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T H I S A R T I C L E was originally conceived because the author was 
struck when reading the New Zealand press for 1920 by the existence 
of a volume of protest about Asiatic immigration which seemed to 
have produced little echo among historians. The Immigration Res-
triction Act of 1920, establishing the mechanism which still operates, 
is not mentioned in the general histories of Professors Sinclair and 
Oliver, or even in R. M. Burdon's detailed study of New Zealand 
between the two world wars. Nor do any of these works discuss this 
country's attitude toward the entry of Asians as permanent residents, 
at least so far as the twentieth century is concerned.1 This omission 
is especially curious since it would appear that New Zealand's policy 
has not been very different from that which has drawn so much 
attention in Australia, that the country has at times been greatly 
exercised by the problem, and that its popular attitudes have often 
been as strongly and as contemptuously expressed as have such 
attitudes across the Tasman. It does not in fact seem possible to 
avoid the conclusion that by 1920, and at the will of both government 
and people, there had been established what was, if not literally a 
'white New Zealand' policy, at least one which was carefully designed 
effectively to prevent the settlement of Asians. It also seems true 
that in the formation of that policy racial prejudice was as important 
as were economic considerations. Asians were very widely regarded 
as inferior beings, and the prospect of miscegenation viewed with 
irrational horror. 

The Immigration Restriction Amendment Act (1920) is the logical 
end of a chapter. It brought to a successful end the long search for 
an instrument of policy which would both keep New Zealand white 
and be acceptable to the imperial government. A starting point for 
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1 The question has been discussed in several unpublished theses. The most 
valuable from the point of view of the present study is F. A. Ponton, 'Immigra-
tion Restriction in New Zealand', M.A. thesis, Victoria University, Wellington, 
1946. Much of the material used in this article was not known to Ponton but his 
thesis retains a special value since he was able to use Customs Department files 
which have since been accidentally destroyed. Their loss means that there can 
now be no equivalent for New Zealand of the administrative detail in A. T. 
Yarwood's Asian Migration to Australia, Melbourne, 1964. 

41 



42 P. S. O C O N N O B 

detailed consideration must be more arbitrarily selected. The passage 
of the consolidated principal act in 1908 has a certain attractiveness, 
but it must be remembered that this act was merely the recapitula-
tion of what had gone before. It offered nothing that was new. 

The Chinese came to New Zealand because of the gold diggings. 
They were never as significant a factor as in Australia, where in the 
late eighteen-fifties they amounted to some 4% of the population.2 

The New Zealand census of 1881 revealed some 5,004, representing 
some 1.02% of the total population. Their presence was very early 
the subject of virulent criticism, much of it recorded in the evidence 
collected in 1871 by a Parliamentary Select Committee on Chinese 
Immigration.3 The popular allegations were dismissed by that 
eminently sane body, though this is no way lessened the vigour with 
which they were all to be revived in future years. The Chinese did 
not, the committee found, represent any threat to the virtue of 
European women and children. They were frugal, industrious and 
at least as cleanly as most Europeans. They were not likely carriers 
of dreadful infectious diseases such as leprosy. As a labour force 
they were 'well adapted for manual and light work, and for light 
agricultural occupations', but for the most part they were interested 
only in gold. On the diggings they usually worked ground regarded 
as too poor by European miners. Moreover, few of them wished to 
remain permanently in New Zealand. In view of all this the com-
mittee declined to recommend the exclusion of Chinese or the 
imposition of any special restrictions upon them. 

The House of Representatives accepted this report and memory 
of it was strong enough to prevent discriminatory legislation until 
1881. Then the number of Chinese who could be landed from one 
ship was limited to one for every ten tons of the vessel's weight, and 
a poll-tax of £10 was imposed on each Chinese entrant.4 The tonnage 
equivalent of one Chinese was raised to one hundred in 1888.5 This 
was doubled in 1896 and the poll-tax raised to £100.6 

From 1895 the government, inspired by W. P. Reeves and R. J. 
Seddon, both quite savage racists, made efforts to pass more far-
reaching laws. These were meant to extend to 'Asiatics' in general, 
and so to embrace both 'Assyrian' (Indian) hawkers and the Japanese. 
In spite of Reeves's assurance that the 'Assyrians' were as insanitary, 
immoral, uncivilised and undesirable as the Chinese,7 his Asiatic and 
Other Immigration Restriction Bill was defeated and in the following 
year the Legislative Council rejected a bid to impose the poll-tax 
and the tonnage restrictions on all Asiatics. Since the number of 
Chinese in the country was falling, though Seddon flatly refused to 

2 G. Blainey, The Tyranny of Distance, Melbourne, 1966, p. 317. 
3 Reports of the Chinese Immigration Committee, Appendices to the Journals 

of the House of Representatives, [AJHR], 1871, Vol. II. H. 5, H. 5A, H. 5B. 
4 Statutes of New Zealand, 1881, No. 47, Chinese Immigrants Act. 
5 ibid., 1888, No. 34, Chinese Immigrants Act Amendment Act. 
6 ibid., 1896, No. 19, Chinese Immigrants Act Amendment Act. 
7 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates [NZPD], Vol. 89, p. 349. 
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believe the Registrar-General's figures on this, and there were few 
Indians as yet (forty-six in the 1896 census), those who delighted 
in opposing Reeves and Seddon were relatively free to do so on this 
issue. The Council affected to be moved also by a belief that the 
imperial government would cause assent to be withheld from a Bill 
excluding Asians who were also British subjects. 

Seddon was reluctantly prepared to 'run the risk of having a few 
Hindus . . . if by doing so we can prevent the Chinese coming here 
in large numbers'.8 Why he thought he needed to attack 'Asians' to 
get at the Chinese is unclear. Unfortunately for him, when he intro-
duced a second Bill in 1896, this time exempting British subjects 
from its operation, he made it clear that he intended to keep out 
also any Japanese who might wish to come. Their morals were, he 
argued, as bad as those of the Chinese and they had recently intro-
duced tick to the cattle of Queensland.9 For general diplomatic 
reasons, and in view of the treaty of 1894, the imperial government 
was most anxious to conciliate the Japanese. They were offended 
by the general tone of the Australasian restriction laws of the 
eighteen-nineties, not one must add because of any insult these laws 
were thought to offer to the Asian half of mankind, but because 
they felt themselves injured by language implying that they were 
'on the same level of morality and civilisation as the Chinese or 
other less-advanced populations of Asia'.10 The royal assent was 
therefore withheld from this Bill as it had been from a number of 
similar Australian measures. The Secretary of State, Joseph Cham-
berlain, took the opportunity of the 1897 Colonial Conference to 
lay down some rules for the game. There was no objection to, rather 
much sympathy for, the objectives the colonies were trying to 
achieve, but they must find formal grounds other than those of race 
and colour on which to base their restrictions. He commended a 
recent law passed by Natal. This had adopted the quasi-educational 
test of asking a prospective immigrant to write out 'in the characters 
of any language of Europe' an application for admission. He 
promised that assent would be forthcoming for any law based on 
this principle and he secured agreement that the Australasian colonies 
would introduce similar legislation.11 

The New Zealand government did not favour the Natal law. It 
saw little virtue in devising a mere exercise in calligraphy and 
attempted to meet Chamberlain's objections in other ways. These 
efforts came to grief, partly because of Seddon's enemies in the 
Council and partly because the Governor, Lord Ranfurly, made it 
clear that he would not assent to any Bill which was not close to 

8 ibid., Vol. 93, p. 466. 
9 ibid., Vol. 93, p. 471. 

1 0 ibid., Vol. 105, p. 161. Seddon was reading from a despatch sent by 
Chamberlain on 20 October 1897. 

