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Abstract 

 

In 1904, the Qing monarchy announced the Presented Schools Regulation policy, which 

sought to modernize education in China by introducing a scientific curriculum to complement 

the classical curriculum rooted in Confucianism. At the same time, ongoing criticism of the 

ancient Chinese philosophy as the cause of contemporary social woes culminated in the May 

Fourth and New Culture Movements. As a result, the hold of Confucianism on Chinese society 

began to weaken over successive generations. Yet, these intellectual developments did not affect 

the Chinese in British Columbia, who continued to place their faith in Confucianism as an 

ideology that would bring harmony to society, especially in a society rife with anti-Chinese 

discrimination. 

This thesis examines the influence of Confucianism on the Chinese in British Columbia 

between 1923, the year the Chinese Immigration Act was imposed, and 1960, when Wong Foon 

Sien, a vocal advocate for Chinese immigration rights, resigned from the presidency of the 

Chinese Benevolent Association. It examines the extent to which the Chinese adhered to the 

teachings of Confucianism. On the one hand, the Chinese practised certain customs and 

continued to shape their relationships in accordance with neo-Confucianism, the same traditions 

criticized by the intellectuals in China. On the other, their ideals for the future were defined by 

the original Confucianism preserved in the Analects and Mencius. Throughout these years, the 

Chinese built schools to pass on traditional values and language, created Chinese Benevolent 

Associations to protect themselves from discrimination, contributed to the war efforts of China 

and Canada during the Second World War, and lobbied for fewer immigration restrictions after 

the repeal of the Immigration Act in 1947. In these endeavours, the Chinese demonstrated 
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Confucian virtues of zhong (loyalty), yi (righteousness), and even ren (benevolence). This thesis 

elucidates Confucian principles as written in the Analects and Mencius and examines the 

motivations and actions of the Chinese from 1923 to 1960 through a Confucian framework. The 

research demonstrates that the values of Confucianism were still relevant to the Chinese who 

grew up in British Columbia during the first two decades of the twentieth century and continued 

to guide their actions throughout their lives. 
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Introduction 
 

子曰：「居處恭，執事敬，與人忠。雖之夷狄，不可棄也。」 

—論語, 子路 

 
Confucius said, “Live showing deference [to all], to do all things with decorum, to relate to 
others with zhong. Even while living in foreign lands, do not abandon these principles.” 

—Analects, Zi Lu 
 

 For over two millennia, Confucianism has been one of the three major pillars of 

philosophy, all of which have had a tremendous influence on Chinese society.1 However, the 

distortion of its teachings over the years resulted in rising criticism in early twentieth-century 

China, and intellectuals sought to disassociate Chinese society from Confucianism. Yet, this 

trend did not affect the diaspora Chinese (hua qiao) living in British Columbia. This thesis 

examines the history and experiences of the hua qiao in British Columbia from 1923, when the 

Chinese Immigration Act forbade all but a few classes of Chinese to enter Canada, to 1960, when 

Wong Foon Sien, a vocal advocate for Chinese immigration rights, resigned from the presidency 

of the Vancouver Chinese Benevolent Association. During this period, the sentiments of 

Canadian society towards their Chinese neighbours changed from exclusion to slow acceptance. 

This thesis demonstrates the continuity of Confucianism and other Chinese traditional values 

grafted from the ancestral home into the Chinese communities of British Columbia and examines 

the expression of these ideas in their daily lives and aspirations for their ideal future. 

The Chinese have had a long tenure on the Indigenous lands now called British Columbia 

since they began to immigrate in the mid-nineteenth century. With the end of the First Opium 

War in 1842, the British forced Qing dynasty China to open trade ports, which allowed the 

 
1 Daoism and Buddhism are the other two influential schools of thought in Chinese thinking. 
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British to flood China with their products. As a result, China was subjected to a century of 

“hyper-colonial” presence under various Unequal Treaties with the West. For the labouring and 

farming classes, economic prospects during the 1840s were dismal, and families could scarcely 

subsist on their meagre farmlands. However, the treaty ports first established by the British, and 

later by various European nations, presented “golden” opportunities to the desperate Chinese 

men from Guangdong. When rumours of the 1848 California gold rush reached China, 

adventurous men left their ancestral homes and set off towards North America with dreams of 

striking it big at “Gold Mountain” (金山). In the following year, the British established the 

Colony of Vancouver Island. After the California gold rush, rumours circulated about another 

gold rush on the Fraser River in 1858. Chinese sojourners again moved northwards following the 

“Gold Mountain dream” (金山夢). In response, the British government established the Colony of 

British Columbia. Historians sometimes refer to the Chinese in nineteenth-century North 

America as “sojourners”—people intent on maximizing economic gains, becoming rich, and 

returning to the comforts of their ancestral home.2 However, some Chinese decided to settle in 

the new colony, which was established on the homelands of Indigenous nations. This thesis 

focuses on the experiences of those who decided to “settle and grow forth roots” (落地生根) in 

British Columbia. 

 Most Chinese who came chasing the “Gold Mountain dream” were of the lower classes, 

but among them were a few who were wealthy and educated. Barkerville, in interior British 

Columbia, became the site of the colony's first “Chinatown” because it offered ready access to 

the Cariboo region.3 By 1863, several thousand Chinese had settled in the area. The Chinese 

 
2 Patricia Roy, A White Man’s Province: British Columbia Politicians and Chinese and Japanese Immigrants, 1858–
1914 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1989), 9. 
3 The gold rush expanded into Cariboo, BC in the 1860s. 
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established various institutions and organizations for the community, including the first Zhi Gong 

Tang branch (致公堂, commonly known as the Chinese Freemasons), which was part of the 

larger, centuries-old organization known as Hong Men (洪門).4  

The first decade of the twentieth century also marked the last decade of the Qing dynasty 

(1644–1912). Two opposing ideologies on how to modernize and save China emerged: the 

reformers, led by Kang Youwei, who believed it was possible for the Qing court to adopt a 

constitutional monarchy; and the revolutionaries, led by Sun Zhongshan,5 who believed turning 

China into a republic was the only way forward. In 1899, Kang established, in Victoria, British 

Columbia, the Bao Huang Hui (保皇會) or commonly translated as the Chinese Empire Reform 

Association (CERA), while Sun established a branch of the Tong Meng Hui (同盟會), in Tokyo. 

However, long before the struggles between the reformers and revolutionaries in the early 

twentieth century, secret societies that vowed to protect the integrity of Han China had been at 

work since the establishment of the Qing dynasty. These were all part of the Hong Men, which 

had a mandate to overthrow the Qing dynasty and restore the Ming dynasty (反清復明). 

According to historian David Chuenyan Lai, 80% of the 3,000 Chinese gold miners who 

travelled from California to participate in the 1858 Fraser River gold rush were Hong Men 

brothers.6 The Zhi Gong Tang, a chapter of Hong Men in Barkerville, bore the aspirations to 

restore China, and the chapters established later throughout Canada would play a critical role in 

the 1911 Xinhai Revolution and in the Second World War.  

 
4 David Chuenyan Lai, 洪門及加拿大洪門史論 (Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2015), 78. 
5 Depending on the language, Sun Wen was referred to using different names. In English, he is known as Sun Yat-
sen. In Chinese, sometimes he is referred to as Sun Zhongshan. The name Zhongshan was derived from an alias 
used while Sun was in Japan. 
6 Lai, Hong Men, 82. Historiography tends to claim Hong Men was a brotherhood. 
See also Norman Shields, “Chee Kung Tong Building, Barkerville, British Columbia,” Journal of the Society for the 
Study of Architecture in Canada 33, No. 2, 2008, 53–72.  
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Figure 1: Chee Kung Tong Building (Photograph by Mike W., Historic Barkerville, September 8, 2012, 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/squeakymarmot/7958781266/)  

 
Many of the hua qiao who left home for better opportunities were labourers. Men who 

settled in British Columbia before the turn of the twentieth century did so because the economic 

prospects in the British colony, which by 1871 became part of Canada, were simply superior to 

the opportunities available at home. Most of the men did not bring their families for fear of 

exposing them to hardship. As a result, families were divided by the Pacific Ocean: aged parents, 

wife (or wives), and children on one side; the sole breadwinning man on the other. The wealthier 

Chinese may have considered migrating their wives and children to join them in Canada, but this 

was not possible for the Chinese labourers, especially with the implementation of the Chinese 

head tax in 1885. 
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 The term hua qiao (華僑) and the identification of Chinese have many interpretations and 

definitions. Hua qiao translates as Chinese diaspora; hua (華) is an alternate word for “that of 

China.” Within scholarship, the debate about who is a Chinese person takes on two main aspects: 

nationality and subscription to the Chinese civilization. Historian Wang Gungwu argues that hua 

qiao was a term applied to all Chinese abroad. However, he points out that the use of this term 

becomes problematic when a Chinese person living in a foreign country could adopt local 

nationalities and cultures.7 In 1909, the earliest Chinese nationality law was implemented while 

China was still under the Qing monarchy. It stated that any person born to a Chinese father, or to 

a Chinese mother and a father of uncertain nationality, had Chinese nationality. The law was 

based on a jus sanguinis (right of blood) interpretation that prevented a Chinese person from 

renouncing their Chinese nationality. In other words, Chinese nationality was a matter of lineage. 

The Nationalist government adopted the same laws but amended them in 1914 with the “born in 

China” clause.8 This amendment granted Chinese nationality to a child born in China either to a 

Chinese mother and a father of uncertain nationality or to two parents of uncertain nationality. 

For the purpose of this research, the use of hua qiao does not create the complications of 

nationality that Wang raises. Until 1947, very few Chinese immigrants in Canada successfully 

naturalized as British subjects, and those who did faced immense difficulty. Yet, they were still 

bound by their Chinese nationality.9 Even after 1947, many Chinese in Vancouver still referred to 

themselves as hua qiao, and this practice continued well into the 1950s.    

 
7 Wang Gungwu, “Greater China and the Chinese Overseas,” The China Quarterly, No. 136 (December, 1993): 926–
7. 
8 Republic of China, “中華民國國籍法 (Republic of China Nationality Laws),” November 18, 1912. Accessed from 
https://zh.wikisource.org/wiki/中華民國國籍法, November 27, 2025.  
9 Shao Dan, “Chinese by Definition: Nationality Law, Jus Sanguinis, and State Succession, 1909–1980,” Twentieth-
Century China, Vol. 35, No. 1 (November 2009): 4–28. Also see Peter Price, “Naturalising Subjects, Creating 
Citizens: Naturalisation Law and the Conditioning of ‘Citizenship’ in Canada, 1881–1914,” The Journal of Imperial 
and Commonwealth History, Vol. 45, No. 1 (2017): 11. Price cites resolutions from Vancouver court houses where 



6 
 

Nationality laws define only the legal treatment of a person as recognized by other states; 

the “link” a Chinese person has towards China was a matter of subscription. Wang argues that 

most hua qiao had a “close-knit organic relationship with South China” and a “formal symbolic 

one with Greater China,” which he also defined as “political and cultural China” and the 

“Confucian State.”10 This is the reason why the revolutionary leader Sun Zhongshan lamented 

during a lecture in 1924 that the Chinese had no national spirit:  

但是中國的人，只有家族和宗族的團體，沒有民族的精神，所以雖有四萬萬人結合

成一個中國，實在是一片散沙。 
 
But the people of China have only family and clan solidarity; they lack national spirit. 
Therefore, even though [there are] four hundred million people gathered together in one 
China, in reality [they are] just a heap of loose sand.11 

 
When the hua qiao came to Canada, the “organic” connection to their home county and clan 

remained strong. Historian Timothy Stanley argues that the Chinese identities of hua qiao 

“tended to be limited, built around their county or village of origin, their dialect or language 

grouping, and their clan or surname group.”12 Many hua qiao in British Columbia still preferred 

to associate with those from the same county and clan over those who were not.13 To summarize, 

both scholars support Sun’s accusation that national spirit was dormant in the Chinese of the 

early twentieth century. Most Chinese, including the hua qiao, had stronger affinity to the 

Chinese civilization that embodied their cultural ethos (Confucianism) than they did to the 

political state of China.  

 
the judge allowed the public to contest the eligibility of Asian applicants to naturalization and created precedents of 
rejecting applications on such a basis. 
10 Wang Gungwu, “Greater China and the Chinese Overseas,” 927. 
11 Sun Zhongshan, “Three Principles of the People (三民主義)” (speech, 國立廣東高等師範學校, January 27, 
1924), https://zh.wikisource.org/wiki/三民主義/民族主義第一講. 
12 Timothy Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy: School Segregation, Anti-Racism, and the Making of Chinese 
Canadians (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2011), 173. 
13 Ibid. 
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The lack of national spirit can be explained through the same Chinese cultural values that 

prioritized local identities. Confucianism teaches that one should do good starting from the 

home, through the expression of xiao (filial piety), and then slowly extend to those outside the 

family, through the expression of zhong (loyalty). As a result, it should not be surprising that a 

Chinese individual would have stronger loyalties to the family than to the state. Historically, 

feelings of (Han) nationalism emerged when there was an external threat, such as an invasion by 

a foreign ethnic group. The establishment of Hong Men in the mid-seventeenth century to 

liberate China from Manchu rule and restore sovereignty to the Han Chinese is an example. If 

Wang Gungwu and Timothy Stanley suggest being Chinese was to “belong to a civilization 

rather than a political entity,” then it can be argued that subscription to the civilization simply 

required an individual to embrace the ethos of the civilization, namely Chinese traditional 

virtues.14 An educated person who had exposure to the Chinese classics could easily subscribe to 

the civilization. However, the lack of education did not preclude the commoner from subscribing 

to the same Chinese values, and thereby to the civilization, through more practical means of 

living them out in daily conduct. Thus, the present research is situated within this perspective 

and definition of “Chineseness”—that Chineseness is rooted in cultural values, rather than 

political allegiances. 

Traditionally, Chinese society was stratified by the “four occupations” (四民): scholars  

(士), farmers (農), artisans (工), and merchants (商). This stratification originally appeared in the 

text 管子 (Guanzi, ~1st century BCE),15 which was named after Guan Zhong (管仲, 725–645 

BCE), the Prime Minister for the Duke Huan of Qi (齊桓公) from the Spring and Autumn period 

 
14 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 173. 
15 The text Guanzi emerged between 5th century BCE and 1st century BCE. The author or editor of the text was not 
Guan Zhong himself. 
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(eight to fifth century BCE). The “four occupations” was later adopted by monarchs who 

favoured Confucianism as a means of social control. The rationale for the ordering of the four 

occupations was as follows: scholars who were steeped in the education of Confucianism and 

exhibited virtue were ideal leaders, farmers were critical to the survival of the nation, and 

artisans were needed to support the material needs of society. Thus, this stratification left 

merchants in the “last place.” The order of the occupations did not signify socioeconomic status, 

but a priority to ensure social harmony. Historian Immanuel Hsu argues that the stratification in 

Qing dynasty China was being eroded by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries due to 

the emergence of compradors—middlemen who managed foreign establishments in China. 

Following the example of the compradors, capitalists and merchants who emerged in China 

pursued their goal of social ascendance.16 Therefore, a society traditionally led by the “virtuous” 

scholar-gentry had to make way for the newly minted capitalists who built their “respectability” 

through the power of wealth. In late nineteenth-century British Columbia, the majority of the 

community consisted of small business owners, labourers who could be classified as “artisans,” 

and agriculturalists. The absence of the keju imperial examination system in British Columbia, 

which awarded government posts to scholars, meant that there were no scholarly gentry in the 

Chinese communities. As a result, the development of the wealthy Vancouver Chinese merchants 

also followed the same pattern of development in China. Therefore, the stratification of the four 

occupations did not take hold in British Columbia for practical and material reasons, rather than 

because of any diminished adherence to Confucianism.   

This thesis examines the extent to which Confucian and Chinese traditional values 

influenced the day-to-day lives of the Chinese from the years of exclusion following the 

 
16 Immanuel C. Y. Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 6th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 428. 
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imposition of the Immigration Act of 1923, through the Second World War, and to the years of 

advocacy for equality after the war. This time period is significant for two reasons. First, the 

people who were born before the 1920s were the last generation who had exposure to a classical 

Chinese education steeped in Confucianism. In their discussions on the future of China, these 

British Columbian hua qiao cited values within the framework of Confucianism. Second, these 

few decades saw many changes in the relationships between Chinese and Canadian societies. 

Canadian sentiments towards the Chinese ranged from hostility, as seen in the 1923 Immigration 

Act that barred Chinese migration into Canada; to sympathy, some Canadians raised awareness 

of the Japanese invasion of China during the Second World War; and to slow acceptance, when 

the Canadian government reluctantly eased the immigration restrictions on Asians. Despite 

unfriendly sentiments from white society, the Vancouver Chinese expressed their loyalty (zhong) 

and righteousness (yi) to their own community, their ancestral country China, and to their 

adopted country Canada. This thesis demonstrates that although Chinese print media of the time 

did not explicitly call such expressions “virtues,” the performance of these values was 

understood to align with the Chinese cultural ethos.  

 

 

Methodology 

Historian Yu Ying-shih claims that internal criticism of Confucianism began to emerge in 

the final years of the Qing dynasty and intensified through the May Fourth Movement. The 

critics were split into two factions: “contemporary scripture scholars” (今文經學家) and 

“ancient scripture scholars” (古文經學家). The former group included Kang Youwei, who set 

out to establish the Confucian religion (孔教) by encompassing all ancient schools of Chinese 
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thought under its umbrella, and Tan Sitong, who disparaged not Confucius but the ideas of Xunzi 

(荀子), which he regarded as the source of distortion within Confucianism (Chapter 1). Yu 

argues that this faction effectively “used foreign [methods] to transform China” (用夷變夏).17 

On the other hand, the “ancient scripture scholars” respected the original spirit of Confucian 

teachings and attempted to revitalize those ideas.18 The present research revisits the history of the 

Chinese in Canada from the beginning of Chinese exclusion in 1923 to the 1950s, when Chinese 

advocacy for equality reached its height, and analyzes it through the lens of Confucianism. My 

analytical approach to Confucianism follows the methodology of the “ancient scripture scholars” 

by examining the teachings of Confucianism based on its “original spirit.” 

In order to understand “original” Confucianism, I consulted multiple present-day 

commentaries on the Analects and Mencius to decipher the original intent of the ancient sages 

whose words became the basis of Confucian teachings. However, the principles of Confucianism 

derived from the ancient texts are not merely esoteric teachings available to academics and 

scholars; they are meant for widespread adoption to promote harmonious living. As such, 

Confucianism had a sense of practicality that encouraged living in a virtuous manner, and a 

person with such aspirations was referred to as a jun zi (君子), a Confucian “noble.” In my 

opinion, the influence of Confucianism on the Chinese during the twentieth century can be 

analyzed by examining their conduct in relation to Confucian virtues. While flawless living by 

adhering to all that is taught in the Analects and Mencius would have been difficult for twentieth-

century Chinese, one can still find genuine attempts at good living through the expressions of 

 
17 Yu Ying-shih, 現代儒學論 [Discussion on Modern Confucianism] (Singapore: Global Publishing Co., 1996), 2. 
18 Ibid. 
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virtue, such as zhong (loyalty) and yi (righteousness) in their lives. From this vantage point, I 

analyzed the motivations and actions of the Chinese diaspora with Confucianism as its focus. 

In order to achieve this research goal, I have drawn upon many archival sources, 

including records extant from Chinese schools established in British Columbia, correspondence 

between Chinese individuals and government officials, Chinese-language newspapers, and 

personal newspaper clippings of Wong Foon Sien, the president of the Chinese Benevolent 

Association and prominent advocate for Chinese rights in the years after the Second World War. 

Among the Chinese-language newspapers, I have predominantly consulted The Chinese Times 

because this paper has the most complete collection out of all the Chinese publications available 

and it has been preserved by Simon Fraser University and later by Canadiana, an archive hosting 

digitized heritage content. I have examined every issue of The Chinese Times from 1937 to 1959. 

Chinese newspapers during this period predominantly recorded the voices of the male Chinese. 

In addition, The Chinese Times was a mouthpiece of the Zhi Gong Tang, a branch of the Hong 

Men brotherhood that had a mandate to protect the national integrity of China before and after 

the Xinhai Revolution in 1911. Therefore, The Chinese Times often highlighted the contributions 

of the Hong Men during the war. Given that wealthier hua qiao had more influence in structuring 

the communities they were a part of, Chinese newspapers were a useful resource for my research 

because they preserved the sentiments of the hua qiao towards societies in Canada and China. 

These newspapers truly represented the voice of the hua qiao since they were not sanctioned by 

the Chinese government in any way. 

In the first half of the twentieth century, newspapers, along with meetings and social 

gatherings, should be the main means of discourse. Several British Columbian Chinese 

newspapers were founded in the first decades after the turn of the century, and their history 
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reflected the drama and political developments in Qing China. In chronological order by the year 

of establishment, these included 日新報 (Chinese Reform Gazette, 1903), 華英日報 (Chinese-

English Daily News, 1906), 大漢公報 (The Chinese Times, 1910), and the later 新民國報 (The 

New Republic, 1912).  

In 1903, the Chinese Reform Gazette was established in Victoria and served as the 

mouthpiece of the Bao Huang Hui (保皇會) established by Kang Youwei in 1899. The 

publication ended with the success of the Xinhai Revolution in 1911 and the end of the Manchu 

monarchy. The New Republic was established after the 1911 Revolution as the official newspaper 

of the Canadian Guomindang branch, the governing party in China founded by Sun Zhongshan.  

The origins of the Chinese-English Daily News and The Chinese Times were more 

complicated. In an article on September 16, 1939, the editors of The Chinese Times said that the 

Chinese-English Daily News was merely a predecessor to The Chinese Times. However, recent 

research reveals that the Chinese-English Daily News and The Chinese Times had very different 

motives for publishing, and the origins of the latter did not lie in a simple change of hands as the 

editors of The Chinese Times had claimed in an article published on September 16, 1939.19 

Historians Xu Xueqing and Laura Wu pinpointed the origins of the Chinese-English Daily News; 

the newspaper was founded in September 1906 by Fong Dickman.20 Fong was a member of the 

Methodist clergy who worked tirelessly to lead his brethren in Nanaimo to Christ; thus, much of 

the newspaper’s content revolved around “combating gambling and other evils” in his 

community.21 Fong and his successor Cui Tongyue supported the cause of Sun Zhongshan’s 

 
19 Xu Xueqing and Laura Wu, “A Misconception: The Relationship between the Chinese-English Daily Newspaper 
and the Chinese Times,” BC Studies, No. 209 (Spring 2021): 66. 
20 Ibid., 68. 
21 Ibid., 72. 
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revolutionaries, which led to costly lawsuits from the Chinese Reform Gazette that was supported 

by Kang Youwei’s reformers. The Chinese Reform Gazette sued the Chinese-English Daily News 

for defamation. Xu and Wu argue that this lengthy lawsuit led the Chinese-English Daily News 

into bankruptcy. The Zhi Gong Tang, a Chinese “secret society” in British Columbia, took over 

the Chinese-English Daily News in 1910, and the newspaper was renamed 大漢日報 (Chinese 

Daily News) before taking on the name of The Chinese Times.22 After the change of 

administration, The Chinese Times moved away from the Christian mission and became the 

mouthpiece of the Zhi Gong Tang, focused on promoting revolutionary propaganda prior to the 

start of the Xinhai Revolution in 1911. 

The Chinese Times remained in operation until 1992. Throughout its years, it published 

news of current affairs and developments in China and Canada. During the Second World War, it 

helped the community navigate through difficult times. It provided updates on the war situation, 

how the Guomindang government was selling bonds, and how to remit money to loved ones in 

war-torn regions of China. In addition, The Chinese Times was a vocal defender of a positive 

Chinese image within Canadian society rife with racial prejudice. From time to time, when a 

slanderous article with anti-Chinese racism was printed in the mainstream English press, the 

Chinese Benevolent Association would publish a rebuttal demanding a correction and an 

apology. Since The Chinese Times was owned by Zhi Gong Tang, it also frequently published 

updates from the association. In times of trouble, The Chinese Times would rouse the Zhi Gong 

Tang members into action, reminding them that they still owed zhong to their ancestral country. 

For example, in response to the Marco Polo Bridge Incident on July 7, 1937, which the Japanese 

army used as a pretext to invade China, the Hong Men brothers of Zhi Gong Tang stated in an 

 
22 Xu and Wu, “A Misconception,” 76. 
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article that “We, the Hong Men, should live up to our mandate to repel foreign invaders, 

undertake the work to save our country, and kill the scoundrels.”23 The newspaper also published 

the sentiments of the Vancouver community in their editorials relating to the political climate in 

both China and Canada and the state of society. Finally, the paper published poetry and creative 

stories sent in by readers. It is through these occasional essays that the present research analyzes 

the thoughts and preoccupations of the Vancouver Chinese from the perspective of their classical 

Chinese education—the framework of Confucianism.  

When I evaluated historical newspapers, I did so through contextual reading and 

discourse analysis, but I also focused on expressions of Confucianism and responses to state 

policy. For papers published during the Second World War, I examined the sentiments of the 

Chinese community on the war efforts in both Canada and China. In particular, I paid special 

attention to the conduct of the hua qiao that could be interpreted as expressions of Confucian 

virtues. For the papers published in other years, I focused on reactions to state policy, especially 

relating to Chinese immigration, and editorials that contained discussions of Chinese education 

in British Columbia and discourses on Confucianism. Times of peace facilitated discussions on 

matters concerning community growth, such as the education of hua qiao children. The hua qiao 

also submitted many essays on good governance, citing the Confucian Four Books or other 

ancient treatises. This was because establishing a harmonious society was not possible without 

(Confucian) virtues, which were the means to building a good community, or without the 

Chinese education that proliferated these virtues. From this perspective, the hua qiao often 

measured contemporary political leaders in China and Canada using metrics of political integrity 

rooted in Confucianism. 

 
23 “洪門救國拒日會通告 (Hong Men National Salvation Repel the Japanese Association Notice),” The Chinese 
Times, August 17, 1937, 3. 
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On the other hand, the newspaper clippings collected by Wong Foon Sien, a Chinese 

broker who advocated for the reduction of immigration restrictions on the Chinese during the 

1950s, required a different methodology. Foon Sien’s clippings contained records of his 

community involvement and activism, but also essays and editorials submitted by others from 

various Chinese newspapers. This source not only illuminates the priorities of the Chinese 

community, but it also allows researchers to see the community from the perspective of Foon 

Sien. At the very least, it can be assumed that Foon Sien included essays written by other hua 

qiao because they resonated with him to a certain extent. 

As would be expected, the aspects of virtuous living that were on the minds of the hua 

qiao shifted throughout the years within the scope of the present research. During World War II, 

the hua qiao were preoccupied with defending their homes and protecting their families both in 

China and in Canada. Zhong (nominally meaning loyalty) and yi (righteousness) were the 

predominant expressions of virtue by the community. On the other hand, during peacetime years 

before and after the Second World War, priorities shifted towards community growth. Virtue was 

expressed by building schools to ensure Chinese education in diaspora or achieving equality. In 

the newspaper sources, the hua qiao seldom used words such as zhong or yi that defined 

Confucian virtues in articles about social and political life. For example, an article calling for 

donations during the Second World War would not cite the words zhong and yi. The readers 

knew implicitly that they were expressing those virtues if they supported the cause, and cultural 

modesty prevented writers from being so overt in calling out their own virtuous acts. On the 

other hand, defining what was zhong, yi, or ren (benevolence) in an essay on Confucianism in 

relation to ideal governance did not impinge on modesty. Therefore, this thesis first discusses 

what constitutes virtue rooted in Confucianism and then highlights those expressions by the hua 
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qiao of the time, even though they may have found it distasteful to present their own actions in 

such a brazen manner.  

Throughout this thesis, I opted to use the term hua qiao to refer to the Chinese in Canada. 

This is because the Chinese referred to themselves using the term hua qiao. In some cases, they 

used the variant, qiao bao (僑胞, diaspora brethren), in newspaper articles that addressed the rest 

of the community. In addition, I chose to refer to the “Chinese in Canada” in contexts before 

1947 as such instead of “Chinese Canadians” to highlight their historical exclusion and difficulty 

in obtaining naturalization. For Chinese names of people, I used the accepted Anglicization if it 

was widely known historically. Otherwise, Mandarin pinyin is the default. Finally, despite the 

debates in Chinese historiography on the “official” start of the war, I have opted to use July 7, 

1937 when Japan invaded China because the hua qiao memorialized this day during each year of 

the war. The hua qiao expressed indignation at the invasion of Manchuria in 1931; however, they 

held commemoration activities only on “7-7.”  

I have personally translated all quotations from ancient and modern Chinese texts without 

the aid of machine translations. Modern literal translations do not properly capture the meaning 

conveyed in ancient Chinese texts. For this endeavour, I have consulted several texts on the 

Confucian Four Books (四書), including commentaries by Edmund Ka-git Tam and Nan Huai-

chin, as well as a collaborative work published by San Min Book Company (三民書店).24 Out of 

respect for modern sensibilities, I have taken the liberty of translating each instance of jun zi (君

子) from the Four Books as the gender-neutral term “noble.” Chinese writing often implies 

 
24 Edmund Ka-git Tam, 論語：存在正道平解 (Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2023); Nan Huai-chin, A New 
Approach to the Confucian Analects (Taipei: Lao Ku Culture Foundation Inc., 2002); Xie Bingying ed., 新譯四書讀

本(Taipei: San Min Book Co., Ltd., 2021 6th edition). 
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certain meanings that are not explicitly spelled out. For readability in English, my translation 

includes the implied meanings in square brackets. 

Despite the major shifts that Chinese society of British Columbia experienced, ranging 

from exclusion, to the Second World War, and to their quest for equality after the war, the hua 

qiao did not abandon their cultural roots. The hua qiao have constantly expressed their identity 

through their cultural ethos rooted in Confucianism in their day-to-day living. The present 

research examines the challenges of maintaining continuities of Confucianism within the 

tumultuous changes of Chinese society in mid-twentieth century British Columbia.   

 

 

Historiography 

 Many of the first Chinese Canadian histories were written by Anglophone scholars using 

English sources and focus on anti-Chinese racism or relations between the Chinese and 

Canadians. In 1978, historian Peter Ward published the monograph White Canada Forever, 

which examines anti-Asian policies that were influenced by white settler discourses rooted in 

racial stereotypes. The difference in treatment between the Chinese, Japanese, and South Asians 

is also correlated with the severity of negative stereotypes. Ward argues that psychological 

tensions, defined as the Canadian desire for a racially homogeneous community, were greater 

contributors to racial conflicts than those rooted in economics.25   

Patricia Roy’s trilogy, A White Man’s Province (1989), The Oriental Question (2003), and 

The Triumph of Citizenship (2007), is a major effort to analyze Asian-Canadian race relations 

 
25 Peter Ward, White Canada Forever: Popular Attitudes and Public Policy Toward Orientals in British Columbia 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1978), 53. 
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that spanned from the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century.26 Whereas Ward 

focuses on racial tensions, Roy analyzes economic tensions and racial stereotypes that were 

catalyzed by the entry of Asians into British Columbia’s job market. The stereotypical ideas of 

Chinese “inassimilability” were developed as a response to Asian economic activities. Roy 

highlights that the Chinese head tax was one of many pieces of legislation used to curtail the 

competitiveness of the Chinese labour force in Canada, and that these racialized and 

stereotypical sentiments did not diminish until the end of the Second World War. Even though 

Asians eventually obtained citizenship after World War II, many of the problems they had to 

endure, such as unequal immigration policy and continued discrimination, did not disappear 

overnight. From this perspective, one can ask: did citizenship truly triumph? 

 Vancouver’s Chinatown (1995) by historian Kay Anderson demonstrates that continued 

reification and reinforcement of racial stereotypes resulted in the creation of ethnic enclaves such 

as Chinatowns.27 From the 1900s to the 1960s, white discourses on the Chinese justified 

geographical segregations of Chinese from whites, and intervened in the daily lives of those 

living in Chinatown by implementing and enforcing municipal legislation that targeted the 

inhabitants of Vancouver’s Chinatown. 

 At the time these works were written, Chinese Canadian history was not part of the 

mainstream Canadian historical narrative but was sidelined as history of race relations that raised 

awareness about historical racism and discriminatory state policy. These studies approach 

Chinese Canadian histories of race relations viewed from mainstream Canadian perspectives. 

 
26 Patricia Roy, A White Man’s Province: British Columbia Politicians and Chinese and Japanese Immigrants, 
1858–1914 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1989); The Oriental Question: Consolidating a White 
Man’s Province, 1914–41 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2003); The Triumph of Citizenship: 
The Japanese and Chinese in Canada, 1941–67 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2007). 
27 Kay Anderson, Vancouver’s Chinatown: Racial Discourse in Canada, 1875–1980 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1995). 
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They focus on white perceptions of the Chinese and the formation of restrictive state policies 

rather than the experiences of the Chinese. The lack of Chinese sources and voices means that 

Chinese perspectives are not adequately represented. However, Ward, Roy, and Anderson lay a 

solid foundation for later scholars in Chinese Canadian histories.28 

 Around the turn of the twenty-first century, scholarship by Chinese authors and historians 

with some degree of Chinese proficiency began to emerge. These histories also examine the 

social “inner workings” of the hua qiao communities in British Columbia. In the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, there were three major institutions that greatly influenced the daily 

lives of the hua qiao in British Columbia: Chinatowns, Chinese Benevolent Associations, and the 

Hong Men. Historian David Chuenyan Lai uses records from Chinese organizations and conducts 

interviews with those who had been involved in these organizations to draw insights about 

Chinese lives in Canada. In Chinatowns: Towns Within Cities in Canada (1988), Lai examines 

the tenure of Chinatowns and argues that Chinatowns in Canada follow a lifecycle. Depending 

on the stage of a Chinatown, the demographics of the hua qiao who resided there were 

different.29 In Chinese Community Leadership (2010), Lai recounts the history of the Victoria 

Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA) since its establishment in 1884. The 

CCBA began as an organization to mediate disputes among the Chinese and fend off racial 

hostilities. In addition, the Association served as a pseudo-consulate of the Qing government and 

a body that fought for Chinese interests, and its leadership was often involved in the politics of 

 
28 Notable histories on Chinese Canadian, specifically relating to the period after WWII include: Laura Madokoro, 
Elusive Refuge: Chinese Migrants in the Cold War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016); Stephanie 
Bangarth, “‘We are not asking you to open wide the gates for Chinese immigration’: the Committee for the Repeal 
of the Chinese Immigration Act and Early Human Rights Activism in Canada,” The Canadian Historical Review, 
Vol. 84, No. 3 (September 2003): 395–422. 
29 David Chuenyan Lai, Chinatowns: Towns Within Cities in Canada (Vancouver: University of British Columbia 
Press, 2007). 
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China. The ties of the Chinese diaspora to China are even more evident in 洪門及加拿大洪門史

論 (Hong Men and History of Canadian Hong Men, 2015). Here, Lai argues that the Hong Men 

and the Chinese diaspora in Canada were major contributors to the Sun Zhongshan-led Xinhai 

Revolution (1911) to overthrow the Manchu monarchy.30 Chinese interactions with Canadians 

are merely one side of the history of the Chinese in Canada; their ties and aspirations for China 

cannot be neglected. Many of the activities of the Chinese diaspora in Vancouver were motivated 

by the situation in their ancestral home. Chinese Canadian history simply cannot be fully 

understood without examining the ties of the hua qiao to China. Furthermore, in accessing 

Chinese-language sources, these scholars shift the focus from Chinese Canadian relations to 

histories that emphasize Chinese agency. 

Brokering Belonging (2010), by historian Lisa Mar, analyzes the power relations within 

hua qiao communities or Chinatowns, and their relational brokering with Anglo-Canadians. 

Mar’s monograph examines the nature of Chinese brokers who engaged in negotiating a place 

within English Canadian society.31 These brokers used a variety of means to achieve their goals 

that ranged from litigation to international pressure, such as boycotting Canadian goods in China. 

The theme of obtaining inter-continental support to achieve certain goals is featured prominently 

in Mar’s recounting of hua qiao resistance to the racial segregation in state-operated schools. 

Mar demonstrates that the brokers negotiated perceptions of the Chinese within Canadian society 

and therefore challenged the discourses of inassimilability that led to the isolation of the Chinese 

community.  

 
30 David Chuenyan Lai, Chinese Community Leadership: Case Study of Victoria in Canada (Singapore: World 
Scientific Publishing, 2010); 洪門及加拿大洪門史論 (Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2015). 
31 Lisa Mar, Brokering Belonging: Chinese in Canada’s Exclusion Era, 1885–1945 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010). 
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While Mar’s scholarship is centred on the activities of the hua qiao elite before the end of 

the Second World War, Ng Wing Chung’s The Chinese in Vancouver (1999) focuses on the post-

World War II hua qiao community.32 Ng steps away from race relations and examines the 

formation of Chinese identity in Vancouver after the Second World War. He observes a three-way 

intergenerational struggle among Chinese “old-timers,” who established the community 

associations in Vancouver, new immigrants, and Canadian-born Chinese. The latter two groups 

wanted to participate in community leadership without mandatory deference to old-timers, and 

they did not want to be embroiled in the politics of their ancestral country. This thesis overlaps 

with Ng’s research and supports some of his observations on the frictions between “old-timers” 

and Canadian-born Chinese who grew up in institutions, such as Chinese public schools, 

established by the older generation. 

In the years after the Second World War, the Chinese community pursued two objectives: 

obtaining voting rights and repealing the exclusionary Chinese Immigration Act of 1923. “The 

Road to Enfranchisement: Chinese and Japanese in British Columbia” by historian Carol Lee and 

“‘We are not asking you to open wide the gates for Chinese immigration’: The Committee for the 

Repeal of the Chinese Immigration Act and Early Human Rights Activism in Canada” by 

historian Stephanie Bangarth chronicle histories of activism.33 Both pieces of scholarship 

demonstrate that the Chinese raised awareness by forming lasting relations with like-minded 

people and their campaigns were supported by many non-Chinese organizations. Among the 

organizations that championed Chinese rights, the United Church and other Christian 

denominations were major supporters of the activism for the Chinese. This is because the 

 
32 Ng Wing Chung, The Chinese in Vancouver, 1945–80: The Pursuit of Identity and Power (Vancouver: University 
of British Columbia Press, 1999). 
33 Carol Lee, “The Road to Enfranchisement: Chinese and Japanese in British Columbia,” BC Studies, No. 30 
(Summer 1976): 44–76; Bangarth, “We are not asking you…,” 395–422. 
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Christian church had been interacting with the hua qiao community for many decades through its 

evangelism.  

 Histories on the Chinese community seldom examine the experiences of the Chinese 

family. Therefore, narrative non-fiction has supplemented scholarly histories on hua qiao 

communities by illuminating the personal experiences of hua qiao in British Columbia. Novels, 

such as Wayson Choy’s Paper Shadows and Denise Chong’s The Concubine’s Children, 

reconstruct lived experience in the form of memoirs.34 For example, The Concubine’s Children 

retells the story of a family separated by the Pacific Ocean. This memoir reconstructs the 

experience of a concubine who came to Canada and established a family with her partner. A 

concubine was a woman who was a recognized partner of a Chinese man but not the legal wife, 

and such partnering practices were still common in early twentieth-century China. On the other 

hand, Paper Shadows recounts the experiences of a Vancouver Chinese family in the years 

before and during World War II. These novels are valuable for understanding Chinese Canadian 

history at a personal level and make these histories more accessible to the general public. 

 Experiences of the Chinese family in historical literature may be limited, but there is 

scholarship on the lived experience of bachelor society. Alison Marshall’s The Way of the 

Bachelor examines the experiences of the lone Chinese men in Canada, who were mostly 

labourers and small business owners.35 These men had to negotiate their position in Chinese 

communities influenced by political ideologies grafted from their ancestral country, Canadian 

racial discourse, and economic opportunities available to them. 

 
34 Wayson Choy, Paper Shadows: A Memoir of a Past Lost and Found (Toronto: Penguin Random House, 2018); 
Denise Chong, The Concubine’s Children: Portrait of a Family Divided (Toronto: Penguin Books, 1994). 
35 Alison Marshall, The Way of the Bachelor: Early Chinese Settlement in Manitoba (Vancouver: University of 
British Columbia Press, 2011).  
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 Historian Timothy Stanley’s monograph Contesting White Supremacy (2011) focuses on 

how the hua qiao’s ties to China affected the creation of their identity and how Chinese 

education influenced and perpetuated this identity.36 Stanley traces the roots of Chinese schools 

in British Columbia to the efforts of the Bao Huang Hui established by Kang Youwei. The 

earliest Chinese schools established in Victoria were supported by CERA, whose mandate was to 

raise a generation of Chinese children who could contribute to the future of China. Stanley 

argues that these schools were part of the creation of an international Chinese identity that linked 

the diaspora to their ancestral country. In addition, Stanley examines the curriculum of hua qiao-

operated Chinese schools in British Columbia, and how this education instilled Chinese identity 

and nationalism in Canada. 

 Traditionally, education in China had male students study Confucian classics with the 

aspiration of producing scholar-gentry who would become beneficent bureaucrats. In 1904, the 

Qing government issued an edict that transitioned education from the Confucian-based 

curriculum to one that incorporated Western knowledge and subjects. Two histories have 

informed this dissertation: Modern History of Education in China (1934) by Zhou Yutong and 

Education in China, ca. 1840-Present (2021) by Wang Meimei and her collaborators.37 The older 

monograph by Zhou, who was an educator and historian, examines the ideological underpinnings 

behind the changes in education in Qing China from the late nineteenth century to education in 

the Republic of China in the 1930s. Zhou argues that education during the late Qing dynasty took 

the stance of “Chinese in corpus, Western in application.” This means that although Western 

knowledge systems were necessary to modernize Chinese education, the essence of education 

 
36 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy. 
37 Zhou Yutong, 中國現代教育史 Modern History of Education in China (Shanghai: 良友圖書公司印行); Meimei 
Wang, Bas van Leeuwen, and Jieli Li, Education in China, ca. 1840–Present (Leiden: Brill, 2021). 
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was still centred on Chinese philosophy, especially Confucianism. The Republic of China, which 

adopted the Qing government curriculum with small modifications, essentially inherited the 

same ideology. Wang’s research examines a similar period but takes a statistical approach. Using 

this methodology, Wang shows long-term trends in changes of education in China through 

statistics on enrolment and the types of schools in operation since the 1904 Presented Schools 

Regulation. Wang observes that traditional modes of educational institutions declined more 

slowly than expected. Zhou’s and Wang’s scholarship is particularly helpful for understanding 

how educational change in China shaped the development of Chinese education in British 

Columbia, because, as Stanley shows, hua qiao school operators transplanted the Chinese 

curriculum to British Columbia. 

Historians have analyzed how Canadian ideas of “respectability,” based on physical and 

moral cleanliness, justified Chinese “inassimilability,” which resulted in anti-Chinese policies 

and legislation that were implemented from the late nineteenth century and continued well into 

the twentieth century.38 On the other hand, few historians have examined the role of Chinese 

(Confucian) values in motivating the hua qiao to build schools, establish secret societies, and 

fund a revolution to overthrow Manchu rule. One rare mention can be found in Anthony Chan’s 

monograph Gold Mountain (1983):  

[T]he Chinese in North America faced a virtual state of siege and had little time for 
philosophical debate. Confucianism, as a tool of survival in the hostile New World, was 
never questioned. In Gold Mountain, it remained pure in theory and application.39     

 
Anthony Chan follows this statement by describing the traditions of a neo-Confucian marriage 

and elaborating on its significance in diaspora family life. In contrast, Peter S. Li in Chinese in 

Canada (1998, 2nd ed.) claims that “the effects of Confucianism on overseas Chinese families 

 
38 Roy, The Oriental Question, 26. 
39 Anthony Chan, Gold Mountain: The Chinese in the New World (Vancouver: New Star Books, 1983), 102–3. 
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have often been overstated.” Li further argues that, “It is true that merchants were the only 

Chinese who had the means to bring their family to Canada, but this simple fact is insufficient to 

indicate that Confucianism was strong among them.”40  

The present research defines classical Confucianism as the teachings directly derived 

from the Analects and Mencius, and neo-Confucianism as the ideals of social structure that 

originated from the Song dynasty, as well as traditions and values contemporary Chinese 

embraced. This thesis engages in this debate and argues that Confucianism was transplanted into 

the Chinese communities in early twentieth-century British Columbia. These traditional Chinese 

values affected the motivations of the British Columbian hua qiao, and the hua qiao often 

expressed neo-Confucian values in their daily living, but classical Confucian ideals in their 

aspirations for the future. 

 

 

Chapter Outline 

 Chapter 1 begins with the historical context of Chinese immigrants who arrived in British 

Columbia in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries, and includes a sample of biographies 

that represent hua qiao settlers from different walks of life. This is followed by a brief history on 

the origins of Confucianism and evolution of the teachings. Over twenty-five centuries, 

Confucianism shifted away from its original meaning. This chapter analyzes three aspects of 

Confucianism in relation to hua qiao in British Columbia: Confucianism as philosophy, identity, 

and religion. With regard to Confucianism as a philosophy, key quotations from the Analects and 

Mencius, texts that contain dialogues of Confucius and Mencius, are explored to understand 

 
40 Peter S. Li, Chinese in Canada (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1998), 62–3. 
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classical interpretations of key Confucian virtues such as filial piety, zhong (loyalty), and yi 

(righteousness). In addition, given the short exposition of Confucianism, I appraise to what 

extent Confucianism influenced the thinking of the Vancouver hua qiao. Finally, the chapter 

analyzes the contact between Confucianism and Christianity in twentieth century British 

Columbia.  

Chapter 2 turns to education as an example of how the Chinese were guided by 

Confucianism. Since the Chinese government implemented the Presented Schools Regulation in 

1904, schools in China adopted a curriculum based on Western sciences. However, “Chinese in 

corpus, Western in application” was the ideal for education in China, and Confucianism 

remained at the core of the new curriculum. This chapter examines the changes to the school 

curriculum in China at the turn of the twentieth century and how it affected the curriculum in 

British Columbia for children growing up in diaspora. Timothy Stanley states that Chinese 

education in early twentieth-century Canada was a project to instill Chinese nationalism in the 

next generation. This is true, but education was also deemed important to pass on Chinese 

values—Confucian values that were central to the Chinese ethos. These traditional cultural 

values were the basis of Chinese education for children in British Columbia. This chapter 

examines the curriculum and internal criticisms of Chinese education in British Columbia. 

Chapter 3 chronicles the efforts of the Chinese Benevolent Association (CBA) first 

established in Victoria in 1884. When few stood up for Chinese interests amid discrimination, the 

CBA protected the community by raising funds for litigation and writing petitions to protest 

unjust state policy. This chapter suggests that the CBA mandate was an expression of zhong 

(loyalty) directed to the community, and an expression of yi (righteousness) to stand up for the 

community. While protecting Chinese interests, the CBA also carefully curated the image of the 
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Chinese community to mitigate the discrimination they faced collectively, in the hope of building 

more cordial relationships between Chinese and white Canadian settlers.  

Chapter 4 focuses on the Second World War. It investigates the expressions of zhong and 

yi by the Chinese in Canada towards both their ancestral country of China and their adopted 

country of Canada. The definition of zhong encompasses more than loyalty in English, and 

includes the conviction to see tasks to completion and commitment to human goodwill. The 

Chinese demonstrated their zhong by enforcing boycotts against Japanese goods, eagerly 

supporting both the Chinese and Canadian war efforts with monetary and material contributions, 

and ultimately enlisting in the Canadian forces. Therefore, this chapter argues that through their 

war contributions, the Chinese community expressed true zhong by extending goodwill to 

Canadian society.  

Chapter 5 examines essays published in the editorial sections of British Columbian 

Chinese newspapers after the Second World War. These essays cite the teachings of 

Confucianism and encompass many issues that were relevant to Chinese wellbeing in British 

Columbia, which span the education of the next generation, ideals for the political situation 

brewing in China, and appraisals of Western political persons. This analysis is fundamental to 

understanding how the Chinese of the time interpreted Confucianism and how they positioned 

themselves in the world around them. 

Finally, Chapter 6 continues the theme of seeking co-existence with dominant society. 

Lisa Mar has examined the history of Chinese Canadian brokers and how they negotiated the 

position of the Chinese community in relation to the greater white society. This chapter expands 

on that research and suggests that it was not a coincidence that so many brokers came forth from 

the Vancouver Chinese community. Wong Foon Sien, who was the president of the Chinese 
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Benevolent Association from 1949, made eleven trips to Ottawa on behalf of the Chinese 

community to advocate for relaxation of immigration policy for the Chinese and to gain 

immigration equality on the level of Europeans. This chapter examines whether the actions of 

Foon Sien matched the principles in Confucianism that he was raised with, and whether his 

negotiations and relationship-building followed those teachings. 

 

孟子曰：「君子之澤五世而斬，小人之澤五世而斬。予未得為孔子徒也，予私淑諸

人也。」 
 

Mencius said, “The benefits from a noble are extinguished in five generations, the benefits 

of a common person are extinguished in five generations. I have not been a student of Confucius, 

but I can learn from his teachings and successors.”41 Mencius, who was a few generations from 

Confucius’ time, was still able to learn from the teachings of Confucius. These teachings are 

carefully preserved in the Four Books and became the core of Chinese education until the early 

twentieth century. The hua qiao in British Columbia, born after the turn of the twentieth century, 

likely grew up with the teachings of Confucius; and in doing so, followed the advice of Mencius. 

This research retraces the steps of a relatively small group of Chinese in British Columbia and 

examines their thinking and motivations from the perspective of Confucianism. It is also an 

attempt to preserve the ancient teachings within the context of a modern-day history that is 

thousands of miles and thousands of years away from its origin.

  

 
41 Mencius, 離婁下. 
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Chapter 1 

 
華僑與儒學 

Chinese Diaspora and Confucianism 
 

少小離家老大回， 

鄉音無改鬢毛衰， 

兒童相見不相識， 

笑問客從何處來。 

—賀知章, 回鄉偶書二首 

 
Left home in my youth and returned in old age,  
My village accent is still the same but my sideburns grow thin. 
A child sees me but knows not who I am,  
Chuckles and asks, “Visitor, from where do you hail?” 

—Two Works on Returning Home 
He Zhizhang, Tang Dynasty Poet (659–744) 

 
 In the wake of the Opium War, the dismal economic prospects in China combined with 

rumours of the 1848 gold rush in California motivated many Chinese to emigrate in search of 

riches. Many of these men would later travel north to participate in the 1858 Fraser River gold 

rush as well; some of them stayed to settle in Canada, while others returned to China for 

retirement. The Dominion of Canada viewed the Chinese as a cheap source of manual labour. In 

the 1880s, the Canadian government employed Chinese labourers under contract to complete the 

Canadian Pacific Railway that connected the dominion to British Columbia. Prime Minister Sir 

John A. Macdonald argued for the employment of Chinese labourers by stating, “you must have 

this labour or you can’t have the railway.” However, with the completion of the CPR in 1885, the 

Chinese labourers were quickly discarded. In addition, to further deter competition from 

increased Chinese labourers, the Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration was appointed in 

the same year, and its report led to the first head tax against Chinese immigrants. 

 Chinese continued to migrate into Canada despite the deterrence of the head tax. The 

economic possibilities simply outweighed the cost of travel and the head tax, especially when 
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contracts were signed with labour gangs where an individual signed a contract of indentureship 

in return for payment of travel and head tax. Most of the Chinese came from 中山Zhongshan, 

Sanyi (consisting of 南海 Nanhai, 番禺 Panyu, and 順德 Shunde), and Siyi (consisting of 新會 

Xinhui, 台山 Taishan, 開平 Kaiping, and 恩平 Enping). Many of the Chinese migrants who 

immigrated between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were bachelor men who left 

their homes at a young age. If they had the financial ability, they returned to China to marry and 

have children, but they would leave their family behind and return to Canada. For these men, 

contact with their family was sustained by letters and remittances. Those that did not have the 

means to find a wife in China would ultimately pass away in Canada as bachelors. Within this 

social context, many hua qiao can certainly relate to He Zhizhang’s poem: they left home in their 

youth; had few visits, if any, to their birth village; and when they returned, they were greeted by 

children of friends and family they have never met. In addition to labourers migrating into 

Canada, many wealthier individuals immigrated with their families as well. Regardless of which 

socioeconomic class the hua qiao belonged to as they sojourned through or settled in Canada, 

they brought the cultural values with them into their adopted country. These values were rooted 

in Confucianism. The hua qiao expression of Confucianism took many forms: sometimes it was 

as a religion, but most of the expressions related to leading better and more virtuous lives. This 

chapter examines the historical settlement of the Chinese in Canada in relation to multiple 

aspects of Confucianism. 
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Traditional Chinese Society 

 In traditional Chinese society, people were separated into four classes. The scholar-gentry 

(士) held the top position in the social hierarchy, followed by peasants (農), artisans (工), and 

merchants (商). This stratification originally appeared in the text 管子 (Guanzi, ~1st century 

BCE), which was named after Guan Zhong (管仲, 725–645 BCE), the Prime Minister for the 

Duke Huan of Qi (齊桓公) from the Spring and Autumn period (eighth to fifth century BCE). 

This stratification, known as the “four occupations,” was adopted by monarchs, who infused it 

with Confucian justification, and used the stratification as a means of social control. The 

structure of early nineteenth-century Qing China could still be generalized by the “four 

occupations.” Scholar-gentry held many prestigious government posts in Qing China, using the 

keju (科舉) imperial examination as the main means of social mobility. Those who had 

completed a tier or more of the keju examinations were hired for an appropriate government 

position. In China, there was a historical deference towards the educated classes. The Chinese 

society nominally expected that those who became part of the scholarly gentry would exhibit a 

virtuous decorum, which was achieved through education in the classical texts of Confucianism, 

and bring benefit to the society they served.  

As the foreigners began to set up businesses in Chinese concessions and treaty ports after 

the First Opium War in 1842, Chinese social structure began to change in a way that marked the 

decline of the social stratification by the “four occupations.” Historian Immanuel Hsu argues that 

the rise of the compradors after the Opium Wars gave rise to a new social class in late nineteenth-

century Qing China.1 These compradors were middlemen who managed Western establishments 

 
1 Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 428. 
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and accrued wealth in the process. Later on, homegrown capitalists in China also contributed to 

further deterioration of the “four occupations.” The decline of the traditional scholar-gentry may 

have been further exacerbated by the abolition of the keju examination system in 1905 (described 

in Chapter 2).  

Historian David Lai applied the stratification of “four occupations” to examine Chinese 

social structures in British Columbia. The scholar class was absent from British Columbia 

because the keju system was only available in China. However, the hua qiao society still had the 

remaining three occupations: merchants, agriculturalists, and labourers, which could loosely be 

classified as artisans. In addition, hua qiao merchants can be further subdivided into the minority 

with successful enterprises and the majority owning small businesses, such as laundries and 

restaurants. Lai states that the wealthy merchants came to prominence in Victoria by filling the 

void left by the absent scholar class and they “gained power and respectability through wealth” 

from their various business operations ranging from logistics and opium manufacturers to labour 

contracting.2 However, the lack of scholar-gentry in British Columbia merely facilitated the 

development of social structure to follow a similar pattern in China—the wealthier hua qiao 

merchants became the “elite” much like the compradors at home. Yet, it must be noted that the 

decline of the “four occupations” in China and their absence in British Columbia did not signify 

a decline in adherence to Confucianism; it only meant that financial considerations in both 

societies were prioritized.  

The wealthy hua qiao merchants maintained their status in Chinese British Columbia 

through their wealth and influence, and they played an important role in the politics and the 

 
2 David Chuenyan Lai, Chinese Community Leadership: Case Study of Victoria in Canada (Singapore: World 
Scientific Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd., 2010), 49. Opium manufacturers referred to operations that imported raw opium 
into Victoria and then processed the materials into opium for consumption that would be shipped back to China. 
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social structure of the community. Some of them were members of organizations that had some 

influence on arbitrating Chinese affairs, such as the Chinese Benevolent Association. The term 

Chinese Benevolent Association (CBA) refers to many organizations established across Canada 

and the United States that performed similar functions. Each CBA had influence in the city in 

which it was established. In 1884, the first Chinese Benevolent Association in Canada was 

established in Victoria to address issues plaguing the Chinese community: the ongoing racial 

hostilities and the need to unify the community. The original Board of Directors of the Victoria 

Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA) were mostly merchants, and many of 

them were opium manufacturers.3 In addition to administering to affairs in the Chinese 

community, the Victoria CCBA served as a contact point for the Qing government. It became a 

pseudo-consulate until official consulates were established at Ottawa and Vancouver in 1908. 

The wealthy British Columbia hua qiao merchants had voice and power to shape Chinese 

society at home in China and abroad. They established and led the clan associations (commonly 

known as tang-s 堂) and were members of Chinese associations (hui-s 會). These people sought 

to look after the interests of their newly arriving brethren, and they protected the community 

from the discrimination of white society. Even though these merchants replaced the scholar-

gentry as leaders of Chinese communities in British Columbia, their respectability was still 

evaluated from a Chinese cultural perspective. If one took up the mantle of guiding the 

community, there was a nominal respectability that would be expected.  

 

  

 
3 Lai, Chinese Community Leadership, 37–8. Victoria’s CBA is officially known as the Chinese Consolidated 
Benevolent Association (CCBA). 
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Samples of Hua Qiao Biographical Sketches 

Deeds of late nineteenth-century hua qiao leaders have been thoroughly documented in 

historiography. At the same time, recent research has begun to unearth the “everyday” stories of 

hua qiao as well. This section will present a few brief biographies of the Chinese, drawing from 

the scholarship of David Lai, Timothy Stanley, and Catherine Clement to provide a more 

personal glimpse into the lives of hua qiao. These biographies were chosen to highlight deeds in 

which the hua qiao expressed or violated Confucian teachings. In vases where the hua qiao acted 

against Confucian teachings, the disdain from the community toward that individual is evident in 

the biographies.  

