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PREFACE

STORIES FROM GOLD MOUNTAIN

A long time ago, in a remote place called Puntalín, 
lived the Chinese relatives who had embarked to Amer-
ica, Jin Shan, “the gold mountain” reminiscent of  the 
places dreamed of  by the adventurous spirit. It was a 
symbol and a challenge: freedom and courage that was 
beginning to take shape. A great chance, something that 
made no sense, that went against the principles. A kind 
of  historical symptom, which had not yet revealed itself.

(Apuy, 2016, p.12)1

With their great resilience, Chinese immigrants from the 
American continent have fought against all attempts of  suppres-
sion from those societies in which they sought refuge since the 
first half  of  the 19th century. Expelled from their native villag-
es - for environmental, religious, social, political and economic 
reasons - they crossed the Pacific in search of  a livelihood for 
their families who had remained in the imperial China of  the 
Qing rulers. They found a gold mountain, an allusion to the 
piles of  gold that abounded in America, in their imagination, 
a land to which they fled to escape all sorts of  evils in their 
homeland. 

1  Costa Rican writer and artist of  Chinese origin. Fragment taken from 
his work Viaje al remoto Puntalín, published in San José, Costa Rica by the 
publisher of  Universidad Estatal a Distancia.
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The annual flooding of  the Yellow River resulted in crop fail-
ures, causing great famines among the people along this water-
way. In addition, the taxes imposed by emperors on every male 
between the ages of  16 and 60, inflation that had occurred since 
the 18th century, overpopulation - ironically due to the period of  
peace of  the Qianlong era (1735-1795), scarcity of  agricultural 
land, high prices of  rice - a staple food in China since it was do-
mesticated in the Neolithic period (Huang Hsing, 2000, p. 27), 
the unemployment of  the artisan class caused by the increasing 
importation of  European goods, the semi-slavery conditions in 
which part of  the population lived, and the turbulent political 
climate that preceded the end of  the dynastic era (Chou, 2003, 
pp. 15-16 and 25-29). Hence, any attempt to record the mobiliza-
tions of  this ethnic group to overseas regions is compelling and 
meritorious.

Keeping this in mind, a book like this one becomes relevant 
at a juncture that we could categorize as a golden age in Chi-
nese migration studies in Latin America and the Caribbean. In 
recent years there has been a growing interest in the academy 
to explore the subject from fresh and varied perspectives. In this 
regard, there is an emerging trend from different Spanish-speak-
ing countries to form think tanks and research groups on the 
Chinese diaspora, and also to promote editorial projects such 
as this one. We can mention the research team convened by the 
Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra; the research 
team on Chinese migration to Ecuador2; the Tusanaje organiza-
tion in Peru3; the Chee Kung Tung Global Network, made up 
of  researchers from the United States, Mexico and Costa Rica4 
; and the Project for the Recovery of  the Historical Memory of

2 María José Borja, Cristian Mejía and Luis Felipe Borja.
3 Founded by Rodrigo P. Campos.
4 Albert Manke, Fredy González, Mónica Cinco and Ricardo Martínez.
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Chinese Migration to Costa Rica5, a group I am a member of  
since its founding in 2015. 

As researchers, many of  us tend to work in seclusion, per-
haps because of  the thoughtful nature of  the disquisitions we 
undertake. However, from my own experience, I can agree that 
there is no more rewarding work than collaborating with schol-
ars with similar interests, great projects, and laudable purposes. 
This book is the product of  those rich intellectual collaborations 
generated from a conglomerate of  higher education institutions 
in the greater Caribbean.  It is precisely from this great scenario 
that colleagues from the Dominican Republic, Trinidad and To-
bago, Panama, Colombia, Spain and the United States illustrate 
the variety of  stories about Chinese migrations to countries sep-
arated by geographies, histories and cultures with their own sen-
sibilities and rhythms. 

As studies on Chinese diasporas gain greater recognition 
throughout Spanish-speaking America, we find ourselves deci-
phering the different topographies and textures of  this ethnic 
group’s varied migration experiences. From the international 
context of  these mobilizations to the attempts to map their pas-
sage through communities of  that Chinese-Latino imaginary 
that they forged in each country. From their subjugation and 
mistreatment as coolies or workers hired for various heavy labor 
to their successful social, economic and political integration. 
From the conflict and hostility of  the receiving societies to their 
struggle to resist subjugation and humiliation. From the reluc-
tance of  the first generations to reveal private aspects of  their 
lives to the efforts of  the newer generations to reconstruct the 
stories of  the great pioneers whose courage and vision planted 
the seeds in the new land. From the coastal areas of  China, to 
the mythical Golden Mountain idealized by so many.

5 Ronald Soto-Quirós, Alonso Rodríguez, Francisco Lí, Susan Chen, 
Giselle Chang, Ricardo Martínez, Luis Diego Chaves, Iris Lam, Benjamin 
Narváez, Setsuko Sonoda, David Ibarra, Marcela Hío, Daniela Murillo, 
Cheng Yeung and Lai Sai Acón. 
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Three main lines of  research have been exploited: the histo-
ry of  immigrants’ arrival to the different destinations in Latin 
America, the processes of  social and economic integration into 
their respective societies, and racial discrimination against the 
Chinese ethnic group. The first line of  research is the most gen-
eral and offers, to people who are not experts on the subject, a 
historical overview that allows to understand the factors that 
generated so many expulsions of  Chinese to our continent. It 
also allows an exploration of  historical primary sources extract-
ed from government archives. The second line has traditionally 
studied the processes of  social and economic integration into 
different nations. The last one has focused on the discriminatory 
actions by both official and popular means to exercise bio-pow-
er measures on Chinese immigrants.  

The profusion and availability of  primary sources, as well 
as the size and impact of  the Chinese ethnic group varies from 
country to country. For this reason, in Spanish-speaking Ameri-
ca, Peruvian and Cuban scholars have led the way. Fortunately, 
studies on the Chinese diaspora are flourishing throughout our 
region not only from the history and anthropology disciplines, 
but also from cultural studies, political science, literature and 
fine arts, among other fields.  On the other hand, we face a se-
ries of  challenges in promoting these reflections on Chinese mi-
grations. We must contribute to renew our state of  the art with 
little explored topics, innovative methodologies and new sourc-
es to transcend classical studies. 

In addition to the vast array of  primary sources on Chinese 
migration available in government repositories, church archives, 
special collections, newspaper libraries, Chinese associations, and 
family archives, there are databases in other languages and out-
side Latin America, such as the database of  the Family History 
Department of  the Church of  Jesus Christ of  Latter-day Saints, 
the U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, and a 
variety of  little-explored or even little-exploited repositories in 
Asia. It is paramount to obtain other types of  data that will help 
triangulate our inquiries from these types of  repositories.
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Some primary sources of  great importance for our research 
work are the usual Chinese censuses, Chinese registers, photo-
graphs, official documents from different government agencies, 
birth, baptism, marriage and death certificates, naturalization 
records and options, but it is also extremely important to re-
sort to genealogical records made by Chinese families overseas, 
to artifacts brought from China or made to reterritorialize the 
symbolically lost homeland, and to the oral testimony of  de-
scendants and relatives.  Technology is also of  great help with 
tools such as Family Search or Find a Grave, among many other 
electronic repositories.

On the other hand, updated themes or innovative approaches 
to the usual themes should emerge. For example, the different 
members of  the Project of  Recovery of  the Historycal Mem-
ory of  Chinese immigrants in Costa Rica -PREMEHCHI for 
its acronym in Spanish-collective have developed the following 
themes since 2016: 
•	 The	role	of 	social	networks	in	the	human	and	profession-

al development of  Chinese immigrants.
•	 Overseas	Chinese	identity	construction.
•	 Power	 relations	 between	 the	 Chinese	 community	 and	

diplomats or government. 
•	 Contributions	of 	Chinese	traders	to	the	socio-economic	

development of  the communities in which they settled. 
•	 Naming	practices	among	Chinese	immigrants.	
•	 Incidence	of 	 the	commercial	activity	of 	Chinese	 immi-

grants in the urban planning of  some communities with 
a strong Chinese presence. 

•	 Female	immigration	overseas.	
•	 Spirituality	practices	among	overseas	Chinese.	
•	 Genealogical	links	between	descendant	families	of 	Chi-

nese immigrants.
•	 Mechanisms	of 	control	of 	Chinese	immigrants	and	pow-

er relations. 
•	 Transpacific	China-Costa	Rica	relations	as	a	consequence	

of  migrations. 
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•	 Culinary	culture	and	food	practices	of 	overseas	Chinese.	
•	 Interrelationships	of 	Chinese	with	other	ethnic	groups	in	

the nation.  
These are just some of  the topics, but we have also detect-

ed other topics treated from the innovative points of  view of  
colleagues from the United States, Cuba, Colombia, Argentina, 
Brazil, Japan, France and Italy6:
•	 Strategies	of 	 resistance	and	collective	cultural	 tactics	 in	

the coolie era. 
•	 Links	 between	Chinese	 government	 policies,	migration	

and social insertion. 
•	 Chinese	intangible	heritage	preservation	practices	in	the	

diaspora as strategies for social and economic inclusion. 
•	 Generational	conflict	and	the	shaping	of 	a	third	identity	

overseas. 
•	 Extraterritorial	policies	of 	Chinese	governments	in	their	

quest to secure the political allegiance of  overseas Chi-
nese. 

•	 Literature	as	a	means	of 	denouncing	Sinophobia.	
•	 Impact	of 	COVID-19	on	Chinese	migrants.	
As we create links with other researchers of  the Chinese 

diaspora, reflect from different disciplines and explore other 
avenues, we notice other challenges. Among the communities 
of  descendants, cultural products of  the encounter between 
cultures are beginning to emerge more strongly and profusely: 
literature, visual art, music or film, to mention only the most 
visible texts or those with the greatest social circulation. Rich 
dialogues can be established in the academy to elucidate other 
aspects of  the Chinese diaspora, other ramifications from other 
branches of  knowledge. We must be prepared to incorporate 
these cultural products into our research. The United States 
has been doing this kind of  study since the 1970s, when a new 

6 See volumes 3 and 4 of  the series Los Chinos de ultramar, from the publish-
ing house Palabra de Clío and the Editorial de la Sede del Pacífico of  the 
University of  Costa Rica, soon to be published.
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generation of  ethnic Chinese writers and artists emerged in the 
wake of  the civil rights movements and spurred the creation of  
Asian American studies departments at universities across the 
nation.

Finally, we will soon feel the urgency to study in greater 
depth the links between the various overseas Chinese commu-
nities and to trace more precisely their mobilizations within the 
American continent. This would contribute to understanding 
aspects of  their identity that have been obscured by the practice, 
quite prevalent in many Latin American countries, of  bestow-
ing and adopting caste names: their Chinese names, their villag-
es of  origin, their kinship ties and political affiliation, as well as 
the transnational and transcultural nature of  these links.

I would like to end by predicting success for this book and 
hoping that you will continue to contribute with more studies 
on Chinese migration in Latin America. It is necessary to form 
a coalition of  Spanish-speaking researchers who, from different 
blocks, contribute to consolidate a corpus of  original publica-
tions in our own language. We owe it to the new generations 
of  descendants who, in their eagerness to reconnect with their 
cultural roots, are showing interest in studies on the Chinese 
diasporas.

Lai Sai Acón Chan7

San José, Costa Rica
July 2021  

7  Professor and researcher at the School of  Modern Languages of  Uni-
versity de Costa Rica. She was director of  the Confucius Institute of  the 
UCR (2012-2020). She is a founding member of  the Project for the Reco-
very of  the Historical Memory of  Chinese Migrations to Costa Rica and 
co-coordinator of  the Latin American Academic Network on Sinologi-
cal Studies and member of  the interuniversity and transversal group on 
the Greater Caribbean: Horizons Caribéens (of  the Institut de Recherche 
Montesquieu of  the Université de Bordeaux).    
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FOREWORD 

A NECESSARY EXPLANATION

MUKIEN ADRIANA SANG BEN
General project coordinator and researcher

Autumn twilight in the mountains
(Wang Wei, 701-762, BC)

In the empty mountains after the new rain.
The afternoon is cool. It will soon be autumn.
The bright moon shines through the pines.
Girls returning home from washing in the river.
Whispering through the bamboo grove.
Lotus leaves dance behind the fisherman’s boat.
The perfumes of  spring have disappeared.
But my visitors will remember them for a long time.

The Traveler (Ho Hsun, 527 BC)

The traveler with his heavy heart departs alone for a 
thousand miles, over the dark river in the heavy rain.
White peaks pass swiftly before the wind.

This work, entitled Chinese Presence in the Greater Caribbean: Yes-
terday and Today is a collective work by leading national and in-
ternational researchers. It was coordinated by the author of  these 
introductory pages within the framework of  the Center for Carib-
bean Studies of  Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra.

In 2018, the center participated in a research competition fund-
ed by North American university foundations. We decided to par-
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ticipate with the project we titled “Chinese Presence in the Great-
er Caribbean: Yesterday and Today,” the same as this work. We 
submitted our proposal and obtained the funding.

The project was designed to study the historical economic im-
pact of  Chinese presence in the region. To understand the current 
situation, the study was designed in three main parts: the history 
of  Chinese migration in the Caribbean; the current situation; and 
a study of  the perception of  opinion leaders. It also has very spe-
cific case studies where Chinese migration had an impact: Cuba, 
Dominican Republic, Trinidad and Tobago, Panama, Colombia 
and the United States. 

With this ambitious project, we seek to understand in depth the 
process of  Chinese immigration to the Greater Caribbean, from 
the 19th century to the 21st century, and its multilateral impact on 
the current national and international political situation, as well as 
on the economic and social aspects of  the region.

Once the contract was signed, we began the process of  forming 
the team. We managed to integrate top researchers from universi-
ties and research institutions. The team was integrated by:

1. Francisco Scarano. Professor Emeritus of  the University 
of  Wisconsin, United States.

2. Luis Álvarez López. Retired Professor from CUNY, New 
York.

3. Sonia Bu-Larancuent. Dominican-Chinese researcher 
living in the United States.

4. Etna Bayona. University of  Magdalena, Colombia
5. Consuelo Naranjo. Researcher at the Instituto de Histo-

ria del Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 
Spain.

6. Ramon Mon. Santa María la Antigua University and 
University of  Panama, Panama.

7. José Chez Checo. President of  the Dominican Academy 
of  History, Dominican Republic.

8. Jacqueline Laguardia. University of  the West Indies, 
Trinidad and Tobago
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The group of  researchers from Pontificia Universidad Católica 
Madre y Maestra was composed of:

1. Mukien Adriana Sang Ben.
2. Wilson Enrique Genao.
3. Fernando I. Ferrán.
4. Arturo Martínez Moya.
5. Miguel Sang Ben.
Dominican journalist and writer Emilia Pereyra was also in-

volved in the process, compiling the views of  opinion leaders in 
the Greater Caribbean. Colombian historian Alfonso Múnera 
Cavadía and the Dominican professor of  our institution, Rafael 
Jarvis, had to leave us for personal reasons.

The project was to be completed in January 2021, but, as hap-
pened all over the world, the COVID-19 pandemic brought ev-
erything to a standstill. During the first months of  2020, we were 
all locked up, waiting for the development of  this new unknown 
disease that struck mortally. We requested an extension of  the 
project, which was immediately accepted. 

Thanks to technology, researchers were able to work and or-
ganize several coordination meetings. During the 26th, 27th and 
28th of  April 2021, three meetings were held with all the research-
ers to socialize the contents of  the research. They were very fruit-
ful. Very valuable observations were made.

The book consists of  three parts. The first, entitled “History 
and the Region”, is composed of  seven chapters divided into two 
main sections. The first is entitled “Contexts” and consists of  
three chapters, namely: 

Chapter I. “The history of  China: mystery, fantasy, wars and 
migrations”. Dr. Mukien Adriana Sang Ben. In this essay, I try to 
raise the need to understand Chinese history and current affairs 
from a non-Western perspective, to understand them from their 
own history and their own imaginaries.

Chapter II. “Immigration to the Greater Caribbean. 19h centu-
ry and first half  of  the 20th century”, Wilson Enrique Genao. The 
Dominican professor makes an interesting and very complete tour 
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in which he demonstrates with precision how the region, from the 
15th century to the present, has been shaped by migrations from 
all over the world, including, of  course, the Chinese, who arrived 
in the 19th century as workers in the sugar mills and were con-
temptuously called “coolies”.

Chapter III. “Chinese presence in the Caribbean Gulf  19th 
and 20th centuries”. Dr. Francisco A. Scarano. The laureate and 
renowned Puerto Rican historian presents an accurate x-ray of  
Chinese migration to the United States, which began in the 19th 
century and whose gateway was basically the American West. 
Then, over time, they migrated eastward, and many settled in 
what is now called the Caribbean Gulf  subzone, which also in-
cludes Mexico.

 The second major section, entitled “Case Studies 1805-1950”, 
looks at how the Chinese presence came about. The arrival of  the 
Chinese in the Caribbean, although massive, was specific for some 
economies. In the 19th century, Cuba was the great recipient of  
Chinese who worked hard in the sugar cane fields. At the end of  
the century, they took over Panama due to the construction of  
the railroads and the interoceanic canal in particular. The most 
unique case was that of  Trinidad and Tobago, where they had to 
compete with the majority Indian labor force. In the Dominican 
Republic, the Chinese who arrived in the mid-19th century came 
from Cuba as prisoners. 

This section is made up of  four chapters, written by renowned 
intellectuals. Chapter IV. “Chinese immigration in Cuba, 19th and 
20th centuries: economic debates and identity discourses” was 
written by Dr. Consuelo Naranjo Orovio. This renowned Spanish 
historian, a specialist in Caribbean issues, makes a brilliant state 
of  the art on Chinese migration to Cuba, in which she addresses 
with beauty and brilliance the dramas experienced by this neces-
sary and rejected migration at the same time. 

Chapter V. “Chinese presence in Trinidad and Tobago (1805-
1950)”. Dr. Jacqueline Laguardia Martinez. The Cuban professor, 
settled for years as a professor at the University of  the West Indies, 
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did a wonderful and documented work on the Chinese in that im-
portant place in the English Caribbean. An unwanted migration 
and rejected by all, local migrants or newcomers. 

Chapter VI. “ Chinese presence in Panama in the 19th centu-
ry”, written by Dr. Ramón Mon. The Panamanian intellectual of  
Chinese descent writes a harrowing story about the Carrival of  
Chinese in his country. So great were the waves of  migration that 
today Panama has the largest Chinese community in the entire 
Greater Caribbean. 

Chapter VII. “Chinese migration to the Dominican Repub-
lic”, was written by Mr. José Chez Checo and Dr. Mukien Adri-
ana Sang. This chapter portrays the presence of  Chinese in our 
country, from the mid-nineteenth century, through the twentieth 
century in which diplomatic relations with the Republic of  China 
Taiwan are formalized, until the twenty-first century, when ties 
with the ally that helped in agricultural technical development are 
broken, to establish relations with the People’s Republic of  China. 
The above summary is the product of  a broader investigation that 
will be published under the title: “Chinese migration to the Do-
minican Republic, 1862-2018”, written by two historians of  Chi-
nese origin, José Chez Checo, current president of  the Dominican 
Academy of History and the writer, who preceded him in the po-
sition. Children of  Chinese immigrants, for their parents arrived 
at the time of  the internecine wars between the Kuomintang and 
the Communist Party, they wrote the history of  their own roots.

This is followed by “Part Two. China in the Greater Caribbean 
1950-2020”, like the previous one, it consists of  two large sections. 
The first one entitled “Geopolitics, culture and economy” con-
sists of  5 chapters. Chapter VIII, “China vs. Taiwan in the Greater 
Caribbean: A Geopolitical Vision”, written by Dr. Miguel Sang 
Ben, is an interesting essay on the dynamics that the Caribbean 
experienced, initially with Taiwanese rule and then with conti-
nental China. Sang Ben tries to make his analysis starting from 
the myths, beliefs, perceptions and identities of  Chinese culture, 
bringing a novel vision to this game of  geopolitics. 
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Chapter IX. “Chinese immigration in the Dominican cultural 
sancocho”, was written by Dr. Fernando I. Ferrán. It is an interest-
ing anthropological reflection where the author affirms that sec-
ond generation Chinese have integrated into Dominican society, 
and that the rejection experienced by the first generations no lon-
ger exists. He assures that in this “sancocho” of  our identity, there 
are key elements that come from distant China.

From there we move on to Chapter X. “Migration, Diaspo-
ra, Integration and Identity: Analyzing the Second Generation 
of  Chinese Immigrants to the Dominican Republic. Siglos XIX 
y XX”, whose authors are Dr. Luis Álvarez López and Sonia 
Bu-Larancuent, the latter a descendant of  Chinese migrants, 
and a Chinese-Dominican migrant to the United States herself. 
The essay has as an important contribution a great exercise of  
research through oral history. They interviewed many Domini-
cans of  Chinese origin to learn more about their dramas, experi-
ences, dreams and disappointments of  that generation that had 
to break paradigms and obstacles to be accepted in the society 
they were born in.

The next two chapters, Chapter XI. “Contribution of  Chinese 
immigrants to the economic activity in countries and territo-
ries of  the Caribbean region: Contribution to GDP, 1950-2000. 
Arturo Martínez Moya; and Chapter XII. Chinese economic 
presence in the Greater Caribbean, 2000-2020. Etna Bayona 
Velásquez. With an extraordinary and broad data base, they ad-
dress how the economic presence of  continental China evolved 
in the 20th century, going from being practically non-existent to 
having an active and large economic presence in the entire re-
gion. The two keen researchers, Martínez Moya, historian and 
economist from the PUCMM and Bayona, from the University 
of  Magdalena, did a great job of  compiling and organizing the 
information offered in the databases scattered in the coopera-
tion agencies.

The second section of  this second part, Case Studies 1950-
2020, deals with the evolution of  Chinese investment in Trinidad 
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and Tobago, Panama, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Colombia 
and the Caribbean Gulf  in these countries. The chapters are:

Chapter XIII. “Chinese presence in Trinidad and Tobago 
(1950-2020)”. Dr. Jacqueline Laguardia Martínez; Chapter XIV. 
“Chinese presence in Panama in the 20th century”. Dr. Ramón 
Arturo Mon; Chapter XV. “Chinese economic presence in Co-
lombia, 1950-2020”. Dr. Etna Bayona Velásquez; Chapter XVI. 
“ Chinese economic presence in the Dominican Republic: 1950-
2000”. Dr. Arturo Martínez Moya; and Chapter XVII. “China 
and the United States: from confrontation to unavoidable collabo-
ration, 1950-2021”. Dr. Francisco A. Scarano.

The third part, “Perception of  the Chinese presence”, consists 
of  chapter XVIII entitled “Opinions of  communication leaders in 
the Greater Caribbean about Chinese presence today”, written by 
the renowned Dominican journalist and writer Emilia Pereyra. 
The essay is based on interviews with communicators from differ-
ent countries, giving a very updated view on the subject.

This book is the fruit of  true teamwork. First, the researchers 
who made a great effort to give us high quality products. Then it 
was the team of editors headed by Dr. Antonino Vidal Ortega, 
director of  the Center for Caribbean Studies, and Wilson Enrique 
Genao, researcher at the Center, who worked to unify the citation 
styles and, of  course, to revise the contents. Both had the valuable 
help of  Dr. Virginia Flores, who diligently reviewed some of  the 
papers submitted. Later, once this process was finished, PhD. can-
didate Jesús R. Navarro Zerpa, with his great editing experience, 
gave a final review. Once this process was concluded, we entered 
the phase of  layout and publication. In this sense, we thank Edi-
tora Búho and its collaborators for the layout and printing of  this 
work.

Every project needs administrative logistics. The efficient 
work of  Gina Díaz made it possible for us to trust her and take 
care of  the content. The excellent work capacity, responsibil-
ity and dedication of  our Project Manager, Irene Gonzalez, 
allowed us to lighten the burden of  the amount of  reports to be 
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reported. Her understanding and commitment were our main 
allies.

I also thank the authorities of  the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica Madre y Maestra, especially former rector, Monsignor 
Ramón Alfredo de la Cruz Baldera, now Bishop of  the Diocese 
of  San Francisco de Macorís, for his constant and kind support 
for all the initiatives of  this group of  dreamers who make up the 
Center for Caribbean Studies. We also thank vice-provosts David 
Álvarez, Kiero Guerra and Iluminada Severino, for this great task 
of  obtaining funds, executing the projects and sending the reports 
on time.

I do not want to end this introduction without first reiterat-
ing my sincere thanks to the researchers who accepted, without 
a doubt, to be part of  this demanding and new project, especial-
ly since the issue of  Chinese influence is now being aired in our 
universities, but, above all, in the spheres of  power in the Western 
world.

There is no doubt that world geopolitics will be a subject of  
constant concern and research because many of  the paradigms 
used in the 20th century are no longer valid in the present century. 
The world is in the presence of  new axes of  power, and every-
thing points to the fact that the coming years will be scenarios 
of  new tensions, alliances and confrontations. Market diplomacy 
will prevail. We only hope that the diplomacy of  force, such as 
war, does not stain the horizon with blood, as it did throughout 
the last century.

Poet at the top of  the mountain Shen Zhou (1427-1509 Ming 
Dynasty)

Secret place
At last I can advance along the ignored path towards 
the light of  the mountain, to a secret place, 
where there is a hidden hut at the foot of  a waterfall, 
where the hours and the old trees sleep, 
and a crafty air tears from their treetops wails 
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and cries of  joy. 
At last I have arrived, free from the paths that held me back. 
There, the silence is heard, 
that lightly, moves the bluish branches upwards; it 
breathes incantations in the leaves and whistles gleams on the 
summits. 
A trail of  snow will lead me to the forest and I will contemplate 
the light of  day; alone, 
free the memory of  other memories, 
burning in the shape of  snow in front of  the sun, 
when the dawn comes...

Source: vmpa.omeka.net
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CHAPTER I

THE HISTORY OF CHINA:  
MYSTERY, FANTASY,  

WARS AND MIGRATIONS

DRA. MUKIEN ADRIANA SANG BEN.
Center for Caribbean Studies of  Pontificia Universidad  

Católica Madre y Maestra.  

Mu-KienSang@pucmm.edu.do

Stereotypical and biased view of China?

China and its history are little known in the West. So distant 
was it from the West, and so different was its culture, philoso-
phy and way of  life, that it attracted the outside world perhaps 
because of  the exoticism it implied and the break with Western 
aesthetics in all branches; and, perhaps also, because mystery 
and metaphors have always been a part of  its stories. 

From Marco Polo to the present day, many fantastic stories 
have been woven, born from the imagination exposed in the ac-
counts of  some visitors or the expanded imaginary based on 
mystery and the inexplicable. Marco Polo and his family were 
among the first European travelers to Asia. This young Venetian 
merchant, born in 1254, traveled to the East with his uncle and 
father. Legend has it, but history does not confirm it, that these 
three men settled in Asia for almost 20 years. 

On his return, Marco Polo was in his early 40s. He fought 
a naval battle in his native Venice against the Republic of  Ge-
noa in 1298. He was taken prisoner by the Genoese. In prison 
he dictated the memoirs of  his extraordinary voyage to Catai, 
China, and of  his long return through Ceylon, India and Persia.  
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It was published in a work called “The Travels of  Marco Polo” 
and later became popularly known as the “Book of  Wonders”. 

Consequently, in travel books, even without being considered as 
a separate genre, but constituting a corpus of  works with certain 
common characteristics, the use of  a Romance language broke the 
link between the text and the educated reader to bring it closer to 
another type of  public that, (...) would seek in it the elements typ-
ical of  these works, such as fun, entertainment, and in a certain 
sense evasion. The union between the Romance language and the 
“roman” was something established in the literary conscience of  
the medieval reader, in which there was also a clear opposition 
between this fictional literature and any type of  scientific or liter-
ary dissemination text whose language was exclusively Latin. This 
Latin-Romance linguistic confrontation, which would last for sev-
eral centuries throughout Romania, compromising many writers, 
would be overcome on some occasions by introducing texts written 
in Romance into the medieval cultured world. One of  these cases 
will be the book of  Marco Polo, which perhaps took advantage of  
the fact that at this time there was no real place for these texts with-
in the various medieval genres and subgenres, although it did have 
a clear delimitation in terms of  content. Therefore, a “scientific” 

Image 1. The silk road 

Source: Vollmer, 1984.
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subject such as the geographical description, corresponded to it re-
written in Latin according to the strict medieval order of  separation 
of  genres (González Echeverría, p. 56).

It is said that Marco Polo and his relatives started the silk 
road. However, this statement is not accurate. According to some 
contemporary researchers, the expression was born in the 19th 
century, and refers to the tortuous relations between China and 
the European powers. Esteban Llagostera Cuenca in a wonder-
ful work on the extraction of  silk offers his version of  this story:

At the end of  the 19th century, Baron Ferdinand von Richthofen 
(1833-1905), a German geographer, gave the name Seidenstrasse 
(Silk Road) to the communications network linking China with the 
West. This expression was to be successful although it is no more 
than a simple phrase that summarizes a whole history of  exchanges 
between the Far East and Europe, starting in the 1st century B.C., 
when the Romans discovered that silk existed in China. The Silk 
Road was both a commercial route for the trade of  spices, paper 
and porcelain, and a route of  intellectual, religious, cultural and 
technical exchanges in both directions. In all respects, it was the 
world’s largest trade route (2008, p. 14). 

In a very interesting article entitled “The silk: A subtle thread 
that, for centuries, has brought together the peoples of  East and 
West”, researcher Olimpia Niglio points out that the so-called 
Silk Road actually had two routes. An interesting element in her 
exposition is that she affirms that in reality the real and intense 
commercial exchange existed before the 19th century. That is to 
say that the East, specifically Asia, was a fairly frequent desti-
nation at the time.

The Silk Road actually encompasses two routes: one by land and 
the other by sea. However, this article refers to the land route. The 
overland silk route started from the city of  Chang’an and reached 
Rome...We do not know precisely when merchants began their 
commercial traffic along this route. Historical data suggest that the 
most prosperous period of  the route dates back to the 2nd centu-
ry B.C. For more than a thousand years, until the middle of  the 
14th century, on the basis of  trade in silk and by-products, China 
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and several Western countries had extensive trade in many sectors 
(Surich, 2007) ...The opening of  the silk route seems to have been 
accidental (Niglio, 2012, p. 82).

The author’s statement debunks two myths about China’s 
history: on the one hand, that China’s economy was closed and 
that the West had no interest or links with Asia until the 19th 
century; and, on the other hand, that Marco Polo was the one 
who created the so-called Silk Road. 

What no one can deny is that the Chinese world became the 
focus of  attention when they began to emigrate to America in 
the 19th century, as a result of  the Opium Wars, or when Japan 
occupied it in the 1930s, producing one of  the bloodiest con-
frontations in the history of  both nations in the Far East.   

Researcher Siwen Ning, of  Asian origin, completed her doc-
toral thesis “La China Legendaria al declive del Celeste Imperio: la 
representación de China y su imagen literaria en la España del siglo 
XIX” -Legendary China at the decline of  the Celestial Empire: 
the representation of  China and its literary image in 19th cen-
tury Spain- (2014)  at the Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona. 
In 2020 it was published as a book under the title “Fragmentos 
del Celeste Imperio” -Fragments of  the Celestial Empire- by the 
publisher Vervuert Verlagsgesellschaf. In the book, Ning states 
that the Spanish writers who published about China did so from 
a completely Western, prejudiced and one-sided frame of  refer-
ence. The Spaniards of  that time, travelers and writers, would 
see the Chinese world as a picturesque, romantic and, why not, 
fragmented phenomenon. The author begins her analysis by re-
viewing a wide range of  Spanish press and narrative sources. 

Based on these readings, she proposes a paradigm based on 
three theoretical currents: stereotype, representation and, of  
course, image. Through the image study and the analysis of  the 
cultural connections between East and West, she concludes that 
Chinese myths and stereotypes are reproduced in 19th century 
Spain. The author states her position very clearly from this figure 
that explains how the imaginaries and stereotypes are the ones 
that have most influenced the Western perception of  the Chinese.
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Figure I. China: imaginaries, representation and stereotypes.
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   Source: Ning, 2014, p. 414.

Ning’s explanation in this diagram is very eloquent. She 
states that China’s reality, its historical environment, as well as 
particular circumstances condition writers’ representation of  
China:

These stereotypes derived from the qualifying and connoting pro-
cess are reproduced in public opinion and/or transmitted through 
the mass media, ideal for greater dissemination, such as the illus-
trated press itself. Then they will be captured in different fictional 
projections, either fiction directly about China, or Chinese types 
inserted in a fiction on any subject. Hence the crystallization of  
the literary image of  China. These stereotypes, in the form of  an 
image, after a certain time of  circulation in public opinion and 
diffusion among the masses, will form the collective imaginary, 
which in turn can be referred to by means of  a series of  stereo-
types, will become another essential factor that interferes in the 
representation of  writers. In this complex and lengthy process, 
there is an endless chain of  renewal of  representation, stereotypes, 
and image until it is imaginary within a culture. At the same time, 
this process is circumscribed to our human brain’s own mecha-
nism of  processing knowledge about the other and can manifest 
itself  in the historiographic conception of  any culture about a for-
eign culture (p. 414).
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Prejudice prevailed over rationality in the West with respect 
to China. Perhaps the collective memory of  the Caribbean 
and Latin Americans remained the migrant coolie of  the 19th 
century. Third-class migrants, scorned and rejected in many 
countries, the “host” (unwelcome?) countries could neither 
think nor imagine that these ragged beings came from an im-
mense country with a history and culture as vast as its geogra-
phy. Fortunately, in recent years, some universities around the 
world have begun to specialize their researchers in Asia and 
Africa.  

In his work Breve historia de la China milenaria journalist Gre-
gorio Doval makes this interesting reflection. In his opinion, 
Chinese cosmology breaks with the canons established by the 
Western intelligentsia.  In Orientals, belief  is deeply rooted in 
the people, and obedience is not conceived as something con-
tradictory to freedom. He argues that, in order to understand 
Chinese history and culture, it is necessary to delve into their 
mythology and beliefs.

Although China’s current political boundaries encompass many 
more territories than the first empire (the Qin, established in 221 
B.C.), China’s strange continuity and longevity is an exception in 
the ancient world, where, as a rule, political units of  such magni-
tude were not stable and lasted only a short time. For this reason, 
the Chinese rightly consider themselves the heirs of  an ancient 
civilization, long autonomous from the rest of  the world. More-
over, they consider themselves to be the center of  the world. The 
Chinese name for the country is Zhongghuó (“Central Earth”) 
because for the ancient Chinese, their country was the geograph-
ic center of  the Earth and the only true civilization. Despite its 
enormous internal diversity and orographic complexity, which 
at first seemed unfavorable, China’s national, historical, and cul-
tural continuity is unparalleled, as its complex people have pre-
served a common culture longer than any other human group 
on the planet. The Chinese writing system, for example, is 4,000 
years old, while the dynastic system of  government was estab-
lished in 221 B.C. and continued until 1912. This is equivalent to 
the assumption that the Roman Empire would have lasted from 
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the time of  the Caesars until the 20th century, during which time 
a common cultural system and written language would have been 
imposed on all “Roman” peoples. (Doval, 2011, pp. 23.24). 

Regarding Chinese historians, Doval argues that myth was 
imposed on their narrative; and, worse still, the interests of  the 
emperor of  the moment made some Chinese historians rewrite 
history with half-truths. In any case, and here he agrees with 
Ning, this investigative journalist proposes that in order to un-
derstand China you have to delve into its beliefs, imbibe its my-
thologies, its explanations full of  fables and legends. In short, to 
look at China with eyes different from those of  the West.

The following point shows that most Western historians have 
studied China with Western parameters, categories, and mod-
els. Sometimes they try to force Chinese processes and fit them 
into Western historical chronology, as will be seen in the follow-
ing pages.

Parallel histories?

Beginning in the 1960s, many historians in Europe, the Unit-
ed States, and later in Latin America, became interested in 
learning about Chinese history, and they began to do so with 
passion and interest. Historians of  in the last century agree that 
they want to adapt the Chinese history to the traditional scheme 
of  the historical development of  Western Europe, pretending 
to establish a parallelism that sometimes seems absurdly far-
fetched and incomprehensible. 

Attempts have been made to interpret Chinese history from 
these universally accepted stages. One of  the problems that the 
different Western researchers have had is that the Western mod-
els do not fit China’s categories. The figure of  the Chinese em-
peror, born from the Zhou dynasty, in a period where feudalism 
is also assumed to be originated, had a different connotation 
than feudal monarchy, in which the power was in the feudal 
lords, not the kings. In China, the process happened the other 
way around. Power was centralized in this imperial figure, who 
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did not have the hereditary logic of  the Europeans, but the dy-
nasties were power groups imposed by force. 

While the bourgeoisie emerged within feudalism in Europe, 
in China this new social sector only appeared well into the 
twentieth century. During the Industrial Revolution and strug-
gle for freedom in France, the imperial model and the emperor’s 
authoritarianism continued in China. It is therefore impossible 
to establish parallel histories in two such different realities.  

By delving deeper, historians tried to make the facts coincide, 
but as will be seen in the following pages, they did not succeed. 
This conclusion does not detract in any way from the arduous 
and thorough work of  the researchers who devoted years to gain 
an in-depth knowledge of  a country’s history as immense as it 
is unknown. Their research has been a mandatory source of  
consultation. 

German historians Herbert Franke and Rolf  Trauzettel were 
among the first to become interested in the history of  China. 
Their work “Des Chinesiche Kaiserreich” was published in 
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Germany in 1968, and the first edition in Spanish entitled “El 
imperio chino” was published in 1973. What makes this work 
interesting fact is that it analyzes the history of  the Asian coun-
try from a European perspective, as they themselves state in the 
introduction to the work:

In two different historical periods, China played a not unimport-
ant role in the formation of  historical consciousness in Europe. 
The first period, the great reception of  China, coincided with the 
adoption of  the idealized image of  the Center Empire, which was 
mediated by the Jesuits and overlapped chronologically in the 
18th century with the general development of  the Enlightenment 
and especially, within it.. The second period must be placed at the 
beginning of  the 20th century, when Oswald Spengler placed it on 
the horizon of  the educated, making it equal to European-Amer-
ican history for the first time. The Spenglerian conception served 
as a theoretical basis for abandoning the Enlightenment stance. 
Paradoxically, both the rationalism of  the Enlightenment and the 
rather mythical theory of  cultural cycles led to the same result 
at one particular point: , namely to represent Chinese history as 
static (1973, p. 1). 

Herbert Franke and Rolf  Trauzettel go further in their inter-
pretation. They claim that China itself  influenced this mythical 
and time-bound image of  its own history, presenting itself  as an 
eternal and traditional China. They claim that China did not 
develop historical consciousness: Once history had taken its or-
thodox, moral and politically useful form, primary documents 
were no longer of  interest. History was narrated by officials. 
It was a historical custom-made construction, only presenting 
the outlook and interests of  the ruling emperor. History and its 
historians were bureaucratized:

Thus, not only is the convenient silence explicitly one of  the prin-
ciples of  Chinese historiography, which distorts reality, but its 
very essence. The Confucian indoctrination to which historians 
were subjected made them adopt the point of  view of  the upper 
class in every aspect. Hence, the little information we have about 
the lower classes. (...) Despite this, modern research has been able 
to demonstrate that Chinese history was very dynamic, albeit its 
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development was slow, without undergoing decisive transforma-
tions or rebirths (pp. 3-4).

Despite their earlier claims, the German researchers draw 
a questionable parallel between Chinese and Western history, 
stating that:

1. Chinese society was a class society; therefore, it experi-
enced tensions and conflicts resulting from class strug-
gles, as happened in the West.

2. There was social mobility in all Chinese historical peri-
ods, as well as in the West.

3. The conception of  time is seen from a linear perspective, 
both in the East and West.

4. The periods of  Chinese history could be adapted to the 
“Ancient-Middle- Modern Ages” scheme used in the 
West, if  only as a classification mechanism. 

They consider that the “fully historical era” began with the 
Shang-Yin dynasty (1766 to 1122 B.C.), which could be classi-
fied as Ancient History. Feudal China would be located between 
the VIII to III centuries B.C., with the following fundamental 
characteristics: 

Feudalism, its flourishing, transformation, and ending was funda-
mental for the subsequent Chinese history insofar as its evolution 
crystallized the social-individual-spiritual structure of  vital self-im-
provement, a structure that would not disappear until the modern 
age. Very soon they became the archetype of  all orientations in 
general. In them, it is necessary to emphasize the will and apti-
tude to integrate all the social and ideological contradictions. (...) 
The enormous vehemence with which the later Confucian ethics 
emphasized loyalty, the fundamental pillar of  feudalism, only con-
firms this state of  affairs (p. 31). 

The period known as Modern Age began with the so-called 
“discovery” of  America in 1492, that is, at the end of  the 15th 
century, and concluded with the French Revolution in 1789, at 
the end of  the 18th century. In China, however, the dynastic era 
ended in the 20th century when the very short republican period 
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began. Are these processes parallel? Do the histories of  the East 
and West have elements in common during this period? While 
Europe was expanding its zone of  influence in the conquered 
lands, China was still enclosed within its borders. Does it make 
sense to forcibly bring together two such different histories as 
those of  the West and Europe? These questions still need further 
research and reflection. What is clear is that an attempt has been 
made to westernize Eastern history. 

Another of  the pioneers in researching and understanding 
Chinese history was Roger Levy, who published a work that 
proved to be an important contribution at the time and currently. 
In 1972, Levy published the Spanish version of  the work “Thir-
ty Centuries of  Chinese History”. He begins his work talking 
about the scale of  that country. To define it, he turns to painter 
Hia Kuei, who lived during the Song era (12th century) and left 
a masterpiece: “The Ten Thousand Miles of  the Yangtze, from 
the Tibetan heights to the plains of  the Middle Country and be-
yond”. Levy says:

The artist does not suggest to us a thing with a center, but some-
thing continuous, that walks, moves, seems to be formed little by 
little at the sight of  one. It has managed to enclose in itself  space, 
time, becoming. The reader can imagine a long, narrow ribbon, 12 
meters long by 25 centimeters wide, that is as much a part of  the 
scenery as of  the geographical map. This watery stream, which is 
read from right to left, starts from a chain of  mountains and flows 
into the mouth of  an estuary. At the beginning, waterfalls, cascades, 
falls, sharp bends, zigzags, a blissful, tumultuous and turbulent 
youth; the torrent throws itself  with roar on rapids and waves, like a 
dragon, its slobber and foam crests; further on, it continues to flow, 
in vehement waves that a torrent, flowing from the right, comes 
to duplicate. Little by little, after many detours and obstacles, the 
current calms down; the stream turns into small waves. The draw-
ing, like the landscape, changes its character; the line stretches out, 
stretches out, becomes thinner, the region becomes humanized; 
cities, villages, jungles, and crops appear; lakes, little bridges with 
reeds among the canes can be seen. The river calms down, its banks 
are now more fertile and varied; the helpful river carries on its back 
the harvests, livens up and communicates the fields, bathing them 
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to widen at last and get lost in the sea, between the shades of  the 
mist and the nightfall. This waffle is an allegory, the poem of  our 
flow (Levy, 1972, p. 9). 

He justifies the beginning of  his book by pointing out that the 
historian who neglects geography is the same as a doctor who 
teaches his students about the human body without referring to 
its skeleton. He affirms that the land skeleton is the mountains; 
the blood flow is the rivers and their tributaries. For him, geog-
raphy determines history. He considers that the very long river 
known as the Yellow River is the bastion of  the yellow earth; for 
Chinese soil has a sand of  a “sandstone torn by the winds from 
the surface of  the neighboring deserts, a clayey soil containing 
sandy and fine elements” type of  consistency (p. 10). He ex-
plains that these wetlands are covered with various crops during 
summer: corn, wheat, cotton, rice, sesame, millet, and soybeans, 
among others. 

Where does China begin and where does it end?  It is an-
swered by saying: 

The country extends roughly from the latitude of  Dakar to that 
of  Königsberg. (...) The proper boundaries of  China illustrate an 
essential contrast of  physical and human geography: these are the 
regions with enough irrigation to allow agriculture. Beyond that, 
aridity prevails, which leads to nomadism and reduces human 
densities, except in some oases where the waters coming from the 
mountains allow irrigation (p. 11). 

According to the author, the vast Chinese territory has var-
ious climates; hotter in the south and cooler in the west. The 
monsoon winds are irregular, resulting in a very uneven distri-
bution of  rainy days. Typhoons are another natural phenome-
non that can be seen very often and they may be both  harmful 
and useful, as they trigger disasters in spring or autumn, but 
also bring the much-needed rain by agriculture. One of  the most 
characteristic elements are natural disasters. He states that Chi-
na suffered 1057 droughts and 1030 floods in 23 centuries. 

Regarding the Country’s history,  he argues that the Chinese 
people are convinced in the  natural order of  things, which they 
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call the “Mandate of  Heaven”. These ideas are amply detailed 
in Taoist philosophy and Confucian thought.  Thus, problems 
and disturbances indicate the beginning of  an anarchy period,  
which will eventually pass, like everything else in life, for a cho-
sen one will come along to enforce this mandate and bring order 
and prosperity. 

According to Levy, this process of  stability, confrontations, 
and stability again explains the rise of  dynasties. A chosen one 
is born to found a dynasty and impose his order and vision until 
another chosen one appears, then again, a new period of  anar-
chy begins until order and prosperity arrive again. This histori-
an’s book was a starting point for understanding the history of  
that side of  the world so unknown to the West.

One of  the books that became a milestone for understand-
ing the distant Chinese history, was “The Chinese World”, by 
Jacques Gernet, initially published in the 90s of  the twentieth 
century, and has had multiple editions since then. He agrees 
with other authors that , Chinese history was unknown until the 
middle of  the last century, and, specially, that there remains a 
lot of  research to be done. He is convinced that it is where the 
oldest traces have been found in southern China. These traces, 
“provide proof  of  the hitherto unsuspected existence of  a great 
southern Neolithic tradition prior to 5000” (Gernet, 2018, p.24). 

He points out that after 5000 B.C., evidence has been found 
of  differentiated cultures distributed in geographic groups, sup-
porting other authors’ claims that climate and orography deter-
mined settlements and typology in their economies. 

1.  Yangshao, which extended into the central plain.
2. Dawnkou, located near the Yellow River.
3. Yangzi, which developed in the central valleys; and
4. The maritime provinces of  Fujian, Guangdong, and Tai-

wan in the south.
One of  the elements that Gernet highlights is that during the 

so-called Chinese Bronze Age were not utilized over a long pe-
riod of  time, and that this happens even later in the Middle East 
regions. 
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Even if  we should not absolutely rule out any kind of  distant influ-
ence, it is clear that, both in the case of  bronze and other elements 
of  civilization, such as the carriage and writing, the influences were 
soon integrated into the context of  archaic China: from the end of  
the Neolithic, a nucleus of  civilization with original characters and 
sensitive influence on the whole of  East Asia was formed in the 
lower Yellow River valley (p. 51). 

Another great historian and one of  the greatest experts on 
Chinese history is Flora Botton Beja. This renowned researcher 
of  Greek origin, Spanish by nationalization, who has been a 
professor at the Colegio de Mexico for decades, is one of  the 
great specialists in Oriental studies, especially regarding Chi-
na. In her work “China. Its history and culture up to 1800”, she 
presents a very complete history of  the Asian country up to the 
beginning of  the 19th century. She subsequently published “A 
Minimal History of  China” as a coordinator. In addition to these 
two important works, she has published numerous essays on the 
current Chinese reality in international scientific journals. 

As Levy did years before, in her work China. Its history and 
culture up to 1800, Botton Beja also begins by making a broad 
presentation of  the Chinese geography, a country that covers 
9,600,000 square kilometers of  surface, being the third largest 
country in the world, surpassed only by Russia and Canada. It 
is bounded by many countries: Korea to the east; the People’s 
Republic of  Mongolia and Russia to the north; Kazakhstan and 
another part of  Russia to the northwest; Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Nepal and Bhutan to the west and 
southwest; Burma, Laos and Vietnam to the south. Its coasts 
are washed by the Bohai, Yellow and East Seas. An interesting 
fact is that off  the coast are about 5 thousand islands. The map 
below clearly reflects this description.

Botton Beja (2000, p. 29) points out that China has three 
topographic levels: 

a) Coastal plains and hills.
b) The high plateaus, which make up 26% of  the total area.
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c) The mountains, which cover 33% of  its surface and run 
from Ganzu to Yunnan and among them are some of  the 
largest mountain ranges in the world: Altai, Pamir, Tian 
Shan, Kunlun and the Himalayas. 

A highlighted element by the author is hydrography. The 
largest rivers in China start from the Tibetan plateau, running 
north and northeast, namely: Amur, Hai, Lia, Sungari, Tumen, 
Yalu and the Yellow River, which is called Huanghe in Chinese.  
The latter is the largest river in China with a length of  4,845 
kilometers long, with a catchment area of  745,000 square kilo-
meters. But the Yangtze is the longest river with an extension of  
6,380 kilometers. One of  its main characteristics is its navigabil-
ity, which facilitates communication.  

China’s size explains its varied climate. While there are cold 
and long winters in Manchuria; the middle is mild; the south is 
hot because it is a tropical or semi-tropical area; and there are 
desert regions in the northwest. In addition to this climatic real-
ity, topographic diversity makes it necessary to characterize the 
Chinese regions economically, according to the crops produced. 
For example, in the north, wheat, millet and sorghum produc-
tion can only be annual; in the south, rice, fruits and vegetables 
are grown because the climate is friendlier. Botton Beja points 
out that China’s geography explains why it closed in on itself, 
since its orography hindered commercial exchange: 

Not wishing to enunciate geographic determinism theories, some 
characteristics in Chinese geography that can explain features of  
this country. First, China is surrounded by enormous barriers that 
prevented or hindered its exchange with other countries and en-
trenched a sense of  uniqueness and superiority for centuries. In the 
east, the Pacific Ocean; in the north, steppes and deserts; in the 
southeast, huge mountain barriers; in the south, mountains and 
jungles; and finally, access by sea is interrupted by the Malay Pen-
insula. China itself  has little unity, the mountains crisscross and 
form regions isolated from each other, distinct and self-sufficient.... 
Moreover, the scarce arable land in an agricultural economy has led 
to large concentrations of  population in more fertile regions, enor-
mous use of  labor (...) and an emphasis on the family unit (p. 31).  



DR. MUKIEN ADRIANA SANG BEN 

48  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

Geography could also explain the cultural characteristics of  
the regions and the existence of  different languages and dia-
lects, are unified through writing, which is not alphabetic, but 
by characters. For many years, the complexity of  writing was 
one of  the greatest barriers to literacy in the countryside. How-
ever, despite this difficulty, writing has been a key unifying ele-
ment in regions of  such diverse characteristics. 

Botton Beja states that Chinese history began more than 600 
thousand years ago, when fragments of  skulls and teeth of  the 
so-called “Peking man”, who lived in northern China, were 
found in a cave southeast of  Beijing. It is said that the primitive 
Chinese walked upright and were skilled with their hands, knew 
fire and hunted and gathered for survival. 

Later studies found remains with the characteristics of  today’s 
humans, who had greater skills than the so-called “Peking man”. 
In addition to hunting, they fished and used clothes sewn by them. 
It is estimated that these beings lived about 40 thousand years 
ago. In this sense, Botton Beja affirms that: “The origin of  Chi-
nese civilization is undoubtedly found in the Neolithic cultures 
that developed in almost all of  China. We know from excavations 
that there were settlements in the form of  villages, agriculture, 
domestic animals, pottery and some economic exchange” (p. 38). 

In her essay “The Stages of  China’s Pre and Protohistory”, 
researcher Walburga Wiesheu offers us an interesting explana-
tion regarding the appearance of  the first human being in China 
and its difference with respect to the western world. She states 
that humans appeared much earlier in that part of  the world 
than in the rest of  the planet, especially in the West:

The more than 1,000 Paleolithic sites found in China show that 
there is a very ancient presence of  human beings in that region of  
Asia, of  which a wide distribution can be recorded in various parts 
of  its territory. Since monkey species considered ancestors of  hu-
mans have been found, the latter may have evolved independently 
on the Asian continent, or at least with respect to the anatomically 
modern man, who appeared in the Upper Paleolithic 40,000 years 
ago (2019, p. 31). 
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Wiesheu’s explanation of  the so-called “Peking Man” is that 
the remains found in the lower Zhoukoudian Cave, near Bei-
jing, are the skeletal remains of  more than 40 individuals who 
could use the stick and other simple artifacts. However, it was 
the remains of  human beings found in the Upper Zhoukoudian 
Cave in the Upper Paleolithic that possessed anatomical charac-
teristics more similar to those of  today. Also, their development 
was more advanced, since they elaborated a great number of  
ornamental pieces.

In the Neolithic period (12,000/10,000-2000-B.C) and thanks 
to the research work carried out in China, it can be affirmed that 
all the stages of  this period existed in that region of  Asia. There 
is evidence of  agricultural development, social stratification, 
metallurgy, and something important: writing.  Wiesheu affirms 
that the transition to an agricultural economy was uneven in 
Chinese regions.  

The author points out that Chinese dynasties were estab-
lished in the Bronze Age.  It began with the so-called Three Dy-
nasties period: Xia, Shang and Zhou. However, some historians, 
as Botton Beja, doubt the existence of  the Xia Dynasty; hence, 
it is not included in this chronology (Annex I). Wiesheu, insists 
on its existence based on the research of  Chinese archaeologists 
who confirm, it and even point out that during the Xia Dynasty 
there were 34 kings who left important vestiges of  a cultural 
complex of  about 250 sites dating from the nineteenth and six-
teenth centuries B.C. in the province of  Henan. She recognizes 
that no written traces of  the kingdoms of  this dynasty have been 
found so far, only isolated elements of  pottery and jade. 

What no historian doubts is the existence of  the Shang Dy-
nasty during the XVI-XI centuries B.C. This dynasty had 14 
predynastic and 30 dynastic rulers. The Shang civilization left 
many bronze objects, ranging from axes, spears, horse accesso-
ries, vessels, to musical instruments. Each vessel was inscribed 
with a legend referring to its ancestors or owner. An important 
element of  this dynasty was the organization of  productivity 
through a collective organization of  work. 
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Zhou Dynasty

The Zhou Dynasty ruled during the years 1045 - 221 B.C. 
Sima Qian, a Chinese historian of  the first Han dynasty and one 
of  the most important figures in Chinese literature, wrote his 
historical records in which he recounted the history of  China 
up to his time. In his accounts he narrated how this dynasty had 
come into being, and how it had become the ideological and 
political support of  ancient China. 

The Zhou Dynasty lasted 824 years, one of  the longest in 
Chinese history, hence its importance. According to historians’ 
analysis, it is divided into three periods: the Western Zhou Peri-
od (1045-770), the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476) and the 
Warring States Period (475-221). Spanish historian and sinologist 
Albert Galvany, points out that the Western Zhou period began 
when the Zhou army attacked the Shang capital and surrounded 
it for more than two months, managing to break down any resis-
tance, after having achieved alliances with some local lords.  

One of  Galvany’s most interesting contributions through his 
work is how the foundations of  power were laid in the Shang 
and Zhou dynasties.  In the first, he says, power was exercised 
in an authoritarian manner; contrary to what happened in the 
other, where power was held in a form of  government in which 
the powers were reassembled, similar to what is known as feu-
dalism in Western history: 

The basis of  the entire Zhou society consists of  a hierarchy of  do-
mains and family cults with the royal domain and the Zhou ances-
tor cult at its apex. In each city, power is held by families whose 
authority is based on the number of  chariots, on their religious priv-
ileges (...), on the longstanding of  their traditions and their links 
with the royal house, on the possession of  emblems and treasures. 
(...), the custom of  inscribing on the bronze vessels used for the cult 
of  the ancestors the verbal process of  the ceremonies of  investiture 
or donation was imposed. Thanks to this, we know that the grant-
ing of  a fief, an important city or an office was accompanied by 
various gifts: clothes, fabrics, bronze weapons, chariots, sacrificial 
vessels, animals, servants (Galvany, p. 56). 
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He highlights that Zhou society was divided into two groups: 
the urban groups, made up of  the army and state officials; and 
the peasants. The agrarian system imposed by this dynasty was 
organized by giving a plot of  land of  one and a half  hectares to 
a group of  8 families to grow food for their subsistence.  The 
families who received this plot divided the rectangular plot into 
nine completely equal squares in vertical parallels with two hor-
izontal parallels. In this way, there were eight peripheral boxes 
that belonged to each family, and the central one represented 
the common field. 

Another interesting element is related to the conception of  
power and its legitimization. Heaven occupied a crucial role in 
political life. The kings or emperors were considered “Sons of  
Heaven” and the representation of  the father and mother of  the 
people. Therefore, the actions taken by the king followed “the 
order of  the Heaven”. An interesting aspect is that if  any king 
deviated from that divine mandate, by behaving in an oppres-
sive and licentious manner, they would lose that heavenly bless-
ing and could be overthrown:

Thus, although the responsibility for obtaining divine sup-
port is in the realm of  human action, the ultimate authority, in 
granting or withholding that support, remains the prerogative 
of  the supreme deity, Heaven...The “Son of  Heaven” is thus a 
divinely mandated monarch. His power is, above all, religious: 
he is the one who is empowered to direct sacrifices in honor of  
Heaven and Earth, and of  the mythical founding ancestors of  
the lineage (Wiesheu, pp.57-58). 

Thus, it is within these circumstances that the ideological 
and cultural foundations that would mark the course of  China’s 
history through time were laid.

The ideas and teachings of  Kung Tse, better known as Con-
fucius, are collected in a work known as “The Four Books of  
Confucius.” This small book collects the ideas, but, above all, 
the moral and religious doctrines that should be the guide of  
action for all Chinese people. It is the canon of  Chinese philoso-
phy. Although it began during the Zhou dynasty, Confucianism 
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reached its maximum plenitude in the seventh to third centuries 
B.C., specifically during the Qin dynasty. During those years it 
was already the dominant doctrine. Its fundamental core has 
remained almost intact through time. According to Chinese ac-
counts, the doctrines of  Confucius formed an important part of  
the imperial examinations during the Ming and Qing dynasties. 