1 1 Details of this agreement were given in the Legislative Council by W. C. 
Walker (NZPD, Vol 106, p. 528) and in the House by Seddon (ibid., Vol. 110, 
pp. 318-21). 
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the spirit of that of Natal.1 2 Under this vice-regal pressure Seddon 
capitulated. Apart from his apparent belief that the movement of 
Chinese in relation to New Zealand was the opposite of what the 
figures suggested, the Prime Minister thought, more rationally, that 
New Zealand restrictions must be at least as severe as those of the 
Australian states. Since these were now legislating along the lines 
agreed at the 1897 Conference New Zealand would have to follow 
suit if it was to escape becoming the target of those who would 
be shut out of Australia. So there was passed the Immigration 
Restriction Act of 1899, which declared prohibited immigrants those 
who, not being of British or Irish parentage, could not write out 'in 
any European language' an application form as set out in an 
attached schedule. 

This was to be the principle relied upon for the next twenty 
years. It had been forced upon a reluctant New Zealand govern-
ment and its full potential was never explored. No attempt was made 
to demand the writing out of forms in any language other than 
English, and by obligingly enshrining in its act a single fixed form 
the government made itself an easy victim of those who could be 
drilled to recognise and write out a few carefully-learned lines. 

The Chinese of course remained also subject to the poll-tax and 
the tonnage limitation. Their number in New Zealand continued to 
fall and in 1906 was only 2,570, a mere .289% of the population. 
Yet the Registrar-General calculated that in some years more arrived 
than left. There was thus a surplus of fifty-two in 1905 and of 127 
in 1906. Popular feeling on the subject was probably no more wide-
spread and strong than it had been for many years past but it was 
focused for a time in 1905 by the madman Lionel Terry who 
murdered a Chinese in Wellington specifically in order to draw 
attention to the 'yellow peril'. The government convinced itself that 
further legislation was necessary. An act of 1907 1 3 imposed on 
Chinese the additional test of reading to the satisfaction of Customs 
officials a hundred words of English. Seddon was not now present 
to be baited and the real feelings of all members could find expres-
sion. What significant opposition there was, was on the ground that the 
measure was not severe enough. The Prime Minister, Joseph Ward, 
spoke for many when he said that he would exclude all Asians if 
he thought the imperial government would tolerate this. As things 
were New Zealand must do the best allowed to it. Accused of 
leniency he boasted of a twenty-five-year-long devotion to the ideal 
of a white New Zealand. He did indeed reject proposals to raise 
the poll-tax to £500 but this was not out of leniency. The tax was 
not paid by the immigrants and a debt of £500 would merely tie 

1 2 Ranfurly's despatch (No. 25) informing the Secretary of State of his attitude 
is printed in AJHR, 1898, Vol. 1, A-I, pp. 12-13. 

13 Statutes of New Zealand, 1907, No. 79, Chinese Immigrants Amendment 
Act. 
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them for life, in New Zealand, to the syndicates who made their 
financial arrangements.14 

All of these provisions were repeated in the consolidation of 1908. 
It was to be several years before there was again much public 
concern about the rate of Asian entry, but it was almost at once 
apparent that there were flaws in the consolidated act. These were 
due largely to its very effectiveness. For one thing there was no 
provision to exempt from the reading test and the poll-tax Chinese 
residents of New Zealand who had left on temporary visits and later 
wished to return. This may not have been an oversight, for similar 
omissions had been pointed out in the first forms of more than one 
Bill in the eighteen-nineties. The deficiencies were always rectified, 
but they seem to have been deliberate in the first place. The Customs 
authorities were convinced that Chinese who intended to leave 
permanently were in the habit of securing certificates allowing re-
entry. They then passed these on to others, so allowing evasion of 
the poll-tax. The assumption that all Chinese looked alike and that 
therefore a photograph on a re-entry permit was of no value had 
been stated explicitly, though it was more commonly argued merely 
that it was too easy to replace one photograph by another. The 
Chinese government protested in 1908 and there was then devised 
a procedure which was in later years thought to be peculiarly 
humiliating. Chinese residents would be allowed to return to New 
Zealand, but only if they left behind a thumb-print by which their 
identity could later be established.15 

It also became clear that in its desire to keep out settlers New 
Zealand had made it impossible for Chinese students, merchants or 
tourists to land, except under the rigid conditions laid down for 
permanent entry. The number of travellers who came within these 

* categories was few, but there were real difficulties over labourers 
brought to New Zealand for trans-shipment to Tahiti and other 
Pacific islands. There was therefore a further amending act in 1910. 
Provision was made for the student, the merchant and the tourist, 
and power was taken to allow the temporary entry of prohibited 
immigrants on the posting of a bond. Typically enough, this bond 
was to be £200 for Chinese but only half that sum for the prohibited 
immigrants of other races.1 6 

The debate in Parliament roused few passions, mainly, said the 
Prime Minister, because the policy of having an exclusively white 
New Zealand had long been settled.17 He was 'just as determinedly 
in favour of that policy today as I have always been in the past, 
and equally determined to prevent any widening of the door so as 
to make it easier for the coloured races to come to New Zealand 

1 4 NZPD, Vol. 142, p. 841. 
15 Statutes of New Zealand, 1908, Consolidated Statutes Enactment, (Immi-

gration Restriction Act). 
19 ibid., 1908, No. 230, Immigration Restriction Amendment Act. 
17 ibid., 1910, No. 16, Immigration Restriction Amendment Act. 
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in numbers'.18 The chief Reform spokesman, W. F. Massey, was 
as firm, boasting that he was 'no lover or admirer of the Chinese 
race'.1 9 In Committee James Allen was to worry whether the pro-
posed changes did not err in the direction of leniency,20 but by and 
large the House accepted the assurance that there was no danger. 
The nearest approach to friction was in a little by-play between 
Massey and Ward as to whether the Irish were British.21 

The other half of the act so far Asians were concerned was a 
compliment to Indian ingenuity. The Attorney-General (J. G. 
Findlay) explained to the Legislative Council that 'Clause 4 is for 
the purpose of defeating a practice that has grown up among a 
certain class of immigrants. We at the present time prescribe one 
form for immigrants of a certain class to answer as an education 
test, and, with an expertness which marks the Oriental particularly, 
they have been able to memorise the form and answer the test, 
although they know absolutely nothing about the language or the 
meaning of the words in the form itself — a pure feat of memory.'22 

It was necessary for New Zealand to protect itself against the 
activities of Fijian crammers. Henceforth the immigrant might very 
cunningly be confronted by any one of several prescribed forms. 
The Hindu was not specifically mentioned in the act and at least 
one M.P. seems to have been under the impression that the new 
proposal would reduce the Dalmatian entry to the gumfields of 
North Auckland,23 but there was no general doubt that it was to 
be used against Indians and not against Europeans. 

It is not easy to estimate the effect of all these restrictions because, 
while figures for arrivals in New Zealand were kept, those for the 
departure of 'race aliens' were not recorded between about 1907 
and the middle of 1914. To judge from arrival figures only, news 
of the impending education test drove the number of Chinese 
entrants up from 255 in 1907 to 538 in 1908. It then declined, to 
171 in 1909 and 209 in 1910, and many of these men, all but three 
in 1909, were New Zealand residents returning after a temporary 
absence. In 1911 the figure rose to 546 and for the next seven years 
Chinese arrivals averaged about 330. When departure figures become 
available, however, they completely change this picture, and during 
the war years there was a net decline of about 200. 2 4 No census 
ever showed a smaller Chinese population than the 2,147 of 1916. 
The figures for Indians are lower but reveal a different trend. 127 
entrants in the period 1904-8 became 885 in the next quinquinen-
nium. The official understanding was that most were coolies on their 

is NZPD, Vol. 151, p. 403. 
19 ibid., Vol. 151, p. 402. 
20 Otago Daily Times, 17 September 1910. 
21 NZPD, Vol. 151, p. 402. 
2 2 ibid., Vol. 152, p. 258. 
23 ibid., Vol. 151, pp. 161-2. 
2 4 This calculation and the similar one for Indians assume that the 1914 

arrivals were evenly distributed between the two halves of the year. 
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way to the Pacific islands. During the war, however, some 460 
entrants were balanced by only 242 departures, and the 1916 census 
revealed 181 Indians where there had been but fifteen five years 
earlier. 