Lee Tin Poy, one of the founders of Victoria’s CCBA, operated a rail worker recruitment 

company using the name Lee Chuck. Lee Tin Poy openly exploited the workers; he showed no 

concern for them. If the rail workers bought supplies from another company, he would slash their 

wages. When railway construction was completed in 1885, Lee left the impoverished workers on 

the track to their own fates. Later on, the Chinese Consul General from San Francisco discovered 

that Lee abandoned the workers. The Consul General forced Lee to send the workers back to 

China. For obvious reasons, Lee Tin Poy was a very unpopular CCBA director.4 

 One of the leaders of the Victoria CCBA was Lee Mong Kow (李夢九). He was born in 

Panyu (番禺) and had good command of English. In 1881, Lee moved to San Francisco and then 

to Victoria the next year. Lee was employed as an interpreter by the Canadian Customs and 

Immigration Department in 1885 and also served as a liaison for the Manchu government. Later, 

Lee became a manager of the Tai Soong & Co. and became one of the major merchants in 

Victoria’s Chinatown. Lee also received honours from the Manchu government as well as the 

 
4 Lai, Chinese Community Leadership, 55. 
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Republic of China for his services. Most importantly, he established one of the first Chinese 

schools in Victoria—Le Qun Yi Shu (樂羣義塾).5  

 

Figure 2: Portrait of Lee Mong Kow (Photograph by Robert Amos, Portrait of Lee Mong Kow, courtesy 
of Victoria Chinese Public School, https://vault.library.uvic.ca/concern/generic_works/443d38e1-95b3-
4c4f-b27e-003a00f01ca7?locale=en). 

 

As Vancouver’s Chinese population grew and eclipsed that of Victoria, Vancouver 

established its own CBA in 1906. One of the founders was Yip Sang (葉生) or Yip Chun Tien  

(葉春田). Yip had a turbulent upbringing: his family was impoverished, he lost his mother 

during his teenage years, and his sister was kidnapped by bandits. In 1864, he went to California 

 
5 Lai, Chinese Community Leadership, 60. 



36 
 

and took up odd jobs. Yip found no success in the Cariboo goldfields in 1881 either. Eventually, 

he worked as a clerk for the Canadian Pacific Railway as part of a construction gang. In 1888,  

Yip Sang established the Wing Sang Company in Vancouver, focusing on imports, exports, and 

labour contracting. By the turn of the century, Yip’s company became one of the biggest within 

the Chinese communities. Yip Sang was very civic-minded. He was an active part of the Bao 

Huang Hui, or commonly known in historiography as the Chinese Empire Reform Association 

(CERA), and supported the teachers of the Patriotic School (愛國學堂, Aiguo Xuetang).6 

 

Figure 3: Portrait of Yip Sang (Photograph by Unknown, Portrait of Yip Sang, courtesy of Chinese 
Canadian National Council, https://ccncourstories.wordpress.com/our-stories-features/yip-sang/) 

 
6 Timothy Stanley, “Yip Sang,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, Accessed April 1, 2025, 
https://www.biographi.ca/en/bio.php?id_nbr=7884  
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The Paper Trail Project led by Catherine Clement uncovered stories of hua qiao, who 

were holders of Chinese Immigration (CI) certificates as part of the mandatory registration 

Chinese had to comply with after the implementation of the 1923 Chinese Immigration Act. 

These stories recount the perseverance of the hua qiao during the exclusion period. 

Mabel Chow was the eldest daughter of Yucho Chow, a renowned Vancouver 

photographer and the subject of Clement’s earlier historical project that traced the stories of 

Yucho’s clients. Mabel was married to Ng Dick Jong, a chauffeur. Starting in 1937, a series of 

misfortunes struck the family beginning with the passing of Dick. Mabel’s health began 

deteriorating, and she passed away in 1940. Her second eldest daughter, Beatrice, also passed 

away four months after. The surviving children in the family were able to stay together because 

Hazel, the eldest of Mabel’s children, turned eighteen and became the guardian of her younger 

siblings. At this time, Hazel and the remaining orphans received little to no support from the 

extended family. One man took the children to a gambling den in Chinatown, introduced the 

children as Ng Dick Jong’s children, and asked the patrons for donations. Another bachelor man 

brought them food. Eventually, Mabel’s children moved into a room that used to be a brothel, 

and the older children supported the family.7 

Jack Lum lived in a small shack on a farm in Ladner, BC, that had no running water or 

electricity, but it was rent free. He made a living by raising pigs and travelled twenty-seven 

kilometers to Vancouver every day to collect food scraps from restaurants to feed his pigs. Jack 

lived very frugally and earned the moniker “Tight-Fisted Lum.” Yet, he was very generous and 

often offered financial assistance to his friends in need.8  

 
7 Catherine Clement, The Paper Trail to the 1923 Chinese Exclusion Act (Oakville: Plumleaf Press, 2025), 77. 
8 Clement, The Paper Trail, 116. 
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Mah Bing was a very successful potato farmer, who employed fifty to one hundred 

Chinese farmers on his lands. His success often drew envy and suspicion from his white 

counterparts. In 1941, Bing’s farm had a massive surplus. Rather than watching the potato crop 

rot, he donated the excess to the Canadian army. However, he was criticized in the media for 

donating the potatoes because he could not find a buyer. Mah Bing had always been generous to 

those in need. During the 1930s, he donated 4000 tonnes of potatoes to save families affected by 

the dust storms.9  

The Paper Trail Project uncovered the stories of hundreds of hua qiao that settled in 

Canada during Chinese exclusion. These stories reveal the resourcefulness and adaptability of the 

hua qiao in a hostile foreign land. While not all the stories highlighted the generosity of the CI 

certificate holder, many of the stories did. 

 

 

Confucianism in Chinese Society 

The origins of Confucianism date back twenty-five centuries. At that time, China was 

embroiled in a multi-century civil war that spanned from the eighth to the fifth centuries BCE, 

which was known as the Spring and Autumn period. Nearing the end of this period, Confucius 

(551–479 BCE) travelled between the sovereign states in China that were engaged in civil war 

and offered teachings on virtue. The English name Confucius is the Latinized pronunciation of 

Kong Fu Zi, meaning Master Kong, and Confucianism (儒家 ru jia, or 儒學 ru xue) is simply 

the philosophy that originated from the teachings of Confucius and his students.10 Confucianism 

 
9 Clement, The Paper Trail, 124. 
10 The words for Confucianism in Chinese are ru jia 儒家, and do not actually bear the name of the great sage, 
Confucius. The word ru, originally meant the clergy; but since ru jia came to prominence, it changed to mean any 
scholar who studied Confucianism. In English, such a person is a Confucianist. Taiwanese scholar Nan Huai-chin 
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promotes the cultivation of self and the pursuit of benevolence (仁, ren) as the highest expression 

of human good.  

The corpus of Confucian literature, now known as the 四書五經 (Four Books and Five 

Classics), underwent a winding path of development. The Five Classics were texts that 

originated from a period that predates the birth of Confucius, and the great sage contributed to 

reorganizing the content within these texts. Two books that are foundational to Confucianism are 

the 論語 (Analects) and 孟子 (Mencius). The Analects is a record of dialogues between 

Confucius and his students. Mencius contains the discussions that Mencius, the sage, had with 

various persons. During the Qin dynasty (221—206 BCE), Qin Shi Huang issued an edict to 

burn books and bury scholars to suppress sedition. Many books written in the Spring and 

Autumn period and the Warring States period, including the Five Classics and early versions of 

the Analects, were destroyed. Popular history recounts scholars went as far as hiding books 

inside secret crevices in walls to subvert the book burning edict. In the early years of West Han 

dynasty (202—9 BCE), an edict was issued to recover the hidden books and revive learning that 

was lost in the previous dynasty. It was during the Han dynasty that the Analects and Mencius 

began their evolution into their present-day forms. By the Song dynasty (twelfth century), neo-

Confucian scholar Zhu Xi (朱熹) extracted 中庸 (Doctrine of the Mean, Zhong Yong), and 大學 

(Great Learning, Da Xue) from the 禮記 (Book of Rites) and placed them with Analects and 

Mencius to form the collection Four Books. Thus, the corpus of literature now known as the 四

書五經 (Four Books and Five Classics) takes the present organization. 

 
likes to suggest the word ru 儒 in Chinese is made up of the radical for “person” and the right half means “need.” 
Therefore, Confucianists are people society needed. See Nan Huai-chin, A New Approach to the Confucian Analects 
(Taipei: Lao Ku Culture Foundation Inc., 2002), 278. 
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Within Chinese thinking, three schools of teachings are preeminent: Confucianism, 

Daoism, and Buddhism—often known as “Three Teachings.” Scholar Xu Ming argues that 禮治 

(lizhi, or governance by “etiquette”), a system of governance through good conduct that 

Confucianism promoted, fell out of favour for 法治 (fazhi, or governance by law). Neo-

Confucianists attempted to revive the ancient ideal of lizhi by having Confucianism absorb 

teachings from Daoism and Buddhism, and hoped amalgamating the Three Teachings into one 

could promote social harmony.11 Xu further argues that “neo-Confucianists intensified their 

promotion of social order based on lizhi has brought immense spiritual damage upon the Chinese 

civilization. An order built on lizhi only recognizes the network of relations, but negates 

individual autonomy and values.”12 As a result, ideas of “three fundamental bonds” (三綱) were 

taken out of their original contexts and transformed to demand absolute obedience from subjects 

to their sovereigns, children to their parents, and wives to their husbands. Starting from the Ming 

(1368–1644) and Qing dynasties (1644–1912), and culminating in the start of the New Culture 

Movement of 1915 and the May Fourth Movement in 1919, voices to “take down the Kong 

family store” (打倒孔家店), to disassociate Chinese society from the influences of 

Confucianism, grew louder and louder. Historian Yu Ying-shih argues that criticisms of neo-

Confucianism began as an introspection from Ming and Qing dynasty Confucianists, but 

intensified with Western contact.13 Yu cites some of the anti-Confucianism sentiments of the 

early twentieth century, which included an essay by Tan Sitong, a critic at the time. In his essay, 

Tan argues: 

 
11 Xu Ming, ““轉型”: 中國文化發展的兩個關節點及理論啟示,” Review of Culture, (Autumn 1996). 
12 Ibid. 
13 Yu, 現代儒學論, 6. 
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則數千年來，三綱五倫之慘禍裂毒，由是酷焉矣。君以名桎臣，官以名軛民，父以

名壓子，夫以名困妻，兄弟朋友各挾一名以相抗拒，而仁尚有少存焉者，得乎? 
 
These several thousand years, the three fundamental bonds and five relations are 
calamitous poison and cruel. Sovereigns invoke their name to fetter the subject, officials 
invoke their name to yoke the public, fathers invoke their name to pressure children, and 
husbands invoke their name to trap their wives. Brothers and friends all invoke a name to 
resist each other; can benevolence still be found?14 
 

The teachings of Confucius, rooted in benevolence, had been heavily distorted by the twentieth 

century. Therefore, throughout the discussion in this thesis, classical Confucianism refers to the 

teachings that originated from the Analects and Mencius, and neo-Confucianism to the teachings 

that promoted lizhi during the Song dynasty and constructed contemporary understandings of 

Chinese social norms and customs. 

 

 

Aspects of Confucianism 

 To the hua qiao in British Columbia, Confucianism meant many things simultaneously. 

Firstly, Confucianism was a philosophy and a set of teachings passed down from the great sage. 

These teachings, regardless of whether they were defined as classical or neo-Confucianism, 

carried the exhortations from Confucius and Mencius to cultivate personal character and strive to 

live with benevolence. It is also these teachings that shaped Chinese culture to the point where 

the hua qiao have equated Confucianism with Chinese cultural identity or even Chinese identity 

itself. Lastly, before the turn of the twentieth century, Kang Youwei, a scholar who sought to 

reform the Qing monarchy, turned Confucianism into a state religion. Kang made attempts to 

persuade the hua qiao in British Columbia to recognize Confucianism as the Chinese state 

 
14 Yu, 現代儒學論, 66 citing 譚嗣同全集 (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1981), 299. 
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religion as well and to use it as a means to counter the invasive influences of Christianity in 

China. The following section examines what Confucianism meant to the hua qiao in British 

Columbia as a philosophy, identity, and religion. 

 

 

As Philosophy 

For the reader who has never had an upbringing in Chinese cultural values or even an 

academic knowledge of Confucianism, it will become difficult to understand why certain cultural 

values and their expressions mattered to the Chinese. While this thesis is not meant to be a 

treatise on Confucianism, it remains beneficial to elaborate on some basic concepts to place the 

thinking of British Columbia hua qiao within the context of the Confucian framework. 

Confucianism exhorts people to pursue ren, or benevolence, the human good. To do so requires a 

certain state of mind—one that is not distracted by material gains (利). Christian Scripture 

exhorts, “No one can serve two masters; … You cannot serve God and wealth.”15 Likewise, 

Confucius teaches that wealth and luxury will only distract the aspiring noble from good 

conduct. In the Analects, Zi Zhang, a student, asked about seeking financial security.  

子張學干祿。子曰：「多聞闕疑，慎言其餘，則寡尤；多見闕殆，慎行其餘，則寡

悔。言寡尤，行寡悔，祿在其中矣！」 
 

Zi Zhang wishes to learn how to obtain a salary-in-kind.16 Confucius said, “Listen to 
what others have said, set aside the parts you find suspicious, and prudently say what you 
are confident in. This will lead to fewer faults. Observe what others do, set aside the 
matters you find are wrong, and prudently carry out your task. This will lead to less 
regret. When one speaks with less fault and acts without regret, a salary can be found 
there.”17 

 
15 Matthew 6:24 (NRSV). 
16 I have rendered the word lu 祿 as salary-in-kind as it is the closest equivalent word in English. Lu is traditionally a 
salary-in-kind paid out to government officials that lasts a lifetime. Remuneration takes two forms in ancient China: 
a salary and the lu “salary”. 
17 Analects, 為政. 
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Despite Zi Zhang asking about establishing security in his life through obtaining wealth, 

Confucius instead tells his student: by living in good conduct, one will naturally achieve security 

in life and financial security as well. Confucius also has more explicit teachings on the attitude of 

learning in a world full of temptations for material comforts. 

子曰：「君子食無求飽，居無求安，敏於事而慎於言，就有道而正焉：可謂好學也

已。」 

 
Confucius said, “Nobles should eat without seeking satisfaction, live without seeking 
comfort. Work diligently and speak prudently, follow the Truth (道, dao) and rectify 
oneself [through dao]. This is a good attitude towards learning.”18 

 
In essence, Confucius cautions against the pursuit of luxury as it distracts one from proper 

learning. It does not mean to lead a life of self-deprivation, but only to seek what is necessary for 

subsistence. This is the basis of the Confucian concept of jian (儉), which means austerity or 

frugality.19 

 Teaching Chinese cultural values begins at home, and the first concept to explore is the 

idea of xiao (孝), filial piety. As the saying goes, “Of ten thousand vices lust ranks first, of 

hundred virtues filial piety [xiao] is foremost.”20 Xiao is expressed through affectionate care for 

one’s parents. Once again, the great sage exhorts people to a higher standard. 

子游問孝。子曰：「今之孝者，是謂能養。至於犬馬，皆能有養；不敬，何以別 

乎？」 
 
Zi You asks regarding xiao. Confucius said, “The people of today who are said to have 
xiao, just materially support their parents. Even dogs and horses know how to materially 

 
18 Analects, 學而. Learning in this context does not refer to gaining knowledge. In the context of Confucianism, 
“learning” always referred to the education that allowed one to become a “noble.” 
19 In a letter to his son (誡子書), Zhuge Liang writes “virtue can only be cultivated in austerity” (儉以養德). This 
further reinforces the idea that one who pursues luxury and personal gain cannot pursue virtue at the same time. 
20 萬惡淫為首,百善孝為先 Coincidentally, the words lust in Latin and 淫 in Chinese both refer to excess and 
extravagance, which do not carry the usual sexual overtones. 
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support [their family]. If there is no heart of respect [towards parents], then what 
differentiates [us from dogs and horses]?”21 

 
Confucius illustrates that remittances to parents cannot replace true affection towards one’s 

parents. With filial piety as a starting point, Confucianism teaches that the path to achieving 

genuine living and harmonious human relationships will result in the good one hopes to 

experience in life. Cultivating xiao implies that no one is entitled to kindness; one must work for 

it. In a sense, the kindness one receives from their parents at birth must be reciprocated because 

it is natural to do so. Therefore, a child is expected to tend to the needs of an aged parent. This 

expectation holds even if a parent has been abusive. Mencius cites Emperor Shun’s (2294 - 2184 

BCE) expression of xiao towards his father despite often being treated poorly by him.22 During a 

child’s early years in the home of their parents, filial piety is the first thing that should be 

cultivated. Other virtues, following the example of xiao, are developed with increasing 

interaction with others in society until one ultimately reaches ren, or benevolence.  

While there are many categorizations of virtues within the Confucian framework, this 

thesis explores two important virtues: loyalty (忠, zhong) and righteousness (義, yi). Zhong 

shares the same meaning as loyalty in English: to pledge allegiance to associates, family, and 

nations. However, zhong also has a second meaning in Chinese, which is the quality to complete 

all tasks diligently, faithfully, and trustworthily. Philosopher Edmund Ka-git Tam argues that 

zhong is ultimately to strive to do the utmost for human goodness.23 Loyalty is not something to 

be taken for granted. It must be earned, even by someone in a superior position. The Analects 

recounts Duke Ding’s conversation with Confucius about sovereign-subject relations: 

 
21 Analects, 為政. 
22 Mencius recounts instances when Shun’s brother, Xiang, made attempts on Shun’s life and Shun’s father was at 
least an accomplice. 
23 Edmund Tam Ka-git, 論語：存在正道平解 (Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2023), 77. 
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定公問：「君使臣，臣事君，如之何？」孔子對曰：「君使臣以禮，臣事君 

以忠。」 

 
Duke Ding asks, “How should sovereigns employ their subjects? How should subjects 
serve their sovereigns?” Confucius replied, “Sovereigns should employ their subjects 
with respect; subjects will serve their sovereigns with zhong.”24 
 

In this exchange, zhong carries all senses of the word—loyalty, diligence, and goodwill. 

However, the most important point Confucius highlights is that zhong does not come 

automatically with high station but with proper respect to one’s subordinates. On the other hand, 

Confucius has the following to say about the diligence aspect of zhong: 

子張問曰：「令尹子文三仕為令尹，無喜色；三已之，無慍色。舊令尹之政，必以

告新令尹。何如？」子曰：「忠矣。」曰：「仁矣乎？」曰：「未知，焉得仁？」 
 
Zi Zhang asks, “Zi Wen has been thrice employed as prime minister, each time he did not 
feel elated. Thrice he has been terminated from office, each time he did not feel dejected. 
Before he left his office, he would properly instruct his successor on matters at hand to 
facilitate a smooth transition. What do you think?” Confucius said, “[He] can be 
considered as zhong.” [Zi Zhang] asks, “Can he be considered as benevolent?” 
[Confucius] replies, “I do not know, can it be considered as benevolence?”25 

 
To not hold any hard feelings and to continue faithfully carrying out their tasks even when cast 

away by their superiors is not something that is easily accomplished. Yet, this is the standard for 

zhong—to faithfully carry out one’s task regardless of the situation. 

 Yi shares the same meanings and connotations as its English counterpart, righteousness: 

to do what is proper given any situation. This implies that humans naturally understand what is 

right or wrong; or to borrow Christian concepts, humans possess a conscience. Righteousness is 

simply doing the good one wishes to be done to them. Therefore, Confucius argued that “To see 

 
24 Analects, 八佾. 
25 Analects, 公冶長. There are different interpretations to Confucius’ reply regarding the question of benevolence. 
One interpretation is that Confucius believes he does not truly grasp benevolence himself and thus cannot properly 
answer the question posed by his student. Whether Confucius answered in such a manner merely out of humility is 
open for debate. The more common interpretation is that Confucius held Zi Wen has not achieved benevolence.   
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righteous acts and not do them is cowardice.”26 In addition, yi also points to the proper 

acceptance and usage of wealth and a sense of equitable distribution of wealth in society.27  

Lastly, to accept gifts without honourable justification or from unjust sources is also considered 

unrighteous.  

 The Chinese have a set of historical exemplars and paragons of virtue worthy of being 

emulated by everyone. This is because ancient Chinese history has a tendency to make appraisals 

of historical persons based on standards of virtue, often derived from Confucianism. Many 

would agree that if one person were to be chosen who embodies the concepts of zhong and yi, it 

would be Guan Yu (? – 220 CE), the legendary general from the Three Kingdoms era. This 

opinion was shared by the Victoria hua qiao, and the Palace of Saints within the Victoria Chinese 

Consolidated Benevolent Association building has a statue of Guan Yu enshrined within it. For 

the biographical account of Guan Yu in this present discussion, the author has chosen the version 

from the historical novel 三國演義 (Romance of the Three Kingdoms) by Luo Guanzhong 

instead of, 三國志, the actual History of the Three Kingdoms. Although the Romance 

embellishes aspects of Guan’s life and includes some historical inaccuracies for the sake of 

drama, it still remains faithful to the historical context of the era. However, the reason for the 

choice is because many people—including some of the hua qiao in twentieth-century British 

Columbia—think of the “romanticized” Guan Yu over the historical one. The chronicle of Guan 

Yu is recounted because his deeds set a standard of how zhong and yi should be expressed and 

the reason why he is revered by Chinese across the globe.  

 
26 子曰：「... 見義不為，無勇也。」 
27 In a sense, “eating without satisfaction” is one of the means of not taking more than required for sustenance. The 
opposite attitude is mentioned in the Mencius quote where everyone in the kingdom is out conquering each other for 
personal gain.  
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Both the History and the Romance recount that Guan Yu fled his hometown after 

committing murder. The Romance claims that Guan had killed a local magnate oppressing his 

hometown. In his exile, Guan met Liu Bei, a descendant of the Han dynasty royalty who was a 

mere shoe weaver at the time, and Zhang Fei. The three men became oath brothers and sought to 

join forces to save the ailing country from a large-scale rebellion and civil war. 

 
Figure 4. Statue of Guan Yu in Victoria CCBA Palace of Saints. Courtesy of University of Victoria. 

Years later, Cao Cao came to power by holding the emperor hostage and commanding his 

fellow warlords by impersonating the will of the emperor. Liu Bei, who wanted to restore 

sovereignty to his clan and power to the emperor, clashed with Cao Cao. In the heat of battle, the 

three oath brothers became separated. While Guan Yu was on a small hill surrounded by Cao’s 

forces, Liu Bei’s wives were in Cao’s captivity. Cao Cao, who admired the martial prowess and 
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the righteousness of Guan Yu, sent Zhang Liao as a broker to persuade Guan to surrender. 

Through Zhang Liao, Guan Yu brokered three conditions with Cao Cao for his temporary 

“surrender.” First, he was to surrender to the Han dynasty and not to Cao Cao. Second, the salary 

and salary-in-kind (lu) of Liu Bei were to be transferred to support his wives. Third, should Guan 

hear of the whereabouts of Liu Bei, he was to immediately depart in search of his brother. Cao 

Cao accepted all of these conditions and provided a smaller house to Guan during his stay.28 Out 

of propriety, Guan Yu stood guard outside the house every night to prevent his oath sisters-in-law 

from being mired in scandal. Later, when Cao Cao saw what had happened, he offered Guan a 

mansion instead. Guan Yu lived in the outer portions of the mansion while his sisters-in-law 

inhabited the inner mansion. Cao Cao was very impressed by Guan Yu’s zhong and yi. Knowing 

it was in vain, he still tried to win Guan’s allegiance by gifting him gold, beautiful female 

servants, the famous horse Red Hare, and peerage. Guan left the gold untouched, redirected the 

servants to serve his sisters, and held onto the peerage temporarily. Red Hare was the only gift he 

kept. 

 At the same time, Cao Cao was engaged in a northern campaign against another warlord, 

Yuan Shao, who offered Liu Bei refuge after the brothers were separated, unbeknownst to Guan 

Yu. In the ensuing battles, Guan Yu killed two of Yuan Shao’s strongest generals as a way to 

repay Cao Cao for his hospitality. Yet, the moment Guan learned of Liu Bei’s location in Yuan’s 

camp, he “hung up the peerage seal and left the gold untouched” (挂印封金) and set off on a 

“thousand-mile journey on a single steed” (千里走單騎) escorting his sisters-in-law in search of 

his oath brother, Liu Bei.  

 
28 In the Romance, the author states this was a scheme of Cao Cao to cause impropriety between Guan Yu and his 
oath sisters-in-law. A man who is not the spouse of a woman should not live in the same room. 
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 Years later, Cao Cao consolidated the territories in northeastern and central China after 

Yuan Shao’s defeat and began his conquest south of the Yangtze River. Despite his 

overwhelming forces, Cao still lost the Battle of Red Cliffs (208~ CE) to the alliance of Liu Bei 

and Sun Quan. Guan Yu was instructed to guard a critical retreat path that the defeated Cao Cao 

was certain to pass. When Guan and Cao met once again, Guan ultimately allowed Cao to 

escape, remembering the hospitality he received from Cao years earlier. However, Guan signed 

an ultimatum before the sortie with Liu Bei’s strategist, Zhuge Liang, whereby if he failed to 

capture Cao Cao, who was certain to appear at that location, he would be executed for 

insubordination. In a moral dilemma between choosing zhong to his oath brother and the Han 

dynasty and the yi of not turning his blade upon his once-upon-a-time benefactor, Guan Yu knew 

he could not uphold both simultaneously and willingly accepted his death. Guan Yu was 

ultimately spared as Liu Bei pleaded for clemency at the court-martial.  

The zhong of Guan Yu was exemplified by his loyalty to his oath brothers and dedication 

to the cause of restoring the sovereignty of the Han dynasty. On the other hand, his yi was 

exemplified by his immovability to Cao Cao’s gifts. This is because to accept “gifts” that do not 

have proper justification was a violation of yi. To further clarify, the gold, peerage, and servants 

Cao Cao gifted to Guan Yu did not have justification;29 Cao sent those to “buy” Guan’s favour. 

However, when Cao Cao offered the famous horse, it was accepted out of necessity. To a man 

engaged in warfare, a reliable steed was also insurance for survival. In addition, Guan Yu also 

thought the steed would help him find Liu Bei faster when it was time.30 Therefore, attempting to 

 
29 The Romance recounts that Cao Cao sent Guan Yu “beautiful” female servants. This is a somewhat common tactic 
in an attempt to sway male officials to the cause of the one gifting or to provide comforts that would distract the 
recipient. 
30 A similar problem was recorded in Mencius, which the sage explains. I digress, the cultural customs of gifting in 
the Three Kingdoms era (Guan Yu’s time) may be different from Mencius’ time. However, Mencius’ account serves 
as an exemplar on these types of situations. Note, a “gold” is a measurement of gold which is 24 Chinese ounces. 
Excerpt from Mencius, 公孫丑下 is as follows: 
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capture Cao Cao, who was his temporary benefactor, was also considered unrighteous. For his 

zhong and yi, Guan Yu is still revered by Chinese communities to this day. Throughout the 

1940s, the Chinese community in Vancouver would often celebrate the birthday of Guan Yu as a 

sign of reverence.31 In addition, many Asian restaurants have a small red shrine with a statue of a 

man robed in green holding a crescent moon blade—this is the statue of Guan Yu.32  

 Zhong and yi were some aspects of expressing benevolence. If the goal of the noble was 

to achieve benevolence, the Analects offers many examples and definitions of what benevolence 

entails and means. There were many instances when Confucius’ students asked him what was 

considered “benevolence,” and to each question, Confucius offered different answers. Scholar 

Nan Huai-chin compares the many facets of benevolence presented in Confucianism to “a group 

of blind people touching an elephant, each person touches a different part.”33 For the most 

relatable answer, Confucius said the following to explain benevolence:  

樊遲問仁。子曰：「居處恭，執事敬，與人忠。雖之夷狄，不可棄也。」 
 
Fan Chi asks about benevolence. Confucius said, “Live showing deference [to all], to do 
all things with decorum, to relate to others with zhong. Even while living in foreign lands, 
do not abandon these principles.”34 

 
陳臻問曰：「前日於齊，王餽兼金一百而不受；於宋，餽七十鎰而受；於薛，餽五十鎰而受。前日之不受

是，則今日之受非也；今日之受是，則前日之不受非也。夫子必居一於此矣。」孟子曰：「皆是也。當在

宋也，予將有遠行。行者必以贐，辭曰：『餽贐』，予何為不受？當在薛也，予有戒心，辭曰：『聞戒，

故為兵餽之』。予何為不受？若於齊，則未有處也。無處而餽之，是貨之也。焉有君子而可以貨取乎？」
Chen Zhen asked, “The other day at Qi, the king gifted [you] 100 gold and [you] did not accept; at Song, [you were] 
gifted 70 gold and accepted; at Xue, [you were] gifted 50 gold and accepted. If the earlier refusal is correct, then the 
present refusal is not; if the present acceptance is correct, then the earlier refusal is not. The master’s teaching can 
only apply to one.” Mencius replied, “Both are correct. At Song, [I was] about to embark on a long journey. [It is 
customary] to give a traveler a parting gift, and said, “a parting gift.” [Therefore,] why should [I] not accept? At 
Xue, there was unrest, and said, “heard [rumours of] unrest.” Thus, the gift was for security. [Therefore,] why should 
[I] not accept? At Qi, there was no reason. To gift when there was no reason is currying for favour. Why should a 
noble accept a bribe?” 
31 “四姓昨紀念關公誕誌略 (Four Clans Celebrate the Birthday of Guan Gung),” The Chinese Times, June 17, 1940, 
3; “Hong Brothers of This City Celebrate the Birthday of Guan Gung,” The Chinese Times, June 19, 1940, 3. 
32 It is argued that the crescent moon blade did not exist in the Three Kingdoms era and that Guan Yu was equipped 
with such a weapon in the Romance by Luo Guanzhong for purposes of embellishment. This fact gives support to 
the idea that many people refer to the romanticized history of Guan Yu. 
33 Nan Huai-chin, A New Approach to the Confucian Analects (Taipei: Lao Ku Culture Foundation Inc., 2002), 635. 
34 Analects, 子路. 
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Confucius gave a different answer to Zeng Shen, another student, which is the most cited. 

子曰：「參乎！吾道一以貫之。」曾子曰：「唯。」子出。門人問曰： 

「何謂也？」曾子曰：「夫子之道，忠恕而已矣。」 

 
Confucius said, “[Zeng] Shen! I have one idea that culminates all of my philosophy.” 
Zeng Zi said, “Yes.” Confucius leaves. Fellow students asked, “What is it?” Zeng Zi said, 
“Master’s teachings are just about zhong and forgiveness.”35 
 

The genuine expression of zhong, along with forgiveness, is a path to ren. This is the standard of 

benevolence all are held to, whether the person be a commoner or the emperor. Ultimately, the 

philosophy of Confucianism deeply affected the hua qiao in twentieth-century Vancouver. The 

expression of Confucian virtues was something even the common person would have 

understood. 

 From an academic standpoint, the importance the hua qiao placed on Confucianism as a 

philosophy had immense influence on Chinese culture. The Chinese Times published an essay on 

the birthday of Confucius in 1952 from an anonymous author on the contributions and impacts 

the teachings of Confucius had on the Chinese: 

孔夫子是萬世師表大成至聖⋯⋯ 

 

孔子的學術思想，似乎千頭萬緒在不易爬梳。但概括而言之，它的思想中心，實本

於「仁」字，中庸表記都說仁者人也。孟子亦說⋯⋯這是思想中心點的「仁」字最

確切的訓詁。仁者是愛人，教人養成一種人格，即是教人做成一個士君子。論語中

有許多仁字。各弟子問仁字，孔子的答法都不同，但是因人施教⋯⋯ 

 

孔子說過「吾道一以貫之」照曾子代他說出「夫子之道，忠恕而已矣」。 
 
Confucius is the all-time greatest teacher…36 
 

 
35 Analects, 里仁. The word shu 恕 I have translated as forgiveness. Edmund Tam argues that shu, in this context, 
does not refer to forgiveness, but means “from the heart.” Even if an offence has been committed, one should 
respond by “not doing unto others what one does not desire to be done to themselves.” See Edmund Tam,  
論語：存在正道平解 (Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2023), 272. 
36 The original Chinese text contained some reverent monikers people commonly used to refer to Confucius. 
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Confucius’ teachings seems like it would be difficult to comb through. To summarize the 
essence of his teachings, it is just “benevolence.” Zhong Yong mentions a “benevolent 
person is a human person.” Mencius said the same… That is the central focus of 
benevolence and most crucial teaching. A benevolent person loves another. It teaches 
people to cultivate a certain character, which is to become a noble. Benevolence appears 
often in the Analects. When each student asked about benevolence, Confucius gives a 
different answer. The reason Confucius answers differently [to each student] was to 
individualize to his teaching to the person… 
 
Confucius once said, “I have one idea that culminates all of my teachings.” Zeng Zi 
explained on his behalf, “Master’s teachings are just about zhong and forgiveness.”37  
 

In the years after World War II, The Chinese Times editorial section received many essays on 

how society should be structured using the principles of Confucianism, and this serves as 

evidence that the original teachings of Confucius were still relevant. 

 From a lifestyle standpoint, the hua qiao also acted in accordance with the teachings of 

the great sage. Within the stories from The Paper Trail Project, a common theme of many stories 

was the generosity the hua qiao had towards those in need. For example, when the children of 

Mabel Chow were orphaned and destitute, unnamed men took it as their responsibility to raise 

funds and procure food for the children. These acts of generosity were an expression of goodwill 

towards others that can be qualified as zhong and looking out for the interests of the orphans of a 

deceased friend and “brother” definitely exemplified yi. From a grander perspective, the 

generosity of Jack Lum and the unnamed men who helped Mabel’s children were expressions of 

zhong yi, which was held in high regard within Chinese culture. 

The philanthropy of wealthy merchants Lee Mong Kow and Yip Sang, who established 

Chinese schools for the community, qualifies as an expression of ren. The Analects recorded 

Confucius comments on philanthropy as follows: 

 
37 “由祝聖誕述到孔子的學術思想 (Discussing the Teachings of Confucius on His Holy Birthday),” The Chinese 
Times, September 27, 1952, 7. See the citation from earlier for full dialogue as recorded in the Analects. 
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子貢曰：「如有博施於民而能濟眾，何如？可謂仁乎？」子曰：「何事於仁，必也

聖乎！堯舜其猶病諸！夫仁者，己欲立而立人，己欲達而達人。能近取譬，可謂仁

之方也已。」 

 
Zi Gong asks, “If I give alms to the impoverished masses, how is it? Can it be called 
benevolence?” Confucius replies, “[It is] not only benevolent, it is a saintly [act]! Even Yao 
and Shun would have difficulty doing so. Benevolence is, to establish another because I 
desire to be established. To help another achieve because I desire to achieve. To think of 
others from their perspective is the method to reach benevolence.”38  
 

Confucius stated that if one helped to establish another in Truth, starting with those closest and 

then doing the same for more and more people, it was benevolence. Thus, building a school and 

imparting Confucian values was a small step towards the great goal. It comes from the simple 

wish that others can experience the joys of education because one had the opportunity. In 

addition, establishing schools was an expression of zhong: first, to the people of the community; 

and second, to the future of their ancestral home. The hua qiao leaders were held to a nominal 

expectation of respectability and leaders had to prioritize the interests of the community. Those 

who were openly exploitative of fellow hua qiao, such as Lee Tin Poy, were not respected even 

if they held positions of leadership.39 However, the teachings of Confucianism are not difficult to 

live out. The great sages simply asked us to do our best for those closest to us first, before 

extending the same treatment to those further away. Within this context, it should be possible to 

find evidence that at least some of the hua qiao adhered to the teachings of Confucianism in their 

daily lives.  

 

 

  

 
38 Analects, 雍也. The words to establish and to achieve refer to establishing oneself and others in Truth and living 
in accordance with Truth respectively. 
39 Lai, Chinese Community Leadership, 55. 
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As Identity 

 Confucianism became an aspect of cultural, or even national, identity because Confucian 

teachings and Chinese traditional virtues have become synonymous with Chinese identity. 

Historian Wang Gungwu argues that the hua qiao had a “close-knit organic relationship” with 

their home regions and a “formal symbolic one with Greater China” that was defined as the 

“Chinese civilization.”40 Confucianism was considered a pillar of the civilization. With this in 

mind, the hua qiao in British Columbia could subscribe to Chinese culture or civilization 

independent of their education or loyalties. Not all Chinese had exposure to a classical education, 

and even those who did may not have lived lives fully adhering to Confucian principles. At the 

same time, even the uneducated would know they should strive to live according to the basic 

Confucian virtues, such as filial piety, even if it was due to the influence of neo-Confucianism. 

Thus, the only true requirement of belonging to the Chinese civilization would have been to live 

within the Chinese cultural ethos, in a way that one knows best. 

The greatness the hua qiao saw in their culture was that certain virtues were prevalent in 

all levels of society. The labourer class of Chinese men who ended up on the shores of British 

Columbia would have known that the performance of basic Confucian virtues, even if it were 

just to their kin and clan, was important and, at least nominally, a priority to their daily living. In 

this section, two excerpts from writings by the hua qiao serve to illustrate this point. The first 

example was the 華僑苦況之急口令 (Tongue Twister of Chinese Suffering), published in a 1933 

catalogue of the Foo Hung Company, a Chinese importing firm. It portrayed the adversities a 

typical Chinese labourer faced coming to Canada. It begins by saying: 

想起我華僑。真正係冇福。 

記得離家時。妻號子又哭。 

 
40 Wang, “Greater China and the Chinese Overseas,” 926–7. 
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父母要拋離。臨行多致囑。 

般費尚未夠。賣埋間爛屋。 

不知幾艱難。方來到加屬。 

 
Thinking about us hua qiao. Truly without any luck. 
Look back on when I left home. My wife bawls and my child cries. 
Dad and mom I left behind. They gave me lots of advice. 
Not enough cash for ship fare. Had to sell this rundown house.  
You don’t know how hard this is. Just to get to Canada.41 
 

The second example was uncovered by Historian David Lai. He visited the immigration 

building, located in Victoria, where Chinese migrants were detained as they awaited interviews 

with Canadian immigration officials. The layout of the building was no different from a prison 

equipped with iron structures that prevent escape. Lai found poetry carved on the walls by the 

detained. One particular poet lamented by carving: 

即日[修拼]數百金 

[拋]別鄉閭往番邦 

[誰知逼]我入監房 

且看此地無路往 

不見天地及高堂 

自思自想淚成行 

此等苦楚向誰講 

只達數言在此房 

 
That very day, I accumulated several hundred dollars. 
Left behind my village for a foreign land. 
Who knew they would force me into a prison cell. 
I find this land has no path forward. 
Unable to see the heavens and the earth, nor my dear parents. 
As I think and think, tears stream down. 
To whom can I confide this degree of suffering. 
I can only write a few words in this room.42 

 
41 “華僑苦況之急口令 (Tongue Twister of Chinese Suffering),” Foo Hung (Company) Catalogue, [November] 
1933, Bick Lee Fonds, Box 25, File 11, University of British Columbia. 
The original text written in five-word sentences, except for a few lines, was rendered into seven English syllables to 
imitate the pace and rhythm of the original Chinese. Furthermore, the date of the publication could refer to either 
November in the Gregorian calendar or eleventh month in the lunar calendar. 
42 David Chuenyan Lai, “Heritage Returns: Chinese Prison,” Asianadian, Vol. 2, No. 4 (Spring 1980): 16–9. The 
square brackets mark the interpolations of the damaged wall carvings using a combination of paleography and David 
Lai’s original English translation in Asianadian.  
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Figure 5. Poem found in immigration building Dallas Street, Victoria, retrieved by David Lai. 

 
The poems of both labourers exemplify their xiao. On the one hand, the labourer wishes to stay 

to serve his parents in their old age; on the other, his parents and family depend on his income. 

Between supporting his parents by coming to Canada and taking care of them during their 

twilight years in China but in destitution, the labourer resigned himself to the former. Therefore, 

he has no choice but to tearfully leave his parents in the care of his wife and board the ship to 

Canada so that, in his absence, at least his parents can live comfortably on his remittance. For 

both of these men, there could be many people dear to them whom they could have thought of in 
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their suffering. Yet, the fact that both men thought of their parents was not a coincidence—the 

affection was an expression of xiao. 

The Chinese Times often published articles from essayists discoursing about Confucian 

virtues. For example, one essay states that “Xiao is a virtue within our traditional values—Four 

Principles and Eight Virtues…”43 and another writes that “Our country has Four Principles and 

Eight Virtues…”44 (see Chapter 5). In a sense, these quotations suggest that the expression of 

traditional cultural values is what differentiates Chinese cultures from all other cultures, and 

these virtues originated from Confucianism. Thus, expression of Confucianism through deeds 

was an aspect of Chinese identity. In addition, the hua qiao also wrote about the importance of 

Confucianism in their communities within British Columbia. 

The editor of The Chinese Times published an essay on the need for hua qiao to embrace 

Confucianism in the face of Western influences: 

華僑：亦何一非孔教範圍之內之人乎。旣在孔教範圍之內 豈容離群而獨立。 

 

且海外華僑，日與西人雜處，衣西人之服，談西人之語，耳濡目染日久：最易忘本

來面目：亦為海外華僑之通病。倡立孔教會於此，每於公餘之頃 闡揚孔教。則少年

寄外地不忘國本⋯⋯ 
 
Hua qiao. Are they not people within the influence of Confucianism? If [they are] within 
the influence of Confucianism, how can they separate and become independent? 
 
The hua qiao abroad, [they] spend their days living among Westerners, [they] wear the 
clothes of the Westerners, [they] speak the Westerner’s language. Having immersed [their] 
ears and eyes for many days, it becomes easy for one to forget their own original form. 
This is a common problem of hua qiao abroad. To advocate the establishment of Confucian 
church, and spend time after work to proliferate Confucianism so that the youth abroad will 
not forget their roots…45 

 
43 “華僑子弟應發揚孝道精神以救國 (Diaspora Youth Should Promote the Spirit of Xiao to Help the Nation),” The 
Chinese Times, December 1, 1951, 3. 
44 “論「智仁勇」與「忠義俠」 (Discussing ‘Wisdom, Benevolence, Courage’ and ‘Loyalty, Righteousness, 
Errantry’),” The Chinese Times, August 3, 1948, 2. 
45 “孔教為醫中國之萬應葯 (Confucianism is the Panacea to Cure China),” The Chinese Times, December 2, 1922, 
1. 
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There are two observations to be made from this article. Firstly, the essayist believed that the hua 

qiao should embrace Confucianism because it is an aspect of their Chinese identity and that 

education was a crucial vehicle to pass on this identity to the next generation. Secondly, it makes 

mention of 孔教會 (loosely translated as the Confucian Church), which touches upon the final 

aspect of Confucianism the hua qiao in British Columbia related to. 

 

 

As Religion 

Confucius himself never saw his teachings as religious in nature. The Analects recorded 

his stance on the supernatural:  

 樊遲問知。子曰：「務民之義，敬鬼神而遠之，可謂知矣。」 

Fan Chi asks about wisdom. Confucius said, “[To] promote the yi of people, [to] respect 
the spirits and gods but distance [oneself] from them, this can be considered wise.”46  

 
In another instance: 
 
 季路問事鬼神。子曰：「未能事人，焉能事鬼？」 

 
Ji Lu asks about serving spirits and gods. Confucius said, “[You are] unable to serve 
humankind, how can you serve the spirits?”47 

 
Both of these quotations revealed that Confucius was knowledgeable about supernatural or 

religious matters but often declined to speak to his students about it. Scholar Nan Huai-chin 

interprets this passage as: Confucius felt that his students could barely handle the earthly matters, 

 
46 Analects, 雍也. Yi in this context meant the distribution of material resources and meant seeing others had no lack. 
Furthermore, Edmund Tam argues that “to respect the spirits and gods but distance oneself from them” meant to 
follow the path of zhong yong, which was to promote the welfare of people. Matters of the supernatural, no matter 
how lofty, do not align with zhong yong and the service of the fellow humans. See Tam, 論語：存在正道平解, 357. 
47 Analects, 先進. 
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let alone those of a higher realm.48 Furthermore, there was no evidence within the Analects 

where Confucius promoted worship to any deity, or sought to be viewed as a religious hierarch. 

Therefore, the focus of this research is to examine the influence of Confucianism on the hua qiao 

of British Columbia relating to the aspects of philosophy and identity. However, the present 

section will explore the historical context of “Confucianism as religion” as a means to counter 

Western influences in Qing China. 

 Kang Youwei was a reformer during the last decades of the Qing dynasty who sought a 

means for China to modernize while preserving the authority of the Qing emperor. As early as 

1886, Kang classified Confucianism as a major religion. He felt that Confucianism was superior 

to Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam because it was a “humanistic teaching” or 人道教 (ren dao 

jiao) compared with Christianity, which was classified as a “theistic religion” or 神道教 (shen 

dao jiao).49 Kang lamented that Christianity was able to proliferate in China because it was 

allowed to establish numerous churches within the country. On the other hand, Confucianism 

lacked the same influence. Thus, he proposed that all Chinese shrines of popular idols across the 

world be converted into shrines for Confucius.50 Furthermore, Kang claimed that in addition to 

being a “reformist pioneer,” Confucius was a “religious hierarch over the entire earth.” 

Ultimately, Kang’s formulation of the Confucian “church” imitated the structures of Christianity 

but placed Confucius as the religious founder. 

In 1898, Kang supported the Hundred Days’ Reform initiated by Emperor Guangxu. One 

of the main platforms Kang used to rally support was the call to 保國, 保宗, 保教 (baoguo, 

 
48 Nan, A New Approach to the Confucian Analects, 500. 
49 Chen Zhongping, “Kang Youwei and Confucianism in Canada and Beyond, 1899–1911,” Journal of Modern 
Chinese History, Vol. 14, No. 1 (2020): 26–27, 35. 
50 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 27. 



60 
 

baozong, baojiao) or “protect the nation, the Chinese people, and Confucian religion.”51 The 

reforms failed and Kang fled China to avoid the persecution of Cixi, but Kang managed to 

establish chapters of 保皇會 (Bao Huang Hui), in various hua qiao communities. When Kang 

arrived in Victoria in April 1899, he wrote calling for donations to establish a Chinese school in 

Victoria. Lee Mong Kow and his fellow merchants answered the call and established the Le Qun 

Yi Shu. In response, Kang “praised local Chinese efforts to raise their children with Confucian 

moral teaching and Western commercial learning” and the children were instructed in Confucian 

classics.52 For his next step, Kang requested the hua qiao in Victoria to establish a cult of 

Confucius. He argued that Chinese were seen as “half-cultured” because there was no true 

religion. Thus, Kang suggested the birthday of Confucius should be used as a calendar system 

similar to how the birthday of Jesus is used in the Gregorian calendar.53  

Initially, the hua qiao in Victoria seemed rather lukewarm about the proposal. They only 

put up a portrait of the great sage for the celebration of his birthday, and Le Qun Yi Shu became 

the site of the celebrations.54 Historian Chen Zhongping states that Kang Youwei rescinded one 

of the original platforms of Bao Huang Hui to baojiao or “protect the religion,” at the request of 

Reverend Wu Panzhao, because Chinese Christians disliked that the baojiao motto carried 

antagonism towards Christianity. Kang obliged and the motto was subsequently dropped. 

Furthermore, Chen states that Kang included Chinese Christians in Bao Huang Hui because he 

felt Confucianism should be cosmopolitan, which included religious freedom.55 Yet over time, 

the rift between Bao Huang Hui and Chinese Christians only widened. Young hua qiao who 

 
51 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 28. 
52 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 29. 
53 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 30. 
54 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 31 and 34. 
55 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 32. 
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attended the Victoria Methodist Church were asked by the Chinese clergy to disassociate 

themselves from Bao Huang Hui’s mission. In return, a mysterious pipe bomb was placed during 

a service and the hui became the prime suspect.  

Originally, Chinese Christians from Vancouver and New Westminster supported Kang 

Youwei’s cause. In 1899, Reverend Tom Chue hosted Kang’s speeches to the New Westminster 

hua qiao. However, Chinese Christian support pledged to Bao Huang Hui declined with time. 

After the turn of the century, Tom wrote to Kang criticizing members of Bao Huang Hui for their 

selfish pursuits, their lack of focus on the mandate to protect the emperor, and their disdain 

towards Chinese Christians. In response, the Chinese Christians established 華英日報 (Hua Ying 

Ri Bao, Chinese-English Daily News) to pursue their own reforms. Later, in 1906, Cui Tongyue, 

one of Kang’s students, came to Victoria to take up the post of editor at Chinese-English Daily 

News. Chen notes that Cui Tongyue took a different approach in using Confucianism to relate to 

Christianity: whereas Kang treated Christianity as heterodox, Cui wanted to bring Confucianism 

to Christianity. In addition, Cui was involved in the revolutionary movement led by Sun 

Zhongshan, and published some unfavourable articles on Bao Huang Hui. This led to the libel 

suit from Bao Huang Hui that ultimately bankrupted the newspaper and forced Cui to sell it to 

Hong Men.56 

Not only did Bao Huang Hui have disagreements with hua qiao Christians, it also had 

disagreements with hua qiao who had “traditional Chinese beliefs.” In accordance with Kang’s 

request to establish a cult of Confucius, Lee Mong Kow suggested to the Chinese Consolidated 

Benevolent Association that it close the old shrine because “it was dirty, outdated in light of the 

reforms, and might negatively impact Western visitors to Chinatown.” The vote for that proposal 

 
56 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 36. 
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was interrupted by hua qiao residents in fear that the “destruction of popular religious idols 

would bring bad luck.” Lee even received death threats and the proposal lapsed.57 

In the end, the vision of Kang Youwei to establish the Confucian religion in Victoria was 

met with opposition not only from hua qiao Christians, but also hua qiao with polytheistic 

beliefs. At the same time, a closer examination of the Analects reveals that the great sage never 

had any intention for his teachings to take on religious aspects. On the contrary, he exhorted his 

students to serve their people dutifully to achieve the state of benevolence instead. 

 

 

Christianity Versus Confucianism 

In twentieth-century British Columbia, Confucianism and Christianity had complex 

interactions. “Assimilating” and “Christianizing” were the two vectors of creating a “culturally 

homogenous” Canada that formed the foundation of government policies and practices when 

evangelizing. Historian Wang Jiwu cites correspondence from Protestant missionaries, who often 

held the sentiment that they had to “confront” non-Christian religious beliefs and practices that 

were based on superstition before Christian messages could reach their audience.58 For example, 

a Chinese person once told a Presbyterian missionary that “You cannot make us believe there are 

no ghosts. We know there are, we have seen them. And though you should kill us, we would still 

believe in them.”59 On official documentation, the Chinese in Canada had to declare their 

religion, and many of them chose to identify as adherents of Confucianism or Buddhism. 

 
57 Chen, “Kang Youwei,” 37. 
58 Wang Jiwu, "His Dominion" and the "Yellow Peril": Protestant Missions to the Chinese Immigrants in Canada, 
1859–1967 (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006), 126. 
59 Ibid. 
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Therefore, Protestant missionaries saw Confucianism as a rival religion they must overcome to 

spread the Gospel to the Chinese. 

The Chinese antagonism towards Christianity can be traced back to the cultural tensions 

that developed as Western missionaries entered post-Opium War Qing dynasty China. Christian 

missionaries were treated as accomplices in the encroaching imperialism towards China and 

caused strong indignation as churches were established in place of Chinese temples. This was 

why Kang Youwei hoped that Confucianism as state religion could be used to fend off Christian 

influences in China. Ultimately, anti-Western and anti-Christian sentiment culminated in the 

Boxer Rebellion in 1899. Recall the earlier editorial in The Chinese Times stressing the need for 

hua qiao to embrace Confucianism in the face of Western influences. It called on hua qiao “to 

advocate the establishment of Confucian church, and spend time after work to proliferate 

Confucianism so that the youth abroad will not forget their roots…”60 The editor lamented that 

the hua qiao were slowly forgetting their ancestral roots, and argued that wholeheartedly 

embracing Confucianism was the only means to ameliorate the situation. Historian Wang Jiwu 

argues that until the 1930s, the hua qiao were not hostile to Christianity; rather, they countered 

its influence through Confucian discourses and the Confucian Church (孔教會) that was actively 

promoting Confucianism in Canada until 1930.61 

However, not all hua qiao sought to counter Christianity, and many were simply 

ambivalent about the gospel message. In a booklet published by the Chinese United Church, 

Pastor Peng Guanghua claimed that many hua qiao often compared Jesus to the “foreigner 

 
60 “孔教為醫中國之萬應葯 (Confucianism is the Panacea to Cure China),” The Chinese Times, December 2, 1922, 
1. 
61 Wang, “His Dominion,” 127 and 132. The Association of Confucians that Wang cited may refer to the Confucian 
Church (孔教會) originally established in Shanghai in October 1912. Branches of the church were established where 
the Chinese diaspora settled. 
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Bodhisattva.”62 For the Chinese who were “Confucian in their filial piety, Taoist when they 

worshipped supernatural beings, and Buddhist because they believed in samsara,” Jesus was just 

another deity to offer protection.63  

In addition to using Confucianism to resist Christianity, The Chinese Times published 

essays that criticized the hypocritical policies of “Christian” Canada. In one essay, the editor 

stated: 

嘗考夫加拿大雖非而耶教為國教：然執政人物：類多為皈依基督之徒：甚且法衙訊

案：猶以嗅耶蘇經典為誓。其重視基督教何如耶：基督教之教義：以平等博愛自 

由：愛人如己：彼此不分為宗旨：彼加人旣高懸信基督之招牌：則當實踐基督之教

義而行：不可違背：更而已基督之心為心：不可生種界偏見：夫然後不負為信徒

⋯⋯其名雖信基督：實未嘗履基督教義：惟逞其狼虎之淫威。壓制弱國之民 

族。戴基督之假面具。 
 

To consider whether Canada truly treat Christianity as the national religion. [Their] 
political leaders, many of them are disciples of Christ. Even in the court hearings, they 
sniff the scriptures of Jesus as oath. They have high regard for Christianity. The teachings 
of Christianity are equality, love, and freedom; to love another as oneself; and to not cause 
division. The Canadians raise their faith in Christ as a banner; and thus, they should realize 
the teachings of Christ and not betray those teachings. They should have the heart of Christ 
as their own heart, and not be racist or prejudice. [Then,] they would live up to the claims 
as disciples… [The Canadians] say they believe in Christ, but have not followed His 
teachings. They use their excessive might, like wolves and tigers, to oppress ethnicities of 
weaker nations. They don a fake mask of Christ.64 
 

This particular essay reveals two observations. Firstly, it highlights the hypocrisy of state policy 

to assimilate and Christianize by stating that Canadians failed to live up to Christian teachings by 

allowing racism to persist. Secondly, perceptions on the religious practices of the “Other” as 

superstition can go both ways. Just as Christian missionaries saw traditional Chinese religious 

 
62 Chinese United Church, A Hundred Years of Chinese Christian Work in British Columbia 1859–1959 (Vancouver: 
United Church of Canada), Back Cover. 
63 Wang, “His Dominion,” 126. 
64 “加人信基督之有名無實 (Canadian Belief in Christ is Only in Name and Without Substance),” The Chinese 
Times, July 8, 1924, 1. 
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practices as superstitious, the Chinese likewise saw acts, such as swearing an oath upon the 

Bible, as equally superstitious. 

While the hua qiao used Confucianism to contend with Christianity, Confucianism was 

also used to lead people to Christ. Many pastors who were born before the turn of the twentieth 

century had exposure to traditional Chinese education based on Confucianism. The first and third 

pastors of the presently named Chinese United Church in Vancouver, the Chan Sing Kai and 

Chan Yu Tan brothers, were originally from a family of scholars in China. After their father 

converted to Christianity, the brothers abandoned the comfortable and prestigious trajectory of 

taking the keju examinations to become bureaucrats; instead, they received training at the 

Methodist Church in Hong Kong to become missionaries.65 The fifth pastor, Yang Qizhuang, was 

also an accomplished scholar in Confucian classics and used his knowledge in Chinese literature 

to lead people to God.66 This is because the principles of Confucianism do not conflict with 

similar teachings in Christianity. For example, the word honour in the fourth of the Ten 

Commandments, “Honour your father and mother,” is translated into xiao (孝) jing (敬, respect). 

In a sense, the Chinese word xiao perfectly encompasses everything the commandment demands. 

Using Chinese concepts that were familiar to many hua qiao, Chinese missionaries found it 

easier to evangelize to their brethren. 

 

 

  

 
65 Chinese United Church, 93rd Anniversary of the Chinese United Church 1888–1981 (Vancouver: Chinese United 
Church, 1981), 12 and 14. 
66 Chinese United Church, 93rd Anniversary, 16. 
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Conclusion 

The hua qiao who migrated to British Columbia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries were mostly labourers with a few wealthy merchants. The ascendence of the few 

merchants to become social elites in British Columbia mirrored developments in China, where 

individuals who were able to accumulate wealth were able to claim the top tier of the social 

hierarchy previously occupied by the scholar-gentry. Even though these wealthy hua qiao 

merchants were not Confucian scholars, they still had to operate nominally within the Confucian 

framework and were likewise judged by their brethren based on notions of Confucian virtue.  