A quick look at the Chinese dynastic and imperial period does 
not indicate that it covers practically all of  its history, since it be-
gan in the 18th century B.C. with the Shang dynasty, until it end-
ed in the 20th century, specifically in 1911 when the Qing dynas-
ty was overthrown by the Republic. This reality indicates many 
things and gives rise to new and many, many questions: Is it pos-
sible to speak of  historical parallelism? How can it be explained 
that the feudal period in China, from its beginnings to its apogee 
and its decadence, lasted so long? How can a parallelism with the 
West be proposed with such an abysmal difference in the devel-
opment of  its historical stages, following the logic of  the West? 

Source: Manzanas, 2019.

Image 3. Confucius statue.
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From the Zhou Dynasty onwards, it can be said that the dy-
nastic model was consolidated in China. It was succeeded by 
the Qin Dynasty that ruled from 221-2068 B.C., one of  the most 
ephemeral in history. Qin Shi Huangdi proclaimed himself  as 
the first emperor of  this dynasty, hence its name. 

One of  the great achievements of  this dynasty was the unifi-
cation under emperor Li Si of  the scattered feudal states, which 
he brought under an administratively centralized and unified 
empire.  Another important measure was the abolition of  he-
reditary aristocracies, the capital relocation to Xi’an and, most 
importantly, the beginning of  Imperial China, expanding and 
unifying Chinese territory. A great achievement of  this dynasty 
was the completion of  the monstrous Great Wall. however, it 
was a very short dynasty, despite its great conquests. In this re-
gard, Botton Beja points out:

The unification of  China was achieved by Qin. However, the 
short duration of  the dynasty, its rejection of  Confucianism and 
its anti-intellectualism, made the Han dynasty the true initiator 
of  the era of  Imperial China. In Han, we find the root of  all 
Chinese institutions, some of  which it inherited from Qin. The 
very name Han points to the properly Chinese people, in con-
trast to the ethnic minorities living in that country (Botton Beja, 
2019, p.89).

The Qin dynasty was succeeded by the Han dynasty, which 
was one of  the longest, since it remained in power from 206 BC 
to 220 AD. There were two periods: the Western Han, which 
started this dynasty in 206 BC and lasted until 8 AD and the 
Eastern Han, which lasted from 25-220 AD. The Han period is 
considered the true golden age in Chinese history. Its cultural 
legacy still prevails. One of  its greatest triumphs was the inven-
tion of  paper. It was even so transcendent that it led to an ethnic 
group known as the Han ethnic group. 

8 Botton Beja states that this dynasty lasted only until 200 B.C. However, 
other historians state that it lasted until 206.
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Another element to note is that during those years, history 
came alive. One of  the most famous Chinese historians, Sima 
Qian (c. 145-87 B.C.), was born in those years. His great work 
was “Historical Memoirs (Shiji)”, in which he detailed in a rig-
orous chronicle the history of  China from its beginnings, the 
Xia dynasty until those of  the famous emperor Wu (r. 141-87 
BC) This work has served as a mandatory source of  reference.

It is also important to mention that Confucianism was estab-
lished as the official religion, philosophy and ideology during 
this dynasty. A relevant aspect is that they incorporated ideas 
from other philosophical schools in their doctrine. In addition, 
they founded a kind of  imperial university to teach the five clas-
sics of  the Confucian school, in order to train future officials, 
who would be chosen for their merits, not their origins.   

Between Western and Eastern Han dynasties, there was an 
obscure and diffuse interregnum, which some historians do not 
consider. It is the Xin dynasty (9 AD - 23 AD). General Wang 
Mang, who was regent at the time, poisoned the emperor Ping-
di, founding the ephemeral Xin dynasty During those years.  
His power did not last long. The powerful landowning families 
plotted against and assassinated him and reinstated the Han dy-
nasty.  This period, called the Eastern Han, was a feeble and 
short one, for it did not manage to resolve the conflicts between 
the landowners. The union achieved was broken. After four cen-
turies of  dominating China, the Han dynasty came to an end. 

The fall of  the Han dynasty led to a new fragmentation of  
China. This long period from 220-589 is known as the “Three 
Kingdoms and Six Dynasties”. 

Thus, this period is divided into the following moments:
1. The three kingdoms
2. The Jin Dynasty
3. The six dynasties. 
This complex historical moment in China has been interpret-

ed in many ways by historians who have studied it. There is no 
doubt that the end of  the Han dynasty meant a setback for Chi-
nese imperial history. These long 469 years of  this period of  in-
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stability have often, as with other events in Chinese history, been 
compared to the process that took place in Europe during the Ro-
man Empire. Once again, the history of  the East, especially that 
of  China, is necessarily compared to the processes of  the West. 

The fragmentation of China has been compared to that of  the 
Roman Empire and the similarities have been pointed out: the dis-
integration of the empire and the establishment of  fiefdoms, the 
invasions of  “barbarians”, the introduction of a new religion, the 
development of  new currents of  thought and new artistic expres-
sions. However, there are notable differences when we consider 
that in China the disintegration culminates in a reunification; since 
earlier times, foreign peoples were rooted in the periphery and had 
had constant contact with the Chinese and knew their culture; 
moreover, they were not the ones who caused the fall of  Han, but 
took advantage of  its weakness (Botton Beja, 2019, pp.107-108). 

Researcher Flora Botton Beja presents, in one of  her valu-
able works, an outline of  the historical development of  these 4 
centuries of  history in China:

Table I. Chronology of  the Three Kingdoms, sixteen Northern 
barbarian states and six Southern dynasties. 

Three Kingdoms

Wu (222-263) Wei (220-265)
Western Jin
(265-316)

Shu Han (221-263)

Eastern Jin 16 states
(304-439)

Northern Wei
(386-535)

Unifies all of  China in 493

Song (420-479)

Qi (479-502)

Liang (502-557)

Chen (557-589) Western Wei
(535-557)

Eastern Wei 
(534-550)

Northern Zhou
(557-581)

Sui (581-618)

Northern Qi
(550-577)

Source: Botton Beja, 2019, p.111. 
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An element that amazes historians is the spread of  Buddhism 
in China during this period, a religion which is, according to 
experts, far from the Chinese spirit. For example, Buddhism 
states that life is suffering; for Confucians, however, life is good. 
The ideal of  Buddhists is the monastic, celibate and poor life; 
while, for the Chinese, the full life, according to Taoists and 
Confucians, is achieved in society and in the family, as a way of  
fulfilling the Mandate of  Heaven and loyalty to the State. His-
torians claim that Buddhism spread because China was living 
in disunity.  

After that long period of  four centuries with a fragmented 
China, the search for unity started again. The Sui dynasty was 
in power during the years 581 to 618, that is, it barely survived 
for 37 years. But, as historian José Antonio Cervera Jiménez 
(2019) says, this dynasty is very much compared to the Qin, for 
its short duration and, above all, the great changes it brought 
about, which gave way to strong and lasting dynasties. In the 
case of  the Qin, it opened the doors for the Han dynasty to 
emerge, and in the case of  the Sui, the Tang dynasty. 

The Tang dynasty reigned for 289 years (618-907). It is consid-
ered the most cosmopolitan dynasty in Chinese history. During 
its existence, the capital, present-day Xi’an, was the largest city 
in the world. This cosmopolitanism was undoubtedly due to the 
heyday of  The Silk Road. As Cervera (2019, p. 133) states, this 
dynasty had trade relations with all of  Asia, even reaching as far 
as Byzantium.

Its commercial activity allowed it to maintain its hegemony 
throughout Central Asia. Their pottery is testimony to the in-
fluences received from other parts, especially Central and West 
Asia. However, the presence of  other people generated strong 
xenophobic outbreaks in sectors of  the population, which in-
cluded killings of  Arab merchants. The reaction was due to the 
fact that cosmopolitanism not only implied consumer goods, 
but also the introduction of  cultural elements that created resis-
tance in a large part of  the Chinese population (Cervera 2019, 
p. 133-134). states that:



The history of  China: mystery, fantasy, wars and migrations

 CONTEXTS  |  57

Through the trade routes came not only goods, but also religions, 
such as Nestorianism, Zoroastrianism or Islam. Even Jews ar-
rived. The Islamic religion was the one that took root the most, to 
the point that most of  the ethnic groups in northwest China today 
are still Muslim. There were also important cultural changes. Art 
and music had many influences from Persia and Central Asia... 
Also, metalwork had a huge influence from the countries west of  
China.  

As happens in all centralized periods, with the end of  the 
Tang dynasty, instability begins. From then on, five very short 
dynasties succeeded each other in the north and ten kingdoms 
appeared in the south. These long years of  instability are known 
as the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period, which lasted 
from 907 - 960.

The five dynasties were: 
1. Later Liang (906-923). 
2. Later Tang (923-936). 
3. Later Jin (936-947). 
4. Later Han (947-951).
5. Finally, the later Zhoy (951-960)

The ten kingdoms were:
1. Wu
2. Wuyue
3. Min
4. Chu
5. Southern Han
6. Former Shu
7. Later Shu
8. Jingnan
9. Southern Tang
10. Northern Han.

In 960, Chao Kuangyn, who was Emperor Daizu (960-976), 
began the unification process, forming a new dynasty, the Song 
dynasty, which remained in power from 960 to 1279. One of  
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the most outstanding elements of  this period, which lasted 319 
years, was that currency was used in the Chinese economy for 
the first time. 

José Antonio Cervera, who also studied the Song dynasty, 
points out that, unlike previous dynasties, it was militarily weak, 
but it was able to develop in agricultural matters. Analyzing if  
what existed as an economic system in the Song dynasty was 
feudalism properly speaking, according to the European model, 
he affirms that:  

Quite a few differences can be found between the two cases. The 
relationship between the vassal and feudal lord was military: the 
vassal had to assist his lord on the battlefields. In this way, the mil-
itary lord ensured that he had soldiers to fight for him in case of  
war. The situation in Song China was very different, since the peas-
antry had a mercantile relationship with the landowner through the 
lease of  land. The European vassal was a vassal for life, while the 
Chinese peasantry could terminate their relationship with the lord 
at the end of  the contract. Although in both cases the landowners 
maintained themselves thanks to the work of  the vassals, in the Eu-
ropean case, the main income of  the feudal lords often came from 
military booty (they were basically warriors), while in the Chinese 
case the landowners became rentiers, whose income came almost 
exclusively from the contributions of  their tenants and who lived in 
the cities, in many cases (p. 159). 

Another difference that the author establishes in relation to 
feudalism is in the matter of  the State. In Europe in the Middle 
Ages, the king had few powers, since the feudal lords were the 
ones who collected taxes, organized production and trade and 
administered justice. In the case of  China, all functions were 
fulfilled by the emperor; in other words, it was a truly central-
ized state. 

The Song dynasty ended with the conquest of  the Mongols 
and the installation of  a new Yuan dynasty, which lasted from 
1280 - 1368, i.e. 276 years. China was not conquered and domi-
nated by the Mongols overnight, but it was the product of  a long 
process of  systematic incursions into northern China, which be-
gan in the distant Zhou dynasty. 
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The presence of  these peoples, which the Chinese throughout his-
tory have described as “barbarians”, constituted a threat to the Chi-
nese kingdoms (...). Since the Tang dynasty, the northern border 
had no precise national boundaries marked by different ethnicities. 
In a constant movement, power was sometimes in the hands of  
Chinese or non-Chinese generals who dominated the northern gar-
risons; sometimes Chinese command was restored, as was the case 
under Sui and Song (Botton Beja, 2019, p. 171).

Mongols were peoples and tribes of  the Eastern Siberian 
plain. From the 10th to the 12th century, they managed to con-
quer the known world, without even having to use religious 
devices, as the Arabs did. Their condition of  nomadic people 
forced them to look for a land to settle in. 

Genghis Khan was the true leader of  the Mongols. He ex-
celled as a political strategist and statesman. He imposed a com-
mon code of  laws. His successes were so great that he is still 
remembered today with a divine aura. One element that histo-
rians emphasize is that in their process of  conquering China, 
Mongols did not make great transformations. As Jack Weath-
erford (2005) points out, Mongols did not make technological 
discoveries, nor did they found religions; but neither did they 
write books, and the most important thing: they did not make 
technological contributions to agriculture - their mission was 
basically to spread what they found in the conquered peoples.  

A theme that always comes up is the relationship between 
Chinese and Mongols. Chinese rejected the invaders, but their 
hatred of  them grew when they could not move up the social 
ladder. In the legal codes of  the invaders, the Chinese, especially 
those from the south, who were the majority, were treated as 
slaves. The invasion ended with the rebellion of  many peasants. 
It is estimated that more than 400,000 Mongols died in these 
confrontations. 

With the departure of  the Mongols, the Ming dynasty began, 
which was in power from 1368 to 1644.There was significant 
progress during these 276 years. One of  the most important was 
the strengthening of  political institutions and the rescue of  cul-
tural traditions. 
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After summarizing this very long dynastic and imperial his-
tory of  ancient China, which lasted thousands of  years until it 
began to fade away in the 19th century and a decade after the 
beginning of  the 20th century, this important part of  the history 
of  this Asian country, as interesting as it is mysterious, comes to 
an end. It is important to take a break to understand the cultural 
and ideological basis on which the empire was based, sustained 
by the figure of  the emperor, whose authority was based on a 
centralizing and authoritarian figure. 

Eugenio Anguiano (2011) offers four approaches to under-
standing Chinese history. In relation to the imperial period, he 
points out the size, the enormous population and the heritage 
of  one of  the oldest and longest civilizations in the history of  
mankind. In this period, an intense and profound development 
of  thought took place, giving birth to several schools. The most 
important were Confucianism, Taoism and Legalism. The Chi-
nese imperial and dynastic society was vertical. At the top was 
the emperor and his entourage. At the center was the society 
that was placed at the mercy of  the doctrine, the mandarins and 
the army. But it was Confucianism that imposed itself  as the 
imperial doctrine and allowed, in the midst of  so many internal 
battles, a unification of  Chinese thought. All this explains why 
the dynasty, despite its problems, was able to remain in power 
for so long. 

It offers us an explanation of  Chinese society, for obedience 
and acceptance of  destiny formed the basis for the submission 
of  the majority of  society, the peasants, the common people. 
Militia played an important role because in addition to religious 
convictions, they ensured that the people did not deviate from 
the indicated “path”. This reasoning of  the Mexican researcher 
offers us a more convincing explanation than those who try to 
establish parallels between the historical events of  Chinese and 
Western history. 
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Imperial China languishes 

The last dynasty was the Qing, which began in 1662 and last-
ed until 1911. That dynastic group could not stop the process 
of  first weakening and then overthrowing, despite its authori-
tarian attempts. The army was no longer as strong nor had the 
terrifying presence of  yesteryear; social differences between the 
groups provoked revolts by the poor population, submerged in 
poverty and tired of  the privileges of  the ruling class, but, above 
all, of  the high levels of  corruption existing in the state bureau-
cracy. One of  the most significant was the White Lotus peasant 
rebellion, which began in 1795 and ended in 1804. The peasants 
demanded better living conditions and greater facilities to mar-
ket their crops. 

Another problem that the Qing dynasty had to face was the 
increase in population. It is estimated that by the beginning of  
the 19th century, China had reached 400 million people. This 
unique demographic aspect forced the government to take dras-
tic measures, such as locating population groups in remote plac-
es with few facilities, territories that had been incorporated into 
the Chinese empire. But although these measures were success-
ful for a time, rebellions began again, but this time they had 
different actors: the ethnic minorities, who felt displaced and 
subjugated. These events undoubtedly prompted the beginning 
of  migrations to America.

19th century: wars, imperial penetration and flight to 
America

19th century under the Qing dynasty was very turbulent and 
full of  confrontations, internal and external wars with some Eu-
ropean powers. The last Chinese dynasty ruled from 1638 to 
1911; that is to say, it had directed the fate of  its nation for 273 
years, under the mandate of  10 emperors. The one who initiated 
the dynasty was Emperor Shunzhi and the last ruler of  that long 
dynastic era was Xuantong, who ascended in 1906.
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At the beginning of  the 19th century, China was in a paradoxical 
situation; on the one hand, the Qing dynasty, founded by the Man-
chu invaders in the 17th century, had been fully consolidated after 
the reign of  the first four emperors, which covered a period of  146 
years of  internal unity and territorial expansion; but some symp-
toms of  internal social and political decay were already present, 
while pressure from the European powers increased. […] Neverthe-
less, China’s large size and apparent military and economic power 
[…] as the 19th century progressed, this civilization entered a spiral 
of  internal decadence and weakness vis-à-vis the rest of  the world. 
This would lead to the fall of  the ruling dynasty, the last of  a cycle 
of  more than two millennia old, but also to revolutionary outbreaks 
with which the economic modernization of  the country, its society, 
political structure and government was sought (Anguiano Rocho, 
2019, p. 229).  

The end of dynastic history: Capitalism or socialism?

The beginning of  the end of  the Qing dynasty began with the 
death of  Qianlong, being succeeded by his son of  only 17 years, 
Emperor Jiaqing, who reigned from 1760 to 1820.  The new em-
peror inherited the political system based on corruption, which 
was aggravated by the deep economic crisis and the constant 
threat of  foreign powers. Fortunately for China, Napoleonic 
wars offered some peace with France, not so with England, an 
empire that insisted that this great Asian nation “join a system 
of  international relations based on the concept of  legal equal-
ity of  states, governed by commercial treaties, open to foreign 
trade, and with exchange of  diplomatic representations between 
countries” Anguiano Rocho, 2019, p. 231). 

Many important events occurred throughout the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. In this sense, researchers of  the 
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, David Martínez Robles, Al-
bert Sasot Mateus and Charlos Brasó Broggi (2014), point out 
that the Chinese 19th century is marked by the direct incursions 
of  the European powers, and with this expansionist policy, they 
cracked the foundations of  the Chinese empire:
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The starting point for these materials is the 19th century when Eu-
ropean imperial expansionism arrived in Asia to impose its way 
of  conceiving the world. After the Napoleonic wars, Great Brit-
ain came to dominate maritime trade between Europe and Asia; 
it consolidated its position in India, the fundamental axis of  the 
British Empire after the independence of  the United States and 
occupied strategic positions in the Strait of  Malacca (Singapore). 
All in all, China was a country that remained on the fringes of  
the great flow of  British interests, thanks to its thriving domestic 
market. The activities of  Western countries are, from the Chinese 
perspective, an anecdote that does not fit their interests or institu-
tions (p. 9). 

Catalan researchers affirm that the splendor of  the Qing dy-
nasty took place during the 18th century, under the command 
of  emperors Kangxi (1662-1723) and Qianlong (1735-1796), 
since both managed to extend their domains to new lands. Chi-
na expanded its borders as never before in its dynastic histo-
ry. However, the situation changed in the 19th century. Events 
overwhelmed the emperors of  the time.

An important element highlighted by historians is that China 
conceived its social and economic life internally and did not 
envision opening to the rest of  the world. For this reason, at the 
end of  the 18th century, the reigning emperors took measures to 
restrict trade with the West. This measure greatly affected mer-
chants of  the main commercial port, which was Guangzhou. 
The restrictions had a protectionist function, “after the experi-
ence of  centuries of  foreign piracy (which included the West) 
and problems arising from the presence of  merchants from oth-
er countries on the Chinese coast” (Martinez, et al, p.12). The 
British made resistance, but the Chinese government stood firm. 
This discrepancy generated serious conflicts in the 19th century.

The penetration of  foreign powers was an unstoppable pro-
cess. Merchants from Great Britain, France, Portugal, the Neth-
erlands, Sweden and the United States began to arrive in China. 
What is interesting is that some of  these empires had begun 
their commercial incursions centuries before, as was the case 
with the East India Companies, which were British, Dutch and 
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French; enterprises that began in the 17th century. The foreign 
merchants imported silk, porcelain, tea, wool and cotton fab-
rics, among other goods. 

The first Opium War.

Opium consumption in Asia was popular, especially in Chi-
na. It was used since the Tang dynasty (618-907 BC) for medic-
inal purposes. According to Chinese medicine, opium has im-
portant therapeutic and pharmacological properties. In ancient 
China it was used as an analgesic, antitussive, antidiarrheal and 
antispasmodic. It began to be used for escape and pleasure; be-
cause it is composed of  several alkaloids, it causes contraction 
in some areas of  the human body, but, above all, pleasure and 
relaxation. For this reason, demand increased because the pop-
ulation began to use it as a drug to escape from their harsh re-
ality. On the island of  Formosa, for example, it was mixed with 
tobacco and produced a feeling of  peace.  

So widespread was its use that the government, which at that 
time was in the hands of  emperor Xianfeng, had to prohibit 
its cultivation. This circumstance allowed the illegal trade of  
opium, cultivated in India and ran by the English, to develop 
in an enormous way. It was a very favorable business for Great 
Britain: a growing demand and an abundant product to offer to 
the market. 

The First Opium War took place between 1839 and 1842. In 
the territory of  Canton, now Guangzhou, Chinese authorities 
opposed the opium traffic entering the Chinese market. The use 
spread so much that the Chinese government had to ban the 
import of  opium. The measure stopped neither the use nor the 
imports, this time clandestine. At the end of  the 18th centu-
ry, the British East India Company created a monopoly on the 
trade of  opium cultivated in India. By 1819, this illicit business 
registered a great growth because other regions of  India began 
to compete with each other, causing a decrease in price and thus 
an increase in demand. 
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Figura II. Introduction of  Opium in China, 1730-1880.
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Faced with this reality, Emperor Daoguang decreed a ban on 
trade, and he appointed Lin Zexu, known as “Commissar Lin”, 
to enforce his mission by taking radical measures:

Commissioner Lin, as he was called by foreigners, arrived the fol-
lowing year in Guangzhou and immediately mobilized the local 
rural aristocracy, organizing them to locate the addicts in each 
community (...). By mid-1839, more than 1,600 Chinese had 
been arrested in Guangdong province, and more than 15,000 ki-
los of  opium had been confiscated. Regarding the importation of  
this drug, Commissioner Lin used a combination of  persuasion 
and coercion to convince foreigners to stop bringing opium into 
China. (...) In the face of  his unsuccessful efforts, Lin ordered the 
immediate suspension of  all trade with foreigners, the removal of  
the Chinese personnel working with them, and the blockade of  
the enclave where 350 foreigners, including the most senior Brit-
ish official there, were residing. After six weeks of  siege, foreign-
ers handed over more than 20,000 baskets (1,316 tons) of  opium 
to the Chinese authority to be destroyed. This action would lead 
to a British military intervention in China (Enguiano Rocho, 
2019, p.235). 
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In the face of  the measures, Great Britain did not want to 
lose its big business. And without having made a formal decla-
ration of  war, it sent 16 warships to China carrying some 4,000 
combatants. Confrontations soon followed, demonstrating the 
British imperial nation’s military superiority over the Chinese. 
In a few months, they already dominated the entire Chinese 
coastal area. By August 1840, the war was almost completely 
dominated by the British. Chinese had no choice but to begin 
peace negotiations. Hostilities ceased with the Treaty of  Nan-
king or Nanjing, signed in 1842. The main points of  the treaty 
were the following:

1. Trade opening to Great Britain through five coastal ports: 
Shanghai, Ningbo, Fuzhou, Xiamen, and Guangzhou.

2. Perpetual cession of  Hong Kong to Great Britain.
3. Restitution for the opium lost in Guangzhou.
4. Payment by China Britain on account of  the expenses 

incurred during the war.
5. Elimination of  the Cohong, which was the Chinese mer-

chants’ guild that had a trade monopoly in Guangzhou.   
In his work Historia de China contemporánea. De las guerras 

del Opio a nuestros días, historian Raúl Ramírez Ruiz points out 
that this agreement to end the war was not only unequal, but 
that Great Britain was its only beneficiary, to the detriment of  
China. 

With Nanjing threatened by British troops, the imperial govern-
ment was forced to sign the Treaty of  Nanjing (1842). This is the 
first “unequal treaty” in Chinese history. The treaty stipulated 
the following conditions. First, payment of  a large compensa-
tion. Specifically, 21 million silver dollars... Second, the cession 
of  Hong Kong. And third, the opening of  Canton, Xiamen, Fu-
zhou, Ningbo and Shanghai as ports open to trade with negotia-
ble customs tariffs, reduced by 70% from the outset. The Offi-
cial Corporation’s (Cohong) monopoly on trade with foreigners 
was abolished and freedom was given to British traders; in fact, 
the United Kingdom was granted a favored nation clause and 
legal immunity was established for the British (Ramirez Ruiz,  
2018, p. 54). 
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An interesting element highlighted by historians David 
Martínez Robles, Alber Sasot Mateus and Charlos Brasó Brog-
gi, is that the signing of  the Nanjing agreement to end the First 
Opium War motivated other powers to reach similar agreements. 
England benefited the most. For example, in 1843, a year after 
signing the agreement, it forced China to sign a supplementary 
treaty extending the agreements. It included the “most favored 
nation” clause, which stated that any concession that China 
granted to any other nation, under that clause, would automat-
ically be granted to Great Britain. The consequences of  these 
measures and impositions were the revival of  trade, greatly fa-
voring the European powers, led by the British. 

This clause, which was thereafter included in all treaties signed by 
China, signified the beginning of  an unstoppable race to occupy 
ever wider spheres of  the Qing empire’s sovereignty...One of  the 
characteristics that best define the actions of  the great colonial pow-
ers in China is the tacit agreement that exists between them to share 
an atypical colonial enterprise, in which the colonized maintains 
apparent sovereignty and the colonizer does not possess a single 
face (Martinez, et al, 2014, p. 17)

A convulsive interregnum: Taiping Revolt

The interregnum between the first and second opium wars 
was tumultuous. The economic crisis and impoverishment of  
the majority of  the population resulted in many peasants, public 
servants or artisans leaving their localities to become migrant 
workers, or simply bandits. All this situation of  injustice and 
social inequality, added to the decadence of  the imperial ad-
ministration, constituted real causes for social outbreaks and 
rebellions. 

The Taiping rebellion was the most important of  this series 
of  revolts, provoked by a disgruntled people. It is estimated that 
millions died in these clashes., Emperor Sien Feng ascended to 
power in 1851. He only lasted ten years in power, as he died in 
1861, and in his few years of  imperial life he had to face wars 
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and divisions. For example, Nanjing fell to the Taiping in 1853. 
There, they proclaimed their own kingdom, and decided to en-
act an agrarian reform. These events can be explained by the 
fact that there was great discontent in China at the beginning 
of  the 19th century, due, among other things, to government 
corruption that annoyed the vast majority of  the population. 
On the other hand, there was great demographic pressure, as 
the Chinese population had increased exponentially, causing 
demands for services and labor. 

With the rise of  Emperor Tongzhi in 1862, Taiping rebels 
had to surrender, and the new short-lived kingdom disappeared. 
This emperor was ephemeral. In 1872, Guangxu came to power 
and held it until the beginning of  the 20th century. 

Second Opium War

The second Opium War broke out in 1856. It lasted four 
years, and had the particularity that China not only confronted 
Great Britain, but also France and the United States. These al-
lied powers joined forces to attack the northern territories. They 
demanded the revision of  the agreements signed during the first 
Opium War.  The conflict was so great that when they reached 
Beijing, they looted and burned everything in their path. The at-
tack paid off  because China had to give in to the demands of  the 
Western giants. The conflict forced China to open its borders. 

China of  the “open doors” is the fruit of  what is known as the 
“treaty system” or “unequal treaties”. By these concepts, we refer 
to the West control of  China, beginning in the 1840s, through the 
signing of  international treaties under military threat. Thanks to 
this system, large areas of  China’s territory were ceded to other 
countries (mainly Russia); foreign settlements were created in nu-
merous cities; China’s foreign trade and commerce were directly 
controlled by foreign powers; and extraterritoriality was guaranteed 
to foreigners. In this sense, through the treaty system, the idea of  
“open-door China” was imposed, which comes to mean that Chi-
na’s economy entered the world market to benefit foreign powers 
(Martinez, et al 2014, p. 55). 
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The negative consequences of  the two Opium Wars for China 
were immeasurable. It affected at all angles the imperial model 
that had survived for thousands of  years and had called into 
question the philosophical foundations and its closed economy. 
The conclusions of  Swen Ning (2014, p 75), are very accurate:  

The two Opium Wars had far-reaching effects. First, China opened 
up to the world through the bridges provided by the treaties and 
became part of  the dominant global market in the then recent idea 
of  free trade. Secondly, it lost part of  its territory, so that it became 
a semi-colonized country by the West. In addition, the economic 
sanction caused it to lose a large amount of  silver, the metal that 
together with copper underpinned the Chinese monetary system, 
which worsened the country’s already fragile economy. More im-
portantly, the abusive unequal labor clauses, such as extraterritori-
ality, most favored nation and conventional tariff, not only violated 
the sovereignty of  the Qing Empire, conditioning for a long time its 
development as an autonomous state, but also altered the commer-
cial order within the country, engendering social problems. 

In addition to wars and revolts, at the end of  the 19th century 
there were dynastic tensions. Upon the death of  Emperor Tong-
zhi, who had no heirs, Guangxu, who was only 10 years old, 
came to power. Therefore, the real ruler was Cixi, the mother-re-
gent of  the deceased emperor. The new emperor “ruled” for 33 
years. Also, there was a reality that could not be ignored: China 
was in the crosshairs of  the Western powers. This reality forced 
China to insert itself  into world diplomacy, or rather, into the 
capitalist progress imposed by the West: railroads, steamships, 
the telegraph and the intensive exploitation of  mines. The dip-
lomatic representatives of  the powers were very active, especial-
ly the English. By the middle of  the 19th century, the head of  
business of  the British legation, Thomas Wade, stood out. The 
pressures had an effect. China sent several exploratory missions 
to Europe, which visited London, Copenhagen, St. Petersburg, 
Berlin, Brussels and Paris. 

The high presence of  foreigners created discontent among 
the population. Many Catholic missionaries were frowned 
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upon. Their preaching was at odds with Confucian ideas. The 
discontent was so great that in 1870 an anti-Christian riot broke 
out in Tianjin, resulting in the death of  many people, and the 
destruction of  churches and other Christian works, such as or-
phanages. As is always the case, the strongest party came out on 
top. France demanded compensation. Another diplomatic crisis 
was provoked. China had to pay a compensation of  400,000 
taels9 to France and also send a mission to Paris to apologize, 
banish the magistrate of  Tianjin and execute several officials 
considered responsible. 

At the end of  the 19th century, the first Sino-Japanese War 
took place. The Nipponese Empire could not allow only West-
erners to take advantage of  the great treasure that was China. 
The first actions were diplomatic. In 1871 a bilateral trade treaty 
was signed, which established, among other things, the princi-
ple of  non-aggression against the possessions of  each empire. 
But no sooner had the treaty been signed when, at the end of  the 
same year, 54 Japanese sailors were shipwrecked off  Formosa 
and killed by the locals. Japan acted immediately. It demanded 
exemplary punishment from China for the culprits. As the Chi-
nese government did not respond, the Japanese army invaded 
Taiwan in 1874. Since China did not have such a well-organized 
army, it was forced to pay a compensation of  one million taels 
to Japan and the cession of  the islands of  Ryükyü, which later 
became the important prefecture of  Okinawa. In exchange, Chi-
na was granted the end to the occupation of  Taiwan.  

Japan continued to pursue its need to be the largest Asian 
empire, and was relentless in weakening China, which had con-
trol over Korea in the 19th century. This became a political ob-
jective of  the Japanese empire as it sought to increase its domi-
nance in Asia. Conflicts with China for the control over Korea 
soon followed. In 1895, after the attack and subjugation of  the 
Weihai port, the Chinese government had no choice but to sign 

9 A tael is a unit of  weight traditionally used in East Asia  equivalent to 
about 40 grams and appeared in China before the Han dynasty.



The history of  China: mystery, fantasy, wars and migrations

 CONTEXTS  |  71

a peace agreement. Thus, in April 1895 they signed the Treaty 
of  Shimonoseki. In this agreement, China had to pay 30 million 
taels in compensation to Japan and also ceded part of  its territo-
ry: Taiwan, the Pescadores Islands and the Liaodong Peninsula 
(Anguiano Roch, pp.248.249). 

Faced with so many defeats, Emperor Guangxu, who was al-
ready 24 years old and no longer under Cixi’s influence, decided 
to take the reins. He attempted several major reforms:
•	 The	Reform	of 	the	traditional	examination	system	to	en-

ter the government bureaucratic train.
•	 Raising	the	academic	level	of 	Beijing	College.
•	 The	creation	of 	a	medical	school.
•	 The	 implementation	 of 	 reforms	 in	 commerce,	 industry	

and agriculture.
•	 The	 creation	of 	mechanisms	 for	 the	 supervision	of 	 ex-

ports of  tea, silk, and mining production.
•	 A	 better	 supervision	 of 	 railroad	 tracks	 under	 construc-

tion. 
Embarrassment by the constant defeats created an anti-for-

eigner feeling in the Chinese population, especially in its rul-
ing elites. Also, progress did not touch everyone. Only foreign 
merchants and a small Chinese elite benefited from the trade 
boom, leaving aside the great majority. These facts provoked 
widespread discontent, leading to the rebellion of  the “boxers”, 
which was the English name of  a secret society called Yihen-
quan, meaning “righteous and harmonious fists”. Most of  the 
members of  this group advocated the overthrow of  the Qing 
dynasty. They began to conspire, and the culmination of  their 
actions came in June 1900, when the court announced to the 
diplomatic authorities that their safety was guaranteed, numer-
ous citizens arrived under the command of  the “boxers” who 
proclaimed themselves in rebellion, burning churches, residenc-
es of  foreigners and murdering the Chinese they called converts. 
The results of  this massive revolt of  “boxers” in many Chinese 
cities were terrible. Finally, the rebels were subdued, after many 
casualties and destruction. European powers demanded condi-
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tions for peace. Again, the Chinese government had to accept, 
under the so-called “Boxer Protocol” of  December 24, 1900, 
the payment of  450 million taels in compensation.  The result 
was even more dramatic. Internal crises allowed Russia to ex-
pand into Manchuria, provoking the wrath of  the Japanese who 
sought control of  northwest China. Another war broke out, this 
time between Japan and Russia.  

On the failure of  the dynastic model and the changes pro-
duced in China in the 19th century, Flora Botton Beja points 
out that the end of  the long dynastic period occurred in China 
when contacts with the outside world began, at the end of  the 
18th century and throughout the 19th century. A process that 
was not abrupt, but slow and slow, like the weather in China, 
but steady towards the end of  the dynasties that dominated Chi-
na for centuries.

China, which, having reached the climax of  its greatness, begins to 
feel the first throes that announce not only the end of  one more dy-
nasty, but the destruction, in the long run, of  a tradition on which 
the imperial system itself  rested. Internal causes and external in-
terventions would force China to change. That it took more than 
a century to do so is testimony to the strength of  its institutions 
and the deep rootedness of  its tradition, which was the cause of  its 
greatness throughout history and the reason for its failure when it 
needed to react to a new situation (Botton Beja, 2000, p. 388). 

Chinese set sail for an adventure: the flight to America

One of  the big questions is how Chinese history is so contra-
dictory. Having been one of  the most important civilizations, 
producing new inventions that transformed the world, such as 
gunpowder and paper, in the 19th century it plunged into an 
economic and political crisis so deep that it drove its inhabitants 
into adventure, to reach distant lands where they were consid-
ered third-class migrants. 

War conflicts and misery motivated Chinese to want to leave 
for other lands that could provide them with work to survive.  
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Taking advantage of  this circumstance, and with the United 
States’ need for labor to work in the mines and railroads, it 
turned to the Chinese government. Indeed, in 1868, U.S. Presi-
dent Andrew Johnson and Tongzhi, Emperor of  China, signed 
a treaty to allow the massive importation of  Chinese workers. 
The agreement had such an impact that thousands of  workers 
fled China to join the U.S. labor market. By 1882, an estimated 
300,000 Chinese had entered the United States. 

Pressure from society was so strong that in August 1882, the 
Chinese Immigration to the United States Act was signed and 
enacted. The law was endorsed on many occasions. The pas-
sage of  this law generated animosity towards Chinese, which 
later translated into animosity towards blacks and Latinos. 

The presence of  so many Chinese provoked so much irri-
tation among American citizens that between 1882 and 1917 
special taxes were approved for them; and even a list of  unde-
sirable migrants was approved. In those years, a tax for the right 
to inspect foreigners seeking to enter the United States was even 
levied.  

Chinese immigrants worked on stretches of  California rail-
road track, especially the one that connected with the city of  
Sacramento. But the most important project in which they con-
tributed their sweat and hard work was in the construction of  
the largest railroad project: the Union Pacific, which began in 
December 1863 in Omaha, Nebraska. On the other side, was the 
Central Pacific, which had started in January 1863. Thus, the 
two lines joined in Utah in May 1869.  Later, these lines joined 
with the Southern Pacific and the Northem Pacific, which con-
nected California with Texas, Minnesota and Oregon.    

Faced with restrictions and poor reception from the North 
American authorities, the Chinese decided to arrive in the Ca-
ribbean. They began timidly at the beginning of  the 19th cen-
tury, but the great waves took place between 1840 and 1850.  
Some specialists say that some 200,000 Chinese moved to the 
Caribbean islands during these migration waves. The great ma-
jority of  this population came from southern China to be incor-
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porated as semi-slave labor in the cultivation of  sugar cane and 
other agricultural products. 

In the insular Caribbean, the most significant presence was 
in Cuba, which needed a lot of  labor, due to its large sugar in-
dustry, thus absorbing 85% of  the labor force of  Chinese mi-
grants, known as coolies.10 

China’s 20th century: from republic to communism

The convulsive 19th century came to an end, but internal 
conflicts and external pressures from the European, American 
and Japanese imperial powers did not. At the beginning of  the 
20th century, tensions continued, and events were unleashed in 
a confusing, convulsive and bloody manner. Eugenio Anguiano 
Roch (2019, pp. 255-256) defines the first 25 years of  the Chi-
nese 20th century, in which the power of  the Qing ended, and 
with its defeat the dynastic history, as follows:

At the beginning of  the 20th century, China was immersed 
in administrative decadence, bureaucratic corruption and weak-
ness of  the ruling regime vis-à-vis the rest of  the world; abroad, 
the Chinese race was perceived as weakened by poverty and 
vices. In the geopolitical sphere, the powerful nations were di-
viding up the territory of  a country considered to be the ailing 
giant of  Asia. Faced with such a situation of  national and so-
cial vulnerability, concerns about China’s past greatness would 
emerge among intellectuals and elites, which would evolve into 
nationalist movements whose objectives were the overthrow of  
the Qing dynasty and resistance to Western imperialism. Inter-
estingly, nationalists took their ideas of  modernization from 
the West and Japan: republicanism and democracy, along with 
diverse models of  industrialization and warlike development, 
entered China through books, magazines and other publica-
tions, some translated into Chinese and others in the language 

10 This section is not explained in more detail because there are chapters 
that delve into the subject
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of  origin, which were avidly read by urban sectors increasingly 
educated in modern systems. 

In an attempt to stop the unstoppable, the last Chinese em-
peror Guangxu, under the preeminent influence of  regent em-
press Cixi, tried to make some reforms. These were the most 
important:

1. 1901 issued an edict ratifying that Chinese culture was 
based on Confucian culture and principles.

2. That same year he created the Office of  Government Af-
fairs.

3. 1904 introduced several changes in the educational sys-
tem: 
a. Regulation of  the examination system to enter the 

civil service.
b. The creation of  school levels: elementary, secondary 

and higher.
c. The schools would teach; natural sciences, mathe-

matics, history (Chinese and Universal) and geogra-
phy.

4. In 1905 the traditional examination system based on the 
Confucian classics was abolished. This tradition that had 
been practiced for more than 1,300 years. 

Researcher Eugenio Anguiano Rocho points out that the re-
sults were limited. Although there was an increase in schooling 
and the number of  schools, the quality was questionable. There 
were not enough qualified teachers in China at that time to cov-
er so much new content. This reality was more evident in the 
countryside than in the cities. “What was happening was that 
those who operated the new system were the same people who 
had operated the old one; and the reformed school was just an-
other name for the old system” (p. 258). 

The new emperor tried unsuccessfully to make reforms at 
the administrative, military and financial level, but it could not 
be. For example, the emperor ordered the provincial governors 
to make reforms in their armies, for which he abolished the old 
examination system and created military schools in each of  
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the provinces. However, this did not strengthen the army, but 
rather created a new military “caste” that believed itself  to be 
more powerful than its predecessors. Administratively, the gov-
ernment created new ministries, seeking the constitution of  a 
monarchical but constitutional government. The changes were 
only formal. The power behind the throne, Empress Cixi, died 
in 1908. Guangxu, too, died soon after. He was succeeded by 
his nephew Puyi, who adopted the name Xuantong. This last 
emperor did not really have any power, but he did allow the re-
gent of  the time, Prince Chun II to freeze the reform. This was 
the shortest reign because the republican winds were already 
blowing in 1912.

The ephemeral republic.

A glance at Chinese history in the 19th century gives us a glimpse 
of  a territory battered by the pressures of  Western empires.  In this 
panorama of  forced submission of  the empire to the turbulences 
of  all kinds that occurred in the 19th century, the need for politi-
cal, social and moralizing change appeared as the only need for the 
future. Sun Yat-sen was, on the one hand, the intellectual key to 
that change and, on the other, the entry of  “adapted” principles of  
Western politics and government, without corrupting the essence 
of  the millenary civilizing tradition. But the pressures to prevent 
this process of  change were many and even prior to the figure of  
Sun Yat-sen himself  (Ortega Santos, 2013). 

At the end of  the imperial period, the Republic of  China was 
proclaimed, led by the Kuomintang Party or KMT, which was 
the Chinese nationalist political party advocating the creation 
of  the Republic of  China. This party was able to settle in power 
after winning the Xinhai Revolution of  1911. This new political 
system had emerged in the midst of  a deep crisis, and with the 
constant threats of  the Japanese empire that was not blinded by 
its goal of  conquering China.

Who was Sun Yat-sen, this man who tried to radically change 
his native China and transform Imperial China into one in the 
image of  the Western republics?
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Sun Yat-Sen was born 
on November 12, 1866 in 
the province of  Guang-
dong, better known as 
Canton, and died in 1925. 
Chinese politician, military, 
statesman and ideologue, 
creator of  the Kuomintang 
political organization. He is 
considered in both the Peo-
ple’s Republic of  China and 
the Republic of  China (Tai-
wan) as the father of  mod-
ern China. He was the first 
president of  the ephemeral 
Republic of  China in 1911. In 1913, he had to go into exile due 
to the thirst for power of  one of  his collaborators, General Yan 
Shikai, before handing over to veteran administrator and military 
man Yuan Shikai. 

He tried to rebel from exile; he made two attempts to create 
rebel governments, but they failed: 1917 and 1920, and he was 
defeated.  

Despite the leadership of  General Sun Yat-Sen and his na-
tionalist discourse, some sectors were already influenced by 
Marxist ideas, especially the youth. Indeed, in 1919, the May 
Fourth Movement emerged. It was a student movement led 
by Chinese intellectuals who opposed the Kuomintang and its 
ideas. There is no doubt that this revolt was influenced by the 
triumph of  the Russian Revolution that had occurred two years 
earlier, in 1917.

From the revolt of  May 1919, the Chinese Communist Party 
was born, and its intellectual and political leader, Mao Zedong, 
stood out. Thus began the Civil War in China, between the sup-
porters of  the Kuomintang and its opponent, the newly formed 
party of  Marxist tendency. 

Source: Ruiza, Fernández and Tama-
ro, 2004.

Image 4. General Sun Yat-Sen.
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General Chiang Kai-
shek, who assumed the 
leadership of  the Kuo-
mintang, knew -in that 
process- how to confront 
the communists, and he 
suffered a terrible defeat 
in his conquest of  north-
ern China, in July 1927. In 
spite of  this great mishap, 
Chiang had great influ-
ence in the emerging bour-
geoisie that had strong al-
liances with the European 
powers and the United 
States. This allowed him 
to be reappointed in 1928 
as commander in chief  and member of  the party’s standing com-
mittee; this motivated the conquest of  the north to continue.

Kuomintang forces succeeded in penetrating and dominating 
Beijing and changed its name to Beiping (Northern Peace). In 
October 1928, the Republic of  China was proclaimed in Nan-
jing, which became the capital. The communists retreated. But 
the new republic, like the first, was more than fragile. 

The Second Occupation of Japan

The first four decades of  the 20th century were marked by 
war, misery and despair of  the population. Japan continued 
with its lust for power, and its goal was to become the owner 
of  the great Chinese territory. Thus, shortly after, the Second 
Sino-Japanese War took place between 1937 and 1945, which 
was much bloodier than the First Sino-Japanese War. 

Plunged in a civil war, and in the midst of  this internal con-
frontation, it is attacked by an army with greater capacity and 
better equipment. At first, Japan was able to take the region of  

Source: Ruiza, Fernández and Tamaro, 
2004.

Image 5 . General Chang Kai-shek.
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Manchuria without major difficulties; and soon after, it was de-
clared an independent state, although it would function under 
the Japanese protectorate. 

The new state was located in the northwestern region of  
the country with an area of  1,500 square kilometers. It had an 
ephemeral life, since it was founded in 1931 and lasted until 
1945 when the Japanese lost the war.

Once the Japanese were installed in the “new state”, the inva-
sion of  China by the Japanese Empire was imminent. With the 
loss of  Manchuria, the Kuomintang demonstrated that it did not 
have sufficient forces to face two such powerful enemies. Faced 
with the onslaught of  the enemies, the opposing internal forces 
decided to unite to stop the common enemy: the Japanese. 

The Second Sino-Japanese War began in early 1937. The 
Japanese army, installed in Machuco, first invaded the north-
ern region of  China. It was undoubtedly the prelude to war. 
The occupation of  Beijing and Shanghai were the hardest 
blows of  that bloody struggle that left an impressive death toll. 
From beautiful Shanghai they were able to reach Nanjing, the 
southern capital. 

By the end of  1937, the allied forces of  the former enemy 
parties were preparing to stop the Japanese advance.  One of  
the heaviest battles the unified Chinese army had to fight was in 
early 1938. It is estimated that the united army of  the Kuomint-
ang and the Communist Party had more than 600,000 soldiers, 
but it was not enough. They waited for the Japanese in the city 
of  Xuzhóu, in the northeast of  the Chinese territory, but they 
were defeated by the enemy that surpassed them in heavy war 
machines. 

Another epic battle took place in Wuhan, a city in central 
China. Hostilities began in June 1938 and ended in October, 
when Japan won and incorporated that city into its dominion 
and control. It is estimated that more than a million Chinese 
fought to defend the city, but they were unable to defend against 
the might of  the Japanese army. Japanese aggressiveness was so 
great that by mid-1940 they had already acquired large tracts 
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of  land in China, althoughthe resistance of  the Chinese allied 
army was undaunted and continued to confront the Japanese, 
despite their successive defeats.

World War II had broken out, and Japan also sought to ex-
pand its dominance throughout Asia. Its ambition was so great 
that, in parallel with the conquest of  China, it also sought to 
conquer greater power. In 1941, it joined the world conflict by 
bombing American troops in Pearl Harbor. 

The Second Sino-Japanese War was joined to World War II 
by Japan’s ambition. The United States would not forgive the 
Japanese for the Pearl Harbor attack. Thus, in mid-1945, the 
U.S. Army dropped two nuclear bombs on the cities of  Hiroshi-
ma and Nagasaki, leaving more than 200,000 dead. 

This severe blow to Japan as a state, as a people and as an 
army forced it to abandon its attempts at conquest, especial-

Source: Moments of  the Past.

Image 6. Japanese invasion of  Manchuria.
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ly Manchuria and China. It is estimated that the human cost 
of  the war between Japan and China was 14 million people of  
which 13 million were Chinese. 

Once the conflict with the common enemy was resolved, the 
armies of  the Kuomintang and the Chinese Communist Party 
resumed the civil war in China. In this second part of  the con-
flict, Mao Zedong won by force and military capacity. The de-
feat meant that Sun Yat-sen’s successor, Chiang Kai-Shek, had 
to take refuge on the island of  Formosa in 1949. From there, he 
formed the Taiwan Republic of  China.  

Parallel to these processes in Asia, World War II ended. The 
Soviet Union emerged stronger. The world into two blocs. An 
imaginary but powerful iron curtain was erected, initiating new 
hostilities in the world, this time characterized by the ideological 
difference between capitalist liberalism and socialist Marxism.  

In that context, the People’s Republic of  China, created by 
Mao Zedong, allied with the Soviet bloc, but they soon had dis-
agreements and broke away. For its part, the newly formed Re-
public of  China, Taiwan, had the good fortune to begin its jour-
ney with the support of  the European powers and the United 
States, which had become the guardians of  the Western world, 
and as they defined themselves, of  the free world.

The People’s Republic of China is born

The People’s Republic of  China is a state of  new democracy, peo-
ple’s democracy. This Republic exercises the people’s democratic 
dictatorship led by the working class, based on the alliance of  work-
ers and peasants, and brings together all democratic classes and all 
nationalities of  China. This republic opposes imperialism, feudal-
ism and bureaucratic capitalism and fights for the independence, 
democracy, peace, unification, prosperity and strength of  China11  
(Tsetung, 1949, p. 13). 

11 This information corresponds to Chapter 1 of  the Common Program 
which contained the fundamental principles of  the government of  the 
People’s Republic of  China.



DR. MUKIEN ADRIANA SANG BEN 

82  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

On October 1, 1949, the People’s Republic of  China was con-
stituted and proclaimed. Zhou Enlai was both the Prime Minis-
ter and Minister of  Foreign Affairs, and Zhu De was appointed 
Commander-in-Chief  of  the People’s Liberation Army. These 
two leaders, together with Mao Zedong, were the top leaders of  
the party, the government and China until 1979.  

Eugenio Anguiano argues that the model imposed by the 
new masters of  the situation was based on the same scheme of  
the long imperial period, in which political power was at the top 
and society was submerged and subject to the controls of  the 
party, to the vigilance of  the army, all wrapped up in the ideas 
predetermined in Marxism, Leninism and, of  course, the ideas 
of  Mao Zedong, which was a kind of  acclimatization of  Marx-
ism to Chinese reality and culture. 

As in Confucianism, communists have a total doctrine, which not 
only enables them to understand the past, predict the future and or-
der the lives of  citizens, but also provides them with the knowledge 
to correctly regulate the private lives of  those citizens. The crucial 
difference between the communist system and the imperial system 
is that the Confucian system was of  status quo because it always re-
turned to the mythical golden age to nourish itself, while the essence 
of  the former has been of  change and movement...The communist 
government has been the first in Chinese history capable of  making 
itself  felt throughout the territory, this through modern means of  
communication and organization (Anguiano, 2011, pp.4-5). 

The first years of  revolutionary China were characterized by 
an economic crisis, which caused appalling misery among the 
population:

1. In 1949, inflation was causing an enormous rise in the 
prices of  basic products. Inflation that year was estimated 
at 80%. 

2. In the same year, China was devastated by plagues, 
droughts and floods throughout its territory. The country 
lived in an eternal state of  emergency. 

3. The misery brought with it the development of  banditry 
and criminal networks that put the population at risk and 
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made it difficult for the Chinese government to take any 
action.

In the midst of  this process, there were attempts to modify 
some traditions at the social level. For example, the Marriage 
Law was enacted in 1950, which prohibited pre-arranged mar-
riages, concubinage and infanticide. It advocated the free right 
to choose one’s spouses. An important element was that it gave 
women the right to own property, something unheard of  in Chi-
nese millenary history. Another important law was the Land 
Reform Law, also enacted in 1950, which sought the abolition 
of  large landholdings.    

In 1954, during the National People’s Congress, the process 
of  new institutionalization was consolidated. There, the first 
Constitution of  the People’s Republic of  China was adopted. In 
this process, Mao Zedong was consolidated as leader, becoming 
the president of  the republic and Zhu De as his vice-president. 
Political power is concentrated in the figure of  the leader of  
the revolution, who immediately begins the process of  political 
purge. Romer Cormejo (2019, 317) evaluates the years of  the 
revolution under Mao Zedong, giving it advances in economic 
matters and setbacks in political matters: 

During the first years of  the regime, the economic achievements are 
undeniable. By the end of  1957, the goals of  the plan had been sur-
passed. Compared to 1952, the total value of  industrial production 
had raised 129%, the total value of  agricultural production 25%, 
national income 53% and the overall per capita consumption level 
had raised 23%. However, the application of  the first plan implied a 
very high tax burden for the countryside, which the collectivization 
of  agriculture alleviated, but could not solve, just as it did not solve 
the growing demand for jobs, in spite of  the construction of  large 
factories.

Consider that:

Although the regime made some attempts to institutionalize the 
political system, as shown in the 1954 constitution, this tendency 
was hampered by socio-political and international conditions. The 
interplay between the previous history that left a legacy of  corrup-
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tion, paralyzing economic and social development, and the party’s 
determination to carry out radical reforms, which were seen as 
urgent because of  the magnitude of  socioeconomic backwardness 
and the situation of  international isolation, as well as the tendency 
toward paternalistic leadership, drove the political system toward 
voluntarist authoritarianism. Mass campaigns produced a politi-
cization of  daily life and work, which resulted in an almost total 
control of  the party over the population (p. 317). 

With the creation of  the People’s Republic, China was com-
pletely closed to the outside world, even cutting ties with its 
main ally: the Soviet Union. It was left alone during the Cold 
War and had to face the aftermath of  so many years of  inter-
nal and external wars. For several decades, and until the arrival 
of  Deng Xiaoping, the economic model was centralized and 
authoritarian. There was no real foreign trade. It was rather a 
residual activity. With the Cultural Revolution, isolation was 
further encouraged. 

An important event during Mao’s presidency occurred in 
1971, when the People’s Republic of  China replaced Taiwan 
in the United Nations. And, of  course, negotiations with the 
United States began to materialize that same year, culminating 
in the visit of  then U.S. President Richard Nixon. That was the 
beginning of  China’s opening up. 

After Mao’s death in 1976, Hua Guofeng and Deng Xiaop-
ing launched a reform program. This was the beginning of  the 
real process of  change and opening up in China. The decision 
of  leader Deng Xiaoping meant a milestone, a before and after 
in the history of  China, characterized, since the imperial era, 
for being very closed and isolated to external influences.

The reform policy implemented after the death of  Mao Ze-
dong, and with economic growth as the central objective, and 
the opening to the outside world, China has undergone a more 
than radical change. Since then, the changes in the Asian giant 
have been many and rapid:

1. By opening its doors to foreign investment, the econo-
my has been capitalized and has required learning a new 
business culture. 
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2. Opening up to the outside world forced it to be competi-
tive and to do so it had to improve its technological plat-
form. China not only learned, but over time has become 
a technological powerhouse.

3. The development of  its economy allowed it to look to the 
outside world as a market. Over time, China has become 
one of  the world’s leading exporters of  light goods. 

4. It also learned to negotiate its own needs to import the 
raw materials necessary for the development and expan-
sion of  its own industries. 

A new revolution was beginning in China. This country, dor-
mant for many years, has awakened, grown economically and 
become a true economic power. To the surprise of  the capitalist 
world, China has grown at an average annual rate of  about 10% 
over the last four decades. 

Not everything was a bed of  roses, for there was a major cri-
sis in 1989: the Tiananmen events. 

What happened in that iconic square and why did it have 
great and serious consequences for Chinese life?  Fanjul points 
out that the events began in the spring of  1989 with student 
demonstrations over the death of  Hu Yaobang, a rather liber-
al leader of  the Chinese Communist Party. Students wanted to 
honor his memory in Tiananmen Square in downtown Beijing. 
Students began to march through the main streets in the center 
of  the capital. What the organizers did not imagine was that 
this tribute to the dead young man would detonate passions. 
Thus, the demonstrations grew in size.

Events in the square caused the confrontations and the re-
sulting deaths to spread throughout Beijing. The dead num-
bered in the hundreds. Soldiers were reportedly firing at the 
barricades indiscriminately. The events ended when Deng 
Xiaoping met with the army high command on June 9. This 
sent a direct message: the government was in control of  the 
situation.  People believed that with economic opening would 
come political opening. By 1989, the first decade of  the re-
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form had passed, and the people recognized the significant 
improvement in their living conditions, but there were in-
equalities. Not everyone received the benefits in the same way. 
Employees of  foreign companies or new entrepreneurs in the 
private sector were recipients of  privileges that irritated the 
rest. At the same time, not all regions received the same ben-
efits, such as regions remote from the capital. The essence of  
the political conflict was undoubtedly the Chinese students’ 
desire for freedom.  

In spite of  the events, China went ahead with its centraliz-
ing model. The Tiananmen events did not provoke the expect-
ed political ruptures, since three decades later there have been 
no substantial changes in the management of  the state, which 
continues to be dominated by the Chinese Communist Party. 
Neither has there been any evidence of  greater political, social 
or cultural openness. 

Source: La Nación, 2019. 

Image 7. Protesters in Tiananmen Square in 1989.
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At present, during the Xi Jinping era, instead of  progress in 
human rights, there has been a regression, including greater re-
prisals against dissidents.  However, Xi Jinping has effectively 
inaugurated a new stage in the history of  the People’s Republic 
of  China. 

The Xi Jinping stage is the fourth stage. The People’s Re-
public of  China has entered a new stage in its evolution, char-
acterized, first of  all, and most visibly, by China’s aggressive 
and very assertive foreign policy. But the advances in terms of  
public freedoms have vanished because political authoritarian-
ism has been strengthened. A new change of  economic model 
has begun, moving from a model based on exports, industry 
and investment to a model based on domestic consumption, ser-
vices and innovation. During this period, China has positioned 
itself  as a technological leader in the world: from digitalization, 
through e-commerce, to artificial intelligence.  

