drills can be used or not….On the low-grade mines and narrow reefs it is necessary to work by hand, and, it will be remembered, it is on the development of these low-grade mines that the future of the industry depends.”
 

It could be said that the gold mining industry came to be absolutely dependent on the availability of large numbers of cheap unskilled laborers.  A glance at the distribution of laborers employed on the Rand mines just before the Anglo-Boer War – African male migrants from the British territories of Basutoland (presently Lesotho), Bechuanaland (Botswana), Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), Nyasaland (Malawi), South West Africa (Namibia), Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), and Swaziland, not to mention men from the Portuguese territory on the east coast (namely present-day Mozambique), who had arrived by way of the Delagoa Bay Railway – reveals the industry’s dependency on neighboring colonies that belonged to foreign powers.  While a new treaty to recruit Africans from Mozambique was entered into prior to the end of the war,
 recruiting from German West and East Africa (Zanzibar), Portuguese West Africa, British West (Gambia, Gold Coast Settlements, Lagos, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone) and East Africa (Uganda), Egypt, Somaliland and Abyssinia, Rhodesia, North-Western Rhodesia (Barotseland), Madagascar, and the Congo Free State were met with disappointment.
  Reasons for disappointment included whole colonies being closed off to recruitment by their respective (colonial) governments, the impermanence of short-term (three to six months) contracts that Africans from the continent were willing to enter into, issues with acclimation and health, and labor scarcities in other producing colonies.
  Within South Africa, attention was called to the competing industries that paid higher wages, wage reductions, poor working conditions, and cruel treatment by employers.  Accordingly, in the immediate aftermath of the War, the outcry about a shortage of labor certainly meant a shortage of cheap and unskilled African labor from across the region and continent.

Contemporaries of the early 1900s were, however, well aware that the problem of labor shortage was concurrently a problem of race.  For instance, the Majority Report of the Transvaal Labor Commission of 1903 pointed out that among all the reasons, the labor crisis was emphatically a problem of Africans not being an industrious people.
  It reported that African people’s (namely, African men’s) “easy” condition of life – i.e., a ready food supply as a result of their possession of large areas of land and ready access to sex from “the practice of promiscuity and the custom of purchase of wives,” who also provided the necessary productive labor that allowed the men to remain idle – seemingly discouraged them from developing “industrial habits.”  Moreover, these extant conditions enabled them to have little economic or no real material needs.
  Such description, as Melissa Johnson states lucidly in her study of British Honduras in the nineteenth century, “conformed to the dehumanizing and [uncivilized] stereotypes that characterized colonial discourse on the ‘nature’ of African[s].”
  That is, the Majority Report’s emphasis on the instinctual qualities of Africans as well as the inherent qualities in the “native social system” adhered to a colonial trope.  While the views of this report were disputed by a Minority Report, further evidence of the relevance of race during this period could be found in the debate over the introduction of indentured labor from China to supplement the labor requirement of the gold mining industry.
While the Chamber of Mines Labor Importation Agency (CMLIA), formed as a limited company in 1904 in the Transvaal to oversee the recruitment and transport of Chinese labor to offset the labor problem in that place, a division in the agency best represented the conflict between the proponents and opponents of indentured Chinese labor that highlighted the problem of race.  On the one hand, there were those who wanted to reinvigorate the gold mining industry as a means to re-establish economic stability by importing cheap and docile laborers from China precisely because they were non-white and viewed as being available for unskilled employment.  On the other hand, those who opposed the introduction of indentured Chinese labor were concerned with the destabilizing effect that this “yellow” race would bring to the Transvaal’s social order, which they claimed would deepen the industry’s crisis and destabilize the political order that was controlled by a white minority.