To be situated in the culture of one’s heritage is as natural as breathing in air. To the hua 

qiao, Chinese identity was deeply rooted in Confucianism, and they have often reminded their 

brethren not to abandon their heritage as interaction with Westerners intensified in their daily 

lives. This chapter also explored the philosophical aspect of Confucianism through excerpts from 

the Analects and Mencius, and then compared the deeds of the hua qiao against the ideals of 

conduct rooted in Confucianism. The hua qiao expressed Confucian values towards their 

community through kindness and service. By establishing Chinese public schools for the 

community, Lee Mong Kow and Yip Sang were taking small steps in carrying out the ideals of 

Confucianism. By generously giving their resources to those in need, various hua qiao have also 

lived out the aforementioned ideals. 

Confucianism and Christianity had a complicated interaction in early twentieth-century 

China and British Columbia. Kang Youwei attempted to establish a cult of Confucius to counter 

Christian influences in China. On the other side of the Pacific, Christian missionaries, armed 

with the ideal to “assimilate and Christianize,” saw Confucianism as a religious obstacle to their 

evangelizing work. The hua qiao likewise invoked Confucianism to counter Christian influences. 
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However, Chinese pastors also used concepts of Confucianism to facilitate their brethren into 

accepting Christ as their Lord and Saviour. The next chapter examines the history of Chinese 

schools operating in Vancouver and Victoria. These schools were meant to propagate Chinese 

cultural values; but sometimes, they were also established to counter Christian influences. 
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Chapter 2 

 
十年樹木, 百年樹人 

Ten Years to Cultivate Trees, One Hundred Years to Cultivate People1 
 

 

Before the turn of the twentieth century, the Chinese ideal of education was focused on 

the development of character within the framework of Confucianism. In China, the keju (科舉, 

imperial examination) system, which survived many dynasties, had a curriculum steeped in 

Confucian classics. Ideally, by studying these texts, the examinee would develop the same 

virtues exhorted by the great sages to become beneficent bureaucrats and magistrates. In 

practice, the keju system was merely a recruitment system. When the Qing government realized 

scientific advancements in the West had left them behind and opened China to Western 

imperialism and exploitation, the government issued the 奏定學堂章程 (Presented School 

Regulations) in 1904 to transition the education system from one that was built upon the keju 

system to a Western system based on modern knowledge. However, these changes did not signify 

the abandonment of traditional values, such as Confucianism. 

When the Presented School Regulations were implemented, Chinese people felt their 

effects on both sides of the Pacific. Parents in diaspora communities hoped their children would 

receive the best Chinese education possible. After all, a Chinese education was important to 

passing on the Chinese traditional virtues (傳統美德) to the next generation. Sometimes, 

wealthier families would send their children back to China to study. The present chapter 

 
1 The saying originated from Guan Zhong (725–645 BCE), a politician and philosopher in the Kingdom of Qi during 
the Spring and Autumn period. In his own book, he writes “If one made a plan for a year, cultivate crops; planned 
for ten years, cultivate trees; for a lasting plan; cultivate people.” In original Chinese, the word 樹 can mean an 
actual tree, or in this context, to cultivate.  
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investigates how education changed in China after the 1904 Regulations and how the hua qiao 

arranged Chinese education for their children in British Columbia. In particular, this chapter 

examines the effect of the curriculum innovations in China on the project to pass on Chinese 

traditional virtues, especially those rooted in Confucianism, to the next generation. It also 

examines the sentiments of children who grew up in this education system as expressed in the 

publications by youth groups.   

 

 

Paradigm Shift 

 After the first Opium War concluded in 1842, officials in Qing dynasty China began 

reevaluating the situation in China with special attention to the intensifying encroachment of 

Western powers. By 1860, Qing China had already suffered several defeats to Western powers. 

Feng Guifen was an acquaintance of Lin Zexu, the imperial commissioner sent to confiscate the 

opium that precipitated the First Opium War. He wrote an essay to propose that China needed to 

“self-strengthen” (自強) in order to resist Western aggression. Feng echoed the sentiments of a 

prominent scholar, Wei Yuan, and called for the need to “learn the superior techniques of the 

foreigners to control the foreigners” (師夷長技以制夷).2 The only path forward for China was to 

learn Western natural and political sciences, and adapt the new knowledge to Chinese uses. Thus, 

the slogan of “learning foreign techniques” became the motivation behind the “self-strengthening 

movement” in China for the remainder of the century.  

 “Learning foreign techniques” included adopting Western-style knowledge-based 

education. However, this did not mean Chinese traditional values would be supplanted by 

 
2 Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 276–7. 
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Western sciences. On the contrary, the scholar-gentry held that education must follow the ideal of 

“Chinese in corpus, Western in application” (中體西用). In a 1901 government decree issued 

amidst the anti-Western Boxer Rebellion, the government stated the following: 

人材為庶政之本；作育人材端在修明學術。學校之隆，皆以德行道義為重，故其時

體用兼備，賢才衆多⋯⋯學堂，其教法當以四書、五經綱常大義為主，以歷代史鑑

及中外政治藝學為輔。 
 

Human resources are the foundation of governance; cultivating human resources [is 
accomplished] through enlightened education. Schools prosper by placing importance on 
virtuous acts and righteous truth, and thus achieve both corpus and application, sagacious 
[people] will then gather…Schools, should primarily teach the principles from the Four 
Books and Five Classics, and use histories, Chinese and foreign political science, and the 
arts to supplement.3  
  

The Qing government issued the decree to encourage schools to continue their good work. The 

decree also highlighted the meaning behind “Chinese in corpus, Western in application.” Despite 

Western academic subjects being introduced in Chinese schools, educators were to keep Chinese 

philosophy, especially Confucianism, as the core of their teachings. This vision remained central 

to education in China and was adopted by Chinese educators in British Columbia. 

 

 

Education in China 

 In Qing China, before the turn of the twentieth century, education was the main means of 

social mobility for male students through the keju (civil examination) system. These students 

often began in one of three types of “popular schools”: yi shu (義學, free or morality schools), 

community schools (社學), and si shu (私塾, private schools). Historian Wang Meimei, who 

examined the state of education in China since 1840, explains that these schools taught 

 
3 Zhou Yutong, 中國現代教育史 Modern History of Education in China (Shanghai: 良友圖書公司印行, 1934), 19. 
Italicized words emphasized by the author. 
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“traditional moral ideas and values, daily etiquette, basic literacy and writing skills, as well as 

general knowledge about nature and society.”4 Students slowly progressed through the three tiers 

of civil examinations—provincial, metropolitan, and palace examinations—at the corresponding 

state-funded schools.5 The vast majority of students who would not have completed all three 

examinations were still eligible for civil service assignments for completing any of the three tiers 

of examinations based on their credentials. 

 As foreign contact intensified in the latter half of the nineteenth century in Qing China, 

many schools were established by missionaries and other foreigners, who contributed to the 

process of modernizing education in China. Early institutions, such as the Imperial Tientsin 

University, offered Western-style education that focused on skills and practical knowledge. In 

1904, the government announced the Presented School Regulations that began the transition 

from keju-based education into a Western-style system that divided education into primary, 

secondary, and tertiary education. The civil examination system was abolished the next year.6 

Historian Zhou Yutong argues that the Presented School Regulations maintained the vision of 

“Chinese in corpus, Western in application.” He states that the proponents of this vision wanted 

to absorb Western expertise to fend off imperialism, while maintaining social order by upholding 

Chinese (and Confucian) ideologies.7 In addition, Wang argues that during the first two decades 

of the twentieth century there was a noticeable reduction in si shu private schools and a rise in 

 
4 Meimei Wang, Bas van Leeuwen, and Jieli Li, Education in China, ca. 1840–Present (Leiden: Brill, 2021), 5. 
According to Wang, community schools were operated by local officials, mostly in rural areas. Morality schools 
were also established by local governments or gentry, but targeted students who were poor. Yi once again bears the 
dual meaning of both moral and voluntary. 
5 Wang, Education in China, 3–4. 
6 Wang, Education in China, 6. 
7 Zhou, Modern History of Education in China, 21. 
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“modern education,” but the decline of private schools was slower than the rise of modern 

education. At the same time, many private schools were modernizing their offerings.8  

 Before 1904, the curriculum of popular schools included four pieces of literature: 三字經 

(Trimetric Classic), 百家姓 (Hundred Family Surnames), 千字文 (Thousand Character Classic), 

and 千家詩 (Poems of the Masters). These four works helped students to learn vocabulary and 

practical writing skills before moving on to the Four Books and Five Classics.9 The latter nine 

works formed the core of a Chinese education, values that defined Chinese culture and 

philosophy. The Four Books include the Analects, Mencius, Great Learning, and the Doctrine of 

the Mean. The Analects and Mencius were records of dialogues between Confucius and Mencius 

with their contemporaries, and Great Learning and Doctrine of the Mean related to Chinese 

philosophy and ideals of governance. Those seeking further education focused on Confucian 

classics and their potential applications to current political and social issues. In Wang’s findings, 

primary schools after 1904 gave lessons on moral education (修身), writing, arithmetic, drawing, 

handicrafts, and physical education. Confucian texts were introduced in a subject called scripture 

reading (讀經) starting from Grade Three, along with history, geography, and natural sciences.10 

Private schools also began to change their curriculum to remain at the forefront of pedagogy.11 

 Formal education for girls in China was available by mid-nineteenth century. In 1844, 

Christian missionaries established the Ning Bo Shi Shu (寧波私塾), the first school for girls.12 

Wang notes that missionaries shifted from offering free education to teaching girls from rich 

families over the next few decades, and the main objective of educating girls was to make them 

 
8 Wang, Education in China, 19–20. 
9 Wang, Education in China, 23. 
10 Wang, Education in China, 33. 
11 Wang, Education in China, 26. 
12 Wang, Education in China, 64. 
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into “virtuous wives and good mothers” (賢妻良母).13 At the turn of the twentieth century, 

formal education for girls experienced two reversals. In 1904, the Qing government decreed to 

shut down all schools for girls, and girls were expected to be educated at home once again. 

However, three years later, Empress Dowager Cixi reversed the decision with the Charter of 

Girls’ Primary Schools and formal education was once again available for girls.14 

 After the Republic of China was established in 1912, formal education for girls was 

guaranteed. The government adopted the curriculum left behind by the Qing government but 

with a few changes. First, the subject of moral education (修身) remained, but the study of 

Chinese classics in the subject of “scripture reading” was removed. Second, some subjects were 

segregated by gender, such as tailoring which was reserved for girls. In a policy released by the 

Department of Education in 1912, students were expected to cultivate filial piety, honesty, 

righteousness and courage (義勇), respectfulness, and diligence and frugality (勤儉).15 Despite 

having done away with studying Confucian classics as a subject, the government still cultivated 

Confucian virtues in its younger citizens. In 1933, the Department of Education renamed moral 

education to “citizen training.” The essence of cultivating virtue remained the same; course 

materials were framed to teach students to be upstanding Chinese citizens.16 To some extent, the 

vision of “Chinese in corpus, Western in application” persisted in the educational policies in 

China after overthrowing the Qing dynasty. Despite Confucianism losing reputation from the 

 
13 Wang, Education in China, 65. 
14 Wang, Education in China, 67–8; Zhou, Modern History of Education in China, 85. 
15 Department of Education, “小學教則及課程表 (Elementary School Teaching Policy and Schedule),” November 
1912 cited in Song Enrong and Zhang Xian, 中華民國教育法規選編 Republic of China Education Policy Excerpts 
1912–1949 (Jiangsu: 江蘇教育出版社,1990), 196, 201, and 202. 
16 Department of Education, “小學公民訓練標準 (Elementary School Citizen Training Standards),” February 1933 
cited in Song and Zhang, Republic of China Education Policy Excerpts, 245–265. 
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intellectual movements of the 1920s, its teachings that culminated in Chinese traditional virtues 

remained in the minds of the Chinese people. 

 

 

Education in Victoria, a Case Study 

 In the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, education for Chinese children in British 

Columbia was a complicated matter with multiple groups vying for the ability to mould the 

impressionable minds of the children. According to historian David Lai, there were 108 Chinese 

children in Victoria in 1901. This number grew to 216 by 1923.17 Some of these children were 

born in Canada and others immigrated with their parents from China. During this period, racial 

segregation was imposed in state-operated schools to keep Chinese children away from their 

Canadian counterparts. On one hand, missionaries offered day schools and kindergartens in an 

attempt to evangelize Chinese children. On the other, the hua qiao community offered a Chinese 

curriculum to instill traditional values in the next generation. Finally, Chinese parents who 

wanted the best of both worlds, English and Chinese education, were frustrated by segregation 

policies implemented by the Victoria School Board. 

In 1896, the Woman’s Missionary Society (WMS) affiliated with the Methodist Church 

established day schools for children located in Victoria’s Chinatown. Historian Wang Jiwu argues 

that Chinese parents sent their children to the WMS-operated schools during a time when it was 

not realistic for the children to attend English schools with other Canadian children, possibly due 

to language barriers and racial hostilities.18 Furthermore, Wang states that the WMS-operated day 

 
17 David Chuenyan Lai, “The Issue of Discrimination in Education in Victoria, 1901–1923,” Canadian Ethnic 
Studies, Vol. 19, No. 3, 1987: 48 and 55. 
18 Wang, "His Dominion," 58. 
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school had maintained attendance despite efforts from the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent 

Association to establish Chinese schools to counter Christian influence.19 In 1899, Lee Mong 

Kow and the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association established the Le Qun Yi Shu. In 

1902, the Bao Huang Hui in Victoria, founded by Kang Youwei, also established two Chinese 

schools named Patriotic School (愛國學堂) in Vancouver and Victoria. These schools were 

established with the objective of cultivating the next generation of Chinese in diaspora for 

service to China. 

Most Chinese schools in British Columbia were established through the generosity of 

individuals who rallied the community into further action, and their efforts were sustained over 

the years through community support. In 1899, the Chinese merchant Lee Mong Kow felt it was 

crucial to provide a Chinese education for the growing number of Chinese children in Victoria. 

He hired teachers from China and established a private tutorage called Le Qun Yi Shu, which was 

later renamed the Chinese Public School in 1913.20 The Yi Shu in Victoria began as a “volunteer 

school” (yi shu), a private school (si shu) that was free because the shu-style school was the most 

popular form of schooling in China at the time. This corroborates Wang’s observations regarding 

schools in China. Originally, the Yi Shu taught a curriculum that covered the 三字經 (Trimetric 

Classic) and 百家姓 (Hundred Family Surnames), for the lower years, and the Four Books for 

the upper years.21 When the Le Qun Yi Shu expanded three years after the implementation of the 

Presented School Regulations in 1904, Lee Mong Kow sought to keep up with the developments 

of education in China and converted his school to offer classes with the new Western-style 

 
19 Wang, "His Dominion," 58. 
20 Victoria Chinese Public School 40th Anniversary Celebration and Grand Reunion Program, June 29, 1947, Chung 
Collection, Box 100 File 31, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC: 5. 
Yi shu 義塾 means voluntary, private tutorage. Yi in this context can imply a righteous and equitable cause. 
21 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 193. 
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curriculum. Lee and other Chinese merchants also raised money to expand the capacity of the 

school and construct a new building: the upper floor housed the Victoria Chinese Consolidated 

Benevolent Association office, the main floor was for classrooms, and the lowest floor served as 

a playground for the students. The Chinese Public School enrolled fifty girls and boys with Lee 

Mong Kow as the first principal.22 

Chinese education for children was important but, in the eyes of parents, English 

education was equally important because the future employment of their children in Canada 

depended on it. By the 1890s, there were already complaints from white parents who claimed 

that permitting Chinese children to attend English schools would allow them to “unfairly 

compete with white settlers in the labour market.”23 On this issue, the Methodist Recorder 

claimed that there was a danger when “so many philanthropic institutions” help the Chinese “to 

enter the arena and compete against his white brother in the labor market.”24 On the other hand, 

the school board felt it had a duty “to make them [Chinese students] amenable to ordinary 

discipline.”25 As early as 1901, residents of Rock Bay asked the school board to deny Chinese 

students admission to schools because of a bubonic plague scare justified by anti-Chinese 

stereotypes of poor hygiene. When the populace realized there was no threat of a plague, the 

Victoria Trades and Labour Council later amended the rationale to the degradation of white 

students due to the presence of their Chinese counterpart.26  

Perceptions of Asian competition in the labour market continued to intensify, which 

culminated in the 1907 anti-Asian riot in Vancouver that resulted in violent damage to Chinese 

 
22 Victoria Chinese Public School 40th Anniversary Celebration and Grand Reunion Program, June 29, 1947, Chung 
Collection, Box 100 File 31, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC: 5. 
23 Roy, A White Man’s Province, 24. See also Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy. 
24 [Rev. W.W. Baer], "Missionary Matters in B.C.," Methodist Recorder, (April 1901): 56 cited in Roy, A White 
Man’s Province, 24. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
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and Japanese businesses. In 1908, the Victoria School Board gladly acceded to the demands of 

white parents for segregation and only Canadian-born Chinese children were admitted to the 

schools. In response, the CCBA hired lawyers and took the school board to court against the new 

school segregation policy, but the case was dismissed. However, the school board compromised 

by renting a room in the Chinese Methodist mission to prepare children for admission into state-

operated public school.27 At the same time, Lee Mong Kow sought to expand the already 

overcrowded Le Qun Yi Shu to provide education for the newly arrived Chinese immigrant 

students who were segregated from public schools.28 The Le Qun Yi Shu expansion was the sole 

initiative of Lee and his fellow hua qiao merchants, and plans included merging with the Victoria 

Patriotic School. In 1908, a delegation of the Qing government toured diaspora Chinese schools 

to synchronize Chinese education abroad with national policy. During the tour, some minor 

assistance was promised to the expansion plans of Victoria’s Chinese schools that did not 

materialize.29 Ultimately, the efforts of Lee and other merchants resulted in the official opening 

of Victoria’s Daqing Zhonghua Xuexiao (Great Qing Chinese School) in 1909, which was 

renamed as Chinese Public School in 1913.30 Stanley claims that an inspection by the Republic 

of China officials in 1915 revealed that the school had fifty-nine students. It held daytime classes 

for those who were segregated and 6:00pm to 9:30pm night classes for students who attended 

government-operated schools during the day.31 

 
27 Roy, White Man’s Province, 25. See also Henry Tsang, White Riot: The 1907 Anti-Asian Riots in Vancouver 
(Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2023).  
28 Roy, White Man’s Province, 25. See also “Chinese Public School: A Cultural Centre in Chinatown” Chinese 
Consolidated Benevolent Association, accessed November 16, 2023, 
https://chinatown.library.uvic.ca/index.htmlq%3Dchinese_public_school.html 
29 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 196. 
30 大清中華學校 Daqing Zhonghua Xuexiao translates into Great Qing Chinese School and is sometimes referred to 
as Imperial Chinese School. 
31 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 196. 
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 It is no coincidence that the segregation of Chinese students coincided with times when 

white discourses about the Chinese in British Columbia were the most vicious. Antipathy for 

Chinese intensified in the period between the Anti-Asian Riot of 1907 and the legislation 

enactment of the Chinese Immigration Act in 1923, which excluded Chinese from immigration to 

Canada. Chinese “inassimilability” remained at the forefront of white discourse. Historian 

Patricia Roy argues that inassimilability was a “catch-all term” socially constructed to highlight 

differences in “habits, morals, customs, and standards of living.”32 The idea of Chinese 

inassimilability continued in a vicious cycle that reified social discourse, which linked the 

Chinese to a supposed lack of hygiene based on uncleanliness of Chinese residences; immorality, 

including prostitution, gambling, and opium use; and economic competition.33 It was within this 

social context of continued Chinese racialization that calls to segregate Chinese students from 

Victoria public schools were revived in 1922. 

 As early as 1919, Victoria municipal school inspector George Deane began making 

comments about the “Chinese menace” in schools.34 Historian Timothy Stanley argues that the 

policy to segregate Chinese students in 1922 was a move by the newly elected Victoria City 

Council to cut the costs incurred by school boards and to answer the continued calls by white 

parents to keep their children from their Chinese counterparts. First, school boards in Victoria 

were instructed to reduce the number of students and began by removing students over fifteen 

years old, the age of ending compulsory attendance. The school board then moved Chinese 

students to abandoned schools near Chinatown.35 According to Harry Hastings, a businessman 

 
32 Roy, The Oriental Question, 26. 
33 For an example of these sentiments on Chinese inassimilability in popular culture, see Hilda Glynn-Ward, The 
Writing on the Wall: Chinese and Japanese Immigration to BC, 1920 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010). 
Reprinted. Glynn-Ward’s work in the 1920s was an example of racial stereotypes that were perpetuated in 
Anglophone Canadian society. 
34 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 19. See also Roy, The Oriental Question, 37. 
35 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 24–5. 



79 
 

who championed the Chinese cause, the Victoria school board’s rationale for segregation shifted 

from Inspector Deane’s “personal animosity,” to health reasons, to Chinese students’ “imperfect 

knowledge of English retarding the other children in graded schools.”36 In response to the 

discriminatory policies, the Chinese community staged a student strike, where parents withheld 

their children from attending public schools, that lasted over a year. The Chinese Canadian Club 

rallied support from overseas Chinese organizations through the CCBA in addition to fostering 

solidarity in local Chinese communities.37 The “Protest Yellow-White School Segregation 

Association” was established for this very purpose. On September 24, 1922, the Association 

hosted a rally and invited several speakers to encourage Chinese parents to endure the strike to 

the end. The Chinese Times reported summaries of the speeches. One of the speakers was Kwan 

Yu Nam (關耀南), the pastor of Vancouver Chinese Methodist Church (later the Chinese United 

Church), who publicly denounced the policy makers by stating: 

大致謂西人此次分校：對於宗教愛人如己：誠實無妄：秉義無咎之真理：大相違 

背：所為手扶犁而顧後看：不配為帝國之民：此等西人真為耶穌之罪人：世界文 

化之公敵。願我華僑學生：須要堅持罷學到底：定必得最後勝利。 
 

More or less said, this time that the Westerners [organize] school segregation. [They] act in 
violation to the religious teachings of loving another like oneself; [but also against] the 
truth that is honest but not presumptuous, and righteous but without fault. [Scripture states] 
that “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom 
of God.” These Westerners are sinners [claiming to belong to] Jesus and the public enemy 
of world civilization. [I] wish our hua qiao students, to persevere in the strike until the end; 
thus receive the final victory.38 
 

 
36 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 220. 
37 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 26. 
38 “抗爭分校華僑團體會開演說大會 (Fight School Segregation Association Hosts Meeting for Speeches),” The 
Chinese Times, September 27, 1922, 1–2. The proper English translation of the verse from Luke 9:62 that Rev. 
Kwan used in his speech is included instead of a direct translation from the Chinese text. Original text also stated 
“sinners of Jesus,” but the author has taken the liberty to approximate Rev. Kwan’s original intention in the English 
translation. 
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Not all parents supported the student strike; some sent their children to public schools. As a 

result, CCBA spokesperson Ma Gungnu reprimanded parents for breaking the strike and called 

them “the public enemy of the community.”39 In response to the situation, in November 1922, the 

CCBA organized Zhong Hua Yi Xue (Chinese Free School) for some of the segregated students, 

which offered a “Chinese nationalist curriculum.”40 Stanley argues that the construction of 

Chinese nationalism that linked overseas Chinese to their ancestral country played a critical role 

in maintaining solidarity during student strikes. In the end, the Victoria school board relaxed 

their hostility, and most Chinese students were able to return to public schools. However, 

Chinese students who had no linguistic ability in English remained segregated. The CCBA used 

the remaining funds raised for the student strike to support students who could not attend public 

schools, and ensured that the schooling for the segregated Chinese children was disrupted as 

little as possible by quickly moving them to the Chinese Free School.41 The resistance of CCBA 

to segregation was an expression of the Confucian virtue of yi (righteousness) – to support those 

who were in need of help.  

Throughout the years of “yellow-white school segregation,” the various Chinese schools 

provided comprehensive education for segregated students, but they also continued to provide 

Chinese education for all Chinese children. In 1924, the Victoria Chinese Public School’s new 

teacher, Li Zhenxiong, offered a suggestion to improve the Chinese literacy of its students. Li 

proposed that the school use colloquial Chinese textbooks rather than the old Chinese readers in 

classical Chinese, and a restaurateur in Hong Kong donated textbooks for the school.42 

 
39 “抗爭分校華僑團體會開演說大會 (Fight School Segregation Association Hosts Meeting for Speeches),” The 
Chinese Times, September 27, 1922, 1–2. 
40 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 54. 
41 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 44. 
42 Victoria Chinese Public School 40th Anniversary Celebration and Grand Reunion Program, June 29, 1947, Chung 
Collection, Box 100 File 31, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC: 5–6. 
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Traditionally, textbooks were written in “classical Chinese,” which was the style and syntax that 

scholars have used throughout the centuries. For the modern Chinese student, reading classical 

Chinese would be similar to an English student reading a text that was older than Shakespeare. 

Therefore, colloquial Chinese texts would lower the barriers to Chinese literacy. 

The Chinese community was hit especially hard by the Great Depression in the 1930s. 

There was a sharp decline in students; enrollment at the Chinese Public School dropped from 

over a hundred students to just under fifty due to financial constraints. In response to the 

financial difficulty, in 1935 the GMD government extended subsidies to Chinese public schools 

through the Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission. In the final years of WWII, the CCBA lost 

possession of its building, and the school inside, to the City of Victoria because of accruing debts 

of taxes that the Association failed to pay due to financial pressures. Just as the City was about to 

auction off the building late in 1944, the Chinese community desperately raised funds to 

repossess it.43 The Victoria Chinese Public School was not the only school to suffer under 

financial pressures from operating expenses; many others did as well. For example, Vancouver 

Chinese Public School had to close temporarily in 1933 and reopened later the same year.44 In 

1959, the Victoria CCBA published a commemorative booklet to commemorate its seventy-fifth 

anniversary and the sixtieth anniversary of the Victoria Chinese Public School. One essayist 

stated, “The wonderful traditions [of Chinese values] could be passed down, from generation to 

generation in perpetuality, was only possible because of the cultivating efforts the hua qiao put 

forth into Chinese education.”45 

 
43 Victoria Chinese Public School 40th Anniversary Celebration and Grand Reunion Program, June 29, 1947, Chung 
Collection, Box 100 File 31, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC: 6–7. 
44 Vancouver Chinese Public School 1955–56, 1956, Chung Collection, Box 123 File 12, University of British 
Columbia, Vancouver, BC: p. 33 and 35. 
45 To commemorate Victoria’s Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association 1884–1959 Chinese Public School 
1899–1959, Chinese Canadian Research Collection, 26–3, University of British Columbia: p. 2. 
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Organizing Chinese Education in British Columbia 

Based on the case study of education in Victoria, there were two groups that heavily 

influenced Chinese education at the turn of the twentieth century: Kang Youwei through the Bao 

Huang Hui and the hua qiao merchants. Both groups shared similar objectives on Chinese 

education for Chinese children in British Columbia. To them, education was for cultural retention 

and for the transmission of patriotism to the ancestral country.  

Historian Timothy Stanley states that Chinese education was always part of the “Chinese 

nationalism project,” which created a sense of an “imagined community” that linked hua qiao to 

each other and to their home country.46 This objective can be traced back to its roots before the 

turn of the twentieth century. Stanley examines the histories of two schools named “Patriotic 

School” (Ai Guo Xue Tang) that were established in 1902 in Victoria and Vancouver by the Bao 

Huang Hui.47 After the failure of the Hundred Days’ Reform, Kang Youwei established the 

association in Victoria during his exile. He had hoped that the association would be able to 

restore power to Emperor Guangxu. In both schools, Chinese classical teachings and modern 

knowledge were at the core of the curriculum.48 The students from the schools were the seeds 

planted by Kang to save China from the corrupt Qing bureaucracy. In retrospect, Kang had more 

foresight in modernizing education than the Qing government. 

Nationalism in Chinese education was a parallel objective to a more important goal, 

which was to instill traditional Chinese values in the next generation. In a yearbook published by 

Vancouver Chinese Public School to commemorate the school’s fortieth anniversary in 1956, the 

school’s trustees recounted that Chinese education was a means “to impart etiquette, advance 

 
46 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 171 and 192. 
47 Bao Huang translates literally into “protect (the) emperor.” 
48 Stanley, Contesting White Supremacy, 194. 
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civilization built upon the wisdom of the past, to maintain the culture of morality, and to preserve 

our four-thousand-year history.”49 On that monumental anniversary, the trustees reiterated their 

mandate for operating the school in the yearbook. In the quotation, etiquette was translated from 

Chinese words 禮義. The first word li refers not to performative etiquette, but to an attitude of 

sincerity when associating with others, a virtue for which Confucius greatly advocated. The 

second word yi loosely refers to righteousness. Even during the 1950s, Chinese education 

envisioned by the hua qiao still carried traces of “Chinese in corpus, Western in application” that 

was prevalent during late nineteenth-century Qing China during the “self-strengthening 

movement.” By mid-twentieth century, the utility of Western knowledge in education was 

undisputed. However, Chinese traditional values were equally important, and parents desired 

their children to have both. In the mid-nineteenth century, children were to achieve virtue 

through the study of Confucian classics. “Chinese in corpus” by the mid-twentieth century was 

the continued wish that Chinese children can adopt the same virtues.  

In the early twentieth century, Chinese schools in British Columbia offered day schools 

and after-class Chinese lessons. The Chinese day schools were available for two reasons. Firstly, 

some parents wanted their children to have a formal education but were not prepared to send 

their children to English day schools, a situation that was common when Le Qun Yi Shu was first 

established. Secondly, they were available during the years of segregation when certain segments 

of Chinese children were barred from English schools. The “nationalism” curriculum Stanley 

mentioned and the one used in the “Chinese day schools” were likely the same, and was copied 

 
49 Vancouver Chinese Public School 1955–56, 1956, Chung Collection, Box 123 File 12, University of British 
Columbia, Vancouver, BC (hereafter cited as Chung Collection), p. 35. 
I have rendered li yi as etiquette despite the fact that the original Chinese means more than simple manners. Li, in 
Confucianism extends to proper social order that should be grounded in proper interaction through etiquette. Yi 義 
means righteousness. Dao de was likewise rendered as morality for simplicity, but dao can be thought of as Truth. 
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from the official curriculum being used in Qing China and Republic of China, but with English 

taught as an additional subject. As school segregation ended and formal education in English was 

available to Chinese children, parents were more likely to have their children attend English 

school during the day and take supplemental Chinese lessons from Chinese schools in the late 

afternoon. One major community criticism was that the children attending supplemental Chinese 

classes had less time and exposure to the language, which resulted in poor language 

acquisition.50 

The establishment and operation of Chinese schools in British Columbia were the sole 

effort of the hua qiao communities. The Chinese government, whether it was the Qing dynasty or 

the Republic of China (ROC), made cursory tours of Chinese schools abroad but did very little to 

help even though both governments had precise directives on diaspora Chinese education. In 

1933 and 1934, the ROC government issued two policies regarding diaspora education: 僑民教

育實施綱要 (Summary of Diaspora Education Implementation) and 僑民中小學規程 (Diaspora 

Secondary and Elementary School Policy).51 The Summary of Diaspora Education 

Implementation assigned matters of Chinese education as the responsibility of the closest 

Chinese consulate. The Summary stated that foremost objective was to cultivate a sense of 

(Chinese) nationalism and hoped that local hua qiao could collaborate with the local government 

on issues of education. However, neither of these objectives was feasible for the hua qiao to 

execute in British Columbia. First, the Canadian public was still racially hostile to the Chinese 

and would not readily collaborate on matters of educating Chinese children. Second, openly 

 
50 “戰後華僑教育問題 (The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education),” The Chinese Times, December 3, 1945, 2.  
51 Republic of China Government, “僑民教育實施綱要 (Summary of Diaspora Education Implementation),” April 
1933 cited in Song Song and Zhang, Republic of China Education Policy Excerpts, 616–618; Department of 
Education Diaspora Association, “僑民中小學規程 Diaspora Secondary and Elementary School Policy,” Ibid., 618–
625. 
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fostering Chinese nationalism could be interpreted by Canadians as Chinese inassimilability, 

which was already rampant in Canadian racial discourses.  

In the next year, the ROC government issued the Diaspora Secondary and Elementary 

School Policy. The Policy issued several major points: all funding for Chinese schools must be 

raised by the local hua qiao, curriculum of diaspora schools must adhere to the same curriculum 

used in China, substitutions to state-approved textbooks required additional approval, and 

children who have graduated from elementary schools must ascend to the nearest secondary 

school or return to China for further education. Regarding the first point and in retrospection, the 

directors of the Vancouver Chinese Public School in 1956 had this to say: 

想來，辦學是一種「苦差」，尤其是在海外辦僑民學校，旣未得祖國政府為後盾，

只係專賴僑界熱心捐輸來維持，僅以本校之過程，每每因陋就簡，校舍不夠用，課

室不完備，雖得各教員盡其最大努力，循循善誘，來灌輸祖國文化，亦無法施其所

長。 

 

今幸各僑界熱烈愛護，捐輸鉅欵，堂皇壯麗之新校舍，得以樂觀厥成，有種種完善

之設備，是則十年樹木，百年樹人之基礎已定⋯⋯ 
 

Thinking back, providing education is a kind of “arduous endeavour,” especially when 
operating schools abroad for the diaspora. Not only [did we] not receive support from the 
government of our ancestral country; [we can] only rely on the enthusiastic donations of 
the diaspora community to carry on. Using the experience of this school [as an example], 
all things done were forced to be simple: the school is too small and the classrooms were 
not well equipped. If it were not for the teaching staff exerting their greatest effort, to 
always positively guide [the students]52 and to instil the culture from [our] ancestral 
country, there was not much else [we] could do. 
 
Fortunate for the fervent support from our qiao [who] donated colossal sums of money, [so 
that our] grandiose and elegant new schoolhouse is completed and equipped with various 
apparatus. The foundation so that “ten years to cultivate trees, hundred years to cultivate 
people” is established.53 
 

 
52 The words 循循善誘 are a reference to Yan Hui 顏回, a student of Confucius, recounting how Confucius 
employed this method of teaching to guide him towards virtuous living. 
53 Vancouver Chinese Public School 1955–56, 1956, Chung Collection, Box 123 File 12, University of British 
Columbia, Vancouver, BC (hereafter cited as Chung Collection), p. 34. 
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Despite the Chinese government having high standards for the education of Chinese children in 

diaspora, it did very little to support hua qiao school operators. These operators often lamented 

how they wished they could provide more for the hua qiao children if they were not bound by 

financial constraints. On the point regarding ascending secondary schools, it was also not 

feasible for many Chinese families in British Columbia. The hua qiao community often called 

upon the Chinese government to provide scholarships to qualified students in diaspora and give 

them an opportunity for education in China. In the end, the operation of Chinese schools was 

something the hua qiao themselves endeavoured. From raising funds, hiring teachers, and 

choosing which curriculum to adopt, the operators did all of these with no support from the 

ancestral country they were still connected to. 

An examination of the readers used by Chinese schools provides insights into the lessons 

the students were taught and the values the community wished to impart. The texts from 1960 

used in Chinese public schools were still carefully curated to instill a sense of Chinese 

nationalism and impart Chinese values to the next generation. In particular, a text for the third 

grade used by the Mon Keong School included notable topics such as: “I am an exceptional hua 

qiao youth,” beautiful Guangzhou, Confucius, two great persons of China and America, the 

magnificent Statue of Liberty, customs of America, and “lying on firewood to taste the 

gallbladder.”54 The first topic on hua qiao youth set the tone for the rest of the reader. It was 

designed so that a young child would understand the hopes and expectations of the community 

that they would become an upstanding Chinese person who embraces democracy. “Beautiful 

Guangzhou” attempted to create a bond between the student and the ancestral homeland, or 

rekindle affection towards China if the student had recently immigrated or was born in Canada. 

 
54 Guo yu [National Language]/published by Zhengzhong Shuju, 1960 Chung Collection, Box 298 File 41, 
University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC. 
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The topics also placed two sets of values on equal standing: the greatness of Chinese culture 

(Confucianism) and the greatness of American culture (the spirit of democracy), while stressing 

the importance of both ethos. Lastly, the lesson of “lying on firewood to taste the gallbladder”  

(臥薪嘗膽) is a well-known story retold in the 史記 (Records of the Grand Historian), a 

historical text by Sima Qian written in the Han dynasty that comprised Chinese history up to the 

time of writing. “Lying on firewood to taste the gallbladder” exhorts determination. The King of 

Yue, Gou Jian, lost a battle against the Kingdom of Wu in 494 BCE. To constantly remind 

himself of this bitter defeat and to motivate himself for vengeance, Gou Jian prepared a 

“mattress” made of bark and rough grass and constantly tasted a gallbladder to remind himself of 

the bitterness of defeat.55 Eventually, Gou Jian achieved his victory and triumphed over the 

Kingdom of Wu. The history of Gou Jian illustrates that children should abide by his example of 

perseverance.  

 In a fifth-grade reader also used by Mon Keong School in the 1960s, the topics included: 

Emperor Yu, Huangdi, Washington, the revolution in China (referring to the Xin Hai Revolution), 

Confucius, Mencius, Mother of Mencius (referring to 孟母三遷), along with topics of general 

knowledge.56 Once again, the greatness of the Chinese ethos was placed alongside the greatness 

of the American ethos. The reader placed the deeds of the founders of the Chinese civilization 

alongside the history of George Washington. To contemporary Chinese, the U.S. represented the 

realization of a democratic society, even though anti-Chinese discrimination was rampant. On the 

other hand, the reigns of Huangdi, Yao, Shun, and Yu served as the gold standard of those who 

ruled with benevolence and walked the “path of the monarch”; thus, they were revered for their 

 
55 The common interpretation of this story is that Gou Jian licked the gallbladder to physically taste bitterness. 
56 Republican Series Book 5 National Reader, 1927, Chung Collection, Box 301 File 84, University of British 
Columbia, Vancouver, BC. 
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governance within the teachings of Confucianism. While it may have been difficult for a child to 

understand the complexities of leadership, these topics were meant to expose the student to the 

“essence” of Confucianism, or what benevolence looked like in practice. In addition, it is 

noteworthy that the story on the “Mother of Mencius,” which teaches the value of education, was 

included. The story describes how the young Mencius only cared about playing by imitating his 

neighbours. The mother of Mencius felt that his companions were a bad influence and relocated 

their home. After the first move, Mencius again made games that imitated the workplaces nearby. 

Mencius’ mother decided she had to move again.57 The final time, the family moved next to a 

school, and it was there that Mencius decided to take up studying in earnest and later became the 

revered sage in Chinese culture.58 

These texts were published in China, and some published after the Education Committee 

was established in 1940 had to be authorized by the GMD government, especially for use in 

North American hua qiao schools. The cover of such texts stated “Zhong Hua Min Guo 

(Republic of China) Ministry of Education approved, American continent hua qiao primary 

school texts.” The lessons included general knowledge appropriate for the age group, but more 

importantly, they were meant to instill pride in Chinese heritage and a love for democracy. From 

a young age, students learned to take pride in democracy as well as their ancestral country, 

China. As a result, students would be prepared for the work to bring prosperity to China and to 

integrate into a democratic Canadian society.  

 

  

 
57 This is despite the fact that the title of the story suggests three relocations. 
58 Present-day Chinese parents often try to gather information on good primary and secondary schools in an area 
before they purchase their homes. Some even go as far as purposely buying a house that is located within the 
geographic boundaries of a good school. This practice loosely alludes to the “mother of Mencius moving thrice.” 
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Trapped Between Both Worlds? 

 The children who grew up in Canada had to navigate between the Chinese society they 

were born into and the Canadian society they lived in. The children attended English public 

schools during the day and Chinese schools in the late afternoon. For example, the Victoria 

Chinese Public School traditionally held classes from 4:00 – 6:00pm.59 In an essay discussing the 

problems of Chinese education in British Columbia, a writer using a pseudonym stated, “Most 

(Chinese youth) attend English schools during the day and transition to Chinese schools at night. 

[They are] mentally fatigued.”60  

 Historian Ng Wing Chung states that the older generation often criticized the younger 

generation for their deculturation and for being too Westernized.61 At the same time, the older 

generation also encouraged the next generation in print media. For example, an essay called 華裔

青年應走的途徑 (The Path Chinese Youth Should Take), published in The Chinese Times in 

1951 said: 

但是很多青年是重想像而乏實際。多感情而好衝動。經驗人生。還怕許多欠缺。這

是教育學所承認的。所以無論在什麼立場。應該找出青年應走的途徑。現在姑把 

我們所想到的淺見。貢述一些。藉供可敬愛的大衆青年的參考。或可說是「獻曝之

誠」罷？  
 

But many youths have strong imaginations but lack practicality, they are emotional and 
impulsive. In life experience, they still lack much, and this is something pedagogy has 
accepted. Therefore, regardless of the perspective, [we] should find a path that the youth 
should take. For now, we present our humble opinion for a bit of discussion, so our beloved 
youths can use it as reference. Or this could be considered the “sincerity of our paltry 
tribute”?62 

 

 
59 Kileasa Wong Che-wan, “History and Significance of the Victoria Chinese Public School Huaqiao Gongli 
Xuexiao 1899–1999,” (Master’s thesis, University of Victoria, 1996), 35. 
Kileasa Wong conducted this research while serving as the principal of the Victoria Chinese Public School.  
60 CYA 1939–1940 Annual, 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC: 10. 
61 Ng, The Chinese in Vancouver, 53. 
62 “華裔青年應走的途徑 (The Path Chinese Youth Should Take),” The Chinese Times, March 8, 1951, 7. 
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The essayist continued by suggesting that Chinese youth should cultivate themselves in four 

aspects: virtue, intellect, physical growth, and aesthetics. They concluded the three-part essay 

series reiterating that, “Chinese youths certainly need to study and spread the culture of our 

ancestral country. At the same time, they need to learn English and Canadian sciences, and 

accept the utility such techniques bring to living comfort. This is called ‘selecting the good and 

applying it.’”63 Once again, the vision of “Chinese in corpus, Western in application” was 

expressed in the essay. 

 It is much easier to gain access to the voices of older hua qiao preserved in newsprint 

and other written sources. The voices of Chinese youth are somewhat difficult to uncover. 

Through essays published in the yearbooks of youth groups, we can catch glimpses of their 

sentiments. In 1940, the Chinese Youth Alliance (CYA) of Victoria printed a booklet to 

commemorate the first year of its founding.64 The annual was divided into two halves: an English 

and Chinese section beginning from opposite sides of the cover. Among the organizing 

committee were Roy Mah (twenty-two years old at the time) and John Ko Bong (twenty-eight 

years old). Mah was an ardent supporter of Chinese enlistment during World War II and later 

served in the Canadian forces. Ko Bong was a member of Operation Oblivion to infiltrate 

Japanese defences in Hong Kong.65  

 The English section opens with a letter by Roy Mah to all Chinese youth calling for 

courage and determination in the defence of China, and is followed by a recollection of the 

 
63 “華裔青年應走的途徑 The Path Chinese Youth Should Take,” The Chinese Times, March 9–10, 1951, 7. 
64 CYA 1939–1940 Annual, 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC. 
65 Various sources have recorded the name as John Bong or John Ko Bong. Veteran records had the family name as 
Ko Bong. This is another case where Canadian authorities made a mistake on a Chinese surname in English. The 
patriarch’s full name, Ko Bong, somehow became the family name of all the Ko children. Ko (高) is the actual 
Chinese family name.  
Chinese newspapers would often refer to young adults, those who are not in their thirties as qing nian. 
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support the CYA has rendered towards the Chinese war effort, such as raising awareness for an 

embargo against Japan. In this section, members of the association also submitted a translation of 

the Mulan story and a dedication to the Chinese Air Forces. The “Ballad of Mulan” is a 

celebrated Chinese folktale that chronicles Mulan going to war on behalf of her ailing father, 

despite being a woman, to fight off the invaders.66 

Two essays related to the experience of Chinese youths were submitted to the English 

section of the annual publication: “What of the Future?” by John Gung and “The ‘Tolsang’ are 

Different” by Thomas Wong. Gung argued in his essay that the Chinese youth growing up during 

the exclusionary era could be divided into two groups—those who were taken to China for a 

Chinese education and those who did not have the opportunity. He stated that under the Chinese 

Immigration Act, the Chinese population in Canada was quickly dwindling. If the elderly 

generation retired to China, this would leave the Chinese youth alone to support the diaspora 

community. Gung stressed that being educated in Canada meant that there was a difference 

between the Chinese youth and their parents, a difference that was unavoidable. He explained 

that their “thoughts, speech, and behaviour” were different from their parents, and the Chinese 

youth “pays the price of mental conflict and of social mal-adjustment both among the Chinese 

and Canadian peoples.”67 Lastly, Gung highlighted the longstanding issue of racial 

discrimination that would fall on his generation to resolve. At the end of this pessimistic article, 

the editors inserted a note to mollify the dark outlook presented by Gung. The addendum stated 

that Chinese Canadians enjoyed the freedoms of religion and a “certain amount of commercial 

freedom,” adding that “when China has regained her national integrity, she can, through 

 
66 The story of Mulan has been popularized in the West by the Disney film. 
67 C.Y.A. annual [booklet], 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC: 14. 
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economic barter with Canada, readjust the standing of the Chinese Canadians to a closer balance 

with the white people.”68 

 While sharing the same anxieties of outlook in Gung’s article, the essay by Thomas Wong 

was a call to action. Wong specifically used the Chinese words “tolsang” (土生, or tu sheng) in 

the title, meaning “those born from the soil,” referring to the Chinese youth who grew up in 

Canada. His essay began by stating that the words “Chinese Canadian” are full of irony because 

the Chinese do not enjoy franchise as other Canadians. He highlighted the hypocrisy of Canadian 

policies: that while they fight against the atrocities of “Hitlerism,” the Canadian state used the 

same rationales of oppression on the Chinese in Canada. Wong argued that his generation was 

slowly changing Canadian perceptions towards them and called for initiatives to break down the 

remaining barriers between Chinese Canadians and whites. Chinese Canadian historiography has 

long noted that Chinese youth growing up in Canada often felt trapped in both worlds. Historian 

Ng Wing Chung explains that Chinese youth thought of themselves as Canadian but were viewed 

as Chinese.69 Furthermore, Ng argues that the older generation sometimes saw the tu sheng as 

being too Westernized.70 

 The Chinese language section of the CYA annual also began with a rallying cry and the 

contributions of Chinese youth to the war effort in defence of China. The author of the opening 

essay explained that Chinese youth were patriotic to their ancestral country, but they did not 

know how to express it.71 Roy Mah also penned a reflection on his thoughts one year after the 

 
68 C.Y.A. annual [booklet], 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC: 14. 
69 Ng, The Chinese in Vancouver, 34. 
70 Ibid., 53. See Wayson Choy, Paper Shadows: A Memoir of a Past Lost and Found (Toronto: Penguin Random 
House, 2018) on experiences of intergenerational frictions in a Chinese family that settled in Canada. 
71 C.Y.A. annual [booklet], 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC: Chinese 3. The page number is in Chinese and begins on the opposite side from the English side. 
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CYA was established, which began when a few Chinese youths recruited other like-minded 

individuals to contribute to the Chinese war effort.72 The Chinese youth expressed their 

patriotism through the activities of the CYA.  

Hu Hai submitted an essay to the Chinese section titled 青年的出路問題 (The Future of 

the Youth), which is juxtaposed against the somber essays published in the English section. Hu 

stated that China has abundant natural resources but lacks those with scientific training to 

strengthen the industries. He acknowledged that for Chinese youth, education was the main 

means of ensuring a brilliant future. Even though many were born into families that were not 

well off, Hu asserted “those who found success, did so through resolute convictions and 

continual diligence.”73 The essay called on Chinese youth to be diligent, so they can help usher 

in an era of prosperity for China. Coincidentally, in 1940, the Chinese Consulate began to 

support the best students in diaspora to continue their education in China.74 In 1942, a notice 

from the GMD government through the Consulate stated that the operations to facilitate diaspora 

Chinese youth returning to China to continue their studies had been expanded and assigned to the 

“Ministry of Diaspora Affairs, Education Committee.”75 

 Another essay was submitted by an anonymous author under the pseudonym “Wen” (文) 

titled 抗戰期中的華僑土生青年教育問題 (The Problem of Education for Hua Qiao Tu Sheng 

Youth During the War), which offered insight into questions on the Chineseness of tu sheng 

youth.76 First, Wen acknowledged the criticisms from the older generation that the youth are 

 
72 C.Y.A. annual [booklet], 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC, Chinese 6. 
73 Ibid., Chinese 13. 
74 “我國領事館之佈告照錄 (A Memorandum from Our Consulate),” The Chinese Times, June 7, 1940, 3.  
75 “駐本埠我領館通告照錄 (A Memorandum from Our Resident Consulate),” Chinese Times, January 16, 1942, 3. 
76 C.Y.A. annual [booklet], 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC: Chinese 10. 
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“extravagant and unrestrained,”77 lack culture and etiquette from the ancestral home, and do not 

have any feelings of patriotism. Wen argued that the role of education was to raise talent and 

develop good character, which is consistent with Confucian values. However, in many ways, the 

hua qiao schools lagged behind the schools in China. Furthermore, they asserted that many of 

the hua qiao came from families that engaged in agricultural labour. The older generation was 

only familiar with the si shu-style private schools. According to Wen, even though the hua qiao 

in Canada were passionate about education, they did not know what modern education entails. 

Wen argued that most parents were happy if their children could recite a few verses of classics. 

At the same time, many parents were not concerned with improving the school environment. 

Children usually studied in English schools during the day and Chinese schools at night. 

According to Wen, the mental fatigue on the children made it difficult to grapple with two styles 

of education and do well in both. Many of the Chinese public schools still operated in the private 

school-style where students studied the Four Books and Five Classics. In the end, the curriculum 

in Chinese public schools was very different from the standardized schools in China. Therefore, 

Wen called for hua qiao schools to be standardized, and to expand the opportunity to return to 

China for further studies. In this sense, the hua qiao acknowledged that Chinese schools in 

British Columbia did not expose their children to “enough” Chinese language and culture. Wen 

explained that financial strain was the biggest constraint to provide the hua qiao youth with a 

Chinese education in China, and acknowledged that many of the previous generation laboured to 

make ends meet and did not have excess wealth for their children to make such a trip. Wen 

suggested that scholarships should be established so capable students could be well-versed in the 

knowledge of the East and West. Finally, they countered assertions that Chinese youth dropped 

 
77 C.Y.A. annual [booklet], 1940, Chung Collection, Box 100 File 32, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 
BC: Chinese 10. 
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out of education because of laziness, but simply because they did not have the financial means to 

continue. Both essays by Hu and Wen revealed financial matters prevented the youth from 

learning more about their culture.  

 The accusations made by Chinese parents against the “shortcomings” of their children 

during the years of World War II point to the perennial issue of “Chineseness.” The objectives of 

Chinese education for diaspora children were to instill Chinese values and promote a sense of 

nationalism towards the ancestral country. From these essays, there is evidence that the latter 

goal was certainly met. A number of youths cared enough about the ancestral country to form the 

Chinese Youth Alliance and raise awareness about the Japanese invasion of China. 

 

 

The Chinese Education Question 

During World War II, the Chinese community was devoted to the war efforts in China and 

Canada. Chinese schools contributed to this endeavour through numerous fundraisers. When 

victory was claimed and peace restored, the community returned to matters of community 

development, and the most important aspect—education. In November 1945, Yan Zhiyan 

published an essay called “The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education.” Yan grew up in 

America and had the opportunity to return to China to study in his youth. When he returned, he 

followed the footsteps of his mentor and took up teaching at a Chinese school in Portland before 

moving to another Chinese school where he worked for the next twenty years. His mentor, He 

Yansen, was one of the scholars sent by the Qing Court to North America to promote Chinese 

education.78 Yan’s essay was published across eleven installments in The Chinese Times, and it 

 
78 “戰後華僑教育問題 (The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education),” The Chinese Times, November 29, 1945, 
2. He Yansen 何焱森 
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thoroughly examined the issues of Chinese education in diaspora communities. He provided his 

personal thoughts on why Chinese education was inadequate, as well as his recommendations. In 

the process, Yan answered the questions many parents had in relation to pedagogy in Chinese 

schools and the lack of “results” they saw in their children. 

What was Chinese education in the diaspora? Yan defined this as Chinese schools 

established by Chinese communities that “use the words and language of the ancestral country to 

train hua qiao children so that they can immerse in Chinese culture, and develop their virtues and 

abilities.”79 Thus, Chinese education had an emphasis on cultivating (Confucian) virtues such as 

benevolence, filial piety, “etiquette,” and “trustworthiness.”  

With regard to teaching the Chinese language, Yan argued that the most effective 

pedagogy for teaching Chinese literacy was the one used at the end of the Qing dynasty because 

teachers dedicated a significant amount of time to teaching individual words. Following the 

principle of “properly writing each dot and stroke” (一點一畫正), students started learning basic 

words and then moved on to more complex ones. He believed that properly learning Chinese 

words fostered an interest in Chinese literature because the stronger foundation reinforced 

memory of the Chinese language.80 The elementary grades were critical to building the 

foundation of the language. Yan argued that if a student does not know at least 1000 words, they 

would have a hard time completing any assignments. A student who worked through all eight 

volumes of school texts published by Commercial Press, a Chinese publishing company based in 

Shanghai and founded in 1897, should know more than 2000 words.81 

 
79 “戰後華僑教育問題 (The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education),” The Chinese Times, November 29, 1945, 
2.  
80 Ibid.  
81 Ibid. 
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Yan acknowledged the reality that children spent five to six hours in day schools to gain 

“scientific knowledge” and then attended Chinese schools for two hours a day, “at the command 

of fathers and brothers.”82 According to Yan, by the time a child entered the Chinese classroom, 

they were already exhausted. Not acknowledging this reality, many Chinese teachers claimed 

that Canadian-born Chinese children were difficult to teach. The teachers accused the children of 

being unable to “respect the teacher, [and] respect the teaching” (尊師重道). To this, Yan 

countered with three points. First, Yan advocated against old-style pedagogy where the teacher 

lectures at the students, and instead engages the students in dialogue.83 Second, he argued that 

the lack of proper classroom implements in a Chinese classroom, such as calligraphy stones and 

bilingual dictionaries, in relation to the well-equipped English classrooms implied that the 

Chinese teacher did not respect their profession. To this point, Yan called on the Chinese 

community to contribute more to fund their schools. Third, teachers should demonstrate the 

importance of rules by setting an example by “rectifying themselves” before the students. To 

“rectify oneself” was an important Confucian practice of reflecting on a person’s own deeds and 

thoughts, and to strive to better oneself through the practice of Confucian virtues (see Chapter 1). 

He believed that it was crucial for educators to set an example for their students to follow. 

Ultimately, Yan believed the biggest obstacle to good Chinese education was the teachers 

themselves. He accused most teachers of simply teaching straight from the teacher’s manual that 

accompanied the state-approved textbooks used in China. This method, “read and teach,” was 

not suitable for elementary grades.84 

 
82 “戰後華僑教育問題 (The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education),” Chinese Times, December 3, 1945, 2. 
Even though it is likely the father and mother who ordered their children to attend Chinese lessons, Yan persisted in 
keeping to neo-Confucian notions of the father being the authority of the household, and the eldest son taking that 
role if the father passed away.  
83 “戰後華僑教育問題 (The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education),” The Chinese Times, December 3, 1945, 2.  
84 “戰後華僑教育問題 (The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education),” The Chinese Times, December 4, 1945, 2. 
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The most important problem in Chinese education remained—the utility of the language. 

When a Chinese child attended Western schools, they learned English, read English materials, 

and could attend secondary schools and universities. After they graduated, they could find work. 

Chinese instruction did not offer the same material benefits. Yan recalled a student once saying, 

“Currently, there is no use in knowing Chinese. If I don’t learn Chinese, there is no harm.”85 In 

retrospect, even if a Chinese person had a good command of English, it still did not allow them 

to enter certain professions, such as law and medicine, because of racial restrictions. 

Yan closed his lengthy essay series with suggestions to improve Chinese education in 

diaspora communities by calling on the community to make greater efforts, whether it was by 

donating resources or changing the atmosphere of the classroom itself. The tone and content of 

Yan’s arguments across eleven installments in The Chinese Times were similar to “Wen’s” essay 

in the CYA yearbook in 1940, and it was plausible that both essays were written by the same 

person. At the time, Yan, as an educator, wanted to raise awareness on the state of Chinese 

education, and to speak up for the Chinese youth who were doing their best to navigate two 

education systems and who were constantly being criticized by their elders as inadequate. The 

Chinese community understood importance of Chinese education to instill their cultural ethos 

upon the next generation. However, the system had many weaknesses, and Yan, from his 

perspective as a Chinese language educator, pointed these out for the community.  

 

 

  

 
85 “戰後華僑教育問題 (The Problem of Post-War Hua Qiao Education),” Chinese Times, December 10, 1945, 2. 
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Conclusion 

 Chinese society looked up to the scholars within their community. While the keju system 

was still in effect, being educated in Chinese classics was a means of social mobility. However, 

the value and reverence placed on scholars should not be the ranks they achieved, but the virtues 

they possessed. The end goal of education was to produce a better member of society within the 

framework of Confucianism. The Presented School Regulations in 1904 replaced the traditional 

keju system of education for a Western knowledge-based system. However, this did not signify 

the decline of Chinese values nor the supremacy of Western education. The scholar-gentry of 

early twentieth-century Qing China carefully navigated the changes in the education system with 

the focus of “Chinese in corpus, Western in application.” Despite new courses and pedagogy 

entering the educational systems in China, the core of education focused on Chinese traditional 

values deeply rooted in Confucianism. This vision was passed into the Republic of China 

Department of Education, and many policy documents issued between 1912 and 1949 still 

stressed the importance of raising children to adopt Chinese traditional virtues. Even though, to 

an educator in late nineteenth-century China “Chinese in corpus” meant teaching the children to 

be virtuous through teaching Chinese classics, a twentieth-century educator in British Columbia 

continued to teach the same values without teaching from the Chinese classics. 