The truth is that the rebuilding of  the Chinese economy, 
its opening to the international market and its relaunching as 
a power in competition with the traditional power blocs: the 
United States, Japan and the European Economic Community, 
has led 139 countries in the world to open their doors to the 
new People’s China. The other China, Taiwan, once supported 
by world capital, is increasingly left alone. By 2018, the vast 
majority of  Latin American countries established diplomatic 
relations with the People’s Republic of  China.  By that date, just 
17 countries in the world maintained diplomatic relations with 
Taiwan. In the case of  the Greater Caribbean, Guatemala, Be-
lize, Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and St. 
Kitts maintained diplomatic relations with Taiwan. On April 
30, 2018, the Dominican Republic established relations with the 
People’s Republic of  China, thus ending 77 years of  diplomatic 
relations with Taiwan. 
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ANNEX I

Chronology of Chinese dynasties

Shang Dynasty S. XVIII (?) - XI 
  century B.C.
Zhou Dynasty 1027 - 221 B.C.
 Spring and Autumn Period 722 - 481 B.C.
 Warring States Period 403 - 221 B.C.
Qin Dynasty 221 - 200 B.C.
Han Dynasty 206 B.C. - 220 A.D.
 a) Western Han 206 B.C. - 8 A.D.
 b) Han Oriental 25 – 220
Six Dynasties 220 – 589
Sui Dynasty 581 – 618
Tang Dynasty 618 – 907
Period of  the Ten Kingdoms and Five Dynasties 907 – 960
Northern Song Dynasty 960 – 1125
Southern Song Dynasty 1126 – 1279
Yuan Dynasty 1280 – 1368
Ming Dynasty 1368 – 1644
Qing Dynasty 1662 – 1911

Source: Botton Beja, Flora (2000). China. Su historia y cultura hasta 1800. 
2nd ed. Mexico: El Colegio de México. China: su historia y cultura hasta 
1800 (wordpress.com)
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CHAPTER II

IMMIGRATIONS TO THE GREATER 
CARIBBEAN. 19TH CENTURY AND 

FIRST HALF OF THE 20TH CENTURY

PHD. CANDIDATE WILSON ENRIQUE GENAO. 
Center for Caribbean Studies of  Pontificia Universidad Católica  

Madre y Maestra: wilsongenao@pucmm.edu.do

The Caribbean has been an active center of  population move-
ments since pre-Columbian times. Throughout its long histori-
cal period, it has been the settlement of  communities from the 
most varied cultural backgrounds, making the region a cultural 
melting pot that identifies the ethos of  Caribbean societies. For 
this reason, the history of  the Caribbean peoples is impregnated 
with the ebb and flow of  “population movements - coloniza-
tion, slavery, globalization, etc. - that make migration a way of  
life, which could be described as migratory tradition-identity. 
Also, beyond the socioeconomic and cultural factors, there is 
the geographical factor” (Alvarez Acosta, 1998). 

The 19th century saw the beginning of  one of  the most im-
portant migratory processes from a quantitative perspective, 
with the occurrence of  a mass migration influenced by various 
political, economic and social factors. This mass migration was 
one of  the most characteristic phenomena of  the Euro-Atlantic 
world between the 19th and 20th centuries. It affected, albeit 
to varying degrees, all European countries, from the most eco-
nomically advanced to the most backward. Between 1820 and 
1924 alone, more than 55 million Europeans moved across the 
ocean (Ferenczi and Wilcox, 1929). Although in the period after 
the end of  World War I the numbers were somewhat smaller, 
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they were still very significant. Between 1921 and 1960, some 
15,600,000 Europeans emigrated overseas (Mitchell, 1992). 

Asia and Africa did not escape the migratory phenome-
non that developed between the 19th and 20th centuries. With 
the end of  slavery and the refusal of  former slaves to work on 
plantations, plantation owners resorted to new systems to solve 
their labor shortage problem. The British, French, Dutch and 
Spanish authorities moved to new sources of  labor. Between 
1838 and 1917 more than 500,000 workers were recruited in 
India and some 150,000 in China, Africa and Madeira. These 
650,000 workers:

Added new complexity to the social, economic, political and cul-
tural aspects of  Guyana, Trinidad, Guadeloupe, Jamaica, Surina-
me, Martinique, French Guiana, Grenada, the Central American 
Caribbean and Cuba, for example, and would help define the Ca-
ribbean as one of  the most diverse and cosmopolitan regions in the 
world, where individuals and migrant groups have definitely influ-
enced the structure and worldview of  Caribbean peoples (Johnson, 
2011, p. 8). 

This spatial framework also includes Chinese migrations 
to the Greater Caribbean, which took place not as an isolated 
event, but as part of  the historical process that will be studied in 
this chapter. Migrations in the Caribbean during the 19th and 
20th centuries not only took place at the transoceanic level, but 
also at the regional level, with significant repercussions on Ca-
ribbean societies. 

This chapter deals with the historical development of  trans-
oceanic migrations to the Caribbean during the 19th century 
and the first half  of  the 20th century and the intra-Caribbean 
population movements that took place in the region. It is di-
vided into five sections. The first section deals with European 
transoceanic migrations, with special emphasis on Spanish and 
Italian migration. Secondly, it deals with Asian migrations, 
highlighting Chinese, Hindu, Arab and Japanese migration. 
Thirdly, African migrations are analyzed, with a brief  review 
of  the development of  slavery and the post-abolition situation 
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in the Caribbean. The fourth part analyzes the intra-Caribbean 
migrations that took place. Finally, it ends with some general 
conclusions.  

Transoceanic Migrations: From Europe to the Wider  
Caribbean 

European migration to what is now called the Greater Carib-
bean has its origins in the colonization process.  It is estimated 
that between 1500 and 1800 about one million Europeans per 
century arrived in what we now call Latin America, a modest 
figure when compared to the local populations, but enough “to 
impose languages, culture, religion and institutions” (Bacci, 
2012, p. 62). 

During the 18th century, migration from Europe to the col-
onies in the Caribbean and the Americas in general increased 
significantly. Thousands of  Spaniards, Portuguese and - to a 
lesser extent - other Europeans ventured to the New World in 
search of  enrichment, social advancement or a better life in the 
Americas. First of  all, there is a general consensus that the emi-
gration increase came, above all, from a double impulse. On the 
one hand, the economic growth that (with different nuances) 
encompassed a large part of  the regions of  Latin America and 
Brazil. This economic growth was accompanied by greater and 
better links between Europe and America. Another characteris-
tic of  European emigration to America during this period is that 
it was predominantly male: it is estimated that between 80 and 
90% of  emigrants were male, the vast majority of  whom were 
single. There are several possible causes to explain this particu-
lar feature: 

The dynamics of  family reproduction that encouraged nephews or 
unmarried brothers to join relatives who had already emigrated, the 
conception of  emigration as an enterprise in search of  enrichment 
with a view to an early return, the legal restrictions on emigration 
that intensified the degree of  uncertainty in the migratory process, 
which became less difficult for young, single men. Women who 
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emigrated, on the contrary, tended to do so as part of  a definitive 
emigration project, together with their families and within the law. 
Thus, the colonization companies mentioned above were one of  
the privileged spaces for female migration to America during this 
period (Alicia Pérez, 2012). 

The 19th century was a time of  change and transition to an-
other migration model with unprecedented dimensions in his-
tory and with:

Very different characteristics as well as the destinations, places 
of  origin and contingents that participated in it. In the case of  
emigration to the Antilles, the largest migratory volume coincid-
ed with the period of  mass emigration, with Spain as the main 
place of  origin and Cuba as the main destination (Naranjo, 2014, 
p. 560).

During the 19th century and the first half  of  the 20th, rough-
ly 60 million Europeans emigrated. With a greater concentra-
tion between 1870 and 1913, a period in which there were al-
most no political controls or limitations on moving. Originally, 
transatlantic migration began in Great Britain; later Germany, 
Scandinavia and countries in northwestern Europe joined in. 
In general, these were family groups with a tradition of  arti-
san work and a low return rate to Europe. From 1880 onwards, 
contingents from southern and eastern Europe increased: first 
from Italy and parts of  the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and later 
from Poland, Russia, Spain and Portugal (Zuleika, 2021). This 
emigration was basically composed of  young men -between 16 
and 40 years of  age-, single, day laborers or farmers, and it had 
a high return rate (Sánchez Alonso, 2002).

When studying mass European migration to the Caribbean 
and the Americas in general, several authors have attributed 
it to a set of  determining factors, among which the following 
stand out: demographic growth, the wage differential between 
place of  origin and destination, the changes brought about by 
urbanization and industrialization and, finally, the migrant net-
works and migratory chains that transmitted information and 
facilitated labor insertion in the receiving country (Hatton and 
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Williamson, 2004). Other authors, without trying to establish 
any hierarchy between different factors, highlight the dizzying 
growth of  the European population in the period between 1820 
and 1950 as a factor: 

It grew more than two and a half  times in that period (from 229 
million to 583 million). If  we consider that part of  the population 
was oriented towards emigrating to Europe, we can estimate that 
this growth would have more than tripled in that period without mi-
gration. This expansion was more rapid before the First World War 
than after it. While between 1820 and 1913, eighteen countries in 
Europe increased their population at an arithmetic average annual 
rate of  0.8%, between 1913 and 1950 they did so at 0.5% per year 
(Devoto, 2003, p. 532).

When analyzing transoceanic migrations, it is important to 
point out that the conditions of  migration were very different in 
the period prior to World War I compared to subsequent wars. 
Until 1914, the movement had fewer regulations by the states 
of  origin or reception. To a certain extent, this period can be 
considered to have been marked by freedom of  migration. After 
the war, things changed. The migrants’ receiving states imposed 
different measures to control and regulate the flow:

Likewise, many of  the states of  origin, under the premise of  some-
how protecting the conditions of  their expatriate citizens, also im-
posed different types of  control measures. Although state policies 
are of  limited effectiveness in confronting the micro-social mech-
anisms of  migrants, they did not cease to influence their volume, 
destinations and specific characteristics (Devoto, 2003, p. 536). 

In turn, researcher Consuelo Naranjo, on the factors that in-
fluenced this phenomenon, states that:

Modernization was the propelling factor of  emigration in Europe 
[…]. Within this complex process, it is necessary to study the mac-
roeconomic and demographic factors or technological advances, 
together with other political and micro social factors (networks, mi-
gratory chains, propaganda or phenomena such as imitation) that 
acted both in Spain and in the American countries to promote this 
vast population movement (2014, pp. 560-561).
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European migrations involved a large part of  their territories 
(see Table I), but it was also an unequal phenomenon according 
to each nation. 

Table 1. Transoceanic European emigration  
(per 1,000 inhabitants).

Country 1851-60 1861-70 1871-80 1881-90 1891-1900 1901-10 1913

Ireland 14,0 14,6 6,6 14,2 8,9 7,0 6,8

Norway 2,4 5,8 4,7 9,5 4,5 8,3 4,2

Scotland 5,0 4,6 4,7 7,1 4,4 9,9 14,4

Italy 1,1 3,4 5,0 10,8 16,3

England 
and Wales

2,6 2,8 4,0 5,6 3,6 5,5 7,6

Sweden 0,5 3,1 2,4 7,0 4,1 4,2 3,1

Portugal 1,9 2,9 3,8 5,1 5,7 13,0

Spain 3,6 4,4 5,7 10,5

Denmark 2,1 3,9 2,2 2,8 3,2

Finland 1,3 2,3 5,5 6,4

Austria 
Hungary

0,3 1,1 1,6 4,8 6,1

Switzerland 1,3 3,2 1,4 1,4 1,7

Germany 1,5 2,9 1,0 0,5 0,4

Netherlands 0,5 0,6 0,5 1,2 0,5 0,5 0,4

Belgium 0,9 0,4 0,6 1,0

France 0,1 0,2 0,2 0,3 0,1 0,1 0,2

Source: Devoto, p. 50

The migrant-receiving countries in the Greater Caribbean 
during the period of  mass emigration present many differences, 
but they also share common characteristics that could be sum-
marized as a workforce shortage and, therefore, a high demand 
for work, abundance of  natural resources, and rapid economic 
growth derived from the insertion of  the nascent national econ-
omies into the world economy and their capacity to attract cap-
ital and labor from abroad. Thus, immigration together with 
investment in infrastructure and transportation networks, due 
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to foreign investment, became a fundamental element of  the 
intense economic growth. Moreover, from the first moments 
of  independence, the governments of  the new Latin American 
republics understood that their future depended on foreign im-
migration. The arrival of  immigrants allowed them to consoli-
date their economic system and achieve the demographic base 
necessary to populate and modernize their countries. For this 
reason, during the 19th century most Latin American countries 
passed laws and measures to encourage immigration. Some 
governments even installed Immigration Offices in Europe and 
advertised in the press and through guides and brochures about 
the advantages immigrants would find on the other side of  the 
Atlantic. 

Of  all the European migrations to the Caribbean, it is neces-
sary to analyze Spanish migration. Although it is true that mi-
gration to the Greater Caribbean occurred in the 19th century, 
it is from 1880 onwards that we can speak of  mass Spanish mi-
gration. Among the factors that determined the mass departure 
of  Spaniards, it is convenient to bear in mind several issues that 
had an impact on the international context:

The progressive industrialization process observed in several con-
tinental European countries, unemployment, population mobility 
from the countryside to the city, the articulation and specialization 
of  the world market, the export of  capital, the technological revolu-
tion in transportation (Bade, 2003). 

Furthermore, “the failure of  agricultural modernization, 
which was far from surpassing subsistence levels, the increase in 
population, the slow industrial development and its economic 
and social impact, both in the national and regional environ-
ment” (Bahamonde, 1992, pp. 93-132) interacted as expelling 
agents in the case of  Spain. 

Throughout this period, the preferred destination of  foreign 
emigration was America, a continent that absorbed more than 
85% of  Spanish foreign emigration, nearly 3.5 million Span-
iards, although later estimates place the emigration flow be-
tween 1882 and 1935 at around 4.7 million people. 
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Between 1882-1899 the migratory flow was still marked by 
colonial ties, with Cuba as the main focus of  attraction, and 
by the economic growth of  some countries, in need of  labor to 
initiate their economic take-off. The most intense period was 
between 1900 and 1913:

In which the volume of  our foreign flows reached values higher 
than 180,000 emigrants per year. This coincided with the period 
of  maximum demand for European immigration... Later, the First 
World War and the economic crisis generated in many countries of  
the area made transoceanic movements difficult, reducing the mi-
gratory flow. Between 1919 and 1930, the process of  Latin Ameri-
can economic expansion stimulated a new migratory flow towards 
the continent (Sallé Alonso, 2009, pp.15-16). 

The distribution of  the migratory contingents was very un-
equal in Spain as a whole. Between 1885 and 1930, northern 
Spain moved with greater intensity. Galicia was the leading re-
gion in terms of  number of  migrants (41.8% of  the total), to the 
point that the term “Galician” was associated with peninsular 
origin in many Latin American countries. It was followed by 
Castilla-Leon with 12.4%, Andalusia with 9.7% and Asturias 
with 9.10%. Not all countries received the same number of  em-
igrants. Between 1882 and 1930 in the Caribbean, Cuba was the 
preferred destination while Mexico and other countries were 
secondary destinations at this stage, such as the Dominican Re-
public and others of  the Central American Caribbean although 
numerous Spanish colonies were also formed in these countries.

The last case of  “forced” emigration in Spain occurred during 
and after the Civil War (1936-1939). During the first five years 
of  the 1940s, Spanish emigration abroad had encountered diffi-
culties, mainly due to the limitations on emigration imposed by 
the newly established political regime.

The end of  the Second World War gave a new impulse to the 
migratory flow to America, which recovered at the end of  the 
1940s, once the difficulties created by the Franco regime had 
been eliminated. During this period (1946-1958) more than half  
a million Spaniards (560,215) emigrated to those lands, with 
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a much smaller number returning (162,297 Spaniards), which 
resulted in a net demographic loss for Spain of  close to four 
hundred thousand inhabitants (397,918).

The higher permanence rate of  Spanish emigration in Latin America 
with respect to the period before the civil war (71% now, compared to 
36% then) may have several explanations: on the one hand, the selec-
tion process to which it was subjected, since this ensured greater pos-
sibilities of  success as Spanish emigration responded mostly to Latin 
American demand; on the other, the disappearance of  the seasonal 
emigration flow to both Cuba and Argentina, which was so important 
in the first three decades of  the century; and, finally, the short duration 
of  the period analyzed, which makes it impossible to verify the return 
rate of  these Spanish emigrants when the economic situation wors-
ened in Latin America after 1960 (Palazón Ferrando, 1992, p.223.  

Image 1. Cabinetmaker, Spanish refugee holding a piece of  car-
ved wood in a workshop. 

Source: Llibrary of  the General Archive of  the Nation. 
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Table 2. Distribution of  the Spanish migratory movement  
to the Greater Caribbean by country (1946-1958). 

Countries Emigration Total %

Colombia 4,252 0,76

Costa Rica 72 0,01

Cuba 19,871 3,55

Guatemala 14 0

Honduras 0 0

Mexico 5,304 0,95

Nicaragua 0 0

Panama 989 0,18

Puerto Rico 328 0,06

Dominican Republic 5,800 1,04

Venezuela 173,862 31,03

Source: Palazón Ferrando, 1992, p. 225

The main destinations of  Spanish emigration to the Greater 
Caribbean in this period were Venezuela with 31%, followed by 
Cuba, the Dominican Republic and Mexico. Venezuela, which 
was a peripheral destination at that time, later became a main 
destination. Its rapid economic growth explains its attractive-
ness for foreign emigration. This economic take-off  was based 
on the increase in oil production, thanks to growing foreign de-
mand. This increase not only allowed the growth of  fiscal re-
sources in the hands of  the State, but also led to an increase in 
investments in the oil industry and in the construction of  new 
refineries (crude oil was treated in the country), at the same 
time stimulating industrial and construction expansion (Pel-
legrino, 1985, p.79). 

Spaniards were not the only Europeans that migrated to the 
Greater Caribbean during the 19th and 20th centuries. Italians 
also arrived from different regions, being Venezuela the main 
focus of  migration. On a continental level, it was in the United 
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States where they fought over labor spaces with Irish associ-
ations and collectives from Northern Europe until the end of  
the 19th century. Like other groups, they also spread in ships 
throughout the Caribbean basin, namely the Central American, 
Mexican and insular Caribbean (Benigno and Manica, 2002; 
Bariati, 2001; Paolo, 1994; Dal Boni, 2000) and along the coasts 
of  what was called Dry Land before independence (Vidal Ortega 
and D’Amato Castillo, 2015). 

The First World War had a direct influence on the decrease 
of  Italian emigration to the Caribbean. After the war, the mi-
gratory movement began again, but with new destinations. 
During the fascist period, the settlement of  Italian colonies 
was encouraged, at the same time emigration underwent some 
changes: the active population percentage was reduced, and the 
women percentage increased (to reconstitute the family group 
together with those who had already emigrated). In addition, 
anti-fascist emigration occurred while people escaped from the 
regime. 

16,986,924 people emigrated between 1880 and 1929. The 
largest contributors to overseas emigration came until the First 
War mainly from Sicily, Calabria, Abruzzo, Lucania and Cam-
pania, and also, although to a lesser degree, from the Marche 
and Piedmont, with some important contingents from the 
Veneto, particularly Venice. Migration grew rapidly, and of  
the 533,000 Italians who left their homeland in 1901, 280,000 
turned to America.

As for the absorption of  these flows, South America, par-
ticularly Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay, predominated during 
the 19th century, but from 1902 on North America took the 
lead, with a strong flow to the United States (Khatchikian and 
Cristina Murray, 1996, p.37). In the Caribbean, in addition to 
the United States, Venezuela was a major recipient of  Italian 
migrants as well as Mexico, Colombia and the Dominican Re-
public, where they left a significant cultural, social and econom-
ic legacy
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After World War II, Italy was devastated and there was no 
work, which motivated Italians to emigrate. During this period, 
they mainly moved to Canada and Argentina, and Venezuela in 
the Caribbean (Del Valle, 2011, p.65). 

The Nordic countries also contributed migrants. 

Image 2. Italian refugees arriving at the port of  Santo Domin-
go in a boat named Remember, while observed by locals and 
soldiers. 

Source: Photo library of  the General Archive of  the Nation.
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Table 3. Annual Scandinavian transatlantic emigrants  
per 100,000 inhabitants. 

Country 1861-1870 1871-1880 1881-1890 1891-1900 1901-1908

Denmark 108 205 391 224 282

Finland ------- 3 122 238 526

Norway 581 470 963 454 855

Sweden 228 234 701 415 428

Source: Mörner, 1979, p.81. 

Between 1850 and 1930 about 1.2 million Swedes emigrated 
from the country; 750,000 Norwegians; and a little over 300,000 
Finns and Danes respectively until World War I. This migratory 
movement was part of  the European transatlantic migrations 
of  that time. The United States was the main recipient. Com-
pared with other migrations in the Caribbean, this was almost 
insignificant. In the rest of  Latin America, it is estimated that 
between 30 and 40 thousand Scandinavians migrated in the ear-
ly 20th century mainly in Argentina and Brazil (Montesino and 
Hjärpe, 2012, p. 51). 

Germans were present in the development of  migrations in 
the 19th and 20th centuries. In the Caribbean they settled be-
tween 1846 and 1914 in Mexico and Central America. In addi-
tion, emigrants from Schleswig, Holstein and Hamburg came to 
the Danish Islands (St. Thomas, St. Croix). As well as members 
of  the Herrnhut community and other Germans, they settled in 
Suriname and others settled in Haiti, Puerto Rico, Dominican 
Republic, Colombia and Venezuela. 

A third moment in European migrations to the Greater Carib-
bean with different characteristics from the mass period occurs 
between 1946 and 1958. About two million Europeans moved 
mainly to Venezuela, Chile and Cuba, attracted by the boom in 
Latin American agricultural exports and labor demand. These 
migrations, very much welcomed at the time because they rep-
resented progress and civilization for the political elites, played 
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an important role in the socioeconomic and cultural dynamics 
of  the Caribbean peoples.  

Transoceanic Migrations: From Asia to the Greater Cari-
bbean

Transoceanic migration in the 19th and 20th centuries was 
not limited to Europeans, but also included Asian populations, 
especially Chinese, Arabs, Hindus and Japanese. It is largely 
linked to forced labor migration, which the colonial powers or-
ganized or encouraged. 

Regarding Chinese migration, although there is evidence of  
Chinese migrants during the colonial period, it was in the 19th 
century when a constant process of  migration to the Greater 
Caribbean began, with the introduction of  laborers in sugar 
plantations to replace black slave labor, after the abolition of  
slavery. 

The Chinese immigrant as workforce gained importance 
from the prohibition of  slavery in the British Empire, August 
28, 1833, which in consequence will start more or less contin-
uous migratory flows of  Chinese, and people from India to the 
Caribbean. That is to say that the arrival of  Chinese immigrants 
will be connected with the process of  labor substitution and the 
continuity of  the slave model in industrialized farms. In fact, it 
will not be strange to document continuous abuse and excess 
by plantation owners and also revolts and evasions among the 
Chinese immigrants, who were incorporated into a labor regime 
similar to that which governed slaves in sugar mills and hacien-
das, ignoring the conditions and contractual bases of  the work 
for which they had been recruited in China (Baltar, 1997, pp. 
35-39).

In the insular Caribbean, Cuba was the main destination of  
Chinese migrations. Meanwhile: 

The 1861 census counted 34, 834 Chinese, while the 1877 census 
listed 43, 811, an increase that does not accurately reflect the total 
influx of  immigration recorded during the period 1853-1873. High 
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mortality rates and a strong underestimation, particularly of  the 
number of  Chinese fugitives, may account for the difference. Later 
censuses, however, confirm the limited number Chinese origin pop-
ulation in Cuba, which was only 10,300 in 1919 and increased to 
24,647 in 1931. It then began a steady decline from 15,822 in 1943 
to 11,872 in 1953 to reach 8,054 in 1970 (Zlotnik, 1991, p.526).

In Trinidad and Tobago, 1,100 Chinese arrived, mainly from 
the province of  Guangdong and others of  the hakka ethnic 
group in 1853. Between 1853 and 1866, 3,937 people of  Chi-
nese origin moved to Trinidad, most of  them embarked in the 
ports of  Macao, Xiamen (Amoy), Guangdong (Canton) and 
Hong Kong. It should be added that the small population of  the 
island, as well as its low agricultural development, allowed a 
wide mobility to the arriving Chinese communities, who under-
took other activities as time went by. This circumstance allowed 
the island to attract Chinese communities of  English Guyana 
and even Suriname (Look Lai 1993, p. 45).

In the Dutch Caribbean, there was Chinese presence in 
Curaçao and Aruba. They arrived in the eighties of  the 19th 
century in Curacao and focused on agricultural work although 
Chinese technicians from Sumatra came to work there after a 
refinery of  the Caribbean Oil Company was installed in 1915 
(Hung 1992, p. 106). A similar process occurred in Aruba. With 
the installation of  two large refineries between 1924 and 1929, 
one belonging to the Lago Oil and Transport Company, a Stan-
dard Oil subsidiary, located in the southeast of  the island, and 
another called Eagle Oil Refinery on the west coast, Chinese im-
migrants of  Indonesian origin also arrived and settled on the 
island. 

In the Dominican Republic, Samana received the first Chi-
nese migrants during the Annexation to Spain period, they 
came from Cuba and were rather convicts. Later, during the 
end of  the 19th century, other Chinese immigrants arrived from 
Cuba; having ceased the recruitment of  the Coolies, many de-
cided to emigrate to other Caribbean countries, the Dominican 
Republic among them. By the beginning of  the 20th century, 
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some arrived with the first American occupation (1916-1924), 
others entered the country, as documented in the migration law 
records. In the first decades of  the 20th century, the Chinese 
population was present in Santiago, San Pedro de Macorís, El 
Seibo, Azua, San Francisco de Macorís, La Vega, Espaillat, 
Puerto Plata, Barahona and Pacificador. During the Trujillo 
era, political changes favored Chinese migration, the signing of  
the Sino-Dominican Treaty of  1940 and the subsequent signing 
of  the Treaty of  Amity with the Dominican Republic and the 
opening of  its Legation in the country. Likewise, some Chinese 
cultural organizations began to develop in Santo Domingo as 
was the case of  the Chinese Fraternity, the Casino, the Kun 
Chon Wei Club and also a branch of  the Nationalist Party of  
China (Kuomintang) was created in 1945.

In the continental Caribbean, there was a considerable Chi-
nese migration. In Belize, unlike some islands of  the insular 
Caribbean, labor was not recruited for the sugar mills, but for 
the exploitation of  precious woods and dyewood in which Chi-
nese immigrants worked. 480 Chinese immigrants arrived on 
the ship The light of  ages in 1865. 

This community was involved in the very hard work of  logging 
in the jungles and mangroves of  the Hondo River basin and the 
Corozal area in northern Belize. This was an area subject to the 
influx of  refugees from the Caste War, which had been raging in 
the Yucatan Peninsula since 1847, as a result of  the Mayan com-
munities’ revolt against the Mexican state. (Checa Artasu, 2007). 
There is hardly any trace of  that first Chinese presence in Belize, 
since almost all of  the current population of  Chinese origin arrived 
in the country at different times between the sixties, eighties and 
nineties. The census records 214 Chinese in 1980 and 748 in 1990 
(Checa-Artasu, 2007). 

In the continental Caribbean, Panama and Costa Rica had 
a considerable Chinese presence., Chinese immigrants, many 
from California or Mexico, were brought to Panama to work 
on the construction of  the railroad between 1850 and 1855. 
705 Chinese arrived from Shatou to work on the construction 
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of  the interoceanic railroad around 1854 (Mon, 1989; 1994). 
This same labor circulation would occur in the eighties of  the 
19th century, to participate in the construction of  the so-called 
“French Canal”, and at the beginning of  the 20th century, to 
participate in the construction of  the Panama Canal, developed 
by the Americans (Chong Ruíz, 1992). This labor circulation of  
Chinese workers in the country would eventually culminate in 
the settlement of  many of  them with the consequent opening of  
commercial establishments.

In the case of  Costa Rica, the first Chinese workers were 
brought from Panama in 1855 to work in the coffee and banana 
plantations, in many cases resulting from surplus labor after the 
the Transisthmian Railroad was finished. They were hired by 
two haciendas: 45 in Baron von Bülow’s hacienda and 32 others 
in the Lepanto hacienda (Fonseca, 1996). Subsequently, more 
Chinese workers were brought in 1873 for the construction of  
the Atlantic railroad. Historian Zaida Fonseca tells us about 
this hiring:

On January 31, 1873, 653 Chinese arrived in Costa Rica through 
the Puntarenas port. Upon arrival in the country, each one was la-
beled with a number and was known and sold by that number. Most 
were taken to camps to work on the construction of  the railroad 
between Angostura and Cartago. Others were sold to serve in the 
homes of  wealthy families, in coffee haciendas (located in the four 
most important provinces: Alajuela, Heredia, San José and Carta-
go) and in the gold mines of  Aguacate, in the province of  Puntare-
nas (Fonseca, 1996).

Indians, as well as the Chinese, arrived in the Greater Carib-
bean in the 19th century and were recruited to work on the plan-
tations. In the English-speaking Caribbean, Jamaica, Trinidad 
and Tobago and Guyana, the contingent of  Indian migrants, 
who arrived during the British rule after the abolition of  the 
slave trade and slavery, was decisive. In the first place, they were 
free men, used as cheap labor and treated almost like slaves.

Colonial recruiting agencies began sending Indian laborers 
to their Caribbean colonies as early as 1860. Not only was the 
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English-speaking Caribbean the recipient of  this labor force, but 
Indian or Hindustani workers also arrived to work on the con-
struction of  the Colon-Panama City railroad.  

In Suriname, they arrived due to agreements between the British 
and Dutch authorities, and a case that has been studied very little 
or not at all is a settlement of  Indian immigrants in the mining area 
of  Callao, in Venezuela. From 1920 onwards, a group of  Hindu-
stani arrived to settle in Valle del Cauca Colombia, mainly to work 
in the sale of  textile and hardware products for the workers of  the 
sugar mills in the Cauca area, small towns and intermediate cities 
(Vilchez, 2016, p. 112). 

Before 1870, the center of  Asian immigration was in the 
Northwestern provinces of  India. As for the Hindu immigra-
tion to the Caribbean:

The United Provinces contributed more than 29.3% of  the immi-
grants. Migration from Calcutta to Trinidad up to 1871 included 
41.7% from the United Provinces and 29.3% from Bihar... Between 
1842 and 1870, the exodus from Madrasi to the colonies was 29.8% 
of  which 11,459 left for British Guiana, 4,992 for Trinidad, and 
2,792 for Jamaica. In addition, more immigrants left for Guyana 
between 1884 and 1886, and then in 1912, finally, between 1914 
and 1915 when 314 more Madrasi arrived in British Guiana. On 
the other hand, Jamaica received about 10 shipments of  Madrasi 
until 1863, and none more until the last ship arrived with 258 Ma-
drasi on board (Allsopp, 2016, p. 27). 

Indians settled in Trinidad, working almost exclusively in co-
coa cultivation, those from Guyana cultivated rice, especially 
after 1898, when State-owned land became available to immi-
grants who either bought or leased it. Rice cultivation in Guy-
ana became a traditionally Indian enterprise. They also grew 
roots, coffee, citrus plants and coconuts, while also working on 
the plantations.

Indians migrated mostly to Trinidad and Suriname, which ex-
plains why Suriname has a fairly strong Hindu presence that has 
had a strong impact on Surinamese society. Although they mi-
grated to Jamaica, they did not flourish economically as they did 
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in Guyana and Trinidad. Most of  them continued to live on the 
plantations and stayed there as farm workers. There were a few 
peasants, but there was nothing equivalent to the cocoa and sug-
ar farmers in Trinidad, or the cattle ranchers in British Guiana.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, in addition to Chi-
nese and Indians, Syrians, Lebanese and Palestinians, then con-
sidered undesirable immigrants like the Chinese, settled in and/
or circulated around the Caribbean. Pressured by the economic 
and demographic crises they were experiencing, religious per-
secution and the oppression that the Ottoman Empire exerted 
on the Middle Eastern territories they inhabited, these immi-
grants left in search of  economic opportunities and many of  
them made some countries of  the Greater Caribbean their final 
destination, including the United States, Mexico, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Costa Rica, Cuba, Venezuela, Colombia, Haiti and 
the Dominican Republic. 

Most of  the Arab migrants started in trade by selling goods 
as hawkers. They used goods provided to them by stores and 
warehouses that also belonged to Arabs. 

Basically, what the hawker did was to resell goods that he had taken 
on credit from a store of  greater capital, which could wait for him 
to recover the money for the merchandise he had borrowed. This 
was his first step as a merchant. From there, he moved on to an 
established business at a fixed location (Inoa, 1991, p.42). 

Japanese migration began during the Meiji Era in the history 
of  Japan, which is the stage of  opening to the West, when its 
first industrial revolution and insertion into the capitalist system 
took place. The internal situation, generated by all these chang-
es, forced the imperial government to allow emigration, given 
the very high demographic density and the few job opportuni-
ties for this surplus population, mainly peasants. 

It was not until 1885 that Japanese emigration began en 
masse, first to areas other than the Caribbean, such as Hawaii, 
North America, entering through the ports of  San Francisco and 
Vancouver, and later to Mexico, the country that received the 
first Japanese immigrants. 
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They initially arrived in 1897 on land acquired by the Jap-
anese Mexican Colonization Company, dedicated to coffee 
production; another wave arrived between 1900 and 1910, with 
contracts to work in the railroad construction companies, mines 
and haciendas; Later, after the signing of  the Gentlemen’s Trea-
ty between the United States and the Empire of  Japan, many 
Japanese had to remigrate, crossing the border from the United 
States to Mexico, mainly to the border state of  Baja California, 
where they dedicated themselves mainly to fishing, an activity 
in which they were very successful.

As of  1917, health professionals arrived as a result of  an agree-
ment between the two governments. In addition, they migrated 
according to the Yobiyose modality, that is to say “by summon”. 
In this modality, family members or close friends applied, en-
dorsed by a Japanese economically solvent resident who could 
support them or offer them work in their business. This modality 
was repeated in many countries of  the region. 

In Colombia, the Japanese arrived later because the country 
did not offer the conditions that the Japanese migratory compa-
nies demanded to send their nationals, and the Colombian gov-
ernment was not particularly interested in the arrival of  Asians; 
however, there are always groups that defy adversity, and 159 
of  them decided to settle in Valle del Cauca between 1929 and 
1935 with an agricultural colonization program. In the case of  
Cuba, it is known that the Japanese settled in Isla de Pinos, to-
day Isla Juventud, generally working as gardeners and farmers 
(Vilchez, 2016, p. 109). 

In the Dominican Republic, their presence can be traced to 
the mid-1930s, when commercial relations with Japan were first 
established. Through various exchanges, in 1956 an agreement 
to bring Japanese to the “Paradise of  the Caribbean”, as the 
regime’s spokesmen called the country, was signed between Ja-
pan and the government of  dictator Rafael Trujillo, who held 
power between 1930 and 1961. The first Japanese immigrants 
arrived in the Dominican Republic on July 26, 1956, aboard the 
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steamboat Brazil Maru. Subsequently, other groups arrived. In 
the end, between 1956 and 1960, a total of  249 families (1320 
immigrants) arrived. 

Table 4. Chronology of  Japanese immigration  
to the Dominican Republic. 

FECHA CANTIDAD

July 1956 186

October 1956 157

December1956 72

March 1957 151

November 1957 61

December 1957 150

January 1958 88

May 1958 158

June 1958 174

June 1959 92

September 1959 31

TOTAL 1,320

           Source: Gardiner, 1979. 

  
Six of  the eight colonies were established along the border 

with Haiti. The other two, Jarabacoa and Constanza, were lo-
cated in the fertile lands of  the Cibao region of  La Vega. 

All of  the colonies were intended for agricultural production, ex-
cept for Manzanillo, which was chosen as a fishing enterprise. 
The location of  six of  the settlements along the border with Hai-
ti responded, partially, to the Dominican government’s plan to 
populate the border area with nationals and foreigners (Spanish, 
Hungarians and Japanese) to prevent the infiltration of  Haitians 
(Peguero, 2015).
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Transoceanic Migrations: From Africa to the Greater Ca-
ribbean 

African presence in the Caribbean is associated with slavery, 
but the transatlantic slave trade also constitutes one of  the first 
massive transcontinental migrations in the history of  the hemi-
sphere. Migration associated with slavery was predominant in 
The Caribbean until the 19th century.

The first slaves in the New World disembarked on the island 
of  Hispaniola, but the first massive arrivals entered through the 
ports of  Cartagena and Veracruz bound for the mining areas 
of  Peru and Mexico (Vidal, 2002 and Álvaro Alcántara, 2002). 
The trade of  enslaved people destined for the Americas gave rise 
to a commercial circuit that has been called the triangular trade: 
ships sailed from Europe to Africa loaded with merchandise; 
some of  these trade items were exchanged for enslaved people 
who were then sold in the Americas; with the proceeds of  the 
sale, slave traders bought tropical products such as coffee, cot-
ton or sugar, which they in turn sold in Europe (Velasquez and 
Nieto, 2002). (Velásquez and Nieto, 2012, p. 44).

In the British, French and Dutch Netherlands Antilles, the 
slave trade took off  in the mid-1600s, or half  a century later, 
which, in Brazil, forged a cycle of  sugar and slavery that jumped 
from island to island, reached its apex in the 18th century and 
- unlike Brazil - almost disappeared after the first decade of  the 
19th century. The process emerged in Barbados. By 1645, a rel-
atively poor British island with 800 slaves and 20,000 English-
men, mostly indentured servants, who grew tobacco, cotton and 
indigo. The Dutch’s introduction of  Pernambuco’s sugar tech-
nology transformed the situation. In the following few decades, 
an island with an area six times smaller than Luxembourg, im-
ported a quarter of  the transatlantic flow and generated more 
profit than all the British colonies in North America combined. 

The composition of  the population went from 95% white to 
90% black and slave in two or three generations. The 440,000 
enslaved people who arrived in the following century and a half  
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surpassed the number who entered all the Spanish colonies, with 
the exception of  Cuba, in four centuries. Other islands would 
follow in the footsteps of  Barbados. Next, a few years later, were 
the Dutch Antilles and Guiana joined in the stampede to sug-
ar and slavery in the Caribbean when the Dutch lost Brazil in 
1654. In the next decades these colonies came to receive more 
than a third of  the transatlantic traffic. 

Other islands were incorporated in the last two or three de-
cades of  the century. 

The Danish Antilles received 20,000 slaves. Nevis, a British islet 
in the Lesser Antilles five times smaller than Barbados, imported 
19,000, and Jamaica, 80,000, which represented only a prelude. 
The 18th century witnessed the crest of  the slavery wave and the 
dominance of  the English, French and, to a lesser extent, Dutch 
Caribbean. Five and a quarter million slaves, 57% of  the total traf-
fic, arrived during this century and almost two thirds went to these 
colonies. Jamaica with 920,000 and Haiti with 790,000 excelled in 
this ill-fated trade. But they were not the only ones. Barbados, still 
relegated to third place, imported 312,000; Dutch Guiana 230,000; 
Martinique 163,000; Antigua, St. Kitts, and Grenada more than 
130,000 each; the Danish Antilles 64,000; St. Vincent 53,000; Gua-
deloupe 47,000; Tortola, Nevis, Monserrat and Tobago more than 
12,000, and the list goes on (Moya, 2012, p.328). 

The slave trade in the Spanish Antilles preceded and suc-
ceeded that of  the rest of  the Caribbean. For a century and a 
half, between 1492 and 1640, slaves in the region reached the 
Spanish islands, which then included Jamaica and Trinidad, al-
though the numbers were small: some 16,000, of  which 10,000 
went to Santo Domingo. In 1546 this colony had 12,000 slaves 
and 5,000 Spaniards. Some historians estimate that the num-
ber of  slaves reached about 25,000 by 1582 (Rodríguez Morel, 
1992; González, 2018). Others maintain that four years later 
an epidemic exterminated half  of  them (Moya Pons, 1998, pp. 
45-60). Several other factors slowed the import of  Africans and 
the expansion of  slavery in the next centuries: the decline of  a 
sugar industry unable to compete with the rest of  the Caribbean 
and Brazil, the lack of  money, maroonage and the development 



PHD. CANDIDATE WILSON ENRIQUE GENAO

114  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

of  a peasant economy based on cattle, tobacco and fruits that 
did not lend itself  to a system of  slave exploitation (Silié, 1989; 
Larrazábal Blanco, 1998.).

In 1769, the number of  slaves was less than 9,000 or 14% of  
the population of  Santo Domingo, while in Saint-Domingue, on 
the other side of  the island and with only half  the surface area, 
they exceeded a quarter of  a million and 90% of  the population 
(Geggus, 2001). Puerto Rico is similar to Saint-Domingue in 
the scarcity of  the flow, but not in its temporality, since 90% 
arrived during the last third of  the traffic history (1750-1850) in-
stead of  the first. The number of  slaves rose from 5,037 in 1765 
to 17,536 in 1812 and a peak of  51,216 in 1846. 

However, despite the increase, Puerto Rico continued to be 
a society with slaves rather than a slaveholding society as these 
figures represented between 7% and 11% of  the population, pre-
cisely the opposite of  slave societies of  the Americas where 3% 
to 10% of  the population was free. 

Cuba is a particular, and sometimes exceptional, case in several re-
spects. One is the lateness of  the process. 98% percent of  the slaves 
arrived after 1780 and 92% during the 19th century. Another pecu-
liarity is the high temporal concentration of  the flow. 83% of  the 
slaves arrived in less than half  a century (1816-1860). This level 
of  delay and concentration is unusual in the rest of  the Americas 
(Moya, 2012, p. 329). 

The volume is equally exceptional. More slaves entered Cuba 
in three decades than in the rest of  Spanish America combined 
in three centuries. In this, Cuba shares more with the British 
and French island colonies than with Spanish America, but un-
like Jamaica or Saint-Domingue, etc., where more than 90% 
of  the population was black and slave, the African flood into 
Cuba came to an island that had been a European-settled colony 
that continued to receive Spanish immigrants during the slave 
trade for almost three centuries, and that received more immi-
grants than the total number of  those who entered through the 
slave trade after it came to an end (Naranjo Orovio and García 
González, 1996). 
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In Central American Caribbean, there was also a migratory 
presence of  Africans or their descendants. The appearance of  
the Miskito people in the middle of  the 17th century, resulting 
from miscegenation between the Mayagna Indians and ship-
wrecked Africans, creates a new chapter in the presence of  Af-
rica in Central America. Almost simultaneously, the Garifuna 
people appeared on the island of  San Vicente (Lesser Antilles), 
from where they were deported at the end of  the 18th century 
to the island of  Roatan. 

In 1795, 310 Afro-Caribbeans arrived in Trujillo, Honduras, 
from the island of  Haiti, known as auxiliary or French blacks, 
who declared themselves to be monarchists, commanded by 
Narciso Gil at the service of  the Spaniards. Two years later, the 
Garifuna were thrown by the British in the island of  Roatan, 
after having fought two consecutive wars against the British and 
their pretension of  taking over the island of  San Vicente, a goal 
they finally achieved after the death of  Jospeh Satuye, in 1795.

As can be seen, the African presence in the 19th century in 
the Caribbean at the transoceanic level is linked to the intro-
duction of  slaves. After the abolition of  slavery, transoceanic 
African migrations decreased, and intra-Caribbean migration 
of  Africans or African descendants predominated. 

Intra-Caribbean migrations in the 19th and 20th centuries

The historical period from the end of  Caribbean slavery with 
the beginning of  the Haitian Revolution to the economic de-
pression of  the 1930s was characterized by multiple migrations 
and great intra-Caribbean mobility. For example:

The Haitian Revolution generated emigrations of  various kinds. 
Thousands of  emigrants from different socioeconomic groups left 
Saint Domingue as refugees to neighboring islands such as Cuba 
and Jamaica, but also to the United States... Some 25,000 French 
arrived in North America from the French West Indies, while a 
similar number, including whites, mulattos and their slaves, arrived 
in Santiago de Cuba from 1791 onwards. Jamaica received refugee 
planters who took their captives with them (Africans and Creoles) 
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and also some prisoners of  war as a result of  British intervention 
in the anti-colonial conflict. Puerto Rico also became a refugee 
destination on the French side as well as on the Hispanic side of  
Hispaniola once the revolution exploded and expanded to the East 
(Giovannetti, 2014, p. 597).

In the decades following the French Caribbean crisis, British 
colonies in the region suffered a significant impact in terms of  
migration. On the one hand, the end of  slavery between 1834 
and 1838 motivated internal migrations of  freedmen in territo-
ries such as Jamaica, Trinidad and Guyana while, on the oth-
er hand, the absence of  the labor guarantee embodied in the 
slave system led planters to resort to Asian and African work-
ers hired under conditions of  coercion equivalent to slavery, as 
mentioned earlier.

Between 1835 and 1846, some 19,000 people emigrated from 
the Eastern Caribbean to Trinidad and British Guiana; 50,000 
immigrants from Barbados moved to British Guiana and Trin-
idad between 1850 and 1921; nearly 1,500 did so in Suriname 
(1863-1870), and another 3,500 moved to St. Croix in 1863. 
Overall, the British Antilles suffered a net population loss of  
approximately 130,000 people between 1885 and 1920. 

In the second half  of  the 19th century, emigration from some 
Leeward and Windward islands boomed both to the southern 
eastern Caribbean and northern South America and to the west-
ern Caribbean. In Barbados from 1863 onwards, some 2,500 
people traveled to Antigua and St. Croix (Roberts, 1955, pp. 
250-252). 

By the end of  the 19th century, there was considerable migra-
tion from the British Caribbean to Central America, especially to 
the Panama Isthmus. Those who traveled had created social net-
works that facilitated a continuous flow of  people and news be-
tween the islands and the isthmus. From the 1870s to the 1900s, 
the main migration circuits linked Jamaica with Panama and 
Costa Rica, where the construction of  the canal and the railroad, 
and the expansion of  banana plantations with the United Fruit 
Company employed thousands of  British West Indians. 
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Some migrants traveled under contract to railroad conces-
sionaires, banana exporters or the French canal company. Many 
others traveled on their own and found work in the service econ-
omies of  ports such as Limon, Colon and Panama, or planted 
bananas and edibles in the surrounding rainforest to. Others, 
moving north and south along the coast, created new ties with 
the Anglophone populations of  African origin that had settled 
in the borderlands between the Spanish and English imperial 
dominions in colonial times (Vidal and Román, 2018, pp. 161-
187) in the Bay Islands and northern coast of  Honduras; San 
Andrés and Providencia; Bluefields, San Juan del Norte (Grey-
town), Turtle Bogue; Bocas del Toro and Bastimentos Island.

During the construction of  the French canal, thousands of  
men and women traveled from Martinique and Guadeloupe to 
the Isthmus of  Panama in the 1880s. However, it was not until 
the U.S. government began to recruit laborers in Barbados for 
its own canal project in Panama in 1905, that sustained move-
ment between the eastern and western Caribbean began. Some 
45,000 Barbadians traveled to Panama during the construction 
of  the canal. Thousands of  women and men from other eastern 
Caribbean islands also boarded steamships bound for Panama. 

The construction of  the canal also moved workers from the 
United States where, on the one hand, skilled labor was recruit-
ed, white engineers and technicians who made up the gold roll 
and who were the “Brahmins” of  the Canal, or privileged group, 
and, on the other hand, black workers from New Orleans who 
made up the silver roll also arrived, although under better con-
ditions than the Antilleans. People also arrived from southern 
Europe, especially Spain. In February 1906, the first 500 Span-
iards arrived, and their performance was considered excellent. 
Between that year and 1908:

Twelve thousand Europeans were recruited, including Italians, 
French, Greeks, Portuguese, Armenians and, of  course, Spaniards. 
These workers were generally paid twice as much as the Antilleans, 
so they were considered expensive labor and, in addition, many of  
them became filled with anarchist ideas and tried to organize as-
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semblies and strikes among the workers in the area (Andrés Araúz 
and Pizzurno, 2003, p. 118). 

On the other hand, the movement between Jamaica and 
Cuba included many who fought in the latter’s War of  Inde-
pendence against Spain. The more than 120,000 Jamaicans 
who emigrated to work on the island were part of  a broader 
pattern of  regional Caribbean migration. This intra-Caribbean 
movement also included a large number of  people from Bar-
bados, Curaçao, Suriname, Guyana, Trinidad and Venezuela 
who went to work in Cuba. During the 19th century, there was 
an amorphous labor system in Cuba that employed enslaved 
people, free workers and contract workers simultaneously until 
1886 when slavery was abolished. Migration increased between 
1898 and 1938 when Cuba received more than 140,000 black 
immigrants from the British Caribbean, who worked in the sug-
ar industry and its derived companies, as well as in the coffee 
and fruit plantations, railroads, etc. Like other intra-Caribbean 
migrations, migrants were mainly young men engaged in agri-
culture and laborers, in general.

Although there are no exact numbers, it is known that the 
railroad project concentrated thousands between 1850 and 1855 
in Panama, most of  them Jamaicans. 

Later in the 19th century, another wave of  immigrants arrived when 
a French company began building the canal through the isthmus. 
During the peak year of  construction (1880-1889), tens of  thou-
sands of  Caribbean workers were employed and again, most were 
from Jamaica. It is estimated that eighty-four thousand people left 
Jamaica in that period, and twenty of  them never returned. These 
travelers were people in search not only of  work, adventure, or op-
portunity, but of  something new in their lives, a respite from the 
oppressive conditions of  their homeland (Johnson, 2011, p. 11). 

The willingness of  Caribbean workers to migrate to new op-
portunities immediately after emancipation continued into the 
20th century, leaving its mark on receiving countries around the 
world. Abolition was a tragedy, they were left without protec-
tion, without maintenance and without land or tools, they were 
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unemployed, and hunger drove them to emigrate. The end of  
slavery changed into wage labor. As they did in Panama, Carib-
bean workers also migrated to Costa Rica in the 1870s to work 
on the railroad and banana plantations where the United Fruit 
Company played an important role. Workers came from several 
islands, but the arrival of  Jamaicans to Costa Rica intensified 
after 1873, and they became the main immigrant group on the 
Costa Rican Caribbean coast from that time on.

On the other hand, Belize and Honduras have also been his-
torically linked to the Caribbean. Here, the demographic col-
lapse of  the indigenous populations led to the forced relocation 
of  thousands of  Africans, especially in Belize, to work in the 
lumber industry in the 18th century, resulting in a majority of  
Afro-descendants, surrounded by indigenous and mestizo com-
munities. In fact, these divergent trajectories meant that, by the 
mid-nineteenth century, Belize and Honduras were quite differ-
ent, the former being largely black and Creole, while Honduras 
was mainly mestizo. 

In Puerto Rico, Cuba and the Dominican Republic, a mi-
gratory dynamic developed during this period. Puerto Rico has 
been linked to migration since the beginning of  the 19th centu-
ry. It received 1,421 Caribbean immigrants between 1800 and 
1850. There were 274 immigrants from Saint Domingue, 260 
from Curaçao, 140 from Martinique and 108 from Guadeloupe, 
while Saint Thomas and Saint Croix generated 210 and 118 re-
spectively. In addition, there was the phenomenon of  maritime 
maroonage as well as the kidnapping of  freedmen and slaves 
who would eventually be forced to work on Puerto Rican plan-
tations (Chinea, 2005, pp.116-118). 

The change of  colonial regime in 1898 and the control of  the 
United States did not pose an obstacle for the flow of  hired Ca-
ribbean immigrants, although in the transition to the 20th cen-
tury, in parallel with the arrival of  immigrant workers, Puerto 
Ricans emigrated in search of  sustenance, mainly to Cuba, the 
Dominican Republic and outside the Caribbean to the Hawai-
ian archipelago in the Pacific (Rosario Natal, 2001). 
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In the Antilles, Cuba and the Dominican Republic were the 
preferred destination for Puerto Rican and Caribbean labor in 
general in the 20th century. The U.S. control over these territo-
ries constituted what historian Eric Williams called the Ameri-
can sugar empire materialized by the agro-export plantations in 
the Hispanic Antilles (Williams, 1984, pp-428-430). However, 
as early as the 19th century, the Dominican Republic received 
immigrants from the eastern Caribbean, known as Cocolo. The 
migration of  Puerto Ricans was channeled through the domi-
nance of  the South Porto Rico sugar Company that operated 
at both ends of  the Mona Canal with the Central Guánica in 
Puerto Rico and the Central Romana in the Dominican Repub-
lic. Between 1912, when Central Romana’s operations took off, 
and 1920 there were an estimated 1,500 workers from Puerto 
Rico (García Muñiz, 2010, pp. 430-451). 

In 1916, agroexport companies were strengthened by the 
military occupation of  the United States. They had previous-
ly occupied Haiti in 1915, which facilitated the recruitment of  
labor across the border, giving way to the increase of  Haitian 
migrants. During the military occupation, a total of  150,000 
Haitians entered Dominican territory without considering ille-
gal entries (Lundahl and Vargas, 1983, p. 119).

Haitian labor not only went eastward but also westward by 
sea, reaching the island of  Cuba where the sugar industry was 
stimulated by U.S. capital and the war economy, leading to the 
dance of  the millions in the second decade of  the century. From 
1912 to 1938, the total number of  Haitian immigrants amount-
ed to 190,398. From 1898 to the end of  the 1930s, an estimated 
33,461inmigrants came from Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic 
and Central America and 23,391 from the eastern Caribbean 
islands. This reflects Cuba’s high position as the main sugar pro-
ducer in the region, which attracted workforce. 
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Final reflection

Transoceanic migrations from Europe, Asia and Africa, as 
well as intra-Caribbean movements during the 19th century and 
the first half  of  the 20th century demonstrate one of  the charac-
teristics of  Caribbean history: the constant flow of  population 
movement in the region. Migrations produced by the European 
conquest and colonization, the forced migration of  black slaves 
and the large flows of  Europeans and Asians during the 19th 
and early 20th centuries. In addition, interregional, border or 
extra regional particularities also constituted a scenario of  hu-
man mobility that contributed significantly to the diversity of  
Caribbean societies. 

The 19th and 20th centuries were characterized by the devel-
opment of  large-scale migrations involving all continents, with 
the Americas and the Caribbean being the main destinations. 
Around 60 million people moved to the American continent 
from the first decades of  the 19th century until the 1930s,

Migratory flows of  Asians and Africans -both voluntary and 
forced- are consubstantial to the social and historical identity of  
the Caribbean. In some cases, as identity components of  pres-
ent-day societies and, in others, as stable ethnic enclaves that 
remain today. 

Asian migration to the Caribbean, although moderate in 
magnitude, was significant and involved diverse groups at dif-
ferent historical moments. The first group of  Asians to arrive 
in the Americas in significant numbers, the Chinese, did so un-
der harsh conditions, as the coolie system was in many ways 
related to slavery. That type of  migration was characterized by 
the absolute predominance of  men, and it is noteworthy that 
the proportion of  women is generally low, even among more 
recent Chinese immigrants. In turn, the migration of  people 
from Levant, mostly of  Syrian Lebanese origin, also illustrates 
another mode of  successful insertion into a receiving society. 
This occurred in line with the traditional model of  European 
migration: a self-motivated movement of  individuals in search 
of  better economic opportunities. 
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African migration was mostly linked to slavery and to a less-
er degree during the 19th and 20th centuries. Since the abolition 
of  slavery, intra-Caribbean migration has predominated. The 
African presence has contributed immensely to the social for-
mation of  much of  the Caribbean. It is a history of  immigration 
that includes cultural continuities, adaptation strategies, forms 
of  sociability, development of  collective identities, processes of  
acculturation and assimilation, formation of  ethnic stereotypes, 
symbolism and longing for return. 

Intra-Caribbean migration, largely of  a socioeconomic na-
ture, was marked during the 20th century by the way in which 
the United States consolidated its hegemony in the Caribbean. 
From the building of  railroads in Central America, to banana 
and sugar plantations and the Panama Canal, the U.S. presence 
was tangible because of  its geopolitical and commercial inter-
ests and economic needs. 

Finally, the second half  of  the 20th century and the first de-
cades of  the 21st century were marked by important changes in 
migration dynamics, which need to be addressed in more depth, 
especially how migrants such as the Chinese became commer-
cially established and their political implications today. 
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This essay has three main objectives: to describe Chinese 
migrations to the Caribbean sub-region known today in some 
circles as the Gulf-Caribbean; to outline the economic, social 
and cultural adaptations of  these migrants to their new environ-
ments; and to ponder the extent of  racial and ethnic prejudice 
in the formation and configuration of  their communities. Al-
though our observations will refer primarily to the 19th century 
and the first half  of  the 20th century, we will briefly discuss the 
Chinese presence in these spaces during the colonial era and 
from 1950 onwards. 

For our purposes, the Gulf-Caribbean includes areas of  the 
United States of  America and its Mexican counterpart (United 
States of  Mexico). Since the history of  these territories cannot 
be separated from that of  other national spaces, the essay dis-
cusses events, patterns and national policies that contextualize 
and explain the phenomena observed in the areas correspond-
ing to the Gulf-Caribbean. The migration and adaptation of  the 
Chinese-among other groups of  Asians-to various parts of  the 
Americas faced powerful prejudices, as well as intense econom-
ic and political forces that underpinned the movement of  people 
from one country to another, and also within each nation.
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A Caribbean space: the Gulf-Caribbean

Integral Caribbean studies involve a key preliminary task, not 
always easy to accomplish: the definition and demarcation of  
the space, as well as of  the human groups under investigation. 
Defining the Caribbean as a unit has always faced the difficulty 
of  bringing together a large number of  geographically, political-
ly, ethnically and linguistically distinct societies. It consists of  
hundreds of  islands, islets and cays surrounded on three sides 
by a dozen continental nations and, in all of  them, very hetero-
geneous populations that faithfully reflect the ethnic and polit-
ical-social history of  the Americas. To achieve the aforemen-
tioned global study, at different times they have been grouped 
under various criteria: geographical, sociocultural and linguis-
tic, commercial, environmental and geopolitical, among others 
(Gaztambide Géigel, 1997; Mintz, 1971; Funes Monzote, 2013; 
von Grafenstein Gareis & Muñoz Mata, 2000). Thus, any study 
of  the region that seeks to generalize beyond individual cases 
must begin with a clear definition of  why and how the harmo-
nizing exercise is carried out.

Most of  the chapters in this book on the Chinese presence 
in the Caribbean attempt to understand the subject, not glob-
ally, but partially: particular themes, subregions, countries, or 
individual societies. In this chapter we will focus on a variant 
of  the subdivision of  the Caribbean called Gulf-Caribbean by 
Von Grafenstein, Muñoz and Nelfken. For these scholars, the 
Gulf-Caribbean subregion consists of  “the two maritime basins 
with which Mexico borders on its eastern side” (von Grafen-
stein Gareis & Muñoz Mata, 2000, p. 12). They point out that, 
from the foundation of  the Viceroyalty of  New Spain in 1521, 
the idea of  an expansive frontier that encompassed the coasts of  
the Gulf  of  Mexico belonging to the Spanish territories, togeth-
er with the Antilles that also belonged to Spain at first, began 
to emerge in the imagination of  imperial officials, admirals and 
merchants. Now, just as the aforementioned historians point out 
that the idea of  the Gulf-Caribbean could undergo, and in fact 
has undergone, variations according to the interest and crite-
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ria one approaches it with (geographic, commercial, strategic, 
and others), for the purposes of  this essay we have expanded it 
to include the maritime basin of  the United States in the Gulf  
of  Mexico. In other words, in this essay, the Gulf-Caribbean is 
not limited to Mexico’s eastern border only; it encompasses the 
coasts of  its northern neighbor that circumnavigate the waters 
of  the Gulf  as well.12 

We will discuss Chinese migrations and sociocultural adap-
tations in the semicircular arc that, in its eastern portion, begins 
on the west coast of  the state of  Florida and reaches the Mexican 
border with Belize in a southwestern direction (see Map 1).