These figures were not in themselves very large, but by 1913 there 
was again a feeling that the 'wily oriental' was finding gaps in the 
existing legislation on such a scale that a new law was called for. 
The immigration most objected to now was that of 'Hindu coolies', 
brought to Fiji under indenture and finding their way to New 
Zealand at the end of their contracts. Asked if he could not arrange 
with the government of Fiji for it to be made a condition of these 
contracts that the employers must return their labour to India at 
the end of the indenture period, the Prime Minister replied that he 
had raised the matter recently when the Under-Secretary of State 
was in New Zealand, and that in any case his government intended 
to amend the act 'to restrict as far as possible the immigration of 
Hindu coolies to this country'.25 

The subject had been of perennial concern to the Colonial Con-
ferences. The Secretary of State for India, which was not represented 
at the Conferences until 1917, had presented to that of 1911 a 
memorandum setting out the problem as it appeared to the govern-
ment of India. It was 'accepted that the dominions shall not admit 
as permanent residents people whose mode of life is inconsistent 
with their own political and social ideals'. All that was necessary 
so far as permanent immigration was concerned was that laws against 
the 'Asiatic influx' should not use 'differential or insulting language'. 
The real resentments were caused by two other aspects of the colonial 
racial attitudes. The first was the contemptuous severity' with which 
those Indians who were resident in the Dominions were treated by 
people who were ignorant alike of the ancient civilization of India 
and of the honourable military careers of many men who, having 
served with distinction in the imperial forces and been treated with 
respect by their British officers, suddenly found themselves despised 
as 'coolies' when they went elsewhere in the Empire. Even more 
embarrassing for the Indian government was the fact that the racial 
laws applied in theory even to ruling Indian princes, allies of the 
King, perhaps his aides-de-camp or members of his Privy Council. 
No one supposed that an Indian prince would be refused entry to an 
Empire country but there was great and justified resentment 'that, 
while they can move freely in the best society of any European 
capital, they could not set foot in some of the dominions without 
undergoing vexatious catechisms from petty officials'. These attitudes 
were making it very difficult to create a sense of citizenship in India 
and recent constitutional changes were making it possible for Indians 
to be more conscious of and vocal about the problem. 'The gravity 
of the friction between Indians and the dominions', the memorandum 

25 NZPD, Vol. 164, p. 553. 
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concluded, 'lies in this: that on the colonial question, and on that 
alone, are united the seditious agitators and the absolutely loyal 
representatives of modern Indian opinion.'26 

By comparison with Canada or South Africa, New Zealand was 
a very minor villain. The number of Indians who sought permanent 
residence was still very small. Only twelve filled out their application 
form in 1912 and only sixty-six in the next year. Nonetheless the 
Controller General of Customs thought even this entry contrary to 
policy and suggested that Indians be subjected to the same reading 
test as were Chinese applicants.27 His letter was probably the source 
of the announcement that legislation was intended. This announce-
ment was noted in the Colonial Office and the Secretary of State 
at once warned the New Zealand government off such dangerous 
ground. 'I am confident', he told the Governor, 'your Ministers will 
bear in mind strong objection of His Majesty's Government to any 
discriminating nomination against British Indians or other Oriental 
persons. If it is not possible to make effective policy of Government 
by administrative regulations under existing legislation your Ministers 
will no doubt consider whether it is not desirable to adopt wording 
of present Australian Immigration Restriction Act under which as 
they are aware Hindoos are effectively excluded from Australia. 
Confidential. Feeling in India at present is very strong with regard 
to the question of immigration to South Africa and I hope your 
Ministers will not add to difficulties of His Majesty's Government 
already serious by any legislation directly aimed at Indians.'28 

W. F. Massey, Prime Minister since 1912, would almost certainly 
have heeded this appeal of his own volition and he had also little 
doubt that if he persisted the Royal Assent would not be forthcom-
ing. Making it clear that he did so only in deference to the imperial 
government, for the moment he dropped his proposal to legislate.29 

In 1914 there was a renewed outburst of popular concern, apparent 
in the correspondence columns of several newspapers. The most 
elaborate attempt at rationalisation of racial prejudice came from 
an Auckland headmaster who yet insisted that he loved the East 
above all. He claimed an intimate knowledge of Cingalese, Tamil 
and the mind of the Orient. Two aspects of 'Eastern man' convinced 
him that the entry of any significant number of Asiatics would be a 
national calamity such as he prayed would not happen in his life-
time. The first was a well known physical fact. The mixture of bloods 
which were on a similar physical and moral plane led to racial 
strength, as was manifest in the history of the English. Where the 
bloods were alien the results were always degrading. Instinctive 
knowledge of this led conquering peoples 'to protect their national 

2 0 This Memorandum was read in the Legislative Council by F. D. Bell, NZPD, 
Vol. 188, pp. 34-37. He took it from Cd.9177, 1918, pp. 196-7. 

2 7 Ponton, pp. 34-35. 
2 8 G/overnment7 H/ouseJ Registered No. 1026/13, telegram from Secretary of 

State, 11 November 1913. 
2 9 GH 1056/13, telegram to Secretary of State, 19 November 1913. 
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integrity and manhood' by either driving out the conquered or 
reducing them to such servitude that intermarriage was unthinkable. 
In this same instinctive way the white races were now led 'to arm 
themselves against the darker and lower'. The second fact was of 
a spiritual nature. The average Englishman, with his bluff common-
sense and his few moral precepts such as 'Honour the King', 'Do 
good and fear not', and 'Fear God', failed to realise that to Eastern 
man religion was everything. If you insulted God an Englishman 
would leave the deity to fend for itself. If you insulted an English-
man you would be struck down. The oriental world reversed these 
priorities. 

Trample on, spit on and abuse the Native, and he smiles and salaams; 
abuse his religion and you have a life enemy. And such a religion! 
It lies like an awful pall of hellish sin over the minds and consciences 
of the people of India. A religion that inculcates lasciviousness; that 
sets up the symbols and teaches the worship of the human sexual 
organs . . . that throws the surplus offspring to Mother Ganges; that 
teaches merit in the suffocation of aged parents by a throatful of 
sacred mud . . . that surrounds its temples with debauchery and 
prostitution; that has more terms for the expression of carnal pleasure 
than any other language I know; that insists on the sacredness of 
animal life and animal excrement, so that vermin and filth abound; 
whose "holy' men are living objects of vermin, filth and degradation; 
that condones lying, deceit and torture; that condemns its womankind 
to child-marriage and the after-life of a chattel, and makes bestial 
satyrs of its mankind. 

New Zealand nodded its head sagely at all this and more, and there 
was to be no protest when six years later it was resurrected and read 
as gospel to the House of Representatives.30 

The evidence of popular support provided by the correspondence 
columns stiffened Massey's resolution, the more since there was to 
be a general election in 1914. By the middle of the year he thought 
that his law draftsmen had found a way round any possible imperial 
objection. And so the Reform party's Handbook for Candidates in 
the 1914 Election recorded among the party's claims on the affection 
of New Zealand the passage of the Immigration Restriction Amend-
ment Bill. The Bill had not in fact been passed but the Handbook 
is a good guide to its content and intention. 'The Reform Govern-
ment has evidenced its desire to keep the country clear of coloured 
and undesirable immigrants, and has provided safeguards against 
the admission of illiterate Hindus who were threatening to flood the 
country. As British subjects they might have claimed that, under 
the old law, they were entitled to admission. The amending Bill 
eliminates the term "British subjects" from the principal Act, thus 
doing away with the possibility of the illiterate Hindu being regarded 

3 0 NZPD, Vol. 187, pp. 934-5. The original: New Zealand Herald, 13 May 
1914. 
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as a British subject in law. The educational test is being made more 
severe, dictation being substituted for the copying process while other 
provisions of the Bill safeguard the community against immigrants 
who may develop insanity or contagious diseases within two months 
after their landing in New Zealand.'31 This dictation test was to 
involve the copying, in not more than twenty minutes, of fifty words 
in any European language dictated by a Customs officer or an in-
terpreter. 