Beyond the CMLIA, European workingmen unequivocally viewed the idea to import Chinese labor as an attack on them, their right to employment and welfare gains.
  Supported by the Liberals and trade unionists in Britain, their demand for the exclusion of indentured Chinese labor from South Africa’s labor market revealed the contradictory nature of their militancy against capitalist exploitation and the idea of universal equality that was underpinned by an element of racism.
  Both the aspiration for universal equality and the real desire for white workers’ privileged access to the labor market were, however, not entirely inconsistent and formed part of a global ideology of “White Labourism.”
  According to Jonathon Hyslop, “the weird combination of racism and egalitarianism”
 resulted in “an egalitarian racism which sought to construct racially bounded ‘democracy’.”
  The confluence of “militant labour and racist visions was a major cultural source” of what Hyslop refers to as a “globalised white British labour diaspora.”
  In the US, New South Wales, and Australia, Chinese labor unequivocally became synonymous with the exploitation and debasement of white workingmen by industrial capitalists and their supporters in government.  In the South Africa context, the notion that the power of white organized labor would be undermined by competition from cheap Chinese labor occurred alongside a kind of anti-capitalist paternalism in which labor leaders of trade unions as well as their supporters in the British government claimed to be protecting the inferior races: Africans, from becoming economically marginalized and corrupted by corrosive morals that Chinese laborers would introduce, and Chinese, from capitalist enslavement.  There was, as Hyslop puts it, a “cloak of morality”
 that white labor and the trade unions wrapped themselves in.  The moral obligation expressed aligned with a notion that circulated in Britain, that to ask British men to compete with Africans for work would disrupt socially accepted notions of “Britishness,” which entailed a moral responsibility to uplift Africans.

Proponents of Chinese labor – e.g., mining capitalists, colonial officials, and supporters of the British Empire or imperialism – however, indicated little sympathy for the growth of a large white proletariat, claiming that this class would be constitutive of unskilled European laborers, who would not contribute positively to the development of a self-governing “white man’s country.”  The discourse largely centered on the protection of white prestige in the process of making South Africa economically viable.  The view of a threat to racial purity was accentuated by the notion that “[i]f white [unskilled] labour were to be introduced, it would not be English.”
   That was because if mine owners were to be “tied down to white labour would naturally seek that commodity in the cheapest market.”
  “Cheap Europeans,” from inferior European stocks,
 were presented as the true competitors of the British workingmen for they would be difficult to expel from South Africa because they would also be “white.”  Critics of a white proletariat, therefore, argued that the right kind of people, “proper men,” who would help to elevate the level of civilization should be encouraged to emigrate from Europe, specifically Britain.  It was asserted that the creation of a vibrant economic life in the Transvaal would attract British immigration.  And high wages and skilled employment for British workingmen with families, in particular, would also achieve such end.
  Short of that, a contemporaneous writer remarked, “[a] white proletariat, cutting down wages, taking the bread out of the mouth of British artisans, and lowering the standard of living, would be more disastrous for the Transvaal than the introduction of many thousand Asiatics.”