 The hua qiao were the sole organizers of Chinese education in British Columbia. As Yan 

reminds the community of his time, the Chinese not only cared about their children becoming 

educated, but they also cared that the children of others had the same opportunities. This was an 

expression of what Confucius exhorted “to establish another because one wished to be 

established.” However, when Chinese education in British Columbia was met with difficulty, it 

was financial in nature. Both the Qing and the Republic of China governments had high 
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standards for education, even for those in diaspora, but both governments did very little to 

support hua qiao established schools. The recommendations raised by the CYA essays that called 

for greater community involvement and opportunities to study in China suggest that there was 

only so much the financially constrained Chinese schools operating in British Columbia could do 

to match the standard of education outlined in official Chinese government policy. 

 The project to provide a Chinese education, one that would not only teach Chinese values 

but also instill a sense of Chinese nationalism and an appreciation for Western democracy, began 

before the turn of the twentieth century. If the older generation had any criticisms of the 

“Chineseness” of the next generation, some of them took the responsibility for the 

ineffectiveness of the Chinese education that they invested decades developing. However, the 

issue of being too Western was often perceived as Chinese deculturation and not as the ability to 

traverse both societies. Despite the bleak analysis of Chinese education by members of the 

community, there was still hope. By the time the war began in 1937, the harvest that yielded 

from seeds sown in the past was plain to see: a segment of Chinese youth contributed much of 

their energies in raising awareness about the war in China and raised material support for the war 

effort. Such efforts were consistent with Chinese traditional (and Confucian) virtues—loyalty 

and righteousness. Later, they would also contribute to brokering a future with less 

discrimination directed towards them. 
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Chapter 3 

 
中華會館 

Chinese Benevolent Association 
 
 

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, Chinese communities in Canada faced 

constant discrimination from white society. In 1884, the first Chinese Benevolent Association 

(CBA) was established in Victoria for the purpose of creating a unified front against racial 

hostilities, and protecting Chinese members from injustices perpetrated by white people was a 

mandate in the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association constitution.1 However, another 

primary function of the CBA was to promote the welfare of the Chinese community. The 

Vancouver CBA, established in 1895, inherited the same mandates. Historian David Lai observes 

that the leaders of the CBA often engaged in Chinese political or faction disputes. However, in 

the best of times, the Victoria and Vancouver CBA were organizations that stood for Chinese 

interests when no one else would. In doing so, the leaders of the CBA upheld the principles of 

zhong and yi, and possibly even benevolence. To elaborate further by citing the Analects,  

子曰：「德之不脩，學之不講，聞義不能徙，不善不能改，是吾憂也。」 
 
Confucius said, “To not cultivate virtue, to not speak of learning, to remain idle when 
righteous acts can be done, to not correct my own faults, these are my concerns.”2 
 

Throughout the years of operation for both CBAs (in Victoria and Vancouver), the hua qiao were 

doing their small part to carry out Confucius’ teaching—to mobilize when righteous acts can be 

done. This chapter examines the activities and histories of the Victoria and Vancouver Chinese 

Benevolent Associations from the perspective of Chinese cultural values. 

 
1 Lai, Chinese Community Leadership, 34. Victoria’s CBA was officially known as the Chinese Consolidated 
Benevolent Association (CCBA). 
2 Analects, 述而. Within a Confucian context, “learning” is not the accumulation of knowledge, but the 
understanding of proper and virtuous living. 
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Promoting Chinese Interests 

 The Chinese Benevolent Association, or 中華會館, was first established in Victoria in 

1884. It was the organization of diaspora Chinese in Canada with the highest authority, second 

only to the Chinese consulate. Its mandate was simple: “To establish relationships [among 

sojourning Chinese], carry out acts of charity, mediate disputes, help the poor and infirm, and 

defend against foreign humiliation.”3 In addition to the mandate, the CBA constitution outlined 

the qualifications required to become a member of the board, as well as methods to obtain money 

for its expenses. The CBA was a non-profit organization that relied upon the generous donations 

of the Chinese community to pay for its operating expenses to carry out its mandate and also 

support medical care providers for the Chinese. Whenever a Chinese person suffered 

discrimination, the CBA would mediate the issue, and depending on its severity, raise funds for 

legal fees on behalf of the victim. In addition to its regular duties, the Victoria CCBA also served 

as the unofficial consulate of the Qing dynasty in Canada until 1909.4 The Victoria CCBA 

oversaw the affairs of over 24,000 Chinese in both Victoria and Vancouver, but when the 

Vancouver Chinese community grew to a sufficient size, they established their own CBA office 

in 1895.5 In every major Canadian city, the hua qiao established associations with similar names 

or functions as the CBA for their communities. 

 Throughout the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, the Victoria CCBA and 

Vancouver CBA supported the operation of Chinese language schools and hospitals. The earliest 

Chinese medical facility, known as the Taiping Fang (太平房), was established in 1884 and 

 
3 “History of the Chinese Benevolent Association of Vancouver (CBA),” Chinese Benevolent Association of 
Vancouver, accessed October 14, 2022, https://www.cbavancouver.com/?p=1917 
4 David Chuenyan Lai, 洪門及加拿大洪門史論 (Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2015), 19.  
Translated title: Historical Discourses on Hong Men and Hong Men in Canada. 
5 Ibid. 
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operated by the Victoria CCBA. The Taiping Fang received destitute and infirm Chinese and was 

primarily funded by the “exit toll” of $2 paid by every Chinese leaving Canada for China.6 In 

1899, the CCBA established a two-storey building named the Chinese Hospital (中華醫院) in 

Victoria Chinatown, which was also primarily funded through the exit tolls. The hua qiao 

merchants from Vancouver petitioned the directors of Victoria’s Chinese Hospital to help 

establish a Chinese Hospital in Vancouver. As a result, the Vancouver Chinese Hospital opened 

for service in 1910, but was ordered by the City of Vancouver to relocate during an epidemic in 

1911. In 1923, Catholic missionaries sent from Quebec rented a small building on Keefer Street 

in Vancouver’s Chinatown to serve as a hospital for the hua qiao in the area. These missionary 

sisters later expanded their medical missions with the help from hua qiao merchants.7 Jia 

Baoheng explains that the Chinese Hospital of Vancouver merged with the Catholic operated 

hospital and became St. Joseph Hospital.8 According to Helen Vandenberg, Yip Kew Ghim, a 

medical doctor and the eleventh son of the prominent merchant Yip Sang, eventually became 

involved in managing the St. Joseph Hospital.9  

Fundraising from the Chinese community was one of the many ways that the CBA paid 

for its own operating expenses and expenditures to provide services for the Chinese community. 

This ranged from paying the land tax and the upkeep of its office building, which served as a 

meeting place for many Chinese organizations, to the expenditures of other institutions that 

served the Chinese community. The “exit toll” from Chinese who were departing from Canada, 

which was collected and managed by the CCBA, was one of the main means to offset the 

 
6 Jia Baoheng, “中醫藥在加拿大發展簡史 (History on the Development of Chinese Medicine in Canada),” 中華醫

藥 120, No. 3 (2004): 69.  
7 Helen Vandenberg, “Race, Hospital Development and the Power of Community: Chinese and Japanese Hospitals 
in British Columbia from 1880–1920,” (PhD diss., University of British Columbia, 2015), 66–68. 
8 Jia, 中醫藥在加拿大發展簡史, 70.  
9 Vandenberg, “Race, Hospital Development,” 68. 
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operating expenses of the Chinese hospitals. During the Second World War, fewer people 

returned to China, and this created difficulties for the CBA because the “tolls” had been a major 

source of funding. To relieve such financial pressures, the CBA started fundraisers, sometimes 

with the aid of Chinese theatre troupes. Following the Second World War, the CBA again 

announced it would resume collecting tolls for community expenses.10 The Chinese Times often 

published the names of the toll payers to recognize their contributions. 

As the Chinese saying states, “if one encounters injustice on the road, draw the sword to 

help out” (路見不平，拔刀相助). Confucius also said, “To see righteousness and not act [upon 

it] is a lack of courage.”11 Therefore, to help those who were being oppressed was “courageously 

doing a righteous act.”12 A prominent example of the expression of yi was raising funds for the 

Quong Wing v. The King case in 1912. In the early twentieth century, gambling, prostitution, and 

opium smoking represented the “dark trinity” of Chinese “immorality” in the minds of white 

Canadians. Fears of white slavery, where white women employed by Chinese restaurateurs were 

supposedly coerced into illicit acts, resulted in Saskatchewan passing An Act to Prevent the 

Employment of Female Labour in Certain Capacities in March 1912, which targeted Chinese 

and Japanese restaurants and prohibited them from employing white women as waitresses. In 

1912, Quong Wing, a restaurateur in Moose Jaw, was fined for employing two white women. 

The Victoria CCBA raised $1,175 for the legal fees of Quong Wing, who continued to appeal his 

 
10 “中華會館徵收出口票訊 (Announcement of the Chinese Benevolent Association Collecting Exit Tolls),” The 
Chinese Times, June 12, 1946, 3. 
11 The origin of this saying is derived from the Analects. 子曰：「見義不為，無勇也。」 
12 見義勇為 This is a common Chinese saying derived from the earlier citation from the Analects.  
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case until it reached the Supreme Court of Canada, where he lost and was ultimately denied the 

opportunity to appeal to the Privy Council in England.13  

Anti-Asian sentiments continued to intensify in 1922, which culminated in the Chinese 

Immigration Act in 1923 that sought to exclude any Chinese from immigrating into Canada 

except Chinese government representatives, merchants, and students. On March 22, 1923, 

nineteen days after the draft of the Immigration Act was tabled in the Canadian parliament, a 

concerned hua qiao from Ottawa wrote to the Vancouver CBA asking them to intervene and 

commence negotiations with the Canadian government.14 Less than a month later, once the 

rumours had been substantiated, the CBA of Vancouver convened a meeting to discuss 

countermeasures for the soon-to-be legislated “forty-three clauses.”15 At the same time, the 

Victoria hua qiao selected members from their community to form the 華僑抗爭移民苛例局 

(Hua Qiao Protest Against Cruel Immigration Policy Organization). The Calgary hua qiao and 

other major Chinese communities across Canada also formed branches soon after.16 In May, 

representatives from all of the branches across Canada gathered in Ottawa to protest against the 

Immigration Act.17 Operating in parallel, the Vancouver CBA sent telegrams to the government 

in Beijing and leading industrialists in Shanghai asking for their support.18 In the end, the anti-

Chinese Immigration Act passed on July 1, 1923. Henceforth, the hua qiao considered Dominion 

 
13 James W. St. G. Walker, “Race,” Rights and the Law in the Supreme Court of Canada: Historical Studies 
(Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1997), 100. Using modern anglicization practices, Quong should be 
rendered as Wong. 
14 “廖鴻翔致中華會館董事函 (Mr. Liao Writes to the CBA Board of Directors),” The Chinese Times, March 22, 
1923, 3. 
15 “中華會館昨夕議案誌 (Chinese Benevolent Association Summary of Meeting Last Night),” The Chinese Times, 
April 20, 1923, 3. 
16 “華僑抗爭移民苛例局集議 (Hua Qiao Protest Cruel Immigration Policy Organization Gather for Meeting),” The 
Chinese Times, April 20, 1923, 3; “華僑抗爭移民苛例局成立 Hua Qiao Protest Cruel Immigration Policy 
Organization Established,” The Chinese Times, April 26, 1923, 3. 
17 “抗爭苛例之消息 (Updates on Protesting Cruel Policy),” The Chinese Times, May 16, 1923, 3. 
18 “中華會館致國內要電 (Chinese Benevolent Association Sent Important Telegrams to China),” The Chinese 
Times, May 14, 1923, 3. 
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Day to be “Humiliation Day” instead. However, the CBA continued work to have the 

Immigration Act repealed over the next two decades. 

During the Great Depression, the Chinese communities in British Columbia suffered 

along with their Canadian counterparts. The Canadian census revealed that the Chinese 

population in 1931 was 46,519 and dropped to 34,627 by 1941.19 The Chinese population in 

Victoria decreased from 3,702 to 3,037 and in Vancouver, from 11,533 to 5,427 in the same 

period.20 In the first few months after the Wall Street Crash of 1929, numerous articles were 

published in Chinese newspapers translated from editorials in English newspapers that called for 

the economic exclusion of the Chinese. For example, one article translated from The Province 

claimed that “white farmers in British Columbia were diminishing in numbers because of 

Oriental presence,” and it compared “Orientals to rats in a wheat store,” and called for “the 

removal of all Chinese.”21  

Given the pessimistic economic outlook in Canada, many hua qiao labourers returned to 

China as the Canadian public became increasingly hostile to their presence amidst the economic 

downturn. Those who were not able to return stayed in Canada but lived in destitution. Initially, 

the jobless hua qiao did not receive relief from the City of Vancouver. These desperate people 

relied on donations from the Vancouver community. However, by November 1931, the resources 

donated by Vancouver hua qiao were stretched too thin and the CBA had no recourse but to 

plead with the City of Vancouver for relief. According to historian Kay Anderson, on November 

30, 1931, the Vancouver CBA sent a petition on behalf of their jobless hua qiao to city hall to 

 
19 Statistics Canada, “Racial Origins of the Population, Census Years 1871 to 1941, With Percentage Distribution for 
1941,” Canada Year Book, 1947. Accessed October 1, 2025. 
https://www65.statcan.gc.ca/acyb02/1947/acyb02_19470117013-eng.htm 
20 Lai, Chinese Community Leadership, 144. 
21 “排華派狺狺而吠 (Furious Barking from Anti-Chinese Faction),” The Chinese Times, January 20, 1930, 3. 
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provide them with relief.22 This incident was reported in The Chinese Times more than two 

weeks later on December 15 with a Chinese translation of an article from an unnamed English 

newspaper. The article summarized the CBA petition but added the admonition made by the 

CBA that “if any Chinese received relief from the government, they might be deported by the 

government.”23 The way this incident was reported through a translation from an English 

newspaper is peculiar, and there may be two reasons for this. First, the Vancouver CBA may 

have felt ashamed that they were not able to tend to the hua qiao in need and had to resort to 

asking the Canadian government to intervene. Second, the CBA had much less transparency in 

its dealings with the Chinese community. In the late 1930s, The Chinese Times often reported the 

concerns brought to CBA general meetings and the Association’s resolutions. However, the CBA 

petition to the City of Vancouver in November 1931 was different because the hua qiao 

community found out about it through a roundabout manner. 

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the Canadian government responded to 

public demands that called for Chinese economic exclusion by constraining their economic 

activities through legislation. The case of Quong Wing v. the King in 1912 that upheld 

discriminatory legislation against Chinese hiring white women for their establishments set a 

precedent. After exclusion was legislated in 1923, Chinese restaurateurs found it difficult to hire 

waiting staff because no new Chinese women were allowed into Canada. Many hired white 

women because they were paid less than white men and they were the only help available. As a 

result, rumours of white prostitution in Chinese restaurants festered. In September 1937, a law, 

similar to the earlier 1912 legislation in Saskatchewan, was imposed on Chinese restaurants and 

 
22 Anderson, Vancouver’s Chinatown, 142. 
23 “市府接納賑濟失業華人 (City Hall Accepts to Distribute Relief to Jobless Chinese),” The Chinese Times, 
December 15, 1931, 3. 
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cafes in Vancouver to prevent them from employing white women. Both cases had the objective 

to keep white women “safe from the corrupting influences” of working in a Chinese workplace.24 

However, the women who lost their jobs in Vancouver in 1937 organized a protest march to city 

hall to demand that the legislation be rescinded. Their efforts were in vain. The mayor refused to 

give these women welfare to tide them over winter. That task fell to their Chinese employers, 

who tried to support their ex-waitresses with food for their families.25 It was an expression of 

Confucian yi, for the employers to help the ex-waitresses in their time of need. 

The CBA vigorously challenged the ban for two years without success. On March 15, 

1939, the Association issued a notice cautioning Chinese restaurateurs to be wary of white 

journalists looking to create photographic evidence of white waitresses continuing to work in 

Chinese establishments. The CBA warned that “such will be used as anti-Chinese material. 

Therefore, this notice hopes that all Chinese cafes will stop Westerners from taking pictures, so 

that trouble may be avoided in the future.”26 The CBA was not able to overturn the legislation. 

According to Rosanne Sia, the Vancouver police continued to surveil Chinese cafes throughout 

the 1940s for white waitresses working.27 

 

 
24 Regarding the perception of whites on the corrupting influence of Chinese see Mariana Valverde, The Age of 
Light, Soap & Water: Moral Reform in English Canada, 1885–1925 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), 
111. 
25 “各退職白女工求賑濟 (Dismissed White Waitresses Request for Aid),” The Chinese Times, September 25, 1937, 
3. 
26 “本埠中華會館通告照錄 (Local Chinese Benevolent Association Notice),” The Chinese Times, March 15, 1939, 
3. 
27 Rosanne Sia, “Making and Defending Intimate Spaces: White Waitresses Policed in Vancouver’s Chinatown 
Cafes” (Master’s thesis, University of British Columbia, 2010), 48. 
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Figure 6. Waitresses March to City Hall. “Dismissed Girls Parade to City Hall,” Vancouver Sun, 
September 25, 1937, 1. 

 The Vancouver community routinely brought their grievances to the CBA. In turn, the 

CBA called meetings to discuss countermeasures and the results of the deliberations were often 

published in The Chinese Times. For example, during a meeting in September 1937, community 

members raised concerns regarding the Chinese in Canada who went back to visit family in 

China but became stranded because of the Japanese invasion of China, which started on July 7, 

1937, made travelling difficult. These Chinese were at risk of staying past their two-year absence 

and therefore would not be allowed back in Canada. The CBA sent a petition to the Canadian 

government for an extension on the time limit for the Chinese to return to Canada due to 
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transportation disruptions and difficulties during the war.28 In 1938, the Chinese community 

continued to negotiate an extension for the Chinese who needed to return to Canada and the 

Department of Immigration granted up to a two-year extension based on their date of departure.29 

  

 

Concerns for Community Image 

The CBA, as the interface between the Chinese and white Canadian society, played a 

critical role in negotiating public representations of the Chinese community to counter racialized 

stereotypes. After years of discrimination, the Chinese community understood that preserving an 

image that lived up to Canadian values of respectability might mitigate the harassment that they 

collectively suffered. Therefore, for the sake of a peaceful livelihood that would attract less 

scrutiny from their hostile neighbours, the CBA placed much effort into upholding a positive 

image for the community.  

When reports of a violent altercation involving hua qiao reached the ears of the CBA in 

April 1937, it immediately published a notice to voice its concerns. The CBA stated in The 

Chinese Times,  

近日迭有中西打架事情發生，此種關係國家体面，有傷中西好感之舉，亟應制止。

除召集滋事者面諭外⋯⋯仰各自重。 
 
Recently, there have been fights involving Chinese and Westerners. These incidents have 
implications for the image of the country [China] and injure the goodwill between the 
Chinese with Westerners. These fights must cease. We will speak with the instigators… 
Everyone must exercise self-restraint.30  

 

 
28 “中華會館職員會議誌 (Chinese Benevolent Association Members Meeting Minutes),” The Chinese Times, 
September 11, 1937, 3. 
29 “中華會館職員昨晚會議 (Chinese Benevolent Association Members Meeting Last Night),” The Chinese Times, 
November 10, 1938, 2–3. 
30 “中華會館之通告照錄 (Chinese Benevolent Association Notice),” The Chinese Times, April 14, 1937, 3. 
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A similar notice was issued in March 1939 regarding some Chinese youths instigating fights with 

Westerners. This notice highlights how the CBA was aware that more positive perceptions of the 

Chinese community would bring less harassment and greater harmony.   

查吾僑寄人籬下：凡事當守法奉公：不可滋生事端⋯⋯近據報告：又有不肖之華青

年：攔途毆打西人：資為排華口舌。矧當此抗戰時期：吾人更格外格守文明秩序：

以博取國際之同情。為此合再通告：仰我全体僑胞：各宜自重。 
 
We qiao are living beneath the shelter of another; and in all matters, we should obey the 
laws and serve the public, we must not create problems… Recent reports reveal, there 
were more wayward Chinese youths who were beating up Westerners. [You should know 
that] these acts will fuel anti-Chinese discrimination and rhetoric. Especially during the 
war, we must be extra careful to maintain an order of civility to garner sympathy from the 
world. Once again, this notice reiterates to qiao bao, we must exercise self-restraint.31 
 
The Chinese living in Canada considered themselves representatives of the Chinese 

civilization and pseudo-ambassadors for China. During the Second World War, the communities 

in the diaspora were tasked with raising awareness of the atrocities inflicted by the Japanese 

upon their homeland. To gain the goodwill and sympathy of locals, Chinese communities did 

their utmost to maintain a “civilized” image. As the CBA relates, the Chinese in Canada did not 

consider Canada their home but merely “living beneath the shelter of another,” in reference to a 

Chinese proverb. Whether this sentiment can be understood as the Chinese still seeing 

themselves as mere sojourners or that they had not been accepted within the greater Canadian 

society remains up for debate. Regardless, as good “guests,” they had to obey the rules set down 

by their Canadian “hosts.” Causing problems for the host was simply a breach of decorum and 

would tarnish any goodwill white Canadians had for the Chinese. To elaborate on this matter 

from a Chinese cultural perspective, Confucius said, “The essence of a noble (jun zi) is 

righteousness (yi). To realize such through etiquette (li), be humble in speech, and act in 

 
31 “本埠中華會館通告照錄 (Chinese Benevolent Association Notice),” The Chinese Times, March 16, 1939, 3.  
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trustworthiness.”32 Li, in this context, meant ways to facilitate cordial relations. Etiquette or 

decorum in the English sense of the word was a small part of expressing the aforementioned, but 

li extends to mutual respect and establishing goodwill. Engaging in fights, even if they were 

provoked, goes against Confucius’ teaching, but had even graver immediate implications—losing 

potential goodwill from Canadians.33 

Delinquent youths were not the only ones to receive the admonishment of the CBA; 

retailers did as well. When it came to matters of economics and commerce, there was 

longstanding hostility from whites towards the Chinese that was heightened soon after the 

completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway in British Columbia in 1885. The Chinese were seen 

as fierce competitors who “stole” jobs from whites, a sentiment thoroughly documented in the 

Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration of 1885, which resulted in the legislation of a $50 

head tax in an attempt to dissuade Chinese immigration.34 Intensifying hostility to Chinese 

economic competition resulted in two further increases of the head tax in 1901 and 1903, the 

Vancouver anti-Asian riots in 1907, and ultimately exclusion by legislating the Chinese 

Immigration Act in 1923. In 1938, some Chinese stores that stayed open beyond the closing time 

permitted by the Vancouver municipality faced increased criticism from white retailers for unfair 

 
32 子曰：「君子義以為質，禮以行之，孫以出之，信以成之。君子哉！」 
33 See David McIlwraith and Wanda Joe Hoe, The Diary of Dukesang Wong (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 2020), 55. 
Dukesang Wong was a man who was raised as a scholar in China, but due to family circumstances, came over to 
British Columbia in 1881. Thoroughly educated in Confucian classics, he was exposed to great culture shock when 
he witnessed fighting in the frontier towns. “These lands are wild! Only this evening I witnessed a man being 
violently beaten by another of his own kind. I could not believe what my eyes were seeing. There were white people 
standing around, and not one of them moved to stop the beater. Surely there are no manners and rules here. The 
waste and senselessness is hard to look upon. Our people would talk through differences and hear each other, no 
matter how grave the problem, but those white people fight and die in disorganized combat…” The “manners” Wong 
referred to was the li in Confucianism he learned since a young age. This is not to say fighting never occurred in 
nineteenth-century rural China, but only highlights the culture shock Wong experienced. 
34 Privy Council Office, Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration: Report and Evidence (Ottawa: 
The Commissioner, 1885). 
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competition. In response, the CBA issued a notice asking merchants to obey the regulations and 

reminding them of their positions as “guests.” 

查近來排亞聲浪：又復甚囂塵上：每以我人不遵市府所規定之時間營業及工金低微

為詞：肆意非議：藉為排擠。我僑寄居他人籬下：稍一不慎：便惹人口舌。嗣後我

僑商：要特別注意：尤以與西人雜處之華人瓜菜生菓店：對於營業時間：在平時：

於晚上九時：便要停止營業：至星期六晚營業時間：可稍為延長⋯⋯仰各僑胞週

知：並希各宜自重：免予人以排擠之資料。 
 
Seeing as recent anti-Asian voices have intensified, they cite that our people have not 
obeyed store closing times as regulated by the city hall and having low wages. This 
discourse will give excuse for exclusion. We qiao are living beneath the shelter of 
another. One careless act will lead to tongue flaps. From now on, our qiao merchants 
must pay attention, especially the Chinese fruit and vegetable stores located in 
communities with Westerner residents. Regarding operating hours: on weekdays, stores 
must close by 9 pm; Saturdays may have slightly later closing times... All qiao bao 
[diaspora brethren], we hope you will exercise caution to avoid giving others an excuse 
for exclusion.35 
 

This notice was likely in reaction to comments Alderman Halford Wilson made during a meeting 

at the Kitsilano Ratepayers’ Association and reported in The Province. Wilson stated:  

There is no law, he said, which forbids the Oriental to keep his business going until 11 
o’clock at night. The Oriental made the minimum hours and minimum wage and factories 
acts of no effect by working as a family combine. Thus the law does not apply…36  

 
The cautionary notice from the CBA once again reminded the community that it only takes one 

person to shatter the good, law-abiding image that the Chinese community worked so hard to 

cultivate. The Vancouver hua qiao were constantly reminded to not cause trouble, which 

hopefully would allow them to live free from harassment and mitigate discrimination. 

 Perceptions of the pervasiveness of Chinese gambling were another major concern for the 

Chinese community. According to a 1977 interview with Gordon Won Cumyow, who recounted 

his experience living in Chinatown, the Vancouver police sought to control syndicate gambling 

 
35 “本埠中華會館通告照錄 (Local Chinese Benevolent Association Notice),” The Chinese Times, October 21, 
1938, 3. 
36 “Ald. Wilson Urges Commission to Study Oriental Question,” The Province, October 18, 1938, 5. 



114 
 

and organized frequent raids against gambling dens.37 In a peculiar incident, an English 

newspaper reported that the police received a tip regarding the location of a Chinese gambling 

den from an anonymous member of the CBA. A notice was immediately issued by the CBA to 

clarify the incident, along with the contents of a letter sent formally by the CBA to the Vancouver 

police. The letter, written by Wong Foon Sien, stated that the tip was not sent by CBA and that 

the sender had no authority to represent the CBA. Wong asserted that the tip was a scheme of 

personal revenge looking to smear the name of the CBA and the credibility of the Chinese 

community.38 The incident did not end there, and another anonymous tip made by the “CBA” 

was sent to Vancouver police on January 10, 1939. This time, the CBA released a much sterner 

warning denouncing the act: 

照得吾僑寄人籬下：一舉一動：當以國家體面為前提。詎近有不軌之徒：一再冒用

中華會館會員名義：向市警局攻擊華區賭館事。該函係本年元月十日寄發者。查華

區賭風：近已稍戢：為僑界數十年來之好現象：而該不軌之徒：反以匿名信：一再

向市府攻擊：招引外侮。其心叵測⋯⋯又是吾國抗戰時間：凡屬僑胞：自應親愛團

結：謀所以救僑救鄉救國：今捨此不圖：反欲借用外力：掀起僑界風波：自外生

成：可恥孰甚⋯⋯嗣後如有不軌之徒：仍敢冒用名義攻擊僑界者：一經查出：決予

深行究辦。 
 
 We qiao are living beneath the shelter of another and every move we make implicates the 
image of our country. Recently, another scoundrel once again used the CBA name to 
report gambling dens in the Chinese community to the Vancouver police. The letter was 
sent on January 10th of the present year. A survey of the gambling scene reveals that 
gambling trends have receded, which is a good sign for the Chinese community. That 
scoundrel once again submitted an anonymous tip to the City Hall, [and has] attracted 
humiliation, his motives are suspicious… This is a time of war for our country, we qiao 
bao should be unified to think of means to save our country and home. Not only is the 
individual shirking such duties, but using outside forces to create waves in the Chinese 
community is a shameful act…If another scoundrel were to use the name [of the CBA] to 

 
37 Mr. Gordon Won Cum Yow Interview by Daphne Shirley Marlatt, 1977, T3131, File 1–1, 9. B. C. Archives, 
British Columbia. 
38 “中華會館致市警委會函 (Chinese Benevolent Association Writes to City Police),” The Chinese Times, 
November 21, 1938, 3. 
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attack to community, an investigation would be launched, and the culprit would be 
severely punished.39 
 

The CBA once again reiterated that only CBA public relations officials had the authority to 

communicate with other organizations, a position that Foon Sien held at the time. Thus, the 

Association sternly cautioned the individual to cease their antics.  

Confucianism has a strong delineation between the public (公, gong) and personal (私) 

spheres of life, to the point where neo-Confucianism developed ideas of “raising the public and 

repressing the individual” (崇公抑私). Sometimes, it reached the point where the prevalent 

expectation was that the public good should be attained even at the expense of the personal good. 

However, classical Confucianism has a different explanation. In the Book of Rites, after citing a 

short conversation that Confucius had on “governing” through Truth (dao), the following 

exposition can be found: 

大道之行也，天下為公。選賢與能，講信修睦，故人不獨親其親，不獨子其子， 

使老有所終，壯有所用，幼有所長，矜寡孤獨廢疾者，皆有所養。…貨惡其棄於 

地也，不必藏於己；力惡其不出於身也，不必為己。是故謀閉而不興，盜竊亂賊 

而不作，故外戶而不閉，是謂大同。 
 
If the great Truth is carried out, all under the realm [is considered] public (gong). When 
selecting [to employ] the wise and competent, [examine] their trustworthiness, 
cultivation, and congeniality. Therefore, people should not only show affection to only 
their parents, and not only raise their children. To see the elderly have their comforts; the 
strong find employment; the young have a place to grow; the orphaned, widowed, and 
infirmed have their means of subsistence…To dislike seeing currency on the ground, but 
it is not because one wishes to take for themselves either. To dislike not being able to use 
one’s skills, and endeavouring to the utmost may not be for oneself. Therefore, schemes 
will find no place and robberies will not occur, households can leave their doors open. 
This is called [a society situated] in datong (great unity). 
 

From the exposition, the ideas of what is considered “public good” and how it should be attained 

were very different from the ideas of repressing the self for the sake of public good. Confucius 

 
39 “本埠中華會館通告照錄 (Local Chinese Benevolent Association Notice),” The Chinese Times, January 25, 1939, 
2–3. 
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would not have demanded sacrifices from an individual. For example, he asks that people not 

only tend to their own parents and children, but those of others as well. The starting point is still 

to extend good to those who are relationally closer before those who are further. If everyone can 

look out for someone else, no one will have material lack, and a utopian society where robberies 

are not necessary will emerge. To summarize, the “public good” becomes the focus after the 

“personal good” has been addressed. 

To make gains at the expense of others (損人利己) is unrighteous; to have personal 

satisfaction at the expense of the public is an even greater offence. Therefore, the anonymous 

individual was criticized for carrying out “private” notions of revenge and damaging the 

collective image of the Vancouver hua qiao. This was especially emphasized throughout the war 

years when the CBA frequently reminded the Chinese community to be vigilant, not to create 

problems, to create amicable relations with white Canadians, and to do their utmost for the war 

efforts in China and Canada.  

 Preserving a good Chinese image was not the only task the CBA worked diligently 

towards. They also tried to build better relationships with white Canadians. In 1941, the 

president of the Vancouver Exhibition Association was organizing a parade and sent an invitation 

to the CBA to participate as a Chinese representative in the war against the Axis countries. When 

invited to participate in public events, the CBA often joined exhibitions and other major 

festivities in Vancouver, preparing their own parade floats.40 Participation was a way to foster 

goodwill between Chinese and Canadians. However, there was one exception. The Vancouver 

Diamond Jubilee celebrations in 1946 were being held on July 1, which the Chinese remembered 

 
40 “會館預裝花車參加展覽 (Chinese Benevolent Association Prepares Parade Float to Participate in Exhibition),” 
The Chinese Times, August 22, 1941, 3. 
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as “Humiliation Day”—the same day that the Immigration Act of 1923 was imposed. The CBA 

received an invitation from the planning committee to prepare a parade float. However, after 

careful deliberation, the CBA declined the invitation to participate. The CBA wanted to take a 

stand and remind the Canadian public that the discrimination from 1923 persisted.41 The 

Jubilee’s planning committee messaged the Chinese Consulate in hopes that they could convince 

the CBA to change their minds. As July 1 was known in the community as Chinese Humiliation 

Day, it was an unwritten rule that Chinese organizations should not participate in local festivities. 

However, the consul felt that declining the invitation would damage the goodwill between the 

Chinese and Canadians and it would be a lost opportunity for positive Chinese representation in 

public. The CBA refused, but in the end, the Chinese Merchant Association participated in the 

parade flying a large Chinese flag to express nationalistic identity.42 

In addition to cultivating goodwill between the Chinese and white society, the CBA was 

also the point of contact between Canadian associations and the Chinese community. Especially 

during the war, whenever Canadian organizations wanted to collaborate with the Chinese 

community, they would first contact the Chinese Benevolent Association. For example, the 

Wartime Prices and Trade Board often asked the CBA to distribute ration books to the Chinese 

community. The Association would announce through The Chinese Times that members of the 

community could visit the office to collect their rationing books.43 In addition, the Association 

office would send out reminders through The Chinese Times of the dates that certain ration books 

came into effect and when they expired. The Canadian Victory Bond promoters also contacted 

 
41 “中華會館昨日會議紀要 (Chinese Benevolent Association Meeting Minutes from Yesterday),” The Chinese 
Times, May 14, 1946, 3. 
42 “中華商會參加本市慶會 (Chinese Merchant Association Will Attend Vancouver Anniversary),” The Chinese 
Times, June 29, 1946, 3. 
43 “中華會館分發購糖證券 (Chinese Benevolent Association Distributes Sugar Ration Books),” The Chinese 
Times, February 19, 1943, 3. 
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the CBA before the start of its nine campaigns to raise funds for the war effort through the sale of 

the bonds. In return, the CBA extended their support by notifying the entire Chinese community 

in Vancouver through Chinese media. Upon concluding the first campaign of Canadian Victory 

bond sales, W.C. MacDonald, Director of the Overseas Department, set a feast for the Chinese 

promotion office staff at Xin Hua Qiao Jiu Jia (a Vancouver restaurant) to thank them for their 

support.44 Other major organizations also solicited support from the Chinese through the CBA, 

including the Red Cross. The CBA organized teams that headed out into the streets of Chinatown 

to raise funds.45  

 The Chinese Benevolent Association was an organization that was run by Chinese, for the 

Chinese. It was non-profit and relied on generous donations from members of the Chinese 

community for its operational expenses. Throughout its years of service, the CBA was mindful of 

Canadian perceptions of the Chinese, realizing that a positive image promised harmonious 

livelihoods for the community. While it did not have a means to enforce good behaviour, the 

CBA often urged the Chinese community to remain vigilant and be mindful of how their 

personal actions could affect the image of the hua qiao brethren.  

 

 

Surrounded by Hostilities 

The Vancouver Chinese faced numerous issues in their daily life, but 1937 was the start 

of many difficult years for the Chinese with family on both sides of the Pacific. Family life was 

already difficult because the Immigration Act of 1923 separated the Chinese in Canada from their 

 
44 “外僑推銷主任歡宴華員 (Director of Overseas Department Feasts with Chinese Staff),” The Chinese Times, July 
10, 1941, 4. 
45 “中華會館助紅會籌捐訊 (Notice from Chinese Benevolent Association Assisting Red Cross Fundraiser),” The 
Chinese Times, March 8, 1943, 2. 
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families without a chance for reunification on Canadian soil. This exclusionary policy only 

allowed four classes of Chinese persons to travel to Canada. These were diplomats, children born 

in Canada who were studying abroad, students studying in Canada, and merchants. However, 

after July 7, 1937, China was ravaged by the invading Japanese forces. This gave rise to new 

concerns related to international policy arising out of the Second World War. Some of these 

concerns were greater than what the CBA could handle and could only be resolved by petitioning 

the Chinese consulate based in Ottawa to use its influence. 

 While the CBA addressed the day-to-day concerns of the Chinese in Vancouver, the 

Consulate was the highest representative of GMD-led China. Often, the Nationalist Government 

thought of Chinese communities “under the jurisdiction” of their closest consulate office. This 

was because the Chinese, regardless of their location, were considered to be Chinese nationals 

(see Chapter 6). As a result, Chinese communities in British Columbia, in addition to following 

Canadian laws, were ethnic enclaves subjected to a second set of regulations that originated from 

across the Pacific Ocean.46 Whenever petitions from the CBA to Canada went unanswered, the 

CBA drew on the influence and standing of the consul to advocate for their concerns. At least, 

the CBA hoped that nation-to-nation requests would be honoured with more readiness than a 

petition from a community group.  

Many of the issues CBA forwarded to the consulate were international in nature. Shortly 

after the Second World War began in the Pacific in 1937, the CBA realized that disruptions to 

transportation would lead to difficulties for Chinese returning to Canada. There was a concern 

that these Chinese would be barred from entering Canada if they missed their return deadline. In 

 
46 Anderson, Vancouver’s Chinatown, 9. Anderson cites David Lai on Chinatown that characterized as “oriental 
community amidst an occidental urban environment.” Anderson concludes the discussion that “sees Chinatown as a 
colony of the East in the West.” Underlying both statements was the reality that the Chinese government had 
immense influence on Chinatowns across the globe. 
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a letter to the consul, the CBA explained that the Japanese blockades were creating delays for the 

Chinese who were returning to Canada. To prevent the qiao bao from “sighing at the ocean” 

while stranded in Hong Kong because they were denied entry by Canadian immigration, the 

Association urged the Consul to make the request on their behalf.47  

 As the war continued, many qiao bao had families in China that relied on money being 

remitted from Canada. The Chinese sending money back to their families at home had to transact 

using US dollars through the Bank of China in New York City. The Canadian government 

required US dollars to import war materiel from its southern neighbour, which necessitated a 

strict control of US dollars within Canada. In 1940, the Bank of Canada established the Foreign 

Exchange Control Board (FECB) to oversee such matters. The new FECB regulations increased 

the number of bureaucratic procedures for a Chinese applicant seeking to make a transfer, and 

placed a limit of $25 US per month that could be transferred out of Canada. Each application of 

foreign exchange required approval from Ottawa. This created considerable frustration for the 

Chinese in Canada, whose money was desperately needed by their families in China for survival 

given the rampant inflation in war-torn areas there. In a letter to the consulate published in The 

Chinese Times, the CBA wrote, 

現各僑團僉謂倘不從速改善辦法：以後對於募捐進行：大受影響。本會館𤔡僑團

代表，圖簡捷起見，仍請鈞館速與坎政府磋商。以後坎西僑團外滙捐款，務仍以

就近簽証，不必寄交奧太瓦總領館，以免多費時間與手續，俾僑團辦理募捐滙款

等事：易於進行。是否有當：尚乞裁酌：以符民望。 
 
Many qiao (Chinese diaspora) organizations felt that if these [foreign exchange 
applications] procedures cannot to be expedited, future donation efforts would be 
greatly affected. Our Association, which represents the qiao organizations, for the sake 
of convenience, implores that the Consulate would negotiate with the Canadian 
government. We hope that all future foreign exchange applications from Canada West 
can be approved locally and without the need to seek approval in Ottawa to reduce time 

 
47 “中華會館致總領事函 (Chinese Benevolent Association Writes Letter to the Consulate),” The Chinese Times, 
September 14, 1937, 3. 
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and procedures. This will allow qiao organizations to act swiftly. Whether this proposal 
is proper or not, we defer to your discretion and hope that it meets the expectations of 
the people.48 
 

This excerpt highlights the urgency of the request. Not only were families waiting desperately for 

relief from Canada, but the war effort in China, which was dependent on money from the 

Chinese diaspora in Canada, was also adversely affected. In addition, the tone of the letter 

highlights the deference the CBA held towards the Consulate, the representative from their home 

country in Canada. 

 In 1943, Chiang Song Meiling, the wife of the GMD chairman, toured Canada and the 

US to raise support for the ongoing war in China against the Japanese invaders. Mme. Chiang 

had the opportunity to address both the Canadian Parliament and the US Congress during her 

visit. The CBA took the opportunity to ask Mme. Chiang to advocate for the repeal of the 

Immigration Act of 1923.49 The Vancouver Chinese Women’s Association also sent a telegram to 

Mme. Chiang, which was published in The Chinese Times. It stated: 

蔣夫人鈞鑒 

因加拿大對華之移民例關係。留加之我華籍婦女。寥寥無幾。現謹代表此少數之婦

女。向夫人致敬。夫人此次來加。足能增加兩同盟國之感情。而共同努力。已打到

欲征服世界使全人類為其奴隸之德倭兩魔。吾人信賴民主政体。終必勝利。國際上

之聯繫。已如算學壹樣之清楚。如某一國有事。則必牽動世界與其他各國。中國與

加拿大。同立于太平洋岸。故希望夫人此。行能令中加愈加親密。并希望使加政府

增加援助。俾我軍滅彼醜虜。同時取消移民例。使雙方立於平等地位。 

雲埠華人婦女會叩 
 

Respectfully asking Mme. Chiang for your attention, 
Due to Canadian immigration policy towards the Chinese, we Chinese women resident in 
Canada are very few. Representing these few women, we extend our respects to you. 
Madame, your tour to Canada can improve the closeness between two allied nations. By 
collaborating, [we] can take down the German and Japanese demons that sought to conquer 
all of humanity to be their slaves. We believe that democracies will ultimately achieve 

 
48 “中華會館致領館函照錄 (Chinese Benevolent Association Writes to Consulate),” The Chinese Times, February 
12, 1940, 3. 
49 “中華會館致劉公使電文 (Chinese Benevolent Association Writes to Consul Liu),” The Chinese Times, June 13, 
1943, 3. 
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victory. International connections are as clear as mathematics. If something happens to one 
country, it will involve the world and other countries. China and Canada are both situated 
along the Pacific Ocean. We hope that your trip can bring closeness between China and 
Canada. We also hope that the Canadian government will increase their support to help our 
[Chinese] forces exterminate the ugly barbarians, and hope the Immigration Act may be 
repealed, so that there will be equality between both sides. 

Vancouver Chinese Women’s Association bows.50 
 

Mme. Chiang’s visit sparked hope for the Chinese diaspora in Canada. Since this was an official 

visit, not many hua qiao in Canada were able to meet with Mme. Chiang; so instead, they sent 

her petitions to take before the Canadian government on their behalf. The hua qiao in British 

Columbia hoped that Mme. Chiang could use her influence as the spouse of Chiang Kai-shek to 

improve their situation in Canada. This episode highlights a shift in the Chinese thinking of their 

position in Canadian society. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, while some of 

the Chinese in Canada eventually returned to China so they would not suffer the fate of “a guest 

dying in foreign lands” (客死異鄉), there were many who came to Canada with the hope to 

“settle down and let the roots grow forth” (落地生根).51 Given the hostility with which 

Canadians viewed the Chinese, and the extent that they wanted the Chinese out of “their” 

country, it was out of prudence that the Chinese in Canada “claimed” to be mere “guests” in 

hopes that hostility would fade and they would be accepted in Canada. This expression of being 

“good guests” was partly out of Chinese decorum, but it is also a realization of their non-

acceptance by Canadian society. Had the Chinese explicitly advertised their desire to settle in 

Canada, it likely would have engendered more hostility from Canadians, and supported the idea 

that the Chinese were competing for space in Canada. The visit from Mme. Chiang signified the 

 
50 “中華婦女會致電蔣夫人 Chinese Women’s Association Sends Telegram to Mme. Chiang,” The Chinese Times, 
June 17, 1943, 3. 
51 Both are Chinese sayings referring to the mindsets of Chinese in diaspora. “A guest dying in foreign lands” means 
the migrant still considers China their home and wishes to live their final years there. On the other hand, “settle 
down and let roots grow forth” means that the migrant has adopted the new country as their home and is willing to 
settle there. 
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growing friendship between China, Canada, and the US. Those who wanted to “settle down and 

let the roots grow forth” did not want to pass up the opportunity to point out to the Canadian 

government their own hypocrisy—Canada cannot call China a friend and not treat the Chinese in 

Canada well. 

 Prior to the end of the Second World War, the CBA relied on the consulate to represent 

them before the Canadian government in difficult matters. The reverse was also true. When the 

GMD government needed something from the diaspora, the CBA was tasked to organize the 

Chinese within their community, especially during the war. The GMD government often sought 

material support from diaspora communities, and such “orders” were communicated through the 

local CBA (see Chapter 4). In turn, the CBA took on these “requests” with utmost diligence.  

After 1949, relations with the GMD Consulate underwent a drastic change. On October 1, 

1949, Mao Zedong proclaimed the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. In the 

months following the announcement, the GMD government hastened the Great Retreat to 

Taiwan. Many Western governments began recognizing the People’s Republic of China, and the 

GMD Republic of China consulates were vacated. Canada remained indecisive on this matter, 

and the Republic of China Consulate remained in operation in Canada until the 1970s when the 

Canadian government under Pierre Trudeau embraced Communist China. 

 In response to the October 1, 1949 proclamation from the People’s Republic of China, the 

CBA sent a telegram to the GMD government. It praised the efforts of the GMD in their attempt 

to bring stability back to China, and stated “this [CB] Association will lead all qiao bao to raise 

up [the] central [government] and vows to be the supportive shield.”52 In addition, the CBA was 

lobbying for permission to allow gambling in Chinese establishments a few days prior. By 1949, 

 
52 “會館致國府電照錄 (CBA Telegram to National Assembly),” The Chinese Times, October 14, 1949, 3. 



124 
 

the CBA had spent decades of effort to eliminate the “Chinese gambler” stereotype from the 

Chinese community—a stereotype that persisted through the first half of the twentieth century. 

Recall, there was an incident in 1939 presented earlier in this chapter where the CBA denounced 

the individual for smearing the reputation of the hua qiao community by providing the 

Vancouver police with an anonymous tip to a Chinese gambling den. The strong reaction from 

the CBA was caused by the betrayal of a single, wayward hua qiao to the effort of cultivating a 

positive image for the Chinese community. Therefore, the statement supporting the GMD 

government, along with the news that the CBA was openly lobbying for gambling in Chinese 

clubs, provoked a strongly worded protest from an anonymous writer who asserted the CBA 

failed to appropriately address international and local issues concerning the community. This 

letter was a rare occurrence where a community member was whistleblowing against the CBA, 

and it stated: 

編輯先生： 

曾閱貴報十月十一日本埠新聞欄譯稿新聞一則，請雲哥華中華會館，曾派代表向市

警委員會兼市政廳請求准許開攤字花等情。又十月十四日，照錄中華會館致李宗仁

及閻錫山戡亂電文中有：「本會館決定率領全體僑胞，擁護中央誓為後盾⋯⋯」等

句。 
 
Mr. Editor: 
Having read a news article from the October 11th on asking the Vancouver CBA to send 
representatives to lobby the city police to permit setting up various gambling 
establishments. And on October 14th, the record of a telegraph sent to Li Zongren and Yan 
Xishan on the chaos [of warfare] stating: “Our Association will lead all qiao bao to 
support the central [government] and be a supporting shield…” and such.53 
 

The reader opposed two actions taken by the CBA. Firstly, since the City of Vancouver had 

refused a request for Chinese businesses to include gambling activities, many Chinese-operated 

clubs suffered in profitability. The CBA represented these business owners to lobby City Hall for 

 
53 “讀者之聲 (Reader’s Voice),” The Chinese Times, November 18, 1949, 5. 
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permission to gamble in Chinese establishments. The anonymous writer continued their protest 

stating: 

讀者認為中華會館是我全僑所組成，並為我全僑謀福利之最高機關，其一言一動，

有關我全僑之利害榮辱。查開翻攤、字花，是何等事？其有損或益於我僑者，不待

鄙人言而我僑亦當知之矣。今中華會館當局，竟敢荒謬如此，為謀三數人利益，以

此曾向市當局請求，實有玷全僑體面，竟冒大不韙，使外人誤視我全僑皆為賭徒，

而無正當事業可為矣！ 
 
[This] reader believes that the CBA is an organization formed for all of us qiao (diaspora 
brethren), and is the highest organization that seeks the welfare of the community. Its 
words and conduct impact our gains, losses, glory, and humiliation. To set up gambling 
stalls, what kind of thing is this? Whether it benefits or harms the community, there is no 
need for me to say, but our qiao knows. Now the CBA dares to be this obscene, to look 
out for the benefits of a few to make a request to the City Hall, bringing disgrace to the 
reputation of all qiao. This faux pas will have outsiders believe us qiao are all gamblers 
without proper occupations.54 

 
The CBA was established for the sake of the Chinese community; its mandate was to defend 

Chinese interests. Over the years, it carefully curated an image of the Chinese community to 

mitigate negative racial stereotypes, which included presenting the Chinese as upright citizens 

who did not (openly) engage in gambling. During this incident, the CBA presented a negative 

view of the Chinese only to benefit the few individuals who operated the clubs. In other words, 

the author was accusing the CBA of “using public reputation (or power) for personal gains”  

(假公濟私), and bringing disgrace to the community by reinforcing racial stereotypes.55 The 

anonymous author continued the letter published in The Chinese Times by protesting the CBA’s 

pledge of support to the GMD government. 

至國民政府執政多年，其腐化和國民之事實，早經中外公論所指斥，該管主席二三

人，未得全僑之同意，謬敢謂率傾全體僑胞，誓為戡亂後盾，此種封建獨裁分子，

實不會領導我全體僑胞也。素仰貴報新聞翔實，言論公正，料對此必有所論列，為

我僑主持公道，伸張正義，特冒凟略陳所見，敬希披露，藉引起正義之共鳴。 

 
54 “讀者之聲 (Reader’s Voice),” The Chinese Times, November 18, 1949, 5. 
55 This incident was similar to the earlier 1939 incident where an individual sought personal satisfaction at the 
expense of the greater good—the image of the law-abiding Chinese community. The 1949 incident saw the CBA 
trying to benefit a few at the expense of the greater good. 
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Regarding the long years of governance by the Nationalist government, its corruption and 
harm to the citizens was a fact. It was denounced by Chinese and foreigner discourse. 
That [CB] Association’s executives, who have not received the approval of the entire 
diaspora community, boast to lead all qiao bao and vow to be their shield in the civil war. 
These feudal dictators are not fit to lead the qiao bao community.  I believe your 
newspaper has integrity in journalism and fairness in discourse, please say some words of 
truth and justice on our behalf and extend justice…56 

 
Expressing zhong towards one’s nation was indeed a proper attitude. However, who should this 

loyalty be expressed towards as the Chinese Civil War drew to a conclusion? By the time the 

essay was written, Communist China controlled most of the territory in China. As such, was it 

“true” zhong to pledge loyalty to an incumbent GMD in hopes they could mount a counterattack 

and retake China? Therefore, according to the writer, to pledge support in the manner of the CBA 

without consulting the will of the community was a breach of the faith invested by the 

community.  

Ultimately, it is unclear why the CBA lobbied for gambling establishments after decades 

of building a reputation of “respectability.” In 1938, the Canadian Criminal Code allowed 

incorporated social clubs to host gambling if the operator only received a fee based on the time a 

person spent playing.57 Thus, while the CBA was making a request that was legal, the essayist 

still felt the request would bring about a negative reputation on the community. On the other 

hand, the declaration of support to the GMD government can be attributed to much of the 

association’s leadership being GMD loyalists, even though some of the signatories of the 

telegram to the GMD government denounced the government for its corruption in the past. This 

rebuttal, written out of frustration, did not influence the community’s reverence for the CBA in 

 
56 “讀者之聲 (Reader’s Voice),” The Chinese Times, November 18, 1949, 5. 
57 “Overview Report: Regulation of Gaming in British Columbia,” Commission of Inquiry into Money Laundering 
in British Columbia, accessed August 23, 2025. https://ag-pssg-sharedservices-ex.objectstore.gov.bc.ca/ag-pssg-cc-
exh-prod-bkt-ex/67%20-%202020%2007%2002%20OR%20Gaming%20Leg%20Hist%20Reg%20Structure%20-
%20FINAL.pdf 
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the following years. The Foon Sien-led CBA (starting in 1949) continued to diligently serve the 

diaspora community over the next decade.  

Throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s, the hua qiao were critical of the way GMD 

governed China (see Chapter 5), but most of them were still pro-GMD in sentiment. In 1952, the 

Nationalist Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission, a GMD department that dealt with affairs 

related to diasporic Chinese communities, requested the Vancouver CBA send representatives to 

a conference in Taipei on diaspora matters.58 After a CBA general meeting, the majority voted 

not to send representatives to the conference explaining, “Our association is the highest 

organization for qiao bao. These many decades, [we] only worked on diaspora issues and did not 

become embroiled in politics. With the rapid changes in the international situation, it is unwise to 

send a representative.”59 This attitude was starkly different from that which pledged support to 

the GMD government three years before. Prior to the end of the civil war, the CBA treated the 

GMD government with deference. However, in the years after the civil war, the CBA chose to 

remain focused on its mandate to serve the hua qiao community instead of participating in 

Chinese politics.  

 

 

Road to Equality 

  Acting as the defender of Chinese interests, the CBA routinely sent letters to the 

Canadian government to advocate for Chinese interests, and the letters re-published in The 

Chinese Times were a small example of the efforts the CBA put forth. As the war dragged on and 

 
58 “中華會館會議紀要 (Chinese Benevolent Association Meeting Minutes),” The Chinese Times, September 19, 
1952, 8. 
59 “雲埠僑團代表會議 (Vancouver Qiao Organizations Representative Meeting),” The Chinese Times, September 
26, 1952, 8.  
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the hua qiao were eventually acknowledged by the Canadian public as allies in the war, the CBA 

took a different approach to advocate for Chinese interests. This recognition alongside the 

continuing discrimination in discourse and policy created tensions in the relationship between 

Chinese and non-Chinese Canadian communities. The CBA began appealing to Canadians on the 

idea of a future of friendship between China and Canada. A Chinese translation of a letter sent to 

Prime Minister Mackenzie King was published in The Chinese Times. In May 1942, the president 

of the CBA promoted the benefits of commercial opportunities with China, stating “friendship 

and commerce with China are interrelated,” and “for the future of Sino-Canadian friendship and 

commerce, the [Immigration Act] must be repealed.”60 Later, in October, the CBA again 

petitioned King to repeal the Immigration Act. The letter relayed the joys of the Chinese 

community when they heard that Canada would abandon the special interests it had in China that 

were derived from Sino-British (unequal) treaties and asked that the Immigration Act of 1923 be 

repealed as new agreements were being negotiated with China.61 

 As the Second World War continued, the Canadian public contributed towards defeating 

enemies that espoused racial discrimination. The hua qiao often pointed out the hypocrisies of 

the Canadian government in fighting the Nazis but being equally discriminatory towards the 

Chinese. Therefore, the hua qiao also took this opportunity to seek changes in their social 

position by claiming the need for Canada to achieve true racial equality. After the war, the 

Chinese community pointed to their wartime contributions in the fight for rights. In Vancouver, 

the “Hua Qiao Abolish the Forty-Three Clauses Association” (華僑廢除四三苛例會) was 

 
60 “中華會館致加相函照錄 (Chinese Benevolent Association Writes to Canadian Prime Minister),” The Chinese 
Times, May 20, 1942, 3. 
61 “會館昨致加首相電照錄 (Chinese Benevolent Association Sends Telegram to Canadian Prime Minister 
Yesterday),” The Chinese Times, October 14, 1942, 2–3; October 15, 1942, 3. 
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established in January 1947.62 In June 1947, the community representatives decided that the 

Chinese of Canada West would provide $600 to cover the cost of sending the “Pan-Canada Hua 

Qiao Obtaining Human Rights and Equality Petition Delegation” (全加華僑爭取人權平等請願

團), which included Foon Sien, to Ottawa. The community contributed funding to print a booklet 

in English detailing their experiences of discrimination to be sent along with the delegation.63 All 

of these efforts preceded future endeavours undertaken with the CBA's support for equality in 

Chinese immigration to Canada. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout the early twentieth century, the CBA served the community by protecting its 

interests and fostering better relations with Canadian communities. In doing so, it remained 

faithful to the people it served, which is considered an expression of zhong, yi, and even ren to 

the community. In a small part, the CBA was founded so that the hua qiao who were established 

in BC could help their brethren establish themselves in the province. In addition, the CBA also 

tirelessly endeavoured to improve Chinese-Canadian relations, which was done by improving 

Canadian perceptions of the Chinese community. In doing so, they were carrying out the 

teachings of Confucius. Yet, the leadership was still expected to faithfully serve the entire 

Chinese community in accordance with the contemporary delineation of public and private 

interests. It was because people placed great faith in the CBA that the Association wielded 

 
62 “本埠僑衆大會紀要 (Meeting in this City for all Qiaos),” The Chinese Times, January 27, 1947, 2–3. 
63 “本埠全僑大會誌略 (All Chinese Representatives Meeting in Vancouver Summary),” The Chinese Times, June 2, 
1947, 3. 
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significant influence and acted as a go-between for both the GMD government and Canadian 

organizations, which was especially evident during the Second World War.  

  Prior to 1949, the “highest” authority was reserved for the Chinese consulate, the 

representative of the GMD-led China. In a sense, such deference to the consulate can be 

considered zhong towards China. As the influence from the Republic of China and its consulate 

waned in the years after, the hua qiao could only rely upon themselves. The CBA assumed 

greater responsibility to care for the community that elected them, and it was the principles of 

Confucianism that continued to motivate their actions throughout many decades of service.
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Chapter 4 

 
盡忠報國1 

“Serving the country with utmost loyalty.” 
 