This time the imperial government had been consulted in advance, 
and its reaction was essentially what it had been in the previous 
year. 'I feel confident', said the Secretary of State, your Ministers 
will bear in mind that it is undesirable in effecting object of exclu-
sion of coolie immigrants to use terms in Act which would aggravate 
the situation in India.'32 A summary of the proposed Bill was sent 
to London, and Harcourt, the Colonial Secretary, was asked for his 
comments. His reply revealed that the Indian government still stood 
very close to his elbow, regretting noisily anything avowedly aimed 
at the exclusion from any dominion of British Indians. Part of what 
New Zealand now proposed, the argument ran, was little different 
from the relevant South African a c t In both the Minister was given 
power to keep out people he deemed unsuitable on economic grounds, 
and South Africa had greatly embarrassed the Home government 
by publishing formally the fact that 'economic grounds' were to be 
interpreted so as to exclude all Asians automatically. It was essential 
that New Zealand keep secret any instructions it might issue to this 
effect. Far better, if there were the least risk that these might be 
published, to follow the Australian example and rely on the language 
test alone. Harcourt had 'recently been informed by the Australian 
Government that the language test when applied is intended as an 
absolute bar to admission, and I understand it so operates in practice'. 
It was Harcourt who pointed out that the best results from a language 
test could be obtained if Customs officers were empowered to demand 
a knowledge of any European language they chose, or of all of them 
if necessary.33 

This exchange put no strain on Massey's loyalty. Assured that the 
language test was both acceptable in London and adequate to his 
purpose, he was willing to forgo exclusion for economic reasons or 
on the grounds of standards or habits of life. 'My Government', the 
New Zealand telegram concluded, 'are particularly anxious to pro-
ceed with the Bill and at the same time to meet the wishes of the 
Imperial Government.'34 It seemed to be one of those happy occasions 
when the desires of both could be met in full. 

31 Reform Handbook for Candidates, 1914, No. 2, p. 60. Most of these 
restriction bills included provisions regarding health. Those were of course of 
general application, though there was a popular belief that Indians were extra-
ordinarily susceptible to tuberculosis. 

32 GH 659/14, 2 July 1914. The Colonial Office had been notified on 29 June 
that legislation was to be introduced, GH 619/14. 

3 3 GH 705/14, telegram from Secretary of State, 16 July 1914. 
3 4 GH 727/14, telegram to Secretary of State, 18 July 1914. 
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The Bill had its second reading in the House on 4 August, being 

the last subject discussed there in peacetime. The most serious caveat 
advanced was based on a fear that if seriously applied the language 
test might be used to keep out such wholly desirable immigrants as 
the Swiss. The Minister of Customs paid grim respect to the effi-
ciency with which would-be entrants had been drilled to recognise 
and copy out the application forms with which they might be faced. 
I l l candidates, presumably all Indian, had presented themselves for 
examination in recent months, and of these one hundred had passed. 
Once in the country many found themselves unable to make a living 
— on one occasion a group of forty had sought government help. 
Where they could help themselves they were liable to injure others. 
'I have seen from personal observation that they are starting fruit-
stalls', the Minister said: 'In some cases they are very close to Euro-
pean shops, and the men who are paying rent and taxes have these 
men underselling them. They are keeping their stalls up to date 
with acetylene lights, and carpets on the footpath, and making their 
competition very severe to those engaged in the trade.'35 The Bill 
was given a third reading in the House on 10 August and appeared 
in the Legislative Council two days later. By this time, for reasons 
which were not stated but which were presumably connected with 
a desire not to embarrass the imperial government in any way at 
all in time of war, it had been decided to drop the measure. It was 
sent to the Council's Statutes Revision Committee and this body 
formally recommended that it be not proceeded with.3 6 

For the next four years New Zealand had other things to worry 
about. The general problem of the treatment of Indians in the 
Dominions was, however, raised on Indian initiative at the Imperial 
War Conferences of 1917 and 1918. The former resolved that what-
ever arrangements were made should be on a basis of reciprocity 
of treatment. The latter accepted in general an Indian proposal to 
define this more fully. The right of each Commonwealth government 
to 'enjoy complete control of the composition of its own population 
by means of restriction on immigration from any other communities' 
was explicitly recognised. It was also agreed that temporary visitors— i 
should be allowed entry and, more importantly, that Indians already 
permanently resident in other British countries should be allowed 
to bring in their wives and minor children. Massey's attitude was 
that all this was really a matter which concerned only Canada and 
South Africa. He did not profess to know why, but for some reason^-—* 
Indians did not seem to want to emigrate to New Zealand. He 
supposed that if they did there would be objections, and for this 
reason his countrymen might find the resolution useful in the future. 
Apart from this remote contingency they were not seriously inter-
ested, except of course that they would like an assurance that Indians 

35 NZPD, Vol. 169, p. 392. 
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would still be able to go to Fiji to produce sugar for New Zealand 
tables. 

The other New Zealand delegate, Sir Joseph Ward, could not 
bring himself to repeat that the country was not much interested in 
what might be happening about Indian migration. Admitting that 
it was, he praised the resolution as both expedient and moral, and 
though careful not to commit a New Zealand government on the 
question of the wives and minor children of permanent residents, 
he made clear his own belief that they should be allowed to join 
their bread-winner.37 

Whatever stories he might choose to tell in London Massey would 
not be able to pretend lack of interest much longer at home. The end 
of the war brought a sharp rise in the figures of Asian entrants. In 
1919 193 Indians and 415 Chinese came in as permanent residents 
and some newspapers, such as the Auckland Star, were soon fretting 
about the new scale of the problem. James Allen, acting-Prime 
Minister for most of the year, refused to take the matter seriously.38 

For the moment the government was concerned with undesirable 
immigrants of another kind. The Undesirable Immigrants Exclusion 
Act (1919) was aimed primarily at keeping Germans, socialists and 
Marxists out of the country. Its only interest in the present context 
is that it represented a long step towards the simple, if potentially 
dangerous technique used to deal with the Asian problem in 1920. 
The Attorney-General was empowered to prohibit the landing of 
people whom he thought might be disaffected or disloyal, or injurious 
to peace, order and good government. 

In 1920 the number of Indians and Chinese seeking entry rose 
much more sharply. By the middle of April sixty Hindus and 233 
Chinese had come to Auckland, by far the most significant port of 
arrival. By the end of June the figures for the whole country were 
174 and 725. For the year they were to reach 225 and 1,477. The 
1921 census was to show that the Chinese population had risen in 
five years from 2,147 to 3,266, and the number of Indians over the 
same period from 181 to 671. Most of the Indians were said to have 
come from the Punjab. The Chinese were mostly from Canton and 
the general assumption that their poll-tax was paid by wealthy com-
patriots already established in New Zealand seems obviously justi-
fied. 