In fact, when the Labour Importation Ordinance was being intensely debated for the first time in South Africa and across the British Empire,  it was presented before members of the Transvaal and British governments as well as the British public that “[t]he Ordinance in the Transvaal had been passed for the purpose of safeguarding the interests of the white people in South Africa”
 or that its approval aimed at protecting the “proper sphere [of] labour” for the British workingmen, as the Chinese would be entirely unskilled, restricted to the mines, and excluded from at least forty different industries.
  These measures sought to allay concerns like that of Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, Liberal member of the parliament in Britain, who asserted, “that [if] the Chinaman…must have his own Chinese superintendence; and then, as Chinese superintendence is cheaper than white superintendence, the next thing we shall hear is that the mines cannot be worked if the superintendence also is not yellow.”
  The Ordinance, nonetheless, unabashedly expressed a racial division of labor between high-wage skilled white labor and cheap unskilled indentured Chinese labor as necessary, which was not exclusive to Africans.  Moreover, through it, white labors’ “aspiration to incorporation in the dominant racial structure”
 was accorded and realized.
CHINESE RESISTANCES INFLAMING FEARS & UNITING WHITES
The sense of economic lost and lost of dominance, I further aim to show in the longer paper, was exacerbated by the presence and resistance of the indentured Chinese laborers to the conditions they encountered on the Rand mines, further opening the space for white self-consciousness and identity to crystallize.  While the material conditions of the Chinese might have been changed by working as indentured laborers in South Africa, these “could not negate their being,” as Cedric Robinson writes of Africans who were captured, sold, and enslaved in the New World.
  And as beings with cultural possessions (traditions, value systems, ideas, etc.) shaping their consciousness and informing experiences, it is important to offer some details about the indentured Chinese laborers, who could be seen working on the Rand in the early 1900s.  The CMLIA’s initial recruitment of Chinese laborers commenced in the southern region of China,
 but was soon abandoned due to unsatisfactory progress.  Furthermore, despite the dominance of South China in international labor recruitment schemas, contemporaries were already in tune with the time and did not gloss over the availability of labor markets in North China.  Shantung was viewed by Lord Milner as “the chief source in China of the supply of labour for the Transvaal mines.”
  Attention to the north was largely linked to imperialist wars or, to put it crudely, a “scramble” for territories surrounding Peking (now, Beijing), the seat of the Qing government.  During the nineteenth century, Britain had acquired extensive trading areas and extraterritorial rights across China.  By 1898 Germany had acquired various concessions in Shantung, including exclusive railway rights across the province and the port of Tsingtao (now, Qingdao).  Britain annexed the nearby port of Weihaiwei
 (now, Weihai City), extending its possessions in China.  

In addition to these few examples of the presence of competing European powers, the Boxer Rebellion (1898-1901), spearheaded by the Yihetuan (or the Righteous Fists of Harmony), provided the perfect pretext for the European powers, and also Japan, to further encroach on the seat of the Chinese government and penetrate the interior territories that were previously prohibited.  Herbert C. Hoover, who would become the 31st American president (1929-33), was a young mining engineer working for a British firm in China at that time, and later recalled the aftermath of this rebellion in his memoir: “The reform period had bred a horde of foreign concession hunters demanding great mining areas with the aid of each foreign Ambassador or Minister….The whole process consisted in grabbing something that could be promoted upon the European stock exchanges.”
  Surely, Hoover’s account does not require explanation.  North China was overwrought with wars, losses, and the responsibility of paying indemnity to the foreign powers.

To add to this, the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05) was also an important factor in shifting labor recruitment to North China.  The reason for this was that this war not only compounded the destitution, poverty, and desperation already present in the region, but also closed off Manchuria, where “Shantung Coolies naturally [immigrated to] in their thousands [in the service of Japan]…lying as it does within easy reach of home.”
 E. D. C. Wolfe, the Transvaal Emigration Agent at Chefoo (now, Yantai in northeastern Shandong province), speculated that this province would be able to readily supply 2,000 Chinese laborers a month for South Africa.
  An annual report of the Foreign Labor Department (FLD), established in March 1904 to carry out the provisions of Ordinance 17, noted that “all the coolies who [had] enlisted for the Transvaal [were], with the exception of 900 Cantonese, Northerners.”

In shifting their resources towards North China, they expanded the field of Chinese labor recruitment, but also introduced new languages and experiences and cultures – thus, consciousness – to the mix of laborers already on the Rand.  For example, in one case, the Boarding Officer and Inspector at Jacobs Camp in Natal, W. F. Zehnder, reported that “the batch [of Chinese arrivals] was a very mixed one…as many as six ‘dialects’ were spoken at one time by this small community.”
  Those from two of the five provinces, he continued, “[spoke] the ‘Kuan Hua’ (Mandarin) and from their general behaviour, they certainly appear to have nothing in common with their countrymen further South.”  The limited knowledge and experience of the British agents and mining staff at the Rand required the assistance of officers of the British Army, who were transferred from regimental duty at Chefoo to serve the mining interest due to their knowledge of North China.  It also elevated the role of the Chinese compound police, a body of men recruited from amongst the ranks of the Chinese laborers to act as overseers and to assist in maintaining order amongst their fellows.  The latter arrangement created the space for collusion and a system of special privileges and abuse.  Furthermore, the lack of understanding of these laborers readily gave way to easy explanations like the presence of “undesirable characters” or “the scum of the Chinese cities, the offscourings of Chinese gaols”
 for all the troubles on the mines.  Such explanations not only reinforced stereotypes and fear of a “yellow peril,” but also downplayed the idea that the Chinese laborers could possibly be responding to capitalist exploitation.