On July 7, 1937, the Japanese army demanded that the Chinese military allow them to 

search for a missing soldier on Chinese territory near Beijing. The Chinese forces refused the 

demand, and the incident escalated into the start of the war. This was known as the Marco Polo 

Bridge Incident in English, or the “Seven-Seven Incident” (七七事變) in Chinese by shortening 

July 7 into 七七 (or hereafter “7-7”). Since the incident, the hua qiao in Canada were spurred 

into action to defend their homes from the Japanese invaders, and their national spirit was 

heightened. There was not a single day during the war when the Chinese newspapers in British 

Columbia did not provide updates on the war situation and news of the communities from their 

ancestral home.  

 
1 “Serving the country with utmost loyalty” is a saying with historical origins. Although this saying appeared in 
historical texts before the Southern Song dynasty (1127–1279), most people associate it with the history of Yue Fei, 
the famous general in Southern Song dynasty. Yue Fei (1103–1142) was well known for his military successes in 
repelling the Jin armies that invaded China. He managed to recover some of the territory north of the Yangtze River 
that was lost to the Jin. Yue Fei was fiercely loyal to his country; he was part of the pro-war faction that advocated 
that there would be no peace until all of China was reclaimed. On the other hand, the “self-serving” chancellor, Qin 
Hui, was part of a pro-peace faction that advocated to sue for peace. This, combined with Yue’s soaring reputation 
from his accomplishments, led to a festering antagonism from Qin Hui, who harboured a seething hatred for Yue 
Fei. Through a series of devious machinations, Qin Hui managed to fabricate evidence against Yue Fei and his son 
for high treason. When Yue Fei was first arrested for questioning on this matter, he laughed and exclaimed, “The 
Emperor of Heaven and the Empress of Earth can testify on my behalf.” He then removed his tunic revealing four 
words tattooed upon his back – jin zhong bao guo (“serving the country with utmost loyalty”). Popular folklore 
passed down a more romantic provenance of Yue Fei’s tattoo, suggesting that his mother tattooed the words upon his 
back when he was young with the hopes that Fei would live up to such aspirations of zhong. However, there is little 
historical evidence substantiating such an origin, and this legend often serves as a fable for young children. Within 
Chinese society, Yue Fei is regarded as the paragon of loyalty, and Qin Hui as the prime example of treachery. 
However, certain intellectuals sought to revisit Qin Hui’s treatment in historiography.  
See: Poshek Fu, Passivity, Resistance, and Collaboration: Intellectual Choices in Occupied Shanghai, 1937–1945 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 117. 
Fu cites the discourse made by intellectuals who were collaborating with the Japanese occupation in occupied 
Shanghai during the Second World War. Those intellectuals lauded the Qin Hui’s policy of appeasement over 
“heroism” of Yue Fei. 
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This chapter examines expressions of zhong (loyalty) and yi (righteousness) by the 

Vancouver and Victoria Chinese during the war years. Zhong encompasses loyalty, conviction, 

and ultimately goodwill. Through Chinese newspapers and the rhetoric used by the hua qiao, this 

chapter investigates expressions of zhong during the wartime years. It also examines zhong that 

the hua qiao directed to both China and Canada, which extended from the resources Chinese 

communities donated to both war efforts, to the boycott of Japanese goods and services in 

Canada, and their enlistment to Chinese and Canadian militaries.  

 

 

Patriotism for China 

There is a long history of Chinese secret societies that attempted to protect the integrity 

of China, and some of these societies took root in British Columbia as the Chinese settled there. 

A discussion on the zhong of the Chinese residing in Canada cannot begin without examining the 

Hong Men, one secret society dating back to the first decades of Manchu rule in Qing China 

(1644–1912). Ming dynasty loyalists made it their mandate “to overthrow the Qing dynasty and 

restore the Ming dynasty” (反清復明). To avoid persecution, the Ming loyalists established the 

underground organization Hong Men and continued to seek any opportunity to overthrow the 

Qing dynasty.2 Much of the secret society’s history has been passed down through oral tradition 

to avoid surveillance, which has also tended to embellish the deeds of early members, some of 

which have included supernatural elements. Throughout the Qing dynasty, Hong Men continued 

to expand under a myriad of names, such as San Dian Hui (三點會) and San He Hui (三合會, in 

 
2 The establishment of Hong Men was concurrent with the rise of Zheng Chenggong, known as guo xing ye (Lord of 
the Imperial Surname) or Koxinga in the West, who defeated the Dutch in Taiwan to use as his base of operations to 
restore Ming rule. For his loyalty, Zheng was granted the use of the imperial last name, thus the moniker of guo xing 
ye. 
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English known as The Triad), and the society proliferated across the world alongside the 

settlement of Chinese diaspora communities. Ye Hanming, a Chinese historian, explains that 

during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, “wherever there are Chinese, there will also be 

Hong Men.”3 

The first Hong Men chapter in Canada was established in Barkerville in 1863. Eighty 

percent of the 3,000 Chinese gold miners who travelled from California to participate in the 1858 

Fraser River gold rush were Hong Men brothers.4 The practical purposes of the first Canadian 

chapter, the Hong Shun Tang, later known as Zhi Gong Tang or Chee Kung Tong, were to 

promote welfare for members of the Chinese community: to find jobs and housing for Chinese 

workers, and provide a safe haven from discrimination.5 Zhi Gong Tang slowly established 

chapters throughout Canada. By the early twentieth century, there were over forty-three branches 

with major branches in cities such as Victoria, Vancouver, Nelson, Kamloops, Toronto, Montreal, 

and Halifax.6 Aside from serving the Chinese community, members were still committed to 

liberating China from Qing rule. In the late nineteenth century, the functions between the Zhi 

Gong Tang chapters and the CBA were similar. Both organizations worked for the material needs 

and welfare of the hua qiao community. The difference between the Victoria CCBA and the Zhi 

Gong Tang chapters had to do with their relationship with Qing China: the former became the 

state-sanctioned unofficial consulate in Canada for a period of time, but the latter was set on 

overthrowing Manchu rule altogether. In the years after the 1911 Xinhai Revolution, both groups 

continued to work for the benefit of the Chinese community. The CBA and Zhi Gong Tang 

 
3 David Chuenyan Lai, 洪門及加拿大洪門史論 (Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 2015), x. 
4 Lai, Hong Men, 82. Historiography tends to claim Hong Men was a brotherhood. 
See also: Norman Shields, “Chee Kung Tong Building, Barkerville, British Columbia,” Journal of the Society for the 
Study of Architecture in Canada 33, No. 2, 2008, 53–72. JSSAC is now known as SSAC. 
5 Hong Shun Tang changed its name to Zhi Gong Tang in 1882, which is the name it is known for most of the early 
twentieth century. 
6 Lai, Hong Men, 174–5. 
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established Chinese schools for hua qiao children. However, similar to the situation before 1911, 

their relationship with the Republic of China would differentiate the functions of both 

organizations: the CBAs did not want to participate in the politics of China, whereas the Zhi 

Gong Tang members did. 

According to historian David Lai, when Sun Zhongshan, the organizer of the revolution 

and presently known as the “founding father” or the “forerunner of the revolution,” came to 

Canada to raise funds for the 1911 Xinhai Revolution, the Canadian Zhi Gong Tang contributed 

over $85,000 Canadian dollars. The Victoria branch, which contributed the most, mortgaged its 

headquarters building and donated the full sum to Sun.7 Once the Republican government was 

established in 1912, many of the Hong Men leaders in Canada contacted Sun about opportunities 

to participate in the politics of the new government and to contribute to China in a new capacity. 

However, these messages were ignored. Sun believed that Hong Men had carried out their 

mandate to overthrow the Manchus and restore the country to the Han Chinese people, so he felt 

there was no need for them to participate in government. The Hong Men brothers in Canada 

interpreted Sun’s cold treatment as neglect and betrayal. Furthermore, the Guomindang 

government actively tried to erase the contributions of Zhi Gong Tang by highlighting the 

contributions of the Tong Meng Hui, an organization established by Sun for the purpose of 

spearheading the revolution. This policy led to an immediate deterioration of relations between 

the GMD and Zhi Gong Tang members in Canada.  

When Sun Zhongshan passed away on March 12, 1925, The Chinese Times published 

multiple editorials vilifying Sun. One such essay published March 17 said: 

 
7 Lai, Hong Men, 129. 
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孫文憑藉洪門團體：起倡革命：是孫文之得竪子成名：皆洪門團體之所賜也：不意

孫文得魚忘筌：背叛母黨：別樹壹幟：以資號召：致令我民國拾四年來：政局 

變幻：國運凌夷：未始不因孫文生性搗亂：逆施倒行⋯⋯ 
 

Through Hong Men organizations, Sun Wen initiated the revolutions. [As a result,] Sun 
Wen got lucky and became famous. This is through the contributions of Hong Men 
organizations. No one would have thought Sun Wen would obtain the fish and leave the net 
to oblivion. [He] betrayed the party and raised a different banner to facilitate giving out 
orders. As a result, the first 14 years of the Republic of China had a kaleidoscopic political 
situation, and left the country to go into decline. This is because Sun Wen is a problem-
maker by nature and issued policies that ran counter to social trends…8 
 

Given The Chinese Times was a Hong Men Zhi Gong Tang mouthpiece, it was unsurprising for 

editorials that disparaged Sun Zhongshan to be published immediately after his death. In another 

editorial published a few days later, the essayist stated: 

 未得[志]時：則藉洪門之力：到處號召：旣得志後：則過橋拆板：惟恐不速⋯⋯ 

[When Sun Wen] has not achieved his aspirations [of revolution], [he] used the power of 
Hong Men to rally supporters everywhere. After his aspirations have been achieved, he 
crossed the bridge and destroyed the planks, only fearing [the destruction] was not fast 
enough…9 
 

The Hong Men of Canada felt that Sun Zhongshan used their influence, which was established 

over many centuries, for personal glory, and Sun’s treatment of the Hong Men after the Xinhai 

Revolution succeeded was “unrighteous.” Thus, Sun deserved a repugnant historical appraisal at 

his death. However, the Zhi Gong Tang did not stop at negative editorials on Sun. The next 

month, the Victoria CCBA, which was led by many GMD members, held a memorial for Sun 

Zhongshan. Across the street, the Victoria Zhi Gong Tang office started drumming and laughing 

to disrupt the solemn atmosphere of the memorial, and the two sides would have engaged in a 

 
8 “孫文死後之中國 (China After Sun Wen Dies),” The Chinese Times, March 17, 1925, 1. 
9 “論海外致公堂同志宜急起組黨救國 (Discussing Zhi Gong Tang Members Should Rise Up and Form a Party to 
Save the Country),” The Chinese Times, March 19, 1925, 1. 
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violent altercation if the police had not intervened in time.10 Despite the grudge between the Zhi 

Gong Tang and the GMD government, the Zhi Gong Tang’s loyalty towards their home country 

did not diminish. It remained their mandate to protect the country from threats both internal and 

external, and they endeavoured to carry out their duties to the fullest of their abilities. 

When World War II broke out in 1937, Zhi Gong Tang began organizing their efforts to 

send aid to China. The Hong Men branch in Vancouver published in The Chinese Times a call for 

collaboration among all Canadian chapters to “repel foreign invaders,” “save the country,” and 

“kill the scoundrels.” Their public appeal for donations to support China in its fight with Japan, 

organized under the name of “Vancouver Hong Men Save the Country and Fend Off the Japanese 

Association” (洪門救國拒日會, hereafter and later known as Kang Ri Hui)11 reads as follows: 

逕啟者。咄彼倭賊：暴戾無厭。封豕長蛇：薦食上國：借端開竅：到處屠殺：誠神

人之所同嫉：天地之所不用：我洪門應本抵抗異族侵畧之精神：為國殺賊之工作：

爰分部辦事：並組織勸捐隊。籌募義欵犒師：獎勵殺賊。仰我洪人：及各界愛國僑

胞：同仇敵愾：鼎力資助：俾我軍威發揚：倭賊殲滅：豈不㦤哉。 
 
To whom it may concern,  
Damn the wo thieves that never tire of their brutality! Like greedy pigs and brutal 
serpents, they are attempting to devour our nation. They use sorry excuses to start a war 
and massacre people wherever they pass. Doing so has earned them the indignation from 
humans and gods alike and garnered the disdain from the heavens and the earth. We, the 
Hong Men, should live up to our mandate to repel foreign invaders, undertake the work to 
save our country, and kill the scoundrels. Therefore, we are dividing the task before us 
and organizing fundraising teams. The righteous funds we collect will be sent in 
appreciation of the armies to embolden them to kill the scoundrels. We Hong brothers and 
all the patriotic qiao bao who stand in indignation against our enemy, please lend us your 
immense support so that our armies can bring glory and annihilate the enemy. Will that 
not be excellent?12 

 

 
10 Lai, Hong Men, 140, 142–143, 145; “Tong Gangsters Fail to Disrupt Memorial Parade,” Daily Colonist (Victoria), 
April 14, 1925, 5. 
11 The name Kang Ri Hui would appear in several more Chinese organizations during the war. The Chinese Times 
uses Kang Ri Hui and Ju Ri Hui interchangeably throughout WWII. 
12 “洪門救國拒日會通告 (Hong Men National Salvation Repel the Japanese Association Notice),” The Chinese 
Times, August 17, 1937, 3. 
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This article highlights some of the Chinese community’s negative sentiments towards Japan. 

Prior to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, The Chinese Times newspaper in British 

Columbia referred to the Japanese as the ri ren (simply meaning Japanese). The Chinese, who 

were already indignant at the occupation of Manchuria by the Japanese, became even more so 

after July 7. The newspaper began using the term wo kou (倭寇), loosely translated as “Japanese 

bandits” instead. From the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, this term was used by Chinese and 

Koreans to refer to pirates, and its usage saw resurgence during the Second World War.13 The 

Chinese Times used the word wo to refer to anyone of Japanese ethnicity, often in conjunction 

with zei, meaning “thief,” or nu, meaning “slave.” During the war, Chinese newspapers often 

included visceral accounts in their reporting as well. Historian Hung Chang-tai states that the 

Chinese wartime press revolved around several themes: Japanese brutality, Chinese heroism, 

growing ranks of refugees, and the importance of grassroots support.14 Likewise, the appeals in 

The Chinese Times also alluded to these themes and anti-Japanese sentiment. 

  There were many groups organized to raise funds for the Chinese army, the wounded, and 

refugees. On August 19, 1937, the Chinese Benevolent Association in Vancouver motioned to 

establish the “Canada Vancouver Diaspora Save the Nation Fundraising Headquarters” (加拿大

雲哥華華僑救籌餉總局), a committee that would temporarily oversee fundraising efforts by the 

diaspora community. The Anglicized name registered with the Canadian government was the 

Kung Jai (meaning: bonds) Association, which remained so for many years.15 The Kung Jai 

 
13 There is debate on the ethnicity of the wo kou among scholars from China, Korea, and Japan, each claiming the 
dominant ethnicity of the pirates depended on the era in question within the timeframe of thirteenth to sixteenth 
century. 
14 Chang-tai Hung, War and Popular Culture: Resistance in Modern China, 1937–1945 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994), 153–4. 
15 “中華會館抗日會會議 (Chinese Benevolent Association Repel the Japanese Meeting),” Chinese Times, August 
19, 1937, 3. The name of the organization is translated as follows of Hua Qiao (diaspora) Jiu Guo (save the country) 
Chou Xiang (fundraising) Zhong Ju (headquarters). On October 5, 1937, the Association changed their Chinese 
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Association periodically sent funds to China. They organized large-scale fundraising drives on 

special days every year, such as July 7 in memory of the start of the war, and Chinese National 

Day on October 10. 

Along with the participants in the funding raising drives under the Kung Jai Association, 

women’s groups also contributed to the Chinese war effort. The Hong Kong “Women’s 

Appreciation Association” (婦女慰勞會, Funu Weilao Hui)16 answered a request from Mme. 

Soong Chang Lo-yi, the spouse of the prominent businessman Soong Tse-vung, who was himself 

a brother of the Soong sisters,17 to raise funds for wounded soldiers and they asked the Chinese 

Consulate to send out an official notice with endorsement for promotional purposes. Along with 

the Chinese Youth Alliance,18 Weilao Hui hosted tea parties that provided refreshments and a 

dance floor to patrons. The proceeds were earmarked for the relief of wounded soldiers and 

refugees in China.19 In the winter, Weilao Hui also sent warm clothing to the soldiers and 

refugees. 

 
name to adhere to the naming convention required by the Chinese government. See “籌餉總局職員常會誌 (Chou 
Xiang Ju regular meeting),” The Chinese Times, October 5, 1937, 3. Kung Jai Association is known as the Canada 
Vancouver Hua Qiao Quan Mu Jiu Guo Gong Zhai Zong Fen Hui (加拿大雲哥華勸募救國公債總分會). 
16 “請以醫藥救濟傷兵難民 (Asking for Medicine for Wounded Soldiers and Refugees),” Chinese Times, October 
14, 1937, 3. 
The appropriate translation should mean “women (who) appreciate (the soldiers) association.” The Chinese name 
implies the objective of the group, but it is not apparent in English. 
17 Regarding the prominence of the Soong family in Chinese politics see a later section in this chapter. 
18 Chinese Youth Alliance translated from Hua Qiao Qing Nian Lian He Hui. 
19 “開賣茶會救濟傷兵難民 (Hosting Tea Parties for Relief of Wounded Soldiers and Refugees),” The Chinese 
Times, November 17, 1937, 3. 
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Other notable contributors to the Chinese war effort were Chinese theatre troupes and 

musicians—Xing Qiao (醒僑),20 Zhen Hua Sheng (振華聲),21 and Qing Yun (清韻).22 These 

artists were based in British Columbia and sometimes performed across Canada. In some 

instances, artists were commissioned to help with fundraisers. For example, a donation drive 

started on May 6, 1940, had Zhen Hua Sheng and Xing Qiao theatre companies and Qing Yun 

musicians perform to raise funds for wounded soldiers.23 In another instance, the Xing Qiao 

group performed to raise money for the operating expenses of the Kung Jai Association. These 

talented women and men did not hesitate to contribute their time and gifts for the sake of the 

“national salvation” project.24 

When the Japanese army left a wake of devastation in the occupied Guangdong and 

Guangxi provinces in southern China, many Chinese communities organized to raise funds for 

relief and the restoration of infrastructure in the towns where they came from and where their 

families still resided. The Chinese who came from Toishan, Yushan, Zhongshan, Shadui, and 

Kaiping, for example, organized funds for the relief of their home communities. When Yushan 

 
20 A theatre troupe that owned the 醒僑劇院 located in Vancouver. During World War II, they were active 
performers to raise funds and awareness for the war effort. 
21 Founded in Vancouver in 1934. In 1973 and 1991, they donated Chinese opera costumes and props to UBC. 
During the 1980s and 1990s, the troupe performed across North America to facilitate cultural exchange. 
“溫哥華振華聲藝術研究社,” Baidu, accessed August 23, 2025, https://baike.baidu.com/item/温哥華振華聲藝術

研究社/6112511. 
22 Founded during the 1930s. Qing Yun had a smaller operation and few stage props compared to Zhen Hua Sheng. 
Huang Jinpei and Alen Thrasher, “Cantonese Music Societies on Vancouver: A social and Historical Survey,” 
Canadian Journal for Traditional Music, 1993, accessed August 23, 2025, 
https://cjtm.icaap.org/content/21/v21art5.html. 
23 “恩僑日昨演劇籌賑又誌 (Record of En Qiao Performance Fundraiser from Yesterday),” The Chinese Times, 
May 6, 1940, 3. 
24 “公債會籌捐經費總結束 (Kung Jai Association Operating Expenses Fundraiser Comes to a Conclusion),” The 
Chinese Times, November 22, 1940, 3.  
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was devastated in February 1939, the Kang Ri Hui met and motioned to begin a fundraiser for 

emergency relief.25 

While many fundraisers were the initiatives of the Chinese community in British 

Columbia, others were at the behest of important individuals from the Chinese government and 

their relations. The daughters of Charlie Soong married many prominent leaders of modern 

China—Soong Mei-ling, known in the West as Mme. Chiang, married Chiang Kai-shek, and her 

elder sister Soong Qing-ling married Sun Zhongshan. Chiang spearheaded a movement, “Friends 

of the Wounded Soldiers,” to raise funds for the surviving families of Chinese casualties. His 

request to seek the support of the diaspora community was forwarded through the Kung Jai 

Association.26 Likewise, the Soong sisters also made requests to the diaspora community for 

donations: Mme. Chiang Soong Mei-ling to buy medicine for the wounded and refugees, and 

Soong Qing-ling to fund children’s education in China, especially in the devastated regions. The 

Chinese community in BC did not hesitate to support these efforts when they knew that their 

families were threatened in China. To exemplify the sense of duty felt towards China, the 

common sentiment—“when the country is in crisis, even the common man has a duty to help”  

(國家有難, 匹夫有責)—was often expressed in newspaper appeals for donations.27 

Raising funds for the government and families in China was merely one aspect of the 

Chinese in Canada’s contributions to the war effort. Other actions involved boycotting Japanese 

Canadian goods and businesses. The Chinese were expected not to purchase any products that 

were sold or made by Japanese, be a patron of Japanese services, employ Japanese workers, or 

 
25 “抗日總會昨日會議情形 (Kang Ri Headquarters Proceedings of Meeting from Yesterday),” The Chinese Times, 
February 2, 1939, 3. 
26 “徵求傷兵之友通告照錄 (Requesting Help for Friend of the Wounded Soldier Notice),” The Chinese Times, 
April 23, 1940, 3. 
27 The term pi fu has two major meanings: firstly, it means a male who is a commoner; it could also mean a person 
with brawn and very little intellect. 
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maintain any commercial ties with Japanese Canadian businesses. This was based on the idea 

that nations engaged in warfare on the backs of their economies. The rationale stemmed from the 

notion that if the Japanese military was starved for resources, it would alleviate some of the 

pressures the Chinese military would encounter on the battlefield, thereby contributing to 

Chinese defence and victory. The Chinese-language press in British Columbia made it very clear 

that this meant in practice that any money gained by the Japanese (or those of Japanese descent 

living in the province) through commerce was equal to funding the Japanese invasion of China.28 

To this objective, the Chinese community in British Columbia went as far as enforcing their own 

rules on members of their community to end trade with the Japanese. Soon after the war began, 

the Kang Ri Hui hosted a meeting to discuss the matter of boycotting the Japanese. 

  The Kung Jai Association made appeals to Chinese diaspora communities to conduct 

themselves in a manner so that their daily lives would not assist the Japanese invasion. This was 

accomplished by focusing on boycotts of all imported Japanese goods and services. Sometimes, 

these passionate appeals reminded the readers of Japanese brutality and the threat to their 

families, as well as their duty to their country. All of this was to reiterate that supporting 

Japanese enterprises in Canada was equivalent to supporting the slaughter of one’s own family.  

 暴日窮凶極惡：蔑視國際公理：破壞世界和平：以盜賊方式之手段：向我國肆意侵

畧殘殺：凡有血氣之倫：莫不髮指：我中華民國：當與倭賊誓不兩立：除繼續努力

捐輸：接濟我前方軍士軍糈外：尤當以經濟絕交政策：制倭賊之死命：現世界各

國：憤日賊之橫行：慘無人道：己均自動鼓吹其［他］國人：實行抵制日貨：若我

身受日禍之同胞：仍與日賊交易：是以金錢資敵：不啻供給賊方槍彈：為殘殺我同

胞之用：其罪直等於漢奸⋯⋯ 
 

Japanese brutes are vicious and evil. They hold international justice with contempt and 
destroy world peace. They use the methods of a robber to invade and massacre. Those 
with humanity will feel anger that will make their hair rise up.29 We, the Republic of 

 
28 “抗日救國會昨開大會 (Kang Ri Jiu Guo Hui Meets Yesterday Night),” The Chinese Times, August 23, 1937, 3. 
29 “Hair rise up” is a figurative way of expressing certain injustices cause such indignation that will cause the hair of 
a person to rise up. 



142 
 

China, will stand against the wo thieves until the end. Aside from donations to supply our 
frontline soldiers, we will engage in the policy of economic severance to desperately 
resist the wo thieves. Presently, all the countries of the world are indignant at the rampage 
of the Japanese thieves, which is cruel without humanity. This naturally encourages those 
in other countries to also boycott Japanese products. If we, the brethren who suffer the 
misfortune brought about by the Japanese, still trade with them, it is funding the enemy. It 
is giving the thieves guns and ammo to massacre our people. Such a person is a han 
jian…30 
 

  The Kung Jai Association were not the only ones to make a public appeal to contribute to 

the Chinese war effort. Kang Ri Hui also issued an appeal to the Chinese community in British 

Columbia after the first month of the war, calling for a boycott of Japanese goods.  

照得倭賊侵畧：有加無已：旣奪我東四省：復奪我平津：東四省及平津：尚未足以

饜敵人之慾壑：必也舉我全國之土地人民：隸屬於倭奴版圖之下。敵之目的：然後

能達：誰無父母：誰無妻子：誰無田園廬墓：其甘受倭賊之蹂躪踐踏耶⋯⋯賊艦在

我沿海口岸：及黃河長江一帶游弋：用以威脅牽制我國政府⋯⋯現在被征服滿蒙之

政策已成功：進而征服全中國之政策又開始：我人倘仍繼續五年來不抵抗政策：則

國破家亡：瞬息可見：亡國之慘：其誰能堪：海外僑胞：救國熱忱：素不後人：殺

賊怒潮：奔騰澎湃：雖未能執干戈：冒矢石：親赴前敵：殺賊致果：然有比上陣殺

賊更足以寒賊胆制賊之死命一法在：即經濟絕交是：倭賊以工立國。國家經濟之來

源：全靠工廠出品：其工廠之出品：有全賴外國人⸺⸺尤其中國人為之推銷⋯⋯倘

更制之以我之經濟絕交政策：不崇朝：彼國經濟：即瀕於國破產⋯⋯我僑胞商業：

例如農業：瓜菜店：賣魚販：與夫其他旅館各業：間接直接與倭奴發生關係這不 

少。然在今日國家生死關頭：當忍痛割斷其關係：蓋我資一錢與敵人：即不啻受敵

人多一子彈已殺我父母兄弟妻兒⋯⋯仰各僑胞從今日起：下更大之決心：不掃滅倭

奴：不收復我國失地：誓不用劣貨：不要敵人交易。 
 
 The invasion of the wo zei (Japanese thieves) have not stopped. [They have] captured our 
four eastern provinces, along with Beijing and Tianjin. [The wo zei] are insatiable: they 
seek to claim our entire country within their borders and are taking steps to realize their 
goals. Who does not have parents, wives, farmland and gardens, and are willing to let the 
wo zei trample over such… Their warships on our coast threaten our government… Their 
policy to conquer Manchuria has succeeded and are beginning their next phase to do the 
same with China. For five years, we have taken the policy of no resistance, and now the 
collapse of our country is imminent. Who can fathom the pains of losing their homeland. 
The patriotism of our qiao bao to save our country is second to none. The wave of anger 
to kill the thieves has been surging. Even though we cannot pick up weapons, endure 
missiles, or brave the front lines to slay the thieves. There is a surer means to send chills 
down the spines of the thieves than to enter the battlefield—that is to end all commercial 

 
30 “公債總分會致各團體函 (Kung Jai Association Letter to All Organizations),” The Chinese Times, November 18, 
1937, 3. 
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ties. Wo zei built their nation on industry, it is the main source of their revenue. They rely 
on exporting the goods from their factories to foreigners; especially to the Chinese… If 
we cut commercial ties with them, their economy faces immediate bankruptcy… The 
enterprises of the qiao bao, such as in agriculture and market gardening, fish peddling, 
and hostelry, many have ties with the wo nu (Japanese slaves).  We should accept the pain 
of loss and end the ties. For every dollar we spend on the enemy is an extra bullet used to 
kill our parents, siblings, and wives… Therefore, we qiao bao should resolve today, as 
long as our country is being occupied, vow to not use inferior products and not trade with 
the enemy.31 

 
Initially, the Chinese community was not unified on the boycott, and some people were 

still buying and selling with the Japanese, which provoked an immediate response from the Hua 

Qiao Agricultural Merchants’: 

此間賣菜僑生會。因見國內當頭：國人及各友邦對入貨已實行杯葛主義。乃本埠華

僑農商。間有不顧前方將士犧牲。不念慘殺我無辜平民：仍與仇敵交易來往者。誠

恐影響全局：致貽友邦倭賊譏誚：因是于昨三日開全体會議。研討此問題：到會人

數：空前踴躍：首由主席劉吉甫宣布與日賊斷絕買賣利害：當由全場通過已決案：

一致與倭賊經濟絕交。 
 
We, the retailers of produce, seeing our country in times of crisis, have joined our 
brethren in enacting a policy of boycott.32 However, some Chinese produce retailers in 
the city do not care about the sacrifices of the soldiers on the frontlines, nor the citizens 
being massacred and continue to trade with the enemy. We fear this will affect the 
community efforts and lead to mockery from our people and wo thieves alike. Thus, three 
days ago, we gathered for a meeting to discuss this matter. Many have attended with great 
enthusiasm. The chairperson, Liu Jipo, explained the pros and cons of the boycott and 
unanimously agreed as an association to uphold the boycott.33 
 

Likewise, the Chinese Farmers’ Association34 released a notice stating they would also cease 

hiring farmhands of Japanese ethnicity.35 By November 1937, the Chinese newspapers reported 

on the general effect of the boycott on the Japanese community. According to a statement from 

the Japanese Commercial Association and the Canadian Japanese Association, the boycott 

 
31 “抗日救國會通告照錄 (Kang Ri Hui Notice),” The Chinese Times, August 12, 1937, 3. 
32 There was never an exact date when the anti-Japanese boycott was formalized. After 7–7, the community simply 
began discussing the necessity to sever commercial ties with all Japanese. Appeals and statements of solidarity for 
the “boycott” were published in The Chinese Times. 
33 “議决與日賊斷絕貿易 (Motion passed to Boycott Japanese Thieves),” The Chinese Times, October 13, 1937, 3. 
34 Chinese Farmer’s Association translated from Hua Nong Zong Hui. 
35 “華農總會通告照錄 (Chinese Farmer’s Association Notice),” The Chinese Times, October 16, 1937, 3. 
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adversely affected the sales of Japanese businesses, especially fruit and confectionery stores in 

British Columbia.36 

 Some Chinese ignored the boycott against the Japanese and continued to conduct 

business with Japanese in Canada. The Kang Ri Hui met in October 1937 to discuss measures 

against those who did not comply with the boycott. In the meeting, the Kang Ri Hui passed a 

motion to establish an office of investigators, consisting of over one hundred investigators, to 

determine if any Chinese merchants had commercial ties with Japanese in Canada. If those found 

guilty evaded the punishment decided by Kang Ri Hui, their names and places of ancestry were 

to be published in local newspapers, the Chinese government would be informed of their 

activities in Canada, and their assets in China would be confiscated.37 The Kang Ri Hui made 

good on this promise. The Chinese Times published several examples of people caught by the 

Kang Ri Hui investigators and their sentences. Investigators found Wu Zu staying in a Japanese-

operated hotel and pronounced judgement that Wu would have to pay a $10 fine, in Canadian 

dollars, the funds going towards relief of wounded soldiers and refugees, and that Wu would also 

have to purchase $100, in guo bi, of Chinese “save the nation” war bonds. The fine was to be 

paid within two weeks, and the latter within three months.38 In another instance, a Chinese 

grower, Deng De, fell ill and went to Vancouver to seek treatment. He was unable to find a 

Chinese hotel with a vacancy and asked Zheng Jun to help find him lodgings. Zheng Jun 

organized Japanese accommodations for Deng on purpose, hoping Deng would be caught by the 

investigators. However, Zheng was fined $10 Canadian, which also went towards the relief fund. 

The motives behind why Zheng wanted to entrap Deng were not revealed, but a fine was issued 

 
36 “抵制仇貨已見實效 (Boycott of Enemy Products Sees Effect),” The Chinese Times, November 2, 1937, 3. 
37 “抗日救國會會議紀要 (Kang Ri Hui All Members Meeting Minutes),” The Chinese Times, October 19, 1937, 3. 
38 “抗日救國會處罰吳袓訊 (Kang Ri Jiu Guo Hui Sentences Wu Ju),” The Chinese Times, January 4, 1938, 3. Guo 
bi means “dollars of the country” and is the term used to refer to Chinese currency in media. 
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to Zheng after an investigation by Kang Ri Hui. Lastly, Xie Jue was caught staying in a Japanese 

hotel, but when confronted by the investigators, admitted to his guilt, and paid a portion of the 

$10 fine.39  

The most dramatic investigation occurred in December 1938. A man named Lei Jie was 

found shipping scrap metals to Japan through a ship owned by a Jewish person. Kang Ri Hui 

issued a deadline and demanded that Lei explain himself in the presence of the Hui before 8:30 

pm on December 27.  To ensure that Lei was aware of this demand, it was published in the 

newspaper daily until the deadline. At the appointed time, Lei Jie and his father, Lei On, arrived 

at the Kang Ri Hui meeting place, and a “trial” was held. Lei Jie did not speak Chinese, so his 

father provided translation. Jie realized his errors and admitted to his guilt and was fined $10 in 

Canadian dollars, which was sent to the relief fund in China; in addition, he was required to 

purchase a $100 guo bi of Chinese war bonds.40  

In the later years of the war, these transgressions were no longer published in The 

Chinese Times. Instead, they were replaced with donor lists to various causes related to the war 

effort. The editors gave no written rationale for the change in published content; however, 

advertising righteous acts, such as supporting donation drives, reminded the hua qiao of 

Confucius’ words, that “to see righteous acts and not do them is cowardice.” Reminders to the 

community to boycott Japanese products continued during wartime. Kang Ri Hui remained 

vigilant in maintaining the pressure of anti-Japanese boycotts. In June 1938, they, once again, 

issued a statement calling for all Chinese merchants to stop buying Japanese products. They were 

tipped by an article in The Province, reporting that Chinese fruit merchants were buying fruit 

 
39 “拒日會昨又處罰兩僑胞 (Ju Ri Hui Fines Two Qiao Bao),” The Chinese Times, January 7, 1938, 3; “抗日總會

開會處罰雷傑 (Kang Ri Hui Punishes Lei Jie),” The Chinese Times, December 29, 1938, 2.  
40 “本埠救國總會通告照錄 (Memo from Vancouver National Salvation Headquarters),” The Chinese Times, 
December 13, 1938, 3. 
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from the Fraser Valley region, where 50% of the production was Japanese owned. L.R. Wilson, a 

representative of the Federated Coast Growers Mission, wrote, “I suppose the Chinese, like the 

rest of us, like to make a little money.”41 On the other hand, Kang Ri Hui reiterated that those 

who saw “profits and forgot righteousness” (見利忘義) were traitors of the Han Chinese (漢奸, 

han jian)42 who brought ridicule upon the Chinese community for not wholeheartedly supporting 

the boycotts. The term han jian was originally a derogatory term for people who were Han 

Chinese likened to “scum”; its usage was later broadened to anyone who collaborated with 

invaders or those who betrayed the Chinese people. 

In response, the Kang Ri Hui also stiffened their punishments for Chinese who ignored 

the boycott in Canada. Those caught breaking the boycott were fined from $10 to $500 Canadian 

dollars, with the proceeds going to the relief fund. Those who refused to accept the punishment 

had their name, place of ancestry, and crime reported to the government in China, where they 

would be dealt with accordingly.43 The article does not specify what the Chinese government 

would do. Likely, the government would exact the fines in China, and the family would be 

disgraced and branded as han jian by their community. Interestingly, with the Hui setting up 

severe penalties for those who dodged their punishment in Canada, almost all offenders simply 

accepted their fines. 

  

 
41 “Chinese Forget War as Crop Ripens on Japanese Farms,” The Province, June 14, 1938, 9. 
42 “抗日救國會之通告照錄 (Kang Ri Jiu Guo Hui Notice),” The Chinese Times, June 20, 1938, 3. 
43 “救國總會代表大會誌 (Jiu Guo Hui Representatives Meeting Minutes),” The Chinese Times, August 16, 1938, 3. 
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The Kang Ri Hui issued notices during these periods to remind the Chinese public to be 

critical of the provenance of the products they were buying and to maintain the boycott. The 

Chinese boycott efforts were soon joined by Canadians. For example, every year the Japanese 

businesses in the province would import lilies for Easter and Satsuma mandarins at Christmas 

time. The shipment arriving in November 1937 found very few buyers and was met with 

protesters attempting to bar the imports at the port in Vancouver. In this incident, over twenty 

Canadian picketers, some of whom were members of the League for Peace and Democracy, 

carried placards stating, “Don’t Buy Japanese Goods” and “Stop Mass Murder of Chinese 

Children,” and were arrested on charges of obstruction.44 The following year, the Japanese 

merchants decided to package their products in American labels to pass them off as American-

grown citrus fruits. Their deception failed; the Kang Ri Hui caught on and issued a statement 

alerting the Chinese community to the scheme.45 A total of 15,000 bundles of lilies were left 

unsold in January 1939, and their prices plummeted from an unspecified price to 29 cents a 

bundle.46  

 
44 “Anti-Japanese Pickets Jailed,” The Province, November 18, 1937, 1–2; “巡行反對倭桔入口被罰 (Protesters 
Against Wo Mikan Imports Being Arrested),” The Chinese Times, December 1, 1937, 3. 
The League for Peace and Democracy was an anti-war and anti-fascist organization allied with the Communist Party 
of Canada and had support from trade unions and even CCF clubs. The Hitler-Stalin Pact led to the implementation 
of the Defence of Canada Regulations in 1940, which caused the League to be banned by the Canadian government. 
45 “本埠救國總會通告照錄 (Vancouver Jiu Guo Hui Notice),” The Chinese Times, December 7, 1938, 3. 
46 “抵制賊貨日本桔價續跌 (Boycotting Thief Products, Japanese Yuzu Prices Plummet),” The Chinese Times, 
January 19, 1939, 3. 
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Figure 7: Women carrying placards protesting the purchase of goods from “the enemy.” Photograph from 
Chinese National Salvation Bureau of Nanaimo, British Columbia. City of Vancouver Archives, 
LDICEA2011.0018.0003.  
Accessed May 24, 2024, https://www.italiancanadianww2.ca/collection/details/ldicea2011_0018_0003 

The Province posted some statistics on the effects of Japanese international trade in 1938. 

Exports were down 19.6% and imports by 33.9%. Textiles exported by Japan were down by 

22.5% as of August 1938. Boycotting textiles was of high priority for people in North America.47 

The efforts of Chinese boycotts were accompanied by ones from Canadians. However, many 

Canadians found it difficult to differentiate Japanese products from Chinese products and called 

for “Made in China” labels.48 This recourse was a practical means to protect Chinese businesses 

from racial discrimination that arose during the war.49 Yet, sometimes white Canadians were 

more consistent in the boycotts than the Chinese. In one instance, in April 1939, Ms. Loh Tsei, a 

 
47 “Japan’s Foreign Trade Reveals Sharp Decline,” The Province, August 11, 1938, 23. 
48 “抵制仇貨已見實效 (Boycotts to Enemy Products Seeing Effect),” The Chinese Times, November 2, 1937, 3. 
49 In 1941, two years after the Canadian government joined WWII, the Chinese community had to make badges to 
pin on their clothes to differentiate themselves from the Japanese. The CBA handed out these badges for the Chinese 
community. See Anderson, Vancouver’s Chinatown, 171. 
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delegate from the Pacific Northwest Embargo Conference, visited the Chinese community with a 

message. She reported that in the United States, 90% of women no longer wore silk stockings 

because silk was an important material with military applications and the majority of stockings 

were imported from Japan. Loh Tsei also claimed that many white women’s groups had 

promoted the boycott. Furthermore, she admonished the Chinese community, “If white women 

resolve to help us Chinese eliminate the thieves (zei) from our homeland, we Chinese women 

should not be shameless in continuing the old practices [of wearing silk stockings], which will 

lead to ridicule from outsiders.”50 To not finance the Japanese war machine through patronizing 

their products meant that certain “luxuries” of everyday life had to be abandoned by everyone. 

 The Chinese in Canada did not express their zhong exclusively to their ancestral country, 

but also to their “host” country. The following sections of this chapter will examine how the 

older generation was just as willing to pool resources for the Canadian war effort, and the 

younger generation, despite their preoccupation with obtaining equality in Canadian society, 

joined military service in both Canada and China. 

 

 

Zhong for Canada 

 The categorization of Chinese migrants in Canadian history as either “sojourners” or 

“settlers” has been inconsistent. This ambiguity is intimately related to the ongoing 

discrimination white Canadians had towards the Chinese migrants. In 1902, the Canadian 

government issued another commission to evaluate the issue of Asian immigration. The Royal 

 
50 Outsider refers to white Canadians. 
“陸女士贈別之金石良言 (Miss Lu Imparts Words of Advice),” The Chinese Times, April 29, 1939, 2; “China’s Girl 
Leader, In Appeal for Aid, Visions Vancouver Wrecked by Bombs,” The Province, April 24, 1939, 5. 
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Commission on Chinese and Japanese Immigration recommended further restrictions on Chinese 

immigration by increasing the head tax to $500 to dissuade Chinese from coming to Canada. In 

an interview for the commission, a Chinese “sojourner” said he would have considered having 

his family migrate to Canada if white society was less hostile towards them. Alexander Won 

Cumyow stated to the commissioners that “A large proportion of them [Chinese men in Canada] 

would bring their families here, were it not for the unfriendly reception they got here during 

recent years, which creates an unsettled feeling.”51 Setting aside the prohibitive cost of paying 

the head tax for the entire family, it is possible many sojourners would have wanted their family 

to migrate to a Canadian society that was tolerant of their co-existence. In addition, the lack of 

the vote and other rights freely enjoyed by Canadians of European descent but denied to the 

Chinese and other marginalized communities contributed to the hesitation of Chinese sojourners 

to settle in Canada permanently. However, this hesitation slowly dissolved as shifts in discourse 

took place during World War II. The hua qiao were viewed with less hostility by Anglo-

Canadians because China and Canada were allied nations, and the rhetoric of Canadian policies 

being similar to policies in Nazi Germany became more prevalent. Therefore, the hua qiao 

continued to harbour hope that the Canadian government would rescind the humiliating 1923 

Immigration Act, and that they could reunite with their families on Canadian soil and reobtain 

franchise. When Canada joined the Second World War, the Chinese community saw another 

opportunity to extend their goodwill to Canada.52 

 
51 Privy Council Office, Report of the Royal Commission (1902), 236. 
52 Historians have captured the different divided viewpoints of the Chinese in Canada on answering the conscription 
crisis of 1944. Lisa Mar, Brokering Belonging: Chinese in Canada’s Exclusion Era, 1885–1945 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010) analyzes the dilemma of answering the conscription call in the Chinese community; 
Marjorie Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf: Chinese Canadians in World War II (London: Pirie Publishing, 
1992) examines the motivations of Chinese to serve in Canadian forces during the war. 
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 As early as February 1940, the Canadian government began issuing War Loans to finance 

the war effort. Many Canadians purchased the loans, but so did the Chinese. The Chinese Times 

reported that one elderly Chinese man pledged $1000, reportedly his life savings, towards the 

war loans.53 While the sentiments of this man were not recorded in the article, the sheer amount 

he pledged was enough to garner press attention. When the Canadian government later 

reorganized wartime fundraising under the banner of Victory Bonds in June 1941, a promotional 

office was established in the Chinese quarters of Vancouver and Victoria, and an announcement 

was made by the Chinese Benevolent Association through The Chinese Times. Promotional 

teams, which consisted of members from the GMD and Zhi Gong Tang, gave talks and musical 

performances that promoted bond purchases.54 Short articles appeared in The Chinese Times 

almost daily during the campaign, noting who was on duty at the office and listing the daily 

promotional activities. During the first Victory Bonds campaign and when the Chinese 

community in Vancouver raised over $250,000, The Chinese Times published an article that 

described the enthusiasm the Chinese community showed towards buying Victory Bonds. It 

stated the hua qiao “diligently bought and without reserve” and hoped that their purchases would 

be seen as a “gesture of goodwill that fosters Chinese and British friendships and unifies the 

frontlines of democracy.”55 English newspapers also reported on contributions by Vancouver 

Chinese. The Vancouver Sun wrote on the first day of the campaign,  

A Chinese man called at a Chinese Victory Loan booth on Pender Street Tuesday with 
$49. He borrowed $1 to buy a $50 Victory Bond. 

 
53 “老華人買千元戰時公債 (Old Chinese Buys $1000 of War Loans),” The Chinese Times, January 16, 1940, 3. 
There is a slight discrepancy with the date in the newspaper. The War Loans did not begin collecting until February 
1940, but the Chinese Times reports this elderly man having “bought” $1000 worth of War Loans. 
54 “勝利公債推銷近訊 (Victory Bonds Promotion Updates),” The Chinese Times, June 6, 1941, 3; “勝利公債推銷

續訊 (Victory Bonds Promotion Continued Updates),” The Chinese Times, June 9, 1941, 3. 
55 “勝利公債推銷續訊 (Victory Bonds Promotion Continued Updates),” The Chinese Times, June 17, 1941, 2. 
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Vancouver Chinese bought, through banks, more than $8000 in bonds on the first day of 
the campaign.56 

 
And again, reported near the end of the campaign, 
 

Vancouver Chinese, who have distinguished themselves by size and number of 
subscriptions throughout the campaign, also are engaged in a windup sprint under Wong 
Kee Kit, divisional director. They expect to bring their total to $500,000.57 
 

The Chinese did not hesitate to support the Canadian government’s war effort, despite past and 

ongoing injustices. These contributions were an expression of Confucian zhong. 

 During the war, there were eight campaigns of Victory Bonds sold in Canada, and during 

each campaign, a Chinese promotion office was established with teams taking shifts with 

promotional work.58 However, by the third campaign, the GMD government called for a shift in 

the priorities of the hua qiao who were raising funds for war efforts in their communities for 

both Canada and China. As usual, an invitation relayed through the Chinese Benevolent 

Association was sent by the Canadian government asking for the support of the Chinese 

community. This time, the invitation included the paraphrased words of Chairman Chiang Kai-

shek instructing all diaspora Chinese to offer “the power of the people and resources” towards 

the war effort of the local government. In doing so, the diaspora was effectively helping China, 

their homeland, win the war as well. 

查此事乃屬募債抗戰。係聯軍國家力圖反抗軸心國家之侵略。我國亦屬聯軍國之 

壹。我僑胞應購該項公債。而且蔣委員長通令。凡居留聯軍國境內之華僑。應貢獻

人力物力。協助當地政府。抵抗敵人。即係協助我國抗敵。為此合行通告。仰各僑

胞踴躍購買加拿大第三期公債。 
 
This matter is one of raising funds for the war effort so that the Allied nations can resist 
the invasions of Axis nations. Our country is part of the Allies. Thus, we qiao bao should 
buy these bonds. With regard to the instructions of Chairman Chiang, any [Chinese] who 
live in the borders of an Allied country should contribute the power of people and 

 
56 “Chinese Buy $8000 in Bonds on First Day,” The Vancouver Sun, June 5, 1941, 17. 
57 “City May Yet Make $15,000,000 Quota,” The Vancouver Sun, June 21, 1941, 19. 
58 There were nine Victory Bond campaigns in total; the final one was near the end of the war and the funds went 
towards veteran resettlement when they returned to Canada. 
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resources to help the local government fight off the enemy. This is the same as helping 
our own country fight the enemy. This notice hopes that qiao bao will fervently purchase 
Canadian bonds from the third campaign…59 

 
In the following Victory Bonds campaign, similar exhortations were repeated. Consul General 

Shih Chao-ying gave a speech at the promotional office on the first day encouraging the Chinese 

community to buy more Victory Bonds, saying that “supporting Canada is supporting the 

homeland. We must defeat the Axis, our common enemy, and obtain the final victory.”60 While 

money was still being sent back to China, there was a marked increase in funds raised for the 

Canadian effort as well. 

 Each successive Victory Bond campaign saw an increase in Chinese support. Notably, 

during the fifth campaign, the Chinese community of Vancouver raised $446,000 (a mere 

$54,000 short of their $500,000 goal).61 In addition, starting from the fifth campaign onwards, 

the Canadian government offered $5 commission for every $1000 donated by the Chinese. The 

Kung Jai Association in turn took the commission and sent it back to China for relief purposes. 

The Vancouver Chinatown promotional office for Victory Bonds, which also served as the office 

of the Kung Jai Association, was awarded a flag for exceeding the goal set on the sixth and 

seventh campaigns: on the sixth campaign, the office exceeded their goal of $400,000 by 

$140,000; and on the seventh campaign, a goal was set for $500,000 only for the final tally to 

reach $800,000 with days remaining to the deadline.62 For the sixth campaign, the Vancouver 

Sun featured a photograph of the Chinese Victory Loan office (Figure 8) with the following 

caption, 

 
59 “中華會館昨日通告照錄 (Notice from Chinese Benevolent Association Yesterday),” The Chinese Times, October 
21, 1942, 3. 
60 “推銷第四次公債訊 (Promoting Fourth Victory Bonds Campaign),” The Chinese Times, April 26, 1943, 2. 
61 “推銷公債處已結束 (Promotion Office of Victory Bonds Closing),” The Chinese Times, November 9, 1943, 3. 
62 “推銷處再奪錦標 (Promotion Office Takes Another Award),” The Chinese Times, May 16, 1944, 2; “華區銷債逾

八十萬 (Chinese Community Victory Bond Sales Exceed $800,000),” The Chinese Times, November 8, 1944, 3. 
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City Chinese, who Monday passed their $400,000 Sixth Victory Loan quota, are pictured 
here signing up for more bonds in their new drive to pass the half-million mark. This 
scene was photographed at 78 West Pender Street Tuesday as Vancouver’s Chinese 
population learned that they had met their objective in the loan. The two girls shown 
taking applications are part of a large volunteer staff who aid the loan in their spare 
time.63 

 
In comparison, the October 10 (the National Day of the Republic of China) fundraiser in 1944 

held by the Kung Jai Association, around the time of the seventh Victory Bond campaign, 

yielded $842,562 in guo bi worth $50,553 in Canadian dollars.64 The results from this campaign, 

compared to the 1944 fundraiser, reveal an interesting observation—the Chinese of Vancouver 

donated far more of their resources to their host country than to their home country. This can be 

attributed to Chiang’s encouragement to lend full material support to local governments. 

However, the hua qiao of British Columbia were already buying large sums of Canadian Victory 

Bonds despite the message from Chiang Kai-shek. The directive from the GMD government 

allowed the hua qiao to have greater flexibility in supporting the Allies' war effort and did not 

necessarily mean a shift in loyalty or zhong. At the same time, the hua qiao also realized that the 

value of their donations to China quickly diminished due to hyperinflation (see Chapter 5). 

Therefore, the redirection of donations may have also carried a sense of pragmatism. 

 

 
63 “Chinese Girls Help Pul Loan ‘Over’,” The Vancouver Sun, May 10, 1944, 17. 
64 “救國總會献金已𣾀 (Jiu Guo Zhong Hui Funds Have Been Transferred),” The Chinese Times, November 7, 
1944, 3. Guo bi (lit. currency of the nation) refers to the Chinese currency used by the GMD. 
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Figure 8: West Pender Street Victory Bonds Office. Chinese Girls Help Pull Loan ‘Over’, May 10, 1944, 
The Vancouver Sun. 
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Those in Service 

The Chinese in Canada were eager to prove their loyalty to their host country and enlisted 

in both the First and Second World Wars. Historian Marjorie Wong argues that estimates of 

Chinese participation are inaccurate because the government kept terrible records of Chinese 

veterans after the First World War. She calculates, based on the plaques commemorating Chinese 

in service, that at least sixty Chinese joined the armed forces in the First World War.65 This 

number should be considered significant given the small percentage of Chinese living in Canada. 

During the Second World War, Chinese youth were equally enthusiastic to prove their loyalty to 

Canada once again. However, many hua qiao youth were turned away because of race. As early 

as 1939, the Canadian Army accepted volunteer enlistment. The Navy and Air Force both had 

colour bars that denied Chinese registration that were rescinded at different times. Both the Navy 

and the Air Force required volunteers to have British citizenship; in addition, the Air Force only 

allowed applicants of European descent. The Air Force allowed Chinese enlistment by October 

1942, but volunteers were restricted to ground crews. The Navy was the next to allow Chinese 

enlistment by February 1943.  

On the other hand, conscription, especially of Chinese individuals, was a very 

complicated matter. In order to avoid a repeat of the conscription crisis in World War I that 

divided English and French Canada, Prime Minister Mackenzie King pledged that there would 

be no conscription as Canada entered the Second World War as an Allied nation. The success of 

the German blitzkrieg forced Canada, an Allied nation mostly untouched by the conflict, to 

reconsider its obligations and contributions in the war. The government under the leadership of 

Mackenzie King enacted the National Resources Mobilization Act in 1940, which was a 

 
65 Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 3. 
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conscription of soldiers mainly for defence of Canadian territory. Chinese youth were called up 

in every province except for British Columbia because the Prime Minister acted on the advice of 

the Premier of British Columbia, T.D. Pattullo, who argued that if Asians were “called up for 

service, there will be a demand that they be given the franchise, which we in this Province can 

never tolerate.”66 According to Pattullo, service would provide Asians with the justification to 

demand franchise.  He argued that preventing Asians from fighting would prevent shifts in the 

social hierarchy after the war, thereby keeping Asians as second-class citizens without a political 

voice.  

An inquiry conducted by the Cabinet War Committee in 1941 on whether to conscript 

people of Chinese and Japanese descent recommended a ban on compulsory military service for 

all Chinese and Japanese in Canada.67 According to Wong, officials from National War Service 

were not aware of the new ban to cease conscription on the Japanese and Chinese, and continued 

to call up the hua qiao youth from Ontario and Quebec nine months after the ban was imposed.68 

As the war continued, King was forced to reexamine the issue of conscription. He issued a 

national plebiscite in April 1942 asking the Canadian public to release the government from its 

pledge not to conscript soldiers for overseas service—64% of the Canadians voted “yes.”69 The 

question of conscripting Chinese in Canada remained ambiguous until June 1944, when the 

Canadian Army issued a notice to the National Selective Services that all Chinese in Canada who 

were not Chinese nationals could be conscripted under NRMA.70 This precipitated major debates 

in Chinese communities across Canada. One of the reasons that forced the hand of the Canadian 

 
66 Letter from T. D. Pattullo to W. L. Mackenzie King, September 23, 1940. LAC, MG 26J1, Vol. 293, pp. 248363, 
Reel C.4573 cited in Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 70. 
67 Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 71. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Margaret Conrad et al., History of the Canadian Peoples: 1867 to the Present, Volume 2 (Toronto: Pearson Canada 
Inc.), 229. 
70 Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 79. 
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military to enlist the Chinese was not a sense of equality, but pressures from the war fronts and 

requests from Pacific Command asking for Chinese officers from Canada to infiltrate Japanese-

occupied territories.71 Finally, in November 1944, with Canadian regiments in the operating 

theatres being woefully understrength and lacking proper reinforcements, Prime Minister W. L. 

Mackenzie King had no choice but to send the soldiers overseas that were recruited through the 

NRMA. According to Wong, just like during the First World War, Canadian forces did not keep 

proper registries of the Chinese who served in the Second World War. Wong estimates that there 

were about 800 Chinese in all branches of the military with 400 of them originating from British 

Columbia.72 

The discussion of whether Chinese youth in Canada should enlist had been raging 

throughout the war. However, the Chinese in Canada were affected by the conscription crisis of 

1944 when the Canadian Army changed an earlier decision to allow the Chinese in Canada to be 

called up under the NRMA. This change provoked the most heated debates in the Chinese 

community. For the Chinese in Canada, historian Lisa Mar states that the community was split 

between the “no vote, no fight” and the “serve first, demand rights after.”73 Many hua qiao youth 

considered dodging conscription, despite the criminal offences associated with dodging, in order 

to make a point on inequality—the Chinese did not enjoy the rights that Canadians possessed, 

but were called to fight in a war like Canadians. The rationales and the sentiments of the former 

faction were easy for the Chinese community to understand and sympathize with. The Chinese in 

Canada had a long history of being used and cast aside by Canadian society. For Canada to call 

upon the Chinese to serve despite levying the head tax, implementing exclusion through the 1923 

 
71 Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 79. 
72 Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 9. 
73 Mar, Brokering Belonging, 129. 
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Immigration Act, and over a generation earlier in 1872, revoking the franchise on a racial basis, it 

is not difficult to imagine the resentment that some segments of the Chinese community 

harboured towards conscription. Furthermore, shortly after the conclusion of World War I in 

1919, five hundred hua qiao from Victoria petitioned the federal government regarding the 

franchise, but received no favourable reply.74 Instead, the Canadian government passed the 

Immigration Act a few years later in 1923 to completely exclude Chinese immigration. 

Therefore, for the “no vote, no fight” faction, the failure to attain equality after a show of 

goodwill by serving in the First World War was a grim reminder that to attempt the same during 

the Second World War would be folly. There was no guarantee that the discrimination towards 

them would end even if they complied with conscription. On the other hand, others felt that 

serving would eventually support enfranchisement. Roy Mah, a Chinese veteran who led the 

franchise movement after the war, felt the small number of Chinese could not force the Canadian 

government to give in to their demands, and conscription was “our golden opportunity” to 

“prove to the Canadian government that we are loyal Canadians.” He felt that the Chinese should 

serve first and demand rights later.75  

In 1944, a petition from the Chinese Youth Alliance sent from the CBA to the Canadian 

government was published in The Chinese Times. 