Some of the Indians, reported the Auckland Star, soon acquired 
hawkers' barrows and so set themselves on the path to the ultimate 
goal of a shop of their own. Most, however, headed for the country, 
formed themselves into gangs and undertook contract work along 
the Main Trunk, on roads or in the bush. They were content, the 
Star put it with more than a touch of disapproval, to live in squalor 
and save their wages. The Chinese influx had resulted in an eruption 

37 The discussion is recorded in Cd.,9177, 1918, pp. 195-201. 
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of fruit-shops and laundries in Auckland. Some of the migrants were 
setting themselves up in the silk or softgoods trades, though one 
may suspect that most went under contract to those who had paid 
their poll-tax to swell the labour force of the market gardens. Those 
who kept shops did well, for the simple reason that their prices were 
low, but no more than the Indians did the Chinese spend what they 
made. The Star concluded sourly that 'all the evidence that can be 
gathered points to this fact that they conspire to drain the country'.39 

The Star's list by no means exhausted the occupations into which 
the newcomers had found their way. 'A Digger' had already com-
plained that hotels were using Indian labour, and he had recently 
found two Indian lift attendants, doing work which was very suit-
able for disabled ex-soldiers.40 Soon the Grocers' Assistants' Union 
was in arms4 1 and the Furniture Trade Industrial Union of Workers 
began a bitter campaign because one Chinese had begun to make 
furniture and had found a European to sell it for him.4 2 The govern-
ment replied to this protest, as it did to many others, that nothing 
could be done to restrict the legal activities of a man who was 
legally in New Zealand.4 3 There were also Hindu hairdressing 
salons, Hindus in the bottle trade, and many in North Island flax-
mills. A few had managed to take up land of their own. Some were 
living with Maori women in the King Country. Even worse, the 
prosperous 'established' Hindu in the towns 'occasionally dares to 
ogle white women, if white men are not about'. Perhaps most 
humiliating of all was the fact that some Auckland Chinese were 
employing white returned soldiers.44 

The Auckland Labour M.P.s were spurred by the Grocers' 
Assistants and the Furniture Trade Union into sending a telegram 
to the Prime Minister protesting that all this cheap labour would 
lower living standards and probably lead to deterioration of the 
physical vigour of the race. M. J. Savage was particularly alarmist. 
The teeming millions of the East were less than a stone's throw 
away and New Zealand was faced by a rushing horde of Asiatics 
which it must try to stem both by laws of its own and by negotia-
tions with Asian governments themselves.45 The Auckland Water-
siders also recorded their fears for the living standards of the workers 
and their abhorrence of the 'piebald New Zealand' which now 
threatened.46 Later they agreed not to work after a certain date, 
which was left undefined or at least unpublished, any ships which 
brought Asians into the country.47 

39 Auckland Star, 15 April 1920. 
4 0 ibid., 12 April 1920. 
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But while there was thus widespread expression of feelings of 
racial superiority, the palm for stridency, consistency and perhaps 
vulgarity of protest throughout 1920 must be awarded to the 
Returned Soldiers' Association. It managed to keep up an almost 
unremitting scream of horror and showed virtually no sign of the 
qualms of conscience which were always likely to afflict some of 
the leaders of the Labour party. In general the association believed 

•\that 'the man who fought for his country did not do so with the 
K idea of making it a happy hunting ground for Asiatic labour, and 

it is the business of Parliament to preserve the country for the men 

Lwho have made its prosperity'.48 It was understandably most con-
cerned where the economic interests of its own members were 
involved. This was the case when a Rotorua auctioneer lost to a 
Chinese rival a contract he had had to supply vegetables to a local 
hospital. He claimed that 'he did not mind competing against a 
European, but even against a white man he thought he should have 
some degree of preference if his competitor was not a local man'. 
The Auckland R.S.A. Executive decided that it had standing because 
the ousted contractor secured his supplies from the Auckland city 
markets and it protested to the Prime Minister and to J. G. Coates, 
Minister of Public Works, against the letting by government depart-
ments of contracts to Asiatics.49 Coates's reply was rejected as totally 
unacceptable, for he argued that however much a department might 
wish to deal with 'reputable firms' it must accept the lowest tender 
for any contract. The outcome of the 'further strong protest' then 
decided on is not explicitly recorded. It may perhaps be deduced 
from the fact that the issue dropped out of sight after the association 
interviewed the Surgeon-General, who was responsible for the 
hospital, and described the outcome of the meeting as not dis-
pleasing.50 

The R.S.A. would usually have said officially that its concern was 
based mainly on economic grounds, and one must grant that its level 
of economic self-interest was high. At the Annual Conference the 
Repatriation Committee objected strongly to the immigration of ex-
imperial soldiers, of widows with young families, 'or any other persons 
who are likely to become a charge on the taxpayers of the Dominion, 
or upon the Patriotic Societies' funds'.51 Yet too often the association 
fell back upon, or at least allowed its official journal to display, a 
racism which reflected the less sophisticated arguments of earlier 
years. The lowest points were reached in September 1920 and in the 
following January. In the first of those months Quick March carried 
an article headed 'Salaam, Sahib!, Salaam; Filth in Fiji'. It apostro-
phised 'Hindu coolies, my brethren, scum of the scum that worships 
sacred cows knee-deep in filth on the Ganges banks. Sweepings 
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from the bazaars of Delhi, and outcast mongrel breeds from Calcutta 
. . . picturesque to a degree and offensive to the nose.' The coolies 
were a 'scummy lot', squatting in filth, fighting over the few Indian 
women allowed to enter Fiji ('and the victor playfully criss-crosses 
his rival with a cane knife and throws his entrails to the fishes!') or 
buying the favours of Fijian women with a 'leg bangle and a bunch 
of beads'. Those not thus pleasantly engaged were to be found 
diligently mugging up English sentences wherewith to pass the 'test' 
in Auckland: 'If you listen you may hear the same English sounds 
coming from twenty filthy hovels on the road-side.'52 

These attitudes were not reserved for Indians. The Director of the 
Dominion Museum appears to have speculated incautiously as to 
whether the Samoan character, now a New Zealand responsibility, 
might not be invigorated by an infusion of Chinese blood. It was, 
opined Quick March, 'just about as happy an idea as it would be 
to advocate the introduction of a few thousand Persian camel-drivers 
or Syrian hawkers, with whose aid English women should endeavour 
to improve the British bulldog breed.' The proud Samoan aristocrat 
should be left to look after 'his own little plots and his fruit trees 
and his fisheries; he asks for nothing better than to be left alone 
with his friend the missionary and the trader'. To blend him with 
Chinese would be to degrade him into a docile plantation labourer 
or a scavenger.53 

It did not take many Chinese to alarm a community. In Timaru 
a third fruit shop was enough. It was set up early in 1920 close to 
a shop owned by a returned soldier who at once withered under the 
cold wind of its competition. The three Chinese shops seem to have 
been under the same ownership. Certainly they were all managed 
by Mr. W. Ching, who claimed an American university degree. He 
said also that he had two brothers who had served in the war and 
he himself had been rejected as unfit.54 The local R.S.A. was early 
alarmed, and also bitter that 'some who were most free in waving 
flags and in patriotic shouting are now his best patrons'.55 Members 
of the association tried to organise a boycott of the Chinese shops 
and suggested that the ladies of Timaru form a committee to picket 
them. The names of those who still persisted in buying their house-
hold cabbages cheaply should be published in the press under the 
heading 'We fought not for Chinese but for a white New Zealand'.56 

An attempt was also made to dissuade landlords from renting further 
shops to Chinese. It met with some success, frustrating for example 
an effort to open another shop in nearby Waimate. The Inspector 
of Factories was brought to one meeting of the R.S.A. but he had 
little comfort to offer. The Chinese, he reported, did not seem in 
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the operation of their Timaru shops to be breaking any law. If they 
did they would of course not be protected. So the brave citizens 
of Timaru decided that they had now no alternative to self-help. 
On 17 April there was something of a siege of the three Chinese 
shops. They were pelted with their own displays of fruit and 
vegetables by a crowd which enjoyed itself in this way for some 
hours during a power failure. This popular militia was said to have 
been throughout good-humoured, well-disciplined, and careful not 
to indulge in looting. Mr. Ching, who estimated the damage done 
at some £200, complained bitterly that the odds had been unfair. 
It was not British fair play for 500 people to attack one man. He 
offered to accommodate any one of them individually. 