If the personnel of the gold mining industry and the white colonists in South Africa had any understanding of the people’s resistance to imperialism in China despite the country’s military defeats, they would not have been astounded that, as indentured laborers, this new workforce would respond in diverse ways to the rigors of underground mining work, the demand placed on them to augment production, and the acts of cruelty by the authorities on the mines.  As Kynoch puts it, “The Chinese workforce demonstrated an awareness of their contract conditions and a capability for coordinated action that caused management to make some concessions.”
  Chhan Cheung Feng, a laborer who arrived at Durban on 13 January 1905 with other Northern Chinese laborers and soon deserted from the Jacob’s Depot before being transported to the Rand, suggested in a translated statement that the rigors of mining work were not merely about labor-intensive underground working conditions, but also the degradation of work engendered by the labor contract.
  That is, being restricted to unskilled work for the entire duration of the three-year contract was clearly not the life that Chhan and others had envisioned for themselves before they left for and upon their arrival in South Africa.  They, too, desired the prerogatives of “free” men despite entering a labor scheme that restricted their work and physical mobility.  Accordingly, the realities that they experienced and the reactions to them often required tapping into what they already knew to make sense of their predicament.  Often enough the struggle over the character of their life and work assumed a violent form.

As it turned out, a string of disturbances burst forth across the Rand three months after labor recruitment had shifted to North China and Chinese laborers had arrived in South Africa.  The disturbances were between these laborers and Chinese mining police, but mainly targeted at the white mine management and took the forms of refusals to work and riots.  Incidents at the Glen Deep, Aurora West, and Geduld Mines were a few examples that caught the attention of the Secretary of State in London, who learned of them from a newspaper telegram.
  The Glen Deep disturbance of 11 October, which followed at the heels of two other disturbances, involved a quarrel between Chinese laborers and “their police.”
  Its cause was attributed to the Chinese police being “not of sufficiently superior standing to enable them to enforce authority without jealousy and friction,” which resulted in six ringleaders being arrested.  In the Aurora West disturbance of 16 October, “a number of chinamen [sic] did some damage to [the] compound and then marched out in a body.  14 were arrested by police and charged before [the] Magistrate.”  The disturbance at Geduld on 17 October was a case that started with “33 coolies refus[ing] to work…and a white foreman [being] knocked down.”  Unlike the other two and preceding the more renowned riot at the North Randfontein Mine in April 1905,
 a riot broke out “on arrival of [the white] police to arrest the culprits.” 
  This instance was due to the mine manager’s refusal to provide new boots and oilskins, and the laborers’ not understanding why they should have to pay for things that were previously given to them free of charge upon their arrival.  Thirty-nine Chinese laborers were charged for “public violence” and, among them, five for “assault with intent to do grievous bodily harm.”  They received a sentence of four months imprisonment with hard labor for the first offence and imprisonment with hard labor for two months in addition to a “whipping” of twenty strokes for the second.  They were sentenced under common law and Section 38 of Ordinance 26 of 1904 (a Crime Ordinance), which stipulated that with the approval of the Supreme Court whipping was permissible.
  This instance reveals that extant laws of the Transvaal Colony were utilized to complement Ordinance 17, which only allowed for fines and imprisonment for contraventions.  Briefly, here, the number of records that indicate the presence of corporal punishment on the compounds suggests that the indentured Chinese laborers had good reason to further be concerned over their liberty.  Reports of flogging in the local and metropolitan newspapers revitalized the popular conception of and the Liberal MP’s attack on “Chinese Slavery.”
  Indeed, reports like “coolies [having] been thrashed while tied to a pole by their ‘pigtails’ so that only their toes touched the ground”
 served as points of leverage for the Liberal Party.