12 The conception of  the Gulf-Caribbean tends to vary somewhat, even in 
the work of  its main exponent, Johana von Grafenstein. In some of  her 
works, the space thus denominated includes the entire Greater Caribbean, 
from Florida to the Guyanas (von Grafenstein, 2003). In the present essay 
we give it a somewhat more limited twist, although we add the U.S. states 
bordering the Gulf  of  Mexico.

Source: National Geographic Map Maker Interactive.

Map 1. The Gulf-Caribbean of  the United States and Mexico. 
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In this definition of  the Gulf-Caribbean, we will refer to 
eleven of  the states that make up the most populous nations of  
North America: The United States of  America with five (Flor-
ida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Texas) and Mexico 
with six (Tamaulipas, Veracruz, Tabasco, Campeche, Yucatán 
and Quintana Roo). 

Two types of  settlements will be analyzed: those that resulted 
from planned or contracted migrations, commonly composed of  
migrant clusters, and those formed by individual migrants. The 
two are not opposed, but sequential: contracted individuals who 
did not return to the country of  origin often moved of  their own 
free will within the destination country or perhaps moved to an 
adjacent one. Thus, these were secondary migrations, as they are 
known in sociology. Moreover, migrants who used to move back 
and forth did not lose contact with other communities in the Chi-
nese diaspora, nor with the Asian collectivities of  origin. For all 
these reasons, it is not possible in this paper to refer only to the 
Gulf-Caribbean coastal zones without taking into consideration 
the totality of  the territories- state, regional, national, or even 
international-in which they are inserted. Although our primary 
interest lies in the subregion, we will discuss events and develop-
ments in other areas that are relevant to the subregional study.

Background and context: the first Chinese migrations to the 
Americas

Asian migrations to the Americas, of  which the Chinese, 
Japanese, Indians and Filipinos have been the most important, 
began in the 16th century. After the Castilian conquest of  the 
Philippine islands (1521) and the establishment of  regular trade 
with New Spain several decades later (1565), groups of  Asians, 
mostly Filipinos at first, spread from Acapulco (the arrival port) 
to different regions of  the viceroyalty and the Empire. Over 
time, these migrants-voluntary and forced-linked the Asian and 
North American continents long before the traffic of  the great 
migratory contingents of  the 19th century was foreshadowed.
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Organized and regular trade firmly linked China with the 
Americas during the colonial centuries. The cargo of  the annual 
ship called the Manila Galleon, popularly known as “the Chi-
nese vessel,” comprised a high percentage of  goods of  Chinese 
origin. This commercial bridge introduced the vast kingdom to 
Spanish-Americans and vice versa. Moreover, it is logical to as-
sume that sailors and merchants of  that nationality moved, the 
latter with their goods, to the port cities of  the Americas, with 
those of  New Spain at the forefront (Cervera Jiménez, 2020, p. 
80-81; Slack Jr., 2009). 

These merchants must have been among the first Chinese 
migrants to arrive in the Gulf-Caribbean, although there are no 
records of  this. What is known is that since the founding of  
the Manila Galleon, thousands of  “Chinese slaves” were sent 
and many free people arrived in New Spain to work in fairs, 
mines, handicrafts, haciendas, domestic work and others (Oro-
peza Keresey, 2011, p. 36). The Crown, which prohibited the 
enslavement of  subjects of  the monarch of  Castile (later of  
Spain), such as the Filipinos, did not support such trafficking 
in general terms, but did not stop it. In documents of  the time, 
the captives received the generic name of  “Chinese”, without 
distinction of  their origins in Asia. The general point is that, as 
Oropeza Keresey points out, the Manila Galleon facilitated “a 
great cultural and commercial exchange, as well as... migrations 
in both directions, which significantly influenced the develop-
ment of  both societies” (Oropeza Keresey, 2011, p. 5).

“Chinese vessels” were among the largest ships in the world 
at the time. In the archives, there are records of  voyages whose 
crew included a large number of  “Chinese” - that is, Asians in 
general - many of  whom did not return to their ports of  origin 
after the fairs were held in Acapulco (Álvarez López, 2020). A 
not insignificant portion of  the documented Asian migrants set-
tled in cities such as Mexico, Puebla and Veracruz. Slack notes 
that Asians who arrived in the Manila Galleon were dispersed 
throughout many cities in New Spain, most of  them in the cen-
tral band of  present-day Mexican territory (Slack Jr., 2009). 
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It should also be remembered that Veracruz was the most 
active commercial port in the viceroyalty and therefore served 
as a powerful magnet for immigrants from other parts of  New 
Spain and beyond. Anyone living there could easily move to 
New Orleans, a port city on the mouth of  the Mississippi where 
intercolonial and transatlantic trade increased markedly during 
the Spanish occupation (1762-1801). As Ingersoll rightly points 
out, in these years the demographic and economic development 
of  the city depended considerably on immigrants from many 
origins (Ingersoll, 1991, p. 181). There is no doubt that a certain 
number of  them would have been Chinese, in the sense in which 
the word was used to refer to Asians-mainly Filipinos-and that, 
of  these, some would have been natives of  continental China 
(Jung, 2006, pp. 6-10).

Migration and race: Chinese and the American kaleidoscope.

During the last six decades of  the 19th century, Chinese were 
one of  several groups of  Asians-believed to be the largest-to cross 
the Pacific Ocean and settle in the Americas. Others were the so-
called “East Indians” (natives of  the Indian subcontinent), the 
Japanese and the Filipinos. All these groups, as we have seen, 
had used the “the Chinese vessel” as a bridge to the Americas in 
colonial times. Now the destinations would be more varied and 
distant: United States, Perú, Brazil, Cuba and Mexico would fig-
ure as the principal ones. Unlike migrants of  the colonial period, 
many of  those who arrived between 1840 and 1900 did so as 
contracted braceros or workers recruited through trickery and 
ruses by powerful maritime companies and destined to replace 
former slaves in plantation economies or to supply the need for 
labor in mines and railroads (Hu-Dehart & López, 2008, p. 14). 
Contracts typically extended for periods of  three, five or eight 
years. These braceros from China or India were often called “coo-
lies”, a pejorative term applied to certain Asians of  very low so-
cial status. The coolie trade, also known as the yellow trade, last-
ed from 1847 to 1874, and in those 27 years transported about 
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one million Chinese, most of  them from the southern province 
of  Guandong or Canton (Gonzales, 1989, p. 390).

Some Chinese emigrants boarded ships for their long voyage 
without being contracted for fixed periods. They were considered 
“credit ticket” or “free” emigrants. They were usually indebted 
to some person for the cost of  the passage, after which they were 
presumed to be free of  all coercion. According to Meagher, “in 
neither case was the emigrant truly free, and once in the clutch-
es of  his employer or creditor, he was often reduced to virtual 
slavery for an indefinite period, if  not for life”. A small minority 
paid their own travel expense, and these were considered truly 
free; but the vast majority, this author concludes, “were too poor 
to pay and were therefore at the mercy of  unscrupulous brokers 
and merchants” (Meagher, 2008, location 4251).

In almost every nation or colony where these migrants set-
tled, they were considered “desirable” as a labor force, but not 
as potential citizens. This was the fundamental ambiguity that 
led, over the years, to vacillating and contradictory policies to-
wards Asians, and to persistent subordination brought about by 
attitudes of  disdain or contempt. As in so much else, the core 
issue in the Americas turned out to be the perception of  differ-
ences based on “race”; that is, ideas formulated about the Other 
on the basis of  a combination of  phenotype-a person’s observ-
able traits-and ethnicity or culture.

In almost all receiving societies, certain racial characteristics, 
particularly those attributed to “Whites”, were distinguished and 
valued more highly. Throughout the Americas, the “White” Eu-
ropean migrant was equated with “desirable person”, especially 
in matters of  immigration and colonization. In some countries, 
especially those initially colonized by the English, such as the 
United States, “White” used to be defined very strictly, accord-
ing to a rigid genetic criterion. From what racial stock did he/
she come? Who were his/her grandparents and what was his/
her “race”? In racially categorizing a person, his or her phe-
notype or appearance was only used as an accessory to genet-
ics. “White”, in short, was anyone who did not have African, 
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Native American or Asian ancestry; or, in the final analysis, 
underappreciated phenotypic traits. Although prevailing racial 
standards set gradations among those considered “non-White”, 
Asians and particularly Chinese came to be treated as undesir-
able and even despicable immigrants.

On the other hand, in the Luso-Hispanic regions of  the 
Americas, where for historical and cultural reasons there was 
more freedom for sexual relations between people of  different 
phenotypes (or “racial” groups), many more phenotypic gra-
dations emerged since the Conquest than in Anglo-Saxon ter-
ritories. Between this range of  phenotypes and the practice of  
classifying people racially there was an essential synchrony. In 
other words, as a rainbow of  appearances emerged, accompa-
nied by a set of  ancestral and cultural expressions, a more fluid 
and flexible system of  racial classification developed, less rig-
id or prescriptive than the Anglo-Saxon one. This was a quint-
essential social construction of  race based on phenotypes, not 
genotypes. Social construction entails the act of  defining and 
categorizing racial groups, and identifying those who consti-
tute them, all in the context of  powerful historical, economic, 
and political forces (Broman and Duster, 2015, p. 833). In the 
Luso-Hispanic experience, to which Mexico obviously adheres, 
racial categories tend to be defined, not by genetics primarily, 
but by one’s perception of  a person’s appearance, as well as by 
his or her cultural traits. It is not that ancestry does not count, 
but that it counts less; the observational act, the situational and 
interpersonal dynamics, tend to be worth more than the calcu-
lus of  ancestry.

Although these two models of  racial classification were ap-
plied, roughly speaking, in English versus Luso-Hispanic col-
onies, respectively (and in French colonies as well, to some 
extent), the presence of  Chinese and other Asians in the Unit-
ed States and Mexico complicated and confused them. While 
Asian migrants were primarily classified as “non-White” in 
the vast majority of  settler societies, such as Australia, Canada 
and the United States, there were notable exceptions. In U.S. 
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Gulf-Caribbean territories, racial boundaries were drawn less 
rigidly than in places like California, for example. In Louisiana, 
where social norms had been formulated during long periods 
of  French and Spanish rule, the racial barrier separating Asians 
from Whites proved to be quite porous. Young notes that in the 
late 19th century, children of  Chinese and White parents in that 
state were often enrolled as one group or the other, with no ap-
parent discrimination. Well into the twentieth century, however, 
as barriers between blacks and Whites in the once-slave South 
intensified and the segregationist system known as Jim Crow 
was installed, many of  the children of  Chinese were placed on 
the racial scale as either White or Black, and the category of  
“Chinese” fell into disuse (Young, 2014). In short, in the ele-
mentary binomial of  “Black” and “White” there was no room 
for an Asian racial classification.

In Mexico, the category of  “Chinese” suffered a similar dis-
placement. Since the end of  the 19th century, many Mexican 
intellectuals and the State itself  put forward the idea that the fu-
sion between Indians and Whites-mestizaje-was the cornerstone 
of  Mexicanness. What was barely externalized in this defense 
of  racial fusion was that the appearance of  the mestizo would 
eliminate the indigenous, an exclusion considered an advance 
for the country. The Mexican Revolution (1910-17) elevated this 
notion of  mestizaje-belief  in disguised White supremacy, as has 
been suggested-into xenophobia. In the years immediately af-
ter the Revolution, as Young notes, Chinese, Jews and Blacks 
were excluded from the national mestizo project. Very similar 
processes of  exclusion operated in nations in which Chinese mi-
gration had constituted important communities, such as Cuba, 
Perú and the United States. “Consequently, in both Latin Amer-
ica and Anglo America, the Chinese, and Asians in general, [be-
came] outsiders and threatening persons against whom national 
identity could be forged” (Young, 2014, p. 15).
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The 19th century: preliminary considerations

Let us briefly return to the first migrations of  Asians to New 
Spain. Transpacific voyages from Cavite (Manila) to Acapul-
co ended in 1815 and, as a result, the flow between Asia and 
the Americas stopped for a while. Near the second half  of  the 
19th century, it would restart in greater numbers and in a more 
planned manner. 

Around c. 1840, the demographic and political conditions of  
migrant-receiving societies in the Americas took a fundamental 
turn. As a result, migration patterns were forever altered. The 
demand for Asian braceros became acute in some countries for 
two main reasons. First, the economies of  the region became 
better integrated with the capitalist world system on the basis 
of  the production and marketing of  high-value agricultural or 
mining products (e.g., sugar, coffee, tobacco, indigo, cotton, sil-
ver, guano and others). Second, Caribbean slaves who obtained 
their freedom, at least nominally, between 1834 and 1886 by 
abandoning, in many cases, agricultural work, left a vacuum 
of  workers subject to the strict control of  the owners. The con-
junction of  these two factors increased the demand for braceros 
capable of  meeting two inescapable conditions: low cost and 
easy submission and domination. 

In some countries and colonies, this lack of  workers was 
felt after emancipation. This was the case in the British West 
Indies, where slavery was abolished between 1834 and 1838, 
the French West Indies (1848) and, partially at least, in Perú 
(1854).13 In some U.S. states the demand for arms was acutely 
felt after the early abolition of  slavery, as in California; but it 
was also felt in the slaveholding South, where the onset of  the 
Civil War (1861-65) presaged the end of  the centuries-old insti-
tution. In other places, such as Cuba, the demand for workers 

13 Importation of  Chinese braceros to Perú in large groups began in 1847, 
that is, before the formal abolition. The bulk of  the importation, which 
totaled about 100,000 braceros, occurred between that year and 1874 (Gon-
zales, 1989, p. 387).
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under the strict control of  sugar capital began to translate into 
imports of  contract workers many years before the liberation of  
slaves was decreed, which occurred belatedly in 1886. In this 
case, the contracted Chinese braceros worked side by side with 
enslaved Africans in the sugar cane fields or in the sugar mills.

Chinese migrations to North America in the 19th century: 
the case of the United States.

Having seen some of  the challenges that the Chinese faced 
in what Hall calls “societies structured by domination”, we will 
discuss in the following sections the patterns of  Chinese im-
migration in the countries of  interest to us: United States and 
Mexico (Hall, 1980). We will begin with general discussions 
and then review the information pertaining to the Gulf-Carib-
bean subregion.

In the United States, the exclusion of  non-Whites was acute-
ly felt among Chinese population. Despite the demand for bra-
ceros created by the California Gold Rush, which began in 1849, 
the government of  that state imposed strong restrictions of  
movement and special taxes onto Chinese immigrants. In 1862, 
the same state banned the importation of  the highly racial-
ized coolies, considering them unfair competitors in the labor 
market, where they allegedly sold their labor at a lower price. 
In the anti-Chinese discourse already emerging in California 
and other states, Chinese coolies were branded as nothing less 
than “relics of  slavery” and “slaves and serfs” from another era 
(Jung, 2006, p. 170).

That same year (1862), after an intense period of  importa-
tion of  “coolies” from China, India, and various points in the 
Caribbean (e.g., British Guyana and Cuba), the traffic was pro-
hibited by the U.S. federal government. The primary argument 
was related to Black slavery. It was not enough to abolish the 
African slave trade; the chains of  servitude also had to be abol-
ished in their Asian manifestations. The Civil War (1861-65) 
and the decline of  the enslaved population posed a labor chal-
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lenge to Southern magnates who believed they saw the solution 
to the looming labor shortage in the coolie traffic. Congress, 
however, clipped the wings to this illusion and banned the trade 
within the United States the same year that California outlawed 
braceros trade in its territory.

It is not difficult to visualize why coolie trade was confused 
with that of  enslaved Africans., A mutiny occurred aboard the 
ship Norway in 1864, about which journalist Edgar Holden 
wrote a first-hand account in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. 
The ambiguity that existed in the traffic is clearly seen in his 
gloss of  the mutineers.

Although the Norway looked like a slave ship, it was unclear 
whether all the emigrants were being taken against their will. 
The ship was equipped like a slave ship with iron bars over the 
holds and armed guards. However, when a government official 
boarded the ship before departure to ask if  any of  the passen-
gers were unwilling emigrants, only one stepped forward and 
was released. Holden made it clear that coercion and misrep-
resentation were used to recruit the coolies, but the unwilling-
ness of  the emigrants to leave the ship also suggests that they 
were somewhat willing participants in the enterprise. Whether 
coerced or not, conditions in the Macau barracks were appall-
ing, leading many Chinese to die of  disease or commit suicide 
before leaving port (Young, 2014, p. 22).

It is hard to think that the response on an African trafficking 
ship to an offer of  instant release would have been so meager, so 
the two bracero trades must be considered essentially disparate.

For the abolitionists, coolie trade was a priority issue be-
cause, in addition to being a trade in coerced persons deprived 
of  freedom of  movement-as in the African slave trade-it injected 
elements considered “threatening” and “undesirable” into so-
ciety and, therefore, excludable. Lee calls this type of  general-
ized exclusion of  Asians (i.e., not only Chinese) in the Americas 
“hemispheric orientalism”, in the sense given by Edward Said 
to the word “orientalism”: a discourse about the exoticism of  
Asians that delimited European and Anglo-Saxon “superiority” 
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before them. The historian identifies a “transnational anti-Asian 
racism” that, according to her, manifested itself  in a coordinat-
ed manner in several countries of  the Americas, even in places 
where the prevailing racial criteria tended to be more phenotyp-
ical than genetic (e.g., Mexico) (Lee, 2005; Said, 1979). 

Some historians believe that the prohibition of  the coolie 
trade, signed into law during the Civil War, began a long and 
progressive history of  racial exclusion, not only of  the Chinese, 
but of  many groups disparaged as “defective”. To be sure, there 
were those who opposed such exclusion. Abolitionists, for ex-
ample, whose struggle against Black slavery had been bloody 
in their own country, supported the prohibition of  the infa-
mous coolie traffic and objected to the humiliating treatment 
of  Chinese immigrants per se, whom they saw as people from 
an older and more robust civilization (Garrison, 1902; Young, 
2014). The voices of  these dissenters, however, were always in 
the minority. Opponents of  Chinese immigration succeeded in 
convincing many of  the need to avoid the “pollution” that these 
braceros would introduce both, in California where the newcom-
ers were concentrated, and across the nation.

Over time, exclusion became more crudely ethnic and racial. 
During the 1870s, California passed several statutes restricting 
the immigration of  “Orientals”. In 1878 the federal court in San 
Francisco ruled that Chinese immigrants could not be natural-
ized because they were of  the “Mongol race” and “non-White” 
(Young, 2014, p. 102). Four years later the government in Wash-
ington passed the cruelest and most encompassing of  Chinese 
exclusion statutes: the Chinese Exclusion Act of  1882, which out-
lawed the immigration of  natives of  that eastern country, not 
only because they competed with others in the labor market, but 
also because allegedly their origin, physiognomy and culture 
made them incompatible with the American population. It was, 
so to speak, a forceful version of  hemispheric Orientalism, but 
this time in the American nation that received the most Chinese 
immigrants during the 19th and 20th centuries.
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This law was in force until 1943; in other words, for almost 
sixty years the United States prohibited Chinese immigration 
into its territory, with few exceptions. Some of  them did man-
age to cross the borders with Mexico and Canada and settle 
in places such as San Francisco, California; it is estimated that 
some 17,300 people did so between 1982 and 1920 (Lee, 2002, 
p. 55). Due to the Chinese Exclusion Act, the population of  
this origin remained at lower levels than might be expected, in 
view of  the accelerated economic and demographic develop-
ment of  the country. However, although the population of  this 
group decreased during those years of  exclusion, it continued to 
be higher than that of  all other American countries. As will be 
seen in the subsequent discussion, Mexico followed the pattern 
of  rejection adopted by its northern neighbor although the rea-
sons given-and the historical contexts in which they were situat-
ed-were very different.

Chinese migrations to North America in the 19th century: 
the case of Mexico

In fact, Chinese immigration to Mexico was like the obverse 
of  that which we have outlined for the United States during the 
19th and early 20th centuries. With the link that the Manila 
Galleon had established between the East and the Americas, 
mainly the territory that would later become Mexico-a link that 
was broken in 1815-businessmen and officials of  the new na-
tion faced a shortage of  labor similar to that of  their neighbors 
to the North. The recruitment of  overseas migrants seemed to 
many a possible remedy to the problem. Generally speaking, 
they preferred European settlers for primarily racist reasons, but 
since these folks did not apply themselves voluntarily to certain 
trades, either because of  the strenuousness of  the tasks, the in-
hospitable climate, the low wages, or a combination of  these 
factors, they turned to Asian laborers. In addition to the most 
difficult tasks of  the colonial period, such as mining, in the 19th 
century the construction of  railroads and work in vast agricul-
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tural extensions, whose products were exported to markets in 
Europe or the United States, were added to the most difficult 
tasks of  that period. Given their servile condition and the diffi-
culty, at least in the short term, of  returning to their points of  or-
igin, Chinese braceros could fully meet the need of  the moment: 
a submissive labor force disconnected from their usual family 
and social contexts.

Initially, the demands of  Mexican businessmen went unheed-
ed, and both the coolies and individual migrants headed mainly 
to the United States, as we have seen. From there a few crossed 
the border and settled in northern Mexico, where they engaged 
in construction projects and mining work. In the mid-19th cen-
tury, only 20 of  the 250 foreign residents in Mazatlán (Sinaloa) 
were Chinese. However, the presence of  this small group fore-
shadowed the arrival of  a larger contingent of  Chinese in later 
years (Jingsheng, 2006).

Chinese communities grew notably during the last quarter of  
the 19th century, especially in northern Mexico and Baja Cali-
fornia. These were the years when Chinese exclusion north of  
the Mexican border began to take effect. Hu-Dehart notes that 
the expansion of  key sectors of  the Mexican economy during 
the Porfiriato (Porfirio Díaz’s regime from 1876 to 1880 and 
1884 to 1911) attracted a significant number of  these immi-
grants, many of  whom had been driven out or at least excluded 
from the United States, either by increasingly frequent and hurt-
ful anti-Chinese expressions or by the Chinese Exclusion Act 
of  1882. These Chinese who arrived in Mexico after 1875 were 
part of  the economic development process pursued during the 
Porfiriato. Mining, the construction of  railroads and other in-
frastructure works, and haciendas producing valuable products 
attracted a large volume of  foreign investment, especially from 
North America and Europe to which Mexican investment was 
added. Chinese took advantage of  the economic expansion, not 
to work in capitalist-industrial tasks, but to enter the lower lev-
els of  the economy, such as local commerce. By the end of  the 
Porfiriato, “Hu-Dehart concludes, “they had become the domi-
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nant component of  the new petty-bourgeois class” (Hu-DeHart, 
1980, p. 276).

Chinese immigration to Sonora and their economic achieve-
ments incited friction between them and the native Mexican 
population. Despite the fact that the trades in which many Chi-
nese were engaged in commerce had not been previously occu-
pied by Mexicans, but of  a new kind, their success fueled suspi-
cion and mistrust among the native population. The nationalist 
wave unleashed by the Mexican Revolution (1910-20) heated up 
the feelings of  those who perceived the Chinese as a hindrance 
to their ambitions for social advancement. 

The turbulent revolutionary years produced a “robust na-
tionalism in the discourses and practices of  the revolution-
aries”, Yankelevich notes. This “crystallized in a constitution-
al ordinance that instituted a series of  safeguards in favor of  
Mexicans” (Yankelevich, 2015, pp. 1732-33). In places where 
Chinese immigrants had been prominent, countless local ordi-
nances were directed against those who had emerged as a visi-
ble and prosperous community: prohibitions against their exer-
cise of  certain trades, local tax hikes only on them, prohibitions 
against renting property,, and many others. “The purpose was 
to make life so difficult, business so unprofitable”, Hu-Dehart 
points out, “that the Chinese would not want to stay in Mex-
ico any longer. There were organized xenophobic campaigns 
against these immigrants, whom the ultra-patriot leagues or 
juntas came to consider “corrupters of  the homeland” (Hu-De-
Hart, 1980, p. 290).  

Anti-Chinese racism was the order of  the day in those north-
ern strips of  Mexico-mainly Sonora, Sinaloa and Coahui-
la-where the bulk of  migrant communities had put down roots. 
Their relative prosperity in the midst of  the stormy Revolution 
made them more visible and vulnerable. On May 5, 1911 in Tor-
reón, Coahiula state, anti-Chinese hatred turned into a horrific 
massacre, in which forces of  Francisco Madero’s army mur-
dered 303 Chinese and five Japanese (Craib III, 1996). “The 
streets of  Torreón at three o’clock in the afternoon were covered 
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with corpses...”, journalist Delfino Ríos wrote in dismay; “the 
consternation in which the city was left in is indescribable, there 
are no words with which to express it” (Nájar, 2015).

There were exceptions to this pattern of  xenophobia and 
racism during the chaotic years of  the Revolution. In a very 
detailed study of  the Chinese in Baja California Norte, Cardiel 
Marín stresses that in this state, the corrupt military governor 
Esteban Cantú Jiménez, determined to isolate his territory from 
the ravages of  the Revolution throughout most of  Mexico and 
thus enrich himself  from illicit dealings, recognized the im-
portance of  the state’s small but growing Chinese community. 
Cantú promoted their immigration, extended benefits to private 
companies to bring them in and made contacts with U.S. banks 
and officials to allow braceros to enter; in short, he did every-
thing possible to bring them in. The failure of  his attempts does 
not negate the intention of  this caudillo to incorporate more 
Chinese into his economic projects for Baja California Norte 
and its capital city, Mexicali. It is therefore significant that the 
Chinese community in the state grew from 850 people in 1910 
to 2,873 a decade later, during the turbulent years of  the Revo-
lution (Cardiel Marín, 1997).

For Chinese in Sonora, where the largest concentration of  
Chinese in Mexico was found, post-revolutionary years meant 
increase and prosperity of  the community as well as disaster, 
due to the harassment they suffered there. Although the com-
munity grew, in part because of  the impediments that the Unit-
ed States imposed on its territory, anti-Chinese campaigns did 
not abate. Although the businesses that belonged to them pros-
pered, the racist seed sown during the Revolution would ger-
minate a few years later. When the world economy collapsed 
in 1929, the anti-Chinese movement pounced on the Chinese 
population. This time they succeeded and  a large number of  
immigrants were expelled between 1929 and 1932, particular-
ly in Sonora; Chao Romero estimates that it was almost the 
entire population of  the state (Chao Romero, 2010). It is be-
lieved that a number of  them sneaked into the United States 
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and some boarded ships back to China from there. Others, how-
ever, dispersed throughout Mexico. Chinese population of  Baja 
California Norte increased markedly in these years and, as has 
been seen, followed the pattern established since the years of  
the Revolution. Undoubtedly, others made their way to various 
states and cities in Mexico, including the strips and cities along 
the Mexican Gulf-Caribbean.

Settlement instability: general patterns

As we have seen, between the late nineteenth and mid-twen-
tieth centuries, the Chinese were excluded, persecuted and even 
expelled from the two largest nations in North America, both 
with long coastlines in the Gulf-Caribbean. However, it is diffi-
cult to quantify the impact of  such racist campaigns on the Chi-
nese population of  either country, as statistics are not always 
reliable. Invisibility before the State was valuable for the Chi-
nese, so the censuses of  the time would have to be less reliable 
in their case than in that of  other members of  the population. 

Nevertheless, statistics roughly reflect the situation of  this 
population in each of  the countries. Table 1 summarizes the 
data on the Chinese population provided by the national cen-
suses of  the United States and Mexico between 1890 and 1940. 
Census data must be handled with great care, especially since 
this was a persecuted community and, in many cases, no doubt 
lacking documents to justify their residence. The data also suf-
fer from the typical undercount of  people who are not only 
marginalized, but also mobile. With these caveats in mind, the 
1890 U.S. census recognized more than 100,000 individuals in 
1890, while Mexico’s 1890 census barely counted 1,000 people. 
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Table 1. Chinese Population of  the United States and Mexico, 
1890-1940, according to the National Censuses.

Year United States Mexico
1890 107,488
1895 987
1900 89,863 2,837
1910 71,531 13,203
1920 61,639 14,750
1921 14,472
1926 24,218
1930 74,954 15,976
1940 77,504 4,848

         Source: Furntes Young, 2015, p. 110. 

Not surprisingly, the Chinese Exclusion Act after 1882 pre-
vented the arrival of  new immigrants to the United States, so 
that the Chinese population of  that country gradually declined 
decade by decade, to a low of  61,000 individuals in 1920. Al-
though it increased in subsequent decennial censuses, the in-
creases proved minimal; in 1940 there were barely 77,000 souls 
nationwide.

The decline in the Chinese population was not exclusive to 
the United States and Mexico. In other countries where they 
had arrived as braceros during the nineteenth century, such as 
Perú and Cuba, their populations also declined, so much so, 
Young suggests, that by the 1930s the Chinese population of  the 
Americas had been reduced to a smaller number than at certain 
times in the previous century (Young, 2014). The “hemispheric 
Orientalism” to which Lee refers had contributed to the disper-
sal, disappearance, and concealment of  this population. A sig-
nificant portion of  the persecuted-and even of  those who were 
not-had returned to China, while another fraction suffered from 
a very high mortality rate, to which the apparent excess of  men 
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over women in the population group contributed (see below). 
Even in Cuba, where the Chinese made up a larger portion of  
the population than in any other country in the hemisphere, the 
demographic decline was notorious. It should be noted, howev-
er, that if  the Chinese population was initially overwhelmingly 
male, the decline was at least partly due to the eventual practice 
of  marrying Creole women, whose children were not always 
counted as “Chinese”. There were significant variations in this 
process of  census identification, as we will see below.

Population according to censuses: the discordant cases of 
the United States and Mexico

According to Young’s data, the curve in Mexico marked a 
rise until 1926 but began to decline in the following decades. 
Data for that period do not correspond to any national census, 
however, and for that reason are less reliable. Decennial census-
es suggest, in short, that the Chinese population followed a sim-
ilar pattern in the United States and Mexico, i.e., driven by sim-
ilar economic, political and cultural dynamics, but diachronic 
in its development across the border. In the United States it rose 
during the nineteenth century, but gradually declined until 1920 
and made a modest rebound during the following thirty years. 
Meanwhile, in Mexico it rose during the first three decades of  
the twentieth century but declined precipitously towards mid-
century. In the first case (United States), Chinese population 
showed a weak recovery around 1940, but in the second (Mexi-
co) the downward trend continued. 

Looking now at the subregion of  most interest to us, the dif-
ferences between the two fractions of  the Gulf-Caribbean were 
notorious. While in the United States, despite the famed geo-
graphic mobility of  its population, the Chinese barely moved 
toward the southern quadrant of  the country-the geographic 
context of  the U.S. Gulf-Caribbean-in Mexico there was a signif-
icant movement in that direction. For this reason, the Chinese 
recorded relatively higher numbers in the Mexican Gulf-Carib-
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bean but much lower numbers in the U.S. subregion itself. Let us 
now look at the data that exist for each of  the countries, which 
allow us to establish the discordance between them during the 
period beginning in the last decades of  the 19th century and 
culminating in the mid-20th century.

United States - An important aspect of  the US case can be 
analyzed using national censuses and various monographs fo-
cused on Texas, Mississippi and Louisiana, the US Gulf-Ca-
ribbean states with the largest Chinese populations during the 
period of  the Exclusion Act of  1882. As shown in Table 2, the 
Chinese presence in the U.S. Gulf-Caribbean between 1890 and 
1930 was meager. In none of  its extensive territories were barely 
a thousand Chinese immigrants registered in the decennial pop-
ulation counts, with the extensive territory of  Texas having the 
largest population, and in this one only reached a little over 836 
people in 1900. 

Table 2. Chinese Population in the Gulf-Caribbean  
States of  the United States, 1890-1930. 

Years

States 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930

Texas 710 836 595 773 703

Louisiana 333 599 507 387 422

Mississippi 147 237 257 364 561

Alabama 48 58 62 59 52

Florida 108 120 191 181 200

Total 1,346 1,850 1,612 1,764 1,938

Source: Department of  Commerce, Bureau of  the Census, Thirteenth to 
Sixteenth Censuses of  the United States. Washington: Government Print-
ing Office, 1913-1943.
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A stable pattern is observed throughout the four decades in 
three of  the states (Texas, Louisiana, and Alabama), while in 
the other two (Mississippi and Florida) Chinese settlement in-
creased almost fourfold in the former and twofold in the latter. 
Considering that the U.S. Chinese population declined from 
107,488 in 1890 to 74,954 in the period noted, increases in Mis-
sissippi and Florida are in the opposite direction-albeit modest-
ly-of  the national trend. Even the stable numbers in the other 
states do not correlate with the national downward trend. In 
short, although Chinese settlement in the five U.S. states bor-
dering the Gulf  of  Mexico was small, the slight upward trend 
shows that the subregion was particularly attractive and that, 
most likely, people who were already living within the national 
borders or crossing from Canada and Mexico continued to ar-
rive in their cities, farms and infrastructure projects.

Finally, during the first forty years of  the twentieth century, 
Chinese hardly settled in the U.S. Gulf-Caribbean areas, as they 
did in their Mexican counterparts, a fact that we will discuss in 
the next section. In part, this was due to the lawful exclusion 
against immigrants, which was not legally stipulated in Mexico 
as it was in the United States, where it would be strictly enforced 
until 1943. Also, partly because immigration from southern and 
eastern Europe (Italians and Poles, especially), as well as Mexico, 
was very strong during those years; and because racial segrega-
tion became extreme, particularly in the once slaveholding and 
secessionist states of  the South. In other words, other immigrants, 
considered more assimilable, supplied much of  the demand for 
braceros in the United States and silenced the claims of  workers, 
especially Asians, against whom there were strong prejudices. The 
extreme segregationist racism that hit U.S. society was particular-
ly acute in the Gulf-Caribbean states, making it very difficult for 
non-European immigrants to get there to stay. Chinese and other 
Asians who put down roots in this area had to adapt to the ambi-
guity of  being “not White, but not Black” in societies where these 
polar opposites defined essential attributes of  the individual and 
his or her possibilities for participation in civil society.
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Population figures point, albeit indirectly, to the lack of  Chi-
nese immigration at the beginning of  the 20th century in the 
United States. Since the Chinese, like so many other immigrants, 
tended to travel in groups of  single men, it is logical that their 
communities would have a notable excess of  men over women. 
We can approximate the phenomenon by looking at other data. 
In demographic analyses, it is usually estimated that the greater 
the disproportion of  the sexes in an immigrant population, the 
more recent the settlement; and the smaller, the further away 
from the time of  arrival. Graph 1 shows a population that is 
more recent. In 1900, there were 63 Chinese men for every Chi-
nese woman in Texas, 59 in Florida, and 58 in Alabama. 

 
Graph 1. Ratio of  Men to 100 Women in the Gulf-Caribbean 

States of  the United States, 1900-1930. United States  
Decennial Census, 1910-1930.

In short, there was an extreme imbalance. From then on, the 
shift in the opposite direction would be constant and precipi-
tous. Thirty years later there were “only” 3.5 males for every 
female in Texas, 5.5 in Alabama and 4 in Florida. This relative 
stabilization of  the sexes suggests that immigration had virtual-
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ly come to a standstill and communities were developing some 
degree of  marital and family stability.

It goes without saying that marriage and the resulting forma-
tion of  families were the key factors in this partial re-balancing 
of  the sexes. In the case of  Chinese immigrants, many of  those 
who arrived initially as coolies or braceros on cotton (in Mis-
sissippi or Texas, for example) or sugar cane farms (in south-
ern Louisiana), soon abandoned agricultural work and opened 
grocery stores, canteens, laundries or other small commercial 
establishments. Having done so, they accumulated savings that 
made them attractive as partners. Although Asian immigrants 
in general and Chinese immigrants in particular in other parts 
of  the Americas frequently married women of  African descent 
or indigenous women, in the South of  the United States, where 
there was extreme social polarization along the lines of  skin 
color, the Chinese tended to pair up preferentially with White 
women.

In the case of  the Mississippi River delta in Alabama, a re-
gion that has been studied by Loewen, only five percent (5%) 
of  intermarriages between Chinese Americans and Chinese in-
volved Black women (Loewen, 1988). The preference for White 
women to marry suggests two important things: that to dis-
solve, to the greatest extent possible, the color line that existed 
between Chinese immigrants and White natives, marriage was 
a powerful agent; and that, most likely, among the women list-
ed as “Chinese” in the decennial census there may have been 
some-or perhaps many-White women or daughters of  Whites. 
This would explain the increasing number of  “Chinese” wom-
en recorded in each of  the censuses and in practically all the 
Gulf-Caribbean states between 1900 and 1930, with no recent 
entries from China or the surrounding countries (Canada, Mex-
ico and Cuba).

This is not to deny the presence of  anti-Chinese sentiment in 
the U.S. subregion. Ethnic and racial prejudice was the order of  
the day in the segregationist South and the Chinese could not 
avoid it. Loewen locates this prejudice in the wealthy classes of  
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the region. Some wealthy individuals, he says, bought property 
for the sole purpose of  preventing it from falling into Chinese 
hands. Among African Americans and poor Whites, however, 
it was much more difficult to encounter anti-Chinese attitudes 
(Loewen, 1988). As in certain parts of  Mexico, such as Sono-
ra, economic competition underlay a significant portion of  the 
prejudice that manifested itself  in repressive and criminal acts. 

Mexico - In view of  the above, the Mexican Gulf-Caribbe-
an marks a process of  Chinese settlement essentially different 
from that of  its U.S. counterpart. During the 19th century, as 
we have seen, the bulk of  Chinese immigration to Mexico was 
concentrated in the northwestern states. In the Gulf-Caribbe-
an, Chinese immigration was rather meager during most of  the 
19th century, but the situation took a fundamental turn during 
the Porfiriato, the Revolution and subsequent years. Not only 
did migration patterns to North America change with the Chi-
nese Exclusion Act in the United States; the Mexican economy 
also took a different direction, and to satisfy the labor needs 
that arose, it was required cheap, controllable labor willing to 
relocate but, at the same time, free (not captive). The Chinese 
tended to satisfy all of  these conditions.

It should be noted that the data on which we will base this 
analysis are somewhat problematic, as Augustine-Adams has 
pointed out. The Mexican census counted nationality but not 
race or ethnicity. Thus, Mexican citizens of  Chinese origin or 
descent did not always appear in the nationality column and, in 
turn, certain native Mexicans who were married to or paired off  
with Chinese were listed in that section. This introduces con-
siderable uncertainty when distinguishing Chinese by birth or 
descent. “In the end”, Augustine-Adams concludes, “the Chi-
nese count is problematic because it mixes the notions of  race 
and nationality, neither of  which is precise” (Augustine-Adams, 
2009, p. 116).

Statistics summarized in Table 3 indicate that Chinese com-
munities in Yucatán, Veracruz and Tamaulipas grew signifi-
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cantly from before the fall of  Porfirio Díaz and continued to 
rise almost continuously until 1930. Twenty years later (1950) 
they had halved, a decline that continued thereafter. 

Table 3. Chinese Population of  the Gulf-Caribbean States 
Mexican, 1900-1970. 

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970

Tamaulipas 38 213 2,005 1,798 723 799 497 199

Veracruz 116 434 922 1,018 537 486 384 134

Tabasco 2 36 48 29 10 9 18 2

Campeche 5 70 64 83 25 33 27 10

Yucatan 153 875   827  848 355 293 87 30

Quintana Roo 0 3 3 5 5 5 3 1

314 1,631 3,869 3,781 1,655 1,625 1016 376

Source: Cardiel Marín, 1997.

If  at the beginning of  the 20th century the national census 
showed a total of  only 314 people of  Chinese origin in the six 
Mexican Gulf-Caribbean states, the number had quintupled 
(1,631) a decade later. During the turbulent revolutionary de-
cade, it grew even more, reaching a peak of  3,869 people. The 
population stabilized there for the next ten years; the 1930 cen-
sus showed only a slight decline from the previous one (3,781). 
As is logical, since this was a community dominated by braceros, 
the Great Depression (1929-39), which sharply reduced eco-
nomic activity in the raw material and staple food exporting sec-
tors, motivated its members either to return to China or move to 
other areas of  the country, mainly Mexico City. Some crossed 
the U.S. border as undocumented migrants, despite the fact that 
Mexicans were being rounded up and sent back to their country 
of  origin (Schiavone Camacho, 2009; Guerin-Gonzales, 1994).

Although the Chinese had preferred the states of  northwest-
ern Mexico during the nineteenth century, Tamaulipas, Ve-
racruz and Yucatán would be the preferred states during the 
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first three decades of  the twentieth century. Each of  them had 
a particular attraction for migrants, so it is not feasible to gen-
eralize. It is true that anti-Chinese campaigns in states such as 
Sonora, Sinaloa and Coahuila, especially during the Revolution 
and subsequent years, were surely a push factor for an indefinite 
number of  Chinese immigrants to settle in the Gulf-Caribbe-
an. However, persecution could not have been the determining 
factor, since in most of  the states of  this subregion there were 
also anti-Chinese campaigns motivated, to a great extent, by 
the envy and suspicion that the economic success of  some of  
them caused among certain sectors of  the Mexican population. 
The exponents of  these campaigns expressed ideas very similar 
to those of  their counterparts in the United States and north-
western Mexico: that combating Chinese immigration and mis-
cegenation with Mexicans “is a national necessity”; that “[the 
Chinese]... have not proven to be useful elements, but rather 
corrupters of  our race”; that their “inferiority” is demonstrated 
by their physique, their “pierced eyes” and their “yellow skin”; 
and other such barbarities (Botton Beja, 2008, p. 482).

There is a more direct correlation between immigration and 
economic activities associated with the oil industry, railroads 
and agricultural export products, or quasi-industrial products 
such as henequen. Thanks to recent research by González, we 
have a very clear picture of  the Chinese community in Tamau-
lipas, for example, with its various modes of  immigration and 
adaptation. Groups of  these immigrants began to arrive at the 
end of  the 19th century, attracted by employment opportunities 
in the construction of  a railroad line between San Luis Potosí 
and Tampico. Many of  them had entered Mexico through the 
ports of  Progreso, Tampico and Veracruz. During the Mexican 
Revolution another group arrived, attracted by employment in 
the Gulf  oil industry. Most of  these worked in retail trade and 
the services demanded by the oil boom; they were owners of  
grocery stores and laundries, cooks, tailors and shoemakers, 
among others. Over time, a “considerable minority”, according 
to González, obtained land and founded large estates, such as 
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Hacienda Cantón, owned by Wong Foon Chuck (Huang Kuan-
zhuo). This estate, which grew to 5,000 hectares, aroused the 
envy of  landless Mexican farmers and incited a campaign of  
anti-Chinese agitation. This, in turn, led immigrants to found 
self-defense organizations (González, 2017). In Tamaulipas, as 
in other Mexican states, the strident nationalism of  the revo-
lutionary era heated up the atmosphere and hardened the atti-
tudes of  many natives against immigrants, particularly Asians.

The growing regional balance of  the Chinese population 
within Mexico must have been due to an additional factor: the 
decline of  migrant smuggling. Chao Romero points out that 
World War I put an end to the smuggling that, in previous de-
cades, had introduced thousands of  migrants through North-
west Mexico with their final destination in the United States. As 
the business collapsed, Asian argonauts focused on economic 
activities that appealed to them within Mexico itself, and these 
were found, as we have seen, throughout the national territory 
(Chao Romero 2010, pp. 62-64).

The second half of the 20th century: uneven development

World War II drew a dividing line between two great eras of  
Chinese presence in the Gulf-Caribbean. The elimination of  the 
Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943-motivated in part by the desire to 
appease the Chinese allies-opened the floodgates for the United 
States and initiated a long period of  growth in its Chinese im-
migrant population. The new legal order gave them access, for 
the first time in many decades, to U.S. citizenship. After World 
War II ended, several thousand Chinese women were allowed 
to enter the country as soldiers’ wives; these intermarriages re-
sulted in thousands of  new Sino-Americans, which according 
to Wong contributed to raising the socioeconomic status of  the 
immigrant population (Wong, 1980, p. 521). 

The surge intensified after 1965, when the landmark Immi-
gration and Nationality Act was passed. It radically altered the 
country’s immigration regime by abolishing the national quotas 
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that since 1921 had discriminated against Asians, Eastern and 
Southern Europeans, and others deemed “ineligible for U.S. cit-
izenship” (Ngai, 2004). Prior to 1965, the annual quota of  Chi-
nese immigrants allowed into the United States had been a mere 
105 persons. During the fifteen years after the quota was abol-
ished, an annual average of  19,000 people settled in the coun-
try. Wong notes that while some of  them were professionals, 
most were in service occupations. The sociologist argues that 
the presence of  these new immigrants must have favored the 
Chinese already established in the country, prompting and even 
pushing many of  them to improve their status through social 
advancement (Wong, 1980).

Throughout this period of  moderate but steady growth, the 
U.S. Gulf-Caribbean states, which, as we have seen, were never 
home to a large Chinese population, continued to lag behind 
other areas of  the country. Moreover, those who came to the 
United States after 1945 did not settle in rural areas, as many 
had done from the 19th century until the Great Depression. 
They now went to the cities, in many of  which there were for-
mer Chinatowns, urban spaces where immigrants were con-
centrated, managing to reproduce their language, culture and 
lifestyle, while taking refuge there from repressive and racist 
campaigns (Curtis, 1995; Cohen, 1984). Cities such as New 
York, Los Angeles, Chicago, San Francisco, San Jose (CA), 
and Boston received the bulk of  the newcomers. Houston-today 
(2021) the third largest city in the country-was the only one of  
the Gulf-Caribbean cities to welcome a significant number of  
these newcomers. However, in 2015 the Chinese population of  
this city (99,000) was not even two percent of  the nearly 5 mil-
lion estimated Chinese population in the United States that year 
(Pew Research Center).

On the other hand, in the Mexican Gulf-Caribbean after 
the 1930s, the Chinese population gradually decreased until it 
dropped to a remarkable low of  376 people, according to the 
1970 national census. In 1930 they had totaled 3,781 in the six 
states; the reduction had thus been 90% in four decades. Fig-
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ures show that, for the first seven decades of  the 20th century 
at least, the year 1930 marked the overall zenith of  Chinese im-
migration into the country. Three powerful reasons help explain 
the issue. First, Chinese migration to the Americas dropped to 
almost zero during the years of  the Great Depression, World 
War II and the Chinese Civil War (1945-1949); the economic, 
war and political conditions of  the period explain this. Then, 
when trafficking resumed in the 1950s, immigrants concentrat-
ed in the United States and Canada, bypassing Mexico. Second, 
Sino-phobic campaigns and expulsion laws adopted in Mexico 
banished many of  those who had settled there. Some returned 
to China-a few would even return later to North America-and 
others crossed the border into the United States without permis-
sion. Finally, an unknown number of  immigrants and their de-
scendants married Mexicans, forming Sino-Mexican families, 
a group whose magnitude is impossible to define. These three 
processes must have occurred throughout the national territory, 
not only in the Gulf-Caribbean subregion.

Conclusion: The Gulf-Caribbean, a scarcely studied area of 
Chinese immigration

In this paper we have analyzed Chinese settlements in the 
Gulf-Caribbean subregion, an extension that groups portions 
of  the United States and Mexico bordering the Gulf  of  Mex-
ico and the Caribbean Sea. We have seen how useful it is to 
aggregate and analyze together spaces that, while they belong 
to different nations and are almost never considered together, 
they have much economic, demographic and political history 
in common. This essay demonstrates the rich possibilities that 
exist for the comparative history of  these adjoining spaces of  
the United States and Mexico with respect to the outward and 
return flows of  disdained migrants, such as Asians. 

We have highlighted the stimuli that led Chinese immigrants 
to choose one side or the other of  the U.S.-Mexico border. Some 
arose from the destination itself, that is, they were elements that 



Chinese presence in the Gulf-Caribbean (19th and 20th centuries)

 CONTEXTS  |  159

seduced them to a country or locality (pull factors); others were 
irritating, uncomfortable or dangerous elements of  a place they 
were avoiding (push factors). Migrants preferred a country be-
cause, at a given juncture, it was more provocative, accessible, 
placid and/or safe. Sometimes, disdain and persecution led to 
departures, either across the border or across the Pacific back to 
their place of  origin. Some of  those who left the United States 
and Mexico headed for China, as they had relatives and proper-
ty there. Of  these, a handful would return to North America, or 
choose one of  the other New World destinations to which their 
countrymen had initially headed.

One of  the central conclusions of  this study, then, is that 
Mexico and the United States represented alternate migration 
targets in the North American space: when one ceased to be 
attractive or feasible, the other replaced it. There is perhaps no 
better demonstration of  this than the relative scarcity of  Chi-
nese migrants who chose to go to Mexico after the United States 
lifted the exclusion in 1943. The second half  of  the 20th century 
is, for all intents and purposes, a time of  preferential migration 
to the United States. The advantage Mexico had had during the 
Porfiriato and the aftermath of  World War I would not be re-
peated at any time after 1930.

Another conclusion refers to the chronology of  the Chinese 
presence in the Gulf-Caribbean. Two major phases have been 
identified: first, the mobilization of braceros, pejoratively called 
“coolies”, to mining, railroads, plantations and other labor-in-
tensive economic activities (1840-ca. 1930). This stage coincides 
in both Gulf-Caribbean nations with the most intense anti-Chi-
nese campaigns and, equally, with the cycles of  persecution and 
expulsion. The second phase (1930-present) is that of  immi-
grants focused on urban life, whose schooling is higher-they had 
either obtained it in their place of  origin or would obtain it in si-
tu-and are capable of  becoming, in the short or medium term, a 
strong element of  the middle class and even of  the ruling class.

Finally, it should be noted that the racial and ethnic otherness 
of  Chinese immigrants and their descendants does not differ 
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much from one part of  the subregion studied to the other. For 
over a century, the Chinese were persecuted and vilified in the 
Gulf-Caribbean and throughout the territory of  the nations to 
which this subregion belongs; it did not matter that there were 
two very different racialization regimes in the United States and 
Mexico. Immigrants were discriminated against in a similar 
way in both nations, with the important exception that in the 
United States, since 1882, there was a severe exclusion law, ap-
plicable in all states, and in Mexico there was not. However, it 
was in Mexico where they were most rigorously and effectively 
persecuted locally, as in the cases of  Coahuila in 1911 and So-
nora in 1929-1932. 

Locally, mistreatment and repression existed in a similar 
way on both sides of  the border. On both sides, the Chinese 
founded organizations of  solidarity and protection. A set of  
variables-the economic success of  the migrants, competition 
with the local population, the political situation (local and na-
tional), the settlement patterns (e.g., whether or not they ag-
glomerated in Chinatowns), continuity and connections with 
China, among others-determined the success or failure of  these 
organizations.

We have also observed how some demographic behaviors of-
fer clues as to the defenses to which they turned. As might be 
expected, being at first an overwhelmingly male population, the 
practice of  pairing off  with Native women was quite common 
across the subregion. Because segregation between Blacks and 
Whites existed in the United States, however, it is not surpris-
ing that the Chinese preferred to marry Whites. The advanta-
geous social status of  White women made unions with them a 
mechanism of  social advancement, useful for circumventing the 
prejudices of  the majority population and effectively integrating 
with it. As in so many other cases of  immigrant populations, 
strategic marriage was one of  the tools used by the Chinese in 
the Gulf-Caribbean for social integration. 

If  we were to judge the success of  such a maneuver by the 
simple survival and growth of  the ethnic community, one might 
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suppose that the United States-the site of  racial discrimination 
par excellence during the first half  of  the twentieth century-was, 
ironically, where the Chinese fared best. Perhaps this is primari-
ly a reflection of  the economic opportunities immigrants found 
there. As we have suggested, however, there may be other vari-
ables to consider before reaching firm conclusions. A future 
comparative study of  both Gulf-Caribbean portions will need 
to delve deeper into these and other possibilities to reach more 
accurate and reliable conclusions. 
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State of the art 

One of  the general works on Chinese migration in America 
is the book Chinos en América by Juan Hung Hiu (1992). It is an 
excessively general study of  Chinese migration throughout his-
tory, first in Canada and the United States and in the following 
chapters in Latin America. The book ends with a chapter ded-
icated to the influence of  the Chinese community in American 
societies in the 20th century in which, despite the generality and 
brevity of  some sub-sections, it does not manage to offer a vi-
sion of  the presence and influence that the Chinese community 
had in the different economic, social and cultural sectors. On 
the other hand, the book contains some errors of  interpretation. 
For example, when the author quickly undertakes the study of  
Chinese migration in Cuba, in one paragraph he goes from com-
menting on the first shipment of  Chinese brought to Havana 
aboard the steamship Oquendo, on June 3rd, 1847, to indicating 
that “in this way the Chinese settlers filled the jobs that arose af-
ter the abolition of  slavery”. This causes confusion between the 
end of  the slave trade and the abolition of  slavery on the island. 
As we will explain in the following pages, Spain’s signing of  the 
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Criminal Law, or Law for the Repression of  the Slave Trade in 
1845, put a legal end to the illegal trade in enslaved Africans 
that had been pursued by Britain since 1807. Some of  the terms 
of  this law were already foreseen in the treaties signed between 
the two powers between 1817 and 1835, which did not reduce 
the inflow of  enslaved Africans. British pressure led to the pass-
ing of  the Penal Law in 1845, which did not mean the end of  
the slave trade, as it continued illegally for many decades, nor 
did it mean the end of  slavery in Cuba, the abolition of  which 
was enacted in 1886. In this regard, it should be remembered 
that the sugar industry in Cuba, in the 1840s, was in full ex-
pansion and that the landowners continued to believe that slave 
labor and the introduction of  Africans was the fastest and most 
profitable way to produce sugar in the sugar mills.

Many works start from this context to explain the presence 
of  Chinese in Cuba. One of  the oldest is Gonzalo de Quesada 
y Aróstegui’s 1892 work, who, in a larger work, Mi primera of-
renda, dedicates a section to their participation in the Ten Years’ 
War together with the enslaved Africans, “Los chinos y la rev-
olución cubana”: “They shared together with the black slaves 
and white slaves the victories and sorrows of  the Ten Years’ 
War [...] There was not a Cuban Chinese deserter; there was 
not a Cuban Chinese traitor! (Quesada, 1892, pp. 135-136). The 
work was republished in 1922, Los chinos y la independencia 
de Cuba, and in 1946, Los chinos y la revolución cubana.

In the 20th century there were some works that tried to show 
the contribution of  this migration to the Cuban nation. One of  
them is that of  Antonio Chuffat Latour, Apunte histórico de los 
chinos en Cuba (1927). It was one of  the first works in which a 
general vision of  the collectivity from 1847 to the first decades 
of  the 20th century is offered, stopping in details of  some busi-
nesses undertaken by this group since 1858, associations, names 
of  some of  the main individuals of  this collectivity and their 
participation in the Cuban wars of  independence. This is the 
section in which the author dwells more in an attempt to demon-
strate the assembly of  this collectivity in the Cuban society and 
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its incorporation to the nation in the 20th century. From this pe-
riod and also with a general character of  the Chinese communi-
ty are the books by Juan Luis Martín, De dónde vinieron los chinos 
de Cuba, published in 1938, and Chiang Kai-Shek, el caudillo de la 
nueva china, in 1944, and Guillermo Tejeiro’s Historia Ilustrada de 
la colonia china de Cuba (Illustrated History of  the Chinese Colo-
ny in Cuba, 1947). One of  the most complete studies on the col-
onization of  coolies and its demographic and economic contri-
bution to Cuba is the work of  Juan Pérez de la Riva, El barracón 
y otros ensayos (1975). In this book the author interweaves the 
historical context with the economic factors on which the im-
portation of  these colonists rested, and their regulation over the 
years. The result is an exhaustive study especially of  the aspects 
indicated -economic, legal and demographic-, without includ-
ing social and cultural aspects of  the Chinese community. The 
economic factors and the legal framework of  this immigration 
are analyzed by Duvon Clough Corbitt in his early 1971 work A 
study of  the Chinese in Cuba, 1847-1947, or Mary Turner’s article 
entitled “Chinese Contract Labor in Cuba, 1847-1874” (1974). 
The labor conditions of  the coolies have received the attention 
of  several specialists such as Denise Helly who, in an extensive 
introductory study on the coolie trade, explains the reasons that 
led the Chinese government to send a commission to Cuba in 
1873 to inspect the abuses denounced by the coolies, The Cuba 
Commission Report. A Hidden History of  the Chinese in Cuba. The 
Original English Language. Text of  1876 (1993). This topic is also 
addressed in Lisa Yun’s The coolie speaks: Chinese indentured labor-
ers and African slaves of  Cuba (2008), in which she takes a long 
look at the history surrounding the migration of  this group. 

In the 1960s works whose central theme was the participation 
of  the Chinese in the wars of  independence began to publish in 
Cuba. One of  the first was by Juan Jiménez Pastrana (1963), Los 
chinos en las luchas de liberación cubana (1847-1930), who in his sec-
ond book offers a panoramic view of  the Coolies in La historia de 
Cuba desde su llagada en 1847 a 1930 (1983). It took several years 
for studies on this community to gain momentum both in Cuba 
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and abroad. At the end of  the 1990s, Chinese immigration to 
Cuba began to receive more attention. This is due, among oth-
er factors, to the importance that research on immigrant com-
munities on the island acquired during these years, which were 
analyzed from different perspectives. In this context the books 
of  Mauro García Triana Los chinos de Cuba y los nexos entre las 
dos naciones (2003) and of  this author with Pedro Heng Herrera, 
The Chinese in Cuba, 1847-Now, work that starts in 1868 showing 
the interest of  the authors to emphasize the contribution of  this 
collectivity to the independence of  Cuba are framed. In these 
last essays, the authors offer a global vision of  the Chinese com-
munity to highlight and vindicate the role it played in the con-
struction of  the nation, and its contribution to cultural life and 
the economy (2009). These works and some of  those discussed 
below were born in the heat of  the relations between the Cuban 
and Chinese governments, which encouraged the revitalization 
of  these studies, as well as the rescue of  Havana’s Chinatown 
managed by the group Promotor del Barrio Chino (Promoter of  
Chinatown) and the Fernando Ortiz Foundation, among other 
institutions. The recovery of  calle Zanja and its surroundings 
as a tourist center has generated some informative texts such 
as Baldomero Álvarez, La inmigración china en la Cuba colonial. 
El Barrio Chino de La Habana (1995), the lectures given at the 
International Conference on the Chinese Diaspora in America 
and the Caribbean, held in Havana in 1999, which included in-
formative talks on the Chinese presence in Cuba on various top-
ics: the Chinatown, the Chinese fan, etc., or the work by Julio 
Hun, Pensar el Barrio Chino. Chronicles of  a Presence (2007). Other 
studies published in recent years are by Pedro Cosme, Los chinos 
en Regla (1998), C. Naranjo and Imilcy Balboa, “Colonos asiáti-
cos para una economía en expansión: Cuba, 1847-1880” (1999), 
and the study on their work in public works by I. Balboa (2020).