In the inevitable introspection which followed most people agreed 
with the Timaru Herald's summary, 'A Discreditable Demonstration. 
However little the 'Celestials' might be wanted in New Zealand and 
however much pressure might legitimately be applied to produce 
boycotts and legislation against them, attacks on property and 
persons could not be justified.57 Even Quick March argued that 
'direct action' was unjust and that the people really responsible for 
the prosperity of the Chinese fruit shops were the good burgesses 
of Timaru. An occasional letter, however, betrayed the racism which 
was seldom very far from the surface. One writer sneered at the 
Chinese as inferior beings who 'fought for the Empire by cleaning 
boots in the rear',5 8 a reference perhaps to the fact that France had 
been glad during the war to use the services of several thousands 
of Chinese workers, skilled and unskilled. 

A few weeks on and the 'yellow tide' had reached Dunedin. One 
fruit shop had been opened and the octopus was 'feeling for about 
a dozen other businesses'. One City Councillor thought that this 
particular octopus, though it might have yellow tentacles, had a 
Jewish brain directing its operations. Another saw the whole question 
in terms of a wicked southward probe by capital based in Wellington 
or Auckland. There was, however, general agreement on the Council 
that 'the race should be kept as pure as possible'.59 The watersiders 
had already promised their support but the European fruiterers did 
not have things all their own way in Dunedin. They were attacked 
by some as hypocrites who had been happy enough in earlier years 
to see the Chinese take over the market gardens and who had not 
passed on to their customers the benefits they acquired from the 
lower wholesale prices then available. The extortionate prices 
charged by fruiterers lucky enough to have lemons in stock during 
the influenza epidemic of 1918 were also analysed. There were even 
anonymous voices raised in the newspapers to argue that the 
principles of the British Empire demanded that men should not be 
discriminated against because of their colour, or at least that Indians, 
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as British subjects, should not be excluded.60 Yet the sentiments of 
'Patriot' were more common. New Zealand, he conceded, owed a 
duty to help the heathen towards its own standards, but its greater 
duty was not itself to fall from them. When the millenium came 
all would be equal, but until then it was manifestly contrary to God's 
plan to let in inferiors.61 Nor did the R.S.A. disappoint the fruiterers. 
Some resentment over the market gardens was apparent, but it was 
'recognised that these considerations do not affect the larger ques-
tion'. The 'Celestials' must be kept out of the fruit shops and the 
R.S.A. would push for this in Dunedin as elsewhere until the 
government took action.62 

Hardly a week later another demonstration gave the anti-Labour 
press a chance to poke fun at the dilemma in which Labour's leaders 
often found themselves as a result of the new wave of immigration. 
The Maoriland Worker had in the past found it necessary to take 
some unions to task for blind ignorance and prejudice in which they 
refused admission to Indian workers. The Worker stated the problem 
entirely in economic terms. It would go away if Indians and Chinese 
were welcomed into the unions, for then they would be paid union 
wages and could present no further attraction to the exploiting class. 
The only test for entry to a union should be whether a man was a 
wage worker. 'If he is a wage-slave he should be at once admitted; 
if not there is no place for him.'63 Nonetheless at the beginning of 
July some twenty-five men working on the Lyttelton-Sumner road 
went on strike when the Public Works Department employed a gang 
of five Indians on contract work. The Lyttelton watersiders held a 
special meeting in sympathy. The District Engineer guaranteed to 
use the Indians only on a small isolated sector of their own where 
they would not come into contact with white workers. This offer 
was rejected and to get work resumed he had to drop the idea of 
using Indian workers at all.64 One union official argued that while 
the men were not opposed to Indians provided they were given 
equal pay, they knew for a fact that there was a plot between Massey 
and various wealthy combines who saw vast profits to be had from 
bringing in cheap coloured labour.65 Whatever its intrinsic virtues 
the plot theory will not do for the Lyttelton-Sumner road. The 
Indian gang involved had already worked in the North Island, where 
it was paid the normal contract rate and in fact earned more rather 
than less than its European equivalents. It was moreover the only 
gang offering for the contract in question and in the eyes of the 
Public Works Department it represented not cheap but available 
labour. 

Leader writers chortled at the ambivalent attitude of Labour 
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spokesmen to 'Our Black Brother'66 and at white workers who 
prattled of the brotherhood of man yet downed tools when faced 
with the prospect of working beside Indians. Most papers were 
however at bottom relieved to be able to think that the working class 
heart was sound, firmly for a white New Zealand, and against 'that 
miscegenation against which all healthy-minded people instinctively 
revolt'.67 The only alarming prospect was that the vociferous propa-
gandists of peace, internationalism and the rights of 'black brother' 
might prevent this native healthy abhorrence being made clear at the 
forthcoming Labour conference.68 

The fourth Annual Conference of the New Zealand Labour party 
was indeed caught in two minds. It was addressed by Sir Andrew 
Russell on behalf of the National Defence League, a patriotic body 
which ever since the war removed the hunnish threat had concen-
trated on stemming the tide of Asia. Sir Andrew was no Labour 
man, but he allowed that he would vote to turn out Massey if the 
latter abandoned a policy of racial purity. The report of the Immi-
gration Committee was, however, a little more ambiguous than the 
invitation to Sir Andrew might imply. T. Bloodworth who presented 
the report claimed wildly that every tenth person in Auckland was 
now a Chinese or a Hindu, but the committee was not necessarily 
in favour of allowing no Asian immigration at all. It urged the raising 
of the educational test to a genuine sixth standard level. It expressed 
the ritualistic belief that 'capitalistic combinations' were arranging 
the inflow to order to get cheap labour with which to attack the 
living standards of European workers and it was furthermore 'of the 
opinion that the presence of Asiatics in this country in any numbers 
and as permanent residents would result in an intermingling of the 
races detrimental to all'. The central issue the committee evaded, 
pleading that it had had no time in which to produce policy recom-
mendations. It bequeathed this task to the new executive. The 
general feeling of the conference was clear enough, though there 
were a few muted exceptions. One speaker remarked that the result 
of miscegenation was a biological problem and that biologists were 
not yet agreed on its dangers, but P. H. Hickey undoubtedly spoke 
for most: 'It was as far as possible their duty to keep New Zealand 
white. Internationalism did not mean a reckless intermingling of 
white and coloured races. The executive should make a pronounce-
ment on the subject.'69 Perhaps the results of the executive's delibera-
tions are to be seen in the speeches later delivered in Parliament by 
the leading Labour members. 

There can then be no doubt that a very strong and widespread 
public demand had grown up for further legislation restricting the 
entry of people of Asian origin. The government was very willing 
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to meet this demand — if it could. The attitude of the imperial 
government was something of an unknown factor, and one into 
which, for fear of a crippling rebuff, New Zealand did not wish to 
enquire too directly in advance. 