Nonetheless, the ability of the mine management to call in state power to coerce these Chinese laborers was seemingly of little avail: upheavals among them persisted throughout the first year that they were at the Rand.  Grant gives the total of 28 riots and disturbances between July 1904 and July 1905, which averaged at least two riots a month.
  In all of these instances of refusals to work and riots, however, order was finally restored, which likely explains the Governor’s general attitude that these activities were inconsequential and to be expected “to occur at first in experiment of importing alien labor to strange conditions.”
  This viewpoint, however, would become difficult to sustain before the end of the year.  In December, the request of the FLD, with support from the Board of Management of the CMLIA, for the Lieutenant Governor
 to introduce a new regulation for the mine managers to promptly (at the outbreak of and 72 hours after) report to the Superintendent about disturbances that involved police assistance signaled the frequency of such activities that brought about a deluge of inquiries from London.
  This would become Regulation No 43.

A deeper examination of the records of disturbances reveals the presence of secret societies that had a long history in China.  For example, a letter from the Secretary of the Rand Mines, Limited to George Wolfe Murray, the Acting Superintendent of the FLD, requesting the transfer of certain “riotous members to other mines,” intimated a link between riots and secret societies.
  Prior to that, in February 1905, the FLD Superintendent wrote to the Assistant Resident Magistrate in Germiston, asking him to detain the 20 to 30 Chinese laborers from the Simmer & Jack mine “without the option of a fine” if they were found guilty; this was because he suspected that “[t]hese particular men or some of them [were] starting a branch of the ‘KO LO HUI’ a Secret Society well known in China and dangerous to the peace of the community.”
  A representative of the French Rand Gold Mining Company also made a similar link when he asked the FLD for the repatriation of the members of the “Kuo Lu Whei.”
  The Ko Lo Hui (or Gelaohui, meaning Brothers and Elders Society) was “a secret brotherhood with eighteenth-century origins and anti-Qing aspirations.”
  It was “comprised mainly of workers in the handicraft industry”
 and also had religious sub-groups.
  Furthermore, according to the letter from the representative of the French Rand, this society was “founded in Fok Kien Province South China and has its birth place at Hung Yen Shan;” thus, its members were mostly “from the Southern and Middle parts of China.”
  Its northern membership “only joined either on their way out to South Africa or on the mines.”  The disparate instances linking riots to the Ko Lo Hui reveal that this particular secret society had created a network across the mining compounds.  It is worthwhile to note that its membership in South Africa suggests that despite geographical and linguistic differences among the laborers, the new context provided opportunities for collaboration, coordination, and construction of identity as “Chinese.”  While the perception of docility was imposed on them, the indentured Chinese laborers were reproducing their identity through their encounters with the mine management.

At another level, their ability to correspond with one another must have allowed these Chinese laborers to combine in secrecy and to surprise the authorities when large groups or “gangs” of deserters or runaways were discovered across the Rand.  This undertaking obviously required a degree of organization and skill, which were clearly overlooked.  According to a FLD Annual Report, the average total number of laborers employed during 1905-06 was 52,328, and the estimated total number of convicted of all offences was 13,864.  Of these, 7,080 were convicted of “unlawful absence,” which included desertion from service, temporary absence, and refusal to work.  In the year prior, when the average total number of laborers employed was 47,600 and the estimated total number of convictions was 13,532, cases of desertion alone numbered at 1,700.
  We could infer that the number of desertions had dramatically increased in one year.  As to where they escaped to, records indicate that some hid on the compounds or appeared working on other mines and, as Grant points out, “[s]ome men were found as far away as Swaziland, while others chose to follow the railway lines back toward the sea.”
  Documents of the day also indicate that some likely went to Lourenço Marques (now, Maputo).