竊惟我華人土生及入籍者。名稱雖為加拿大人。而實際吾人在卑詩省。却享受不到

加拿大人應享受之一切權利。且我華人到處受外人歧視。鈞館明察秋毫。無須煩 

言。今加政府下令徵調土生及入藉者入伍。以吾人作加拿大人看待。但不予加拿大

國民之權利。心殊不甘。吾人以此次對敵作戰之目的。乃為爭取公理正義而戰。而

吾人在此。既不得到平等待遇。此即是不合公理正義。故吾人亦應獲得平等待遇 

後。方肯受命應徵。 
 

 
74 Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 7. 
75 Roy Mah, interviewed by Ramona Mar, Heroes Remember – Canadian Chinese Veterans, Government of Canada, 
accessed https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/those-who-served/chinese-canadian-veterans on February 
20, 2024. 
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We Chinese tu sheng and citizens are Canadians in name; but within the realities of 
British Columbia, we do not enjoy the rights other Canadians do. We Chinese often suffer 
from discrimination. Of this the Association is well aware, there is no need for more 
prattling. Now the Canadian government gives the conscription order to tu sheng and 
citizens and treat us as if we are Canadians, but do not give us rights of Canadians. The 
situation is most vexing. The purpose we brave the battlefields for is for the sake of 
justice and equality. Yet, we who are here, do not receive equal treatment. This is simply 
unjust. Thus, we feel that once we have received equal treatment, we will accept the order 
for conscription.76  

 
The petition called for six conditions for the Chinese: the vote; equal treatment for investors; 

equal rights for naturalized Chinese; the same benefits as Canadian soldiers for veterans; equal 

disability compensation; and government help finding work for veterans who lost their jobs to 

conscription. On August 27, 1944, a community debate took place at the Chinese United Church 

in Vancouver, where 400 attendees protested against conscription. They considered whether to 

boycott conscription regardless of the penalties. Lisa Mar states that the results of the debate 

were inconclusive.77 However, in an interview, Roy Mah recalled that the pro-conscription 

faction managed to convince the others.78 In Victoria, a similar discussion took place, but the 

results were different from those of the meeting held in Vancouver. Chinese veteran Victor Wong 

recounted in an interview that elders cautioned to not “fight for a country that denies you 

citizenship.” He added that “99% of us [Chinese youth] decided to… join general service.”79 For 

those who advocated “no vote, no fight,” their motivations were not so much about trying to win 

rights by proving loyalty, but rather, they were afraid that another extension of goodwill through 

service would not be acknowledged by Canada because of entrenched racism. Mar states that the 

 
76 “華裔青年會昨致會館函 (Chinese Youth Association Writes to Chinese Benevolent Association),” The Chinese 
Times, August 24, 1944, 3. 
77 Mar, Brokering Belonging, 129. 
78 Roy Mah, interviewed by Chinese Canadian Military Museum, accessed https://www.ccmms.ca/veteran-
stories/army/roy-mah/ on February 20, 2024. 
79 Victor Wong, “Interview with Victoria’s Chinese Canadian Veterans Association,” by Zhongping Chen and 
Charles Yang, June 24, 2011. 
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Canadian military did not “force most boycotters to serve, [to evade] a costly legal test case.”80 

On the other hand, by choosing to serve first, the Chinese youth expressed zhong to Canada once 

more, knowing that the goodwill may not be reciprocated with less discrimination in the future.  

Personal reasons for answering the conscription call were more varied. Many veterans 

were asked about their decisions in oral history interviews conducted as early as 2001 by 

Veterans Affairs and historians of “The Memory Project” that chronicled the motivations and the 

contributions of the Chinese in Canadian forces. For example, Peggy Lee explained that she 

joined the Women’s Ambulance Corps, which was staffed by Chinese women, to be prepared for 

war and to do whatever she could to help out.81 Alex Louie felt that he had no future with a 

stable career because of discrimination, and that serving would offer an alternative.82 The 

brothers, Albert Mah and Cedric Mah, originally planned to join the Air Force, but their 

application was denied. Instead, Albert joined the China National Aviation Corporation in 1943, 

and Cedric joined the US Air Transport Command in 1944. The Chinese Times mentioned that 

Albert Mah’s motivation for joining the service was to rescue his mother and younger sister, who 

were still residing in Japanese-occupied China, and to contribute to a safer movement of 

resources across China.83  

 Chinese youth were not only eager to join the Canadian military service, but the Chinese 

one as well. The Chinese Times often lauded those who returned to China to serve in the military 

of their home country and provided brief biographies of those youths. The newspaper reported 

 
80 Mar, Brokering Belonging, 130. 
81 Peggy Lee, interviewed by Wesley Lowe, Heroes Remember – Canadian Chinese Veterans, Government of 
Canada, accessed https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/those-who-served/chinese-canadian-veterans on 
February 20, 2024. 
82 Alex Louie, interviewed by Ramona Mar, Heroes Remember – Canadian Chinese Veterans, Government of 
Canada, accessed https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/those-who-served/chinese-canadian-veterans on 
February 20, 2024. 
83 “華飛行員回國服務可嘉 (Applauding Chinese Pilot Returning to Serve in China),” The Chinese Times, June 1, 
1943, 3; Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 20. 
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that Liang Chao, who grew up in the United States and graduated from the Roosevelt Aviation 

School, passed through Vancouver to return to China in order to enlist.84 Chen Qifa, the nephew 

of The Chinese Times director, graduated with top honours from an aviation school, joined the 

China National Aviation Corporation, and completed many transport missions.85 

 On the other hand, others refused summons under the NRMA because earlier in the war, 

their applications were turned down for racial reasons. Tommy Wong volunteered for the Air 

Force in 1938 but was turned down because he was not of European descent. He was later called 

up under the NRMA in 1942, but refused to go, stating, “If he wasn’t good enough for the air 

force, then he wasn’t good enough for the army.”86 After the authorities confirmed his pilot 

status, Tommy ultimately joined the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan as an instructor. In 

1945, a young “Chinese national” from Belleville, Ontario, told the Mobilization Board that if 

the Canadian government returned the $500 head tax, he would be “only too glad to enlist in the 

Canadian Army.”87 Marjorie Wong records that this individual even consulted the Chinese 

Consulate and was advised that Chinese nationals were “not liable for military service.”88 Even 

though the Canadian military kept them at arm’s length initially, many Chinese in Canada 

wanted to prove their loyalty to Canada through service. However, there were also many who 

served in China out of loyalty or to protect their families. All of them made sacrifices that 

expressed their zhong to the utmost towards China, Canada, or both. 

  

 
84 “航空華青年假道回國 (Chinese Youth Aviator Returns to Home Country),” The Chinese Times, April 16, 1937, 
3. 
85 “華青年飛將軍歸來 (Chinese Youth Aviation Officer Returns),” The Chinese Times, September 20, 1943, 3. 
86 For his defiance, he was almost interned, but elicited some sympathy from officers of the air force. Wong, The 
Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 24. 
87 Wong, The Dragon and the Maple Leaf, 81. 
88 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 

 The Chinese in Canada had a long history of loyalty to their home country. After all, 

many of them came as “sojourners” and expected to return to China.  Of those who settled in 

Canada, many still had family—parents, wives, and children—on the other side of the Pacific. 

Many were still staunchly loyal to the ancestral country. From the Hong Men brothers who 

generously donated to the cause to reclaim China from the Manchus, to those who organized 

countless fundraisers for the war effort in China, loyalty to China was unconditional—at least 

among the older generation. Yet, if the priorities and loyalties of Chinese in Canada can be 

determined by where they devoted their time and resources, then the Chinese were equally loyal 

to Canada.  

The younger generation of tu sheng who grew up after the Immigration Act of 1923 were 

given the best Chinese education possible. As a result, they grew up between “two worlds.” For 

them, even those who had the opportunity to study in China still felt Canada was their home and 

where their futures would be. Some of these Chinese youths gladly volunteered to serve with the 

Canadian forces as equals, so that their goodwill would be reciprocated in the form of equality 

following the war. However, this did not mean that Chinese youth did not care about China. 

Members of the Chinese Youth Alliance organized in response to the Japanese invasion, and they 

wanted to contribute. At the same time, their reaction to conscription was also divided; many 

were willing to serve in the Canadian forces, but some were not unless the Chinese were treated 

better by Canada.  

Since the Marco Polo Bridge Incident in 1937, Chinese in Canada tried their best to 

express their utmost zhong to both countries.89 For the Chinese community as a whole, 

 
89 Foon Sien Scrapbooks 1–1 combined, page 22/27. Article criticizing Chinese for voting in China. 
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expressions of zhong simultaneously to both China and Canada were not a conflict of interest. 

After all, both countries were allied against the encroachment of the Axis nations. Despite their 

contributions and goodwill, the Chinese in Canada were not met with equality, but still had to 

find means to attain it after the war. Chapter 6 examines, from the Chinese perspective, how 

equality in Canada was negotiated and realized in the post-war era, when the Chinese and other 

marginalized groups, including the Japanese, received franchise. The next chapter analyzes how 

the hua qiao viewed political affairs in both China and Canada from the perspective of 

Confucianism.
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Chapter 5  

 
Post-War Chinese Discourse 

 
In the years between 1945 and 1949, despite successfully fending off the Japanese 

invasion, China quickly became embroiled in a civil war between the Guomindang (GMD) and 

the Communist forces. Thus, the Chinese community in Vancouver anxiously watched as their 

homes in China were ravaged by ongoing warfare. Meanwhile, leaders of the Chinese 

community, along with Chinese veterans, campaigned to regain franchise for the Chinese in 

Canada. Despite the fact that the Chinese community, once again, expressed their zhong to their 

adopted country by enlisting voluntarily at the onset of the war and fervently purchasing 

Canadian Victory Bonds, voting rights were not immediately granted to the Chinese at the 

conclusion of the war. In 1944, Anglican clergyman Andrew Lam formed the Chinese Canadian 

Association, one of the first Chinese organizations established to rally the community to petition 

for voting rights. The Holocaust during the Second World War led to an increase in global 

awareness of the impacts of racism, which could be attributed to various organizations raising 

awareness of the atrocities of racial discrimination. In Canada, the Chinese Canadian 

Association, Chinese veterans, and other grassroots organizations greatly contributed to this 

cause and reiterated that the lack of voting rights for Asians was a continuation of racial 

discrimination. The years during the Second World War to 1947 saw a surge in activism by and 

on behalf of the Chinese, aimed at creating a place where they could settle free of hostility. 

Whether through their own activism or through the influence of diplomats, such as Mme. 

Chiang’s visit to Canada in 1943, the hua qiao used all the support and tools available to them to 

change Canadian sentiment.  
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Voting rights were finally granted to non-Japanese Asians in 1947 and to the Japanese 

two years later. Having reobtained voting rights, which the state had taken away from all Chinese 

and Indigenous peoples in 1872, the next objective towards equality with white Canadians was to 

obtain open, unrestricted immigration. For the Chinese, immigration was no longer an issue of 

economic opportunities, which was sought by the “sojourners” decades ago, but it was a matter 

of survival. Without any reprieve to rebuild the infrastructure lost during the Japanese invasion, 

the ancestral homes of the Chinese in Vancouver were being ravaged again by the fires of civil 

war between the GMD and the Communists. Thus, a better life in Canada was a solution to the 

uncertain outlook in China. In addition, an untimely famine in 1946 only exacerbated the dire 

situation in Guangdong province, where most Chinese in British Columbia migrated from.  

In the years after the Second World War, the hua qiao devoted their attention to the 

political landscape in both Canada and China. In the former case, it was to free themselves from 

racial hostility; in the latter case, it was to bring stability to their homes in China after years of 

ongoing warfare. The hua qiao often wrote essays to critically reflect on the governance in 

China, and they did so by measuring the deeds of Chinese political leaders against the standards 

of morality and governance rooted in Confucian ren (benevolence). They also had aspirations for 

what democracy should look like in China based on the teachings of Confucianism and Sun 

Zhongshan’s vision for establishing democracy in China. 

This chapter examines the discourse of the hua qiao in Vancouver throughout these 

tumultuous times from the end of the Second World War to the height of the Chinese Civil War. 

In particular, given their understanding of Confucianism, it examines what aspirations the 

Chinese in Vancouver harboured regarding their futures, and what expectations they had for 

politicians in both China and Canada. The Chinese in Vancouver structured their lives and 
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society, to the best of their ability, in accordance with ideals rooted in Confucian teachings and 

they sought to achieve true coexistence, free of discrimination, in their adopted country. 

 

Figure 9: Petition from the Chinese Canadian Association for Chinese Voting Rights. (Chinese Canadian 
Association, 1944, Chung Collection University of British Columbia, 
https://open.library.ubc.ca/collections/chung/chungtext/items/1.0354888) 
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Discussion on Virtues 

 In the political essays of Chinese newspapers published in British Columbia such as The 

Chinese Times and The Chinese Voice, there are many references to the classics of Confucianism, 

which include the Analects, Mencius, 中庸 (Doctrine of the Mean, Zhong Yong),1 and 大學 

(Great Learning). Unlike modern education, which divides the study of philosophy, political 

science, and history into individual fields, older Chinese traditions of education integrated the 

disciplines. Philosophy could not be separated from political ideologies and history, which 

served as exemplars of good and admonitions against evil. For this reason, the Four Books 

themselves cite the deeds of ancient sovereigns from before the Xia dynasty (24th century BCE) 

to the early Zhou dynasty (11th century BCE). When some Chinese engaged in discussion on 

politics or politicians, they often did so through a lens of morality in addition to that of history 

and political science. In a sense, the deeds of political actors were “judged” based on 

philosophical ideals of what a jun zi (noble) should be and how a person with power should 

conduct themselves. The metrics to make such appraisals originate from the ideas of Confucian 

classics. 

 In the years after the Second World War, the hua qiao submitted many expositions on 

Chinese cultural values to the editorial sections of Chinese newspapers. The first concept to 

explore is the idea of xiao, filial piety. As Chapter 1 illustrates, xiao was an important value in 

Chinese culture. Xiao is expressed through affectionate care for one’s parents as an honourable 

reciprocation for their care during one’s upbringing. In other words, xiao becomes the starting 

point to model harmonious relationships with others.  

 
1 Zhong in this instance means “central.” Not to be confused with zhong in Chapters 3 and 4 referring to loyalty. The 
Mandarin pronunciation of both words is the same, and thus, rendered identical in English. Zhong Yong is one of the 
four Classics of Confucianism. The name of the classic takes after the concept it discusses. 
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On Mother’s Day in 1952, an anonymous writer submitted an essay on filial piety. The 

writer stated: 

夫孝者。天之經。地之義。民之行也⋯⋯而君子之事親也。養志為大。所謂立生行

道。揚名於後世。以顯父母。孝之終也。 
 
Regarding filial piety, it is the law from the heavens, the righteousness on earth, the 
conduct of people…A noble (jun zi) who serves their parents will cultivate grand 
aspirations. To establish themselves in accordance with dao. When they become famous, 
it will highlight the upbringing their parents provided, which is the culmination of filial 
piety.2 

 
The essay continued by recalling the traditional story of Mencius’ mother relocating her home 

three times as an exemplar of motherly devotion (see Chapter 2);3 in juxtaposition, the writer 

opined that filial piety was falling out of fashion, which resulted in many social issues.  

 In another essay, an anonymous writer elaborated on the importance of xiao. They cited 

an article from the English Crown magazine that reported crime rates of Chinese youth in New 

York City were much lower than average.4 The reporter observed that the “virtue education” the 

Chinese children received contributed to low crime rates.5 The essayist continued by saying: 

 孝為我傳統道德中四維八德項目之一。四維者。禮儀廉恥是也。八德者。忠孝仁愛

信義和平是也。孝於八德中需列次位。然於實踐上則屬首位。故我國有「百行孝為

先」之語。蓋忠之對象為國。孝之對象則為親。其餘仁愛信義和平之對象則為五輪

中親君(關節現代意義卽位國家)此外各倫及社會萬物。生我者乃父母。人所最初接

觸這者為家庭。八之實踐乃以父母之下為此。能孝於親。而後能終於國。 
 

Xiao is a virtue within our traditional values—Four Principles and Eight Virtues. Four 
Principles are propriety, righteousness, integrity, and prudence.6 The Eight Virtues are 

 
2 “慈母節慨言 (Sentiments on Mother’s Day),” The Chinese Times, May 12, 1952, 7. 
3 The story goes Mencius’ mother moved their home three times in order to cultivate an interest towards learning in 
Mencius. The third relocation placed their house next to a school, which led to Mencius becoming serious in 
learning. See Chapter 2 for the same story being presented in children’s textbooks in Chinese public schools in 
Vancouver. 
4 The author suspects this is the English Crown magazine founded in New York City in 1933 and not the later 
Chinese Crown magazine founded in Taiwan in 1954. 
5 “華僑子弟應發揚孝道精神以救國 (Diaspora Youth Should Promote the Spirit of Xiao to Help the Nation),” The 
Chinese Times, December 1, 19XX, 3. 
6 禮義廉恥. The Chinese word 恥 (chi) has been translated as prudence. Chi also means shame. In this particular 
context, it is knowing something is shameful and not committing the act. Some have translated chi as honour, but I 
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zhong, filial piety, benevolence, love, trustworthiness, righteousness, and peace...7 Of the 
Eight Virtues, xiao takes the second place, but it is the first virtue one tries to realize. Thus, 
our country has the saying, “Of a hundred virtues, filial piety is foremost.” The target of 
righteousness (yi) and zhong are to the country. The target of xiao is the parents. The 
remaining virtues of benevolence, love, trustworthiness, righteousness, and peace are 
directed towards the Five Relationships:8 one’s parents, sovereign (in the modern context is 
the nation), society, and creation. The ones who gave birth to me are my parents. The first 
people we come into contact with are family. To realize the Eight Virtues begins with 
showing xiao to our parents. If one can do so, they can express zhong to the nation…9 

 
Both essays stressed the importance of filial piety, especially its effect on the stability of society. 

If an individual properly expressed xiao to their parents and expanded that expression beyond the 

family home, healthy relationships and a peaceful society would follow. 

 Another essay on Confucian virtues was submitted to The Chinese Times by Xiong 

Shaohao, who was a member of the Hong Men party.10 Xiong exhorted the reader to fulfill their 

duties as the ideal citizen by attending to all daily matters within the principle of dao (道), Truth 

and virtue. 

我國故有知「四維」「八德」。吾黨所定之「信條」「黨訓」⋯⋯後者為「忠義 

俠」。「智仁勇」⋯⋯誠以人能旣忠且義矣。自能負担強國福民之責任。又何患乎

家之不齊。國之不治。世界之不大同哉！ 
 
Our country has Four Principles and Eight Virtues, my party has a creed… The latter 
(party creed) being “zhong, righteousness, errantry,”11 along with “wisdom, benevolence, 
courage…” If people can be loyal and righteous, attend to their duty to strengthen our 

 
believe the Christian definition of prudence as a cardinal virtue, to discern virtuous and vicious actions, translates 
better. 
7 忠孝仁愛信義和平. Originally the final two words were 廉恥 (integrity and prudence) but Sun Zhongshan 
updated it to 和平 (peace). Sun, himself a Christian and a student of Confucianism, felt the new addition was 
“Chinese in corpus, Western in application.” In this context, I believe the two Chinese words for peace might 
actually mean “harmony” and peace. 
8 The Five Relationships (五倫) refer to the relationships between: sovereign and subject, parent and child, husband 
and wife, siblings, and friends. 
9 “華僑子弟應發揚孝道精神以救國 (Diaspora Youth Should Promote the Spirit of Xiao to Help the Nation),” The 
Chinese Times, December 1, 1951, 3. 
10 By 1946, Hong Men reorganized themselves as an official political party, Hong Men Min Zhi Dang (洪門民治黨, 
Hong Men Democratic Party), and considered themselves as the “opposition” in Chinese legislature in the English 
sense of the word—to keep the ruling party accountable.  
11 忠義俠. The Chinese word 俠 (xia) has been translated as errantry. Unlike the Western knights-errant who 
purposely seek out chivalrous adventures, the Chinese xia is simply anyone who will help a person in need. A 
common Chinese saying is “When one sees injustice on the road, draw the blade to assist.” (路見不平, 拔刀相助)  



171 
 

nation and bless the people. Will there be fear that families will not be in harmony, 
countries not be properly governed, and the world not be in datong (great unity)!12 

 
Xiong gave several exemplars of zhong, those who dedicated their lives in service of their 

country: Yue Fei of the Song dynasty, the Five Founders of Hong Men, and the Seventy-Two 

Martyrs of the Xinhai Revolution. He continued with the paragon of righteousness, Guan Yu, a 

legendary general from the Three Kingdoms era, whose chronicle has been briefly recounted in 

Chapter 1. Xiong writes: 

正義者。其為人也。至大至公。不為勢屈。不為利誘⋯⋯後漢之關雲長⋯⋯一以桃園

結拜。誓同生死。封金掛印。千里尋兄。放曹操。釋黃忠者。皆能為人所不能為。

忍人所不能忍。為我國「義」字之典型。 

 
A person of righteousness, their character has an unbound spirit, which will not bend to 
powers, nor be tempted by material gains. Guan Yunchang (Guan Yu’s courtesy name) of 
the Later Han dynasty swore an oath at the Peach Garden [with Liu Bei and Zhang Fei] to 
live and die together. [Guan Yu] hung up the peerage seal and left the gold untouched, set 
off on a thousand-mile journey in search of his brother, allowed Cao Cao to escape, 
released Huang Zhong. [He] can do what other people cannot, [he] can endure what other 
people cannot. [Guan Yu] is the paragon of “righteousness” in our country.13 
 

In conclusion, Xiong reminded the reader that righteous people will have “fragrant reputations in 

perpetuity” and unrighteous people will have “reputations that reek forever.”14 If xiao influences 

relationships with parents, then zhong and yi influence relationships with others, including one’s 

country. Xiong stressed that for a society to be stable and prosperous, it was necessary for people 

to live their lives abiding by the Confucian expression of loyalty and righteousness. 

 

 

  

 
12 “論「智仁勇」與「忠義俠」 (Discussing ‘Wisdom, Benevolence, Courage’ and ‘Loyalty, Righteousness, 
Errantry’),” The Chinese Times, August 3, 1948, 2.  
13 “論「智仁勇」與「忠義俠」 (Discussing ‘Wisdom, Benevolence, Courage’ and ‘Loyalty, Righteousness, 
Errantry’),” The Chinese Times, August 3, 1948, 2.  
14 Ibid. 
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The “Ideal” Sovereign 

 For those who studied the Chinese classics and were raised in the framework of 

Confucianism, discussions of politics, history, and morality could seldom be separated. Political 

actors often had their deeds evaluated on a moral basis founded upon the virtues exhorted by 

Confucian classics. Even if a person managed to avoid their demise in their lifetime, they could 

not avoid the judgement of history. Therefore, the noble (jun zi) was encouraged to lead a just 

and righteous life.15  

 For a noble, to cultivate virtue was the first step; if they reached a position of power, they 

must apply the virtues for the betterment of society and humankind. The classic Confucian text, 

Great Learning, comments on this: 

大學之道：在明明德，在親民，在止於至善… 

古之欲明明徳於天下者，先治其國；欲治其國者，先齊其家；欲齊其家者，先修其

身… 
 
The way of Great Learning: to exemplify [your] radiant virtues, do so by endearing the 
people (親民), and the end goal is to [approach] goodness… 
 
If someone in ancient times wished to exemplify their radiant virtue to the world, they 
had to first govern their country well. If one wishes to govern their country well, one 
must first bring harmony to their family. If one wishes to bring harmony to their family, 
they must rectify themselves…16 

 
The four objectives serve as a progression of milestones for the noble in pursuit of virtue, which 

is often simplified as: “rectify self (修身), bring harmony to the family (齊家), govern the 

country well (治國), bring peace to the world (平天下).” Xiong’s essay was referring to this 

passage in Great Learning. Regardless of the time period, someone who aspired to become a jun 

zi noble with civic mindfulness would follow this path.  

 
15 The term jun zi traditionally refers to a male person who knows the teachings of Confucianism. I have opted for a 
more gender-neutral term in its place. 
16 Great Learning or Book of Rites, 大學. 
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Possessing virtue and living righteously is good, but one must endeavour to influence 

others to pursue benevolence. To achieve such, a sovereign or a contemporary political leader 

must first “endear” (親) or “nourish” (養) the people. Before beginning the work as a sovereign, 

one must first possess proper character based on Confucian benevolence. Otherwise, one will 

sow discord across the realm. For example, Mencius advises: 

為政不因先王之道，可謂智乎？是以惟仁者宜在高位。不仁而在高位，是播其惡於

眾也。上無道揆也。下無法守也，朝不信道，工不信度，君子犯義，小人犯刑，國

之所存者，幸也。 

 
To govern without following the ways of ancient kings, could this be called wise? Those 
who possess benevolence are suited for high places; those who are not benevolent [and 
are] situated in high places will only spread atrocity to the masses. A sovereign that does 
not adhere to dao, [will result in] subjects who do not adhere to the law. The court does 
not abide by dao, the magistrates will do likewise. Nobles (jun zi) will violate yi, the 
commoners will violate the law. If the country still exists, it is purely out of fortune.17 

 
The ultimate objective of a sovereign was to govern with benevolence and “nourish the people,” 

to attend to them as a parent would to their own children (愛民如子).18 The intent of this well-

known saying that was derived from Zhong Yong was not meant to justify a sovereign’s 

paternalistic power over the people or a relationship based on authority, but to show a genuine 

affection towards the people. Mencius explains that the enlightened sovereign has powers, but 

even more responsibilities. 

齊宣王見孟子於雪宮。王曰：「賢者亦有此樂乎？」 

孟子對曰：「有。人不得，則非其上矣。不得而非其上者，非也；為民上而不與 

民同樂者，亦非也。樂民之樂者，民亦樂其樂；憂民之憂者，民亦憂其憂。樂以 

天下，憂以天下，然而不王者，未之有也。 
 
King Xuan of Qi received Mencius at his winter palace. The king said, “Can an 
enlightened sovereign have this manner of recreation? (The king refers to the splendor of 
his palace.)” 

 
17 Mencius, 離婁上. 
18 愛民如子 The saying translates as “to love the people as their own children.” This saying is derived from another 
saying from Zhong Yong 子庶民也 meaning “to nurture [as one would their children] the peoples.” 
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Mencius replies, “Yes [for those sovereigns who share their happiness with the people]. If 
the people are not able to share [with the sovereign], they will criticize their sovereign. If 
they cannot [share with the sovereign] and criticize them, that is wrong. To be a sovereign 
and not share their happiness is also wrong. To be happy for the happiness of the people, 
the people will be happy for the happiness of the sovereign; to worry about the worries of 
the people, the people will worry about the worries of the sovereign. [If one] sees the 
happiness of the realm [as their happiness] and the worries of the realm [as their own 
worries], and cannot become an enlightened sovereign, this has not been heard of.19 
 

The enlightened sovereign assumes the worries of everyone in their realm. The foremost worry 

of the people is how to sustain a livelihood. In this regard, Mencius comments succinctly: 

民之為道也，有恆產者有恆心，無恆產者無恆心。苟無恆心，放辟邪侈，無不為 

已。及陷乎罪，然後從而刑之，是罔民也。 
 
The way of the people is as such: those with livelihoods will have stability in their hearts, 
those without livelihoods will not have stability in their hearts. If [the people] do not have 
stability in their hearts, [they will] abandon [themselves] to uninhibited vileness, and they 
will do anything they please. Once they have committed a crime and punishment is 
imposed, it is no different from entrapping the people.20  
 

Some Western political philosophers, such as Thomas Hobbes, claim that laws are a means of 

safeguarding the assets of the people. Hobbes argues in his book Leviathan that all humans 

desire power as a means of self-preservation. However, the simultaneous exercise of power leads 

everyone to oppose another. Therefore, Hobbes suggests that all power must be transferred to a 

sovereign, who would take everyone away from the antagonistic “state of nature” by establishing 

social order through laws.21 Confucianism, on the other hand, advocates that it is the duty of the 

sovereign to ensure the people have the means to live, thereby protecting the material wellbeing 

of the people. The greatest difference between what Confucianism and Hobbes advocate is that 

the ideal sovereign of Confucianism removes the root cause of human antagonism by ensuring 

 
19 Mencius, 梁惠王下. The word 樂 (le) can translate into either happiness, recreation, or music. In Mencius’ 
exposition he redirects the king’s question on recreation to the people’s happiness. The words 雪宮 means “snow 
palace,” but I have rendered it as winter palace for convenience.  
20 Mencius, 滕文公上. 
21 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (England: 1651).  
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everyone lives properly. If everyone had all they required, there would be no reason for them to 

wield power over others for personal gains and everyone could then “aspire towards goodness” 

as Mencius advocates. In contrast, the sovereign of Hobbes only applies a makeshift remedy to 

the root cause of human conflict, scarcity, through the establishment and enforcement of law. On 

one hand, Western ideals of law believe a “good” society can manifest by prohibiting evil deeds. 

On the other hand, Confucianism advocates creating a good society through a collaborative effort 

that begins from the sovereign. Ultimately, if a sovereign in the framework of Confucianism fails 

to look after the needs of their people and punish them within the confines of laws, the sovereign 

essentially sets their people up “for a trap.”22 Time and again, Mencius records the conversations 

between Mencius and various rulers that stressed the importance of fulfilling the material needs 

of their subjects. The material necessities of everyone must be fulfilled first in order to elevate 

the virtue of a society.  

It must be noted that the ideas Hobbes proposes already exist within Chinese philosophy 

as the school of thought known as Legalism (法家, fajia). Han Feizi (韓非子), a Chinese 

Legalist thinker and a contemporary of Qin Shi Huang (259–210 BCE), proposes that fazhi (法

治, or governance by law) could better achieve the objective of bringing stability to a nation. 

Chinese historians suggest that the ascendance of Legalism during the Qin dynasty led to the 

suppression of ideas related to lizhi (禮治, or governance by “etiquette”), which resulted in the 

infamous “book burning.” Centuries later, the neo-Confucianists of the Song dynasty merely 

sought to change the paradigm of governance in China from fazhi to lizhi. As discussed in 

Chapter 1, their efforts have led to lasting damage to the Chinese civilization. 

 
22 See Mencius quote above. 
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During the Post-War period, the Vancouver Chinese also commented on their 

expectations of the ideal sovereign based on values from Confucianism. In 1951, an anonymous 

person submitted an essay to 大漢公報 The Chinese Times called 儒教與民本主義

(Confucianism and Democracy) that highlighted some of these expectations.23 This essay was a 

summary of a small 1924 monograph by Zheng Ziya titled 儒教與現代思潮 (Confucianism and 

Modern Thought),24 which analyzed the essay called 淮南子 (Huai Nan Zi, 139 BCE) from the 

Western Han dynasty. The essay offers a commentary on various schools of Chinese thought, and 

included the statement, “Food is the basis of the people; people are the basis of a country.”25 Up 

until the first half of the twentieth century, China was a country largely dependent on its 

agricultural production. Huai Nan Zi echoes the ideas of earlier sages by correlating the stability 

of a country to the prosperity of the people, and that the wellbeing of the people is gauged by 

their standard of living. In addition, Zheng offers an admonition to the sovereigns who did not 

tend to the wellbeing of their people by citing the Analects. In the chapter, Yao Said (堯曰) of the 

Analects, it states, “If [the people encompassed by] the Four Seas are destitute, the tenure of the 

sovereign is over” (四海困窮，天祿永終).26 While there have been endless treatises of political 

thought on good governance written throughout Chinese history, these examples highlight the 

basic expectations of one in power from a Chinese cultural perspective. The Chinese expected 

more from their sovereigns and hoped they could govern with “benevolence,” bring prosperity to 

 
23 “Confucianism and Democracy,” The Chinese Times, February 28, 1951, 7. 
24 Zheng Ziya, 儒教與現代思潮 Confucianism and Modern Thought (Shanghai: Commercial Press, 1924), 2–3. 
25 Huai Nan Zi, 主術訓. 食者，民之本也；民者，國之本也。 
26 Analects, 堯曰. Yao refers to the Sovereign Yao from the earliest period of Chinese history, before Xia dynasty. 
Confucius reveres Yao for his “governance of benevolence” and often cites his deeds as exemplars of good 
governance. The position as a sovereign, or “Heaven’s Child” as emperors were later called, was thought to be 
bestowed from the heavens.  
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the entire country, and live by abiding in Truth (dao). Therefore, it was with these standards that 

the hua qiao appraised the deeds of the politicians in China. 

 With eyes fixed on their ancestral China, hua qiao had a keen awareness of the political 

developments at home. After the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, the Chinese hoped that having rid 

themselves of Manchu rule, an age of stability would follow. Instead, the Republic was quickly 

overthrown in 1915 by the reinstated monarchy of Yuan Shikai and warlordism followed. With 

the Japanese invasions of Manchuria in 1931 and China in 1937, the Chinese did not experience 

the lasting stability that they had hoped for in the three decades since the Xinhai Revolution. 

When the Japanese were finally repelled in 1945, civil war broke out once again, resulting in the 

Communist victory in 1949. 

Historian Immanuel Hsu argues that one of the reasons why the GMD lost the civil war 

was related to economics. When the GMD officials returned to Japanese-occupied areas in 

China, they treated the citizens with contempt. These officials were interested in their own 

material enrichment rather than the welfare of the people. They achieved this by “monopoliz[ing] 

profitable commodities and enterprises in open competition with people, and publicly 

auction[ing] relief materials for personal gains.”27 One of the most high-handed policies was to 

force the people to convert the Japanese “puppet state” currency issued during the occupation to 

guo bi at a rate of 200 to one, while the actual worth was closer to 100 to one.28 The people 

already had to convert their money from guo bi to the Japanese “puppet state” currency at a rate 

of two to one during the war. This measure saw the wealth of the residents in Japanese-occupied 

areas slashed to a fraction of what it once was. Furthermore, the GMD government was unable to 

 
27 Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 640–1. 
28 Hsu does not openly claim the GMD-initiated currency conversion was done for the material gains of Nationalist 
officials; given the context of his writing, it would suggest that the conversion was for the profitability of the few. 
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maintain the costs of war and allowed inflation to rise at a rate of 30% per month from 1945 to 

1948. As a result, the GMD government printed 4,524 times more bank notes between 1948 and 

1949 than the previous year, and the Shanghai price index, which measured the price of common 

goods and services, rose by 135,742 times!29  

As the cost of living steadily rose in China, hua qiao in Canada were anxious to have 

their money remitted home in a timely fashion. However, their remittance money often faced 

processing delays and other unforeseen obstacles. In 1946, community groups in Vancouver, 

formed by migrants from the Enping (恩平), Taishan (台山), and Kaiping (開平) regions, wrote 

a letter to the GMD Central Diaspora Department petitioning for additional offices in their 

hometowns in China to expedite the process of clearing the money being sent from Canada.30 

Even if the money was cleared by the institutions, the recipient had to “pass five trials” to finally 

receive the money in hand. 

所謂「過五關」者。第一次要繳驗印鑑。第二次要繳驗書信。第三次要繳驗登記 

證。第四次要持有鄉公所證明書。第五次要找商店担保。其中尤以第五關為最難 

之關。因找商店担保。商店方面要取回扣佣。 
 
The so-called “five trials.” First, the signature stamp had to be authenticated. Second, the 
letters [from the husband] had to be examined. Third, [the recipients] need to obtain a 
certificate. Fourth, [the recipients] need a letter of authenticity from the village office. 
Fifth, they need a merchant guarantor. Of all the trials, the fifth is the most difficult. 
Because to have a merchant serve as a guarantor means they will demand a cut.31 
 

Guangdong province, from where most hua qiao came, was already stricken with famine and 

loss of infrastructure because of the Second World War, and the civil war only served to 

 
29 Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 640–1. 
30 “聯電籲請改善僑滙 (Telegraph Petitioning Improvements to Diaspora Remittance),” The Chinese Times, January 
4, 1946, 2. Foon Sien’s name was signed on this telegraph as the president of the Toi Shan Ning Yang Association. 
31 “僑眷領欵要過五關 (Dependents Receiving Money Must First Pass Five Trials),” The Chinese Times, August 
13, 1946, 2. 
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exacerbate the situation. Rapidly rising food prices due to scarcity and hyperinflation made those 

in Canada apprehensive about the wellbeing of their families in China. 

It was no surprise that some hua qiao in British Columbia held the GMD government 

responsible for the myriad of social issues that plagued China. In a 1945 essay series published 

in The Chinese Times called “China in Suffering—Finding the Root Cause,” Lin Gu had this to 

say about the GMD government: 

 
國民党人大多並沒忠誠於其主義的實行。在政治騙子的利用下。主張党治國。口唱

党外無党。党房內各立門戶作為今日中國政治鬥爭的手段⋯⋯不民主。無人身自

由。言論自由。集會結社自由。而「上下交徵利」。貪污全面化的可恥局面亦因是

形成。在這官吏與人民脫節的中國。人民便遭到此於革命前的生活還較為痛苦。 
 
Most of the Guomindang members had no zhong towards their mandates. Under the 
exploitation of political swindlers, they proposed to govern the country through party 
governance. They claimed there are no other parties outside of the [GMD] party. Within 
the party, they set up factions for infighting… It is undemocratic, lacks personal freedom, 
freedom of speech, and freedom to congregate. From the top to bottom, everyone will 
attack each other for material gains.32 Corruption has become shamelessly widespread. In 
a China where the officials are disconnected from the people, the people suffer from a 
wellbeing worse than before the [Xinhai] Revolution.33 

 
32 Lin Gu makes a reference to Mencius, 梁惠王上. The author included the passage below from Mencius to 
describe the state of affairs in China. While the passage from Mencius may point to the problems inherent in a 
capitalistic society, the intent of Mencius was to highlight if self-benefit was the sole motivation for politics, then the 
country will devolve into an endless cycle of mutual conquests for personal gains. 
孟子見梁惠王。王曰：「叟不遠千里而來，亦將有以利吾國乎？」 

孟子對曰：「王何必曰利？亦有仁義而已矣。王曰『何以利吾國?』大夫曰『何以利吾家?』士庶人曰 

『何以利吾身?』上下交征利,而國危矣。萬乘之國,弒其君者，必千乘之家；千乘之國,弒其君者，必百乘

之家。萬取千焉，千取百焉，不為不多矣;苟為後義而先利，不奪不饜。未有仁而遺其親者也，未有義而後

其君者也。王亦曰仁義而已矣，何必曰利?」 
Mencius went to see King Hui of Liang. King said, “Elder, [you] did not mind coming from a thousand miles away, 
do you have some means to bring material gains to my kingdom?” 
Mencius replies, “King, why must you discuss gains? You can also discuss ren and yi. As the king, [if you ask] ‘How 
can my kingdom gain?’ The aristocrats ask, ‘How can my clan gain?” The gentry ask, ‘How can I gain for myself?’ 
From top to bottom, everyone will attack each other for material gains, and the kingdom is in crisis. The one who 
commits regicide in a kingdom with 10,000 chariots will be a clan with 1,000 chariots. The one who commits 
regicide in a kingdom with 1,000 chariots will be a clan with 100 chariots. Those with 10,000 will exploit those with 
1,000, and those with 1,000 will exploit those with 100, there will not be not too many. To act with material gains 
before yi, people will not be satiated if they do not plunder. However, there is never anyone who acts in benevolence 
that will abandon their parents, nor a righteous person who will abandon their sovereign. King, let us speak of 
benevolence and righteousness, why should we speak of gains?”  
33 “苦難的中國⸺⸺禍源的發掘 (China in Suffering—Finding the Root Cause),” The Chinese Times, July 28, 
1948, 2.  
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In another essay series, Zhu Zhuoyun also questioned the GMD’s callousness towards the 

people. 

內戰既然造成中國目前這許的災難。為什麼當政者還不停止內戰。實現和平呢。這

是當政者不肯放開政權。換言之。當政者依然要繼續「黨治」。不要「民治」。直

接的說要繼續「獨裁」。或許會有人說。目前當政者不是放開政權。實施「民治」

嗎。如現在的政府不是有民社黨青年黨參加嗎。去年國大通過憲法。最近有籌備大

選。不是在實施憲政呢。但這種表面現象掩蔽不了獨裁的本質。因為「民治」的起

碼條件。要人權獲得保障。言論出版有自由。可是目前特務橫行。不知任何法律可

以捕人殺人。 
 
If the civil war created such a disaster, why did those in power not end the civil war and 
actualize peace? This is because those in power could not let go of the reins of political 
power. In other words, the rulers are continuing “party governance” and not 
“democracy.” Directly, they state that “dictatorship” will continue. Perhaps people might 
say, aren’t the rulers letting go of their political power and committing to democracy? 
Isn’t there a social party and youth party participating in the elections? Last year [1946], 
the Assembly passed the constitution and is recently preparing for an election. Isn’t this 
being constitutional? However, this is merely a veil to hide the true nature of dictatorship. 
Because true democracy, at the minimum, should have the rights of the citizen protected, 
and freedom of publishing and discourse. On the other hand, secret agents tyrannize, and 
allow them to arrest or execute anyone without regard to law…34 

 
The aforementioned two essays highlighted the dictatorship—in addition to the ravages of civil 

war—experienced by those living in China. Lastly, on the 40th anniversary of the Republic of 

China (1951), an anonymous writer submitted a scathing editorial to The Chinese Times on the 

state of affairs in China: 

所謂中華民國。雖說成立有四十度春秋。但由袁世凱當權以至黎元洪。馮國璋。徐

世昌。曹錕。段祺瑞等執政。其中并不是沒有半個好人。但祗有見到搞得中國一團

糟。軍閥橫行。貪暴凶惡。慢說沒有實行五權憲法。就是小民的生命財產。也是朝

不保夕。那種軍閥的割據地盤呀。稱王稱霸呀。蹂躪民權呀。更無所不用其極。 
 
The so-called Republic of China is said to have been established for forty years. From 
Yuan Shikai to Li Yuanhong, Feng Guozhang, Xu Shichang, Cao Kun, and Duan Qirui 
being in power, there wasn’t half a good person. We only see them turn China into a 
mess: warlordism, corruption, they do not embrace the “Five Power Constitution.” When 

 
34 “實現民治才有和平 (By Actualizing Governance by People Only Then Will There Be Peace),” The Chinese 
Times, December 5, 1947, 2. 
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it comes to the assets of the meek people, they gain it in the morning to lose it at night. 
Warlords fight over the boundaries of their territory. They claim to be kings and 
hegemons and trample on the rights of people, using every extreme means at their 
disposal.35 

 
These three essays, by writers using true names, pseudonyms, or the guise of anonymity, 

represented the laments of the Chinese in Canada over the political landscape of China, which 

reflected the painful hardships felt by those who had family in China. Instead of “nourishing” the 

people, corrupt officials fleeced the people. The government also made no attempt to counter 

hyperinflation, which made day-to-day living exceptionally difficult. The Chinese on both sides 

of the Pacific became disillusioned with the GMD government, which was expected to govern 

through Sun Zhongshan’s Three Principles of the People (三民主義)—nationalism, democracy, 

and welfare. Instead, what proclaimed itself to be a democratic government from their point of 

view was no different from dictatorship.  

 

 

On Democracy  

The hua qiao of British Columbia contributed greatly towards the establishment of a 

republic in China. Prior to the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, the hua qiao had gathered large sums 

of money from their personal assets and donated to the cause, with the Victoria Chinese 

Consolidated Benevolent Association being the greatest contributor among hua qiao in Canada. 

They hoped China would begin to prosper once it had freed itself from the corruption of the 

Manchu imperial court and by governing according to Sun Zhongshan’s Three Principles of the 

 
35 “國慶慨言 (Sentiments on National Celebration Day),” The Chinese Times, October 10, 1951, 7. 
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People. Yet, from 1911 to 1949, the GMD turned that vision into a remnant of the original—

democracy without form. 

 Zheng’s 1924 monograph, “Confucianism and Modern Thought,” offers additional 

insight on democracy from a Chinese perspective. He argues that while the Chinese did not have 

a concept of “democracy” (民主) in the Western sense of the word, the Chinese had a similar 

notion in the principle of “people as foundation” (民本, min ben). The era when Confucius lived, 

and all other dynasties that followed, operated under monarchy. Despite this fact, Zheng claims 

the real power remained vested in the people. A sovereign who failed their mandate would be 

met with the disapproval of the people.36 The many dynasties in China that have been deposed by 

the political will of the people are a testament to this claim. The aforementioned anonymous 

1951 essay published in The Chinese Times, itself a summary of Zheng’s monograph, concluded 

by arguing that despite subtle differences between democracy and the theory of min ben, the 

spirit and underlying principles were the same.37  

While on the surface, Western democracy and Chinese min ben may seem similar, in 

theory, they are not. Fundamental differences can be observed by how both systems deal with the 

commoners who have gone astray. In a Western democracy, when a civilian commits a crime, the 

sovereign does not have moral responsibility, and the matter is resolved through the enforcement 

of the law and meting out the appropriate punishment or rehabilitation. In Confucianism, the 

approach is starkly different. 

季康子問：「使民敬、忠以勸，如之何？」子曰：「臨之以莊則敬，孝慈則忠，舉

善而教不能，則勸。」 

 
Ji Kang Zi asks, “How does one get the commoners to respect [their sovereign], act in 
zhong, and mutually exhort each other?” Confucius said, “Approach them with solemn 

 
36 Zheng, Confucianism and Modern Thought, 1–2. 
37 “儒教與民本主義 (Confucianism and Democracy),” Chinese Times, February 28, 1951, 7. 
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respect, and they will show respect; [express] xiao and mercy, and they will express 
zhong; to uphold good and teach those who have gone astray, and they will exhort one 
another.”38 
 

From this dialogue, Confucius places blame for the people going astray upon the sovereign. 

Confucianism does not approve of using laws for moral instruction; instead, the sovereign should 

set an example. Therefore, the difference of focus between both ideologies and their 

manifestation is as follows: Western democracy focuses on the “political” will of the people 

through elections, Chinese min ben focuses on tianming (天命), the Mandate of Heaven 

manifested through the “actual” will of the people situated in a state of virtue.  

 From this ideological standpoint, the Vancouver hua qiao community expressed their 

opinions on how democracy should be implemented in China. In 1947, an opinion piece 

submitted by Zhu Zhuoyun and published in The Chinese Times acknowledged two kinds of 

democracies in the world: the British-American version based on capitalism and the Soviet 

version based on socialism.39 To clarify, the term “democracy” used by the author did not 

necessarily mean a Western electoral-based democracy (even though British and American 

democracies qualify as such), but was likely based on the term min ben, or republics. Yet, Zhu 

argued neither was suitable for China. 

中國目前既不是資本主義的社會。也不是社會主義的社會。而是半封建殖民地的社

會。因此。現階段中國所需要的民主既不是英美式的民主。也不是蘇聯式的民主，

而是各進步階級各進步政黨共同聯合掌握政權的聯合政府的形式。而以實現地方自

治。實行普選。確保人民身體。言論。出版。集會。結社之自由。實現孫中山先生

之「耕者有其田」為基本內容。使能從事和平建設發展到「民有。民治。民享」的

境界。 
 
Presently, China is not a capitalist society, nor a socialist society. It is a half-feudal and 
half-colonized society. Therefore, the democracy that the present China needs is not the 
British-American version nor the Soviet version, but one that seeks to progress all social 

 
38 Analects, 為政. 
39 “實現民治才有和平 (By Actualizing Governance by People Only Then Will There Be Peace),” The Chinese 
Times, December 6, 1947, 2. 
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classes and advance all political parties to create a unified government. To realize 
regional self governance, open elections, ensure rights of safety with freedoms of speech, 
publication, and organization, and Sun Zhongshan’s “farmers will have farmland” as the 
basic mandate of the government. Then, we can engage in peaceful development to reach 
[a country] that is “of the people, by the people, for the people.”40 

 
The phrase “government of the people, by the people, for the people…” originally came from 

Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address in 1863 delivered during the American Civil War. At first 

glance, this citation appearing in a Chinese article may seem peculiar. However, the quoted line 

from Lincoln’s speech greatly inspired Sun Zhongshan and was adopted as a compass for his 

ideal form of democracy for China. By the middle of the twentieth century, China was still 

considered to have a mostly agrarian economy despite the efforts to modernize and industrialize. 

Therefore, Zhu reminded the reader of Sun’s original vision to create a China where, if 

agriculture was the means of livelihood for the majority, those who engaged in it would have 

more opportunities. When the people have their economic wellbeing attended to and politics are 

diverted towards true democracy, there will be peace in China. Thus, Zhu named the essay “By 

actualizing governance by the people only then will there be peace.”41 

 Good governance was only half of a good democracy; the other aspect relates to voting 

for an able candidate to represent the people. On this topic, the Vancouver Chinese also had their 

concerns, and Zeng Mouliang submitted an essay that was published in The Chinese Times. Zeng 

asked readers, “A country was made for the people. People are the basis of the country. If there 

are no people, where will the country be?”42 However, in a democracy, the people shape the 

 
40 “實現民治才有和平 (By Actualizing Governance by People Only Then Will There Be Peace),” The Chinese 
Times, December 6, 1947, 2. “By the people” or the Chinese translation of 民治 (min zhi, governance by people) 
became a buzzword because of Sun’s inspiration by the Gettysburg Address. When the Hong Men rebranded 
themselves as a political party, they also took name Min Zhi Party with Sun’s ideals in mind. 
41 “實現民治才有和平 (By Actualizing Governance by People Only Then Will There Be Peace),” The Chinese 
Times, December 6, 1947, 2. 
42 “公民與政治乃民治之先聲 (Citizens and Politics are the Prelude of Governance by People),” The Chinese 
Times, December 8, 1947, 2. 
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country. If the masses are not educated to perform their civic duties, mainly to vote, there are 

concerns about the effectiveness of operating a democracy in that country. Zeng expressed the 

following: 

但是。中國內經濟落後的國家教育。未能普遍。文盲滿地。公民程度幼稚。自信之

能力薄弱。得過且過。依賴成性。感情用事。食古不化。未有認識公民道德之權 

益。是以今日中國滋擾讓紛紜。大概基於公民程度道德低薄之故。 
 
However, China is economically undeveloped. Education is not widespread, illiteracy 
abounds, understanding of civic duty is in its infancy, and self-confidence is weak. 
[People] scrape by, reliance [on others] is a habit, [they are] emotional in their dealings, 
unchanging in their ways, they have not been exposed to the duties and privileges of 
being a proper citizen. The political troubles that plague China presently are largely due 
to people not understanding their civic duties.43 

 
It was estimated that in 1949 China, more than 80% of the populace was illiterate.44 Considering 

that education usually thrives when society is politically stable, prolonged periods of such 

stability from the Xinhai Revolution to 1947, when this article was written, were rare. Despite 

the state of affairs, Zeng exhorted the reader with the following: “Do not just vote for the renown 

in society, but also be mindful of people who are virtuous and talented. Sages (賢能) are the 

pillars of society, the foundations of the state. They can refine politics for the better and 

revolutionize society.”45 Contrary to the idea of voting for a political platform, Zeng reminded 

the audience that a “sage,” a person who embodies Confucian virtues and has the ability to 

govern the country well, should be the candidate of choice when voting time arrives. It did not 

matter what political platform the sage proposed. If a sage were truly grounded in virtue, their 

political agenda would match the will of the people and bring them prosperity. This is the basis 

 
43 Ibid. 
44 The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, “輝煌60年:“掃盲”字眼的消失, 一個落後

時代的遠去 (Radiant 60 Years: The Words “Sweeping Blindness” Disappear, A Backward Period Far Away),” 
Central Government Portal. Accessed August 10, 2025. https://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2009–09/06/content_1410369.htm 
45 賢能 translates into sages. The two words apart mean virtuous (賢) and talented (能). 
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for the faith in “benevolent governance.” Therefore, regardless of whether the election was for 

the President of China or Prime Minister of Canada, voting for a benevolent sovereign was the 

best use of one’s voting rights. Zeng’s essay highlighted the political expectations for the hua 

qiao in Vancouver and that it was still rooted within Confucianism despite having adopted 

Western systems of democracy. 

 

 

Exercising Democracy in Canada 

After a long campaign of petitions and raising awareness about anti-Chinese 

discrimination to the wider Canadian public, the Chinese reobtained voting rights in 1947. One 

of the first white organizations to champion Asian voting rights was the Cooperative 

Commonwealth Federation (CCF), which pledged to the cause in 1934. That year, CCF national 

chairperson, J.S. Woodsworth declared that the party would promote the cause for Asian 

franchise.46 During the federal election the following year, the Liberal party fanned anti-Asian 

sentiments in order to suppress CCF influence in British Columbia and were successful in doing 

so. In 1936, the CCF proposed to grant all Asians “full citizenship” or subject them to “complete 

exclusion,” which provoked an intense debate in the House of Commons.47 In these early years, 

the CCF party was not able to make much progress for Asian enfranchisement due to entrenched 

racial discrimination. The anti-Chinese discrimination did not begin to subside until the Marco 

Polo Bridge Incident in 1937 that set off the start of the Second World War and, further when 

Canada joined the war in 1939, making China and Canada allies. During World War II, anti-

 
46 Carol Lee, “The Road to Enfranchisement: Chinese and Japanese in British Columbia,” BC Studies, No. 30 
(Summer 1976): 46. 
47 Ibid. 
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Asian discrimination was largely focused upon the enemy Japanese. When Thomas Reid, Liberal 

MP for New Westminster, was interviewed in 1944, he openly called for the repatriation of 

Japanese in Canada. In response, the CCF stated that “This is the same program as Hitler’s.”48 

Activists working for the Asian cause often raised awareness by highlighting the similarities 

between Canadian anti-Asian legislation and racist policies in Nazi Germany. At the conclusion 

of the war in 1945, the Chinese community also redoubled their efforts to obtain voting rights. 

Chinese veterans in Canada and the Chinese Canadian Association gave talks to various 

sympathetic organizations and sent petitions to provincial and federal legislatures. A November 

1946 petition for Chinese voting rights was supported by the CCF, war veterans, Junior Board of 

Trade, Trade and Labour Council, United and Baptist Churches, United Nations Society, and 

many other groups.49 In particular, the Christian churches were involved in the activism for 

Chinese rights because they had been evangelizing to the hua qiao in British Columbia for more 

than half a century. Out of the many denominations, the United Church was the most active 

participant in the mission field of Chinese in Canada, and the majority of the hua qiao Christians 

were affiliated with the United Church. Ultimately, these efforts culminated in the change of 

sentiments in the Canadian public and the House of Commons towards the Chinese in Canada 

that resulted in the repealing of the 1923 Immigration Act and non-Japanese Asians receiving 

voting rights in 1947.50 

After the arduous journey to restore the vote, the first opportunity to cast ballots was at 

hand. In 1948, Vancouver Centre held a by-election to replace the incumbent MP. When an 

 
48 Lee, “The Road to Enfranchisement,” 52. 
49 Ibid., 61. 
50 Lee, “The Road to Enfranchisement,” 44–76; Bangarth, “We are not asking you…,” 395–422. 
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opportunity to vote drew near, many articles were published to gently remind the Chinese 

community to vote. 

查我華僑須生長於斯省者。向無選舉權。經奮鬥多年以求之。今旣得法定有此權。

祈勿自暴自棄。忽視之以招外人之譏為幸。 
 
We hua qiao who grew up [and settled] in this province did not have voting rights in the 
past. Through many years of hard work, we have attained it. Today, we legally possess 
this right, please do not forfeit yours. If not taken seriously, this will draw gossip from 
outsiders (Canadians) at best.51 
 

A few days later, Jian Jianping submitted his opinions on the by-election to The Chinese Times. 

The writer reminded the community of the historical and political significance of the newly 

obtained voting rights in 1947. 

這一次我們華裔的土生及入加拿大國籍的僑胞們能獲有選舉權。在加拿大歷史中。

可稱為破天荒。因為我們的華僑居留於加拿大以還。從來不但沒有選舉權。反用華

僑為各黨派攻擊之資料。種種歧視之態度。我不必多說。每一位華僑心目中也都明

白。另一方面看來。這一次我們能獲選舉權。可算華僑居留加國歷史中加上一頁光

榮的史蹟。打破歷年來華僑受歧視的一新陣線。華僑的地位。漸漸可從此高升了。 
 
This time, we Chinese born in Canada and naturalized citizens have voting rights. In 
Canadian history, it could be said as a pioneering experience; for as long as we hua qiao 
have lived in Canada, we never had the franchise. Instead, we served as material for the 
political parties to attack each other with an attitude of discrimination. I need not say 
more. Each hua qiao must know this in their hearts. From another point of view, having 
voting rights can count as a glorious page in the history of hua qiao settling in Canada. 
[We] broke through years of discrimination, and our position is slowly on the rise.52 

 
Jian continued the essay by reminding its readers of the tremendous effort required to obtain the 

right to vote and he concluded with a reminder that those in the Chinese community who have 

not registered to become a voter should do so as soon as possible. 

 
51 “請寶貴難得之選權 (Please Use the Precious and Hard-Earned Voting Rights),” The Chinese Times, April 22, 
1948, 3. 
52 “為什麼華裔及人籍菙僑要參加加國選舉？ (Is It Necessary for Chinese and Naturalized Chinese to Vote in 
Canadian Elections?)”, The Chinese Times, April 27, 1948, 2. 
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 During the 1949 federal election campaign, the Chinese community in Vancouver 

feverishly discussed which party they should support. As the voting day approached, many 

Chinese sought out Wong Mun Po, commonly known to Westerners as Foon Sien,53 for voting 

advice. Foon Sien advised that “the Chinese community should vote with solidarity so that the 

Westerners can feel our influence.”54 For the hua qiao, the main point of focus was against 

Order-in-Council 2115 legislated in 1930, which restricted Chinese and other Asian immigration 

into Canada. Under the restrictions of PC 2115, a Chinese person could enter Canada only if they 

were the wife or unmarried children under the age of eighteen of a Canadian citizen. The Victoria 

Chinese community feared that pushing too hard to have PC 2115 repealed would cause 

unforeseen repercussions. They believed the ability for a Chinese man to send for his wife and 

children was solely granted by the provisions of PC 2115. If the order-in-council were repealed, 

the Chinese would not be able to send for the wives and children and a policy for Chinese to 

immigrate into Canada on equal standing as Europeans would not exist to take its place. To 

alleviate the concerns of those from Victoria, Foon Sien reached out to Irving Himel, the legal 

counsel of the Committee for the Repeal of the Chinese Immigration Act in Toronto, for 

clarification. Himel assured Wong that having PC 2115 repealed would still yield the greatest 

benefit in obtaining immigration equality for the Chinese. Subsequently, Foon Sien met with 

Liberal candidate Ralph Campney to ascertain that, if elected, Campney would represent the 

Chinese and petition the Cabinet to have the discriminatory order-in-council repealed.55 As a 

result, Campney was elected for the Vancouver Centre riding supported by Chinese votes. 