An anthropological look at this collectivity is offered by De-
nise Helly’s essay, Ideólogie et ethnicité. Les Chinois Macao à Cuba, 
1847-1886 (1979), in which the author analyses the resistance 
of  the workers and the mechanisms for maintaining and repro-
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ducing their traditions, especially in Havana, and the book by 
José Baltar Rodríguez, Los Chinos de Cuba. Apuntes etnográficos 
(1997). In it Baltar analyzes social organization, association-
ism, Chinese performing arts traditions on the island, and re-
ligious syncretism through the study of  San-Fan-Con. Anoth-
er work on associationism is that of  María Teresa Montes de 
Oca, Mª T. and others Las sociedades chinas en Cuba. Pasado y 
presente (2007). An anthropological analysis of  the relations 
of  the different racial groups in nineteenth-century Cuba and 
the relationship between “race” and class are texts by Evelyn 
Hu-Dehart “Race Construction and Race Relations: Chinese 
and Blacks in Nineteenth-Century Cuba” (1999), and “Chinese 
Coolie Labor in Cuba in the Nineteenth Century: Free Labor 
or Neoslavery?” (1993). The maintenance of  cultural traditions 
and values in Cuban society have received attention from an-
thropologists, linguists, art historians and literary historians. A 
transnational analysis of  the migration process and the creation 
of  identities can be found in Kathleen Lopez Chinese Cubans: A 
Transnational History (2013). Some contributions on social and 
cultural aspects of  the Chinese community are those of  Federi-
co Chang in “La inmigración china en Cuba. Asociaciones y 
tradiciones” (2005), and Mercedes Crespo with her books Los 
chinos en La Habana (2016a) and Creencias y tradiciones chinas en 
Cuba (2016b). To this group of  studies belong some researches 
such as, for example, that of  Sergio Valdés, “Los chinos desde el 
punto de vista lingüístico” (2000), that of  María Teresa Linares, 
“Expresiones de la cultura china en Cuba: el teatro, la música” 
(2000), Ignacio López-Calvo’s book Imaging the Chinese in Cuban 
Literature and Culture (2008), and Rogelio Rodríguez Coronel’s 
essay, El rastro chino en la literatura cubana (2019), who, like Li-
nares and López-Calvo, who brought us closer to the vestiges 
of  Chinese culture in some artistic and literary manifestations 
of  the island, rescues the Chinese roots present in Cuban cul-
ture by emphasizing the traces of  its legacy in letters and in the 
creation of  fictional characters. The recovery of  this historical 
legacy is one of  the objectives of  Teresita Labarca’s study enti-
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tled El cementerio chino de La Habana (2018). Of  greater scope 
are the historical investigations of  the Chinese community in 
the twentieth century by Miriam Herrera Jerez and Mario Cas-
tillo Santana (2003) De la Memoria a la vida pública. Identidades, 
espacios y jerarquías de los chinos en La Habana republicana (1902-
1968), which was published in English under the title Contest-
ed Community. Identities, Spaces, and Hierarchies of  the Chinese in 
the Cuban Republic (2017). The authors’ aim is to reconstruct 
“the shaping and transformation of  the Chinese community 
throughout the twentieth century and, therefore, of  the identity 
conflict that sustains it”. In its pages they examine the Chinese 
associations, the political parties founded in Cuba, integration 
strategies, and the changes in the community as a result of  the 
1959 Revolution. Both authors have also been interested in 
other aspects of  this community, such as the launderers or the 
racist discourses and attitudes of  Cuban society towards the 
Chinese community (Castillo Santana and Herrera Jerez, 2008; 
Herrera Jerez, 2010).

We end this section with the essays that analyze the Chinese 
colony in the present: Alberto Consuegra on “Las sociedades 
chinas de La Habana: una mirada desde el presente” (2009), 
and by this author with Mario Ayala (2017) on “El modelo 
económico cubano: del derrumbe del campo socialista al pro-
ceso de actualización (1990-2014)”, and the collective book 
compiled by Adrián Hearn, Yrmina G. Eng and Mª Teresa 
Montes de Oca, Cultura, Tradición, y Comunidad. Perspectivas so-
bre la Participación y el Desarrollo en Cuba (2009). Oral testimo-
nies take center stage in the book by journalist Miriam Castro, 
China en Cuba. Herederos del Celeste Imperio (2018). Immigrants 
or their descendants reconstruct the complex system of  identi-
ties from memories, but they also insert themselves as members 
of  the country that welcomed them or in which they were born.
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Coolie immigration to Cuba in the 19th century: historical 
context 

Since the early years of  the 19th century, in the Patriotic 
Society of  Friends of  the Country of  Havana, debates arose 
about the convenience of  introducing white settlers in Cuba that 
would balance the entry of  enslaved Africans while populating 
the territory to make it productive, as well as being an important 
element for its defense in case of  need. The fear of  the so-called 
“Africanization” of  the island, from a cultural and demographic 
point of  view, unleashed a policy of  “whitening” that material-
ized in the implementation of  white colonization projects that, 
with varying success and scope, coexisted throughout the cen-
tury with the continuous entry of  slaves from Africa (Naranjo 
Orovio and García González 1996; Naranjo Orovio 2004, pp. 
83-178 and 2008, pp. 21-57). 

The Junta de Población Blanca, founded within the Socie-
dad Patriótica de Amigos del País de la Habana, by the Royal 
Order of  October 31st, 1817, was entrusted with the mission of  
introducing free labor for agricultural work. This Board came 
from the White Population Commission that had been formed 
in 1812. Britain’s prohibition of  the slave trade marked the pol-
icy of  the Spanish government where the maintenance of  slav-
ery and the slave trade were priorities since economic growth 
depended on it. On the other hand, the maintenance of  slav-
ery was seen as the most effective means to maintain colonial 
power, stop annexationist attempts to the United States, limit 
the ability of  the Creole reformist group to act, and ensure the 
loyalty of  the landowners. In 1842, the Junta de Población Blan-
ca was replaced by the Real Junta de Fomento de la Habana. 
These institutions dedicated to proposing and studying the proj-
ects of  white colonization and the entry of  white workers were 
integrated by large landowners, merchants and intellectuals of  
Cuba. The new Board of  1842 named a Permanent Commission 
of  White Population whose mission was to mediate between the 
landowners and the colonists brought through the contracts that 
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the Board granted to the landowners for this purpose. It was a 
difficult management since in many occasions the workers ei-
ther did not know the clauses of  the contract they had signed, 
or when they arrived in Cuba the work and the treatment they 
received were more similar to those of  a forced laborer than to 
those of  a free worker. 

The changes in the policy of  white colonization were marked 
by the debates that took place in the main social and economic 
corporations of  Cuba that enclosed the strategies and position 
of  different sectors before the increasing entrance of  Africans, 
on the role that to the colonization was granted in the state pol-
icy, besides being linked to the policy taken off  by Great Britain 
to abolish the slave trade. Between 1817 and 1835 Britain and 
Spain signed several treaties prohibiting the slave trade, penal-
izing the introduction of  slaves and obliging the freeing of  the 
bozales (slaves brought from Africa) found on board ships cap-
tured by the Spanish or English navy. British pressure and the ris-
ing price of  slaves in Africa reduced their inflows. Between 1836 
and 1845 the importation of  Africans decreased by 49.30%. The 
trend continued in the following years, and between 1846 and 
1850 the volume of  entries fell by 27.15% (Moreno Fraginals, 
1978, pp. 273 and 286). 

The Spanish government, always attentive to the demands 
of  the landowners for cheap labor, easy to acquire and replace, 
supported the slave trade, ignoring illegal entries, and when the 
situation required it, supported the search for workers in other 
markets beyond Africa to “eliminate any harm that the aboli-
tion of  the slave trade could cause to the inhabitants of  Cuba, 
in their fortune and wealth”. Some legislative measures, such 
as the Royal Order of  February 16th, 1838, entrusted the poli-
cy of  white colonization to the authorities of  the island and to 
the Junta de Población Blanca (White Population Board). This 
Royal Order redirected to Cuba the Canary emigration that usu-
ally went to Brazil and Venezuela. A few years later, by the Roy-
al Order of  February 8th, 1844, the government reinforced the 
measures to encourage and protect emigration to Cuba. 
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In 1840 Great Britain went a step further and tried to impose 
the end of  slavery in a project it presented to the Spanish govern-
ment. Submitted to the economic corporations and some land-
owners and individuals representing the economic and political 
interests of  Cuba and Spain, the response was unanimous. They 
all considered that sugar production could only be sustained by 
forced labor and that its disappearance would mean the ruin of  
Cuba and of  several merchants in Spain. Although the British 
government did not achieve its purpose, it kept up the pressure 
on the Spanish government to prohibit the African slave trade. 
The measures contained in the Penal Law of  1845, far from 
bringing an end to the introduction of  Africans, caused a de-
crease in income that Manuel Moreno Fraginals calculates at 
27.15% between 1846 and 1850 (1978) and an increase in the 
price of  the slave, which went from 400 pesos to 1,000 pesos 
between 1840 and 1860. The decrease in profits from the slave 
trade was also contributed to by the increase in travel expenses 
as a result of  the British persecution of  ships loaded with Afri-
cans. On the domestic scene in Cuba, the law came at a time 
of  expansion of  the sugar industry thanks to the expansion of  
arable land that allowed the construction of  the railroad from 
1837 and the increased demand for sugar in the markets of  the 
United States and Great Britain.  This flattering horizon could 
not be wasted by the landowners and merchants who saw their 
business limited and even endangered by the prohibition of  sup-
plying labor in Africa. 

As we have studied in other works, during the 1840s the sug-
ar industry in the island went through very different situations, 
from an occasional crisis to the great expansion of  the sugar in-
dustry. The moments of  crisis were due to different factors such 
as the long drought of  1844, the cyclones of  1844 and 1846, 
and the drop in prices on the international market in 1845. At 
this juncture, with the African market becoming increasingly 
complicated and costly, the landowners became convinced of  
the need to seek new markets to supply themselves with labor-
ers. In the following years, the expansion of  the sugar industry 
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further convinced the landowners to expand their networks to 
other parts of  the world. Between 1845-1849 and 1850-1854 the 
supply of  sugar increased by 66.2%, which was the largest in-
crease ever achieved (Lavallé, Naranjo Orovio and Santamaría, 
2002). In this context, it is logical to understand the pressure 
of  the landowners and that they, together with the authorities, 
studied the measures to be adopted so that the sugar industry 
could continue with the same levels of  production and profit-
ability. One of  them was to look for other markets in which 
to obtain cheap labor. Such projects would be managed by the 
Junta de Población Blanca. According to the estimates of  the 
Permanent Commission of  White Population in 1846, the an-
nual demand for workers oscillated between 20,000 and 30,000. 
One was the Asian market (Chinese known as “coolies” or “ku-
lies”, Polynesians, Tonkinese and Annamites -fungquinos and 
Cochinchinos-), another pointed to areas of  Spain, while others 
mentioned the possibility of  introducing Yucatecan aborigines, 
or aborigines from other parts of  the American continent as was 
the project of  importing 300 Indians from Colombia as colo-
nists, or the possibility of  bringing them from Honduras.

Relying on private initiative, the Economic Society also 
urged the landowners to use salaried workers in the sugar mills 
to see if  this could be an alternative to forced labor in the me-
dium term:

[...] to prepare and adopt the means of  giving employment to the 
useful arms that, from the Peninsula, its adjacent Islands or from 
other points of  Europe, who, with the corresponding requirements, 
voluntarily come to establish themselves in it, putting into practice, 
if  possible, that some part of  them be employed in certain sugar 
mills, with the aim of  knowing the true results of  this kind of  eco-
nomically directed trials.

Although abolition was not being considered at that time, 
neither in Cuba nor in Spain, they were aware that the slave 
system as a mode of  production had to be modified in order 
to maintain the prosperity of  the island and the power of  its 
elites. The proposal was planned in terms of  economic prof-
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itability, which is why they commented on its trial character. 
To incentivize the landowners, prizes were established for those 
who used free labor in the sugar mills, applied agricultural and 
technical improvements in crops, and carried out the founding 
of  cities. The number of  white families required for this was 
set at 50. In the case of  work in the sugar mills, the number 
of  families required was 25. Each family was given half  a ca-
ballería (67,101.19 m²) to cultivate with sugar cane, which after 
the harvest they had to sell to the owner of  the sugar mill at the 
established price.

The working and settlement conditions of  these colonists, as 
well as those of  the white workers who traveled to Cuba through 
contracts for a certain number of  years, were far from those ex-
perienced by the Asian workers. The difficulty of  combining 
free labor with high profits was denounced by Vicente Vázquez 
Queipo, Prosecutor of  the Royal Treasury of  Havana, in the 
Fiscal Report on the promotion of  the white population on the 
island of  Cuba and the progressive emancipation of  the slave 
population, published in Madrid in 1845. Aware of  the need to 
prepare the ground for the time the slave trade would cease, the 
Prosecutor approached the problem from a broader perspective 
and suggested that the change in the system of  work should 
take place in a context of  transformations that also concerned 
the cultivation of  sugar cane. The change took place years later, 
beginning in the 1870s, when the cultivation of  sugar cane was 
separated from the production process.

When comparing the price and cost of  the annual mainte-
nance of  a slave, 70 pesos and 4 reals, and the salary of  a Eu-
ropean day laborer, 140 pesos and 4 reales, the Prosecutor ob-
tained a very unequal result, even more so when he related this 
data to the costs of  production. In the comparison of  the final 
price of  the product, he indicated that the cost of  sugar cultivat-
ed by slaves amounted to 5 pesos and 1.3 reales, and 8 pesos and 
1.4 reals when wage earners were employed. Therefore, for free 
labor to be profitable in the cultivation of  sugar, it should reach 
a high price in the market. 
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The defense of  the interests of  all those who had enriched 
themselves with sugar (landowners, merchants, authorities), he 
combined it with the defense of  the maintenance of  the power 
of  Spain in Cuba that, in his opinion, would only be achieved 
with a white, homogeneous population of  Spanish origin. The 
threat of  the black population was a real fact for the Prosecutor 
who considered that the coexistence of  whites and blacks was 
not possible and that their existence would be an obstacle for 
the development of  the country. The scarce economic endow-
ment that the institutions in charge of  the white colonization 
and the hiring of  workers had (235,000 annual pesos that were 
only enough to hire 4,000 salaried workers), in his opinion, led 
to the decrease of  the hiring, which in the short term was a 
danger for the maintenance of  Cuba under the Spanish govern-
ment. According to this author, the union of  these with women 
of  color would give rise to the “proliferation of  mestizo castes 
[...] a thousand times more fearsome (than the blacks), because 
of  their known boldness and pretensions to equalize themselves 
with the whites” (Vázquez Queipo, 1845, pp. 33-34). Vázquez 
proposed the progressive extinction of  slavery for both political 
and economic reasons. For the transition from one system of  
work to another he proposed taxing the employment of  slaves, 
which, after a long period of  time, would balance the price be-
tween the slave and the salaried worker. 

In the report the Prosecutor pointed out the lesser capacity of  
the white individual to acclimatize to the tropics, and the harsh 
working and living conditions that the European laborers had 
to endure, commenting on the work regime applied to the slaves 
where the foreman imposed discipline with the whip. Vázquez 
Queipo’s comments foreshadowed the fate of  many European 
and Asian contracted workers in Cuba who had to work in con-
ditions close to slavery, so many rebelled and denounced the 
treatment received, the work and the non-compliance with the 
clauses of  the contract to the authorities. 

The substitution of  Africans for white labor was not an im-
mediate process, and until it was achieved, alternatives were 
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thought of  for the importation of  other peoples who would 
work in conditions similar to those of  slaves. One of  the first 
experiments was the hiring of  Yucatecans starting in 1848, tak-
ing advantage of  the outbreak of  the so-called “caste war” in the 
Yucatan in 1847 (Menéndez, 1932; Corbitt, 1935, pp. 64-99). 
We know that this immigration did not have the expected re-
sults and that the project barely lasted 12 years. Estimates of  the 
number of  Yucatecans imported between 1848 and 1861 range 
from 1,000 to 2,000. Their immigration ended after Mexican 
diplomatic representatives in Havana protested the treatment 
these workers received. When this immigration failed, attention 
turned to Asia, a continent whose markets were open to the re-
cruitment of  workers who began to arrive from 1847 onwards. 
In the debates of  the Economic Society of  Friends of  the Coun-
try on the type of  workers needed, all agreed that Asians were 
the most suitable workers because of  their “industriousness, in-
telligence, docility and frugal customs to meet the current needs 
of  industry in Cuba” (Pérez de la Riva and Deschamps Cha-
peaux, 1974, pp. 221-223). Once the introduction of  Chinese 
began, the White Population Commission of  the Royal Board 
of  Development in 1848 made a survey among the landowners 
who had hired these workers to know their opinion and degree 
of  satisfaction. Some of  the answers are interesting to know the 
mentality of  some merchants and landowners. One of  these can 
serve as an example of  almost all the employers who approved 
of  maintaining the introduction of  Asians. We refer to Urbano 
Feijoo Sotomayor, a character who, in the 1850s, stood out for 
being one of  the promoters of  the hiring of  Spanish settlers to 
work in the countryside. His testimony is the voice of  the eco-
nomic and political elite who thought that the future and the 
wealth of  Cuba rested on agriculture worked with forced labor 
(Feijoo Sotomayor, 1855):

(...) We need men who will work alongside slaves, and for this pur-
pose only the sons of  a country governed by sticks are good enough, 
a quality that stands out in the Chinese. Not being able to import 
slaves, it is indispensable to have contracts that assure us the reim-
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bursement of  travel expenses and the greatest equity in wages: and 
I believe that those of  the Chinese meet these extremes, and I judge 
not only that it is convenient but also that it is the best possible.

In 1852, several of  the most important landowners sent a let-
ter to the Captain General of  Cuba requesting that the introduc-
tion of  the industry be liberalized, and that the quota of  workers 
established by the regulations be increased. This request was 
included in the Act of  Authorities in the session held in Havana 
on March 13th, 1852, considering that it was the “only means 
of  freeing Cuban industry from the blow that threatened it”, 
which they passed on to the metropolitan government. There 
were many who in these years were interested in this business. 
An example of  this are some of  the requests such as Francisco 
Diago, who offered to hire 200 Chinese; Ramón Pintó with 150 
settlers; Julián de Zulueta who proposed to give work to 150 
Chinese; Miguel Aldama who requested 200; José Baró, Fer-
nando Diago, the Count of  Fernandina, Eduardo Faser and the 
Count of  Peñalver, José Bruzón and Count O’Reilly who asked 
for 50 colonists each; José Padró who asked for 30 colonists, or 
the Count of  Jaruco who promised to hire 20 coolies.

The justification for this immigration was also based on the 
thesis of  acclimatization and the negative influence of  the cli-
mate on certain populations. The ability of  non-white popula-
tions, such as blacks or Asians, to work in the tropics and their 
resistance, and even immunity, to diseases typical of  these lati-
tudes made their introduction advisable as opposed to the immi-
gration of  workers from cold areas who were victims of  various 
ailments such as yellow fever. Geographical determinism and 
the influence of  climate had several followers in the 19th centu-
ry. The studies published tried to demonstrate the relationship 
between the person and the climate, work and climatic condi-
tions, and topography and climate as determining factors for 
adaptation, work and the emergence of  diseases and especial-
ly epidemics. The arguments offered by the physician Marcial 
Dupierris, a merchant involved in the African trade and the im-
migration of  Asians, who, based on the study of  the biological 
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characteristics of  the Asian population, defended their entry 
into Cuba as an alternative to forced labor (Dupierris, 1857), 
are framed along these lines. Some of  these ideas were used by 
the landowners in their reports on Asian colonization, as it will 
be observed.

In 1856, the Captain General of  Cuba asked the landowners 
for reports in which, in the light of  the experience accumulated 
in the years of  Asian colonization and the use of  workers on 
their properties, they assessed the advantages and disadvantag-
es. Through these, the authority also sought to know the needs 
of  labor and to report on the consequences of  the prohibition 
of  its importation, included in the Regulation of  1853, and the 
granting of  the monopoly of  this trade to the companies Vil-
loldo, Wardrop y Cía, and Pereda, Torices, Morales, Pedroso y 
Cía, which had caused the complaints of  the landowners due to 
the increase in the price of  workers. 

One of  the reports was that of  Domingo Aldama, who re-
ferred in a very positive way to the introduction of  Asians “[...] 
the Asiatic colonization has already begun to render great ser-
vices to agriculture, and they will offer them more and more 
as the colonists become naturalized with our customs and as 
the employers, in the study of  their character, learn to use their 
good dispositions even more”. After his experience, he com-
mented that the workers from the interior of  China were the 
most suitable for agriculture. Juan Poey, owner of  the sugar mill 
Las Cañas, in the province of  Matanzas, in his Report on Asian 
colonization, dwells on some aspects of  the life of  the Chinese 
in the sugar mills and the vision that they had of  themselves as 
opposed to the African slaves:

[...] they show little inclination towards economy. They rather like 
to live in comfort and even in a certain luxury...”. This landowner 
years later in his report on Asiatic colonization expressed his opin-
ion about the Chinese workers [...] they live separated from the Af-
rican race, judging themselves superior to them, and I have contrib-
uted to promote this idea which I believe to be as well founded as it 
is profitable, by giving them better lodging, clothing and food than 
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the blacks, separating them from the latter during working hours 
and giving them people of  our race as bosses or foreman. I thought 
they would bear their condition better when compared with that of  
the slaves, and I do not believe I was deceived.

In the report, he commented that soon after arriving in Cuba 
“their physical constitution was advantageously modified [...]; 
they fell ill infrequently after the first year and at the end of  the 
second year they showed signs of  being able to bear the work 
without suffering more than that of  natural fatigue”. 

In his opinion, two years after their arrival, the Asians could 
be considered to be completely adapted to the climate and work 
in the tropics.  In the same way Julián de Zulueta, a large land-
owner involved in the trade of  Africans and now in that of  Chi-
nese, pronounced himself  on the convenience of  hiring Asian 
workers having observed that after two or three years of  their 
arrival in Cuba they were completely acclimatized. Although 
the strength of  the African surpassed the conditions of  the Chi-
nese for work in the fields, Zulueta emphasized the superior in-
telligence of  the Asians who could perform the tasks for which 
strength was not required. To ensure the control of  this immi-
gration, he warned the authorities that the number of  Chinese 
should be lower than the number of  slaves, since their ability to 
communicate with other inhabitants of  the country was reduced 
and they would be more “inoffensive”. Among the reports sent 
to the Captain General is also the one signed by Francisco de 
la V. García, representative of  the Company of  Iron Roads of  
Matanzas, on May 10th, 1856. Like some landowners, he ad-
vised the hiring of  Chinese and emphasized the success of  the 
acclimatization and the adaptation a few months after their ar-
rival.  After six or eight months of  work on the railroad, it could 
be seen that they had developed a muscular mass and a robust-
ness that made them apt for any work done by African slaves.

In view of  the reports sent by the landowners, among whom 
were Juan Poey, Julián de Zulueta, Manuel B. Pereda, Francis-
co Galarraga, Joaquín Pedroso y Echevarría, Miguel Aldama, 
the Count of  San Fernando, and Antonio Acea, several mayors, 
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governors and lieutenant governors, as well as institutions in-
cluding the White Population Commission, the Royal Pretori-
al Court, the Inspection of  Prisons, the Board of  Development 
and the Iron Roads Company, the Captain General, José Guti-
érrez de la Concha, on February 12th, 1857 sent his opinion to 
the metropolitan government. In it he recommended that the 
introduction of  Chinese settlers be liberalized, eliminating the 
limitation of  time contracting and increasing the permission for 
their importation depending on the needs of  sugar cane agricul-
ture and their employment in other destinations such as the rail-
roads or public works. In the report, he informed the Minister 
of  Overseas of  the need to import labor for the sugar industry to 
continue producing and the decrease in the number of  workers 
caused by the abolition of  the slave trade. He also commented 
on some colonization projects with white settlers from Spain, 
whose poor organization and management had caused the en-
terprise to fail. In these circumstances, the Captain General, 
echoing the demands of  the landowners, advised and requested 
the metropolitan government to import Asian workers such as 
Coolies (Chinese), Polynesians, Annamites (Fungquinos and 
Cochinchinos), and Tonkinese. It indicated that in 1857 the 
Chinese population of  14,055 people was insufficient to do the 
work required, especially in the tasks related to the cultivation 
and production of  sugar, which demanded the entry of  at least 
60,000 workers.  

Organization of Asian colonization

The set of  operations or expeditions that surrounded the hir-
ing of  Asians was known in Cuba under the term “monsoon”. In 
the organization of  the trade, networks were established between 
the Cuban landowners and some Manila merchants who were 
connected with two English houses in Amoy, in charge of  the 
recruitment and shipment, Tait and Co. and Syme and Co. The 
Cuban landowners also operated through their London-based 
companies by appointing an intermediary for such business.  
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The denunciations of  the treatment given to the so-called coo-
lies began in China. From there the Spanish consul in Emuy in 
1859 called the attention of  the metropolitan authorities about 
the abuses that the agents of  the commercial houses of  Hava-
na made in the recruitment and embarkation. In the letter he 
commented that out of  every 100 Chinese who embarked for 
Cuba, 90 had been “hunted like ferocious beasts and violently 
taken aboard” and forced to come aboard. Others had been de-
ceived by false promises of  the working conditions they would 
have to endure. Such facts had caused alarm in many regions of  
the coast and the denunciation of  women, mothers and wives, 
who denounced the forced recruitment of  their relatives to the 
Spanish and Chinese authorities. The consul reported that a few 
days ago several Chinese families had declared to the Spanish 
consulate that two boats loaded with Chinese forcibly recruit-
ed had left Macao and a village near Emuy for Havana. The 
seriousness of  the situation forced the Chinese government to 
take measures that began to persecute and punish, even with 
the death penalty, the recruiters or Chinese hooks who were 
called “Chu Chay Tau” (pig foreman), who managed to deceive 
the young people with false promises of  the wealth that they 
would amass in only eight years that the contract lasted (Chuf-
fat Latour, 1927). The consul advised that this trade should be 
controlled by granting licenses to those companies that worked 
with licit means. Likewise, the Spanish authorities ordered an 
inspection of  the ships to verify that the captain had the neces-
sary permits and to know the conditions in which the Chinese 
were travelling. 

In Cuba, the authorities also took action and opened an in-
vestigation to find out if  the 294 Chinese who arrived in 1859 
from Macao had been recruited against their will or by decep-
tion, and if  improper means had been used in the formaliza-
tion of  the contract. Until the facts were known, the employers 
who had recruited them were forbidden to take them out of  
the premises where the new arrivals were being interrogated, 
which belonged to the Colonization Company, the La Positiva 



Chinese immigration in Cuba, 19th and 20th centuries: economic debates and identity...

CASE STUDIES 1805-1950  |  185

Insurance Company and the Banco General de Fomento. Af-
ter taking statements from all the Asians, they stated that they 
had voluntarily gone to the depot where they were recruited in 
China, driven by the misery of  their country, according to some 
of  them, where they had been informed of  the conditions of  
the contract. We cannot know whether the new arrivals, single 
men, farm laborers between 21 and 26 years of  age, gave their 
statements freely or under duress, but we do know that many of  
them could not read, so they probably did not know the terms 
of  the contract. After ascertaining that there was no crime in the 
contracting, the authorities closed the file. They also investigat-
ed the complaints of  some Chinese who said they had been mis-
treated when they disembarked. In July 1859, three colonists 
arriving in Havana aboard the frigate Alexander Bally, coming 
from Macao, said they had embarked against their will, so the 
authorities asked the Spanish consul in that city to investigate 
the way in which they had been recruited. After some inquiries, 
the consul reported that the recruitment had been carried out in 
accordance with the laws in force.

Junta de Fomento was the organization in charge of  hiring 
Chinese workers in Cuba and acted as an intermediary with 
the landowners who had to go to the Junta to hire them. The 
first contract was signed in 1847 between the Royal Board of  
Development and Julián Zulueta, who, through the company 
Zulueta y Compañía, of  London, organized the business or traf-
fic of  Chinese workers through his relative Pedro de Zulueta, 
who lived in London. The mediator of  this company with the 
landowners was Joaquín Arrieta. This contract provided for the 
importation of  600 Asians for a value of  170 pesos each. The 
first shipments of  workers aboard the brigantine Oquendo and 
the frigate Duke of  Argyle were the result of  Zulueta’s work 
with the house of  Matia Menchacatorre in Manila, and Tait 
and Co. in Amoy.  Other companies engaged in this trade were 
Villoldo, Wardrop y Cía; D.J. Zulueta; Pereda M. y Cía; Tron-
coso, Bustamante y Cía; Torices, Puente y Cía; Drake y Hnos; 
J.M. Morales y Cía; La Alianza; F. Schimper y Cía; Montalvo; 
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Lombillo; D.I.M. Zangroniz y Cía; Campbell y Cía; Fernández 
y Pozo; Caro y Cía, etc. The transnational dimensions of  the 
business can be deduced from the circuit that the money trav-
elled from Cuba to China. The landowners operated through 
their agents in China who, after receiving the money in banks in 
London or Paris, exchanged it in banks in Hong Kong.

Shortly, the trade fell to the Liverpool-based companies, with 
American and French consignees also taking part. The Spanish 
consul in Amoy commented in a report in 1859 on the Chinese 
government’s persecution of  the recruiters, who sometimes by 
deception and sometimes by force embarked many settlers.  The 
punishments they were given varied, including the death penalty. 

On June 3, 1847, the first shipment arrived in Havana, which 
was the only port authorized for the disembarkation of  Chinese, 
with 206 aboard the Oquendo from the port of  Amoy (Xiamen) 
from where they had departed on January 2nd. The passengers 
disembarked at Regla, a town located across the bay from Hava-
na, where they were taken to barracks to wait for the landowners 
to pick them up. They all wore gray shirt and wide trousers and 
a hat made of  bamboo. A few days later, on June 9th, the second 
shipment of  365 arrived on the frigate Duke of  Argyle imported 
by Villoldo, Waldrop and Co. upon arrival in Havana. The ex-
peditions followed one after the other in the following months 
and together with the arrival, the debate about the convenience 

Source: Portal Pares. Archivo Histórico Nacional.
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of  this immigration and if  the Chinese could really replace the 
Africans in the hard work and subjected to the tropical climate.

The passengers were examined by a doctor to see if  they had 
any disease. If  so, they were transferred to the lazaretto of  La 
Chorrera where they were quarantined. If  too many sick people 
were detected, the ship was confined to Mariel.  The authorities 
overlooked this regulation when the volume of  immigrants ex-
ceeded the health care capacity. Those immigrants who passed 
the health inspection were taken by employees of  Junta de Fo-
mento to the Maroon warehouse, where they were picked up by 
the landowners who had hired them. The Junta de Fomento also 
employed Chinese on public works.

The price of  the healthy coolie in the Havana market varied. 
At the beginning it was sold for 125 pesos and rose to 340-400 
pesos between 1855 and 1859, an amount that was surpassed 
in the years 1865-1868. In the case of  the sick, the price was 
reduced by half. The landowner paid only half  of  the total ship-
ment in advance, paying off  the debt once the ship arrived in 
Cuba. In addition, he was obliged to pay one ounce (17 pesos) 
for each Chinese imported to the captain general plus another 
20 pesos for the expenses incurred in the port, and the payment 
to the health services, the stay in the barracks and the transfer 
of  the contract. 

The first company founded for this purpose was the Empresa 
de Colonización or Empresa Colonizadora, in 1854, promoted by 
Rafael. R. Torices. To organize the business, this company had 
an agent in Macao and possessed the necessary infrastructure, 
except for ships, for the contracting and sale of  the coolies in 
Cuba. A company was being developed in which several actors 
of  different nationalities were involved. The Colonization Com-
pany was succeeded by others that in a cunning maneuver were 
joining together to avoid competition and dangerous business. 
For example, in 1859, it became associated with La Alianza, an 
insurance and bank credit company. The profits reported by the 
new company amounted to 200,000 pesos per shipment. Along-
side these large companies operated smaller shipping agents, 
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French companies that had shipping agents in Havana, and 
large landowners who operated on their own account, such as 
Domingo Aldama, who had his own agent and barracks in Ma-
cao, which allowed him to import coolies directly. 

The hiring of  coolies was very unequal throughout the 19th 
century and was settled according to the conditions agreed upon 
between the landowners and the commissioner or representative 
in China. The signing of  the contract was a mere formality since 
many could neither read nor write. Ignorant of  the content, the 
workers signed clauses that limited their movements in Cuba. 
Subjected to servitude, the individual, at least in the first years 
after the beginning of  this trade, was totally unprotected from 
mistreatment, punishments and little freedom. Without know-
ing it, the workers had agreed to work for eight years with the 
same owner for a salary of  3 or 4 pesos a month, lodging, med-
ical assistance, clothing consisting of  two changes of  clothes, 
a wool shirt and two blankets, and food consisting of  rice, in 
some contracts they indicated two ounces a day, half  a pound 
or eight ounces of  meat or the same amount of  jerky or fish, 
food such as bananas and bonitos and fruits. In the first con-
tracts, whose content was maintained until 1853, the settler was 
committed to work for the same owner for eight years. During 
this time, he could be transferred and was subject to the same 
obligations. At the end of  the contract, the colonist was free to 
stay in Cuba or to return to his country. Likewise, the contract 
stipulated that the agent who had mediated in the contracting 
had to pay each colonist five silver pesos for travel expenses, in 
addition to giving him two changes of  clothes worth two pesos. 
The amount of  the advances would be deducted from the salary 
at the rate of  one peso per month.

The agreement signed in 1852 between Villoldo, Waldrop y 
Cía. and the Real Junta de Fomento is an example of  how the 
immigration of  Asians to Cuba was organized. The Company 
obtained the concession of  the contract to introduce between 
6,000 and 8,000 Asians, between 18 and 40 years of  age. The 
company was obligated to bring in the allotted number of  work-
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ers within two years. In return, the Real Junta de Fomento would 
act as surety for the landowners with signed deeds who had un-
dertaken to hire the settlers. 

The contract was written in Spanish on one sheet of  different 
colored rice paper. Some contracts found in the 1860s had paper 
dimensions of  42x30 cm. On the upper part appeared the num-
ber that corresponded to the contracted worker who wore a lead 
plate with the same number.

In the contracts of  the 1850s, in addition to setting eight 
years as the time he had to work for the same owner, empha-
sis was placed on the discipline and obedience that the colonist 
had to maintain, which he accepted when he signed the con-
tract: “order and discipline to be observed in the establishment, 
workshop, farm or private house where I am assigned, and I 
submit to the system of  correction that is imposed therein, for 
lack of  application and constancy in the work, obedience to 
the orders of  the employers or their representatives, and for all 
those whose seriousness does not require the intervention of  the 
laws”. Likewise, the salary established that, in case of  illness, if  
the time was longer than a week, the worker would be suspend-
ed. The contracts were sometimes illustrated with the image of  
a Cuban sugar mill. Such were the ones signed through Nicolás 
Tanco Armero, who came from Nueva Granada and settled for 
some years in China where he acted as a mediator with the au-
thorities and landowners of  Cuba for the recruitment of  work-
ers. The contract fixed the price of  each worker at 125 pesos, as 
well as the duration of  eight years, and the monthly salary of  
4 pesos. The work in the fields, which lasted 12 hours, was to 
be completed with domestic work if  required. The landowner 
or any contractor undertook to provide lodging, food, clothing 
and medical care. Every month, 1 peso was withheld from his 
salary to pay off  the debt contracted, 12 strong gold or silver 
pesos, which included the cost of  the passage. At the end of  the 
four years, the worker could return to China on his own account 
within a period not exceeding two months after the end of  the 
contract, or he could remain in Cuba if  he had been hired again. 
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For each worker introduced, the Royal Board of  Development 
undertook to pay 90 pesos to the company in charge of  their 
transport, as well as the money the company had spent on each 
worker. This amount could not exceed the equivalent of  about 
17 pesos (Jiménez Pastrana, 1983, pp. 35-36; Naranjo Orovio 
and Balboa, 1999).

In 1854 another regulation regularizes the trade and orga-
nizes the migration of  coolies. The Junta de Fomento, private 
landowners and merchants participated in its organization and 
financing, and until the 1860s some shippers who had previous-
ly been involved in the African slave trade also took part. As the 
price increased, the landowners, who became landowner-capi-
talists from 1870 onwards, were the main actors in this trade, 
who individually or in association with companies negotiated 
the cargoes in Macao. Between 1848 and 1853, the importa-
tion of  coolie was prohibited. During these years, the entries 
amounted to some 30,000. At different times the landowners 
approached the Junta de Fomento demanding the introduction of  
arms for agriculture. In 1852 Villoldo, Wardrop and Company 
requested permission to hire between 6,000 and 8,000 Chinese. 
The request, which was supported by the Junta de Fomento and 
a large number of  landowners, was referred to the Royal Court 
for a ruling on its advisability. The document insisted that, giv-
en the impossibility of  introducing Africans, it was essential to 
hire “robust and useful” Asians to continue agricultural pro-
duction. Their introduction should be carried out in the term of  
two years from the signing of  the concession, and the company 
should deliver to the Board 90 pesos in cash for each Chinese 
introduced and the rest in equal parts in the following three 
months. In 1853, the Junta de Fomento received petitions from 
the Villoldo, Wardrop and Company house, from the landown-
er Manuel B. Pereda to import 3,000 Chinese each. According 
to the agreement, each should pay 125 pesos for the entry of  
each worker, who would be paid a monthly salary of  4 pesos in 
the case of  men and 3 pesos for women during the 8 years that 
the contract lasted. The age of  the workers was to be between 15 
and 40 years old, with a male to female ratio of  1 to 5.
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In February 1853 the prohibition was lifted, and the expedi-
tions began again. In February 1853, the English-flagged ships 
Panama, Blenhsin and Gertrude arrived in the port of  Havana 
with a total of  678 Chinese. Through Jacobo de la Pezuela we 
know that 56,335 workers were hired in China between 1847 
and 1860. Of  these, 48,176 arrived in Cuba. Fifteen percent of  
those who embarked died on the voyage (Pezuela, 1863, vol. 
2, pp. 233-234). A similar proportion is found in other sources 
which indicate that the mortality rate between 1853 and 1873 
was 13%. For a longer period, from 1847 to 1871, according to a 
report by the Captain General of  Cuba, the Count of  Valmase-
da, the number of  Chinese disembarked in Havana amounted 
to 109,092. To this number must be added 15,927 who were 
introduced between 1871 and 1874. For the whole period Pérez 
de la Riva estimates that around 150,000 Chinese entered Cuba.

Source: google image.
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Within the Chinese emigration to Cuba, those coming from 
the provinces of  Guangdon (Canton) and Fukien predominat-
ed. One explanation for this lies in the limitations imposed by 
Great Britain in 1853 on this traffic, which authorized the em-
barkation from Hong Kong only for ships bound for its colonies. 
Likewise, the closure imposed by the Chinese government on 
the ports of  Amoy and Swatao forced the use of  the port of  Ma-
cao (Aomen). This conditioned the recruitment of  immigrants 
in the nearest areas such as Tai Shan, Sin Jui, Eng Ping, Hoi 
Ping, Nam Joi and Shung Shan, whose population was Canton-
ese (Baltar Rodríguez, 1997, p. 19).

The new sugar serfs: prejudice and labor regulation

Cultural Prejudice

All colonization projects and the importation of  African 
slaves generated great debates about the benefits and damag-
es that the presence of  other populations would cause to the 
country. Along with economic and political factors, arguments 
of  a cultural and moral nature were put forward based on the 
classifications of  the populations that differentiated them into 
different racial groups. In Cuba, the debates were intense from 
the early years of  the 19th century. The Economic Society of  
Friends of  the Country and the Royal Consulate of  Agriculture 
and Commerce witnessed the discussions in which landown-
ers, authorities and intellectuals took the floor. In the second 
half  of  the century, the foundation of  the Academy of  Med-
ical, Physical and Natural Sciences of  Havana, in 1861, and 
of  the Anthropological Society of  the Island of  Cuba, in 1877, 
extended the debate to other professional circles, such as doc-
tors and anthropologists, who discussed the superiority of  some 
populations and the inferiority of  others from a biological point 
of  view. Discussions on acclimatization, the role of  heredity 
and miscegenation were present in the sessions that were held.  
Many of  them considered that the Asians belonged to an “in-
ferior race”, indolent, lazy, immoral, without religious beliefs, 
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vindictive and that they were only guided by economic interests 
so their presence in Cuba would endanger the white “race”. José 
Antonio Saco participated in these debates on a very concrete 
topic such as suicide among the Chinese population, which 
numbered 73 in 1862. His considerations contrast with the as-
sessment he also made on suicide among African slaves and 
whites, whom he tried to understand the different reasons that 
led them to commit suicide. In the case of  the Chinese, he com-
mented that suicide was not uncommon in the case of  “such a 
corrupt and perverse race”. From moral and political consider-
ations Saco went on to say that Chinese immigration was “one 
of  the most terrible plagues that had fallen on the soil of  Cuba. 
One of  the issues that most concerned José Antonio Saco was 
the heterogeneity of  the population, as he expressed in several 
of  his writings. In these ideas he coincided with other intellec-
tuals of  the time, such as the annexationist Gaspar Betancourt 
Cisneros, who in 1848 confessed to Saco: “[...] Do not tell me 
that you want that Spanish-Cuban nationality for yourself  - No, 
man! Give me Turks, Arabs, Russians; give me devils, but don’t 
give me the product of  the Spaniards, Kongo people, Mandin-
ka and today... Malays to complete the mosaic of  population” 
(Fernández de Castro, 1923, p. 89).

José Antonio Saco believed that ethnic and cultural diver-
sity weakened the national culture and divided the country. 
Saco’s idea of  Cuban identity (the idea of  Cubanness that he 
outlined) was reduced to the group of  white settlers, mainland-
ers and Creoles, leaving out the rest of  the contributions that 
he considered foreign and even harmful to the Cuban identity. 
Based on this conception, he considered that the abysmal dif-
ferences, and not only cultural, between Spaniards and Chinese 
in “language, color, ideas, feelings, uses and customs and their 
religious opinions” made assimilation impossible, even more 
so considering the presence of  a third population. In addition, 
Saco commented on the propensity for criminality that placed 
them at the top of  the statistics in Cuba despite being a small 
community. Based on this situation, thinking about the medi-
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um-term future of  Cuba, he commented that the slow growth 
achieved through colonization and the work of  white settlers 
was preferable to betting on a faster growth for which the entry 
of  slaves and Asians was necessary, but which would lead to 
social and cultural ruin, as well as threatening the permanence 
of  Cuba as a part of  Spain (Saco, 1881, pp. 144-145).

Voices for or against Chinese colonization also came from 
the Church, whose authorities warned of  the moral dangers 
that the entry of  individuals with different religions and tra-
ditions from those of  Cuba would cause. From Santiago de 
Cuba, where the use of  Chinese workers was not common, the 
archbishop warned emphatically that their entry was a prob-
lem for society, culture and the future of  Cuba and not only the 
religious differences of  both peoples would cause serious mor-
al evils, to the culture and in general to society. As others had 
said, he raised the problem of  increasing the number of  “races”, 
whose coexistence would generate ethnic, cultural and political 
conflict.

[…] What evils would not result to morality, religion, society and 
the family from such tolerance, against which the Shepherds of  
the flock of  Jesus Christ who govern it in his name could not 
but protest. Because, in addition to allowing the scandal for the 
dominions of  Spain of  admitting two different altars, two con-
trary religions, the uniformity of  sentiments among the islanders 
would be lost; a new race would reproduce itself, to whom no 
truly such moral bond would unite with the Metropolis..... That 
new upstart race could not be restrained in duty by the conscience 
that is the best stimulus of  all. And here considerations of  an-
other order spring to view which the Government cannot disre-
gard. Attempts at rebellion against the legitimate dependence of  
the Mother Country would be more possible, easier and perhaps 
more successful.

The Bishop of  Havana made a similar point in his 1853 Re-
port of  the Bishop of  Havana on the advisability of  Asian immi-
gration. Based on the judgments of  the landowners who did not 
yet employ Asians on their farms and the favorable opinions of  
the landowners whose mills employed Chinese, he weighed the 
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benefits and the economic and moral dangers involved in the in-
troduction of  Asians and emphasized the risk that the presence 
of  free workers implied for order and control.

A report prepared by the Population Commission of  the 
Economic Society of  Friends of  the Country, in 1863, called at-
tention to the advisability of  using the resources of  colonization 
to import white workers since only they possessed the morality 
and religious beliefs required to populate a country. In his report 
he commented that many of  the Chinese immigrants swelled 
the statistics of  criminality, besides not dedicating themselves 
to the work for which they had been contracted as the data of  
entries in 1862 showed, year in which 56,875 had arrived in 
Cuba in 162 expeditions. Of  all of  them only 34,823 worked. 
Another negative element about their entry that the Commis-
sion noted was the increase of  the colored castes, an increase 
that was appreciated in the 1862 census in the group of  colored 
women. Without ambiguity it affirmed “the number of  hostile 
beings, product of  barbaric and idolatrous mothers that cannot 
give fruit of  morality nor of  progress [...] what habits can the 
family offer when the family is impossible?

In the mid-nineteenth century José Antonio Saco devoted 
some of  his writings to the issue of  African slavery as one of  the 
core issues in Cuba. For him, the presence of  a high percentage 
of  black and slave population was a problem in the economic, 
political and cultural order. Although his ideas followed dif-
ferent paths to the abolitionism of  the following decades, they 
pointed out his concern for the development of  Cuba in the 
heart of  a nation like Spain, whose development and modernity 
was hindered by the maintenance of  slave labor. Their reflec-
tions extended to Chinese immigration, questioning the work 
regime of  the so-called colonist, who was subjected to a regime 
similar to that suffered by Africans:

If  it is undeniable that the Chinese in Cuba is not a slave in the 
legal sense of  the word, will it be said that he is entirely free? I will 
not affirm it. Is a man who pledges his liberty for the long space of  
eight years, and who begins by renouncing a great part of  the civil 



DR. CONSUELO NARANJO OROVIO

196  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

rights he enjoys entirely free? Is a man who, being of  age, can never 
appear in court except in the company of  an employer or public 
employee who represents him entirely free? Is a man who, without 
his consent or consultation, can be transferred or transferred from 
the power of  one to the power of  another entirely free? Such is the 
Chinese in Cuba. But if  he is not entirely free, neither is he entirely 
a slave (Saco, 1881, p. 192).

Other opposing opinions came from the landowners who 
emphasized the economic damage caused by the Chinese run-
aways who, organized in gangs, were hired as free labor at a 
salary of  about 25 pesos a month. Undoubtedly the difference 
in salary, from 4 to 25 pesos, stimulated many to flee from the 
farms where they had to serve 8 years. The Marquis of  San Mi-
guel, on behalf  of  some landowners, denounced in 1870 this 
procedure that harmed those who after having paid for the hir-
ing of  the coolies were deprived of  labor “Who is the landowner 
who, after making the great sacrifice of  giving 22 or 24 ounces 
for each Chinese, has not suffered the cruel disappointment of  
having the fifth or sixth part of  the colonists fleeing [...]”.

Several newspapers picked up these opinions unfavorable to 
the hiring of  Chinese. One of  the articles published in El Tri-
unfo, on June 19th, 1879, virulently attacked this community 
for the moral evils they would cause to the country. The author 
said that they were individuals who came from “decrepit” civ-
ilizations that had generated people with “frailty of  body and 
smallness of  spirit”. Lacking the virtues of  younger peoples, 
the writer stressed that the Chinese were gamblers, mistrustful, 
selfish and lacked the attitude and aptitude to adapt to other 
countries and cultures. And echoing those who advocated the 
“whitening” of  the island with white settlers, colonists or work-
ers, he highlighted the qualities of  those he considered to belong 
to a “superior race”, the “Caucasian race”. In these years, just 
as earlier comments had been made about the qualities and de-
fects of  Africans, emphasis was placed not only on what they 
considered moral defects that “would never be an element of  
progress and culture”.
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Their participation in the Cuban wars of  independence to-
gether with those fighting against Spain, 1868-1878, 1879-1880 
and 1895-1898, were used to attack the Chinese community, 
which was now also accused of  disloyalty and of  contributing 
to the disorder and ruin of  the nation. In 1882, the Central Col-
onization Commission, in its report on the advisability of  re-
cruiting Asian laborers, warned of  the danger that the Chinese 
population posed to the order and security of  the country, as 
had already been seen in the Ten Years’ War. The promise of  
freeing the slaves of  those who had risen up against Spain in 
1868 had attracted both Africans and Chinese to their ranks. 

Some authors estimate that their participation in the Ten 
Years’ War amounted to some 6,000 men. Their presence is 
also found in different battalions such as the infantry battalion 
commanded by Julio Sanguily, major general of  the Liberation 
Army, which were made up of  Chinese. In addition to being 
part of  the Cuban army, others played an important role in sup-
plying food and medicine (Jiménez Pastrana, 1963). In the writ-
ings on the war of  independence of  a prominent member of  the 
Cuban Revolutionary Party Gonzalo de Quesada y Arostegui 
(1892 and 1922), he comments on his participation that “they 
spontaneously joined the insurrectionary troops [...] and then 
skillfully introduced themselves into the cities to recruit among 
those of  their race, without the authorities being able to recog-
nize them, because it was difficult to distinguish one from the 
other” and how they were all encouraged to follow the slogans 
of  the Liberation Army: 

When Cuban forces obtained the uprising in arms of  the sug-
ar cane workers, the Chinese officers explained to their country-
men the reasons for the war and, full of  enthusiasm, swore to 
serve the flag of  the Republic. The years of  enervating servitude 
had not succeeded in destroying the fibers of  nobility in their 
souls. They fought against the flag that had enslaved them; they 
were companions in need of  those who, like them, had suffered 
the colonial yoke (Quesada, 1892).
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In 1931, the Cuban government paid tribute to the Chinese 
community by commemorating their participation in the wars 
of  liberation with a monument erected in a central neighbor-
hood of  Havana.

Work regulation

Although the Chinese were legally free workers, labor rela-
tions in the countryside maintained some features of  the slave 
system. The coolie, as in other labor contracting schemes, were 
obliged to pay the cost of  the journey and the expenses derived 
from their installation, so they were obliged to work for the land-
owner who had contracted them until the debts contracted with 
him were paid off. These harsh conditions were compounded 
by a lack of  knowledge of  the language and cultural differences. 

A few years after their arrival in 1849, the first regulations 
were issued, which, according to the Captain General, were due 
to the need to have rules for both the Asians and the owners 
after having received protests from some landowners about the 
attitude of  these workers who had either refused to work or had 
run away or had committed robberies. Concerned that such be-
havior set a bad example among the African slaves, the land-
owners commented that they had had to make arrangements to 
control the Asians.

The regulations of  1849 and the Royal Decree promulgated 
on March 22nd 1854 stipulated the treatment that the landown-
er could impose on them, the penalties and punishments (the 
maximum penalty was 25 cuerazos (whiplashes) or six months 
in stocks and shackles), as well as the 12-hour working day and 
the conditions they had to fulfil in order to obtain their freedom 
(Pérez de la Riva, 1975a). The so-called coolies became the new 
sugar serfs, which in the words of  Pérez de la Riva gave the 
migration of  coolies and the enslavement of  Africans a certain 
“air of  family”. 

Since 1847, several decrees, ordinances and regulations were 
issued to regulate the work of  the Asians, advising at first that 
the prosecutors should be the protectors of  these workers. The 
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first was the Regulation for the management and treatment of  
Asian and Indian settlers published by the Superior Government 
of  Havana on April 10th, 1849, which contained the rules regu-
lating the work of  these settlers. The captain general, Federico 
Roncali, commented that it had been “judged indispensable to 
adopt rules which, while protecting the rights of  the colonists, 
also ensure subordination and discipline, without which they 
could damage rather than produce benefits to agriculture”. Sev-
eral articles, especially 11 and 12, contained the punishments to 
be enforced to those who did not comply with the stipulations 
of  the clauses or did not obey the owner or overseer. Those who 
escaped and were imprisoned were subject to the same 1845 reg-
ulations that had been written for enslaved Africans, when ma-
roonage grew on the island as a form of  resistance and also as 
a consequence of  the hardening of  the slave system. The treat-
ment described made them closer to slaves than to free men: 

The colonist who disobeys the voice of  the superior either by re-
sisting the work or any of  his obligations may be corrected with 12 
whiplashes; if  he persists with 18 more and if  he still does not enter 
into the path of  duty, he will be put in a shackle and will be made 
to sleep in the stocks. If  after two months he does not show signs of  
amendment, everything will be brought to the attention of  the local 
authority so that it may be brought to the attention of  the superior 
of  this island. If  two or more resist the work [...] the punishment 
will be 25 whiplashes and they will wear shackles and sleep in the 
stocks for two months [...].

In later decrees and in the regulation of  1854 the punish-
ments were eliminated, although some documents and testimo-
nies show that they continued to be used for many years. In fact, 
the denunciations of  the working and living conditions opened 
an investigation by the Chinese authorities, as well as the prohi-
bition of  emigration to Cuba in 1874, which lasted until 1877. 
The bad treatments and the scarce and bad feeding provoked in 
several occasions the protest and the uprising of  these workers 
that, in occasions, ended, with the death of  some counter farm 
manager and with the detention of  the rebels as it appears in 
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the reports that give account of  some protests in the sugar mills 
that ended with wounded, some dead and with an even greater 
reprisal. Several travelers of  the time commented in their diaries 
on the brutality of  the treatment, some claiming that this was 
the cause of  many suicides whose rate among the Chinese pop-
ulation was high. For example, in 1862 of  the total number of  
suicides in Cuba, 346, 173 were Chinese. According to Pérez de 
la Riva in Cuba this group had a suicide rate as high as in Peru. 
According to statistics, they committed suicide 100 times more 
than the white population and 14 times more than the enslaved 
Africans (Pérez de la Riva, 1975a, p. 480). 

The regent of  the Havana Court in 1858 blamed the high 
suicide rate among the Chinese on their culture and their lack of  
adaptation: “The individuals of  this race have little attachment 
to life [...] recently arrived in a strange country, subjected to con-
stant work, ignorant of  the language and unable for the same 
reason to make themselves understood and to be understood, 
they seek in suicide, by means of  opium generally, the end of  
their ills, which their imaginations swell perhaps because they 
have come with illusions that could not be achieved” (Valverde 
Maruri, 1918, p. 34). 

The suicide and other facts about his entry into Cuba were 
recorded by the lawyer Richard Henry Dana in the book he pub-
lished after his trip in 1859, To Cuba and back. A vacation voyage. 
In this work, he describes how Chinese were sold in Havana, 
the price paid for each one, about 400 pesos, their working and 
living conditions, their monthly salary of  4 pesos, and the scarce 
regulation of  this trade. According to him, the colonist received 
one of  the contracts signed and written in Spanish and Chinese. 
In spite of  this, it is necessary to think that a high percentage of  
them did not know how to read, so the language they were in 
was not a significant fact. Without being able to say how many 
there were in Cuba, which ranged, depending on who reported 
it, between 60,000 and 200,000, Richard Dan commented that 
the Chinese were already part of  the population of  the island, 
that they were found everywhere, both in the countryside and in 
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the city. On their sense of  honor and the shame and humiliation 
of  their mistreatment he noted the following: 

They have such a sense of  the dignity of  the human body, at 
least in the eyes of  outsiders that they cannot submit to the hu-
miliation of  corporal punishment. If  a coolie is whipped, some-
one has to die, anyone, even if  it is the coolie himself. Shame 
will drive him to suicide, if  he cannot kill the material perpetra-
tor of  the deed or anyone else, according to his strange princi-
ples of  punishment by substitution (Dan, 1859, p. 83).

In a few years, regulations and decrees were drafted to regu-
late the Asian colonization. After the first contracts, which es-
tablished six years of  work, in 1853 a new regulation replaced 
that of  1849 and came into effect on March 22nd, 1854. The 
latter ceased to be applied in 1860 after the publication of  the 
Royal Decree on the Introduction of  Asians and Regulations 
for their government approved on July 7th, which repealed the 

Source: National Historical Archive, ULTRAMAR, leg. 91, exp.6. 

Beginning of the 1849 Labor Regulations. 
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Royal Decree of  March 22nd, 1854 as well as the rest of  the “pre-
vious provisions relating to this matter”, and the Royal Decree 
of  June 28th, 1864 where the rules concerning the Chinese were 
applied to the Chinese settlers by the Royal Decree of  July 6th, 
1860. 