After several weeks of promises the Immigration Restriction 
Amendment Bill was introduced by the Prime Minister on 11 August. 
By comparison with the fumbling of previous acts there was now 
a certain beautiful simplicity about the main provisions. People who 
were not of British or Irish birth and parentage could enter New 
Zealand as permanent residents only if they had made postal appli-
cation in advance for a permit to do so. Whether this application 
was granted or not was to be a matter for the Minister of Customs 
in his absolute discretion. 'Aboriginal Natives' of any part of the 
Empire except New Zealand Were not to be regarded as British for 
the purposes of the act, and there was power to exempt particular 
nations, by Order-in-Council, from the permit provisions. All of this 
made it possible, said the 'explanatory memorandum' smugly, for the 
government also to propose the repeal of the 'provision as to thumb-
prints of Chinese, in regard to which the accredited representative 
of China has made serious official complaint'. This provision, though 
doubtless irksome and humiliating, was not in fact the most serious 
Chinese grievance. The Chinese Consul in Wellington had earlier 
protested to the Prime Minister that 'the poll tax imposed on our 
Chinese is tantamount to suggesting that they are not human beings. 
The disgrace of such a tax recoils from the victim onto the imposer.'70 

For reasons which hardly seem adequate the government refused to 
offer any relief in this respect. The poll-tax was officially regarded 
as a useful extra precaution, though it is not easy to see what dangers 
existed which could not be met by the extensive powers now to be 
placed in the hands of the Minister of Customs. This attitude re-
mained, although China made a formal approach on the subject to 
the imperial government. The Colonial Secretary transmitted the 
request without comment,71 and received in reply merely the remark 
that the Bill before Parliament introduced no new discrimination, 
did not deal with poll tax and left things as they had been for many 
years.72 

When the Bill had its second reading, on 14 September, there 
was criticism of the fact that so urgent a measure had been so long 
on the order paper. The explanation of this delay was that the 
government was unsure whether the Bill would not have to be re-
served for royal assent and whether this might not be refused. The 
Prime Minister admitted that he had originally been certain that 
reservation would be necessary but had now come to feel that it 
might not be. 

So far as India was concerned the legal situation could be stated 
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confidently enough in view of the resolutions of the Imperial War 
Conferences. The Indian government had not only accepted that 
each part of the Commonwealth could control the composition of 
its own population but had recently been glad to use the powers 
involved. New Zealand had been informed in April that India was 
anxious to exclude 'undesirables'. These were defined as being persons 
convicted of grave offences, pimps, prostitutes, and those with 
dangerous revolutionary political views — Bolsheviks, Sinn Feiners, 
Members of the I.W.W. or of the revolutionary party in Egypt. 
Transmitting the request that Empire governments prevent these 
people leaving for India, the Colonial Secretary observed that the 
United Kingdom would give only limited help in restricting move-
ment from its shores and did not want reciprocity. The imperial 
government could not accept the idea of denying the right of entry 
to British Indian subjects, except temporarily in the case of those 
who had thrown in their lot with the enemy during the war. 7 3 There 
was no New Zealand reply to the request for several months. When 
one was sent, it expressed willingness to co-operate and a desire for 
reciprocity as regards people likely to foment industrial trouble. It 
also added casually that there was now a Bill before the New Zealand 
Parliament by which it was intended to regulate the number of 
Indians who could come to New Zealand.74 There was no mention 
of Asiatics in general and as had been noted above the reply to 
the Chinese protest over the poll tax was as non-committal as possible 
on the content of the Bill. 

The government was clearly trying to avoid any general discussion 
of the Bill with the imperial authorities. There was a widespread 
belief that while it need not fear India it could not of itself exclude 
foreign nationals, at least those with whose governments the British 
government had treaty agreements about rights of entry. The hope 
was, as Downie Stewart put it, that whatever the legal situation the 
British would in the end prefer to quarrel with foreign countries 
rather than with one of the dominions. In support of the claim that 
this hope was well founded he quoted Chamberlain's expression of 
sympathy in 1897 with 'white only' policies. 

Stewart's speech7 5 was probably the most interesting of the debate. 
Like all the other members he wanted a white New Zealand but, 
assuming that was the intention to exempt 'practically all nations 
except the Chinese', he put very strongly the case for securing it by 
negotiation with the Chinese government. The Chinese, he argued 
on the basis of private contacts with the Consul, felt intensely the 
humiliation of the poll tax, in demanding which New Zealand was 
approached among British countries only by Canada, but they did 
not challenge the right to exclude them as settlers. Stewart proposed 
the abolition of the poll tax, coupled with the establishment of a 
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token quota — 'I do not care whether it is one hundred or two 
hundred, or whatever number the parties may agree to'. This was 
for him a counsel dictated by prudence as well as by decency, for it 
was not to be imagined that China would forever be without naval 
and military power with which to distress those who continued to 
insult her. 

Stewart's argument was that Asian agreement to a white New 
Zealand could be secured by diplomacy. To this the reply was that 
time was now of the essence. Whatever the reasons for the previous 
long delay the Prime Minister now professed to be alarmed at 'the 
rate at which Chinese are pouring into this country at the present 
time — nearly a hundred a month'.76 There were flashes of concern 
also about 'the immigration of foreigners of our own colour'. Bell 
remarked that it would soon be necessary, if indeed it was not so 
already, to court the Dalmatian vote in one area before a man could 
be elected to his own Parliament.77 

Some of the Labour members made serious efforts to marry their 
consciences and their prejudices, and were so successful that Liberals 
could regret the decline of Labour's strict racialism and maintain 
that on this issue Massey was more representative of the workers 
than was Holland.78 Holland in fact agreed with Stewart, doubtless 
for other reasons, that a quota, 'exceedingly lower than the numbers 
coming into New Zealand at the present time', should be set. He 
also wanted a genuine education test, at the sixth standard level in 
English and arithmetic, and he believed that the unions had ample 
power to see to it that Asians thus admitted did not represent a 
threat to living standards.79 In Committee the seven Labour mem-
bers present tried in vain to secure several amendments. In their 
efforts to raise the level of the education test, on which the voting 
was 17-47, and to forbid the Minister to use his powers 'for the pur-
pose of an influx of cheap coloured labour or to bring outside labour 
from any country whatever into New Zealand during periods of 
industrial conflict' (20-26), they won the support of a few Liberals. 
Only Stewart however voted with them on Holland's motion to accept 
a quota not exceeding 100 a year.8 0 

Outside Parliament the main principle of the Bill won approval, 
occasionally mixed with some pride in the simple but revolutionary 
method it proposed. There was also a good deal of fretting over 
what might be the reaction of the imperial government, as well as 
some cynicism about one provision of the Bill. There was to be 
imposed on all would-be settlers an oath, of loyalty to the crown in 
the case of British subjects, of obedience to the laws of New Zealand 
in the case of foreigners. This reflected of course the government's 
concern over the political undesirable, but was it to be supposed 
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that the man who intended to subvert the constitution would object 
to beginning with a little perjury? There were also some expression 
of alarm at the apparently arbitrary powers put in the hands of the 
Minister of Customs, but on the whole it was accepted that in order 
to achieve the nation's ends someone would have to have such 
authority. That the nation could not openly avow its ends was also 
accepted, since 'the new international diplomacy in respect to racial 
discrimination requires a certain amount of delicate camouflage'.81 

Even the R.S.A. could in the end see that in the brave new world 
governments could not simply say 'No more Asiatics'. The task of 
the government then, explained Quick March, was to do more than 
it seemed to, and the Bill represented New Zealand's effort in a 
stakes in which the Canadians and the Australians were also entered. 
The Australians were always ready to bombard immigrants with a 
battery of European tongues ranging from English and French to 
Bohemian and Greek. Canada affected to admit only essential classes 
of labour, and intended to classify all Asian applicants as unskilled 
workers for whom there was no vacancy.8 2 When the Bill was safely 
law the R.S.A. executive turned suddenly moderate about the re-
maining issues. The secretary reported that the existing Asian popu-
lation in New Zealand was about 3,500 Chinese and about 1,500 
Indians, representing perhaps .45% of the total population of 1.2 
million. The president then remarked that this ratio seemed fair 
enough, and might even be reasonably allowed to rise to .5%83 

Not everyone, however, was mollified by the mere passage of the 
Bill. Before it could come into effect both royal assent and the issue 
of new regulations would be necessary, and the government accepted 
that the new rules could not be applied to those who were on the 
water when the change was made. So Indians and Chinese continued 
to arrive in the last weeks of 1920, and protests continued to be made. 
Seddon, lamented the Wanganui Herald in support once more of the 
Auckland R.S.A., would long ago have put on his hob-nailed boots 
and stopped the influx. As for the claim that New Zealand must step 
warily for fear of London, 'we do not want to see New Zealand 
piebald just because it suits the British Government'.84 