 
53 Much of the correspondence from government officials mistakenly refers to him as Mr. Sien and assume Foon 
was Wong Mun Po’s given name. 
54 “文甫運動取消苛例 (Mun Po’s Activism to Repeal Cruel Laws),” The Chinese Times, June 11, 1949, 2–3. 
55 “文甫運動取消苛例 (Mun Po’s Activism to Repeal Cruel Laws),” The Chinese Times, June 11, 1949, 3.  
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 At first glance, the Vancouver Chinese seemed to have prioritized pragmatism in this 

federal election over supporting a benevolent sovereign since the debates in newspapers focused 

strictly on removing immigration restrictions for the Chinese. However, their motivations still 

bore hints of the Confucian framework. The ancient teachings of Confucius promoted harmony 

in human relationships, both within the family and towards society. At a fundamental level, there 

could hardly be any “harmony” in the family if members were being separated by the Pacific 

Ocean. For hua qiao with aged parents still in China, unrestricted Chinese immigration meant 

their parents could come live in Canada at their earliest convenience. The same men who 

sponsored their parents could finally express their xiao both financially and physically, and not 

have to choose between the two aspects. Furthermore, harmony between the ethnicities, Chinese 

and Euro-Canadian, was also not possible if relations were founded on inequality. After 

reobtaining voting rights, immigration was the final obstacle to true equality between the two 

groups. In another sense, voting for a candidate who would bring about equality was still voting 

for an “enlightened” representative. Despite the debates in The Chinese Times over the federal 

election not mentioning a single word on xiao or benevolent politicians, this was something that 

was implicitly understood by the Chinese.  The community knew that voting rights were 

obtained through an “arduous journey,” and the political power that they received, even though it 

was a few ten thousand votes at best, was precious and should be used wisely. Since family 

reunification held the highest priority for the community, many Chinese in Vancouver pledged 

their support for Campney, the Liberal candidate of Vancouver Centre.56  

 

 

 
56 Vancouver’s Chinatown is situated within the Vancouver Centre federal electoral district. This coincided with the 
fact that Campney was sympathetic to Chinese interests.  
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Discussions on Canada 

 The hua qiao in Vancouver also appraised the Western society they lived in with 

standards based on Confucianism. On Canada Day and Victoria Day, laudatory essays were 

sometimes submitted by readers. An essay submitted by an anonymous writer on Dominion Day 

in 1951: 

加拿大的國家成立。是經過許多先導者。許多艱難險阻。一志奮鬥。（加拿大的建

國歷史。料想很多人知曉。在這裏不必詳敘了）。才獲到今日這個富強安樂。而且

民主的獨立自由的國家。好像中國文人贊頌太平盛世的說法。「重𤋮累洽。民康物

阜」哪。 
 
The establishment of Canada was possible through the unified perseverance of many 
pioneers who overcame many obstacles. (Many people know the history of founding 
Canada, so it will not be repeated.)57 This resulted in the prosperity and peace of today—
an independent and democratic country. Borrowing the words from Chinese scholars 
regarding a society in peace and prosperity, “just rule accumulates harmony, people are at 
peace and prosperous.”58 

  
The Chinese words meaning a “people in peace and prosperity” were the highest praise given to 

anyone who governs. Recall the shorthand from Great Learning: to govern a country well means 

to bring peace and prosperity to the people. The author then recounted Canada’s contribution to 

the First and Second World Wars as defenders of freedom and democracy, and they concluded 

with the ardent wish that Canada bring about a peaceful closure to the Korean War.59 Despite the 

anti-Asian immigration policies through PC 2115 still being effective, the author encouraged 

their adopted country towards “new developments for a new world” to a society that embraces 

ideas from many cultures.60 

 
57 The words enclosed by round parentheses were the anonymous author’s own words and words enclosed by square 
parentheses were added for clarification. 
58 “祝加拿大國慶節 (Wishes for Canada Day),” The Chinese Times, June 30, 1951, 7. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
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 Almost a full year later, another essay appeared on Victoria Day. The anonymous author 

claimed that Queen Victoria was a competent and enlightened leader who allowed Britain to 

become a superpower in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Furthermore: 

那維多利亞女皇時代。是英國史上最光榮燦爛的一頁。想僑胞大眾多數是知道的。

這個恭祝聖𧩙。是老百姓感覺到英國宣威海外拓展殖民地。是她的功勞。而迭施仁

政。也要感德懷惠。年年今日。歲歲今朝。可說「永矢不諼」的紀念慶典。 
 
The Victorian era is the most glorious and illustrious page in British history. Many qiao 
bao must know this already. In celebrating her birthday, the people feel Britain’s 
projection of might to the colonies and acknowledge that the credit is hers. Choosing to 
bestow benevolent rule, [the people across the empire] feel the benefit. Every year on this 
day, every age this dawn, it could be said it is a perennial memorial.61 

 
Some of Queen Victoria’s British subjects definitely benefited from her rule. In order to balance 

the trade deficit, the British government had relentlessly imported opium into China, which 

culminated in the First Opium War in 1839. The imperial commissioner Lin Zexu, sent by the 

Qing court to destroy all opium in southern China, once wrote a letter to Queen Victoria that was 

lost in transit, which stated: 

I have heard that the smoking of opium is very strictly forbidden by your country… Why 
do you let it be passed on to the harm of other countries? Suppose there were people from 
another country who carried opium for sale to England and seduced your people into 
buying and smoking it; certainly your honorable ruler would deeply hate it and be bitterly 
arouse… Naturally you would not wish to give unto others what you yourself do not 
want…62 
 

Even though Queen Victoria may have had little influence in British opium exports, Lin still 

appealed to her sense of justice but, more importantly, he might have hoped that if justice was a 

universally accepted virtue, perhaps the British trade imbalance could be rectified with means 

other than importing opium into China. Within the teachings of Confucianism, there are many 

 
61 “英女皇維多利亞聖誕紀典 (Queen Victoria’s Birthday Memorial),” The Chinese Times, May 26, 1952, 7. 
62 W. Y. Teng and John K. Fairbank, China’s Response to the West: A Documentary Survey, 1839–1923 (Cambridge, 
1954), 24–27 with minor changes by Immanuel Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 180. 
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references to the “path of the monarch” (王道), which was juxtaposed with the “path of the 

hegemon” (霸道). Mencius often cautioned rulers he met against the conquest and exploitation 

of other nations, which was the path of a hegemon.63 Likely, Lin Zexu had these teachings in 

mind as he composed his letter to Queen Victoria with the hopes that the Queen would rise up 

and become a true monarch—to enrich her citizens, not at the expense of the citizens from 

another nation. Despite the events of the Opium War, the anonymous author writing in 1952 still 

felt that Queen Victoria deserved respect as an enlightened sovereign who enriched her subjects. 

 For a Chinese patriot, the events leading up to the First Opium War to the Eight-Nations 

Alliance in 1900 that invaded China to save the foreign legations under siege by the Boxer 

Rebellion, an anti-Western movement in the late Qing dynasty, were humiliating episodes of 

recent Chinese history. The proud Qing emperors were humbled by the forceful and militant 

diplomacy exercised by Britain and other Western nations, and the people also felt humiliated if 

they had any interaction with Westerners in nineteenth- to early twentieth-century China. 

Therefore, it can become difficult to rationalize how an educated Chinese person in 1950s 

Vancouver had praise for the first invader of their ancestral country in recent history. One 

possibility was that the national shame incurred by an inept sovereign was pinned directly on the 

heads of the Qing emperors. Personal shame and humiliation required another explanation. In 

Zhong Yong, one of the Four Books, Confucius had this to say: 

 
63 孟子曰：「以力假仁者霸，霸必有大國，以德行仁者王，王不待大。湯以七十里，文王以百里。以力服

人者，非心服也，力不贍也…」 
“…To replace benevolence with power is a hegemon, hegemons require a large nation. To rule with virtue through 
benevolence is a monarch, monarchs have no need for great might. [King] Tang managed with seventy [square] 
miles, King Min managed with a hundred [square] miles. To subjugate people, they will to be obedient; it (their 
subjugation) is simply because they were not powerful enough…” 
In essence, Mencius suggests to keep people subjugated requires immense power and vast resources. Thus, a large 
nation is necessary. 
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子路問強。子曰：「南方之強與？北方之強與？抑而強與？寬柔以教，不報無道，

南方之強也，君子居之。衽金革，死而不厭，北方之強也，而強者居之。故君子和

而不流，強哉矯！中立而不倚，強哉矯... 」 
 
Zi Lu asks [Confucius] about strength. Confucius said, “[Are you asking about] the 
strength of the people from the south? [Are you asking about] the strength of the people 
from the north? Are you asking about your definition of strong? To educate others with 
forgiveness and gentleness and to not seek revenge for offences done to oneself, that is 
the strength of the south, and what nobles should aspire to. To equip armour and 
weapons, [fight and] die [in battles] with no hard feelings, that is the strength of the 
north. A noble that is peaceable and does not simply go with the flow, that is strength! To 
establish oneself in the centre and not sway, that is strength!”64 

 
This is not definitive evidence that all who were brought up in Chinese classics did not hold a 

historical grudge towards Queen Victoria, but simply a possible explanation of how someone 

who was raised in Confucianism would reconcile with historical pasts. Indeed, history saw very 

few “true” monarchs, and if one could not achieve such a legacy, a “benevolent” hegemon was 

the next best sovereign. In the end, Queen Victoria simply sought to enrich her subjects by 

expanding the wealth entering her empire, and that alone was worthy of respect. The inept 

governance of Qing emperors was another matter of its own.  

According to the research of historian Wang Jiwu, since the 1930s more and more hua 

qiao adopted Christianity. Statistics show that 21% of the Chinese declared themselves to be 

Christian in 1931, and that percentage rose to 28.4% in 1941, to 55.3% in 1951, and to 61.4% in 

1961. In addition, over half of the hua qiao Christians were affiliated with the United Church.65 

Therefore, it was not surprising that the Chinese in Vancouver examined current events not only 

through a Chinese cultural perspective but from a Christian standard as well.66 In 1960, an 

 
64 Doctrine of the Mean or Book of Rites, 中庸. 
65 Wang, “His Dominion,” 28 and 85. 
66 Historian Wang Jiwu claims that some early twentieth-century Chinese missionaries still held onto traditional 
religious beliefs despite having converted to Christianity. It was not surprising to see those who adopted a different 
belief system to maintain elements of the former “faith,” and that a clean cut from previously held beliefs was not a 
simple task. See Wang, “His Dominion,” 129. 
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anonymous writer submitted their sentiments to The Chinese Voice regarding the immigration 

restrictions that the Chinese were still subjected to: 

天生蒸民，有物有則，民之秉彝，好是懿德。斯乃中庸之道。正謂不偏之為中，不

易之為庸。凡事達至中庸，則善，亦是中國數千年來文化薈粹之菁華。是故中國儒

教之處之至聖先師抱定以仁為體以義為用。民吾胞也，物吾與也為宗旨。西方教主

耶穌氏，亦以博愛為懷⋯⋯圓臚方趾，同事為人，本無種族，國籍，宗教，之分。

無軒輊，貴賤之別。互相敬愛，彼此扶持，共謀人類之福利，已符兩大教主人以及

博愛之本旨⋯⋯惜文明法治之邦，民主立國，實耶穌首倡之博愛平等，與羅蘭夫人

主張之合法自由者，竟然背道而馳⋯⋯限制移民，區別厚薄之待遇。有的可能自由

入境，有等還得政府代墊旅費⋯⋯然奈有的限制攤額，甚至有的，則如中國移民，

嚴格限制入境。 
 
The Heavens created the peoples, with form and laws. The natural inclination of humans 
is to seek beauty and virtue.67 This is the way of zhong yong.” As it has been said, 
“Unswaying is zhong, unchanging is yong.” When matters achieve zhong yong, it is good. 
This is also the essence of Chinese culture standing the test of thousands of years, and 
what our late, most holy teacher of Chinese Confucianism designates as benevolence 
(ren) as corpus and righteousness (yi) as application. To reach the point where people are 
my brethren and creation is my friend. In the West, Jesus also has a message of love… 
Round heads and rectangular feet, all are just human. There is no differentiation of race, 
nationality, or religion. There is no differentiation of class and wealth. Everyone 
embraced in mutual love and support in order to work for the benefit of humankind. This 
embodies the teachings of benevolence and love promoted by both religious founders68… 
Despite being a civilized country of laws and democracy, in the spirit of love and equality 
that Jesus promotes and the ideas of lawful freedom proposed by Madame Roland [from 
the French Revolution],69 it [Canada] has run counter to those principles… They limit 
immigration and show preferential treatment. Some can enter freely and even receive 
travel funds from the government. Others have strict quotas, and even, in the case of 
Chinese immigrants, severe restrictions.70 
 

At the time of this article, Chinese immigration was still restricted by PC 2115. Although Wong 

Foon Sien managed to negotiate some concessions, the Chinese were still not able to freely 

 
67 These are the starting lines of an ancient poem from the “Classic of Poetry” (詩經) called Zheng Min (烝民), 
roughly translated as “the people” or “the masses.” 
68 See Chapter 1 on the discussion of Confucianism as religion.  
69 The author is unsure whether the essayist refers to Madame Roland from the French Revolution, but given the 
essayist was writing about equality and the Revolution slogan of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity” also promoting the 
same values, the assumption could be sound. 
70 “時事感言 (Thoughts on Current Affairs),” The Chinese Voice, August 1, 1960, page unknown. Taken from 
Scrapbooks, 1960, RBSC-ARC-1628, file 06–02, Foon Sien Wong Fonds, University of British Columbia Archives, 
Vancouver. 
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immigrate to Canada. Regarding the ongoing immigration restrictions on the Chinese, the author 

charged the Canadian government with not living up to the moral standards of Confucius, and 

those set down by Jesus and Madame Roland, which Canada should be familiar with. The author 

felt that if Chinese society, at least nominally, abides by the teachings of Confucius as the 

standard of good living, then Western society should abide by the teachings of Jesus in the same 

manner. Therefore, the anonymous author accused the Canadian government of not acting in 

accordance with Christian principles; and if that was not applicable, to the principles of equality 

that culminated in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the new standard of Western 

morality, of which Canada was a signatory nation.  

 The article made significant reference to the concept of zhong yong. The text Zhong Yong 

(中庸), which originates from a chapter of Book of Rites (禮記), is an exposition on the concept 

of zhong yong. Scholar Nan Huai-chin states that those growing up during the interwar period 

might mistakenly understand zhong yong as passing life with mediocrity. Some might even 

lament that zhong yong, as a concept, led to the ruin of China in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.71 Zhong (中) means “central”; but in this context, it refers to the principle of 

living in moderation—to act neither in excess nor in deficiency. It further alludes to the dao of 

proper living. Yong (庸) means “mediocre”; but the text refers to the state of living in 

ordinariness. Philosopher Edmund Tam explains that zhong is based on the natural inclinations of 

humans. People pursuing the path of yong favour remaining in ordinariness, the natural state of 

being human, and choose not to assert superiority over others because this creates a relationship 

of antagonism. In other words, zhong yong is not competitive.72 This is not to say that people 

 
71 Nan Huai-chin, Hua Shuo Zhong Yong (Taizhong: Nan Huai-Chin Cultural Enterprise, 2005), 12. Title translation: 
Speaking of Zhong Yong. 
72 Edmund Tam, 論語：存在正道平解, 322–4.  
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living in the state of zhong yong do not seek self-improvement in order to maintain ordinariness, 

as it would be making the same mistake Nan contends. To effect change in a society, one must 

begin with oneself.73 Change is the result of the ordinary, everyday effort in pursuit of virtue.74 

 The 1960 article in The Chinese Voice also alluded to two definitions of equality: first, in 

reference to Confucius exhorting people to see each other as brethren; second, in reference to 

human likeness. The latter loosely resembles the concept of cosmopolitanism in Western 

philosophy: the idea that all humans belonged to a global community that transcends boundaries 

of race and culture while affording each other dignity befitting humans. Zhong yong expects 

everything cosmopolitanism does, but further includes that the ordinariness of humanness should 

be embraced as well. The acceptance of ordinariness would prevent antagonism with one another 

that is the result of seeking supremacy over others.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 Throughout the inter-war period, Canadian discriminatory sentiments towards Chinese 

settlement in Canada remained ironclad. Despite the best efforts of the CCF and other Chinese 

and English grassroots organizations throughout the 1930s and early 1940s, there were no 

significant shifts in public and political sentiment towards coexisting with the hua qiao. The 

tipping point that granted activists for the Asian cause momentum was arguing that racial 

discrimination in Canadian policy was no different from the policies enacted in Nazi Germany. 

 
73 Tam, Analects, 361. 子曰：齊一變至於魯，魯一變至於道。Confucius said: a change in [the kingdom of] Qi 
brings it closer in likeness to [the kingdom of] Lu, a change in [the kingdom of] Lu brings it closer to dao [truth]. 
Tam uses a chapter from the Analects to better explain the principles of zhong yong. He explains that Confucius 
suggests to effect large social changes depends largely on the individual. The individual must take the first step to 
change before society as a whole can change. 
74 Ibid., 333. 
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Ultimately, Canadian embarrassment in being ideological hypocrites gave activists the 

momentum they needed to change Canadian sentiments on hua qiao settlement.  

After franchise for the Chinese was achieved and the government permitted limited 

immigration for family in China to join the hua qiao who obtained Canadian citizenship, the hua 

qiao sometimes examined the political landscape in both Canada and China. When the 

Vancouver hua qiao were discussing contemporary events, they often did so while reflecting on 

the values of Confucianism. Just as past emperors were judged by deeds during their reign based 

on their adherence to dao (Truth), contemporary political leaders were criticized according to the 

same standard. Despite living in democratic Canada and hoping China would achieve true 

democracy, these ancient teachings were still being applied in contemporary discourse. The 

political leader, or the modern sovereign, should ideally be benevolent—one who cares about the 

people as they would their children. The next chapter details Foon Sien’s efforts toward 

eliminating government restrictions on Chinese immigration by examining Foon Sien’s advocacy 

from the perspective of zhong yong; focusing on the everyday efforts to affect public sentiments 

on Chinese immigration and to propagate a sense of equality and cosmopolitanism in Canadian 

society. 
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Chapter 6 

 
君子中庸? 

The Noble Person Understands Zhong Yong? 
 
 

 
The repeal of the 1923 Chinese Immigration Act in May 1947 did not mean that the 

Chinese were free to immigrate to Canada, nor did it signify that the Chinese had achieved 

equality in immigration with their European counterparts. Despite the repeal of the “forty-three 

cruel clauses,” Asian immigration was still subjected to Order-in-Council 2115 from 1930, which 

allowed the male head of the family with Canadian citizenship to apply for a wife and unmarried 

children under the age of eighteen. This means the order-in-council was about reducing 

immigration. The struggle for equality of immigration continued for two decades after the repeal 

of the Chinese Immigration Act. This gave rise to new “brokers” to negotiate relations with white 

Canadians on behalf of the Chinese community. 

Lisa Mar’s monograph Brokering Belonging: Chinese in Canada’s Exclusion Era traces 

the stories of Chinese brokers who negotiated relations with Canadians on behalf of the Chinese 

from the start of the twentieth century to the Second World War.75 The motives of the brokers 

were diverse. On one end, some sought personal gain, such as Yip On, who operated an 

“immigration business” that garnered economic benefits from helping Chinese immigrate to 

Canada while using some of the profits to bribe Canadian officials to remain silent.76 Conversely, 

there were those who banded together to advocate for fewer restrictions to send relief remittances 

to family in China during the Second World War.77 Brokering Belonging raises the question of 

 
75 Lisa Mar, Brokering Belonging: Chinese in Canada’s Exclusion Era, 1885–1945 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010). 
76 Mar, Brokering Belonging, 32. 
77 Mar, Brokering Belonging, Chapter 5. 
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why so many brokers came forth in such a short period. This thesis proposes a hypothesis that 

there may be a cultural and historical reason for the emergence of many hua qiao brokers when 

the community was confronted with complex political situations with an imbalance of power. 

Throughout Chinese history, there has been a long-standing appreciation for skilled 

diplomats who were well-versed in the techniques of lobbying. In principle, to achieve an 

objective through words, by aligning the agendas of two parties, is always better than having to 

resort to force.78 As such, one of the earliest mentions of lobbying or brokering in Chinese 

historical texts used the term you shui (遊說), and a broker is often referred to as a shui ke 

 (說客).79 Some of the most prominent brokers also happened to be the earliest ones, which came 

from the late stages of the Warring States period and were contemporaries of Mencius. People 

such as Su Qin (蘇秦) and Zhang Yi (張儀) were among the most renowned brokers, who 

belonged to a class of their own known as zong heng jia (縱橫家). During the closing years of a 

multi-century civil war, the modus operandi of zong heng jia were to be retained by a particular 

client sovereign and to conduct diplomacy in a manner that benefitted their client. These brokers 

wielded immense influence over the international politics within China and facilitated the 

brokering of alliances between the warring nations as they saw fit. As a result, the school of 

“Zong Heng” shared a place as one of the prominent philosophies together with Confucianism. It 

advocated using various negotiating techniques to persuade parties into agreement. Zong Heng 

 
78 Art of War, 謀攻. 故上兵伐謀，其次伐交，其次伐兵，其下攻城。 
The best means [to defeat an opponent] is to disrupt their strategy, next best to defeat them through diplomacy, next 
is to defeat their armies, last is to lay siege upon their cities.  
The author loosely alludes to the Art of War to support this idea. Sun Zi states that the exorbitant costs to wage wars 
should be avoided at all costs. Therefore, the idea of resolving any conflict without the use of force was preferred. 
79 For example, in the Records of the Grand Historian (史記, Shiji), the author Sima Qian writes of Zhang Yi, 
“Zhang Yi has learned to broker (you shui) [with] the warlords.” 張儀已學游說諸侯。 

說客 The literal translation of the words: 說 means persuading, 客 means guest.  
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eventually fell out of favour because the chaotic political climate of the Warring States period, 

which allowed the philosophy to thrive, never repeated itself in the history of China; but also, 

because the Han dynasty emperors promoted Confucianism over other philosophical schools 

from both the Spring and Autumn (eighth to fifth century BCE) and Warring States periods. Still, 

the shadows of zong heng jia continued to make their appearances throughout history as brokers 

or shui ke, and those with the gift of negotiation were often described in a Chinese saying as 

having “an indestructible tongue of three inches” (三寸不爛之舌). They would once again 

reemerge during the chaos of inter-dynasty civil wars because the political climate favoured their 

work. Therefore, aside from the practical necessities the hua qiao community faced, their 

historical appreciation for the art of persuasion was a possible contributing factor to the 

emergence of Chinese brokers in Canada. This chapter follows the struggle to attain equality of 

Chinese immigration with their European counterparts from the perspective of Wong Foon Sien, 

a vocal advocate for Chinese interests in the post-World War II period. This chapter will examine 

Foon Sien’s tenure as president of the Vancouver Chinese Benevolent Association and his 

activism for immigration equality. While working as a shui ke broker, to what extent was Foon 

Sien also motivated by the Confucian principles of his upbringing, such as zhong yong? 

Wong Mun Po, or, as Canadians often know him, Foon Sien, made tremendous 

contributions to Chinese Canadian society from the start of the Second World War in 1937 until 

the introduction of the point system to Canadian immigration policy in 1967.80 He was born in 

Guangdong, China, in 1899 and immigrated to Cumberland, British Columbia in 1908, where his 

father owned a Chinese herbal and general store.81 His parents provided him with a traditional 

 
80 Larry Wong, “The Life and Times of Foon Sien,” British Columbia History, Vol 38, No. 3, (2005): 6–8. 
81 Wong, “The Life and Times of Foon Sien,” 6. 
Larry Wong cites that there is a dispute on Foon Sien’s birth year. Most sources cite 1899, but some sources cite his 
birth year to be between 1901 and 1903. 
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Chinese education that included studying the Four Books and Five Classics in the hope that one 

day Foon Sien could return to China and establish a career for himself as a bureaucrat. Historian 

Larry Wong explains that when Sun Zhongshan arrived in Vancouver to raise funds for the 

Xinhai Revolution, Foon Sien was inspired to take up studies in law.82 He was one of the first 

Chinese to attend and graduate from the University of British Columbia, but because the Chinese 

were prohibited from becoming lawyers, he could only find work as a court interpreter. In 1924, 

one of Foon Sien’s first assignments was to serve as a court interpreter.83  

 At the start of the Second World War, Foon Sien worked tirelessly for the Chinese cause. 

He was appointed as the publicity agent for the Chinese Benevolent Association, where he raised 

awareness of the war and gathered support in both Chinese and Canadian societies to boycott 

Japanese imports and stop exports to Japan. In addition, Foon Sien served on the Chinese Trade 

Workers’ Association. As the war was coming to a close, Foon Sien submitted petitions to both 

the provincial government of British Columbia and to Ottawa to repeal the “43 cruel clauses” of 

the Chinese Immigration Act of 1923.84  

 

 

Fight for Equality Continues 

 Since the end of World War II, the Committee for the Repeal of the Chinese Immigration 

Act (CRCIA, 廢除對華移民苛律運動委員會) began to work towards having the restrictive 

legislation rescinded. The CRCIA was established by a group in Toronto led by S.K. Ngai and 

A.E. Armstrong with Irving Himel as legal counsel. They collaborated with other organizations 

 
82 Wong, “The Life and Times of Foon Sien,” 6. 
83 Mar, Brokering Belonging, 60. 
84 The Chinese community referred to the Chinese Immigration Act as the “43 cruel clauses.” 
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to have the “43 clauses” repealed. In May 1947, the Canadian government finally repealed the 

Chinese Immigration Act along with Order-in-Council 1378. The former restricted the 

immigration of Chinese into Canada except for students, merchants, diplomats, and Canadian-

born Chinese returning from education in China. Additionally, a Chinese person could not leave 

Canada for more than two years. The latter required Chinese applicants for Canadian citizenship 

to have the approval of the Chinese Minister of the Interior. PC 1378 had bizarre implications for 

the Chinese in Canada. In 1909, the Qing government devised the first Chinese law of 

nationality, which essentially granted Chinese nationality to any person who was born to either a 

Chinese father or a Chinese mother and a father of uncertain nationality. This system, based on 

jus sanguinis, was established to prevent the Chinese from renouncing their Chinese 

nationality.85 Later, in 1915, the Republic of China government appended a “born in China” 

requirement to the clause relating to a child being born to a Chinese mother but a “stateless” 

father. However, the change was reversed by the GMD government in 1929. This meant, under 

PC 1378, it was nearly impossible for Chinese to become naturalized in Canada because the 

applicant had to request approval from the GMD government to denounce their Chinese 

nationality.86 It also gave the Canadian government an easy excuse to exclude Chinese from 

becoming Canadian because they had to honour Chinese nationality laws. On the other hand, 

Canadian laws did not require someone who sought to become Canadian to relinquish their other 

nationalities. The Canadian Nationals Act of 1921 mostly focused on the ability of a Canadian 

“national” for immigration and entry purposes.87 However, the Canadian Citizenship Act of 1946 

 
85 Shao Dan, “Chinese by Definition: Nationality Law, Jus Sanguinis, and State Succession, 1909–1980,” Twentieth-
Century China, Vol. 35, No. 1 (November 2009): 11. 
86 Ibid., 25. 
87 George Tamaki, “The Canadian Citizenship Act, 1946,” The University of Toronto Law Journal, Vol.7, No. 1 
(1947): 72. 
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had stipulations for losing Canadian citizenship, but it still did not require a person becoming a 

Canadian citizen to relinquish other nationalities. 

 Repeal of the Immigration Act and PC 1378 did not mean Chinese immigration was on 

the same standing as European immigration. PC 2115 forbade all Asians from landing in Canada, 

except for wives and unmarried children under the age of eighteen of any Asian who had 

Canadian citizenship. This meant the CRCIA still had more to accomplish. In April 1949, the 

CRCIA sent representatives to Ottawa to petition for the repeal of PC 2115 and to request 

expediting the applications for the migration of Chinese children subjected to the order-in-

council so they would be able to enter Canada before the eighteen-year-old age limit.88 The 

Chinese in Vancouver were not sitting idle as their Toronto counterparts took action for the 

cause. Foon Sien, who became the president of the CBA in Vancouver and also a member of the 

CRCIA, had been giving talks to Canadian organizations to raise awareness of the injustice. 

Foon Sien received the attention of the Liberal candidate for Vancouver West, Ralph Campney, 

who promised to bring his petition to the House of Commons.89 By November, the CRCIA in 

Vancouver decided to send Foon Sien and another individual to lobby the Cabinet in Ottawa. 

Foon Sien prepared a brief containing a list of requests, and it was decided that he would travel 

to Ottawa not as a member of CRCIA, but of the CBA. The rationale for this change was to show 

white Canadians the solidarity of the Chinese and to avoid confusing government officials with 

having too many different Chinese groups approach them for the same thing.90 At the time, the 

CRCIA was supported by the United Church, which many members of the CRCIA were 

 
88 “廢運代表交涉經過 (Recounting the Negotiations of CRCIA Representative),” The Chinese Times, April 4, 1949, 
3. 
89 “運動廢除對華苛例 (CRCIA on Repealing Cruel Laws),” The Chinese Times, May 10, 1949, 3. 
90 “黃文甫呈文移民部 (Wong Mun Poo Submits Brief to Immigration Department),” The Chinese Times, 
November 10, 1949, 2–3. 



205 
 

affiliated with, the Canadian Council of Churches, Christian churches of other denominations, 

and various trade unions. They also collaborated with the Canadian Jewish Congress and B’nai 

B’rith, and the Canadian Cooperative on Japanese Canadians.91 Many Chinese community 

organizations also petitioned on their own, including Vancouver Hoysun Ningyung Benevolent 

Association (台山寧陽會館),92 the Chinese Community Centres of Ontario, the Chinese 

Nationalist League of Canada, and many others.93 Therefore, Foon Sien wished to simplify 

matters during negotiations with the Canadian government and claimed to represent all Chinese 

in Canada. 

In later years, some leaders from other Chinese communities outside of British Columbia 

challenged Foon Sien’s position to represent all Chinese in Canada on immigration matters. The 

Department of Citizenship and Immigration received a letter in 1952 from Mr. Sim, a 

“spokesman for the Chinese group in Canada,” who claimed:  

The [Vancouver] Chinese Benevolent Society is a local group organization whose 
activities are confined to Vancouver and, at best, do not extend beyond the Province of 
British Columbia. This Society had been invited to take part in nation-wide 
representations to be made on behalf of Chinese, but Mr. Sien was not with a Vancouver 
delegation to a meeting held to draft a nation-wide brief.94 

 
In 1958, Minister Ellen Fairclough received a letter from Henry Chan, President of the Chinese 

Benevolent Society of Montreal, through M.P. Egan Chambers that requested a meeting with her. 

In Minister Fairclough’s reply to Egan Chambers, she wrote: 

I have been under the impression for some time that Mr. Foon Sien, President of the 
Chinese Benevolent Association, Vancouver, was a representative of the Chinese peoples 
across Canada, and he has, as I understood, presented a brief to me on behalf of these 
people. It makes it very difficult if the Minister has to see representatives of individual 
Ethnic groups from each city in Canada, and if I am wrong in my assumption that Mr. 

 
91 Bangarth, “We are not asking you to open wide…,” 406–9. 
92 Foon Sien was a member of this association. 
93 Ibid., 412. 
94 Memorandum from J.E. McKenna regarding Chinese Benevolent Society – President, Mr. Foo Sien, Ottawa, July 
1, 1952, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage.  
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Foon Sien is the official representative of the Chinese groups across the country, then I 
feel I should look into the matter and possibly make a new ruling about such 
appointments.95 
 

Minister Fairclough’s reply confirmed two things. First, Foon Sien became well known in 

Ottawa through building relationships with members of parliament and officials in the 

Department of Immigration. Second, it was much easier for the minister to negotiate with Foon 

Sien, if he represented all Chinese in Canada, than to address the concerns of each Chinese 

community from across Canada individually.  

Foon Sien, as the President of the CBA “representing” all Chinese in Canada, made 

eleven trips to Ottawa between 1949 and 1959 to lobby for Chinese immigration to be in equal 

standing with European immigration. On the first trip, he requested that those who had applied 

for naturalization but had not received Canadian citizenship be allowed to apply for immigration 

of their wives and children. He cited that families in which the husband had begun the 

application for citizenship had moved to Hong Kong to avoid the warfare in their hometowns 

while waiting for their applications to process. In response to Foon Sien’s request, Minister of 

Mines and Resources Colin Gibson, who was responsible for immigration at the time, wrote a 

memo to the Cabinet. Within the memo, the minister dismissed Foon Sien’s claims that families 

were moving to Hong Kong because the head of the family had submitted their applications for 

Canadian citizenship. Gibson reminded the department that former Prime Minister W. L. 

Mackenzie King’s vision should be maintained and proposed that the request be rejected to avoid 

“large scale immigration from the Orient (that) would change the fundamental composition of 

the Canadian population.”96 However, from a “humanitarian” perspective, Gibson recommended 

 
95 Letter to Egan Chambers from Ellen Fairclough, December 17, 1958, MG 32 B-1, Vol. 75, File I-2-18, Chinese 
Immigration Comments 1957–1960, Library and Archives Canada. 
96 William Lyon Mackenzie King, Speech in the House of Commons, May 1, 1947. 
House of Commons Debates, 20th Parliament, 3rd Session: Vol. 3 (Ottawa), 2646. 
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accepting the request from the CBA to reduce bureaucratic procedures for Chinese immigration 

applications.97 In addition, the Department had agreed to another request by Foon Sien and sent 

an immigration officer to Hong Kong to expedite applications. 

 

 

The Nature of Foon Sien’s Activism 

 Foon Sien continued advocating to have PC 2115 repealed, or at least relaxed, and that 

the applications of wives and children be processed faster by the Canadian immigration office in 

Hong Kong. In response to Gibson’s approval to allow Chinese Canadian men who had applied 

for Canadian citizenship to begin the procedure of sponsoring their family, Foon Sien and his 

business partners advertised in the Chinese media that his office was offering a service to help 

submit immigration applications. He promised to fill out the applications with speed and 

satisfaction.98 This was not the first time that Foon Sien offered legal services to the Chinese 

community. Mar notes some of the dubious methods Foon Sien employed when he worked with 

Anglophone barristers as a legal broker in his younger years. For example, in 1924, Janet Smith 

was murdered while working as a domestic servant in a Vancouver home, and Wong Foon Sing, 

the “house boy,” became the prime suspect. The case reignited the discourse of protecting the 

“purity” of white women by forbidding them from working with Chinese males. The Janet Smith 

Bill proposed in 1924 in the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia was to prohibit the 

employment of Asians and white women in domestic settings.99 During the investigation of the 

 
97 Draft of Memorandum to the Cabinet: Re—the admission from China of Chinese wives and children of Canadian 
residents, December 8, 1949, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 2635, Part 9, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, ON. 
98 The Chinese Times, January 23, 1950, 8. 
99 Scott Kerwin, “The Janet Smith Bill of 1924 and the Language of Race and Nation in British Columbia,” BC 
Studies, No. 121 (Spring 1999): 83–144. 



208 
 

case, a private investigator kidnapped Wong Foon Sing and tortured him for a confession. Foon 

Sien was tasked by investigators to translate their questions during the subsequent 

interrogation.100 During the trial, Foon Sien lied in court while translating to protect Wong Foon 

Sing.  According to Mar, legal interpreters like Foon Sien in his younger years, “had multiple 

allegiances, and sometimes they aided extralegal actions that reflected their compromised 

position as brokers, who were often motivated by personal profit.”101  

Throughout Wong’s tenure as the president of CBA, the Department of Immigration 

received several letters alleging that the motivations behind Foon Sien’s advocacy for the 

relaxation of Chinese immigration restrictions were for personal gain. An intradepartmental 

memo from 1952 showed that the Department was aware of the rumours that Wong was using 

the reputation of the CBA for personal gains. J.E. Mckenna claimed that “no definite proof of 

this exists,…[but] it would be wise to have some reservations towards his [Foon Sien] 

representations.”102  In 1955, D.N. McDonnell, District Superintendent of Vancouver, raised 

concern about “the amount of money being collected by this individual [Foon Sien] on the 

pretext of assisting Chinese in the widening of our Act and Regulations.”103 Later that year, the 

Department received a letter, in broken Chinese, from an anonymous individual who claimed:  

Mr. Foon Sien, who has obtained a lot of money by making entry papers to the Chinese at 
the price of $100 each. He [anonymous writer] presumes that this is the reason for Mr. 
Foon Sien to go to Ottawa so often to plead the Minister of Immigration and Citizenship 
to remove restrictions to Chinese Immigration.104 

 

 
100 Mar, Brokering Belonging, 60–61. 
101 Ibid. 
102 Memorandum from J. E. McKenna subject: Chinese Benevolent Society – President, Mr. Foo Sien, July 3, 1952, 
RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 10, Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage.  
103 Memorandum from Director to Deputy Minister subject: Article appearing in “Chinese Times,” Vancouver, May 
9, 1955, RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and Archives Canada. 
104 Memorandum to Deputy Minister regarding Selling and Buying of Landing Permits among Chinese Immigrants, 
November 15, 1955, RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and Archives Canada. 
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Foon Sien made no attempt to hide his business. According to the 1955 anonymous letter, Foon 

Sien charged $100 to process an immigration application. Considering most of the Chinese 

community had very low literacy in both Chinese and English, many likely relied on Foon Sien’s 

services.105 For the sake of comparison, according to government statistics, the average annual 

income of an individual immigrant, regardless of their origins, in 1950 was $2,570 ($2,829 in 

1955 adjusted for inflation).106 The department and some members of the community felt that 

Foon Sien was driven by personal profit—the more immigration policy against the Chinese 

relaxed, the more clients Foon Sien would have access to, and the more profits he could make. 

 Foon Sien’s personal motivations for advocating for Chinese immigration were complex. 

However, perhaps by taking a Confucian perspective, one may be able to gain insight into Foon 

Sien’s actions: 

 子曰：「天下國家可均也，爵祿可辭也，白刃可蹈也，中庸不可能也。」 

Confucius said, “Nations under the Heavens can be governed in equality; peerage and 
pension can be resigned; blade edges can be stepped upon, but the path of zhong yong 
remains difficult to achieve.”107 

 
From a fundamental level, this excerpt from the text Zhong Yong exhorts that to achieve the 

ordinariness of yong, one must not have attachment to wealth and prestige. There was much 

evidence brought to the attention of the immigration department alleging Foon Sien’s ulterior 

motives of advocacy for personal gain. However, this conflict of interest only occurred because 

Wong Foon Sien chose a profession in law. Historian Larry Wong explains that when Sun 

 
105 Letter from Harry E. S. Fan (Barrister) to Ellen Fairclough, MG 32 B-1, Vol. 75, File I-2-18, Chinese 
Immigration Comments 1957–1960, Library and Archives Canada. 
106 Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Distribution of Non-Farm Incomes in Canada by Size, 1959 (Ottawa: Queen’s 
Printer, 1962), 17. The author refrained from making a “judgement” on whether the alleged $100 for Foon Sien’s 
service was too expensive. It is difficult to reconstruct the standard of living in the 1950s and the statistics cited were 
simply to provide some basis of comparison of how costly Foon Sien’s service was relative to annual wage for a 
person contemplating to engage Foon Sien’s service. 
107 Zhong Yong or Book of Rites, 中庸. 
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Zhongshan arrived in Vancouver, Foon Sien was inspired by Sun and chose to study law.108 

Therefore, the essence of the issue was whether Foon Sien intended to extort the Vancouver 

Chinese community through his services and how the community reacted to his immigration 

business.  

Upon reflection, perhaps Foon Sien, the president of CBA, was motivated by genuine 

service to the community that his younger self may not have engaged in. When Foon Sien 

became the president and claimed to represent all Chinese across Canada to lobby the Canadian 

government, the spotlight on his campaign would have made suspicious activity very difficult to 

conceal. During the years Foon Sien was the Vancouver CBA president, The Chinese Times did 

not report any allegations with similar, negative tones to those circulating in the Department of 

Immigration. The Chinese Times functioned as a mouthpiece of the CBA; but from time to time, 

there were whistleblowing articles written when CBA members crossed the line. Yet, throughout 

the ten-year period, the newspaper faithfully reported on Foon Sien’s activities for the Chinese 

immigration cause. The silence of “allegations” from the Chinese community, assuming they 

were true, can mean two things: either the Chinese community collectively turned a blind eye 

allowing Foon Sien to reap a small reward for his work; or the community felt Foon Sien’s 

campaign to bring equality to Chinese immigration was genuine. In the late 1950s, there were 

several instances where Foon Sien received donations towards the immigration cause from 

patriarchs whose sons benefited from his achievement in allowing brides from China to marry in 

Canada.109 Therefore, most of the Vancouver community felt Foon Sien deserved recognition for 

his genuine efforts to bring about equality in Chinese immigration. Foon Sien may not have 

 
108 Wong, “The Life and Times of Foon Sien,” 6. 
109 “全加中華總會舘函謝亞省僑商麥崇嶽叠翁 (CBA Writes Letter to Thank Alberta Chinese Merchant),” The 
Chinese Times, January 25, 1958, 8. 
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pursued luxury at the expense of the community he advocated for; however, he was certainly 

able to live a comfortable lifestyle.  

 

 

Bureaucratic Nightmare 

 The Chinese community often urged the department to expedite the processing of family 

reunions. There were many reasons why the applications took time. Firstly, Canada required 

GMD passports for immigration procedures. By 1950, the British government recognized the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC) and, as a result, the GMD-led Republic of China (ROC) 

vacated their consulate in Hong Kong. However, the Canadian government refused to recognize 

the PRC and demanded that migrants obtain ROC-issued travel documents, which were no 

longer available in Hong Kong. In February 1950, both Foon Sien and the CRCIA wrote to 

Ottawa regarding this issue in hopes that the Canadian government would reduce the 

bureaucratic obstacles.110 

 Secondly, immigration officers noted incidents where the stated name of the applicant did 

not match what was on the records.111 Regarding this, it was possible that there were cultural 

misunderstandings behind these occurrences. In the early twentieth century, Chinese men and 

sometimes women were given “courtesy” names when they reached adulthood. For example, 

Foon Sien, the name most Canadians used for him, may have been his courtesy name.112 Mun Po 

was his given name. The given name was used by the individual and their elders, and the 

 
110 “廢運會議事紀要 (CRCIA Meeting Minutes),” The Chinese Times, February 22, 1950, 3; “黃文甫談來加手續 
(Wong Men Poo Speaks of Procedures Migrating to Canada),” The Chinese Times, April 22, 1950, 8. 
111 Memorandum subject: Proper Identification of Persons referred to in correspondence concerning Chinese cases, 
Ottawa, October 13, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage. 
112 Many government officials even thought Foon was the given name and Sien was the family name. Wong Mun Po 
was often addressed as Mr. Sien in correspondence. 
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courtesy name was used by peers and those in the younger generation.113 The Chinese were 

inconsistent with using one name for all documentation and during interviews, which created 

confusion and suspicion for Canadian officials.114  

 Thirdly, the department often suspected that applicants misrepresented their age. The age 

limit set down by PC 2115, whereby children of Chinese Canadians had to be under the age of 

eighteen to come to Canada, caused officials concern and paranoia. The department drew on so-

called scientific evidence to dispute age and resorted to using X-ray scans of bone structure on 

“suspicious” applicants. The Deputy Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, Laval Fortier, 

even requested the Deputy Minister of Health and Welfare to provide a memorandum “respecting 

the determination of age by means of X-ray” for Minister Walter Harris to use in the House of 

Commons to justify the policy.115 G.D.W. Cameron replied with the following: 

I wish to advise that growth changes in the skeleton as shown by X-ray are considered to 
be the most reliable basis presently available for the estimation of age between 10 and 22 
years… 
In taking X-rays to assist in the identification of Chinese, we are using the most valuable 
and scientific means at our disposal in the light of present knowledge. I have been 
informed that in the most instances the X-ray findings supported the views of our Hong 
Kong roster doctor and your visa officer, that an applicant was over or under the alleged 
age.116 

 
Harris received the scientific backing from another ministry and included the new protocol to 

dispense with non-“bona fide” Chinese applications. Protests from the Chinese community, with 

support from the medical community, regarding this discriminatory procedure continued for 

 
113 In an explanation from Taiwanese scholar Nan Huai-chin to the younger generation, it was a “taboo” to address 
one’s elders with their given name and at most the courtesy name should be used. This tradition was established long 
before the Qin dynasty. To the modern Chinese who grew up without courtesy names, this taboo of referring to their 
elders by their given name remains. 
114 Mar, Brokering Belonging, 54. I reiterate Mar’s observation on the frivolous use of both given and stylized names 
in government documents causing problems for the Chinese in Vancouver. 
115 Memorandum to Mr. C. E. S. Smith, Ottawa, December 1, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, Public 
Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage. 
116 Memorandum to Laval Fortier, December 1, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, Public Archives Canada 
via Canadiana Heritage. 
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years to come. Foon Sien was one of many who protested the X-ray policy and many of the 

briefs that he presented to the department during his advocacy protested using X-rays to estimate 

the age of an applicant.117 

 Fourthly, the department had a very difficult time contacting applicants in Hong Kong. In 

a meeting on July 14, 1950, Minister Walter Harris told Foon Sien that his department issued 

notices to applicants in Hong Kong but had not received replies. Therefore, he surmised that 

these applicants were not currently in Hong Kong. Foon Sien immediately pulled out a list of 

addresses of people staying in Hong Kong.118 He frequently cited that the cost of living in Hong 

Kong was rapidly rising from the flood of civil war refugees pouring into the city as the reason 

why the Chinese wished immigration applications could be processed quickly. Given this 

situation, many applicants applied through an agent in Hong Kong. The address of 

correspondence was the address of the agent or merely a place where the applicant had stayed 

briefly before returning to their home in China to mitigate the rising costs of rent in Hong 

Kong.119 Superintendent H.T. Peters of the Hong Kong Office claimed that there was much 

difficulty in verifying the residence of applicants in Hong Kong, stating: 

In 70% of these cases (669 families) I promptly receive another address and I am told that 
the proposed immigrants have moved. If I have to write to all these cases two or three 
times, interview them and make two or three reports I do not see how we are going to get 
many immigrants passed through.120 

 
Even after Harris sent another officer to Hong Kong, the office was still overburdened. 

Furthermore, when applicants identified the date of original entry to Hong Kong as part of the 

 
117 Letter from Foon Sien to Walter Harris, April 18, 1951, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, Public Archives 
Canada via Canadiana Heritage.  
118 “CBA Representative Sought Audience from Immigration Minister,” The Chinese Times, July 15, 1950, 8. 
119 Memorandum from H. T. Peters to Director of Immigration, Hong Kong, February 7, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 
23635, Part 9, Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage.  
120 Memorandum from H. T. Peters to Director of Immigration, Hong Kong, July 24, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 
23635, Part 9, Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage. 
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requirements, Peters acknowledged there was much confusion because the dates given could be 

in the Chinese calendar instead of the Gregorian calendar.121  

 Finally, the most contentious point to the pace of processing applications was the 

treatment of the migrant candidates by the department interviewers. In a translated, open letter to 

Minister Colin Gibson published in Toronto’s Shing Wah Daily News, the department was 

accused of asking ridiculous questions to the “very minutest details,” and used their own 

subjective judgements in determining the age of the applicants.122 Acting Director G.R. Benoit 

pointed to the supposed tactics of applicants that included “the unreliability or non-existence of 

vital statistics, the training by professional[s] of intending immigrants in the answering of our 

questionnaires... [which] seems to be the most serious danger we have to guard against; 

substitution of persons.”123 In addition, Superintendent Peters also received accusations of 

interpreters at the Hong Kong office wilfully making erroneous statements about the 

applicants.124 

 In order to adhere to former Prime Minister Mackenzie King’s vision to “preserve” the 

ethnic composition in Canada as outlined in his 1947 speech that was often cited in department 

correspondence, the officers from the Department of Citizenship and Immigration often worked 

under the cover of paranoia—ever vigilant of fraudulent applications. This paranoia infected the 

immigration process and created undue stress for Chinese wives and children. The bureaucratic 

chaos, differences in culture, and language barriers only exacerbated the entire procedure. 

 
121 Memorandum from H. T. Peters to Director of Immigration, Hong Kong, October 17, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 
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122 Translated letter from Shing Wah News Daily by Fui Lai Woy, Ottawa, March 3, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 
23635, Part 9, Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage. 
123 Memorandum from G. R. Benoit to W. H. Morgan, Ottawa, March 3, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, 
Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage. 
124 Memorandum C. E. S. Smith to Peters, April 14, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, Public Archives 
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Visits to Ministers Colin Gibson and Walter Harris (1949–54) 

In March 1950, the CRCIA called upon all Chinese communities to send a representative 

to join the delegation heading to Ottawa to lobby for the repeal of PC 2115. Foon Sien travelled 

as the Vancouver representative, which marked his second journey to Ottawa.125 The Chinese 

Times recounted Foon Sien’s meeting with Minister Walter Harris. It reported that Harris agreed 

with some of the points raised by Foon Sien regarding the requirements of Chinese obtaining 

Canadian citizenship, the disproportion of Chinese migrants to Canada compared to their 

European counterparts, and Foon Sien urging that Canada accept more refugees fleeing 

Communist China. Harris promised to take many of these concerns into “consideration.”126 

Foon Sien also wrote to Minister Harris many times throughout the year for different 

requests. In February, Foon Sien made a request to allow Chinese brides to come to Canada to 

marry Chinese Canadian grooms if a security of $1,000 was provided. Harris rejected the 

proposal because, “To agree to your suggestion would simply mean that the provisions of this 

Order-in-Council [2115] were being ignored.”127 Proposals brought forth by the Chinese 

community to allow adopted children into Canada were also rejected. Within intradepartmental 

correspondence, Acting Director G.R. Benoit reminded Harris of Mackenzie King’s speech from 

May 1, 1947, and claimed “it is almost impossible to determine the bona fide cases owing to the 

lack of any established legal procedure of adoption in China.” Once again, the ardent fear of 

admitting more Asians into Canada gave rise to paranoia of “illegitimate cases.”128 Finally, Foon 

 
125 “黃文甫赴柯京抗例 (Wong Men Poo Journeys to Ottawa to Protest),” The Chinese Times, March 20, 1950, 8. 
126 “黃文甫赴柯京續訊 (Continuation of Wong Men Poo’s Journey to Ottawa),” The Chinese Times, March 29, 
1950, 8. 
127 Letter from Walter Harris to Wong Foon Sien, Ottawa, February 14, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, 
Public Archives Canada via Canadiana Heritage. 
128 Memorandum from G. R. Benoit to Walter Harris, Ottawa, February 21, 1950, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 
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Sien wrote to Harris regarding Chinese children who were under eighteen years old when they 

applied for immigration, but due to processing delays, were now being rejected under PC 

2115.129 Within intradepartmental correspondence, Wong’s proposal was accepted because 

department bureaucracy was the reason for the delays.130 As long as the Chinese child had made 

the application before their eighteenth birthday, the application was accepted by the department 

and processed in due time. 

 Petitions were not the only means Foon Sien and the CBA sought to build better relations 

with the white Canadian public. In August 1950, the Senate and the House of Commons planned 

to send over 150 members to visit Vancouver. The CBA wanted to use this opportunity to foster 

relations and motioned to hold a welcoming feast for all parliamentarians and senators visiting 

Vancouver. They named the event “Hua Qiao from Canada West Welcomes Senators and M.P.s.” 

Just as fundraising for the feast was beginning, news broke out of an imminent national railroad 

worker strike. The trip from Ottawa was cancelled, and so were the feast preparations.131 

The quest for Chinese immigration to be free from discrimination made little progress in 

1951. The Canadian immigration office was still plagued by a backlog of applications that only 

grew with time. By late 1949, Director C.E.S. Smith foresaw the increasing number of Chinese 

applicants wishing to immigrate to Canada, even under the restrictions of PC 2115. His forecast 

predicted the need for eight officers in Hong Kong with accompanying staff, but Harris only sent 

 
129 “移民部長覆黃文甫 (Minister of Immigration Replies to Wong Mun Po),” The Chinese Times, August 26, 1950, 
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one additional officer before 1950.132 Despite the prediction, the department made no 

adjustments, or rather, did not care to do anything about it. In 1951, the chief of operations wrote 

to the director, citing that the backlog of cases doubled between February and April. However, 

the following words were more telling of the attitude in the department: 

You will agree that traditionally our Hong Kong operation has been one of containment 
rather than one of facilitation. Hence, the absence of undue worry at the rate of 
processing of Chinese applications.133 
 

The chief recommended that more staff would not alleviate the bottleneck of the operation, but 

the lack of office space, which was increasingly difficult to obtain as the population in Hong 

Kong grew at an alarming rate. Despite the seemingly callous attitude in the department, Smith 

acknowledged that many children would not be able to come forth before the age limit because 

of the severe backlog.134 

 Foon Sien focused the majority of his requests relating to Chinese immigration on raising 

the age limit of PC 2115 set at nineteen years old at the time, protesting the indignity of being 

subjected to X-rays for determining age, and advocating to allow Chinese fiancées to marry in 

Canada. In January 1951, Harris approved that unmarried sons and daughters under twenty-one 

years old were eligible to apply for migration into Canada. James Sinclair, M.P. of Coast-

Capilano (formerly Vancouver North), attributed the changes to Foon Sien’s efforts and sent a 

letter of congratulations to the CBA.135 The amendment to PC 2115 advised that applications 
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should be submitted six months before the sons and daughters reached their twenty-first 

birthday.136  

 Wong Foon Sien visited Ottawa for the third time in March 1951 and followed up with 

another letter to Walter Harris in April outlining his ongoing concerns. He began by writing: 

I have the greatest pleasure to be able to call on you again at your office to renew 
acquaintance, cement the friendly relationship and to present to you some of the problems 
that are facing the Chinese in Canada today with the expressed wish that you and your 
Department may give relief to them and to alleviate some of the sufferings of the Chinese 
minority.137 

 
The preamble of the letter reads like simple pleasantries, but Foon Sien genuinely believed that 

the only way forward for Chinese and Canadians was through a lasting relationship. In his later 

years as the president of CBA, he termed such relationship-building “citizen diplomacy.”138 This 

was a small demonstration of Foon Sien’s eloquence through his “indestructible tongue,” as well 

as his cunning as a broker. Foon Sien continued the letter by stating that he understood PC 2115 

would not disappear overnight, but he hoped the Department would grant some small 

concessions. In the section relating to raising the age limit of PC 2115, he noted: 

This year the Department was kind enough to raise the age limit of admissible children of 
Oriental citizens of Canada from 18 to 21 years. The Association and some fifteen 
hundred persons affected wish me to express their deepest gratitude for this splendid 
gesture…but we would like to respectfully seek one further point, that the age limit be 
again raised to include children up to 25 years old. 
 
Only one thing prompts me to make this request. That is the fact that P.C. 1378 prevented 
Chinese, and only Chinese from being naturalized for seventeen years. Young children 
who could have come to this country and were at that time well within the age limits 
were automatically barred by this discriminatory Order-in-Council. This is an attempt to 
seek one further redress for them and reunite some families which have been found to 
live apart for many years due to the law. 
 