The Regulations of  1853 or the law of  1854, promoted by 
Captain General Jacobo de la Pezuela, included some import-
ant modifications by suppressing corporal punishment and re-
calling the status of  free man of  the colonist who, after the end 
of  his commitment with the owner, would have the same rights 
as the rest of  the inhabitants. It also indicated the manner in 
which the colonists could terminate the contract. According to 
it, for example, settlers who were under 20 years of  age when 
they were hired could terminate the contract when they reached 
the age of  25. These articles were limited by the exceptions also 
contained in the law. To be able to terminate it, the settler had to 
pay in cash the same as the owner had paid for him, as well as 
other amounts as compensation for different concepts such as 
the time lost in the work; the added value that the settler had ac-
quired, as well as to compensate the owner in the event that his 
replacement was not immediate. As Pérez de la Riva points out, 
the concept of  lost time implied the subjection and dependence 
of  the settler to the owner who, being the one who controlled 
the months and years worked, could legally keep the Chinese as 
long as he wanted, claiming the hours lost in the work. Although 
the figure of  “Protector of  the Chinese” was established, which 
fell to the captain general, who in turn delegated power to local 
authorities such as lieutenant governors, and these in turn could 
delegate it to the local captains, the regulation also condemned 
the authority to the employers in the case of  insubordination. 
The dependence on the patron was made explicit by stating that 
married settlers could only be ceded to another person if  the 
latter acquired the spouse and children under 12 years of  age. 
On the other hand, it should be noted that the content of  the 
regulations could be altered by the clauses that the landowners 
included in the contracts, which in daily practice had more force 
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than the regulations (Pérez de la Riva, 1971 and 1975a, pp. 218-
234). After the Regulation of  1853, other decrees regulated the 
future of  the Chinese who had completed their contract, estab-
lishing a period of  no more than two months to be hired. In 
1860, the Royal Decree of  July 7th on the Introduction of  Asians 
and Regulations for their government regulated the fate of  the 
colonist at the end of  his contract. According to this the colo-
nists had to get another job within two months to stay in Cuba. 
Those who could not find another job, nor could they afford a 
return trip to China, were put at the disposal of  the authorities 
who employed them in public works. The application of  these 
rules affected those who entered Cuba after February 15th, 1861. 
In the contracts of  these years, the aforementioned conditions 
are incorporated: “that at the end of  this contract I am granted 
60 days to return to my country, at my own expense, if  it suits 
me, or to seek accommodation with the employer who is most 
useful to me [...]”.

In 1860, emigration to Cuba was prohibited, a disposition 
that was revoked by orders and by-laws until the signing of  the 
Treaty of  Tien Tsin, on April 10th, 1864, which legalized it. The 
Chinese government sent a Commission to Cuba in 1874 in or-
der to know the reality or not of  the protests received by the 
treatment of  the coolies in the island (Helly, 1993). The Com-
mission was headed by Chen Lanbin, a person with foreign ex-
perience and able to speak several languages of  both other coun-
tries and China. This made it possible for him to communicate 
with many Coolies who spoke different languages or dialects 
to be interrogated. The delegation was composed of  people of  
different nationalities, which gave it an international and pre-
dictably impartial character. It included two people who had 
worked in the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs Service, the 
Englishman A. MacPherson, and the Frenchman Alfred Huber. 
The Chinese government, on the advice of  Robert Hart, Inspec-
tor General of  the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs Service, 
gave the Commission instructions containing the questions 
from which to gather precise information about the working 
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and living conditions of  the Asian settlers, whether they were 
being ill-treated and what were the causes of  the high number 
of  suicides. The Commission’s investigation lasted two months, 
from March 17th to May 8th, 1874. In order to give it greater 
coverage and an international character, the Commission met 
not only with the Spanish authorities but also with the represen-
tatives of  other countries on the island. The Commission visited 
the most important sugar producing areas where it interviewed 
the sugar growers and some sugar mill owners in Havana, Gua-
nabacoa, Matanzas, Colón Cárdenas, Sagua, Cienfuegos, Gua-
najuay, among other localities. The inspection was completed 
with visits to other places where the coolies worked and prisons.

The data collected (1,176 interviews and inspection of  the 
work sites) left no doubt about the cruel conditions of  both the 
transfer of  the coolies and the work in Cuba and the “re-hir-
ing” that many had to accept after the end of  the first contract, 
as well as the non-fulfillment of  the clauses. Eight out of  ten 
settlers said they had not travelled of  their own free will or had 
been kidnapped. The report showed that many had marks on 
their bodies of  having suffered harsh punishments, and that 
most of  them were forced to return to the same farm at the end 
of  their contract. As it has been indicated, the compliant settlers 
who did not get another job within two months were sent to the 
warehouses where the Junta de Fomento hired them for public 
works. These situations led many Asians to rebel or flee. 

After receiving the report, the Chinese government in 1874 
closed the ports of  China and temporarily suspended this mi-
gration. The Chinese and international press echoed the infor-
mation condemning the abuses committed against the Chinese, 
which, despite having a great impact, did not prevent the re-
cruitment of  Chinese from continuing through the Portuguese 
colony of  Macao. Three years later the Chinese and Spanish 
authorities signed an agreement on November 17th, 1877, legal-
izing immigration. In this treaty the conditions of  the Treaty of  
Tien Tsin of  1864 were abolished, and although immigration 
was considered “free and voluntary”, its clauses maintained the 
conditions of  the previous contracts.
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The new relations between the two governments led to the 
establishment of  the Chinese diplomatic legation in Havana 
and Matanzas, composed of  a consul and a vice-consul, among 
others, on October 24th, 1879. One of  their first missions was to 
know the volume and state of  the Chinese community in Cuba. 
To this end, they asked the Spanish authorities to draw up a 
census of  the Chinese population, grouping the information 
into four categories: settlers who had fulfilled their contracts or 
who had been rehired; fugitive settlers; Chinese in prisons; and 
domiciled and naturalized Chinese. A commission toured the 
country to get to know the community and to see that the mi-
gration agreements were being complied with.

Contribution of Chinese labor to the economy and popula-
tion of the island

According to Juan Pérez de la Riva, 43,770,570 pesos were 
spent in the contracting of  coolies, which meant more than 
20% of  the gross product. In spite of  the great investment of  
landowners, especially those of  the province of  Matanzas, who 
invested in their hiring more than the fifth part of  their liquid 
utilities, it was a profitable business. In the decade of  1860, slave 
traders observed reduced profits after the rise, almost to double 
the price of  the bozales, and the shortage of  liquidity due to the 
reduction of  the loans previously provided to them by French 
bankers, who now did not want to assume the risks that the in-
surance supposed. In the face of  this, the insurance of  the coolie 
contracts could be fully covered by policies that were negotiated 
in London and Paris. The work of  the coolies contributed to 
maintaining and increasing sugar production. The correlation 
between the influx of  coolie workers and the increase in sugar 
production can be seen in the following figures. The entry of  
coolies between 1857 and 1859 generated a higher sugar harvest 
than had been known up to that time: 563,000 tons of  sugar. 
Again, the trend increased in the years 1865-1868 when the har-
vest went from 507,000 tons in 1863 to 749,000 tons in 1868. 
In these four years the influx of  coolies amounted to 40,422, 
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about 10,000 a year. The cessation of  immigration in two peri-
ods, 1857-1859 and 1870-1871, had an impact on sugar produc-
tion, which fell by 180,000 tons (Pérez de la Riva, 1975a, pp. 
270-271, 280). In terms of  their contribution to labor, according 
to Pérez de la Riva, Asians covered 50% of  the labor deficit in 
1853. This percentage rose to 75% in 1857 and 1860. According 
to this author, Chinese immigration in 1865 represented 15% of  
the workforce, 73% of  which was in agriculture and 27% in do-
mestic service. This proportion was maintained in the following 
years. In 1872, 74% of  the Coolies worked in agriculture and 
26% in domestic service (Pérez de la Riva, 1975a and 1975b). 

Since 1858, there is evidence that some Chinese began to es-
tablish themselves on their own. In Havana, on Zanja street, in 
the heart of  Chinatown, a Chinese food house was opened and 
another Chinese who had already fulfilled his contract estab-
lished himself  with a fruit, pork rind and fried food stand. Out-
side Chinatown, on the Calzada del Monte, another opened a 
bodega (grocery store). Little by little these immigrants entered 
the fruit and vegetable hawking business, a business they contin-
ued to engage in the 20th century. They also worked as cooks, 
on the docks, in domestic service, loading coal or as coopers and 
carpenters. Throughout the country we find establishments, inns, 
silk shops and commercial houses run by Chinese; in 1872, in 
Cárdenas the first bank branch was created under the name of  
Yang Wo Yi Chan, in 1877 the first banking house Wing Tung 
Yick was founded in Havana, in 1880 also in the capital the first 
Chinese firm in Cuba opened its doors, the house of  importation 
of  articles from China, Japan and Asia, Weng On and Company, 
which had branches in several localities: Sagua la Grande, Colón, 
Cárdenas, etc.

The first Chinese societies emerged in Havana Kit Yi Tong (The 
Unity) in 1867, Hen Yi Tong (The Brothers) in 1868, and Yi Seng 
Ton (Second Alliance) formed by people from southern China.

As for the number of  Chinese brought into Cuba, according 
to data from the Colonization Commission, from 1848 to 1877, 
141,391 left China and 124,813 of  these arrived in Havana. To 
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this number must be added those brought in by smuggling and 
those coming from other countries such as the United States, 
which brings the figure to some 150,000. Most of  those who 
were in Cuba in 1899 came from the United States. 

The 1861 census is the first where the Chinese appear under 
the category of  Asians, which amounted to a total of  34,828. 
The decline of  the Chinese population in the last quarter of  
the century can be seen by comparing the census data with the 
data from the official customs records. For example, by 1861 
the number of  landings since 1847 was 56,844. In 1872 the Cen-
tral Colonization Commission carried out a census to know the 
number and their situation. The report published in the Colo-
nization Bulletin on June 30th, 1873 records 58,400, in a year 
when the number of  landings since 1847 was 117,230. The cen-
sus data were as follows:
Hired: 34,408

In deposits pending contracting: 804
Detained or under trial: 223
In prison: 421
Fugitives taken to depots: 1,344
Fugitives returned to employers: 7,036
--------
Subject to easements: 44,336
Free, naturalized or foreign nationals: 14,064 

In the next population count, the census of  1877, the Chi-
nese are integrated into the white population group divided into 
aliens, completed Asians (i.e. those who had completed their 
contract time, which included the Coolies and Californios), 
24,068, and settler Asians, 22,768, for a total of  46,835. By that 
year, according to the customs record, the total number of  Coo-
lies entering since immigration had begun was 124,873. In the 
1899 census, the population groups were classified into three 
groups: whites, blacks, and mestizos. To this last group, com-
posed of  270,805 individuals, belonged the Chinese, 14,614. Re-
garding the composition of  the group, it was an immigration of  
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male workers between the ages of  20 and 39. The censuses show 
the inequality between men and women: in 1861 only 57 wom-
en were registered, the 1872 census shows 32, the 1877 census 
shows 81 women, and the 1899 census shows 49 women (Pérez 
de la Riva, 1975a, pp. 470-473). This author indicates that their 
mortality rate was higher than that of  the enslaved Africans, 
which was basically due to the different age composition. 

Controversies of the end of the century

The process started after the signing of  the Peace of  Zanjón 
on February 10th, 1878, which opened the way to the abolition 
of  slavery, once again raised the unresolved debate about the 
need for agricultural arms and the benefits and dangers of  the 
entry of  Chinese. And once again, economic, moral, cultural 
and political criteria clashed. 

A few months after the Pact was signed, the Havana news-
paper El Triunfo published at different times an article entitled 
Proyectos de colonización. In the first one, dated July 26th, 1878, 

Source: fotosdelahabana.com
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the problem of  the shortage of  arms was taken up again and the 
urgency of  undertaking reforms in agriculture that would lead 
to its reorganization and division of  labor in the sugar mills, as 
the only solution that would ensure the entry and settlement 
of  the white population in the country. The purchase of  sugar 
cane from the colonists who would cultivate it in fields separate 
from the sugar mill where the sugar was made would avoid risks 
for the sugar mill owner, since he would not have to depend on 
the acquisition or hiring of  arms. In the following article, dated 
July 28th, the writer explained that, since it was not possible for 
the worker to be the same and be confused with the settler, it 
was necessary to implement two types of  projects aimed at two 
types of  workers with different characteristics and functions. 
One was the worker who was hired to carry out certain agricul-
tural tasks, “come arms, even if  they are hired”, and the other 
was the white settler, who with his presence would contribute to 
populate the country since, he continued, “to colonize or rather 
to populate, is something very different from the simple fact of  
supplying the current demand for workers”. What is interesting 
in the article is not only the explicit separation of  the two proj-
ects, but also his opposition to the entry of  “inferior and injuri-
ous races”. Under this term, the writer was referring to Asians 
and Africans whose entry would continue to be necessary in 
Cuba because of  the type of  agriculture and climate. Their en-
try should be controlled in order to maintain a balance in the 
population.

In 1881, some landowners, many of  them members of  the 
Constitutional Union party, maintained that the hiring of  
Asians was still necessary for agriculture and the development 
of  the country:

For that very conflictive day remain the Chinese workers 
who are on the island and, despite having been so mistreated in 
the issued reports, they are a main support of  agriculture, and 
it is partly due to them that the production decline warned by 
trade statistics during the last two five-year terms is not more 
violent.
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The favorable positions of  some landowners, as well as the 
opinions published in La Voz de Cuba were harshly criticized in 
some newspapers. El Triunfo, on September 2nd, 1879, published 
a harsh article against the proposal of  the Board of  Landown-
ers, held on September 1st in Havana, requesting the Spanish 
monarch to hire Chinese for agricultural work. The journalist 
recalled the contents of  the program of  the Liberal Party in fa-
vor of  the entry of  white families, Spanish or foreign, and to 
protect individual initiative for its promotion. As at other times, 
they were concerned about the heterogeneity of  the Cuban pop-
ulation, which they considered a threat to “the future of  the 
Spanish race in America”, which was being set back by mis-
cegenation and the arrival of  new workers. Furthermore, they 
considered that this meant, in the medium term, a danger to the 
maintenance of  colonial order and power. The article echoed 
the concern and the words of  José Antonio Saco who in 1861 
warned:

[...] Never forget that the black slave will be incited to revolution by 
offering him freedom, and that the free Negro and the Asiatic will 
be [compensated] with the same rights that the white enjoys. In our 
dangerous situation, a slow but sure prosperity with white arms is 
better than a rapid aggrandizement with Negroes and Chinese, only 
to fall into the unfathomable abyss that is already opening at our 
feet (Saco, 1881).

The institution that had to deliberate on the reports signed 
by the landowners and economic corporations was the Central 
Colonization Commission, founded by R. D. on January 30th, 
1882. In the light of  these and together with members of  the 
Board of  Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, the Economic 
Society of  Friends of  the Country, the Corresponding Office 
of  the Secretariat and the Board of  Administration of  Cuba, it 
evaluated the suitability of  the proposals. As already indicated, 
their negative opinion recalled the danger that the Chinese rep-
resented for the country in view of  their active participation in 
the Ten Years’ War and the Chiquita War. 
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The proposals of  the landowners, the Central Colonization 
Commission and the articles published in El Triunfo take us 
back to the sessions held at the Economic Society of  Friends 
of  the Country of  Havana and the Royal Consulate of  Agri-
culture and Commerce at the beginning of  the 19th century. 
They were the same ideas, concerns and debates that arose in an 
atmosphere of  euphoria in the face of  the future that lay ahead 
for the island after the ruin of  production in Saint-Domingue, 
whose prosperity was based on the arrival of  shipments of  en-
slaved Africans. In this climate, other dissonant voices claimed 
that, faced with the massive introduction of  Africans, contem-
plated other ways that, although not alternatives to forced la-
bor, would guarantee that the population and the culture would 
continue to be “white”. At the end of  the century, we witnessed 
the same debates that contained different ideas about the type 
of  agriculture, between the victorious plantation and crops for 
the country’s supply, which were not presented as opposites but 
as complementary, and we grasped the old fears that the Afri-
can populations raised, and which the elite and the authorities 
used to exercise control and impose order. But now the range of  
fear is wider. The danger does not come only from Africa or the 
enslaved African, Asia and Asian workers have become part of  
this imaginary in which the world was divided between civilized 
and barbarians, between “superior races” and “inferior races”. 
They felt the threat as real and had to respond to it. They did 
so by limiting freedoms, punishing, persecuting and deploying a 
moral and racial discourse that condemned those who were not 
part of  the so-called whites. Color, black or white, emerges as 
a cultural construct, as does race, as well as operating as a so-
cial distinction. The strength of  the color line was imposed as a 
barrier between groups, it marked economic, social and cultural 
spaces, and even came to delimit political spaces. For some, the 
whites, their color was a symbol of  honorability, prestige and 
recognition, for others, those grouped under the category of  col-
ored population, it was a symbol of  subordination.
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Chinese immigration to Cuba in the 20th century: historical 
context

Different factors favored that in the first years of  the 20th 
century the economy in Cuba recovered. Sugar continued to be 
the main product economic growth depended on; its production 
and exportation were on the rise during the first years of  the 
century. To this reconstruction of  the sugar industry contrib-
uted the investment of  capital in the purchase of  land and the 
installation of  infrastructures such as the railroad. According to 
Oscar Zanetti, the government favored the entry of  foreign cap-
ital and investments in the sector through the approval of  sev-
eral legislative measures, among others Military Order 62 and 
Military Order 33. The first one marked the way to demarcate 
the estates in the eastern part of  the island, an area in which in 
a few years the large sugar companies such as the United Fruit 
Company were installed. Military Order 33 completed the mea-
sures of  Military Order 62 by facilitating the expansion of  the 
railroads, which contributed to the extension of  sugar cultiva-
tion to new areas by establishing a rapid means of  communica-
tion between the lands of  production, the manufacture of  sugar 
and the ports for its commercialization. For thirty years sugar 
ensured the progress of  the country. All the means and expec-
tations of  the country were placed in function of  it. One of  the 
aspects that were directly related to the expansion of  sugar and 
the increase in production was the legislation on immigration, 
which we will analyze later on.

In the 20th century, sugar continued to bring wealth. The 
expansion of  the sugar cane industry drove the growth of  other 
sectors such as industry and commerce, changed the landscape 
in the cities and in the countryside, and caused the population to 
move towards the center and east of  the country, as the advance 
of  the large sugar plantations dragged new settlers to these ar-
eas. Some were workers in the sugar mills and cane fields, others 
moved to the areas where an economic upturn was beginning 
that required labor in various sectors, especially in the tertiary 
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sector. Some of  these workers were Cubans, others were salaried 
immigrants in the sugar cane fields, workers in the sugar mills, 
street vendors, owners of  small inns and shops, or employees 
in commerce. They came to Cuba attracted by the economic 
advantages of  their emigration, called by fellow countrymen, 
friends or relatives who already lived on the island, or hired by 
the landowners or by the North American sugar companies to 
work in the sugar industry.  Spaniards, Jamaicans, Chinese and 
Haitians were the immigrant groups with the greatest presence, 
who dotted the entire island. Cuba benefited from their activity, 
as all countries do with immigrant labor. Cuba became from 
the first years of  the 20th century one of  the first destinations 
of  Spanish emigration. Its arrival, like that of  the rest of  the 
migrants, remained strong until the 1930s. A continuous flood 
of  men, and from the 1920s onwards also of  women, arrived in 
a country that continued to demand labor for agriculture, espe-
cially during the harvest season when the sugar cane was cut to 
be taken to the sugar mill. During the first two decades of  the 
century, the modernization of  the sugar mills, the expansion of  
land cultivated with sugar cane towards the interior and east of  
the island and the entry of  capital, especially from the United 
States, established the bases that allowed for economic growth. 
The industrial sector also expanded, and a variety of  companies 
began to emerge to manufacture materials to generate electric-
ity and for construction, textiles, shoes, packaging, as well as 
the production of  consumer goods such as beverages, perfumes, 
foodstuffs, etc. In this period exports increased tenfold in val-
ue. The growth also had an impact on the increase of  imports 
and in general on the progress of  the country (Marqués, 2002; 
Zanetti, 1989, 2013). As Antonio Santamaría points out, “the 
characteristic of  the period was the increase in the capacity of  
almost all the power plants through the purchase of  new equip-
ment, more land and more industrial trains” (2014).

World War I benefited Cuban sugar producers after the dras-
tic decrease of  beet sugar in Europe. This produced an extraor-
dinary increase in the price of  sugar in the international market 
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and the expansion of  its supply. The so-called “Dance of  the 
Millions” began, marked by the value that sugar reached on the 
international market. In 1919, the volume of  the sugar harvest 
was 4.8 million tons; the price of  sugar, in continuous ascent 
from 1919 to mid1920, reached a value never before achieved, 
selling at 20 cents per pound. The economic growth and the 
expansion of  the sugar industry required and encouraged the 
entry of  immigrant workers, about half  of  whom settled in the 
country. The rest formed part of  the so-called “swallow immi-
gration”, a high percentage of  which was made up of  West In-
dian workers recruited for the sugar cane harvest. In September 
1920, the sharp drop in the price of  sugar led to a crisis that put 
an end to the “Dance of  the Millions” and that, with ups and 
downs, persisted in the following years until it worsened with 
the depression of  1929. Despite the economic crisis that the 
sugar sector was going through, in the 1930s the owners of  the 
sugar mills continued to defend the monoculture as the main 
engine of  economic growth under the slogan “Without sugar 
there is no country”, against the industrial sector which, with 
different interests, demanded tariff  protection, as well as other 
incentives (Santamaría, 2000, 2001). 

Migration Legislation

In Cuba at the beginning of  the 20th century, the United 
States’ immigration regulation system was adapted, prohibit-
ing the entry of  individuals with biological and “sociocultural” 
disabilities and pathologies. Order No. 155 of  May 1902, es-
tablished by the Military Governor of  Cuba, Leonard Wood, 
included the provisions relating to immigration, in force on this 
island since April 14th, 1899, and gave effect to other measures 
present in the immigration laws of  the United States. The first 
of  these was the Immigration Law and Regulations, divided 
into two parts Laws and Regulations, which in turn were made 
up of  sections: the Laws comprised 8 sections and the Regula-
tions 14. It prohibited the entry of  idiots, insane persons, the 
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seriously ill and contagious, but also criminals convicted of  
both political and social crimes, or of  offences involving moral 
turpitude, polygamists, prostitutes and those who, like beggars, 
might be a public charge (Section I). Sections II, III and IV dealt 
with the Customs Department created and its regulations, in 
addition to establishing the charge of  1 peso for each passen-
ger disembarked, except for naturalized Cubans or Americans 
(Section II). Sections III and IV established the prohibition of  
the entry of  immigrants who had been previously contracted 
by any individual or company and regulated the general and 
sanitary inspection of  ships in order to ensure compliance with 
the legislation. Transgression of  this law was punishable by 
fines ranging from 500 to 1,000 pesos and even by imprison-
ment of  the guilty party, the captain, for six months (Section 
IV). Excluded from these provisions were all qualified persons, 
whose trades were in demand in Cuba, and those destined for 
domestic service (Section V). The case of  Chinese immigration 
was dealt with extensively in Sections VII and VIII, in which 
the prohibition of  their entry was determined. Upon arrival in 
the country, the immigrant had to answer a questionnaire con-
taining nineteen questions, including his name, age, sex, mar-
ital status, level of  education and nationality. On the basis of  
these questionnaires the captain of  the vessel was required to 
submit to the customs authorities lists of  passengers, each of  
which was to include up to a total of  30 immigrants, giving the 
required personal data (Sections XIV and XV). Orders, circulars 
and laws supplementing Military Order No. 155 were published 
up to 1905, including the Circular of  May 29th,1902 prohibiting 
the entry of  minors under 14 years of  age, and the Royal Order 
of  August 8th,1903, which sought to control the continued entry 
of  illegal immigrants (Las Leyes de Aduanas e Inmigración, 
1902; República de Cuba. Disposiciones relativas a inmigración 
(1902); Orden Militar No. 155, 1906; Borges, 1952).

Cuban ethnic composition made this a rather complex pro-
cess in a context in which sugar producers demanded abundant 
and cheap labor while other sectors and intellectuals, from the 
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middle class in the west of  the country, thinking about what 
kind of  people were suitable to build a solid, integrated and sov-
ereign nation, pointed out the convenience of  carrying out an 
ethnic selection of  immigration.  For the latter, any ethnic diver-
sity was an element of  disintegration and not of  wealth, so that 
certain exogenous elements were considered a threat to nation-
al integration. They advocated white immigration by families, 
who would settle and take root in the country. The interests of  
both groups were reflected in the legislation that was chang-
ing according to the economic pressure exerted by the owners 
of  sugar mills. In 1902, President Tomás Estrada Palma, under 
pressure from the sugar plantation owners in the eastern region 
where the large sugar companies were located, passed a law that 
repealed the clauses that prevented immigration established in 
Military Order No. 155. From 1905 onwards, immigration pol-
icy underwent important changes with new laws that modified 
part of  the existing regulations and made the entry of  immi-
grants more flexible, especially for labor from Europe. The first 
was the Immigration and Colonization Law of  June 11th, 1905, 
published on August 21st, 1906. It continued to prioritize the or-
igin of  the worker and his ability to adapt to the country, giving 
preference to families (preferably from Spain, and in particular 
the Canary Islands) engaged in agriculture. Obstacles remained 
for the immigration of  non-Spanish day laborers, in addition to 
those who could not speak Spanish, who were obliged to deposit 
$60 in Cuban currency at Customs. This requirement meant in 
practice the exclusion of  Chinese and other immigrations con-
sidered “undesirable” such as Jamaicans and Haitians. In 1906 
during the second American occupation, the ruler of  the United 
States in Cuba authorized their entry under certain conditions: 
“any Chinese arriving in Cuba, who is not a worker and in the 
event that he cannot obtain identification from the Legation of  
said Legation, the personal bond of  a known Chinese merchant 
of  this city will then be accepted. A cash bond is not required”. 

In these early years, immigration control continued to be a 
state enterprise, with Cuban consuls accredited abroad in charge 
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of  recruiting workers. Decree No. 39 of  January 13th, 1909 rati-
fied the prohibition of  entry to foreigners and fixed the amount 
of  fines to be imposed on the captains of  ships that attempted or 
disembarked this type of  immigrant. In addition, it sanctioned 
all the hygienic-sanitary provisions issued to date (Decree No. 
1,171 of  December 24th, 1908). The legislative body became 
more complex as the demands of  immigration increased and 
the influx of  workers increased. In 1911, the Secretariat of  
Health and Welfare was designated as the agency that would be 
in charge of  the correct application of  the Immigration and Col-
onization Law of  1906 (Decree No. 92, January 16th, 1911), and 
other sanitary stations were set up in different ports of  the coun-
try, in addition to Havana, in Cienfuegos, Santiago de Cuba and 
Nipe (Decree No. 753, August 26th). In 1914 the control of  of-
ficial entries could be made more rigorous with the installation 
of  the fingerprint inspection service (Decree No. 302 of  March 
23rd). A year later, the Department of  Immigration was integrat-
ed into the Secretariat of  Finance (Decree No. 1,095 of  August 
14th). The international situation caused by World War I had an 
immediate effect on immigration legislation, which made entry 
requirements more flexible, adapting to the needs of  the Cuban 
market. The Immigration Law of  August 3rd, 1917 acted as the 
legal framework for contracted immigration until 1926. This 
law authorized the free entry of  braceros until two years after 
the end of  the conflict, under the conditions stipulated in its 
Art. 1, which continued to pay special attention to hygienic-san-
itary measures in order to guarantee that the new immigrants 
were not carriers of  infectious diseases and that they would 
dedicate themselves to productive activities and would not be 
a public burden. The Immigration Department was in charge 
of  registering and fingerprinting immigrants in order to control 
the entry and development of  an unwanted population of  sick, 
vagrants, beggars, thugs or criminals. In this framework of  eco-
nomic prosperity, Chinese immigration was declared legal.

The crisis that followed the “Dance of  the Millions” and the 
crash of  1929 brought about a change in immigration legisla-
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tion. In 1930 the Immigration Law restricted entry to those who 
could not read and write in Spanish, in addition to establishing 
a requirement for those under 21 years of  age who wanted to en-
ter the country, who should have the support of  a solvent mer-
chant in Cuba, which previously guaranteed in the Department 
of  Immigration the maintenance and work of  the newcomer; 
in addition the young person was also obliged to attend classes 
taught in the Spanish Regional Centers in order to complete 
their education, at least until legal age. Another of  the impo-
sitions set forth in the 1930 Law was the limitation of  entry to 
those over 55 years of  age and to women under 21 years of  age, 
unless they were married in Cuba or accompanied by relatives. 
These provisions practically limited entry to young Spaniards 
who already had solvent friends or relatives residing in Cuba, 
in whose businesses they would begin to work. This law also 
established the fees that the immigrant had to pay daily at the 
immigration camp located in Triscornia, where all those who 
had to remain in quarantine or who had to wait to be hired had 
to stay. The fees amounted to $0.30 for board and lodging and 
$3.00 per day for lodging. If  the immigrant had to receive med-
ical care, he had to pay an additional $0.80. 

Despite intermittent bans on the entry of  Chinese workers, 
the influx of  young men was continuous for almost the first 
three decades of  the twentieth century. Between 1903 and 1924, 
according to the Chinese Consulate in Havana, 23,731 entered. 
The number is reduced to 11,684 according to the statistics of  
the Ministry of  Finance (Herrera Jerez and Castillo Santana, 
2003, pp. 23 and 28). The illegal immigration that increased 
after 1917 must be added to this number. Their immigration, 
entry and legalization was controlled by the Chinese Consul-
ate in Cuba until 1926. On several occasions, the Consulate de-
nounced the existence of  “hooks” who, posing as employees 
of  the Legation, recruited workers in China and charged them 
$50 for an entry permit. Other allegations targeted officials and 
speculators in China, as well as traders from the Chinese com-
munity in Havana and consular agents on the island, who were 
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also accused of  being part of  a network that provided false doc-
uments for entry into Cuba, including certificates of  residence. 
The network also extended to Cuban immigration officials, 
whose complicity facilitated the immigrants’ access. This way, 
with a supposed certificate, thousands of  Chinese disembarked 
illegally on the island. 

The following table shows the evolution and settlement of  
the Chinese community between 1899 and 1931. The expansion 
of  sugar to the central and eastern areas of  the country in the 
first twenty years of  the 20th century produced the displace-
ment of  this community to these areas. This behavior is also 
observed in the general population of  the country (Las Villas 
and Camagüey). Nevertheless, the province of  Havana, and es-
pecially the capital, absorbed a high percentage of  this commu-
nity since 1917, consolidating its position as the main place of  
settlement in the 1920s and 1930s:

Table I. Chinese population distributed by provinces.  
Census evolution.

PROVINCES  1899 1907 1919 1931

Pinar del Río 576 540 305  674

Havana 3,848 2,940  2,298 11,148

Matanzas 4,249 3,221 1,759 2,313

The Villages 5,263 3,558  2,937 3,852

Camagüey 451 282 1,309  3,041

East 476 676 1,692 3,619

Totales 14,863 11,217 10,300 24,647

Source: Censuses of  the Republic. 1899, 1907, 1919, 1931. (E.P.). See He-
rrera Jerez and Castillo Santana, 2003, p. 37.

The existence of  a community coming from the 19th century 
ensured them a space in which to integrate and develop trades in 
the service sector and especially in commerce, stockists-import-
ers of  Asian goods, retail traders and street vendors. They were 
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owners of  warehouses, cellars, laundry trains, dry cleaners, inns 
or ice cream, fruit and fried food stalls. The weight that the Chi-
nese community was acquiring in the tertiary sector, responds to 
the ethnic networks of  this community that like other immigrant 
collectivities employed in their businesses the relatives and coun-
trymen that arrived in Cuba managing to monopolize certain 
niches and economic sectors which made possible the mainte-
nance of  their economic power. The transfer of  business within 
the community also ensured the monopoly and the maintenance 
of  the group united by ethnic and economic ties. This way of  
operating can be seen in commerce, especially in the laundries, 
of  which the Chinese ran more than 50% by 1920. This aroused 
the uneasiness of  other collectivities, who complained on vari-
ous grounds, many of  them hygienic, which hid the economic 
background. In June 1911 the workers’ weekly El Dependiente de-
nounced the conditions in which the Asians worked, which, on 
the other hand, were no different, at least in those years, from the 
life and work endured by the young Spanish immigrants accord-
ing to oral testimonies collected among these immigrants or the 
stories that appear in novels such as Mi tío el empleado by Ramón 
Meza, of  1887. El Manifiesto de la Sociedad de Planchadores de La 
Habana (Society of  Ironworkers of  Havana) read as follows:

our determined commitment to combat every reactionary advance 
of  the owners of  the washing trains and everything that is depressing 
and that detracts from the little that we are able to keep within the 
narrow circle in which we move; Open the eyes of  the unconscious, 
that ductile mass that arrives to this country as human bundles at 
the mercy of  a master who infiltrates them with hatreds and lies 
against their brothers, making them work more than the established 
laws, turning them into refractory to everything that ennobles and 
dignifies; all of  which will be fragile before the decision of  this col-
lectivity teaching them the path of  goodness and comradeship.

El Industrial, in February 1913, published an article in which 
Cubans and Spaniards in the laundry sector expressed their 
alarm at the advance of  the Chinese community and pointed 
out the need to organize against them: 
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None of  us is unaware that the Asian element, today is a consid-
erable part of  our industry and for reasons that no one is unaware 
of, it also affects our interests very directly, at this time without any 
representation it can be said. It is therefore necessary to have such 
an organization to protect us from this interference that we have 
always considered strange, and today we must necessarily admit as 
our own, given the number of  components that make it up.

In December 1924, the same newspaper again published an 
article on this sector that felt increasingly harassed:

[...] our competitors the Asians are already forming a Society to 
defend themselves against us because they think we are superior 
to them and how wrong they are. The day they realize... they will 
say: there is no need for anything, we have no enemies; we are the 
strongest and the owners of  the washing industry.

The Spanish community, which since the beginning of  the 
century monopolized a large part of  the commercial activities, 
protested at various times. They were joined by different associ-
ations such as the Association of  Retailers of  Groceries, Cafes 
and Hotels of  Sagua la Grande, the Association of  Shopkeepers 
of  Havana, the Chamber of  Commerce of  Cruces, the Cham-
ber of  Commerce, Industry and Navigation of  Cuba, and the 
Society of  Meat Suppliers. According to the article sent by this 
association to El Industrial in February 1924, the “Asians, con-
travening the ordinances, in the baskets where they dispatched 
their vegetables, pork rinds and other unhygienic giblets, carried 
beef, which they sent to the public a little cheaper, since they did 
not pay the corresponding registration fee” (Herrera Jerez and 
Castillo Santana, 2003). A few years later, in February 1932, 
we find another criticism of  the Chinese presence in various 
businesses, this time in the magazine Alma Hispanoamericana: 
“These Chinese, residents in Cuba from 1902 to date, it can be 
said that what they consume of  Cuban products barely reaches 
20% (...) In the field of  services: their barbers are Chinese, as are 
the tailor who makes their daily clothes and the shoemaker who 
makes them white slippers, - made of  flour sack -, and finally 
the press they read, and which they gladly pay for, is in Chinese 
characters”. And as it happened in other immigrant communi-
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ties, they had to face hard living conditions, especially the new-
comers. Just as we find criticism of  the poor sanitary conditions 
of  the young Spanish shop assistants in the cellars, who slept in 
the back room among the stored products, there was also crit-
icism that the Asians lived in shared sublet houses: “[...] they 
rent by themselves sometimes and sometimes together, entire 
blocks with good fixtures and fittings. The houses, with rents of  
60 and 80 pesos, they sublet, obtaining from them 200 or 300 
pesos. There are some that only rent for dormitories and that 
house hundreds of  Asians at night”.

Table II shows the occupational structure of  this community 
between 1899 and 1907:

Table II. Occupational structure of  Chinese population  
in the country between 1899-1907.

OCCUPATIONS 1899 1907
Day laborers 8,033  4,729 

Coal bunkers 99 287

Servants 2,154 1,644 

Barbers 61 45

Tobacco sellers 361 87 

Gardeners 71 120

Merchants 1,973 2,059 

Bakers 48 15

Sellers 471 987

Shoemakers 29 18

Tradesmen 290 232 

Tailors 27 16

Laundry 196 282 

Painters 23 18

Bricklayers 121 78 

Tinsmiths 23 11

Carpenters 104 84 

Hotel and restaurant owners 17 19

Source:  Censuses of  the Republic, 1899 and 1907. (E.P.). See Herrera 
Jerez and Castillo Santana, 2003, p. 38.
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The power of  the merchant-importers led to the creation of  
the Chinese Chamber of  Commerce in Cuba in 1913, which in 
the 1920s grew to 150 members. Among its founders were sever-
al merchants who owned warehouses that imported Asian prod-
ucts, and stores that distributed them located in several cities in 
Cuba such as Matanzas, Cienfuegos and Sagua la Grande. Cien-
fuegos and Sagua la Grande. The existence of  this commerce 
demonstrates the strength of  the ethnic market represented by 
commercial houses like La Joven China, Las Filipinas, La Habane-
ra, La Victoria, El Natural, La Mariposa, La Francesa or El Águila. 
This ethnic commerce responded to the presence of  a living and 
articulated collectivity towards the interior of  the community 
and towards China. Likewise, the elite of  these trading houses 
had an important financial capacity. These merchant-bankers, 
in addition to granting loans to their fellow countrymen, were 
in charge of  sending their savings to their relatives in China. Ha-
vana, the nerve center of  economic and commercial activities 
and where the warehouses of  Asian products were located, was 
the main place of  residence for the Chinese community, which 
in 1930 was home to 80% of  the population.

The life of  the community was governed by some 35 associ-
ations, many of  which referred back to their regions of  origin, 
where they recreated their identities and established alliances and 
social and business networks. Mutual, recreational and entre-
preneurial societies helped to keep the community compact and 
close-knit around its traditions and culture. Among these was 
the Chung Wah Casino, an important institution that acted as 
a registration office upon arrival, a lending house, and a protec-
tive institution for commercial interests. Other associations were 
Weng Chung Tong, Hong Sain Kon Sol, Chi Tak Tong, San Yit 
Tong, Chung Shan, Won San Kon Sol, Yi Fon Choe Jong, the 
Association of  Chinese Launderers, or the Asylum for the Poor, 
besides having a separate cemetery and a sports association, the 
Chinese Athletic Club.  The Chinese community had newspa-
pers and magazines such as El Catalejo: Revista Mensual Ilustrada de 
Arte, Letras, Deporte e Información  / 远镜世界时事画报. Like other 
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collectivities, from Cuba, they remained attentive to events in 
their country through some parties created on the island such 
as the Republican Circle or Young China, founded in 1911, the 
Kuo Ming Tang (Nationalist Party), the Chee Kung Tong, the 
Protective Alliance of  Workers and Peasants of  1927 and the 
Anti-Communist Federation of  the Chinese Colony of  Cuba 
created in 1958.

Appropriate versus undesirable immigration

The twentieth century inherited the paradigms of  progress 
and modernity that had made their way in the last decades of  
the previous century. From the second half  of  the nineteenth 
century onwards, new scientific arguments arose that legiti-
mized the existing socio-racial stratification in American societ-
ies. Theories about the benefits or detriments of  the mixture of  
“races” reached great development in the last third of  the 19th 
century. Based on previous theories on the inferiority and supe-
riority of  populations, such as those developed by Gobineau, 
some maintained that miscegenation was a negative factor for 
the future of  humanity. They started from the conception that 
through crossbreeding the negative characters of  the two groups 
were strengthened, which produced weakening, decreased the 
immunity to certain diseases acquired by certain populations, 
increased criminality, etc. (Gobineau, 1853-1855). The cata-
loguing of  men and peoples according to the new “scientific” 
parameters, in addition to maintaining stratification and justify-
ing inequality, was used by rulers as a means of  social control. 
One of  the aims of  French anthropology, especially through the 
Société d’Anthropologie de Paris, was to institutionalize an-
thropology as a science by giving it a scientific basis. One of  the 
fields that soon became important was the study of  populations, 
which rigorously collected their anatomical, physiological and 
cultural characteristics (Comas, 1976; Arquiola, 1980).

With the application of  biological theories to society as a 
whole, the inability to create culture and civilization attributed 
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to black populations was extended to other mestizo populations, 
which were defined as “hybrids” from a biological point of  view. 
That is why the projects of  modernization and progress had in 
most Latin American countries a strong regenerationist charac-
ter that, in the face of  the population, was translated, on the one 
hand, in the implementation of  colonizing policies from white 
populations, and on the other hand, in some countries, in the 
extinction of  the indigenous population. It was not only a mat-
ter of  colonizing unpopulated territories or territories inhabited 
by non-white settlers, but also of  creating a society and a cul-
ture in accordance with the desired “white civilization”, so that 
very interesting debates began to take place on the role played 
by heredity in populations, the advantages and disadvantages 
of  mixing some populations with others, the greater or lesser 
degree of  adaptation and acclimatization of  the white man to 
the tropics and, in line with this, the ability to perform jobs sim-
ilar to those performed by the former slaves, and so on. Control 
over immigration became tighter as the 20th century progressed 
and measures of  a hygienic and eugenic nature were integrated 
into legislation. The immigration control measures now became 
even stricter, in an attempt to accept only those whose genetic 
load and their mixture with other populations could give desir-
able results. In this sense, the degeneration resulting from misce-
genation was one of  the most important topics of  discussion for 
scientists and intellectuals who, from medicine, anthropology, 
jurisprudence, sociology, history or pedagogy, considered that 
the progress of  humanity or of  a given society was a function of  
the control and selection of  its inhabitants and of  immigration.

In this context, the policy on colonization and immigration 
was part of  the debates on the nation and the constitution of  a 
“healthy” and “fit” society, both from a medical and cultural 
point of  view. In doing so, they aspired to achieve the mod-
ernization and progress established in Western canons and as-
sumed as paradigms. As in other Latin American countries, in 
Cuba doctors and jurists played an important role in the con-
stitution of  the State. Their presence in the upper echelons of  
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state administration helped to reinforce the control of  the entry 
of  immigrants through legislation and, more importantly, to 
maintain racial prejudices that helped to justify exclusion and 
inequality. Genetic control of  the population and immigration 
became even greater when sanitary and hygienic concepts were 
applied. Immigrants declared unfit were no longer just the mo-
rons, the insane or the idiots, but also those who, because of  
their origin, were considered to lack guarantees of  being physi-
cally fit from a hygienic point of  view. 

One of  the spaces where the benefits and disadvantages of  
immigration in Cuba were debated in greater depth was the 
Fifth Conference of  Beneficence and Correction of  the Island of  
Cuba, held in 1906 in Santiago de Cuba, among whose attend-
ees we highlight doctors, jurists, pedagogues and writers such as 
Juan Santos Fernández, Diego Tamayo, Guillermo Dolz, Om-
elio Freyre, Fernando Ortiz, Federico Córdova, Ramón Meza 
and Luis de Solo (Conference of  Beneficence and Correction 
of  the Island of  Cuba, 1906). At this meeting, one of  the most 
controversial topics was the type of  immigrant suitable for the 
country and, logically linked to this aspect, their place of  ori-
gin. The conclusions of  the Fifth Conference are a forerunner 
of  later immigration policy and legislation that criminalized 
non-white immigrants, such as Asians in general and Chinese 
in particular. As in the 19th century, these workers were accused 
of  being carriers of  unhealthy vices and of  their poor ability to 
integrate into society. Likewise, priority was given to the intro-
duction of  white people, mainly from Spain, the Peninsula and 
the Canary Islands, and other parts of  Europe, as a means of  
achieving “civilization” and “progress”. The reasons they put 
forward allow us to trace three important lines of  argument that 
these intellectuals followed until 1940: one that we could call 
biological-hygienic-sanitary, another socio-cultural and another 
political-economic. In all of  them, but especially in the first one, 
eugenics and in general the predominant biological currents will 
serve as a substrate to justify and support the ideas about im-
migration (García and Álvarez, 1999). As it has been pointed 



Chinese immigration in Cuba, 19th and 20th centuries: economic debates and identity...

CASE STUDIES 1805-1950  |  227

out already, the defense of  white immigration was based on the 
convenience of  achieving a homogeneous population that, with 
a shared culture, would guarantee the maintenance of  traditions 
and national unity and integration. In this sense, Chinese im-
migration, like that of  Haitians and Jamaicans, was considered 
undesirable, and at times was branded as “anti-sanitary”.

The increase in their entry provoked protests in academ-
ic and non-academic sectors of  the country. The Academy of  
Medical, Physical and Natural Sciences of  Havana was the 
scene of  some of  the speeches presented on the dangers that the 
entry of  Jamaicans, Haitians and Chinese posed to the country. 
Some of  the academic doctors held positions in the Department 
of  Immigration and Health, so their ideas and proposals had 
great repercussions in the press and in political debates. In 1913 
Juan Guiteras presented his study on “Chinese immigration” 
at the Academy, in which he set out the medical and health 
reasons that made it advisable to prohibit the entry of  Asians. 
Guiteras attributed to these immigrants the introduction of  al-
ready eradicated or unknown diseases such as bubonic plague, 
elephantiasis, beriberi, tuberculosis, leprosy and different types 
of  parasites. He described Chinese immigration as “unhealthy”, 
distant and hostile to the Cuban population. In addition, their 
economic competition in some jobs endangered the economic 
security of  Cubans: “they consume little, have no family to sup-
port and are in a position to compete advantageously against 
the white and the black in small businesses, small industries and 
certain types of  work”. Despite the discriminatory content of  
his speech, Guiteras ended by trying to leave an open door for 
these immigrants: “Who knows if  the future reserves for them 
great and beneficial manifestations of  energy, who can assure 
that the mixture of  that race with others will not become a fa-
vorable factor in the evolution of  the human species?” (Guit-
eras, 1913, p. 560).

The controversy became more acute a few years later when 
the immigration of  Chinese and West Indians increased as a 
consequence of  economic growth and the need for labor in var-
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ious sectors. In 1921, Adán Galarreta presented another paper 
at the Academy with a similar theme, attributing the Haitians 
and Jamaicans to be carriers of  malaria, and the Asians to in-
troduce plague, cholera and beriberi. Like Guiteras, the solu-
tion to prevent the introduction and proliferation of  these infec-
tious diseases was to take coercive measures against the entry 
of  these workers (Galarreta, 1921). This position was shared 
by the director of  Health, Francisco Fernández, who declared 
himself  in favor of  the prohibition of  these immigrations, which 
in his opinion constituted “an embarrassment of  ignominy for 
our country, and a certain danger of  repugnant diseases, which 
attack the vitality of  the race”. Along the same lines, anoth-
er academic doctor and active participant in public life, Jorge 
Le-Roy, who was head of  National Sanitary Demography of  
the Secretariat of  Health and Welfare, openly described the en-
try of  these immigrants as a “disastrous” event for the coun-
try. Along with the sanitary problem, Le-Roy pointed out other 
social and cultural evils, the vices and crimes of  these immi-
grants (Le-Roy, 1923-1924). Based on the studies, in 1923 he 
proposed to the Academy that a “respectful communication” 
against the anti-sanitary immigration be addressed to President 
Alfredo Zayas. The letter warned the public authorities of  the 
dangers posed by the immigration of  “undesirable elements” 
for the health of  the Cuban people, and the sanitary and social 
order; it also warned of  the responsibility to the nation of  all 
those who, under the pretext of  favoring agricultural work and 
the sugar industry, authorized and encouraged the entry of  “for-
eigners who were carriers of  transmissible diseases and vectors 
of  vicious and criminal customs” (Le-Roy, 1923). In 1924 some 
doctors again presented hygienic reasons for prohibiting the en-
try of  Chinese, according to the report of  the interim director 
of  Health, Adam Galarreta. In his letter sent to the Secretary of  
Health, he described the entry of  Asians and West Indians as 
unhealthy. 

Beyond the health and medical conditions of  these immi-
grants, the reality of  this immigration, especially Chinese im-
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migration, was also debated. It was not enough just to prohibit 
it, but it was urgent, according to some doctors and statesmen, 
to take measures to control the continuous illegal entry of  these 
workers. Likewise, from commercial sectors at different times 
protested against Chinese immigration, due to the competition 
they meant for trade and other activities in the tertiary sector 
where this community exercised different professions some-
times with wages and prices lower than those charged by other 
immigrants. One of  these came from the Canarian community, 
who considered that these workers competed with the Canar-
ian immigrants, who expressed their discomfort in the letter 
sent by the Canarian Nationalist Party and the director of  the 
newspaper El Guanche to the Cuban president, Alfredo Zayas, 
in April 1924. In it, in addition to highlighting the benefits that 
Canarian immigration had brought and was bringing to Cuba, 
they denounced Chinese immigration, which they described as 
harmful and its protagonists as inferior. As we have already in-
dicated, this campaign was also joined by other associations of  
merchants of  different trades who denounced the “unfair” com-
petition of  some Chinese merchants and sellers.

These protests were joined by some intellectuals who, like 
Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, considered them to be an obsta-
cle to national integration and the consolidation of  nationality 
and sovereignty. Roig de Leuchsenring’s writings published in 
Revista Social and in Carteles under the pseudonym “El curio-
so parlanchín” were not only a criticism against the economic 
order and the political system, in which corruption had made 
the “bottle”-of  bribery and “patronage”-a national institution, 
and against American interventionism (Roig de Leuchsenring, 
1925a and 1925b). In his articles he also attacked the immigra-
tion of  Chinese and West Indians for their cultural and ethnic 
characteristics, which in addition to detracting from the unity of  
the Cuban nation, did not contribute to the progress and civili-
zation of  the country: 

[...] because of  their low civilization and unsuitability to all prog-
ress and cultural and sanitary improvement, their little assimilative 
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power not only with the native or foreign white, but also with the 
Cuban black, formed in the populations or camps where they re-
side true colonies, completely separated from our nationality. This 
is not, therefore, the immigration that every country should desire: 
the one that in addition to relevant conditions of  civilization, cul-
ture and health, assimilates easily to the society in which it emi-
grates, diluting itself  by absorption in it and contributing in this 
way to the unity, strengthening and improvement of  the national 
structure (Roig de Leuchsenring, 1929).

Without receiving new contributions after the 1930s, the Chi-
nese community managed to maintain its identity and its mark 
in Cuba. Since the first decades of  the 20th century, Havana had 
become the representative space of  the Chinese community in 
the country. More than half  of  the Chinese community resided 
in the capital, and it was the center of  their commercial business 
on the island. The trace of  its past remains alive in some areas 
of  the city, such as the so-called Barrio Chino de La Habana, 
a cultural and ethnic space formed since the late 19th century, 
where some of  its inhabitants and restaurants are the vestige of  
that migration, and the memory of  the past of  a community 
already integrated and dissolved in Cuban society. 
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Introduction 

Documented Chinese presence in Trinidad dates back to the 
19th century. Driven by a little less than a dozen ships with mi-
grants from the Asian country who left their native villages in 
search of  employment opportunities and new horizons, the Chi-
nese became part of  the history of  Trinidad and Tobago and 
the West Indies along with many other peoples from distant lat-
itudes that make up the multiple and diverse identity that makes 
the country stand out. The history of  the Caribbean is, above all, 
a history of  migrations where the Chinese -without constituting 
a majority in Trinidadian society- have been noticeable for their 
contributions to the economic and socio-cultural fabric of  the 
country. 

Over the years, the reasons and conditions of  the Chinese 
who traveled and settled in Trinidad and Tobago changed. Un-
derstanding why this change occurred, which makes the process 
of  Chinese immigration up to 1950 more complex, proves the 
importance of  its study in order to avoid falling into simplifica-
tions and historical reductionism. On the other hand, this jour-
ney through the history of  the Chinese people in Trinidad and 
Tobago is central to the analysis of  the links between the Peo-
ple’s Republic of  China and the Caribbean nation today. 
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This research aims to characterize the arrival and settlement 
process of  Chinese migrants in the colonial territories of  Trin-
idad and Tobago during the 19th century and the first half  of  
the 20th century. Once the particularities that explain the Chi-
nese migratory movements and settlement in these Caribbean 
latitudes have been established, we evaluate the incorporation 
of  the Chinese and their descendants into colonial society and 
their contributions to the economy, politics, art and shaping of  
the identity of  Trinidad and Tobago until 1950. 

There are several investigations on the Chinese presence in 
Trinidad since the first migrants arrived at the beginning of  the 
19th century, mainly in English. For the preparation of  this 
chapter, we consulted the research of  Walton Look Lai -with 
emphasis on his 1998 documentary history that contains abun-
dant references reproduced from primary sources-, as well as the 
most recent book by Kim Johnson that covers Chinese migration 
to Trinidad and its contributions up to the present century. Other 
secondary sources were reviewed, such as books and academic 
articles dealing with the history of  Trinidad and Tobago from 
European colonization to independence and Chinese migration 
to Latin America and the Caribbean. We also consulted archival 
documents available on the web and opinion articles in the press. 

The literature review was not only useful to collect and con-
trast information -both quantitative and qualitative- on the Chi-
nese in Trinidad from their arrival until the mid-twentieth centu-
ry, but also to evaluate their main contributions to the economy, 
politics and culture of  colonial society. The research presents a 
narrative of  the past that focuses on the Chinese presence on 
the island and their reasons for arriving there, while identifying 
the contributions of  these immigrants and their descendants in 
shaping the national identity of  Trinidad and Tobago character-
ized by the fusion of  elements from multiple geographies and 
cultures. 

In this sense, the research can be classified as descriptive ex-
planatory, since its central purpose is establishing the specific 
features that characterize Chinese migration to Trinidad and To-
bago in colonial times and its various contributions to this coun-



Chinese presence in Trinidad and Tobago (1805-1950)

CASE STUDIES 1805-1950  |  241

try. This first approach allows us to evaluate the Chinese begin-
nings and progress in Trinidad before delving into the analysis of  
the Chinese presence and their links with the independent nation 
of  Trinidad and Tobago from the second half  of  the twentieth 
century.

The chapter begins with a description and analysis of  the 
geopolitical and economic situation of  Trinidad and Tobago 
and their evolution as colonial possessions. The characteristics 
of  the main socioeconomic dynamics in these territories up to 
1950 allows us to understand the context that made possible the 
Chinese arrival and the differentiated migratory waves in which 
these arrivals took place, as well as the reasons that explain the 
permanent settlement of  Chinese people and their descendants 
in Trinidad. Once the particularities defining Chinese immigra-
tion and settlement have been established, the chapter evaluates 
their contributions to colonial society until the mid-twentieth 
century, years before Trinidad and Tobago declared its indepen-
dence from Great Britain.

Geopolitical and economic context in the colony of Trini-
dad during the 19th century.

On his third voyage to the Americas, Christopher Columbus 
reached the islands of  Trinidad and Tobago, populated by Am-
erindian settlements. On May 30th, 1498, he sighted the island 
of  Trinidad, which he baptized on Thursday, July 31st. Trinidad 
remained in Spanish hands until it was handed over by the Span-
ish governor to a British naval expedition on February 18, 1797 
(Williams, 1964, p. 7-10).

Trinidad’s geographic location, as a bridge between South 
America and the Antilles, made it a meeting point for different 
cultures from very early on, even before the arrival of  Europe-
ans. Thanks to Amerindian arrival from different directions, the 
cultures of  Arawak groups -including Tainos- and Caribs coex-
isted in Trinidad, giving the island a rich diversity, which barely 
survived the extermination of  the aboriginal population after the 
European conquest and colonization (Williams, 1964, p. 4).
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The Spanish conquest of  Trinidad was a conquest in name 
only and any development prospects of  the island was ruined by 
the thirst for gold. The Spanish capital, San José, was a symbol 
of  this neglect and apathy. In 1772, the capital had a population 
of  326 Spaniards and 417 Amerindians. Their houses were mud 
huts with thatched roofs (Williams, 1964, p. 28). 

Under Spanish rule, Trinidad was neglected for many years. 
After Columbus’ discovery, the colony remained abandoned 
until 1530 when Governor Antonio Sedeño was appointed 
from Puerto Rico to administer the island until his death in 
1538. In 1595, a new beneficiary of  the Spanish crown arrived 
as governor, Antonio de Berrio. Governors came and went but 
Trinidad continued to drift until, in the last decade under Span-
ish rule, some progress was made under the last Spanish gover-
nor of  the Province of  Trinidad, José María Chacón y Sánchez 
de Soto, from 1784 to 179714. Neglected by Spain, the island’s 
economy was sustained by the ransom trade that guaranteed 
the importation of  food and goods in exchange for tobacco. 
Thanks to a certain revival of  the economy under Governor 
Chacón and the encouragement of  the migration of  French 
planters, the colony began to take off  at the end of  the 18th 
century (Williams, 1964, p. 11). 

While enslaved Africans were taken to the colonies in the Ca-
ribbean to make up for the labor shortage, the French arrived in 
Trinidad to solve the administration problem by white Europe-
ans. A French landowner from the island of  Grenada, Roume de 

14 The British took Trinidad from the Spanish as part of  the fighting in the 
Anglo-Spanish war between 1796 and 1802. Military forces at Governor 
Chacon’s disposal, both on land and those available at the Spanish naval 
base at Chaguaramas, were far inferior to those of  Commander Lord Ral-
ph Abercromby. Chacon had four ships to Abercromby’s 18. Curiously, 
the British did not need to use military force to occupy the island. Lord 
Abercromby landed at Mucurapo, then a sugar plantation, and marched 
unmolested to Belmont Hills where he accepted capitulation at the hands 
of  Governor Chacon, whose forces were stationed at Laventille Hills. 
Trinidad passed into British hands without a shot being fired (Williams, 
1964, p. 49).
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St Laurent, after his visit to Trinidad presented a memorandum 
to the King of  France on March 20, 1777 with a proposal to en-
courage French planters’ immigration from neighboring islands 
to Trinidad15. The result was the beginning of  the transformation 
of  the backward colony into a Spanish colony run by the French 
and worked by African slaves (Williams, 1964, p. 40).

It was not until 1783, under the Cedula of  Population, that 
the Spanish government encouraged this immigration. Free land 
allotments and tax concessions were offered to French Catholic 
planters who came with their knowledge of  agriculture, capital, 
culture and their slaves. Others who took the opportunity to set-
tle on the island were free mulattos of  color and manumitted 
Africans. The migrants came from Martinique, Guadeloupe, 
Saint Domingue, Grenada and Saint Lucia (National Archives 
of  Trinidad and Tobago, n.d. -2). 

The Spanish government increased the incentives for this 
immigration. On January 30, 1786, a new decree modified the 
Cedula of  Population to make conditions more flexible and 
encourage the arrival of  French planters. The tax exemption 
on the importation of  black slaves was extended from ten years 
to perpetuity. The Spanish King authorized the governor of  
Trinidad, on April 20, 1790, to obtain a one million US dollars 
loan from any European nation, on the condition that it be re-
paid with the value of  the island’s plantation crops (Williams, 
1964, p. 42).