What made New Zealand sensitive to 'the new international dip-
lomacy in respect to racial discrimination' was a certain chilling 
awareness of the new importance of Japan and its hostility to the 
white Australia policy. This was already manifesting itself in the 
League of Nations and some New Zealand newspapers foresaw a 
beleaguered Australasia, deserted on this issue for reasons of dip-
lomacy by the United States and for trade motives by Great Britain, 
having to face a Japan whose dominant military party was longing 
'to have a smack at somebody'.85 

81 Evening Star, 15 September 1920. 
82 Quick March, 11 October 1920. 
S3 ibid., 10 December 1920. 
84 Wanganui Herald, 22 November 1920. 
8 5 ibid., 16 August, 1 October 1920. 
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Sooner or later mother would have to be told what was afoot in 

the nursery. The Bill finished its passage through Parliament on 29 
September, but its contents were not officially communicated to 
London until 27 October. The summary was accompanied by a pretty 
piece of special pleading: 'The Government has been careful to avoid 
any distinction between the different Nations or coloured Races . . . . 
My Ministers have been careful to observe strictly the resolutions 
of the Imperial Conference which were moved by the representatives 
of India, the Prime Minister having given me his assurance on the 
point.' The patter about it now being possible to do away with the 
humiliating thumb-prints demanded of the Chinese was repeated 
once again.8 6 Lord Jellicoe sent another telegram on the same day 
and from it we can gather something of the pressures which had 
attended his first weeks of office. His Ministers did not advise reser-
vation of the Bill and intended to present it to him for signature in 
about a week. He himself did not 'propose to reserve Assent, and 
have ascertained confidentially that interference by His Majesty's 
Government in this direction would create a feeling of soreness as 
the Bill is considered very urgent. At the same time I am assured 
that Ministers would be prepared to introduce next Session any 
amendments which the imperial government might consider necessary 
to avoid difficulties in regard to treaty rights with other nations.'87 

The Colonial Office disliked the Bill, but not sufficiently to tell 
Jellicoe to reserve assent. New Zealand, one official wrote, was intent 
on throwing over the Natal compromise which had been the accepted 
policy of the Empire since 1897. The new principle, of 'unsuitability', 
meant that 'if a highly educated Indian farmer with capital, or an 
English speaking Japanese artisan, wished to settle refusal could no 
longer be sweetened by the pretence that it is because they are 
insufficiently acquainted with Polish or Magyar.' This of course was 
to misunderstand New Zealand's past practice, for it was precisely 
because Polish and Magyar had not been invoked that the existing 
legislation had proved inadequate. No one believed that the new 
law was not designed to be anti-Asian in effect, yet it clearly did not 
violate the old prohibition against wholly open and formal discrim-
ination. The real danger foreseen in London was that New Zealand 
might by Order-in-Council exempt some nationalities, and pointedly 
exclude Japan from the list.88 For this reason the imperial govern-
ment asked that it be sent advance drafts of any regulations to be 
made under the act and suggested that it be consulted 'before the 
issue of any proclamation exempting nations or races'. The Secretary 
of State asked also for a specific assurance that New Zealand would 
keep its promise to admit the wives and families of Indians already 
domiciled in the country.89 This assurance was given, and it was~also 

8« GH 2270/20, 27 October 1920. 
GH 2271/20, 27 October 1920. 

88 Minute by J. N. F. Green, on 53006, CO 209/305. 
89 GH 2405/20, 9 November 1920. 
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decided on reflection that no nation would be free of requirements 
of the permit system.90 

The draft of an Order-in-Council bringing in regulations under 
the act was sent to Lord Jellicoe on 14 December, and the govern-
ment at once urged him to forget his promise to send the full text, 
rather than a telegraph summary, to London before he signed it. He 
himself pointed out certain inconsistencies in the draft. They were 
no doubt inadvertent, but they would have had the effect of classing 
'Chinese, even though in possession of permits to enter New Zealand', 
as prohibited immigrants. A revised version was submitted on 10 
January 1921. There should be, Massey advised, no further delay 
in bringing these regulations into force, for many applications for 
entry were coming in, from Yugoslavs and Syrians91 as well as from 
Hindus and Chinese. Jellicoe gave in and the regulations were 
gazetted on 14 January 1921. 9 2 

The act of 1920 put into the hands of the government a much more 
flexible instrument for the control of immigration than any that had 
been fashioned in New Zealand in the past. It is one which has 
remained basic, though the administration is now in the hands of 
a Minister of Immigration. In theory it allowed infinite discretion 
to an individual Minister, but in practice decisions affecting policy 
have presumably been taken by cabinet as a whole. In the course 
of the nineteen-twenties this instrument was used to restrict severely, 
though without great publicity, immigration from certain European 
countries, notably Yugoslavia and Italy. In June 1921 future policy 
regarding Indians was laid down. It was to allow entry only to the 
wives or minor children of permanent residents of New Zealand. As 
for Chinese, during the early 'twenties Downie Stewart, now an 
influential Cabinet Minister, had his way and one hundred permits 
a year were authorised. In January 1926, under renewed public 
pressure, the decision was taken to allow entry only to the wives 
and fiancees of New Zealand-born Chinese. The poll tax, though not 
abolished until 1944, was not in fact levied after September 1934. 
Stewart had been right after all. It was an unnecessary humiliation 
and New Zealand could be kept white enough without it.9 3 

While an article devoted only to a brief, if vital, period in the 
history of New Zealand's immigration policy is not the place for 
much general discussion of that policy, some comments suggest 
themselves. This study has not attempted to measure changes in 
popular attitudes over many years. This could be done and would 
show the development of virtual unanimity about the virtues of stay-
ing white, and also, improbable as some of the evidence used here 
may make this seem, some general moderation of the language and 
concepts used in argument. On the other hand, comparison with 

9 0 GH 2467/20, 22 November 1920. 
9 1 There were 707 Syrians in New Zealand when the 1921 Census was taken. 
9 2 The exchanges over the Order-in-Council are together as GH 161/21. 
9 3 The details in this paragraph are taken from Ponton, Chapter V, 'The 

Policy Revision (1921-1930)'. 
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attitudes to the Dalmatian settlers, unpopular as these were, would 
show how largely the real source of feeling against Asians remained 
racial prejudice. One result of the refusal of historians to be interested 
in these racial attitudes has been that New Zealand has escaped in 
its own eyes a good deal of the opprobrium incurred by Australia 
for a policy similar in many respects. This incompleteness in New 
Zealand's self-image may be due in part to the simple fact that there 
have as yet been few historians interested in it. It may also be that 
the bi-racial nature of the country, and the fact that Maori-Pakeha 
relations have been, as race relations go, moderately good, have 
made it easier, as it is certainly more comfortable, to believe that 
the national character is freer from racial prejudice than is that of 
the benighted Australians. The existence of the Maoris may to some 
extent have also palliated New Zealand's offence in international 
eyes and it is obviously true that this country has been far more 
generous towards non-Maori Polynesian immigration than Australia 
has been to any Pacific people. New Zealand has also been a little 
less open, and to that extent cleverer' in implementing its policy 
against Asians. It never resorted in practice to the fancy trick of the 
multilingual 'test', and its politicians have not felt impelled for many 
years to express themselves as forcefully as has Arthur Calwell on 
occasion. It may also prove, when current records are available to 
historians, that the virtually secret procedure adopted in 1920 has at 
times been administered with somewhat greater generosity of spirit 
than has been the case with the law of Australia. Again, New Zealand 
is much smaller, much less important and more remote from Asian 
eyes. Japanese protest probably did more than anything else to rivet 
the 'white Australia' concept into the world's stereotypes. Yet this 
protest was not founded on any difference of policy between Australia 
and New Zealand. 
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