The year 1905 was a high point of a great wave of desertions.  By late August and September 1905, convictions by the courts in the Rand district unequivocally exposed a link between Chinese runaways and robberies and other forms of outrages.  According to a representative of the Consolidated Gold Fields, these runaways “[got] together into bands [and made] their living in some cases by marauding.”
  His response was to ask James W. Jamieson, the new Superintendent of the FLD, if the rules regarding passports could be more strictly enforced, as it was apparently impossible “to confine the coolies closely to their compounds.”  In his view, the police should be provided with clear instructions to that effect, which would require them to play a larger role in controlling the Chinese laborers.  Also expressing his frustration with this problem, a Mr. Richard Currie suggested in the Daily Mail that the individual mines should pay a reward of £5 for each Chinese laborer captured outside the mining compounds.
  In Britain, the Spectator’s report that robberies and murders by Chinese laborers, who were semi-criminals compelled into indentureship by the Chinese authorities or who had become fierce outlaws due to ill treatment on the mines, created a reign of terror on the Rand,
 generated sympathy for the white colonists in the Transvaal and bolstered the demand to terminate labor recruitment in China.  In response to a letter from the Consolidated Gold Fields of South Africa, Limited, asking for official information to rebut public sentiment in Britain, an investigation by the FLD dismissed ill treatment as a cause for “Chinese outlaws” in the Transvaal.  In its place, a small element of “confirmed criminals,” uncongenial work, and gambling and opiate debts were said to account for the increased number of runaways and crimes committed by them, such as assault (with intent), theft, housebreaking (by day), murder, and rape, among other outrages.
  The Chinese deserters were soon discredited as ruined gamblers fleeing from creditors.  Moreover, they came to be viewed as a law enforcement or security issue, rather than as the economic, social, and political phenomena that they were.  The changes proposed and put into legislation ended up criminalizing the Chinese runaways and casting them as a social pariah, fitting for isolation, pursuit, and exclusion.  Certainly, at the center of these responses and conclusions was, as F. D. P. Chaplin, Chairman of a joint meeting between the CMLIA and the Mine Managers Association, pointed out, “the question [of] what is to be done at once with a view to allaying public nervousness on the subject.”

Unlike the disturbances on the compounds, which were contained, the rapidly increasing number of flights from the compounds placed the Chinese laborers in clear view of the white public.  The responses to them not only revealed the general white public’s skepticism of the Transvaal government’s ability to control the mobility of Chinese laborers as they had initially promised, but also contributed towards a sense of white solidarity.  That is, the need to re-assert white authority on the Rand in the face of a “yellow peril” not only strengthened simmering anti-Chinese sentiments, but also helped to bridge, momentarily, Anglo-Boer animosities, which opened up a space to nurture a shared sense of white self-identity.  An example could be drawn from a letter by a “Lover of Order” to the Editor of the Transvaal Leader, dated 8 November 1904, complaining about “the newly-imported Chinese [being] in the habit of parading or lounging through Bezuidenhout Valley, sometimes in small and sometimes in large gangs.”  It exemplified the skepticism and fear among the white public.
  Unruly “gangs” of Chinese were said to enter through gates or climb fences to get onto private grounds of white peoples, violating their privacy and personal property and frightening white women.  “Lover of Order” concluded by deploying the white fear of a Chinese invasion, asking “[i]f the few Chinamen who have arrived cause such a nuisance, what will it be like when large numbers are here?”