15 The essence of  Roume de St Laurent’s plan was the transfer of  as many 
French planters as possible and their African slaves from Martinique, Gua-
deloupe, Dominica, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and Grenada. The proposal sou-
ght to overcome several difficulties that these planters faced in the other 
islands: hurricanes, plagues that destroyed the sugar crops, bankruptcy, 
debts, low coffee prices and the exhaustion of  fertile soils. If  this plan was 
successful, it would prevent planters from preferring to relocate to the Bri-
tish colonies to the north of  the continent such as Georgia, Carolina and 
Florida. In St Laurent’s opinion, these planters should be encouraged to 
remain in the West Indies, preferably in Trinidad, as this was in the com-
mon interest of  France and Spain in their confrontation with Great Britain 
(Williams, 1964, p. 40).
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It is interesting to note that African slavery in Trinidad, unlike 
what happened in other islands such as Barbados or Martinique, 
was short-lived as a dominant social institution - from the 1780s 
to the 1830s. This was a result of  the late development of  the slave 
sugar plantation on the island compared to neighboring colonies. 
In 1782, before the French arrival, Trinidad had 2,813 inhabitants 
and the number of  free people was eight times greater than the 
number of  slaves (Johnson, 2006, p. 18-19). In 1797, Trinidad had 
17,643 inhabitants, of  which 10,009 were black slaves (Williams, 
1964, p. 65). In 1806, when the end of  the slave trade in Trinidad 
was decreed and the first group of  Chinese arrived on the island, 
there were 20,761 slaves and 7,675 free persons living in the colo-
ny. There was a 3:1 ratio of  slaves to free men, much lower than 
that in other Caribbean islands such as Jamaica, where the ratio 
was as high as 12:1 (Johnson, 2006, p. 18-19).

According to Johnson (2006), French immigrants established 
468 different-sized plantations in Trinidad. In 1797, there were 
300 sugar mills, a number that began to decrease after 1802 as a 
result of  changes in British policy. In 1809, there were 739 plan-
tations of  which 248 produced 26 million pounds of  sugar annu-
ally -just under 11,795 tons- and covered 69% of  the cultivated 
land (Johnson, 2006, p. 18-19). 

Slaves in Trinidad were mostly Afro descendants born in the 
French West Indies and Grenada, who had traveled with their 
owners. They spoke patois, had been baptized in the Catholic faith 
and brought with them the Afro-French Creole culture. Captives 
from Africa arrived after 1790, with a peak of  arrivals between 
1797 and 1806. This meant that Trinidad had a high proportion 
of  African-born people until the 1830s. Slave owners in Trinidad 
tended to own small to medium-sized properties - coffee, cotton 
and cocoa farms16 - so many slaves lived in smaller units than in 
Jamaica or Barbados. Large-scale sugar plantation development 
began to take off  in the late 19th century on the island. 

As a consequence of  the population movements after the Ce-
dula of  Population, a community settled on the island as a re-

16 Around 1718, cocoa trees were found in Trinidad. Thereafter, the cocoa 
economy developed slowly until its collapse in 1733 (Williams, 1964, p. 22).
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sult of  several migrations that intensified in the following years. 
The 1808 census illustrates the mixture. Out of  a total of  31,478 
people, there were 2,476 whites in Trinidad, of  whom less than 
half  were British, almost a third French and almost a fifth Span-
ish. The specific numbers were: British 1147; French 781; Span-
ish 459; Corsicans 36; Germans 29; others 24. At the time of  
Governor Chacon there were 5,450 free people of  color.  The 
population included by then 22 Chinese, 1,635 Amerindians and 
21,895 slaves (Williams, 1964, p. 68)

Important changes occurred in the 19th century Greater Ca-
ribbean. Anti-colonial movements took place inspired by the 
Revolution of  the Thirteen Colonies and the magnificent Hai-
tian Revolution, such as the struggles for independence in Latin 
America and Cuba. Significant economic transformations took 
place. The Industrial Revolution led by Great Britain fostered 
a different type of  relations between Europe and the Americas. 
The plantation system continued in the Caribbean, now threat-
ened by growing competition from new international producers. 
Sugar production gained momentum in the colonies of  Cuba, 
Puerto Rico, British Guiana and Trinidad while old producers in 
Barbados, St. Kitts, Antigua, Martinique and Guadeloupe main-
tained or increased their production levels (Look Lai, 1998, p. 2). 

While the contribution of  the British colonies in the Caribbe-
an to world sugar production decreased, the quantity produced 
increased. This growth was accompanied by a reduction in the 
global contribution to sugar production - between 1859 and 1860 
the contribution of  the British Caribbean to world production 
was 15%, equivalent to 198,600 tons; however, between 1894 
and 1895 it only represented 7%, corresponding to 260,211 tons 
(Look-Lai, 1993, p. 11). 

Changes in economic and political relations were accompa-
nied by changes in class relations with the emergence of  new 
links between labor and capital. Slavery was gradually abolished: 
in 1804 in Haiti, with the Revolution; in 1823, in Chile; in 1824, 
in Central America; and 1829, in Mexico. In the colonial world, 
abolition began in the British possessions: between 1834 and 
1838 in the British West Indies, in 1848 in the French West Indies 
and later in Peru and in the rest of  independent Latin America 
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between 1851 and 1858. In the Dutch Caribbean and the Unit-
ed States, abolition occurred in 1863, in 1873 in Puerto Rico, in 
1886 in Cuba and finally in 1888 in Brazil (Look Lai, 1998, p. 2). 

In the colony of  Trinidad, the British government postponed 
complete and unconditional emancipation until 1840, a period 
that was later advanced to August 1, 1838. During this interme-
diate phase, slaves were considered “apprentices” and forced to 
work on the plantations under specific conditions and for wages 
stipulated by their former masters (Williams, 1964, p. 87).

According to Walton Look-Lai, there were 16,000 former 
slaves in Trinidad in 1838: 12,000 employed in agriculture and 
4,000 artisans. In 1847, there were ten thousand of  them employed 
on the former plantations. By 1851, only 3,116 reported working 
regularly on the farms. By 1860, it was estimated that about 4,000 
former slaves remained employed on the plantations, a figure that 
increased to 5,000 during harvest periods (Look-Lai, 1993, p. 6). 

The expansion of  sugar farming on the island coincided with 
the abolition of  slavery and it came to compete with cocoa17 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Sugar production in Trinidad, 19th century.  
(Tons of  sugar).
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17  Cocoa exports to Great Britain increased from 204,400 pounds in 1812 to 
1,755,144 pounds in 1833 while total cocoa exports increased from 96,000 
pounds in 1797 to 3,090,526 pounds in 1833 (Williams, 1964, p. 78).
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Sugar exports to Great Britain went from 5,920 tons in 1812 
to 10,334 tons in 1833. Meanwhile, rum exports decreased from 
39,126 gallons to 223 gallons. To a lesser extent, cotton exports 
fell significantly from 745,049 pounds in 1812 to 11,951 pounds 
in 1833, and coffee exports increased from 75,500 to 154,901 
pounds in the same period (Williams, 1964, p. 78). Trinidad’s 
sugar exports increased from 10,334 tons in 1833 to 53,847 tons 
in 1896 (Williams, 1964, p. 119). Sugar was gaining in impor-
tance. 

The expansion capacity of  the sugar industry in Trinidad after 
the abolition of  slavery evidences the changes in these territories 
that allowed the plantation system to survive in the Caribbean, 
although without surpassing the most powerful competitors at 
the international level. It was precisely because of  these changes 
that Chinese immigrants arrived in the British West Indies, spe-
cifically in Trinidad.

The indentured servitude regime (indentureship) of  foreign 
workers was a key element for the survival and relative progress 
of  sugar production in the region. This was the solution for sup-
plying cheap - and presumably docile - labor to the West Indies, 
especially in the territories recently incorporated to sugarcane 
cultivation, such as Trinidad and British Guiana, where the land 
was more fertile and the crop’s potential for expansion was esti-
mated at its greatest. 

Indentured servants, mostly from impoverished areas of  In-
dia and China, were joined by African American migrants, Af-
ricans freed from the slave trade18 and some Europeans, such as 

18 An important source of  African immigration came from seizing the car-
go of  slave ships captured by the British and bound for Brazil and Cuba. 
Despite the declaration adopted by the European powers against the slave 
trade at the Congress of  Vienna in 1815, the trade did not stop. For thirty 
years, Britain’s relations with Spain, France and the United States of  Ame-
rica would develop in a tense atmosphere due to Britain’s insistence on its 
right to register ships and transport captured slaves to the British colonies, 
particularly Trinidad, where they would live as free men. This was an in-
genious and efficient way of  supplying labor to the British colonies with a 
workforce shortage (Williams, 1964, p. 98).
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the Portuguese, who arrived in Trinidad between 1834 and 1839 
(Lee-Loy, 2004, p. 27; Williams, 1964, p. 97). After the emanci-
pation, immigrants also arrived from Madeira, Venezuela and 
other islands in the eastern Caribbean (Brereton, 1979, p. 10).

Despite the harsh conditions and diseases associated with the 
tropical climate, Trinidadian Creole society welcomed migrants 
from diverse cultures that amalgamated into a multiple and di-
verse, but recognizable and autochthonous, Trinidadian identi-
ty, which integrated European elements -Spain, France, Great 
Britain-, Africans and Asians, specifically Indians and Chinese, 
Americans and Caribbeans. Trinidad was a colony with enough 
space to accommodate migrants and the economic situation 
offered employment opportunities for the newcomers because, 
while land was available, there was a massive exodus of  former 
slaves from the plantations.

Between 1834 and 1918, 536,310 migrants were brought in 
the British West Indies. 83.5% of  these came from Asia: 80% 
from India and the remaining 3.5% from China. Trinidad ab-
sorbed 29.4 % of  the total of  these migrants, equivalent to 
157,668 persons. 33.5% of  the migrants in the island were from 
India and 15% from China, equivalent to 2,645 Chinese (Look-
Lai, 1993, p. 19). Chinese migration was encouraged by the co-
lonial authorities at the planters’ request to solve the shortage 
of  cheap labor to work in agriculture, particularly in sugarcane 
plantations. The period of  greatest influx of  Chinese in Trinidad 
coincided with the end of  slave trade and the abolition of  slavery 
in the English colonies. 

It is interesting to note that the use of  indentured servitude 
was not new to the Americas or the Caribbean. It had preceded 
the introduction of  large-scale African slavery and was the main 
form of  labor organization in the early days of  the plantation 
system in the West Indies. What made indentured servitude after 
the emancipation different than before is that the workforce was 
overwhelmingly, if  not exclusively, Asian and the mechanisms 
for its operation were more elaborate (Look Lai, 1998, p. 11).  

The reintroduction of  servitude sought to “truss up” salaried 
workforce to the plantation, in order to counteract the behav-
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ior of  former slaves who preferred to settle as small farmers on 
purchased plots of  land or, for the most part, illegally occupied 
public lands and private farms abandoned after the planters’ 
bankruptcy (Look Lai, 1998, p. 4). In order to become eligible 
for hiring more easily on the plantations during harvest peaks, 
former slaves settled in nearby areas that were transformed into 
new communities. Labor shortage allowed them to demand 
better pay and more flexible working conditions. These circum-
stances paved the way for indentured servitude.

The contracts severely restricted the workers’ physical mobili-
ty outside the work environment through a system of  passes that 
allowed them to move within a two-mile radius of  the plantation 
unless they had a pass to leave the plantation for specific purpos-
es. However, there was a contradiction with this system; even 
though it was technically a civil contract or labor agreement, it 
was enforced by criminal penalties such as fines and even jail. 
Penalties for breach of  contract were not mentioned to migrants 
at the time of  their recruitment in Asia (Look Lai, 1998, p. 11).  

The threats that hung over the sustainability of  sugar produc-
tion in the British Caribbean based on the plantation system - 
and boosted Asian migration to the Caribbean - were not only 
due to the decision to abolish the slave trade in 1807 and subse-
quent Emancipation Act of  1833 that brought about the formal 
end of  slavery in Britain on August 1, 1834. The Sugar Duties 
Act of  1846 which eliminated protectionist tariffs that benefited 
the entry of  West Indian sugars into Britain and forced planters 
in the Caribbean colonies to compete with other producers. The 
legislation even allowed the entry of  sugars produced in terri-
tories where slavery was maintained, such as Cuba and Brazil. 
Sugar prices immediately plummeted even though the law was 
fully implemented in 1854 (Look Lai, 1993, p. 10).  

Years earlier, the independence of  the Thirteen Colonies 
had had an impact on the rising cost of  sugar production in the 
West Indies because planters in the area could not freely import 
from North America. British sugar planters tried to compensate 
for the negative effect of  the independence of  the British colo-
nies with the proposal to adapt the Navigation Acts to the new 
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circumstances, keeping in mind the interdependence between 
North America and the Caribbean islands. In England, Adam 
Smith and Prime Minister Pitt (the Younger) advocated for 
maintaining the old economic relations, but this was a futile ef-
fort as “a community of  72,000 masters and 400,000 slaves was 
too unimportant to permit the sacrifice of  vital English interests” 
(Williams, ed. 2011, p. 182). The Navigation Acts were consid-
ered the basis of  British naval power and there was resistance to 
altering them to allow a foreign state to trade freely with Britain. 
After the independence, Americans became foreigners and were 
subject to the provisions of  the Navigation Acts.

In consequence, acquiring American goods became more dif-
ficult, which translated into higher prices for the British colonists. 
“In 1796 American exports to the British West Indies were three 
times the figure for 1793; British exports declined by one-half. 
In 1801 American exports to the West Indies were nearly five 
times what they were in 1792. Five-sixths of  the 1819 exports 
came through Canada and the Swedish and Danish islands. “ 
(Williams, ed. 2011, p.182).

The transition to free trade promoted by Great Britain was 
also due to the competition between the colonial empires at the 
time, the struggle for economic supremacy and the change in the 
gravity center of  the British empire after the independence of  the 
British colonies on the American continent from the Caribbean 
Sea to the Indian Ocean. The strength of  the British sugar islands 
lay in the fact that they had few competitors as sugar producers. 
Their main competitors in the sugar trade were Brazil and the 
French islands, while Cuba was hampered by the extreme exclu-
sivity of  Spanish mercantilism. This situation changed radically 
when Santo Domingo emerged as the great sugar producer in 
the years following the independence of  the British colonies in 
North America. “It was the old law of  slave production at work. 
Santo Domingo was larger than any British colony, its soil was 
more fertile and less exhausted; for this reason, its production 
costs were lower. This difference in production costs became the 
subject of  special investigation by the Privy Council Commis-
sion of  1788.” (Williams, ed. 2011, p. 212-213).
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In this context, a commission was created in London to eval-
uate the state of  the sugar industry in the West Indies. They es-
tablished that the slave trade favored the progress of  the sugar 
industry in rival countries through the re-export of  slaves. Two-
thirds of  the annual African slaves’ exports were destined for 
non-British Caribbean islands (Look Lai, 1993, p. 2). 

Prime Minister William Pitt concluded that the econom-
ic model in the British West Indies was not only unprofitable, 
but detrimental to British interests. He proposed to recover the 
European market by stimulating sugar production in India and 
other Asian colonies and abolish slave trade in order to ruin 
Santo Domingo (Williams, ed. 2011, p. 213). Sugar production 
was promoted in several territories: Mauritius, Louisiana, Java, 
Hawaii and the Eastern zone of  British India, while Cuba was 
opening up to global trade after some easing of  the rigid Span-
ish trade monopoly. These producers who joined the large sug-
ar production used new technologies that lowered production 
costs, which worsened the situation for planters in the West In-
dies (Look Lai, 1993, p. 1). 

At the same time, the demand for sugar consumption in-
creased in Europe and spread from the wealthier classes to the 
middle classes and poorer social strata. From being a luxury 
item, sugar became a staple product that guaranteed the calor-
ic intake of  European workers, especially in Great Britain, the 
pioneer of  the Industrial Revolution. Factory workers, working 
12- and 14-hour days, needed to replenish their energy to sustain 
the weight of  industrial production. The interests of  the rising 
capitalist class in London triumphed over the previously power-
ful interests of  the planters in the colonies and were supported by 
the advance of  abolitionist ideas in Europe.

Socio-economic transformations of  the time and the measures 
taken in the name of  national interest in the context of  the In-
dustrial Revolution led Eric Williams (1964, p. 101) to state that 
“Britain abandoned the Empire in 1846”. This was not the respon-
sibility of  the government alone. The decisions taken had the over-
whelming support of  the metropolitan academic, economic and 
political elites, except a section of  the Conservative Party led by 
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Benjamin Disraeli, who objected to the abandonment of  the tra-
ditional policy of  protecting the colonies by most Conservatives 
and, in a famous phrase, condemned the Conservative government 
as “nothing but an organized hypocrisy” (Williams, 1964, p. 101).

In this context, planters proposed solutions to maintain sug-
ar production as the central economic activity in the colonies. 
The new circumstances called into question the continuity of  
the plantation system that had been deprived from slave labor, 
for the fundamental thesis of  plantation society was that there 
would be no sugar without slavery. The indentured servitude sys-
tem was the answer to guarantee a constant supply of  cheap and 
disciplined labor.

In the case of  Trinidad, the solutions to maintain the sug-
ar plantation had to be formulated in strict observance of  the 
mandates and interests from London, since the island was a 
Crown Colony where a governor appointed directly by the mon-
arch made the decisions. Another element to be considered in 
the search for solutions was to avoid the formation of  a society 
of  small farmers, since the planters’ wanted to perpetuate land 
ownership in the hands of  the whites. Thus, the acquisition of  
land from recently freed blacks should be made as difficult as 
possible (Williams, 1964, p. 87). 

To cushion the resistance of  slaveholders in the West Indies to 
the new measures, not only was the indentured servitude system 
approved, but they were given a compensation of  ₤ 20 million 
for manumitted slaves, in addition to establishing a transit phase 
that kept former slaves on the plantation for a period of  six years, 
which was later reduced to four (Look Lai, 1993, p. 3). In addi-
tion, the authorization for cheap labor immigration that would 
work under some form of  coercion was financed with part of  
public funds (Williams, 1964, p. 101). While about two-thirds 
of  the costs of  the operation were borne by the planters through 
lease fees for individual migrants and taxes on exports, land and 
sugar - and other products such as cocoa in the case of  Trinidad 
- the British state subsidized the rest, mainly through taxes on 
imports of  consumer goods (Look Lai, 1998, p. 13). The con-
tracting system survived until the end of  the First World War.
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It is interesting to note that indentured servitude evolved dif-
ferently in the English-speaking Caribbean than in other terri-
tories of  the region, such as Cuba and Peru. Even within the 
English colonies as a whole, there were differences between 
Trinidad and British Guiana -colonies where the system of  con-
tracting foreign labor was key to the survival of  the plantation- 
and Jamaica and the small Windward Islands19 such as Grenada, 
St. Lucia and St. Vincent. In the latter, indentured servants were 
a marginal phenomenon while in others, such as Barbados and 
the Leeward Islands20, no migrants were introduced as inden-
tured labor (Look Lai, 1993, p. xii). 

Despite the efforts of  planters in Trinidad to maintain their 
privileges built on the plantation system, they could not avoid 
the socioeconomic transformations associated with the arrival 
of  the new times. The old plantocracy did not disappear, but 
it lost its hegemony in the colony. Some of  its members aban-
doned sugar cultivation, others preferred to cultivate cocoa, oth-
ers dedicated themselves to the export-import commercial ac-
tivity and others abandoned Trinidad. Sugar plantations, once 
family properties - whether they were residents of  the colony or 
absentees - became the property of  metropolitan corporations 
with commercial experience, access to credit and capacity for 
technological modernization. (Look-Lai, 1993, p. 11). 

19 According to the English linguistic scope -which differs from Spanish, 
French and Dutch-, the Windward Islands are the generally larger southern 
islands of  the Lesser Antilles (West Indies) located south of  the Leeward 
Islands. The term was also used to refer to a British colonial territory that 
existed between 1833 and 1960 and consisted of  the now independent 
nations of  St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and Grenada. The 
island of  Dominica was part of  the Leeward Islands colonial area until 
1940, when it was transferred to the Windward Islands.
20 According to the English linguistic scope, the Leeward Islands are the 
group of  islands located north of  the Lesser Antilles extending southeast 
to Guadeloupe and its dependencies. The Leeward Islands were establi-
shed as an English colony in 1671. Dominica was considered part of  the 
British colonial territory of  the Leeward Islands until 1940.
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In 1847, there were 13 abandoned plantations out of  a total of  
2,016 in Trinidad. By 1850, the figure had risen to 40. By 1866, 
sugar plantations of  at least seven districts in Trinidad were ei-
ther abandoned, had become Crown land or had been sold at 
very low prices. In 1884prices fell again a result of  the entry of  
beet sugar produced in Europe, which aggravated the econom-
ic situation and led to a reduction in credit and the collapse of  
commercial firms involved in the West Indies trade (Look Lai, 
1993, p. 10).

By 1896, there were 56 sugar plantations in Trinidad, of  which 
36 were owned by non-residents. Eight of  these were owned by 
the Colonial Company of  England and five by W. F. Burnley and 
Co. The average size of  sugar plantations exceeded 500 acres 
compared to the average size of  cocoa plantations, which was 10 
to 50 acres (Williams, 1964, p. 119).

An interesting element in the demographic composition of  
Trinidad that separates it from the usual population dynamics of  
the English-speaking Caribbean is the large-scale immigration 
of  Indians since the mid-1840s under the indentured servitude 
system. In 1844, the British government agreed to the immediate 
immigration from India to Trinidad of  2,500 workers allowing 
operation from two ports, Calcutta and Madras (Williams, 1964, 
p. 99). By 1870, Indians constituted about a quarter of  the total 
population (Brereton, 1979, p. 2). 

Like the Chinese, the Indians who arrived as indentured la-
borers came from distant Asia; however, the contrasts between 
the two groups were stark. The Chinese did not come from a 
hereditary aristocratic or caste system, which made them more 
reluctant to accept colonial discrimination or assume class infe-
riority behaviors (Johnson, 2006, p. 6). China was an indepen-
dent country while India was a British colony. 

In addition to arriving as labor that managed to work in di-
verse economic activities, the Chinese brought along their knowl-
edge and traditions that nourished the multicultural mosaic that 
makes up the Trinidadian identity. The following pages are de-
voted to examining the arrival of  Chinese migrants to Trinidad 
and their contribution to the colony life until the twentieth cen-
tury, but first, some notes on the small island of  Tobago.
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The colony of Tobago prior to its unification with Trinidad

While Trinidad is at the center of  the events that took place 
during the 19th and first half  of  the 20th centuries that facilitated 
the Chinese arrival to the present-day nation of  Trinidad and To-
bago, it is important to note what was happening on the smaller 
island of  Tobago during these years. 

The small island located north of  Trinidad is believed to have 
been sighted by Columbus on his third voyage (Williams, 1964, 
p. 8). It was abandoned and virtually uninhabited while under 
Spanish rule. Britain claimed the island on the grounds that 
it was part of  Sir Thomas Warner’s 1626 acquisition. France 
claimed it as part of  the grant made by Cardinal Richelieu to 
the French West India Company some twenty years later. Hol-
land also claimed the island. The Duke of  Courland, ruler of  a 
principality in an area now belonging to Latvia, claimed it on 
the basis of  a 1664 grant from the King of  England. Even buc-
caneers, operating under a commission authorized by the Gov-
ernor of  Jamaica, expressed interest in the island (Williams, 
1964, p. 51).

From the end of  the 18th century, Tobago was the subject 
of  disputes between Great Britain and France, or France and 
Holland, or Holland and Great Britain, invaded by buccaneers, 
attacked by Spain and colonized by the Courlanders. Holland 
renamed it New Walcheren and the French changed the name of  
the capital, Scarborough, to Port Louis (Williams, 1964, p. 51). 

As in Trinidad, in Tobago the first real stimulus to economic 
development came from the French before the final acquisition 
by Great Britain in 1802, which was confirmed and ratified in 
1814 (Williams, 1964, p. 62). The difference is that Tobago be-
came a large plantation society with less ethnic diversity, while 
Trinidad was a plantation society of  different scales - small, me-
dium, large - with a greater presence of  diverse nationalities and 
cultures.

The effects of  the French policy modified Tobago in a couple 
of  decades. In 1771, the population was 5,084 inhabitants while 
it reached 15,020 inhabitants in 1791. The 1771 census gives no 
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indication that the island was inhabited by free people of  color. 
In 1790, 303 were identified under this denomination, of  which 
198 were women. The slave population was 4,716 in 1771, where 
125 were listed as fugitives. By 1790, it had increased to 14,170. 
For every slave in 1771 there were three in 1790. Tobago was, at 
the end of  the 18th century, a slave society primarily engaged in 
sugar production. 94 in every 100 persons were African slaves. 
Given this social composition, it is not surprising that there was 
a slave uprising in 1770 in Tobago and new disturbances in 1798 
(Williams, 1964, p. 58).

Nutmeg was discovered in abundance in Tobago in 1768 and 
40 plantations were immediately established for its cultivation. 
Cotton, indigo and ginger were other flourishing crops on the 
island. However, sugar became the main economic product, as 
in the rest of  the West Indies islands, (Williams, 1964, p. 58).

In Tobago, 2,401,639 pounds of  sugar were produced in 
1790, a little less than 1,100 tons. Cotton production amounted 
to 1,374,336 pounds. Indigo and ginger disappeared from statis-
tics after recording productions of  20,580 pounds in 1780 and 
10,300 pounds in 1782, respectively. Indigo, of  which there were 
55 acres of  crops in 1787 with eight factories, had disappeared 
by 1790 (Williams, 1964, p. 59).

In 1790, 4,878 acres of  the cultivated land were devoted to 
sugar, 14,436 to cotton, 134 to coffee, 2 to cocoa, 4,842 to minor 
crops and 5,356 to pastures. There were 37 sugar mills, 99 cot-
ton mills and 4 coffee mills operating on the island (Williams, 
1964, p. 59).

Despite the sugar industry boom, the slave economy system in 
Tobago was already struggling by the time slavery was abolished. 
The island’s limited and rugged terrain was far from ideal for ex-
tensive sugar cultivation. Planters, mostly absentee planters, faced 
the classic problems of  impoverished soil, primitive machinery, 
and chronic indebtedness, compounded after emancipation and 
London’s abandonment of  the protectionist policy granted to 
sugars from its Caribbean colonies (Brereton 2018, 111).  

The difficult economic situation was aggravated after a di-
sastrous hurricane hit the island on the night of  Monday, Oc-
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tober 11, 184721. Faced with this panorama, planters demanded 
the introduction of  immigrants for the rehabilitation and re-
construction work. The proposed immigration plans included 
the importation of  workers from Europe -among them English 
convicts- Barbadians, Africans from Sierra Leone, Indians and 
emancipated slaves and free people of  color from the United 
States of  America. The arrival of  Chinese to Tobago was not 
contemplated (Williams, 1964, p. 122).

Unlike what happened in Trinidad, in Tobago the planters’ 
main solution to revive the economy and rebuild the colony was to 
adopt the metayage system. Planters recognized that they lacked 
enough resources to pay salaries, so they agreed with the workers 
to pay them with part of  the harvest obtained. This system worked 
until 1884, when another disaster struck the island and the West 
Indies as a whole: the bankruptcy of  the London firm of Gillespie 
Brothers, on which more than half  of  Tobago’s sugar estates de-
pended for credit and supplies (Williams, 1964, p. 124).

Another noteworthy difference between Tobago and Trinidad 
was that, as Tobago was one of  the oldest British colonies, it had 
local representative institutions. Tobago had its own bicameral 
legislature with its own Governor and Commander-in-Chief. It 
was a self-governing colony and not a Crown Colony. In 1833, 
the British government decided that Tobago, along with Grena-
da and St. Vincent, would be placed under the Governor of  Bar-
bados who was elevated to the rank of  Governor General. With 
this measure, the British government hoped to reduce the oper-
ating expenses of  the smaller colonies (Williams, 1964, p. 130).

However, as planters felt that their privileges were threatened 
by the arrival of  a new mass of  black and colored voters after the 
emancipation, and the May 1876 riots (Belmanna Riots), they 

21 The devastation amounted to 26 people killed, 30 dwelling houses and 
26 sugar mills demolished, 31 dwelling houses and 33 sugar mills dama-
ged, 456 workers’ houses razed and 176 severely damaged, 126 houses 
demolished in the capital Scarborough and 84 severely damaged. All 
the roofs of  the Fort George barracks were blown off  and some of  the 
walls collapsed. Estimated damage to private property amounted to USD 
720,000 (Williams, 1964, p. 122).
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preferred to sacrifice any form of  self-government and voted 
themselves to become a Crown Colony, a change that occurred 
in August 1876. Already since 1874, Tobago had lost its bicam-
eral legislature and had been granted the possibility of  forming 
a single Legislative Assembly with elected and appointed mem-
bers (Brereton 2018, 124).

The proposal to unite Tobago with Trinidad came from the 
Secretary of  State for the Colonies in 1886. The Trinidad and 
Tobago Act 188722, which laid the legal basis for the union of  the 
two British colonies, required Tobago to surrender its legislative 
provisions, which were superior to those of  Trinidad. The 1887 
Act was followed by an order issued in 1888 that came into force 
in 1889, the year in which the unification of  the two territories 
was finally verified (Trinidad Guardian, 2011).

Beginning of the 19th century and first Chinese migrants: 
the arrival of Fortitude in 1806

Contact between China and the English-speaking Caribbe-
an goes back centuries, since records show imports of  Chinese 
products such as tea. The links intensified when Chinese workers 
came as a substitute workforce for emancipated African slaves. 

Although Chinese arrived in the Americas in significant num-
bers under indentured servitude, Chinese migration in the re-
gion has been reported since the 16th century. By the time of  the 
Spanish conquest and colonization, Chinese already existed in 
several Latin American societies. The commercial link that had 
been established between Manila in the Philippines and Acapul-
co in New Spain facilitated the arrival of  a small number of  Chi-
nese sailors and laborers. There are reports of  Chinese servants, 
textile workers, farmers and barbers in the areas of  present-day 
Mexico City, Acapulco and the state of  Michoacán in the ear-
ly 17th century. Chinese also found employment in the woolen 
textile mills of  Peru, in shipbuilding in Baja California, and in 

22 See, http://laws.gov.tt/pdf/A1.pdf
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the gold mines of  Minas Gerais in Brazil. In Cuba, there were 
Chinese who traveled on the Manila galleons. By 1860, there 
were more Chinese in Latin America and the Caribbean than in 
North America (Look Lai, 1998, p. 6).

Apart from an unconfirmed account claiming that five Chi-
nese sailors landed in Trinidad in 1796 while one of  them re-
mained on the island, the first recorded attempts to introduce 
Chinese immigrants to the insular Caribbean began with a sol-
itary experiment in the 19th century, precisely in Trinidad, at a 
time when slave trade was still officially in force. The idea was 
originally conceived in 1802 by Captain William Layman of  the 
British Royal Navy, although he was not the one who put it into 
practice (Look Lai, 1998, p. 22).

As noted earlier, the possibility of  promoting Chinese immi-
gration to Trinidad was contemplated in the context of  labor 
shortages in the colony and the need to import arms for agricul-
tural work, particularly in the cultivation of  sugar cane. The idea 
was proposed by Governor Thomas Picton in 1802 to the British 
government (Williams, 1964, p. 76).

In December 1805, a Portuguese merchant recruited 147 Chi-
nese between Macau and Penang, plus another 53 in Calcutta for 
a total of  200 (Look Lai, 1998, p. 22). Of  this group, 192 arrived 
in Trinidad on October 12, 1806 aboard the Fortitude ship, be-
longing to the British East India Company (Look Lai, 1993, p. 
42). These early Chinese immigrants arrived as indentured ser-
vants and found employment in agriculture and local markets. 
They mostly settled in slums in the Cocorite area. However, the 
experiment was considered a fiasco as 61 Chinese departed on 
the same ship in July 1807 and more left Trinidad in the following 
years. In 1810, the census counted a colony of  22 Chinese men 
in Cocorite who lived in poverty and sustained themselves by 
selling charcoal, oysters and crabs. By 1834, only seven Chinese 
remained from this first community, which gradually dissolved 
due to mortality and intermingling with the Creoles (Johnson, 
2006, p. 20-22; Look Lai, 1993, p. 42).

The high rate of  Chinese who returned to their country af-
ter only one year in Trinidad dampened the initial enthusiasm 
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of  planters and the local government for Chinese immigration. 
It was argued that the initiative constituted an extra expense 
for the government and yielded mediocre results in return (Wil-
liams, 1964, p. 76). After an attempt decades later failed to ma-
terialize, it was not until 1853 that Chinese migrants returned 
to Trinidad as part of  a more finely tuned system of  indentured 
servitude.

Second arrival as indentured servants after the abolition of 
slavery 

Despite the failure of  the first experiment in introducing Chi-
nese to the West Indies, in 1811 the British Parliament consid-
ered recruiting Chinese laborers to send to its colonies in the 
Caribbean. Decades later, import licenses were granted to move 
2,850 Chinese-six licenses for British Guiana for 2,150 migrants, 
one for Jamaica for 400 migrants, and one for Trinidad for 300 
migrants. However, these licenses were never executed. The proj-
ect of  bringing in Chinese as indentured servants was resumed 
between 1850 and 1851 following a decision by local authorities 
in British Guiana and Trinidad. The emigration agent operating 
in India for British Guiana, James White, was sent to China to 
promote this initiative (Look Lai, 1993, p. 87-88).

It is interesting to note that the recruitment system that gov-
erned Chinese migration to the Caribbean was one of  the three 
methods used by Chinese emigrants, yet the least popular one. 
Generally, Chinese departed when they could afford their tick-
et or they used the system of  ticket on credit whereby a family 
member, a local merchant or a Chinese resident in the destina-
tion country would advance them the money for the passage, 
which they would then have to pay back with interest. The lat-
ter method was widely used by Chinese emigrants to the Unit-
ed States, Canada, Australia and Southeast Asia (Look Lai, 
1993, p. 45).

In addition to the Chinese, large numbers of  indentured ser-
vants from India arrived in British Guiana and Trinidad. Be-
tween 1845 and 1917, 134,183 Indians arrived in Trinidad to 
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work in agriculture, in addition to Africans freed by the British 
from Spanish and Portuguese slave ships, as well as free blacks 
(Johnson, 2006, p. 26). Between 1840 and 1850, migrants arrived 
in Trinidad from Europe - Ireland, France, Germany, Malta and 
Madeira, who joined black migrants from the United States and 
Africa - Sierra Leone and Liberia (Look Lai, 1993, p. 15-17).

The arrival of  Chinese workers to other destinations in the 
Americas began years before their arrival in Trinidad. Between 
1847 and 1884, about 700 ships arrived in Latin America and the 
Caribbean from southern China. Of  these, 345 went to Cuba, 
276 to Peru and 50 to the British West Indies (Look Lai, 1993, 
p. 42). It is estimated that about 18,000 Chinese had been trans-
ferred to the British colonies in the Caribbean by the end of  the 
19th century, as a result of  negotiations and pressure from plant-
ers in need of  agricultural labor (Wilson, 2004, p. xvi). 

The second arrival of  Chinese migrants to Trinidad occurred 
in 1853, four years after the abolition of  slavery on the island in 
a climate of  marked labor shortage. It is then that the most active 
period of  Chinese migration to the West Indies began, which 
can be subdivided into three stages: (i) from 1853 to 1854; (ii) 
from 1859 to 1866 and; (iii) from 1866 to 1884 (Table 1). The 
greatest activity is reported in the second stage because, from 
1866 onwards, only sporadic trips to the region were reported: in 
1874, 1879 and 1884. None of  these last three trips had Trinidad 
as a destination (Look Lai, 1993, p. 88).

The hiatus between 1854 and 1858-which in the case of  Trin-
idad extended until 1862-was due to financial pressures and dif-
ficulties in obtaining adequate shipping, as well as deficiencies in 
the work of  the officers and Chinese policies related to contract-
ing operations (Look Lai, 1998, p. 88).
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This second wave of  Chinese migration was regulated and en-
forced by British colonial authorities. Recruitments were super-
vised by British officials and the ships used to transport the mi-
grants were licensed under the Chinese Passengers Act (Johnson, 
2006, p. 30). The establishment of  recruitment agencies in Hong 
Kong and Canton, and the cooperation of  China-based Europe-
an missionaries and Guangdong provincial authorities, brought 
stability to the British emigration effort (Look Lai, 1998, p. 126).

The involvement of  British colonial authorities in the process 
of  recruiting, hiring, transferring and settling migrant workers in 
their Caribbean colonies was a distinctive feature of  the British 
colonial order that separates it from Spanish colonialism. In the 
case of  Chinese workers, the British state organized the enlist-
ments through its two recruitment agencies that operated in con-
junction with other smaller temporary locations in Amoy and 
Shantou. The process occurred under the supervision of  British 
migration agents in these provinces in coordination with British 

Table 1. Trips of  Chinese indentured servants to Trinidad. 
Years 1853-1866.

Ship
Starting 

point
Arrival date

Number 
of people 
embarked

Number of 
people who 
disembarked

Women Children

Australia Shantou March 4, 1853 445 432 0 0

Clarendon Canton
March 24, 
1853

254 251 0 0

Lady Flora 
Hastings

Shantou
June 28,  
1853

314 305 0 0

Maggie Mi-
ller/Wanata

Hong 
Kong

July 3, 1862 547 467 125 2

Montrose Canton
February 18, 
1865

320 313 101 2

Paria Canton May 25, 1865 289 280 76 0

Dudbrook Amoy
February 12, 
1866

286 272 1 0

Red Riding 
Hood

Amoy
February 24, 
1866

327 325 6 0

Total 2,645 309 4

Source:  Johnson, K. 2006, p. 28
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emigration agents in the different territories of  the empire and 
in consultation with Chinese authorities (Look Lai, 1993 p. 45). 
Chinese migrants were under scrutiny from the moment they left 
Asia until they fulfilled all their contractual obligations in the 
colonies (Look Lai, 1998, p. xi).

The carefully regulated process was intended to avoid the abuses 
reported in recruitments by private agents, as was the case in Por-
tuguese Macao with Chinese leaving for Cuba and Peru, who did 
not hesitate to resort to kidnapping and physical coercion (Look 
Lai, 2004, p. 9). The conditions in which Chinese workers were 
transported and treated when they fell into the hands of  these “en-
trepreneurs” were so deplorable that international treaties were 
required to try to regulate the situation (Wilson, 2004, p. viii).

Despite the attention paid to the process of  recruiting Chinese 
to work in the British colonies in the Caribbean, instability in the 
coastal areas of  southern China during the 1850s and 1860s, as 
well as the continuity of  British migration agents - between 1859 
and 1866 there were three different officers - hindered the fluidity 
and progress in the recruitment process (Look Lai, 1993, p. 71). 

The first of  these migration agents was James White, orig-
inally based in Calcutta and who acted in the recruitment of  
Chinese between 1853 and 1854. After a period of  inactivity, he 
was succeeded in 1859 by Thomas Gerard. He was replaced by 
John Gardiner Austin who had his main branch in Hong Kong 
while the Canton sub-branch was manned by his subordinate 
Theophilus Sampson, who took his place in office in 1862 until 
the final closure of  operations in 1874 (Look Lai, 1993, p. 71). 

Beyond efforts to prevent abuses associated with recruitment, 
British officials were not exempt from accusations of  malpractice. 
In 1859, agent Thomas Gerard altered information regarding the 
place of  recruitment and declared Hong Kong when in fact re-
cruitments were made in Macau, the center of  private trade in 
Chinese indentured laborers, which led to his removal from of-
fice (Look Lai, 1993, p. 71). Another example of  malpractice oc-
curred with the 1866 recruitments, which were made through a 
merchant firm that employed questionable recruitment methods 
in Amoy-now better known as Xiamen-while agent Theophilus 
Sampson remained in Canton (Look Lai, 2004, p. 14). 
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To attract Chinese migrants on a voluntary basis, British au-
thorities published information and resolutions concerning the 
advantages and conditions of  work in the West Indies (Table 1). 
The regulations differed to varying degrees over the years, de-
pending on the British authority in power in the colonies, as well 
as on new agreements between the British and Chinese author-
ities. The agreements did not become standardized until late in 
the contracting process23 (Look Lai, 2004, p. 12). 

The most significant changes occurred in the clause relat-
ing to the conditions for terminating or cancelling the contract. 
Some contracts eliminated this possibility. In other cases, the im-
migration agent based in British Guiana altered the documents 
upon the arrival of  the Chinese on the grounds of  changes in the 
ordinances in force and established that the possibility of  termi-
nating the contract began after three years and not at the end of  
the first year (Look Lai, 2004, p. 12-13).

Other modifications affected the amount to be paid each year 
since, instead of  respecting the percentages stipulated in the con-
tract, they changed the amounts of  wages and terms, the number 
of  working hours or the inclusion or not of  meals. From 1860 
onwards, no contract contemplated the provision of  free food 
rations (Look Lai, 2004, p. 12-13). 

Table 1. Provisions issued by immigration agent John Gardiner 
Austin to attract Chinese to the West Indies (early 1860s).

1. Where the British flag flies, there is no slavery.
2. The law is the same for rich and poor. All religions are 

tolerated and protected, and the Queen of  England has 
appointed special magistrates in her colonies in the West 
Indies to protect foreigners.

23 The introduction of  five-year contracts tying the worker to a specific 
plantation did not appear until 1862 in its standardized version and for 
Indian migrants (Look Lai, 1993, p. 52). On the other hand, the principle 
of  five-year contracts for Chinese laborers had been accepted as early as 
1843, but its application had to wait until the beginning of  the second 
wave of  Chinese migration in 1853 (Look Lai, 1993, p. 58).
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3. All Chinese can leave without fear for the West Indies.
4. The Caribbean climate is very similar to the climate in 

southern China.
5. The main job offer is in sugar cane cultivation.
6. Wages paid during the five-year contract are in line with 

the price of  labor in the West Indies and vary according 
to work capacity and skill. Accommodation and medical 
care will be provided free of  charge.

7. Any employee who has signed a five-year contract and 
wishes to terminate it at the end of  the first year may do so 
by paying 80% of  the estimated ticket cost of  USD $75. If  
he does so at the end of  the second year, he must pay 60% 
and this will reduce the fee payable at the end of  each of  
the five years of  the contract by 20%.

8. Sending remittances to China and postal correspondence 
will be made easy and free of  charge.

9. The ticket to the West Indies will be free of  charge, and 
clothing for the trip will be provided.

10. There is a law passed by Parliament that protects migrants 
during their journey.

11. An advance of  the salary, amounting to USD $20 for 
married men and USD $10 for single men, will be paid to 
the migrants or their families in China in monthly install-
ments.

12. Those emigrants who wish to travel with their families will 
be given a bonus of  USD $20 for the wife, USD $20 per 
adult daughter and USD $5 for each child.

13. Children’s education will be guaranteed.
14. Women shall be free to work or to attend to household 

chores, as they wish.
15. Before departing from China, migrants are allowed ac-

cess to a prepared facility where they will be provided 
with accommodation and food until a ship is ready for 
the journey.

Source: Look Lai, W., 2004, p. 11.
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He points out that, in the case of  Chinese immigration to the 
West Indies, the British deliberately promoted the inclusion of  
women and the emigration of  entire families. This was a con-
sequence of  the involvement of  missionaries interested in relo-
cating families living in villages and towns destroyed during the 
armed conflicts that plagued southern China during the 19th 
century (Look Lai, 1993, p. 47). 

Other differences between the contracts offered to Chinese 
migrants and Indian migrants were (Look Lai, 2004, p. 13):
•	 There	were	no	provisions	to	guarantee	a	free	return	ticket	

to China at the end of  the contract period.
•	 The	 stipulated	 daily	workday	 for	 the	Chinese	was	 sev-

en and a half  hours, while that of  the Indians was nine 
hours in the case of  Trinidad and seven hours in the case 
of  British Guiana.

•	 Indian	migrants	were	always	excluded	from	access	to	free	
food rations.

•	 Chinese	workers	were	 given	 the	 opportunity	 to	 receive	
wage advances as well as rewards if  they brought family 
members with them.

•	 Chinese	women	were	not	allowed	to	join	these	labor	con-
tracts in China. They could access residency contracts 
that tied them to a particular plantation, but they were 
not obliged to work.

The system of  imported labor recruitment that was estab-
lished for the British West Indies can be broadly characterized 
by (Look Lai, 1993 p. 52):
•	 Five-year	contracts	that	tied	the	worker	to	a	specific	plan-

tation at a fixed salary and with limited mobility outside 
the plantation.

•	 Active	 participation	 of 	 the	 State	 in	 the	 entire	 process	
from recruitment, transportation and placement in the 
different destinations in the Caribbean. The participation 
of  private agents in these operations was excluded.

•	 Financial	support	from	the	State	to	cover	part	of 	the	costs.
•	 Regulations	 that	established	the	rights	and	obligations	of 	

planters and hired workers, backed by fines and jail sen-
tences. 
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In Trinidad, the first laws to regulate the behavior of  immi-
grant workers were introduced in 1846 by Governor George 
Harris and Magistrate James Fagan (Coolie Magistrate), the of-
ficial in charge of  protecting the interests of  immigrants (Look 
Lai, 1993 p. 62). This regulation sought to prevent hired laborers 
from abandoning plantations (Table 2) by. 

Table 2. Districts and plantations in Trinidad that employed 
Chinese indentured Chinese laborers. Years 1853-1871.

Districts Plantations

St George County

Aricagua Aranguez

Arouca Bon Air, Garden, St Clair

Cimaronero Barataria

Diego Martin River

Mucurapo St Clair

St Joseph Curepe

St Joseph Densley, El Dorado, Macoya, Orange Grove

Caroni County

Caroni Lower Caroni, St Francois, Upper Caroni

Chaguanas Edinburgh, Endeavour, Felicity, Petersfield

Couva Camden, Caraccas & Susannah, Exchange, Perseve-

rance, Rivulet

Victoria County

Naparima Bronte, Canaan, Concord (North & South), Corinth, 

Friendship, Golconda, Jordan Hill, La Remain, Les 

Efforts & Mon Repos, Ne Plus Ultra, Paradise, Phi-

llipine, Retrench, Tarouba, Union Hall, Wellington

Pointe-a-Pierre Bon Accord, Bonne Aventure, Plein Palais

Savanna Grande Broomage, Brothers, Good Attempt, Craignish, Fan-

field, Garth, Glenroy, Harmony Hall, Matilda, St 

Ellena & Ben Lomond, Williamsville

St Patrick County

Cedars Columbia, L’Envieuse, Lochmaben, Perseverance, St 

John’s, St Marie

Oropouche Aripero, Belle Vue, Otaheite, St John

Source: Look Lai, W., 1998, p. 167.
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In 1899, a new ordinance was published, establishing penal-
ties for absenteeism from work, refusal to finish a job, and dam-
age to property, as well as for other offenses such as showing up 
drunk for work, deceiving or offending employers, and disobey-
ing the colony’s laws, among many others. The regulations also 
established that planters had to pay the wages specified in the 
contracts, provide housing and medical care. Employers could 
not force immigrants to work more than six hours of  overtime 
each day (Look Lai, 1993 p. 62-66). These laws affected Indian 
migrants in particular, as the transfer of  Chinese workers under 
the indentured servitude system to the British West Indies had 
ended by then.

Chinese migration to the English Caribbean, sporadic and 
marginal, declined sharply in 1866 as a result of  disagreements 
over the signing of  a new treaty between China, Great Britain 
and France known as the Kung Convention. In its Articles VIII 
and IX, the treaty established the right of  each migrant to obtain 
a return ticket for himself  and his family at the end of  the five-
year contract or to receive monetary compensation in lieu there-
of. It specified that, should the migrant decide to be rehired for a 
second five-year period, he would receive a bonus equivalent to 
half  the cost of  the return ticket while retaining the right to the 
return ticket at the end of  the second contract (Look Lai, 2004, p. 
14). Dissenting voices within the British Colonial Office, as well 
as within the West Indies planter class, prevented the ratification 
of  this treaty on the grounds of  the high cost associated with it.

When the Chinese government finally gave in to these de-
mands and agreed to give migrants $50 at the end of  five years 
in lieu of  a return ticket in 1872, Indian migration had already 
spread and established itself  as a less costly and better organized 
alternative. Thereafter, few Chinese migrants came to the En-
glish Caribbean (Look Lai, 2004, p. 14). The Chinese Emigra-
tion Agency, based in Canton since 1863, finally closed between 
1873 and 1874 (Look Lai, 1998, p. 192).  

It is worth noting that, although the main factor that mobi-
lized Chinese migrants to the Americas was the opportunity to 
improve their standard of  living in the jobs offered in the New 
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World, political instability in the Chinese empire and the op-
pressive policies that subjugated the peasants were also factors 
that drove thousands of  Chinese to leave their country. Since 
the 1840s, local revolts were frequent, among which the Taip-
ing Rebellion in southern China, which lasted from 1851 to 
1864, stood out. Considered a sort of  civil war with important 
religious, economic and social connotations, the confrontation 
meant the death of  more than 20 million Chinese and the de-
struction of  600 cities. To this must be added the Chinese defeats 
in the Opium Wars between 1839-1842 and 1856-1860, which 
forced the opening of  China’s trade with the West (Look Lai, 
1993, p. 40).

The profound upheaval in China in the 1850s and 1860s, 
which shook imperial authority in the face of  threats from West-
ern powers and domestic rebellions, caused some 2.5 million 
Chinese peasants, laborers and the poor to leave the country. 
Most of  them stayed in Southeast Asia. About 95,000 contin-
ued on to Australia while 600,000 went on to the Americas. Of  
these, 45% traveled to Latin America and the Caribbean, mostly 
as indentured laborers. About 19,000 arrived in the British West 
Indies (Look Lai, 1993, p. 40).

In addition to the need to satisfy the shortage of  labor for 
agricultural work, the policy of  bringing Chinese indentured 
servants to Trinidad on the part of  the colonial authorities re-
sponded to the intention of  maintaining a certain social hierar-
chy based on clearly defined ethnic criteria in order to preserve 
social stability and the colonial regime. Among the objectives of  
the immigration policy was the introduction of  workers of  other 
ethnic groups who would compete with the recently freed blacks, 
push wages down and thus avoid sympathy among the workers. 
Let us keep in mind that the purpose was to perpetuate the plan-
tation system and prevent the emergence of  a class of  free small 
farmers (Look Lai, 1993, p. 12).

Other than promoting rivalries between former slaves and the 
newcomers, the colonial authorities sought to pit Chinese and 
Indians against each other. In comparing Chinese migrants with 
Indian migrants, the British declared that they preferred Chinese 
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workers whom they labeled as more enterprising, docile, indus-
trious and willing to spend their money on consumer goods as 
opposed to Indians.

Other differences highlighted by the colonial authorities were 
the ease with which the Chinese assimilated European customs 
such as fashion and Christian devotion. On this last point, it is 
important to remember the influence of  missionaries in China 
who participated directly in the recruitment for the journey to the 
West Indies. This was the case of  Reverend William Lobschied, 
who even traveled from China to British Guiana and Trinidad 
between 1861 and 1862. By the late 1850s, there were 15 Chi-
nese Catholics and 2 Anglicans in Trinidad. By 1891, 914 of  the 
1,006 Chinese recorded in the census had converted to one of  
the Christian denominations on the island: 606 were Anglicans, 
285 Roman Catholics, 13 Presbyterians, 3 Wesleyan Methodists 
and 7 practiced other Christian denominations. Many Chinese 
chose to “Christianize” their names (Lee-Loy, 2004, p. 31-35, 
Look Lai, 1993, p. 211).

Another idea spread by the British authorities was the supe-
rior virtue of  Chinese women. In 1869, the Royal Gazette pub-
lished an article describing Chinese women as more chaste than 
Indian women (Lee-Loy, 2004, p. 31-35, Look Lai, 1993, p.74).

Such laudatory descriptions of  the Chinese over the Indians 
responded to the interest of  using this community as a “buffer” 
social stratum in the colony to cushion the clashes between the 
white European elite on the one hand, and the recently liberated 
Africans and Indian servants on the other. Chinese were seen as a 
stabilizing element in Anglophone Caribbean societies and their 
presence was functional to the justification, reaffirmation and 
deepening of  British rule (Wilson, 2004, p. xvi; Lee-Loy, 2004, 
p. 36-39). This does not mean that conflicts did not occur. For ex-
ample, there were minor clashes between newly freed blacks and 
newly arrived Chinese in 1853 (Look Lai, 1993, p. 204). 

We should also remember that Indian immigration was far 
greater than Chinese, not only in Trinidad but throughout the 
English Caribbean. In fact, the indentured servitude system is 
identified, above all, with the importation of  Indian labor. The 
defamation and contempt for Indian civilization, culture and tra-
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ditions served as a mechanism to justify the exploitation of  Indi-
an workers in the colonies, who were subjected to a of  semi-slav-
ery regime in many cases.

Beyond this “laudatory” narrative about Chinese migrants by 
colonial authorities, newcomers to the West Indies still struggled 
to adjust. Not all Chinese laborers responded favorably to con-
ditions on the plantations or to the Caribbean environment. In 
Trinidad there was discontent among Chinese workers who had 
the money advanced in China deducted from their wages to the 
point that several planters preferred to assume these payments 
themselves in the interest of  avoiding protests (Look Lai, 1993, 
p. 91). Between March and April 1866, disturbances took place 
in the Couva region, causing the mobilization of  armed police 
detachments and culminating in the arrest of  39 Chinese work-
ers (Look Lai, 1993, p. 101).

The social composition of  each recruitment, which could dif-
fer according to the year and area of  embarkation, was also a 
source of  problems. For example, the Chinese contingent that 
embarked in the Shantou region and arrived in Trinidad aboard 
the Lady Flora Hastings was composed of  people described as 
“of  unstable social behavior” among whom several opium ad-
dicts traveled (Look Lai, 1993, p. 91). Fatal overdoses were a 
common cause of  death among Chinese migrants. Between 
1865 and 1879, a minimum of  25 suicides associated with opium 
use were recorded. Addiction caused desertion of  jobs, vagrancy 
and violent reactions (Look Lai, 1993, p. 100).

Something similar happened with those who arrived in 1866 
aboard the Dudbrook and the Red Riding Hood, mostly urban 
dwellers and labeled as “unruly”, behavior that changed the tra-
ditional perception of  Trinidadian planters about the Chinese 
workforce. These two recruitments were affected by the negli-
gent actions of  the British emigration authorities in China who 
allowed private agents to participate in the recruitment process. 
It was reported that several of  these migrants organized them-
selves into gangs of  thieves who plundered plots cultivated by 
small farmers at night and committed other misdeeds. These 
gangs concentrated between 20 and 50 members armed with 
knives tied to long sticks (Look Lai, 1993, p. 98-99).
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Opportunities to leave plantation work and find employ-
ment in other sectors were more favorable between the 1850s 
and 1860s. In 1858, 665 Chinese were registered in Trinidad. 
Of  these, 225 had paid their indentured debts (Johnson, 2006, p. 
34). At the end of  their contracts, almost all of  them went into 
business and opened small stores. Some became considerably 
wealthier and bought land and farms. Others preferred to return 
to China with their savings, and others relocated to other territo-
ries in the Americas (Look Lai, 2004, p. 18).

By 1870, most of  the Chinese in Trinidad had left the planta-
tions. Of  the 1,190 who arrived between 1865 and 1866 (Table 
1), no more than 476 remained working on the plantations in 
1870. In 1871, the immigration authorities complained that only 
303 Chinese remained registered in the control books, and it was 
estimated that175 of  these, were fugitives. By 1875, there were 
practically no Chinese left working on the plantations (Look Lai, 
1993 p. 103).

Voluntary migration phase

In the final decades of  the 19th century, the Trinidadian 
population increased. From 84,438 inhabitants in 1861, it grew 
to 200,028 in 1891. Much of  this increase was the result of  
immigration, particularly from India, the neighboring islands 
and Venezuela. Trinidad had established itself  as a society 
of  immigrants in the 19th century. In 1861, about 44% of  the 
population was not born in the colony and the proportion re-
mained the same in 1891. Of  the immigrants, natives of  India 
numbered 13,488 in 1861 and had increased to 45,028 in 1891, 
while natives of  the British West Indies increased from 11,716 
in 1861 to 33,180 in 1891. Another smaller group consisted 
of  migrants from “foreign countries”, mainly Venezuela and 
the French and Spanish Antilles. The number of  natives from 
Africa decreased as freed Africans stopped arriving after 1861 
(Brereton, 1979, p. 10).

From the late 1860s, the third stage of  Chinese migration 
began, marked by the end of  the stage of  organized migration 
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controlled by the colonial authorities. In 1899, Trinidad received 
authorization to manage the importation of  labor directly, but 
the impetus for Chinese immigration had declined considerably 
by then, favoring the entry of  workers from India instead (Look 
Lai, 1993, p. 50). 

From this point on, migration from China to the West Indies 
took place through family or community networks. In this third 
wave, migrants arrived in Trinidad directly from China but also 
Chinese settled in British Guiana. The 1882 ban on receiving 
Chinese migrants in the United States also influenced the reori-
entation of  the migratory flow (Look Lai, 2004, p. 19). In these 
years, the main motivations of  migrants were due to internal fac-
tors in China, where the situation worsened as a result of  the fall 
of  the Qing dynasty in 1911 and the unrest that followed.

Chinese who arrived in Trinidad were employed in the re-
tail sector mainly as salesclerks and in small bakery and laun-
dry businesses. They avoided working in agriculture (Johnson, 
2006, p. 5; Look Lai, 2004, p. 20). By the late 1880s, they iden-
tified themselves as a small commercial class within the inter-
stices of  the social hierarchy structured on racial criteria where 
they rubbed shoulders with other ethnic groups that excelled 
in the same occupations: Portuguese, Indians and Creoles. In-
termarriage with locals -black and colored people- and other 
immigrants -Portuguese, Indians, Venezuelans- gave rise to the 
emergence of  a mixed Chinese community whose more autoch-
thonous elements would be reinforced thanks to migrants arriv-
ing later (Look Lai, 1998, p. 16). 

