https://chinozhistory.org May 2023

Common myths about Chinese people in Australia

Myth 1: That Chinese miners dug round shafts and that this was to keep spirits away
who would otherwise hide in the corners.

This has no basis in Chinese thinking and seems to have been completely made up. If
anything, round shafts would be stronger in some circumstances. However, there is no
evidence that the mining shafts or tunnels of Chinese or European miners were
constructed differently. See Mining

Myth 2: That the blowing out of a candle flame or the spilling of chicken blood were
possible methods of ‘swearing in’ a Chinese person in court.

The basis of this was the obsession of the British legal system with fear of consequences
in the afterlife as the only basis for exacting the truth out of a person in court. This made
it for many years impossible, for example, for Aboriginal people’s evidence to be
accepted in courts with often disastrous consequences. However, neither this fear, nor
chicken blood, nor blown candles, has any basis in Chinese courts. These methods
appear to be a variation on Chinese clan practices or even that of Chinese secret
societies for swearing brotherhood and loyalty. See Social Institutions

Myth 3: The White Australia Policy forced Chinese people to leave Australia or did not
allow them to return if they left.

The Immigration Restriction Act of 1901, which implemented the White Australia
Policy, restricted the entry of new arrivals but imposed only bureaucratic controls on
those already in Australia. This mainly entailed the need to apply for a CEDT
(Certificate of Exemption from the Dictation Test) in order to re-enter Australia after a
home-village visit. More affected in many ways were Australian-born people who, if
they were attempting to return to Australia after growing up in the village, were often
denied entry or had to go through many barriers before being allowed to do so.

Myth 4: Poverty, war and famine caused Chinese people to come seeking gold.

Like those from Europe, Chinese gold seekers certainly wished to make a fortune or at
least to increase what they had. But they were no more driven by special circumstances
such as famine or war than anyone else. Like most migrants, those that came to
Australia were not the poorest but those with some access to sufficient money for
passage. Regarding war, in fact, neighbouring provinces were much more affected by
wars and rebellions than Guangdong province from which people travelled to Australia.

Myth 5: All Chinese people in Australia came for the gold rushes of the 1850s.

In fact, Chinese people came to do a wide range of occupations and the majority came
after the 1850s gold rushes to work in such occupations as cabinet-making or market
gardening. Those that did come in the 1850s had largely returned to China by the 1860s
and it was Queensland’s Palmer River gold rush of the 1870s that contributed more to
the Chinese population of NSW than any other.
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Myth 6: Most Chinese men in Australia came as virtual slaves or indentured labour.

This is part of the debate concerning cheap but free labour that raged throughout the
19" century. Certainly many Chinese men came owing money for their passage money
and some came on contracts that required them to work for a number of years for a
particular contractor. But this was very different from the indentured and very often
kidnapped labour that shipped many people to Peru and other locations. The
accusations of slavery, however, served the needs of those seeking to limit Chinese
migration for other reasons.

Myth 7: Chinese people, once the gold rushes were over, only worked as market
gardeners.

In fact Chinese people in NSW and other parts of Australia worked in a wide variety of
occupations ranging from fishing to scrub cutting to cabinet making. However, the
impact of the White Australia policy meant that by the 1920s only a relative handful of
ageing Chinese men remained and very often these found work as market gardeners. It
is this memory of one stage in the long history of Chinese people in Australia that has
remained strongest for some.

Myth 8: That gold was smuggled back to China along with the bones of the dead, or
even that this was the purpose of exhuming such bones.

Return to the home village, even after death, was an extremely significant aspect of
Chinese culture and one not readily understood by European observers. The association
of gold with Chinese is a common one but what it often forgotten is that the export of
gold was not restricted except for a period during WWI. There is in fact no evidence
that gold was ever smuggled this way and little reason why it should have been.

Myth 9: The Dictation Test was an educational restriction.

The so-called Dictation Test was designed to allow Immigration Officials to declare
anyone they wished an ‘illegal immigrant’ without mentioning any particular race or
nation by name. Britain was anxious not to antagonise India, China or Japan and the
new Australian Commonwealth agreed to lessen Imperial embarrassment with this fake
test. Most people given a Dictation Test sat uncomprehending while 50 words were
read to them in a language it was know they did not know and the paper placed in front
of them was left entirely blank apart from a signature.

Myth 10: Chinese miners only mined already worked claims and this was because
either Europeans drove them off new claims and/or because they were more patient
and harder workers.

Chinese miners certainly worked new claims as well as old workings. However, the
fact that many Chinese miners owed money on first arrival, that many of their fellow
miners may have been from the same village, and that even a little money earned in
Australia would go a long way when sent back to the family, all combined to ensure
that long-term work on old claims was perfectly viable as far as Chinese miners were
concerned. See Mining
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Myth 11: All Chinese women had bound feet and this is why they stayed home.

Foot binding was largely an upper class feature and was not common among families
that sent members to Australia, or not until after they had made money overseas. It was
the wife’s role as carer of parents that had the greatest impact on whether women
travelled or not. In fact, some bound-footed women did indeed come to Australia.

Myth 12: Calling a Chinese Temple a ‘Joss House is a Chinese term or it is an insulting
one.

In fact the term ‘joss’ comes from the Portuguese word deos (via the Latin deus)
meaning god and is a Pidgin English term that was widespread and is still used in the
term ‘joss sticks’. There is no inherent reason why the term Joss or Joss house should
be insulting. The English term ‘temple’ is not especially accurate as Chinese has a
number of words that would distinguish the small, local temples erected in Australia
from larger temples complexes, especially Buddhist ones.

Myth 13: That opium smoking was ubiquitous among the Chinese, completely
debilitating, and exclusively a ‘Chinese vice’.

Certainly the Chinese in Australia preferred opium to the alcohol of the Europeans,
both drugs debilitating a minority while for most it was a relaxant that interfered little
with day-to-day life. Opium was a legal drug until 1905, and while not introduced by
the British, they had been willing to fight a war to ensure their own brand of the product
was sold freely within China.

Myth 14: Chinese temples were often used as gambling dens and were therefore not
true places of worship.

This is a case of making an equivalence with Christian Churches. While most Chinese
temples were small and used for prayer and other religious purposes, there is nothing
‘sacrilegious’ or contrary to Chinese beliefs in using the same building for many
purposes, including gambling if this should be convenient. In addition, many district
associations and even what Europeans would consider ‘clubs’ would have had an altar
and thus were often assumed to be Joss houses or temples.

Myth 15: That the walk from Robe was a death march?

The introduced of a Poll Tax by the Victorian government on Chinese arrivals in 1855
led many to instead disembark at Adelaide and increasingly the small port of Robe.
From these South Australian locations, they would then walk to the Victorian goldfields
and thus avoid the tax. While deaths and hardships did occur in the main this was a well
organised method of arrival with Hong Kong based agents chartering the ships and
providing guides and provisions.

See also: Online Lectures: Chinese Australian history —a 7 part series
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