If desertion was not already laden with difficulties, the empowerment of any white person to arrest without warrant and the arming of white farmers (namely, Boers) to reinforce their sense of authority, definitely ensured that it was a dangerous and risky business.  The introduction of new systems of control and surveillance over all Chinese laborers, such as regular Sunday morning muster (or roll call) on the compounds, increased police support, a more rigid permit system, and providing the Superintendent with wider powers of compulsory repatriation, were clearly insufficient.  One measure presented by the Governor to grant the white residences the right “to arrest without warrant any [Chinese] labourer found outside the Witwatersrand District and to hand him over to the police station,” and, in return, be “refunded reasonable expenses in doing so,”
 was seemingly a more adequate response to “Chinese deserters [breaking] into white, usually Boer, homes near the gold fields, robbing and sometimes killing the inhabitants.”
  According to the records, it appears that to further assuage their fears of a “yellow peril,” the Governor authorized “all farmers living in or near the Witwatersrand District to possess firearms of any kind except magazine rifles.”  Moreover, “anyone who [could not] afford to buy firearms [could] be lent a Martini-Henri rifle by the Government on application to the Resident Magistrate.”  This, in essence, gave any white person the right to open fire on any Chinese person who was believed to be a threat to the individual and/or his property.  Importantly, these measures became law in October 1905, as sections of Ordinance 27.  And, yet, Torrance points out, “[t]hese incidents intensified in the spring of 1906, terrifying local Boer families and outraging the entire Afrikaner community,”
 which had remained relatively silent in the debate to introduce indentured Chinese laborers.  In the general elections of 1907 in the Transvaal (held under a grant of responsible government),
 Chinese labor would bring together Labor candidates and Afrikaner nationalists, sharing the same platform for the first time.
These Chinese laborers were also an important national issue that featured prominently in the 1906 election in Britain.  Following Arthur Balfour’s resignation as Prime Minister on 4 December 1905, the General Election began, with “Chinese Slavery” figuring prominently in campaign platforms.  The indentured Chinese laborers were important symbolically, as they were used by both Liberal and Labor politicians in their campaigns to represent the Conservatives’ support for the elite capitalist interests and the system of imperial preferences to the detriment of the working classes.
  By connecting national issues, especially those affecting the livelihood of the working classes in Britain, to the numerous problems around Chinese labor on the Rand, among other issues, Liberal and Labor MPs won the 1906 election.  This ostensibly South African problem generated heady debates in Britain, pressuring government and the public to live up to the universal principles that they propounded, such as freedom and egalitarianism, which, in the end, justified exclusionary racial politics or, more specifically, the racial exclusion of Chinese peoples in South Africa’s labor market.  As it was part of their campaign platform, upon the electoral victory of the Liberals in 1906, the party ordered the repatriation of indentured Chinese laborers.  The latter was a protracted process, with those who had just entered into the three-year contract continuing on to the Rand and with the last laborers being repatriated to China in 1910.  A “white man’s country,” but also a black-white binomial race structure organized by white domination of black people, was strengthened by 1910, when the Union of South Africa was formed as a white dominion of the British Empire, like Australia and Canada.
CONCLUSION

For the indentured Chinese laborers in South Africa during reconstruction, as Moon-Ho Jung writes of the Chinese coolies on Louisiana’s sugar plantations in the second half of the nineteenth century, “the never-ending search to locate, define, and outlaw coolies, in turn, made them re-appear as fixed, permanent, and natural [foreigners].”
  Accordingly, as “new slaves,” a “yellow peril,” and “criminals,” the exclusion of Chinese laborers in South Africa was justified without affronting the notion of universal equality that was key to white self-identity.  In spite of their eventual exclusion, records of the debates over these laborers and of their presence in South Africa reveal that the materialization of a “white man’s country” and a white labor aristocracy in this place did not occur as a result of a bounded community or only from the capitalization and consolidation of the gold mining industry.  Rather, both were outcomes of social relations, produced through the ongoing and productive negotiation of multi-temporal and multi-spatial processes that included China and Chinese peoples.  In the broadest sense, the introduction of indentured Chinese labor proved pivotal to the reconstruction of racial capitalism in South Africa in the early years of the twentieth century.  It is precisely this that the place of Chinese in the South African historiography and that historiography itself must be challenged in the present post-apartheid context.

Therefore, instead of undertaking to apply abstract and general categories like “contract labor” or “unfree labor” to the interpretation of specific socio-historical processes, in this paper I point to the need to adopt theoretical perspectives and methodological procedures that take as their premise the historical unity and specificity of the development of racial capitalism that emerged from Europe’s world-system.  Only in this way does it become possible to understand the complexity of indentured labor relations – the ways in which they are both continually formed and reformed within the processes of global racial capitalist system and contain within themselves conditions of modern economy and polity.
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