 
136 Press statement from the Department of Citizenship and Immigration, March 24, 1951, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 
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137 Letter from Foon Sien to Walter Harris, April 1, 1951, RG 76, Vol. 122, File 23635, Part 9, Public Archives 
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138 “Chinese Canadian Citizens’ Association Committed to Citizen Diplomacy,” Chinese Times, August 11, 1954, 8. 
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Further, the eligible children in the 18-21 groups will be exhausted within a year and 
reduce Chinese immigration to practically nil.139 

 
One of Foon Sien’s tactics of persuasion in his letters and briefs to Ministers of Immigration was 

to reassure that granting his requests would not lead to large numbers of Chinese immigrants to 

appease the state’s anxiety about changing Canada’s ethnic composition. In response, as of June 

1951, Harris allowed Asian children between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-five to come to 

Canada if the applicant was in China and living with difficulty.140 

In a 1951 letter, Foon Sien requested the admission of prospective brides. He cited the 

“awkwardness” and high expense for a Chinese Canadian man to leave his business to find a 

marriage partner in China, especially during times of ongoing war. Foon Sien again took the 

opportunity to protest the use of X-rays to determine age. He stated that he respected the ability, 

integrity, and impartiality of department medical advisers. However, he also provided a long list 

of medical professionals across Canada and the U.S. who claimed that radiographs could not 

determine age accurately. He even cited American case law, which led to the eventual 

abandonment of the practice. Ultimately, Foon Sien advocated that abandoning X-rays would 

save time and money for everyone involved—the immigrants who had to appeal decisions and 

the department to administer to the appeals.141 While many immigrants were subjected to 

medical testing as part of their application, Historian Laura Madokoro argues that the Chinese 

immigrants were subjected to more tests for admissions, which included the X-rays, into Canada 
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than any other ethnicity.142 Yet, the department continued to claim that the reason they persisted 

in using X-rays for the determination of age was because there were no birth records in China.143 

When the department announced that individuals up to the age of 25 could apply for migration, a 

letter was sent to the director of immigration cautioning that X-rays do not work on applicants 

that old.144 A genuine lack of proper identity documents from an applicant or a distrust of such 

documents caused complications for the Hong Kong office. A decade later, Canadian authorities 

still had difficulty determining “real” identity documentation, even though their British and 

American counterparts accepted documentation produced by Communist China and missionaries 

had kept birth records before the Second World War.145 

Foon Sien’s focus in 1952 was to press for three things: raising the age limit to twenty-

five without special conditions, admission of prospective brides, and citizenship for skilled 

workers who met the residency requirement. He sent a letter to Walter Harris in March 1952, 

again recompiling the requests in a formal brief, which he took with him on the annual visit to 

Ottawa in July.146 

The brief began by reiterating the fact Foon Sien claimed to represent “almost every 

Chinese resident in Canada” and reassured Harris that Canadian public “fears [of a Chinese 

Communist wave], even if justifiable in principle, are groundless.” Foon Sien continued: 

Since 1947, when the Immigration Regulations were relaxed to some extent, 
approximately 5,500 Chinese have been admitted to Canada by the Immigration 
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authorities, as opposed to approximately 560,000 of other nationalities admitted during 
the same period. Further, if the changes to the Immigration regulations which we request 
should be made there would not as a result be any vast immigration of Chinese to 
Canada.147 

 
This reassurance that few Chinese would come to Canada, which also appeared in the previous 

year’s correspondence, was necessary given the public fervour towards the Communist Red 

Scare. The discourse regarding Chinese immigration, which already suffered from decades of 

racialization, now had the veil of communism imposed upon it. Foon Sien understood the social 

climate he navigated and continued to explain: 

Hon. Lester B. Pearson has said, in referring to the Communist prisoners of war who are 
now in U.N. hands in South Korea, who do not wish to return to China in the event of a 
truce, that it would be unthinkable to force such prisoners of war to go back to China [if] 
they do not wish to go. Is it any less unthinkable that the wives and children of Chinese 
residents of Canada, who are now in Hong Kong, should be forced to return to China 
because of the present discriminatory provisions of the Canadian Immigration laws?148 
 

In 1952, there were no improvements to Chinese immigration despite the best efforts of Foon 

Sien’s persuasion.  

In September 1952, CBA granted Foon Sien an award for his “ardent spirit of service” to 

the community. The Association recounted Wong’s efforts to raise awareness among Westerners 

during the Second World War, fighting to reobtain franchise for the Chinese, improving 

conditions for Chinese immigration, and building relations and goodwill with Anglophone 

organizations. For his dedication, Foon Sien received a gold medal with the words “creating 

blessings for immigrants.”149 Yet, Foon Sien did not stop his advocacy and his campaign for 

immigration equality continued. 
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Figure 10. Wong Foon Sien Receiving a Document, 1952 (Vancouver: Chinese Benevolent Association, 
1952). Courtesy of Parks Canada. The framed document contains the phrase “creating blessings for 
migrants” in larger words. 

 

For the remaining time Walter Harris served as Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, 

Foon Sien paid two additional visits in 1953 and 1954. In January 1953, the CBA reached out to 

Japanese and South Asian associations to collaborate in repealing PC 2115. Foon Sien also 

reached out to sympathetic Anglophone organizations.150 This time, Foon Sien was not able to 

meet with Harris personally, but met with various M.P.s and senators who supported the cause of 

Chinese immigration. The brief Foon Sien left with them reiterated arguments from past years, 

and highlighted the urgency of those stranded in Hong Kong awaiting approval by Canada, due 
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to rapidly increasing costs of living. Foon Sien argued that those coming to Canada would not 

amount to a “flood” and that they were very self-sufficient.151  

In 1954, Foon Sien’s brief compiled suggestions from the Chinese community and 

expanded its scope to petition for adopted children, potential brides, and agriculturalists.152 The 

department was forced to accept applications for adopted children, which they had previously 

approached with the highest suspicion. A decision in February 1954 by the Supreme Court of 

British Columbia stated “an adopted child must be considered to be a child within the meaning 

of... the Regulations.” As a result, the department had to “develop standards” on what qualified 

as an adoption.153 Regarding the brides, the chief of operations argued that “The proposed bond 

of $1,000 could be forfeited [if the bride reneges on marriage] but the applicant could oblige the 

girl to pay this off by working as a domestic or waitress in semi ‘slave labour’ for two or three 

years.”154 The comments carried the same racialization that white discourses had towards 

Chinese women in the 1920s, which assumed women were easily trafficked for sinister reasons. 

On the topic of Chinese farmers, the chief of operations argued that: 

The people of Kwangtung [Guangdong]…are not farmers in the Canadian sense. They 
might be considered gardeners with small “paddy fields”. They have no knowledge of 
Canadian farming methods, little or no English and it is not likely that Canadian farmers 
would accept them as farm help. Further, the type of applicant in Canada who would be 
willing to post a $500 cash bond is not likely to be interested in bringing forward bona 
fide farm labourers.155 
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The department created categories to reinforce their perceptions of prospective Chinese migrants. 

There were “bona fide” Chinese applicants and “bona fide” farmers. The comments that Asians 

were not “bona fide” farmers ignored their considerable success adapting to agriculture on 

Canadian soil. For example, at the start of the Great Depression, The Chinese Times translated 

and republished many editorials in English newspapers that called for the exclusion of Chinese 

farmers in British Columbia because the number of “white” farmers had been diminishing due to 

Chinese competition.156 

 Foon Sien continued his “citizen diplomacy” to soften racial discrimination towards the 

Chinese, especially by the Immigration Department. During his 1954 visit to Ottawa, Foon Sien 

stayed briefly in Langton, Ontario. He accepted an interview from a reporter of the local 

newspaper and expressed that his goal was to slowly remove the obstacles to Chinese 

immigration. Foon Sien also stated that “family reunion will bolster Chinese Canadian loyalty to 

the country” and “the money will be reinvested into the country instead of being remitted to 

China.”157 The Chinese Canadian Citizens’ Association, of which Foon Sien was a part, 

frequently gave talks to promote ideals of democracy and raise awareness of the discrimination 

towards Chinese immigration. The Chinese Times reported that the work of the association in 

building relations had a “paramount influence” on the Chinese community. Its members sought 

to overturn white supremacy, imperialism, and other types of racial discrimination to achieve a 

small sense of peace.158 These lofty ideals were the same advocated in the Confucian text of 

Great Learning, “govern the country well and bring peace to the world.”  
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 Between 1953 and 1954, Canadian lawyers who were sympathetic to the cause of Asian 

immigration on equal standing with Europeans began uncovering “malpractice” within the 

Department of Immigration. Lawyer John R. Taylor, who had previously worked with the CBA 

on immigration issues, wrote to the CBA stating that it was unfair for interviews with Chinese 

applicants to be conducted without permitting the attendance of a related bystander. He also 

noted that rejections to applications did not provide any reason. Taylor was certain that 

applicants from other ethnicities were not treated in the same manner.159 A 1954 interim report of 

the Committee on Immigration of the Civil Liberties Section, which was responsible for 

reporting on procedures in the department, also revealed many issues. These included: 

inconsistency in approvals between immigration branches, inconsistency in treatment of 

classified memoranda, refusal to allow applicants to have legal representatives and bypassing 

said representatives to only interact with the applicant, and rejecting the birth certificates of 

applicants by claiming dubious provenance. During the investigation, Minister Walter Harris 

declined four requests from the committee to comment on the findings.160 

 After a shuffle of cabinet positions, Jack Pickersgill succeeded Harris as the new Minister 

of Citizenship and Immigration on July 1, 1954. Foon Sien sent his congratulations immediately 

and planned to visit Pickersgill next spring during his annual visit. 
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Visits to Jack Pickersgill (1954–1957) 

Prior to making the trip in 1955, Foon Sien again asked the community what they wished 

to request of the department.161 The annual brief to the department began with a history of 

Chinese contributions, especially in building the railroad, and outlining discrimination in 

Chinese immigration policy. He continued with some of the reversals in policy during the final 

two years of Harris’s tenure as minister. Specifically, a new amendment to the order-in-council 

denied the immigration of children of concubines to join their fathers and ended the applications 

of youth between the ages of twenty-one to twenty-five under compassionate grounds.162 Foon 

Sien then requested that siblings and parents be able to join their families in Canada, claiming 

that a small number of 2,000 individuals would be eligible. 

The intradepartmental discussion reveals that the department was not averse to allowing 

mothers over the age of sixty and fathers over the age of sixty-five to come to Canada, and that 

such a privilege should extend to all Asian Canadians.163 The department also considered 

accepting applications to immigrate from prospective brides. Deputy Minister Laval Fortier 

claimed that “From a humanitarian point of view, your [Pickersgill’s] suggestion has great merit. 

There is no doubt that it would be more appropriate for the Asians to marry and raise their family 

in Canada.”164 He also alleged that there was a risk of abuse, and many Chinese would either 
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claim their concubines were fiancées or apply to have their legal wives considered as a bride for 

expedience. In another memorandum, Fortier also found the $1,000 bond to be prohibitive and 

unfair to those unable to forward the money to pay their brides to travel to Canada.165  

In October 1955, Minister Pickersgill put forth a recommendation to the cabinet to allow 

Asians to bring their parents to Canada.166 While some in the Chinese community looked 

forward to the change in policy, others claimed the age limit was too high. An anonymous writer 

wrote to The Chinese Voice: 

吾人於研究該兩項條例後，認為加拿大政府似仍缺乏改善移民苛項之誠意⋯⋯若加

政府具有容許遠東人與父母骨肉團聚之善意，則可以須加以年齡之限制，六十歲以

上之人，就中國人觀念，以屬年近古稀，不但未便於旅行，且在心理上言，吾國六

十歲以上之老年人，均寧願退守故園，不願遠離鄉井，渡重洋，漂大海，前來海 

外，加政府於議訂此項限制時，顯然忽視中國人此種心理。實際上法律係為人而立

者，不近人情之法律，絕無受歡迎之理⋯⋯ 
 
We have researched these two new policies, [we] feel that the Canadian government still 
lacks sincerity to ameliorate the cruel immigration policies… If the Canadian government 
had the well-meaning to allow Asians to reunite with their parents, it would not establish 
an age requirement. Those sixty years of age and older, in Chinese thought, near the “age 
of the few.” Not only is it inconvenient for them to travel, on a psychological level, the 
elders who are sixty years or older in our country would rather stay in their ancestral 
homes, not to leave their birthplace and travel overseas. The Canadian government in 
placing this kind of requirement, definitely neglected this mentality in Chinese thinking. 
Realistically, laws are established for people. Laws that are unsympathetic will not be 
welcomed…167  
 

With the ability to bring parents to Canada, the Chinese could now express their xiao towards 

their aged parents who were no longer separated by Canadian policy. However, the writer 

 
165 Memorandum for the Minister, June 14, 1955, RG 26, Vol 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and Archives Canada. 
166 Memorandum to the Cabinet, October 12, 1955, RG 26, Vol 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and Archives 
Canada. 
167 “反對視華人為二等籍民 (Protesting Viewing Chinese as Second Class Citizens),” Chinese Voice (僑聲報), 
November 7, 1955 found in Foon Sien Fonds, RBSC-ARC-1628, file 4–10, UBC. 
“Age of the few” is seventy years old. “Age of the few” 年近古稀 draws from the second of two poems by Tang 
dynasty poet Du Fu called Qu Jiang, which is based on a scenic spot of the same name in present-day Xi An.  
“I return from attending court and pawn my clothes from spring, I drink by the river side everyday and return home 
drunk. Accruing debts from drinking is a trivial thing, those that can live to seventy are very few.” 
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questioned whether forcing parents to make the arduous journey at an advanced age would bring 

more harm than good. If the department established this policy with a humanitarian and 

sympathetic motive, then their sympathies were certainly limited, measured by the low number 

of aged parents that would qualify to come to Canada. The writer’s statement “laws that are 

unsympathetic will not be welcomed” can be examined through a Confucian perspective. 

孟子曰:「道在邇而求諸遠，事在易而求之難。人人親其親，長其長， 

而天下平。」 
 
Mencius said, “The dao [to good governance] was close at hand, but [sovereigns] rather 
seek it from afar; to govern the realm was an easy thing to do, but [sovereigns] begin 
their tasks from the most difficult. If people can love their parents and respect their 
elders, there will be world peace.”168 
 

Within Confucianism, if laws were absolutely necessary, they must not run counter to the nature 

of human relations. The Department of Immigration wanted to safeguard Canada from criminals 

and communists. Yet, there were “easy” and “difficult” means to achieve this objective. The 

“easy” policy was to repeal PC 2115. This had two benefits. As Foon Sien suggested in his 1954 

interview with the reporter in Langton, family reunification would earn further loyalty from the 

hua qiao in Canada and the department would not have to deal with non-“bona fide” applications 

from desperate Chinese trying to enter Canada through dubious means. The Department of 

Immigration, however, chose the harder path: they enforced PC 2115 and struggled, under 

paranoia, to differentiate “bona fide” and non-“bona fide” applications. Department policy 

actively worked against the natural human inclination to be with family. Many non-“bona fide” 

applicants, who desired to be reunited with family, were barred by policy from coming to 

Canada. Some resorted to becoming a “paper son or daughter,” which referred to the practice of 

 
168 Mencius, 離婁上. 
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buying legal Canadian identification from another family to enter Canada.169 The Paper Trail, an 

exhibit and book composed by historian Catherine Clement, recounted an example of a “paper 

son.” Gin Yuen bought the false identity of a man ten years his junior and came to Canada in 

1918. He opened a café in Carberry, Manitoba. Clement recounts that Gin Yuen ran out the 

backdoor of his café in fear that his identity would be exposed, when Lester B. Pearson made a 

campaign stop at his establishment.170 Another example, Jim Wong-Chu, a writer and activist 

whose fonds are being preserved by University of British Columbia, also came to Canada as a 

“paper son” in 1953. Out of fear of having his false identity discovered by the Canadian officials, 

he briefly returned to Hong Kong in 1957 and returned to Canada once again in 1961.171 If PC 

2115 was repealed, not only would there be greater loyalty from the Chinese community, but the 

department would also need fewer resources for “gatekeeping.” 

 

*** 

 

Foon Sien made his seventh trip to Ottawa in May 1956. When he arrived, he visited 

various officials in Ottawa, including Walter Harris, then the Minister of Finance. Media reported 

a change of attitude in the House of Commons, where members were now more sympathetic to 

Chinese immigration.172 Likewise, Foon Sien, perhaps frustrated at the fruitless efforts to 

appease Canadian racial fears, also took a sterner attitude in negotiating with the minister. In the 

brief, he stated: 

 
169 For details on “paper children” see Choy, Paper Shadows, 297. Denise Chong’s The Concubine’s Children also 
makes reference to this practice. 
170 Clement, The Paper Trail, 119. 
171 “Chinese Canadian Materials – Asian Canadian History and Archives,” University of British Columbia, accessed 
October 6, 2025, https://guides.library.ubc.ca/asian-canadian-archives/chinese 
172 “黃常委七次投遞呈文 西報界電台表示同情 (Foon Sien Submits Brief for the Seventh Time, Western Media 
Express Sympathies),” The Chinese Times, June 4 and 5, 1956, 8.  
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We have tried to be sympathetic to the government’s fear that a lowering of the 
immigration barriers would result in a mass influx of Chinese into Canada. 
 
But we feel that these fears were highly over-rated even when a large body of potential 
Chinese immigrants was available.  
 
The only real accomplishment of this discriminatory legislation has been to work 
fantastic and unnatural hardships on the Chinese who did gain entry into Canada. 
Families were separated for many years, often for life. Husbands worked ceaselessly to 
gain admittance for their wives and children to no avail. Canadian Chinese were forced 
into a monastic and unnatural existence which is probably without parallel in modern 
society.  
 
It is too late now to rectify most of the damage caused by this long history of immigration 
“lock-out” directed specifically at Canada’s Chinese. But we do feel that something 
should be done to relieve the suffering of those Chinese who are still young enough and 
financially capable of taking advantage of a more enlightened immigration policy toward 
our race.173 
 

On the note of refugees from Communist countries, Foon Sien also proposed allowing 500 

Chinese refugees to enter. Minister Pickersgill felt the number was “ridiculously large” and 

claimed that the U.S. Refugee Relief Act did not allow as many, when in fact the U.S. policy 

allowed 2,000 refugees across three years.174 This number should be compared to the 37,500 

Hungarian refugees Canada admitted between 1956 and 1957 following the failed Hungarian 

Revolution and the Soviet suppression of Hungary. It is clear that not all Communist refugees 

were considered equal and that the racialized associations with those of Asian-descent prejudiced 

Canadian policy.175 However, regarding prospective brides, Pickersgill was “rather sympathetic 

to this recommendation” and sought to meet Foon Sien on some suitable middle ground. Asians 

were allowed to migrate prospective brides under certain conditions: the marriage had to take 

 
173 Chinese Benevolent Association, A Brief Concerning Immigration Laws (and Citizenship Act) (Vancouver: 
Chinese Benevolent Association, May 1956), p. 2 found in RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and 
Archives Canada. 
174 Memorandum for the Deputy Minister, May 26, 1956, RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and Archives 
Canada; see also Memorandum Director to Deputy Minister, July 18, 1956, Ibid. 
175 See Laura Madokoro, Elusive Refuge: Chinese Migrants in the Cold War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2016). Madokoro argues that Western governments initially purposefully narrowed the scope of the 1951 
refugee convention to exclude Asian migrants. 
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place within thirty days of the bride arriving, the groom had to post a guarantee of $1,000, and 

the bride had to have re-entry documentation in case the marriage was cancelled and the bride 

had to be deported. The new “bride policy” was on an experimental basis for one year, effective 

August 1956. For his efforts advocating for brides, Foon Sien was known as the “father of bride 

policy.” The Chinese community was joyous at the announcement and attributed the success to 

the influence of “citizen diplomacy.” An anonymous Chinese writer, commenting on the new 

policy, also applauded Pickersgill for his lofty vision, love for family and morality, and held his 

new policy in high esteem.176  

 

 

Visit to Minister Davie Fulton (1957–1958) 

The Conservatives won the election in June 1957, and E. Davie Fulton succeeded 

Pickersgill as the Acting Minister of Citizenship and Immigration. Foon Sien made two trips to 

Ottawa; once to Pickersgill early in the year, and another to Fulton in October. Despite his brief 

to Pickersgill, Foon Sien made no progress in having the department allow grandchildren and 

prospective grooms of Chinese Canadian women apply for migration.177  

With a new minister from a different political party taking up the portfolio with whom 

Foon Sien had little to no prior interaction, Foon Sien’s brief spent considerable space reiterating 

the mandate of the CBA and the legitimacy for him to represent all Chinese, the contribution of 

the Chinese to Canadian society, reassurance that his proposals would not lead to a “flood of 

Chinese” into Canada, and a concise history of discriminatory Chinese immigration policies. 

 
176 “請求修改移民例喜訊頻傳 (Joyous Tidings in Petition to Change Immigration Policy),” Chinese Voice, May 
31, 1956 found in Foon Sien Fonds, RBSC-ARC-1628, file 3–2, UBC. 
177 Letter from Pickersgill to Foon Sien, Ottawa, March 27, 1957, RG 25, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and 
Archives Canada. 



232 
 

Since Canadian discourse continued to focus on the atrocities of communism, Foon Sien was 

careful to include a comment to reflect such sentiments in relation to the threat of refugees in 

Hong Kong being sent back to China: 

One of the results is that families of Chinese Canadians who are refugees in Hong Kong 
may have to return to China where an alien political philosophy and possibly severe 
punishment of death await them. This tragedy hardly seems consistent with the high 
principles of humanity which are the foundations of the Canadian nation and yet this is 
precisely the effect the present laws will have unless something is done to modify and 
repeal them.178 
 

In addition to appealing to Canadian moral superiority, this brief included Foon Sien’s first 

citation from Confucian classics with regard to allowing adopted children into Canada: 

Another problem confronting us is the question of admission of adopted children of 
Chinese Canadians. Chinese believe in the Confucian concept of life. The sage told us 
2500 years ago that “the first and foremost of the duties of man is to be dutiful and leave 
issues.” Also, in the Buddhist belief one of the rites of the funeral services is that the son 
and heir wash the face of the dead parent. 
 
Mindful of the philosophy of Confucius and the rites of Buddhism which Chinese 
practice in their daily lives, a son and heir must be had to carry on the family line. If he 
has no son, a man must adopt one so that his funeral services can be properly carried out 
after death. In so doing, he sincerely believes that his soul will reach heaven.179 

 
Foon Sien referred to the following: 

孟子曰：「不孝有三，無後為大。⋯⋯」 
 
Mencius said, “There are three offences against filial piety, not having progeny is the 
gravest…”180  
 

The other two offences were making no attempt to deter one’s parents from committing 

unrighteous acts and refusing to work when one’s parents lived in destitution. Both offences ran 

 
178 Chinese Benevolent Association, A Brief concerning Immigration Laws (and Citizenship Act) (Vancouver: 
Chinese Benevolent Association, 1957) found in RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and Archives Canada. 
This brief was co-signed by the Chinese Canadian Citizens Association. 
179 Chinese Benevolent Association, A Brief concerning Immigration Laws (and Citizenship Act) (Vancouver: 
Chinese Benevolent Association, 1957) found in RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and Archives Canada. 
180 Mencius, 離婁上. 
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counter to xiao, but the latter one implies the moral expectation to look after the living expenses 

of parents, especially in their old age. It was also the motivation behind Foon Sien’s request to 

lower the age requirement for reunification with parents. 

It was uncertain whether realizing Confucian ideals of family was possible for all hua 

qiao. For those in the labouring class, the expenses to bring over multiple members of their 

immediate family would not have been an easy task even in the late 1950s. However, for the 

wealthier hua qiao in Vancouver who had the means for family reunion, this request was 

important. Director C.E.S. Smith suggested that if the department considered acting upon the 

adopted children issue, the CBA should provide a list of adopted children who would qualify on 

“grounds of hardship” to see how many children there were.181 On the request to lower the age of 

parents coming to Canada, the department realized that “no matter what minimum age was 

adopted, there would always be cases of parents below that age where consideration would be 

requested on sympathetic grounds.”182 Smith, who had analyzed all of Foon Sien’s briefs, was 

aware of Foon Sien’s strategies. If the policy included an age limit, Foon Sien would attempt to 

petition to have the limit raised or lowered. As such, Smith recommended no change to the 

current policy on reunification with elderly parents. 

To use a common Chinese saying, part of Foon Sien’s negotiating attitude was to have 

“water drops pierce stone” (水滴石穿). Wong knew that public sentiment was not ready for 

unrestricted Chinese immigration; thus, PC 2115 remained in place throughout his tenure as the 

president of CBA. However, his persistence in continually pushing the age limit and other 

concessions was to eventually hope for a tipping point where the entire order-in-council would 

 
181 Memorandum Director to Deputy Minister subject: Brief presented to the Minister by Mr. Foon Sien on behalf of 
the Chinese Benevolent Association, Ottawa, December 6, 1957, RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 2, Library and 
Archives Canada. 
182 Ibid. 
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be repealed. It is possible that if Foon Sien successfully obtained immigration for Chinese 

children under twenty-five years old without the additional condition of living under hardship, he 

might have been able to secure a full repeal. As the intra-department communication already 

cautioned, X-rays were ineffective at determining the age of adults. If there were no scientific 

grounds to restrict the entry of Chinese immigrants, PC 2115 would lose much of its enforcement 

strength. However, from the perspective of the department, Foon Sien was trying to “gain an 

inch and want a foot” (得寸進尺). The “inches” Foon Sien gained were the concessions he 

obtained for the Chinese community, and the “foot” he wanted was the full repeal of PC 2115. 

Therefore, Director Smith made the recommendation to maintain status quo. 

 

 

Establishing New Families 

The “bride policy” was on an experimental basis. It is not clear how the majority of these 

unions came to be: whether both parties met in China, exchanged pictures and letters through 

mail (“picture brides”), or became acquainted based on recommendations from friends and 

family (“arranged marriages”). However, the policy inadvertently reinforced contemporary 

Confucian notions of marriage and family formation. It enabled the continuation of ideas that the 

wife was subordinate to the husband under the contemporary understanding of the “three 

fundamental bonds.” On one side, the bride policy brought joy to many Chinese Canadian men 

who wished for a Chinese wife but could not find one in Canada. It saved the men considerable 

expense and stress from having to return to Hong Kong or China, find a wife, get married, and 

return to Canada. On the other hand, the bride policy afforded Chinese women very little agency 

in finding the ideal husband if migrating to Canada was one of their objectives. PC 2115 did not 
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allow a Chinese woman, without relation to a man who had Canadian citizenship, to migrate into 

Canada. Therefore, women who had second thoughts about the person they were supposed to 

marry were condemned and publicly shamed. Two instances of this were reported in The Chinese 

Times in 1957. 

The first instance did not relate to the bride policy specifically. The published story 

describes that an elderly gentleman commanded his son to seek a wife in Hong Kong. Through 

some acquaintances, the son met a woman, fell in love at first sight, and the two were married in 

Hong Kong. When the couple returned to Vancouver, the woman left the man, filed for divorce, 

and sued for alimony. The judge ruled in favour of the man because the marriage was not 

consummated.183 In the second case, a man from Toronto brought over his fiancée as per the 

bride policy. The woman refused to go home with him for a week and was found to have married 

another man in Canada. The Chinese Times reported:  

當時群情憤激異常。多數主張要維持風化。不應任道德淪喪。遂一致通過一案。用

全僑大會名義。致函柯京移民部長。嚴厲執行新娘來加之條例。 
 
At the time, the communities were especially indignant. Many proposed to safeguard 
public morals, and not allow morality to decline. They unanimously voted to use the 
authority of the CBA to write to the Minister of Immigration asking him to severely 
execute (the deportation clause) of the bride policy.184 

 
The “groom” immediately lost his $1,000 bond, and the “bride” was deported back to Hong 

Kong. While there is no account of the bride’s perspective in this incident, in the end, Foon Sien 

requested that “brides” who took advantage of the policy be deported to set an example to 

prevent future infractions.  

 
183 “全加中華總會館呈請 移民部長嚴施新娘例 (CBA Petitions Minister of Immigration to Execute Bride 
Policy),” The Chinese Times, May 13, 1957, 8. 
184 “全加中華總會館呈請 移民部長嚴施新娘例 (CBA Petitions Minister of Immigration to Execute Bride 
Policy),” The Chinese Times, May 14, 1957, 8. 
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 The next year, another incident occurred that was reported as “marriage fraud” in Chinese 

newspapers. Mr. Ma brought over his fiancée, Miss Yu. Yu declined to marry, stating their 

interests were too different. The Chinese Times reported the news and claimed “the emotional 

and monetary loss to Mr. Ma pales in comparison to the negative perceptions [of Chinese brides] 

developed in the Department of Immigration.”185 This is not to say the Chinese Times did not 

sympathize with Ma, because the newspaper also published an open letter denouncing Miss Yu, 

written by an Ottawa Chinese youth group that stood in solidarity with Mr. Ma. 

 
昨閱本市國民日報新聞一則。稱小姐是雲埠馬瑞年君之未婚妻身份來加。 今竟以

志趣各異。而拒絕婚事。消息傳來。我們不禁為馬君遭遇精神物質的損失寄意莫大

的同情。也深恐影响將來者。而感不安。更為小姐惋惜。大好青年作賤如此。 

 

小姐旣知個性自趣不同。對你有如是重要。那末。為什麼不在那「長期書信交往」

期間。設法探求了解及徹底考慮清楚。反而再來此的今日。卻提出來作為毀約的藉

口。「要去羅省跟另一人結婚」。小姐當時的存心。不問可知了。 

 

這裡首先得聲明。我們缺不反對你跟任何人結婚。不過。祇感到小姐的手段太卑鄙

了。不錯。你的如意算盤打得確夠响亮。可惜聰明自誤。你的作為無異暴露了要達

成你的心願。不惜運用可憎的手段來欺騙馬君的感情。和金錢而已。 

 

我們一致同意馬君的處置。是合理的。雲埠全加中華總會館發言人說「你嚴重地破

壞了華僑社會的現規」的語。也是對的。 

 

最後。我們決為馬君作後盾。並向各界聲請。共同將棍徒從我們純潔的華僑社會除

去而後已。 
 
Yesterday’s news reported claims that Miss came to Vancouver as the fiancée of Mr. Ma, 
but now breaking the betrothal because of a difference in interests. The news has spread. 
We are sympathetic to the emotional and material loss Mr. Ma suffered, but also deeply 
afraid and anxious about the implications for future applicants. We feel sorry for you, 
who cheapened yourself in your youth.  
 
Miss, if you knew that matching interests was of such high importance to you, why did 
you not find some way during your long-distance correspondence to further your 
understanding and thoroughly think the matter through? Instead, you waited until today 

 
185 “加東華僑青年們同情馬瑞年君 (Canada East Chinese Youths Sympathizes with Mr. Ma),” The Chinese Times, 
February 17, 1958, 8. 
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and used it as an excuse to end your betrothal. [And say] “I want to marry another man in 
another province.” Miss, your machinations were plain to see without further inquiry. 
 
[We] would like to first state; we do not object to you marrying whoever you wish. 
However, we felt your methods to be despicable. Truthfully, your planning over the ideal 
abacus was brilliant. But your intellect led to your own downfall and exposed your desire 
to fulfill your wish at any cost, including using repugnant methods to cheat Mr. Ma’s 
affections and money.  
 
We agree with Mr. Ma’s recourse [under the law] is rightful, and agree with CBA 
spokesperson’s statement that “you have severely breached the rules of hua qiao society.” 
 
We stand behind Mr. Ma in support, and announce through media to eliminate all 
swindlers from our pure hua qiao society.186 
 

In the aftermath, this incident was discussed by many in the Chinese community. The men were 

fearful that the department would use “marriage fraud” as evidence for the failure of the 

experimental bride policy and lead to its cancellation.187 Yet, this incident highlights how little 

agency Chinese women, who desired migration to Canada, had over simultaneously attaining a 

happy relationship and migration. The prospective bride had to wait for a groom to choose her; 

and in doing so, the bride became “a renowned flower with an owner.”188 Given the complexities 

of long-distance relationships and the inherent difficulty of getting to know someone thoroughly, 

it was unsurprising that Miss Yu had considerable hesitation, and even second thoughts, towards 

who she would marry. Yet, once she “committed” to marrying Mr. Ma based on what she knew at 

the time, there were no provisions under the bride policy for her to change her mind since the 

legal procedures were underway.  

 
186 “加東華僑青年們同情馬瑞年君 (Canada East Chinese Youths Sympathizes with Mr. Ma),” The Chinese Times, 
February 18, 1958, 8. 
187 “閒談馬余婚變事件 (Casually Discussing Ma-Yu Marriage Breakup Incident),” The Chinese Times, March 11, 
1958, 3. 
188 The Chinese saying 名花有主 that roughly translates as “renown flower has an owner.” It means that a woman 
(the flower) is either betrothed or married to a man (owner). If the genders were reversed, the saying is “renown 
grass has an owner.” 



238 
 

In 1960, about 1,500 Chinese men returned to Hong Kong to find a spouse, but that 

number dropped sharply the next year. Newspapers cited the exorbitant cost of making the 

journey and the difficulties prospective brides encountered when coming to Canada as the main 

reasons for the drop in wife seekers.189 In an open letter to the CBA, an anonymous “Eligible 

Bachelor” tells his story. Friends and family introduced him to a woman in Hong Kong, and their 

relationship progressed to the point where they were considering marriage. However, the 

Department denied his fiancée’s application, and he was left with a “broken heart.” His parents 

encouraged him to seek another woman in Hong Kong, but he was aware of the negative 

experiences of men who tried to find a spouse, exhausted their funds, and came back to Canada 

alone. He wrote: 

「囑在我欲與某一位女子結婚婚前。最好先帶往移民局審查。是否去得才好結婚。

否則將來婚後。去不到累事」這點似乎是我沒有選擇之自由。而是由移民局代為選

擇。第一因為我當然不會有初相識一位女子。而雙方未有意思或感情或了解之前同

往審查。因為雖是審查準了。而雙方認為不配。豈不是多此一舉？第二倘若我和那

位女子接近了有相當時間。大家互相滿意欲締婚事。以往移民局審查則又不準。換

句話說。即是叫我不可娶她。第三豈不是要在初識未交朋友毫無感情之前。第一件

事就要往移民局審查。若然不准就算我想交朋友將來也無結果了。第四舉個例若然

我同時識有甲乙丙女子。其中我最喜歡甲。但審查過後。乙却準了。就是甲不準。

豈不是我就要和移民局選中了那位結婚方有來加希望？這樣最後的選擇權還是移民

局⋯⋯ 
 
到底我知自稱民主政府。這樣的酷政專門拆散家庭團聚破壞青年人的愛情用意何

在？豈不是就因為懼怕一個弱質娉婷賢淑的妻子來加作反？我國的女子數有嫁雞隨

雞的美德。而我們忠實的華僑對政府數是盡忠守記的良民。還是欲藉此以滅我們華

人的種呢。則我不知了。 
 
“I was advised that prior to proposing to a lady, I had best take her to the immigration 
office to see if she would be approved. Otherwise, it will only cause complications later.” 
To this point, it appears I have no freedom of choice, but Immigration decides for me. 
Firstly, I certainly will not meet a girl, and before our relationship develops or forms 
some mutual understanding, take her to be assessed. Even if she were to be approved to 
come to Canada, but we are incompatible, wouldn’t this be a waste of time? Secondly, if 
the lady and I have been dating for a considerable time and are considering marriage, but 

 
189 Unknown newspaper and date, 1961, Foon Sien Fonds, file 7–4, UBC. 
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the immigration assessment falls through that tells me I can’t take her as my wife.190 
Thirdly, I would have to take this girl to immigration for assessment before even 
becoming friends. If Immigration denies her application to immigrate, there is no point in 
even becoming friends. Fourthly, say I met Miss A, Miss B, and Miss C, and I like Miss 
A the best. However, after the assessment, only Miss B was approved to come to Canada. 
Does this not mean that I can only marry the one who was approved by Immigration to 
have the best odds? In the end, Immigration decides my spouse… 
 
I do not understand this self-proclaimed democratic government. What is the point of 
them cruelly preventing families from reuniting and destroying the romance of youth? 
Are they afraid a frail and wise wife would come to Canada for sedition? The ladies of 
our country have long practiced the virtuous tradition to ‘[if she] marries a chicken, [she] 
follows the chicken.’ And, we loyal hua qiao have long done our duty to be upstanding 
citizens. Yet, [they] use this opportunity to exterminate our progeny. I really don’t 
know.191 

 
The letter from the “Eligible Bachelor” reveals the preference Chinese Canadian men had for 

women in Hong Kong and China over those who were born in Canada. Historian Ng Wing 

Chung argues that many of the Chinese men who came after 1947 found the tu sheng, Chinese 

girls born in Canada, to be at odds with their cultural expectations and sensibilities.192 Ng cites a 

debate that occurred in the editorial pages of Chinatown News between a newcomer man and a tu 

sheng woman. A Chinese man accused tu sheng girls of only knowing “how to enjoy themselves 

and how to make up their faces as beautiful as white girls…want a husband who must have a car, 

a house, or some other things representative of money.” To which, a woman replied, that 

“makeup is considered a necessity… [financial] Security should be taken into consideration, love 

and understanding can grow with the years,” and that she had “yet to meet a Canadian-born who 

is not proud of her heritage,” but accused her sisters from China of “using marriage as a 

 
190 “給全加中華總會館的公開信 (An Open Letter to the Chinese Benevolent Association),” Unknown Newspaper, 
August 31, 1963, Foon Sien Fonds, file 7–1, UBC. 
Technically the Eligible Bachelor still can marry the woman, he would just end up living his bachelor life in Canada 
all the same with a legally wedded wife stuck in Hong Kong like the generation before him. 
191 “給全加中華總會館的公開信 (An Open Letter to the Chinese Benevolent Association),” Unknown Newspaper, 
August 31, 1963, Foon Sien Fonds, file 7–1, UBC. 
“Marries a chicken, follows the chicken” means the wife will go wherever the husband goes. 
192 Chinatown News, February 18, 1956 cited in Ng, The Chinese in Vancouver, 55–56. 
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convenient vehicle to come to Canada.”193 This exchange highlights the cultural divide between 

the women who grew up in Canada and those who grew up in China, and the cultural shock of 

newcomer Chinese men after encountering tu sheng women.  

Another newspaper editorial from 1961 cites that nine out of ten Chinese men would 

rather take a bride from Hong Kong or China than one born in Canada who many considered 

more independent and materialistic. Aside from the aforementioned cultural incompatibility with 

tu sheng women, the editorial claims: 

經濟上需求父母帮助者，不得不順從父母之命，媒妁之言，一是基於孝順心理，為

博父母之歡心，要娶一個富有中國傳統美德的媳婦⋯⋯ 
 
Those who are dependent on the financial assistance of their parents feel obligated to 
obey their parents’ wishes, the matchmaker’s advice, and to abide by the mindset of xiao. 
To make their parents happy, they marry a lady with Chinese traditional virtues…194 
 

For the Chinese men who immigrated after the repeal of the Chinese Immigration Act, their more 

traditional Chinese upbringing led them to act according to the principles of xiao and to do 

everything possible to make their parents happy, even when it came to personal romance. 

 Despite some of the unfortunate incidents and experiences, the bride policy was a 

meaningful improvement that Foon Sien had advocated for years to attain. Some families that 

benefited from the bride policy donated a part of their wedding gifts to the CBA, funding the 

expenses the Association incurred to obtain equality for Chinese immigration.195 However, this 

“improvement” was measured by notions on marriage rooted in patriarchal neo-Confucianism. 

 
193 Chinatown News, February 18, 1956 cited in Ng, The Chinese in Vancouver, 55–56. 
194 Unknown newspaper and date, 1961, Foon Sien Fonds, file 7–4, UBC. 
Matchmaker’s advice refers to the old Chinese custom that older ladies went around households to broker good 
wedding matches for two families. Sometimes, these matchmakers would be in the employ of either the bride or 
groom’s families respectively. The matchmaker’s advice has a very strong influence on the formation of a union. 
195 “全加中華總會舘函謝亞省僑商麥崇嶽叠翁 (CBA Writes Letter to Thank Alberta Chinese Merchant),” The 
Chinese Times, January 25, 1958, 8. 
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The policy was considerate to the hua qiao men in Canada searching for their ideal bride, but it 

did not afford the same considerations to Chinese women outside of Canada. 

 

 

Visits to Minister Ellen Fairclough (1958–1959) 

 Ellen Fairclough took over as the Minister of Citizenship and Immigration in 1958. Foon 

Sien made the two final trips to Ottawa in 1958 and 1959, respectively. His briefs reiterated 

mostly the same themes as previous ones and continued to push the limits of PC 2115. In a 1958 

Cabinet Committee meeting, Minister Fairclough raised concerns that “the Chinese community 

in Canada was exerting very considerable pressure both directly and indirectly through Members 

of Parliament to have Canadian immigration from China placed on the same basis as that from 

Europe.”196 This could be partially attributed to Foon Sien’s efforts in citizen diplomacy. Every 

year, when Wong left Vancouver for Ottawa, The Chinese Times published his itinerary. The list 

of people to whom Foon Sien made courtesy visits while in Ottawa increased each year. At the 

same time, other ridings with large Chinese populations were also speaking to their M.P.s about 

immigration concerns. Therefore, it was no surprise that Fairclough felt pressure from her 

colleagues in the House and Senate. However, historian Ng Wing Chung argues that most of 

Foon Sien’s connections were with the Liberal Party, and when the Conservatives came to power 

in 1957, it did not “help him in his negotiation with the new government.”197 Ultimately, Foon 

Sien declined to run for presidency after his 1959 term had concluded. Biographer Larry Wong 

 
196 Cabinet Committee on Immigration, July 29, 1958, RG 26, Vol. 125, File 3-33-7, Part 3, Library and Archives 
Canada. 
197 Ng, The Chinese in Vancouver, 77. 
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states that Foon Sien was “satisfied that the government had finally relaxed the immigration 

policy.”198 

 

 

Conclusion 

Racial tensions that developed because of competition in the labour market and 

perceptions on the inability of the Chinese to assimilate were rooted in the settler colonial 

mentality to dominate. This contrasts with the path of zhong yong, which promoted ordinary 

efforts through a coexistence not founded upon competition and superiority but of harmony. 

Though Foon Sien mainly dealt with immigration policy, in seeking to create a society free of 

discrimination, he was pursuing the path of zhong yong. 

During the tenure as the president of the CBA, from 1949 to 1959, Foon Sien made 

eleven journeys to Ottawa. The Chinese community benefited from the small improvements his 

tremendous efforts characterized by yong (see Chapter 5) had made. There were some leaders in 

Chinese communities outside of British Columbia who challenged his claim to represent all 

Chinese, but Foon Sien maintained the unified front so that negotiations would go smoothly. At 

the same time, there were also other leaders in Canada who made important contributions 

advocating for Chinese rights.199 Foon Sien continued to conduct “citizen diplomacy” to foster 

relations between two culturally different peoples and institutions.  

Without a doubt, Foon Sien possessed the “indestructible tongue of three inches,” the 

Chinese saying that praised good negotiating skills. Excerpts from his briefs demonstrate his 

 
198 Wong, “The Life and Times of Foon Sien,” 6. 
199 See also Andrew Sandfort-Marchese, “Papers, Please: Broker Battles, Human Rights, and the Illegal Immigration 
Raids of 1960,” (bachelor’s thesis, University of British Columbia, 2022), https://dx.doi.org/10.14288/1.0413619 
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willingness to understand the viewpoints of his audience and to seek compromise. He possessed 

the trappings of a shui ke broker in order to represent the majority of the Chinese in Canada. 

Foon Sien, knowing that PC 2115 would not vanish overnight because the public sentiment 

towards Chinese was still discriminatory, opted to adopt the attitude of having “water drops 

pierce stone.” By slowly obtaining small concessions through persistent petitioning, he expected 

PC 2115 to lose its value and eventually be repealed. This strategy was combined with his ideas 

of citizen diplomacy. Building goodwill between Chinese and Canadian societies was a means to 

break down barriers of inequality. 

In 1967, the Department of Immigration introduced the point system, new criteria for 

objectively regulating admissions into Canada, which was meant to eliminate racial 

discrimination from the immigration policy. Foon Sien passed away four years later on July 31, 

1971. He lived to see the implementation of a more equitable point system for future immigrants 

into Canada, notably for those of Chinese descent. The Chinese community held an elaborate 

funeral complete with a memorial booklet, which included some memorial couplets written in his 

honour.200 These highlight how the Vancouver Chinese community remembered his life. 

立德立功立言不朽勳名垂宇宙  
曰智曰仁曰勇長存浩氣耀瀛寰 

 
Established virtue, works, and legacy, his perennial name enshrined in the universe.201 
To speak of wisdom, benevolence, and courage, his grand spirit radiated over the 
expanses.202 
 

 
200 Memorial couplets (輓聯) are usually written by those who were close to the deceased. It is a pair of phrases that 
usually speak to the life of the person. The “couplet” (對聯) is a popular form of Chinese literature. Scholars would 
often write pairs of phrases with matching themes, and sometimes, rhymes. I use the English word couplet as it most 
resembles this Chinese genre. 
201 To “establish virtue, works, and legacy” are the three objectives a noble should endeavour to achieve in life: one 
should try to build a character of untainted virtues, complete works to the benefit of society, and leave behind a 
legacy of thought. Within Confucian ideologies, this phrase is a high accolade. 
202 Wisdom, benevolence, and courage are the three virtues mentioned in Chinese classics, but most notably in 
Zhong Yong, as necessary for a person with noble character to carry out the principles exhorted in the text. 
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In another, 

生前護法抗苛例  
死後留名史冊香 

In life, he protected the law and protested discriminatory policies. 
After death, his fragrant name will enter history.203  

Foon Sien’s contemporaries held him to be a jun zi noble and have remembered him as 

such for always keeping the welfare of the community he represented at the foremost.204

 

 
203 In traditional Chinese historiography, a deceased person who has benefited society with their works will have a 
“fragrant name.” On the other hand, someone who has brought suffering to society will have a name that “reeks for 
ten thousand years.” 
204 Returning to the original question of whether Foon Sien walked the path of zhong yong, the author can only 
conclude there is insufficient information. There was much difficulty reconciling the deeds of the self-serving, 
younger Foon Sien from Lisa Mar’s research against the older Foon Sien motivated by “benevolence” in the present 
research. If Foon Sien cannot be said to have walked the path of zhong yong in a more complete sense, he still 
expressed aspects of zhong yong.  
The principles of zhong yong required a person to conduct their deeds in accordance with Truth (or “zhong” meaning 
within) while embracing the ordinariness of their human nature. One such individual does not seek to compete with 
others or aggrandize themselves. One can argue that Foon Sien taking on the mantle to represent all Chinese on 
immigration affairs as a form of self-aggrandizement; and indeed, many local Chinese leaders outside of British 
Columbia challenged him on that account. However, Foon Sien made the choice out of strategic necessity: it was far 
easier for the Canadian government to deal with one person than with many community groups. To question whether 
Foon Sien should have unified all the hua qiao communities first before taking on the mantle representing all 
Chinese delves into anachronism. Furthermore, Foon Sien did make money from helping the hua qiao community to 
process immigration papers. Whether the cost of his services was justified depends on the perspective, and statistics 
on the average wage of a single immigrant against the cost of his services could not yield a conclusion without a 
more precise context of purchasing power in the 1950s. 
Foon Sien sought to restore the relationships within Chinese families that were broken and barricaded by 
discriminatory Canadian immigration policy. This act can be considered motivated by a sense of xiao, and xiao was 
the basis of Confucianism and the starting point of expressing zhong yong as well. In addition, the text of Zhong 
Yong made extensive citations on xiao. His advocacy did promote for sponsoring parents to Canada, which allowed 
hua qiao men to express their filial piety towards their aged parents in person. The bride policy was an extension 
from the same motivations that allowed young Chinese men and women to establish their family life in Canada. By 
obtaining concessions from the Canadian government on both of these issues, to some degree, restored normalcy to 
Chinese family life, and allowed for some “proper” lived experiences of the Three Fundamental Bonds. 
Ultimately, Foon Sien attempted to abide by the principles within zhong yong. He “chose good and did so with 
persistence” (擇善而固執). For Chinese immigration equality, he made eleven trips to Ottawa over ten years. 
However, the “sincerity” of his motivations has not quite reached the standard of “testify before all spirits and gods 
and be found without doubt” (質諸鬼神而無疑), which was evidenced by the constant allegations appearing from 
various sources that Foon Sien advocated for hua qiao immigration rights for personal gain. 
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Conclusion 
 

[孟子]曰：「挾太山以超北海，語人曰『我不能』，是誠不能也。為長者折枝，語

人曰『我不能』，是不為也，非不能也。故王之不王，非挾太山以超北海之類也；

王之不王，是折枝之類也。」「老吾老，以及人之老；幼吾幼，以及人之幼。天下

可運於掌⋯⋯」 

 
[Mencius] said, “To pick up Mount Tai and leap over the North Sea; you say, ‘I cannot,’ 
because you are truly unable. To break a branch for an elderly person; you say, ‘I cannot,’ it 
is because you are capable but unwilling. Thus, a king that does not act like a king is not 
the situation of picking up Mount Tai and leaping over the North Sea; a king that does not 
act like a king is like not breaking a branch.” “To tend to the elders [in my family], and 
after elders of others; to nurture my young people, and after the young of others. The world 
will be in your palms…”1 

 
Mencius suggests that good deeds are not done not because people are unable, but because 

they are unwilling. From time to time, the Chinese communities in British Columbia had 

discussions on what they considered virtuous based on Confucianism, which serve as historical 

evidence for Confucianism in the minds of the hua qiao. However, the ideal means of illustrating 

the presence of Confucianism in British Columbia is by finding acts of virtue that correspond to 

the Confucian ethos. 

On the surface, the establishment of Chinese schools appeared as a charitable act. Lee 

Mong Kow and Yip Sang were two hua qiao merchants who were civic minded and believed that 

it was beneficial to establish Chinese schools that could teach the next generation the Chinese 

language and traditional values. In doing so, Lee and Yip have done what Confucius exhorted “to 

establish another because [they] desire to be established” (己欲立而立人); which Confucius 

considers an expression of benevolence (ren).2 To reiterate, the word “establish” in this context 

 
1 Mencius, 梁惠王上. 
2 Analects, 雍也.  
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means to take hold of virtue in one’s life. Despite the best intentions, these Chinese schools in 

British Columbia often faced financial difficulty because they were non-profit organizations. 

There were internal criticisms of their effectiveness to teach the next generation Chinese 

language and ethos; these were often related to how the children themselves viewed the Chinese 

school system. 

The establishment of Chinese Benevolent Associations can be interpreted as an 

expression of yi (righteousness). Originally, the Victoria Chinese Consolidated Benevolent 

Association was formed as a means to defend the community from the hostilities caused by 

white discrimination against the Chinese. However, they also managed the operations of Chinese 

hospices for the aged and infirm in the community. In addition, the Vancouver CBA fostered 

goodwill between Chinese and Canadians in their search of a means and space for harmonious 

coexistence. To stand up for Chinese interests when few would do so, the CBAs acted in 

accordance with yi. 

Unlike the English word loyalty, meaning allegiance to people or organizations, the 

Chinese word of zhong has a much deeper meaning. In addition to loyalty, it extends to the 

conviction to see a task to completion. When one has zhong towards a task, it is also an 

expression of loyalty to the people. Ultimately, zhong could even be interpreted as a sense of 

kindness between people. Expressions of Confucian virtues were often not spelled out in Chinese 

media. It was understood by the contemporary reader why they were important. For example, 

notices from the “Save the Nation” Association to the community calling to boycott Japanese 

businesses during the Second World War seldom contain the words of zhong and/or yi. Even if 

the community had to be reminded of their obligations, they knew that associations with the 

enemy were a violation of zhong and continued commercial relations were a violation of yi. 
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Obtaining wealth by trading with Japanese businesses at the expense of their ancestral country 

was simply considered unrighteous.  

During the Second World War, the Vancouver and Victoria Chinese communities 

demonstrated their “loyalty” to China and Canada through their contributions to both war efforts. 

When the Chinese were conscripted in 1944 by the Canadian government, a debate broke out 

over a response to the call to arms. The Chinese communities were split between the “no vote, no 

fight” and the “serve first, demand rights after” factions. At the root of this debate was the 

question, when will Canadians finally acknowledge Chinese goodwill? To the former faction, the 

Chinese had done enough by participating in the First World War. The “no vote, no fight” faction 

felt the goodwill they extended to the Canadian state during World War I was scorned. To the 

latter faction, it was another opportunity to establish goodwill. To frame the debate from another 

perspective, rights were important to the day-to-day living and the legal status of the hua qiao in 

Canada, but the recognition of equal rights ultimately symbolized that coexistence was achieved.  

Establishing goodwill remained a high priority as the Wong Foon Sien–led CBA lobbied 

for the relaxation of immigrant policy through the repeal of PC 2115. Foon Sien himself was an 

adept shui ke (broker) who appealed to the sensibilities of government officials. At the heart of 

Foon Sien’s advocacy was building relationships, which was called “citizen diplomacy.” He 

established connections with many government officials in Ottawa whom he visited during his 

annual “pilgrimage” to lobby for Chinese immigration to be equal to European immigration. 

While Foon Sien won only small concessions from the Department of Immigration over ten 

years—raising the age limit of Chinese children eligible to come to Canada under PC 2115 and 

amending the same order-in-council to allow the immigration of brides and parents of Canadian 



248 
 

citizens—he did so within the context of promoting harmony (和) between Chinese and 

Canadians. 

Throughout the 1920s to 1960s, the hua qiao in British Columbia lived abiding by 

customs of neo-Confucianism, but framed their aspirations of society through classical 

Confucianism. On the one hand, the hua qiao spoke about sending their children to Chinese 

schools under the “command of fathers and brothers” and stated how wives should dutifully 

follow their husbands wherever their husbands choose to go (嫁雞隨雞). By mid-twentieth 

century, Chinese women on both sides of the Pacific were less likely to abide subordination to 

their husbands to such an extent. Both of these notions were drawn from ideas of “three 

fundamental bonds and five relations” (三綱五倫); that children were subordinate to parents and 

wives were subordinate to husbands. In the 1920s, these were the ideas that caused segments of 

intelligentsia in China to work towards disassociating Chinese society from the influence of 

Confucianism. Concurrently, and unlike in China, the hua qiao felt that Confucianism was an 

important part of their identity and crucial to good living. At first, they used Confucianism to 

counter the influences of Christianity on Chinese communities in British Columbia. Over time, 

as more and more hua qiao accepted Christianity, the teachings of Confucianism did not 

diminish in importance. The hua qiao often advocated the necessity of Confucian virtues on 

establishing good societies, whether it was to maintain social order or to better govern nations. 

Their discussions on society highlighted their aspirations rooted in classical Confucianism. 

Ultimately, the hua qiao believed that expression of Confucian virtue was the practical 

application of the sages’ teachings. 
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孟子曰：「仁之勝不仁也，猶水勝火。今之為仁者，猶以一杯水，救一車薪之火 

也；不熄，則謂之水不勝火。此又與於不仁之甚者也，亦終必亡而已矣。」 

 
Mencius said, “benevolence wins against malevolence, like water wins against fire. The 
benevolent people of today are like a cup of water trying to save a cart loaded with 
firewood already set ablaze. The fire does not extinguish, and then claims that water cannot 
win against fire. This only helps the malevolent people grow in strength and results in the 
loss of benevolence altogether.”3 
 
Anti-Chinese discrimination slowly diminished in the latter half of the twentieth century. In 

1967, the Canadian government implemented the point system to assess the suitability of 

applicants immigrating into Canada. While this system still prioritized certain groups and 

discriminated against others, this system, at the least, removed the subjectivity of the assessment 

due to race. The quest to redress anti-Chinese immigration policies began in 1983 when two 

head-tax payers, Dak Leon Mark and Shack Yee, asked for a refund for their $500 head-tax 

payments, but were denied. For the next decades, the Chinese Canadian National Council and the 

National Congress of Chinese Canadians (NCCC) campaigned for a public apology from the 

Canadian government, funds for historical education on the policies, and financial compensation. 

In 2004, Inky Mark, a member of parliament, introduced Bill C-333 that began negotiations with 

NCCC on redress. During the same year, United Nations special rapporteur on racial 

discrimination also proposed that Canada redress the head tax. When the Liberal government lost 

power in the next federal election, the Conservative Party led by Stephen Harper pledged to 

redress the head tax. Harper issued a public apology on June 22, 2006, in the Parliament, and 

began the distribution of compensation to eligible head-tax payers.4 

 
3 Mencius, 告子上. 
4 Arlene Chan, “Chinese Head Tax in Canada,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, September 8, 2016. Accessed October 
10, 2025. 
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From the activism to have the Immigration Act repealed to the redress of the Chinese head 

tax, these were achieved through the slow progression of changing sentiments of peoples and 

governments who were hostile to the Chinese, which was the direct result of Chinese activism 

over many years. At the same time, the activism was also rallying more people to stand up for 

what was right. Activism on social issues could only bear fruit when more and more 

“benevolent” people “picked up their cup of water.”  

The objectives of this thesis have been threefold. Firstly, it reexamines Chinese Canadian 

history from a Chinese perspective through the lens of Confucianism. Before 1967, there were a 

myriad of individuals and organizations that advocated for the relaxation of Chinese 

immigration, and more broadly to the end of anti-Chinese discrimination. Foon Sien was chosen 

as a case study to analyze post-World War II activism within a Confucian framework because the 

Chinese traditionally evaluated people by their historical deeds while they lived, and the metric 

for the appraisal was based on the teachings of Confucianism. Therefore, despite there being 

many organizations with the same goal as Foon Sien, this thesis chose to focus on a single 

individual rather than chronicle the deeds of many organizations. Secondly, the thesis provides a 

short exposition of Confucianism for Chinese Canadians who grew up without such knowledge 

as a means to understand the motivations and rationales of their predecessors during a time when 

anti-Chinese discrimination ran rampant. Thirdly and most importantly, this thesis demonstrates 

the efficacy of Confucianism to creating harmonious human relations. World leaders constantly 

criticize the domestic affairs of other nations or resort to military posturing; none of these actions 

can create lasting peace for their nation or other nations. The criticism of domestic affairs in 

other nations while issues persist in their own is “seeing the speck in one’s neighbour’s eyes, but 



251 
 

not noticing the log in one’s own eye.”5 The same situation if taken from the Confucian 

perspective is trying to achieve world peace (平天下) before governing their own country well  

(治國). The formation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights stands as a testament to the 

relevance of Confucianism in the modern day. During its drafting, diplomat C.P. Chang instilled 

ideas of Mencius into the Declaration because Confucian values have universal validity. 

According to Hans Ingvar Roth, Chang “emphasized respect for each person’s dignity as a 

human being” and defined dignity as “showing benevolence (ren) towards one’s fellow beings.” 

These ideas culminated in Article 25:1 in the UDHR.6 However, the true potential of human 

rights to bring harmony to the global community can only be reached through education, not 

weaponization and criticism. This thesis demonstrates that the hua qiao applied the principles of 

Confucianism through the continuous extension of goodwill to establish harmony between 

Chinese and Canadians during the mid-twentieth century. Ultimately, good changes in society 

can only occur when more and more people are willing to break branches for the elderly, and 

cups of water have to accumulate until they are sufficient to extinguish the fire on a burning cart 

laden full with firewood (杯水輿薪).

 
5 Paraphrase of Matthew 7:3–4. 
6 Hans Ingvar Roth, “P.C. Chang, Multicultural Confucian Philosopher and Human Rights Champion,” The Review 
of Faith & International Affairs, Vol. 21, No.4 (Dec 2023): 26–27. 
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