Of  the 1,006 Chinese recorded in the 1891 census (Figure 2), 
647-of  whom 580 men and 67 women-were single; 298-of  whom 
234 men and 64 women-were married; and 61 were widowed-24 
men and 37 women. These figures show that at least 170 of  the 
married Chinese men had married non-Chinese women. The 
road to merger with the Trinitarian society was consolidating 
(Look Lai, 1993, p. 208).
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Figure 2. Chinese natives in Trinidad. Years 1861-1946.
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Source: Look Lai, W. 2004, p. 24

According to Johnson, at the beginning of  the 20th centu-
ry, there were about 1,000 Chinese in Trinidad. Of  these, 66% 
were employed in retail trade. Others were domestic servants or 
worked in agriculture, small industries and in trades such as me-
chanics, innkeepers and accountants (Johnson, 2006, p. 42). For 
his part, Look Lai states that, in 1901, the number of  Chinese 
born in China was 832 and by 1946, it reached 2,366 individuals 
(Look Lai, 2004, p. 19). In 1946, according to census figures, 
the Chinese community in the country numbered 5,641 people 
(Johnson, 2006, p. 158). These figures show that Chinese migra-
tion managed to continue after the end of  the indentured servi-
tude regime.

By the end of  the 19th century, the number of  Chinese in 
prison had decreased significantly, evidence that even the most 
unruly and troublesome Chinese migrants were on their way in 
their new country. Incarcerated Chinese fell from 143 in 1871 to 
30 in 1876, and only 8 in 1890 (Look Lai, 1993 p. 191).

From their jobs as merchants, a sector in which they had been 
consolidating themselves since the end of  the 19th century, the 
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Chinese were pushed to settle in more populated areas and near 
urban centers. The number of  Chinese living in housing develop-
ments northeast of  Trinidad increased from 181 in 1861 to 581 
in 1871. There were already 732 Chinese in this area by 1881 and 
617 in 1891 (Look Lai, 1993 p. 191). 

In contrast, until the turn of  the 20th century, there was lit-
tle Chinese presence in the eastern districts of  Trinidad such as 
Nariva and Mayaro. With the turn of  the century, there was an 
increase of  Chinese in the central and southern areas of  Trinidad, 
possibly attracted by the economic prosperity of  these areas (Look 
Lai, 1993 p. 191). Despite these internal movements, the site of  
greatest concentration of  Chinese in Trinidad remained in the 
capital Port of  Spain (Annex). There, 200 Chinese were counted 
in 1901 and by 1931 there were 670 (Look Lai, 1993 p. 192).

The colony of Trinidad and Tobago during the first half of 
the 20th century

Despite the efforts of  planters in the British West Indies and 
the support received from London, the sugar boom was not pos-
sible. In 1929, a study commissioned by the governor of  Trin-
idad and Tobago confirmed the conclusion already reached in 
1897: the sugar industry was ruined (Williams, 1964, p. 226).

In 1897, a Royal Commission was appointed to visit the colo-
nies and assess their situation. One of  their conclusions was that 
Great Britain had not solved Trinidad’s economic problems. The 
Royal Commission agreed with Secretary of  State for the Col-
onies Joseph Chamberlain in maintaining the status of  Crown 
Colony, which assured Britain absolute control over the island 
(Williams, 1964, p. 195). Despite the serious economic situation 
and the occurrence of  several protests such as the water riots of  
1903 in the capital Port of  Spain -which even resulted in damage 
to the Red House, seat of  the Executive and Legislative Council-, 
no significant changes were made to the colonial administration 
imposed on Trinidad and Tobago.

The decision not to undertake significant changes in Trinidad 
despite the economic stagnation was overruled by events associ-
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ated with World War I. First, oil was discovered in commercial 
quantities on the island in 1910, making Trinidad an enormously 
important oil colony for the British Admiralty. First, oil was dis-
covered in commercial quantities on the island in 1910, making 
Trinidad an oil colony of  enormous importance to the British 
Admiralty. Crude oil production increased from 125,112 barrels 
in 1910 to 2,083,027 barrels in 1920 (Williams, 1964, p. 215).

The second major event was the abolition of  the indentured 
servitude system. The recruitment of  Indian laborers to work in 
the overseas colonies was suspended on March 12, 1917, due 
to the military demands of  World War I. At the end of  the war, 
protests against its resumption forced the British imperial gov-
ernment and the Indian government to decree its definitive ab-
olition on January 1, 1920 (National Archives of  Trinidad and 
Tobago, n.d. -1).

The third development was the emergence of  a strong trade 
union movement, a phenomenon to which the British West In-
dies Regiment that served during the war contributed. Among 
its veterans was Captain Arthur Andrew Cipriani, who took it 
upon himself  to revive the Trinidad Workers Association upon 
his return. Cipriani was the founder of  the Trinidad Labour Par-
ty, which was in close communication with the British Labour 
Party (Williams, 1964, p. 215). 

The discovery of  oil, the abolition of  indentured servitude 
and the organization of  the Trinidad Labour Party combined 
to create a climate of  demands, particularly for reform of  the 
colonial regime, which had the support of  the Trinidad Workers 
Association. 

In 1925 the people of  Trinidad and Tobago, in limited num-
bers, agreed to the possibility of  electing a small proportion of  
their own representatives to the local government (Legislative 
Council). Cipriani was elected to the Legislative Council and 
was a member of  the Port of  Spain City Council, of  which he 
was an uninterrupted member from 1926 to 1941, with the dis-
tinction of  having been elected mayor on eight occasions. He 
exercised his influence in the political life of  the colony also 
through the pages of  The socialist, organ of  the Trinidad Labor 
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Party whose first issue was published in October 1935 (Williams, 
1964, p. 221). From these forums, Cipriani criticized the colonial 
system and denounced London’s policies.

The economic depression of  1929 severely affected the West 
Indies, resulting in falling wages and rising unemployment and 
cost of  living. A significant part of  the poorer population suf-
fered from hookworm disease24. This situation, combined with 
the discontent of  workers who did not have legally recognized 
mechanisms to express their grievances and lacked guarantees 
to participate in union activity, were the causes of  the 1937 riots 
that came very close to becoming a25 general strike (Williams, 
1964, p. 230-232).

Chinese and their descendants, already settled in Trinidad 
and integrated into the life of  the colony, participated in these 
changes and were involved in the events described above to a 
greater or lesser degree. The following sections of  the chapter 
will give an account of  their contribution not only to economic 
activity, but also to the political, military and cultural life of  the 
island.

Chinese migration and its contribution to the economy up 
to 1950

Unlike Indian workers, Chinese were quick to reject planta-
tion life and left these jobs as soon as possible, preferring occupa-
tions in the urban environment and service sector. 

24 The incidence of  the parasite affected 79% in the Cunupia district, 80% 
in Capara and Todds Road, and 80% in the Guaracara district. Postmor-
tem examination of  Indians at the Colonial Hospital in Port of  Spain re-
vealed that the worms were found in enormous numbers in 50% of  all 
adult patients, and the highest incidence was recorded in females (Wi-
lliams, 1964, p. 230).
25 The riots began in Fyzabad on June 19, 1937 when the police-with the 
same disdain with which they treated the masses when the carnival riots 
of  1881, the Hosea massacre of  1884, and the water riots of  1903-attemp-
ted to arrest the leader of  the oil workers, Grenadian Uriah Butler, during 
a public rally (Williams, 1964, p. 233).
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After terminating or ending their contracts, Chinese took jobs 
as small farmers and gardeners. The Chinese who engaged in 
small-scale farming grew a variety of  vegetables and other food-
stuffs: potatoes, corn, sweet potatoes, carrots, turnips, cabbag-
es. They were described as the best gardeners in the colony and 
were responsible for supplying most of  the local markets with 
vegetables. Other Chinese specialized as butchers, oyster sellers, 
and a handful decided to engage in the cultivation and trade of  
cocoa. By the mid-1880s, most of  the Chinese community in 
Trinidad maintained two occupations: as small farmers and in 
the resale trade (Look Lai, 1993 p. 189-191).

In the years that followed, most moved into retail trade and 
jobs in bakeries, laundries and small grocery stores. In the early 
20th century, Chinese stores were known as “Potegee Shops” 
and because of  their involvement in commerce, the Chinese 
were known as the “Portuguese of  Trinidad” (Johnson, 2006, p. 
47; Look Lai, 2004, p. 18).

In 1917, 57 of  the 112 licenses to sell liquor belonged to Chi-
nese in Couva, while in Victoria it was 50 of  54 and in Manzanil-
la 45 of  58. In 1930, the Chinese held 191 of  249 sales licenses, 
and 142 of  440 licenses to operate with oil derivatives (Johnson, 
2006, p. 46).

As mentioned before, at the beginning of  the 20th century, im-
portant oil and natural gas deposits were discovered in Trinidad, 
which allowed the colony to enjoy a certain economic prosperi-
ty, unlike the rest of  the English-speaking Caribbean islands. The 
beginnings of  oil exploration in the territory were led by John 
Lee Lum, a prosperous and versatile businessman who owned 
several cocoa and coconut plantations. He was also the owner 
of  Lee Lum and Company and Kwong Lee and Company, trad-
ing houses specialized in the sale of  groceries, liquor, household 
products and imported Chinese goods, as well as some twenty 
small stores distributed throughout the country. Until his death 
in 1921, he was recognized as the leader of  the Chinese commu-
nity in Trinidad, although he had settled in Hong Kong since 
1908 (Johnson, 2006, p. 43; Look Lai, 1993 p. 195). His son, 
Aldric Lee Lom, was a journalist and editor of  the Argos news-
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paper who played a prominent role in the beginnings of  the labor 
movement at the end of  World War I (Look Lai, 1993 p. 216).

Chinese helped themselves financially through loans and 
contributions to mutual funds, and Chinese stores distinguished 
themselves by selling on credit to poor customers who did not 
have cash. Such a situation was taken advantage of  by the 
wealthy John Lee Lum who received permission to distribute 
his own coins that circulated between 1890 and 1906 (Johnson, 
2006, p. 42).

By the end of  the 19th century there were already recognized 
Chinese names in the colony’s mercantile class such as Kang Lee 
(Lee Kang and Company) dedicated to the import of  Chinese 
products such as tea, silk and mats, and E. Lee, administrator of  
the Orinoco steamship line. Chinese businesses such as Marlay 
and Company and the merchants William Henry Scott, William 
Akow and Thomas Twong Sing stood out in the cocoa trade. As 
pharmacists, the names of  Cornelius Heny Tywang and Alfred 
Richards appeared (Look Lai, 1993 p. 194-195). 

Other merchants and prosperous businessmen in Trinidad’s 
Chinese community were George Marfoe, Leon Marlay and Ed-
ward Marchack - cousins of  Lee Lum - and cocoa plantation 
owners such as Eugene Chen, Eliza Chong, Jacob Lee Aping 
and J.R. Tom (Johnson, 2006, p. 43; Look Lai, 1993 p. 195).

Participation of migrants and Chinese descendants in poli-
tical and military life up to 1950

Chinese migrants and their descendants were excluded from 
the colonial elite whose social ladder was rigidly stratified. Al-
though they were able to advance economically, they remained 
on the margins of  political life, where they would hardly be ac-
cepted as public officials even if  they had the required qualifica-
tions and fluency in the English language. 

However, the political effervescence of  the first half  of  the 
twentieth century reflected in the thrust of  the labor movement 
and anti-colonial mobilization in Trinidad involved Chinese 
descendant leaders and activists such as Alfred Richards, Tito 
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Achong, Edward Lai Fook, Eugene Chen and the also renowned 
artist Patrick Jones (Johnson, 2006, p. 84).

Eugene Chen was an outstanding personality in the Chinese 
community in Trinidad and also in his country of  origin. A 
lawyer by profession, Chen left the colony to join the Chinese 
nationalist movement after 1812, becoming advisor for foreign 
affairs and personal secretary to Sun Yat-sen until his death in 
1925. A member of  the Central Committee of  the Chinese Na-
tionalist Party (Kuomintang), he opposed Chiang Kai-shek until 
his death in Japanese-occupied Shanghai in 1944 at the age of  
66 while under house arrest (Look Lai, 1993 p. 215). His daugh-
ter, Sylvia Chen, a Chinese Creole, was a renowned dancer who 
studied dance in London and Moscow and who distinguished 
herself  for her anti-imperialist activism and support for China 
at the time of  the Japanese invasion during World War II (Nep-
tune, 2007, p.4).

Alfred Richards was a founder of  the Trinidad Workingmen’s 
Association and one of  the local witnesses who testified before 
the Sanderson Commission to investigate the indentured servi-
tude system that operated in London between 1909 and 1910. 
He was prominent in local politics as a member of  the Port of  
Spain City Council in the 1920s and 1930s and was twice elected 
Mayor of  Port of  Spain between 1936 and 1941. Tito Achong 
and Edward Lai Fook were also elected as members of  the Port 
of  Spain City Council in the 1930s. Achong succeeded Richards 
as Mayor of  Port of  Spain in 1941 (Look Lai, 1993 p. 216).

Other examples of  this participation of  Chinese descendants 
in local government include the election of  dentist Edward Lee 
to the San Fernando City Council in 1943 and 1946, as well as his 
subsequent appointment as mayor between 1947 and 1948 and 
representative to the Legislative Council in 1950; the election of  
Norman Tang as a member of  the Port of  Spain City Council in 
1932 and mayor between 1948 and 1950; the election of  Crone-
lius Tywang as a member of  the Port of  Spain City Council in 
1951 and 1953; and the election of  Albert Cecil Aleong as mayor 
of  Arima in 1950 (Johnson, 2006, p. 85).

Sir Solomon Hochoy was an exceptional case of  a Chinese 
descendant who rose to high positions in the government of  the 
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colony and later the independent nation of  Trinidad and Toba-
go. Born in Jamaica in 1905, he moved to Trinidad when he was 
only 18 months old. After a brilliant career as a civil servant, 
Hochoy was appointed Assistant Secretary for the Colonies in 
1955 and became Secretary for the Colonies in 1956 (Johnson, 
2006, p. 80).

From the 1920s onwards there was a strong nationalist move-
ment among the Chinese community settled in Trinidad asso-
ciated with the overthrow of  the Qing Dynasty and the estab-
lishment of  the Republic of  China in 1911, events that were 
followed by the founding of  the Chinese Nationalist Party and 
the unification process in much of  continental China that put an 
end to the chaos of  the Warlord Era (Wilson, 2004, p. xii).

The nationalistic and patriotic atmosphere revived interest in 
rescuing traditions and getting closer to China. Some families 
recovered their original Chinese names, Mandarin classes in-
creased, Chinese schools were created in Port of  Spain and San 
Fernando, and groups for the study and practice of  Chinese arts 
flourished (Johnson, 2006, p. 64).

As a result, in the 1930s and 1940s the Chinese community 
was dealing with the tensions generated by the division between 
the more traditionalist -mostly Chinese-born- and the more 
“westernizing” members of  the community -most of  them Trin-
idadian-born and members of  inter-ethnic families. The com-
munity was torn between the impulse to revive and maintain 
the culture of  the ancestors or the will to fully assimilate into 
colonial life. While in 1936 Captain Cipriani urged Trinidadian 
Chinese to “forget” the homeland and “remember that they are 
Caribbean”, in 1944 a Chinese journalist reported on the revival 
of  national pride among the Trinidadian community, on a heroic 
China in wartime, on the rediscovery of  Chinese roots, names, 
language and education, and the celebration of  “national” holi-
days (Look Lai, 1998, p. xiv).

The Chinese community in Trinidad supported China in the 
war against Japan and donated two ambulances and $3,329 to 
the British Red Cross in 1939 at the outbreak of  World War II. 
The Chinese Patriotic Relief  Fund Committee and the Chinese 
Women’s Working Party, subordinate to the local Chinese Na-
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tionalist Party association based on Charlotte Street, coordinat-
ed efforts in support of  the Allied forces. Chinese women took 
turns serving in the Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Canteen and some 
joined the Red Cross (Johnson, 2006, p. 64). 

During World War II, Trinidad was the main supplier of  oil 
to Great Britain. The governor of  the island entrusted Edwin 
Lee Lum with the organization of  the coastal defense forces 
against the danger of  German attacks. Lee Lum recruited sever-
al men from the Chinese community to form the Chinese Heavy 
Anti-Aircraft Battery. Additionally, the 3rd Coastal Defense Bat-
tery was composed, for the most part, of  young Chinese men 
(Johnson, 2006, p. 72).

Chinese presence in the arts, sports, culture and the shaping 
of national identity

Chinese migrants brought their customs, traditions, ideas and 
values to Trinidad. Trinidad celebrates the Chinese New Year 
and the Spring Festival where the dragon dance is performed, 
which has also been recreated in Trinidadian carnival parades. 

The Chinese community in Trinidad retained its identity 
while integrating into Trinidadian society to nurture the mul-
tiple and diverse identity that distinguishes the island. Chinese 
migrants and their descendants have contributed substantively to 
the carnival festivities, Trinidad’s most important cultural event 
and recognized worldwide. Chinese-inspired carnival motifs 
became fashionable after World War II. The first middle-class 
steelband “Dixieland and Silver Stars” was created by, among 
others, Rolfe Moyou, Malcolm Woo, the Chans, the Youngs and 
the Kwong Sings, all of  Chinese descent (Johnson, 2006, p.11).

One of  the most recognized carnival bands is the dragon 
band, created by artist Patrick Jones. Born in 1885, Jones was 
a well-known activist and the son of  a Chinese migrant. In the 
years of  World War I, he began singing calypso with lyrics that 
criticized the colonial government (Johnson, 2006, p. 92).

Another prominent calypso composer was Aubrey “Bolo” 
Christopher, a Chinese descendant and pioneer in the music in-
dustry. Bolo set up his own recording studio and launched the 
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country’s first recording company, the Dial Recording Company 
in the late 1940s (Johnson, 2006, p. 93).

Other significant contributions of  Chinese descendants to the 
artistic creation and cultural life of  Trinidad and Tobago before 
1950 are found in the art of  painter Sybil Atteck, a renowned 
watercolorist and founding member of  the Trinidad Art Society 
in the 1940s (Johnson, 2006, p. 111).

Other prominent visual artists of  the period include painters 
Amy Leong Pang, Alice Pashley and Hugh Stollmeyer, who to-
gether with fellow journalist Ivy Achoy founded the Society of  
Trinidad Independents in the 1930s (Johnson, 2006, p. 111). 

It is interesting to note that the renowned Chinese dancer Dai 
Ailian, considered the Mother of  Chinese Modern Dance, was 
born in 1916 in Trinidad. Dai Ailian lived a few years in the colo-
ny before traveling to China (Communications Unit, June 2014).

In the area of  sports, we mention Ellis “Puss” Achong, a soc-
cer player during the 1920s and later a cricket player during the 
1930s and 1940s. It was during these years when the greatest 
participation of  Chinese-descendants in sports was recorded and 
the formation of  clubs and teams in the colony such as the Ching 
Nien Club in volleyball and the Chinese Cricket Team that won 
the Bonanza Cricket Club championship in 1943 and the Adam 
Hat Cricket trophy in 1944 (Johnson, 2006, p. 122).

Chinese influence can also be seen in the play whe game ad-
ministered by the National Lotteries Control Board of  Trinidad 
and Tobago which is derived from the Chinese numbers game 
whe whe (Communications Unit, June 2014). 

In their eagerness to prosper, the Chinese strove to take advan-
tage of  the opportunities available to them to access education 
and pursue a profession. Examples were R. Allum, William Ere-
nest Chinasing and Dr. Theodosius Poon King who were able to 
access prestigious scholarships and graduate as doctors, dentists 
and in other professions. Even under the difficult circumstances 
of  World War II, in early 1945, eight young Chinese went to 
England and the United States to study medicine, architecture, 
law and engineering. Of  the 30 dentists registered in Trinidad in 
1941, 6 were Chinese (Johnson, 2006, p. 77-79).
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One area in which Chinese influence has marked Trinida-
dian life is the cuisine. Most of  the Chinese cuisine known in 
Trinidad comes from the south of  China, near Canton. An ex-
ample of  the fusion of  cultures in the gastronomic art is the 
famous “Chinese red mango”, a typical Trinidadian dish where 
the mango is cut and preserved according to Chinese practices 
(Johnson, 2006, p. 141).

It is worth noting that in Trinidad the prevailing sentiment 
towards Chinese immigrants and the Chinese community was 
generally free of  the more marked animosity reported in oth-
er territories in the Americas. The Chinese did not stay long 
enough on the plantations to have provoked sustained hostility 
from other workers (Hu-Dehart, 2010, p. 72). Space and work 
opportunities existed in Trinidad to accommodate them. More-
over, Chinese were not confined to segregated neighborhoods or 
communities, but they mixed with the local population early on 
which, as mentioned above, resulted intense ethnic and cultural 
mixing.

The exception to this behavior of  harmonious coexistence 
occurred during the economic crisis of  1929 when immigration 
laws became stricter in 1936 to regulate immigration, particular-
ly of  Chinese and Syrians (Johnson, 2006, p. 62). Captain Cip-
riani had been in favor of  legislation restricting immigration. In 
his opinion, foreign labor was unnecessary. Referring to Chinese 
and Syrian immigrants, he suggested that their presence should 
not exceed those already established in the colony (Teelucksingh, 
2015, p.110).

One element that favored the acceptance of  the Chinese and 
their descendants was their ability to integrate into Trinidadian 
society over the years. This was aided by the abandonment of  
the Chinese language as a primary and active means of  commu-
nication, marriages and relationships with Creoles, and settle-
ment in neighborhoods where they cohabited with families of  
different ethnic origins and cultural traditions. 
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Associations of Chinese and their descendants in Trinidad 
and Tobago

While it is true that Chinese integrated into Trinidadian so-
ciety, at the same time they placed importance on maintaining 
and strengthening intra-community ties. Solidarity is one of  the 
distinctive characteristics of  this group of  migrants. The Chinese 
community shared experiences, knowledge, legal advice, useful 
contacts for doing business and placing young apprentices. The 
community helped to assist the newly arrived Chinese, find them 
employment and shelter, and eventually help them set up their 
own businesses. 

The Chinese community in Trinidad was no exception and 
advanced in the creation of  several associations to strengthen 
its ties in the colony. In 1914, the Chinese National Association 
was created, which became the Chinese National Party in 1917. 
Two years later, the Chinese Commercial Association and the 
Yee Lee Club appeared, which later changed its name to Ku Sing 
and finally adopted the name Fui Toong On Association (Figure 
A13). This was the first Chinese organization created in Trini-
dad according to ethnic criteria and corresponded to the Hakka 
ethnic group (Johnson, 2006, p. 62).

Several of  the associations responded to ethnic, linguistic 
and regional criteria. The Cantonese created associations ac-
cording to their districts of  origin. These were, in 1939 the Toy 
Shan Association, in 1945 the Sun Wai and in 1958 the Chung 
Shan, to which was added the Sam Yap Association (Johnson, 
2006, p. 67).

The associations also provided a space for the social life of  
their members. Men met to play pai quan or mah jong, and wed-
dings and other events were held on their premises. The associa-
tions sponsored sports teams and cultural clubs. They also served 
to mediate community conflicts and prevent disputes from being 
resolved in governmental legal institutions.  Their funds were 
used to cover the funeral expenses of  low-income families. Their 
facilities sheltered destitute Chinese and helped opium addicts 
(Johnson, 2006, p. 67).
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In 1930, the Chinese Association was created in the St Ann’s 
neighborhood in Port of  Spain, whose headquarters were locat-
ed in the same place where the Chinese National Party and the 
Chinese National Association were located. The association was 
formally registered in 1945 (Johnson, 2006, p. 62).

Today, four Chinese associations are preserved in Charlotte 
Street in the capital Port of  Spain. These are: Chinese Civic As-
sociation (Figure A11), Toy Shan Association, Fui Toong On 
Assocaition and the China Society (Figure A12). The Sun Wai 
Association is located on Queen Janelle Commission Street very 
close to Charlotte Street. The Chung Shan Association is located 
near Oxford Street (Stanisclaus, 2019).

Conclusion

The Chinese arrival in Trinidad during the 19th century 
-which did not extend to Tobago- was part of  a larger movement 
of  migrants from Asia, mostly to the British West Indies. This 
migratory movement responded to the attempt to save the sugar 
industry affected by the elimination of  the slave trade, the abo-
lition of  slavery and the elimination of  the protectionist regime 
that favored the entry of  sugar from the British Caribbean colo-
nies to Great Britain.

The indentured servitude system, a mechanism that encour-
aged Chinese immigration, sought to save the sugar industry in 
the British West Indies from continued dependence on cheap la-
bor. Its adoption was not enough to sustain the sugar industry 
in Trinidad and the rest of  the British colonies, as these islands 
faced competition from enclaves with more vast and fertile land 
and better technology applied to cane sugar production, such as 
Cuba, as well as from beet sugar producers.

The process by which Chinese migrants integrated into their 
host society was diverse and complex. Some Chinese returned 
to their native country. The wealthier ones went on short-term 
visits or to spend their old age and die. Others went to find their 
ready-made families or brides to marry. However, most preferred 
to stay and start a new life. The decision was not difficult because 
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Chinese contract workers who came to the sugar plantations 
were not provided with a return ticket. 

While blending into Trinidadian colonial life, the Chinese 
were able to maintain their traditions and cultures, in a paral-
lel process of  fusion and identity preservation. Some Chinese 
assimilated completely, changed their clothes, “Christianized” 
their names and joined local women to form interethnic and 
multicultural families, while others preferred interactions with 
other Chinese, sent their children to Chinese schools and main-
tained periodic links with their country of  origin.

When the first Chinese in Trinidad, in 1806, the institution 
of  slavery was still in place. This first failed experiment was fol-
lowed by the period of  indentured migration from 1852 to 1866. 
Most of  these migrants left their country of  origin in search of  
economic opportunities and with the hope of  returning with 
wealth to their communities and families. During these years, 
not only did Chinese arrive in the English colonies in the Carib-
bean, but they were also taken to work on other islands and in 
the construction of  the Panama Canal.

The stage of  free migration began in 1890, with the largest 
arrivals between 1910 and 1940. Although we emphasize the im-
portance of  the groups that arrived in the mid-19th century as 
the basis of  the roots of  Chinese presence in the country, those 
who arrived during the voluntary migration phase became the 
backbone of  the current Chinese community. Most Chinese fam-
ilies descend from the migrants who arrived at the beginning of  
the 20th century and not from the Chinese who arrived as inden-
tured servants. 

Chinese are recognized as important contributors to the eco-
nomic, political and cultural life of  Trinidad. From working in 
the plantations, they were able to work as small farmers, mer-
chants, businessmen and to advance in the exercise of  liberal 
professions and artistic creation. They have stood out for their 
pragmatism and ability to adapt to the conditions of  Trinidadian 
society without losing their sense of  belonging rooted in China 
and cultivated from families and associations. As a result, the 
Chinese community today integrates several layers of  identity 
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that identify with the Chinese heritage and life in Trinidad, with 
the traditions of  the East and with the West.
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Photographic Annex

Photos taken by the author to stores and buildings on Char-
lotte Street testify to the presence of  the Chinese community in 
this area of  Port of  Spain, capital of  Trinidad and Tobago.

All photos were taken on Thursday, December 3, 2020 (after-
noon time).
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Figure A1. Map showing the location of  Charlotte Street  
(generated via Google Maps).

 

Figure A2. Details at the entrance to Charlotte Street.
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Figure A3. Chinese gate at the Charlotte Street entrance  
(corner of  Independence Square).
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Figure A4. View along Charlotte Street.

 

Figure A5. Details of  the Chinese Gate at the Charlotte  
Street entrance.
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Figure A6. C & L variety store on Charlotte Street.

 

Figure A7. Fung Shing variety store on Charlotte Street.
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Figure A8. Wing Sing Co. variety store on Charlotte Street.

Figure A9. Lee Kum Kee oyster sauce advertisement  
on Charlotte Street wall.
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Figure A10. Wang Li & Sons Co. Ltd. variety store  
on Charlotte Street.

 

Figure A11. Wong Wei variety store and headquarters of  the 
Chinese Civic Association on Charlotte Street.
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Figure A12. Headquarters of  the Chinese Society  
on Charlotte Street.

 

Figure A13. Fui Toong On Association headquarters  
and variety stores on Charlotte Street.
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CHAPTER VI  

CHINESE PRESENCE IN PANAMA  
IN THE 19TH CENTURY

DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON. 
Universidad de Panamá, ramon0643@gmail.com

For as long as I can remember and since I learned a 
few things about life [...] a Chinese man had always 
been what a Chinese man should be: a fellow man with 
slanting eyes, with a skin resistant to adversity and a 
deceptive hepatic color. A man transported by the vi-
cissitudes of  life from a mythical and distant place, an 
imprecise place between the reality of  peaceful rivers 
and impregnable mountains of  snowy peaks, lost in the 
sky, a land fertile in legends of  dragons, wise mandarins 
and convoluted philosophers, although useful for almost 
everything.

  Grab a Snake by the Tail.  
Leonardo Padura, 2013

Background: in search of a “dubious strait”.

In a letter to Charles V dated April 1525, the governor of  
Castilla de Oro, Pedro Arias de Ávila, referred to a “dubious 
strait” as a natural waterway that he supposed connected the 
Atlantic and Pacific oceans through the Central American Isth-
mus (Mack, 1978, 3-15). And it was doubtful because no one 
had ever seen such a strait, despite the diligent search of  His-
panic explorers. Christopher Columbus firmly believed in it and 
died convinced that the Caribbean Islands lined the shores of  
rich Cata and that at a point near the islands a strait led to the 
Indian Ocean. He never imagined that an unexplored continent 
and a vast ocean lay between his ships and the true Orient. 
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However, as early as September 25th, 1513, Vasco Núñez 
de Balboa had sighted and recorded for the Spanish crown the 
South Sea from the Darién, and this discovery added to the rec-
ognition of  the immense oceanic distances separating the two 
continents. Nevertheless, Columbus’ conception persisted in 
the collective imagination of  Spanish explorers even into the 
sixteenth century, at least until the circumnavigation voyage of  
Magellan and Elcano in 1521. Charles V ordered the first study 

Source: banrepcultural.org

Figure 1. The Panama Railroad. Poster from the year 
1855. Panama, Vieja Escuela, August 28th, 2014.
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on the possibility of  achieving a navigable route through the 
Americas in 1534, a project that would not be realized but until 
400 years later.

In 1565, the Philippines-Acapulco route of  the Manila Gal-
leon, also known as the Nao de China, was inaugurated; a nav-
igation route between East and West that remained active until 
1815, transporting mainly spices, silks and porcelain products 
from Ming China; but it also transported migrants, as E. Slack 
(2010, pp.7-31) argues. This successful trade route remained 
in force until the violent eruption of  the Mexican Revolution, 
which suspended the landing of  the Nao de China in Acapul-
co or any other port in Mexico. Columbus’ dream materialized 
first with the construction of  the Panama Railroad and then 
the Canal. There were several attempts to build a canal through 
Panama during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but fi-
nally the work fell to the American project that also determined 
the separation of  Panama from New Granada (Colombia) in 
1903.

The construction of the Panama Railroad. 
Overview of the social situation in China in the mid-19th 
century.

From 1845 onwards, Chinese workers from the ports of  
Guangdon, Macao and Amoy began to travel to the West In-
dies, Central and South America under the credit ticket system 
(Crawford Campbell, 1969, pp. 3-5). They were attracted by the 
work in the sugar plantations of  the Caribbean islands and later 
by the great engineering works carried out in Panama during 
the 19th century: the Panama Railroad (1850-1854) and later in 
the 20th century, the Panama Canal (1880-1914). The two great 
works would be in charge of  the materialization of  the doubtful 
strait by means of  a railroad, and later, by the maritime route 
that would unite both oceans and would mark the shortest route 
to the East Indies so longed for and imagined by the Discov-
erer. The Chinese were to participate in both enterprises, four 
hundred years after the discovery. Overcoming difficult times 
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during the Ming and Ching dynasties was the norm of  life for 
the Chinese people who resisted throughout their history of  
civil wars, floods, famines and the poverty of  the majority of  
the population, and finally, their participation in the construc-
tion of  a railroad through Panama became one more useless 
effort and tragedy for the first Chinese immigrants on Isthmian 
soil.

According to Ho Ping-ti, the population of  China was es-
timated to be about 430 million in 1850, figures revised by Lo 
Erh-kang, historian of  the Chinese Academy of  Social Sciences 
(Board of  Revenue). By the end of  the eighteenth century the 
land resources began to be insufficient to feed the population, 
which had suffered a gigantic growth from the beginning of  the 
century until the time of  the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864) that 
could not be explained by a process of  industrialization and 
development that had not been achieved, so that the answer is 
found in other factors such as:

1. Intense agricultural work
2. The political and social peace of  the 18th century
3. The drastic decrease in taxes, and
4. The improvement of  the living conditions of  the peas-

ants.
China was not technologically developed, had not achieved 

any form of  social capitalism, and the population reached a 
point of  saturation in relation to resources, which would soon 
become a problem of  overpopulation. (Ho, 1959, p. 280). 
Scholars note that by the first half  of  the nineteenth centu-
ry, population pressure on land resources seemed to increase 
throughout China, especially in the Yangtze region, and only 
a drastic reduction of  the area’s population could give it a re-
spite. It was thus observed that Manchuria began to absorb 
millions of  peasants from the north, and both Southeast Asia 
and the New World together offered an escape for the excess 
population. Emigrations to America and Australia outweighed 
the demographic importance of  such emigration because the 
remittances that China received turned out to be far more im-
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portant than the number of  Chinese leaving the nation. The 
emigrations from the southern provinces (Guangdong and 
Guangxi), which were exclusively male, had an important po-
litical significance in the southern area that left many women 
alone to manage the family. Apart from the migrations, the re-
gion suffered from significant instability due to the presence 
and revolutionary activities of  the anti-dynastic Secret Soci-
eties and the rivalries between the original Punti and Hakka 
groups that constituted an internal migration from central and 
northern China. 

The Taiping rebellion, which began in Guangxi, brought 
poverty and the ruin of  commercial activity in the south from 
1850 onwards and many peasants were drawn to the port areas 
of  Hong Kong and Macao. As Mary Coolidge (1968, p. 18) ar-
gues: “a multitude of  jobs made the coolie trade flourish26 to the 
Isthmus of  Panama, Cuba, South America and voluntary emi-
gration to California and Australia. For years before, the British 
imported coolies for plantations in Trinidad, Jamaica and Brit-
ish Guiana”.

In the mid-nineteenth century, social and political unrest be-
came very frequent in the provinces, especially in Guangdong, 
Guangxi and southern Hunan, which were the provinces least 
controlled by the dynasty. In the words of  J.K. Fairbanks (1965): 

The dynasty seemed to be entering a process of  irreversible political 
decline; in itself, with the loss of  moral prestige and the tacit con-
sent of  the people, it had ruled with rudeness towards the weak and 
appeasement towards the powerful, until finally all factors began to 
despise it and united to destroy it. (Ho, 1959, pp. 284-287) 

  The term coolie acquired a pejorative sense implying servitude and sla-
very. An explanation of  the term coolie (qu-li). “Qu” in Chinese is a verb 
that can be passive or active meaning to be rented or leased.  The second 
word “li” strength, muscle, so that “quli” (coolie) would mean to hire a 
person to perform unskilled labor; that is, the man has nothing to offer in 
exchange for his wages but his muscle power. In Hispanic America he was 
considered an Asian colonist. https://es.qwe.wiki/wiki/Coolie
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The decline of  the Chin dynasty’s silver reserves was also 
significant. Much of  these reserves began to flow to India as 
payment for the opium smuggling encouraged by the British. 
Under the administration of  the East India Company opium 
was cultivated and trafficked for export to China and the sil-
ver obtained from this infamous business did not return to the 
country but was diverted to London via India. It is estimated 
that by 1830 there were about ten million regular opium smok-
ers and addicts in China. 

For Ho Ping-ti (1959) the Chinese population began to expe-
rience a progressive decline in their standard of  living from the 
first decades of  the eighteenth century. Definitely, the presence 
mainly of  the English contributed to the establishment of  this 
migrant labor trade around the trading ports. The imperial gov-
ernment refused to sanction the emigration and expatriation of  
its subjects, but from 1850 onwards and under the pressures of  
the poverty of  the peasantry and the port dwellers, the Chinese 
began to migrate initially to Southeast Asia (Formosa, Malay-
sia, Sumatra and Java).

Regarding emigration to America, we know that in 1845 a 
first shipment of  contracted workers was registered and trans-
ported by a French ship to the island of  Barbuda; it was fol-
lowed by 800 workers with free contract who left Amoy for 
Cuba. From this date onwards all emigration to the Antilles, 
Central and South America was under the “contract” system, 
while to the United States and Australia it was under the “free 
emigration” system.  Studies reveal that free emigration did not 
give rise to major problems but that emigration by “contract” 
especially in Cuba and Peru degenerated into a slave trade. Ac-
cording to Persia Crawford C. (1969) under the system of  credit 
tickets the Chinese intermediaries, known as Chinese brokers, 
paid the immigration expenses of  the coolies until the debt was 
paid off. The middleman kept a lien on his services; and he 
could be sold to another employer. 

It becomes clearer, knowing the socioeconomic situation 
of  China in the mid-nineteenth century, why Chinese came to 
work on the construction of  the railroad for which they were 
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not trained, and which ended up being what some authors have 
called a failed emigration. In the case of  Chinese migration to 
Panama in 1854, for work on the railroad, it is necessary to un-
derstand the context and circumstances in which it took place, 
and the images of  the suicides that linger in the collective imag-
ination of  Panamanian and foreign historians, who never fail 
to mention it in their writings on Chinese migration to the Ca-
ribbean. To fully understand it, as anthropologist Cohen says, 
requires a better knowledge of  the social and economic situa-
tion of  the previous century, which is why she calls it a failed 
immigration (Cohen, 1971, p. 309).

Chinese immigration to Panama officially began 166 years 
ago (1854-2020). The first Chinese to arrive on the Isthmus were 
hired as laborers to work for the Railroad Company. This Amer-
ican company was in charge of  building a railroad to link, for 
the first time, the Atlantic Ocean with the Pacific Ocean along 
the narrow strip of  land of  the Isthmus. The motives that drove 
the Americans to build the railroad were various, but essential-
ly because the Americans needed to reach the western United 
States in the most expeditious way possible due to the discovery 
of  the gold mines of  California and this railroad would facili-
tate the control and exploration of  the immense extensions of  
land taken from Mexico through the war of  1846 to 1848, and 
signed with the signature of  the infamous Guadalupe-Hidalgo 
Treaty on February 2nd, 1848.

During the 19th century there were several attempts to build 
a railroad through Panama, but several of  the attempts failed 
for financial reasons because the government of  New Grana-
da demanded a bond that the entrepreneurs could not provide. 
Finally, William Henry Aspinwall, representative of  the Pacific 
Mail Steamship Company, which covered navigation from the 
east to the west of  the United States, became interested in the 
idea and founded in 1850 the Panama Railroad Company, in 
consortium with John Lloyd Stephens and Henry Chauncey, 
through the signing of  the Stephens-Paredes treaty that granted 
ample benefits and powers to the Company and that committed 
itself  to finish the work in a term of  six years and four months, 
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term that they fulfilled in less time, inaugurating the railroad 
on Sunday, January 28th, 1855. However, the construction of  
the train also had its stumbling blocks and dark aspects. For 
example, its cost was much higher than projected and had a 
high human cost: it is estimated that between 12 and 15 thou-
sand workers died during the construction of  the railway. Some 
deaths were due to accidents and others because they contracted 
malaria or yellow fever. The train from Colon to Panama left 
the mule drivers, boatmen and poor people, who transported 
passengers up the Chagres River to the road to Cruces and then 
overland to Panama City, unemployed. We must state that it 
was an important work that allowed the passage, even before it 
was completely finished, of  hundreds of  thousands of  human 
beings who were going especially to California, attracted by the 
discovery of  the Gold Mines (Castillero Reyes, 1932, pp. 12 -14) 
For work on the railroad there was no native Panamanian per-
sonnel and they resorted to natives from Jamaica, Cartagena 
and the United States. Then came the Irish, coolies from India 
and China, English, French, Germans and Austrians. Of  all this 
tumult of  nationalities, only the black Jamaicans and the Carta-
gena natives remained to reside in Panama. At one point in the 
construction 7,000 men were working, which reaffirmed once 
again the manifest destiny of  Panama as a world transit site, as 
it had always been, and which has marked us with the sign of  
nuclear identity of  inter-citizenship. (Porras, pp. 205, 29).

Panama Railroad Company. 

Present were Messrs. Young, Coit, Lamar, (illegible), Ludlow, Bart-
lett, Comstock, Aspinwall, Woolsey and Vice President Mr. Center 
[...] the matter of  obtaining a supply of  laborers for the Isthmus was 
discussed and with permission of  the Board, the Secretary read a 
paper expressing his views that laborers could be obtained directly 
from Ireland. 

On motion of  Mr. Coit, it was resolved: 

That the matter of  obtaining laborers for the use of  the Isthmian 
company would be contracted from China or Great Britain or both. 
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The matter would be referred to the Executive Committee with 
power to re-establish such arrangements as they deem advisable in 
order to accomplish such purpose [...].

 Francis Spies (Secretary) 
 Board of  Directors meeting. July 1st, 1853

Executive Committee Meeting

[…] By motion it was resolved that an agent should be appointed 
to go to the Isthmus under special instructions from Mr. W. Totten 
to obtain laborers from those parts of  South America and not to in-
terfere with the arrangements made by Mr. Story.  Totten to obtain 
laborers from those parts of  South America and not to interfere 
with the arrangements made by Mr. Story.

[…] By motion it was resolved that Mr. H.A. Coit and Mr. G.B. 
Lamar would be appointed as a special Commission with author-
ity to contract, with responsible party, for the shipment of  coolies 
(Huagong) from China to the Isthmus.

 Secretary; W. H. Aspinwall 
 July 8th, 1853. Weekle Star.

The clipper ship Sea Witch is expected here daily with a large cargo 
of  Chinese workers, who will be immediately placed on the oper-
ating line.

 Wednesday, March 29th, 1854.

The Chinese have arrived

Yesterday morning, the clipper ship Sea Witch anchored in our bay, 
after 61 days from Swatow with 705 Chinese workers for the Rail-
way. During the voyage 11 passengers died. The Railroad. Friday, 
March 31st, 1854.
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On the morning of  March 30th, 1854, the “Sea Witch” an-
chored in Panama Bay with 705 Chinese on board. The Sea 
Witch was a ship of  the Holland and Aspinwall line. William 
Aspinwall was one of  the main partners of  the group of  busi-
nessmen who were in charge of  financing the construction of  
the railway. The group of  Chinese had sailed from Shantou in 
Guangdong Province, killing 11 passengers in a 61-day voyage. 
The ships that transported them as laborers to America and oth-
er regions of  Southeast Asia were known as “floating hells” due 
to the subhuman conditions in which the passengers were trans-
ported. Even Karl Marx came to pronounce in these terms: “We 
have heard nothing of  the wrongs inflicted even to death on 
the emigrants duped into captivity and sold into slavery worse 
than that existing on the shores of  Peru. One captain of  a coo-
lies ferryboat recorded an average of  up to three suicides a day 
during the voyage, as a form of  protest”. (Real de Azua, 1981, 
pp. 37-41).

Many died in Panama, especially due to malaria and yellow 
fever. Faced with the dramatic situation they lived in, many fell 
into depression and chose to commit suicide. The whole culture 
was alien to them, they were far from their country and their 
family, and they were mistreated by the crew chiefs in the work 
on the railroad. The healthy ones who remained were exchanged 
for blacks from Jamaica and some stayed. Suicides were com-
mon among those who came to the New World, a human situ-
ation repeated in Peru in the silver mines and guano gathering, 
especially on the sugar plantations of  Cuba and Jamaica. The 
small group of  Chinese who resisted marked the beginning of  
an uninterrupted migratory flow throughout a century and a 
half  of  Panama’s history. 

The migratory movement of  these workers has been studied 
extensively and special attention has been given to the numerous 
suicides that occurred (Picard-Ami, et al. 1979, 1-5). The issue 
concerned the directors of  the New York Railroad Company as 
well as the Panamanian community. The deaths were the result 
of  the miserable conditions they lived in, the depression they 
fell in because of  the lack of  resources and faults, the problems 
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of  communication, the different uses and customs, and also to 
the lack of  opium, for among them came addicts. These factors 
must be added to the impossibility of  returning to China. In the 
archives of  the Company are preserved minutes that approved 
the supply of  opium, but under the protection of  the Maine Law 
that prohibited the use of  the drug in the state of  New York they 
suspended it because of  its high cost. The opium was distribut-
ed daily to the workers, it was expensive (15 grains at 15 cents) 
and, on moral and religious grounds, they suspended its supply, 
worsening the emotional situation by provoking a deficiency 
syndrome. Within five months a humanitarian crisis developed. 
The news was so serious that in 1874 the Chinese government 
sent a Commission to supervise the traffic and situation of  the 
Chinese (Huagong) in Cuba. Although they only visited Cuba, 

Source: Photo courtesy of  Marco F. Chen.

Figure 2. Reproduction photo of  the Sea Witch. Miraflores  
Visitor Center of  Panama Canal.



DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON

308  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

the envoys knew about the conditions of  the emigrants in other 
Caribbean places. In general, each immigrant cost about one 
hundred dollars, 25 or 30 of  which corresponded to the inter-
mediary, a sum to which had to be added the maintenance in 
the warehouse and some advances. When they were transported 
to the ship an additional sum of  sixty or seventy dollars more 
was paid. 

The Chinese seem to have a peculiar idea of  the insults and pun-
ishments they receive. We have heard of  several instances where 
they have been punished, or where they have been insulted, and the 
injured party, instead of  being offended at the insult, immediately 
seeks an opportunity of  putting an end to their existence. One of  
them in this city, some time ago, in the face of  punishment, tried 
to drown himself  in a deep well, and another under similar circum-
stances, was found trying to break his head against a wall.  On the 
Railroad, such attempts at suicide, we are told, are very frequent.
One of  these evenings, one of  these celestials, thinking himself  ag-
grieved, fetched a rope four feet long, put it round his neck, and 
then tied it to the axle of  an earth-carriage, hoping that when the 

Fuente: es.m.wikipedia.org

Figure 3. Certificate for 100 shares of  Panama Railroad  
Company stock.
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train started, he would be strangled. He remained in this position 
for some time before he was noticed, and when he was discovered, 
he was apparently dead. If  we could obtain even a complete record 
of  these suicides, it would constitute a horrifying and interesting in-
sight into the character and religion of  the Celestial Empire (Week-
ly star: The Chinese Character Thursday, July 20th, 1854).

A horrendous and interesting perception of  the character 
and religion of  the sons of  the Celestial Empire: The lack of  
empathy of  the Panamanian population that received the news 
as if  they were observing a group of  beings with whom they 
shared no relationship.  The behavior of  the Railroad company 
that takes us back to that time and the distance they expressed 
towards the human beings who served them, different, but hu-
man beings nonetheless, and the coldness with which these 
great works were built where the thousands of  dead were not 
considered and never kept a neat accounting of  the living and 
the dead, they were simply collateral damage. The important 
thing was to stay within the budget and simply the one who died 
working suffered doing the job for which he was brought. 

[...] We are informed that last Sunday, the police apprehended sev-
enteen of  these sick and deranged Chinese, who have become an 
intolerable nuisance to our streets... The moral and legal duty rests 
on the Company to take care of  men whom they have brought from 
their own land to live among strangers... if  they fell sick while serv-
ing the Company, they should be cared for, but under no circum-
stances should they be allowed, as now, to roam our streets, half  
naked, starving and covered with foul sores, becoming a burden 
on the charity and benevolence of  our citizens. Sick and deranged 
Chinamen, who have become an intolerable nuisance to our streets 
(Weekly Star: The Chinese dismissed. Saturday, August 19th, 1854).

The Chinese referred to by the newspaper were the workers 
who came to build a railway that was crucial for the world and 
made it distant without improving the conditions of  the work-
ers, but referred to the lack of  attention of  the Company; nor in 
the irrational and vexatious forms of  recruitment in the ports, 
sometimes involuntarily, taking advantage of  poverty. A ship’s 
captain estimated the suicide of  three passengers a day. The ep-
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isode of  this contingent was short, but the mark left by their 
experience is not unimportant in historical accounts because of  
its consequences. The cold death toll is not what is important, 
nor should it be noted as a trait of  Chinese character and per-
sonality. 

The immigrants recruited as laborers to work on the railroad 
turned out to be a sui generis class for such work. They were not 
efficient as they included people who were inexperienced, opi-
um addicts and/or escaped from China because of  debts. Some 
wandered around the ports of  Guangdong and others were kid-
napped or deceived by false promises of  earnings in paradisia-
cal American regions. The Railroad Company reportedly paid 
$109.00 for each Chinese brought to Panama. Sad story that 
implied an infamous attitude on the part of  both the Chinese 
traffickers and the partners of  the Railroad Company that did 
not provide the minimum living conditions for its workers. “In 
fact, they arrived in conditions that should be written down in 
the books as rigorous slavery.” (Cohen, 1971, pp. 317-318) 

In order to compare the fate of  the Chinese arrivals, it is 
worth quoting Leonardo Padura’s account of  the arrival of  the 
Chinese in Havana on June 3rd, 1847, in his book El Viaje Más 
Largo (The Longest Journey).  

There were 300 Chinese coolies embarked in Amoy on the ship 
Oquendo and only 206 arrived [...] loaded with glory and money to 
mitigate the family misery they arrived and a few hours later, those 
hired had imagined everything except their true and sad destiny, 
only comparable to that of  the blacks taken out of  Africa to be en-
slaved, they disembarked in the Havana district of  Regla and were 
crammed into barracks built for their provisional lodging. It began, 
that day well marked in the universal history of  infamy, a new slav-
ery demanded by the new times. (Padura, 2013, p. 1)
A large number of  Chinese arrived in the city yesterday morning 
from the Railroad works, but the police immediately returned 
them to the station. We know that a Chinese gentleman has arrived 
from Jamaica, for the purpose, we are told, of  making an exchange 
with the Railroad Company and furnishing an equal number of  
Jamaican laborers for every Chinese who is in good health and 
able to work.
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 The climate of  Jamaica suits the Chinese, and they have been 
found to be useful farmers there. We hope you will be successful 
in your negotiations, as it is evident that this climate is not suited 
to their constitution, and they are not adapted to the work required 
of  them by the Railroad (Weekly: The Chinese. Sunday, September 
3rd, 1854). 

Ninety-seven healthy Chinese were exchanged and paid 
$17.77 each. They only stayed on the railroad for five months 
and some stayed on to live. We estimated that 400 would stay, 
some of  them sick and without contracts. Those who stayed on 
to live dedicated themselves to supplying food to the workers 
and established small businesses that provided the basic needs 
of  the railroad workers. They survived and began to create the 
seed of  today’s thriving and dynamic community. They stayed 
to live in barracks built to house immigrants or on boats. Some 
witnesses wrote that the conditions in which they lived were 
horrendous, on wooden houses built on stilts, without toilets, 
which had a nauseating smell, but it was the only thing they had 
to sleep in. 

An example of  the document that covered the credit ticket 
system:

Please receive on board a passenger for Singapore. Name:______
Age:_____Years_____Country_____in the district of:_____ Car-
riage paid in Swatow. Emigrants are responsible for their luggage. 
Anyone boarding with this ticket will be met. Signature_____ 
Agent. (Crawford Campbell 1923, 86-160). 

The coolies contracted to Peru (1874): 

Contract made at Macao, China, on [day and month] of______ 
____ year of  our Lord____between Mr._____on behalf  of  Mr._____
de Lima on the one hand and Cie Lom, a native of  the district of  
Hiempen in China, aged 21 years, a coolie by occupation.

I solemnly declare in the present deed that I, Cie Lom, freely and 
voluntarily bind myself  and Mr. _____ to embark on the Italian 
ship ____ bound for Peru and immediately upon my arrival, place 
myself  at the orders of  the above gentleman to serve as a farm la-
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borer, gardener, shepherd, domestic servant or laborer, for a term of  
8 years, from the day of  the beginning of  my labors during which 
time I will plow, weed, tend livestock, work in the garden or in 
short do any other work that may be required of  me, contributing 
whatever knowledge I may have of  mechanics or craftsmanship. 
But not to extract guano from the islands. It is understood that I 
agree that the term of  eight years shall run from the very day I be-
gin to work, as stipulated above, that I am fully aware that the word 
month means, and is understood to mean, one calendar month, 
and that the word year means, and is understood to mean, twelve 
of  these calendar months. 

It is agreed that at the expiration of  the term of  eight years I shall 
be free to dispose of  my work and that no debt which I may have 
contracted shall serve as a pretext for extending the period of  en-
gagement and that this debt shall be sued for in the courts of  the 
country_____. 

It is agreed and I am satisfied that one sol per month will be deduct-
ed from the salary that has been stipulated for my services, until the 
sum of  eight dollars is paid in full. I acknowledge having received 
these eight dollars from Mr. _____ as an advance payment _____  
I am also to receive two complete dresses, a flannel shirt and a blan-
ket per year, in addition to three changes of  clothes that will be 
given to me at the moment of  embarkation.

It is agreed that I shall be granted three days, at the beginning of  the 
New Year, to perform my religious rites. In witness whereof  both 
parties declare that, before signing the document, we have read for 
the last time, aloud, slowly, each and every one of  the obligations 
to which we have mutually bound ourselves; to the end that at no 
time or circumstance whatsoever, ignorance may be pleaded, nor 
give rise to any claim, unless one of  the parties shall be in default of  
his engagement above stipulated, to the clauses of  which, each and 
every one, we have agreed. 

In witness whereof, we have today signed this solemn contract in 
our own handwriting.

Signature of  Contractor, Signature of  Attorney, Signature of  Su-
perintendent of  Emigration. (Steward, 1976, pp. 12-14)
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The movement of  passengers produced in Panama during the 
“Gold Rush” allowed some progress, but when the gold mines 
were exhausted and, above all, when the Transcontinental Rail-
road of  the United States was inaugurated, an economic crisis 
occurred in Panama. Likewise, the political instability of  New 
Granada affected the Isthmus. On a global level, technological 
development caused a greater production of  products that filled 
the world’s markets. This led to serious socioeconomic prob-
lems until the beginning of  the French Canal. 

Discussion

In this section of  the essay on Chinese immigration to the 
Greater Caribbean, we refer to the first group of  Chinese who 
arrived in Panama, who were not very effective in the labor mar-
ket and were marked by a large number of  deaths due to disease 
and suicide. However, despite the suffering, some chose to stay 
and live in Panama, and from there developed a community that 
has 166 years of  evolution and is considered today as the larg-
est community of  immigrants, made up of  ethnic Chinese, Chi-
nese-Panamanian and the very mixed citizens that make up the 
demographic mosaic of  Panama. 

Talking about them has the component of  the voluntary and 
involuntary involvement of  the writer, who descends from them 
by paternal branch and who identifies himself  as Chinese rath-
er than as a Panamanian Creole because he was educated as a 
Chinese. So we must state that he is the subject and object of  
the study, trying to avoid a gross distortion of  what is related 
and certifying that we identify ourselves with a cultural history 
approach.

There are different versions of  how many Chinese died from 
the group that arrived on the Sea Witch. For example, in his 
article: 

Those California days MaGuinness says: A British mission sent to 
investigate the conditions of  Chinese workers in Panama revealed 
that the 1,040 workers* who had left Swatow for Panama to work 
on the railroad had suffered extremely from the climate, fevers, and 
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mistreatment, including mistreatment by Chinese foremen. Half  of  
the workers died within months of  their arrival, including 30 to 40 
suicides.  The company apparently decided to wash its hands of  the 
remaining workers, considering them too much of  a burden to con-
tinue to employ. Of  the remaining half, just over thirty continued 
on to California. Some had been deceived when they first left China 
into believing they were shipping to California. Other survivors re-
mained in Panama or as noted above, settled in Jamaica. In short, 
between 200 and 250 Chinese stayed in Panama and became the 
nucleus of  a new immigration that was to grow and endure to the 
present day. (Guinness, 2004, pp. 257-282).

In spite of  all the calamities suffered, and the difficulties 
they encountered in the New World, the Chinese were consid-
ered by the English and Europeans as an excellent labor force 
especially for the cultivation of  sugar, tea or perhaps, because 
they were the least rebellious and gave the least trouble to the 
contractors. Thus, we have a note by J.A. Crawford stating that 
“the industriousness of  the Chinese was proverbial, and the 
Europeans accepted it as gospel” but as David McCullough 
would describe it: “The cost in human lives by so minuscule 
a route turned out to be of  the kind that people associate with 
the periods of  barbarism and obscurantism before the advent of  
the steam engine and the march of  progress”. (MacCullough, 
1977, p. 16)

This first adventure of  Chinese immigrants to the Isthmus of  
Panama can be interpreted in several ways. They were simple 
strangers who came to a strange place to perform a manual la-
bor that was also foreign to their skills. To pretend that these im-
migrants who traveled in deplorable conditions and who were 
received and placed in hamlets without any facilities, neither 
hygienic nor alimentary, could succeed as railroad workers was 
totally absurd. It is true that the suppression of  opium consump-
tion also affected them emotionally and that workers from other 
nations were not offered acceptable working conditions either, 
but the Chinese, however poor they were, came from a country 
with better socio-economic development despite the fact that 
the Ching dynasty was in its last years.
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Legends arose around the Chinese who died, and it was pop-
ularly said in Panama that “there was a dead Chinese for every 
railroad crossing”. We can only think that the Chinese attracted 
a lot of  attention because of  their exotic presence in the Pan-
amanian tropics and because of  the deaths by suicide that oc-
curred among them. In fact, the number of  deaths of  other na-
tionalities far exceeded the number of  Chinese who died from 
this first wave of  sons of  the Celestial Empire.

Curiously, one of  the villages where they were located upon 
their arrival (Rancherías), and which was flooded when the Ca-
nal was built, was called Matachín, a name they associated with 
Chinese slaughter mata chino, that is, the name of  the town was 
associated with the Chinese who had died. Matachin, however, 
was a term that in reality corresponded to the place where the 
cattle were slaughtered, the slaughterhouse, for quite some time 
during the colonial period.

The various contradictions we find in the historical sourc-
es regarding the number of  Chinese workers who came to the 
Isthmus of  Panama reflect the little importance given to the im-
migrants as human beings. The fact that the number of  people 
involved in the construction of  the railroad was not adequately 
documented. The sources we do have come from the accounts 
of  characters who made pilgrimages to these lands, mostly ad-
venturers, so what they tell about Panama varies and some ac-
counts are novelistic and breathtaking. We can rely, however, on 
the writings in the newspapers of  the time and with the minutes 
of  the Railroad Company, but these were written in New York, 
by investors who were mostly unfamiliar with the place, they 
were not on-site observations, nor did the minutes place much 
emphasis on the people involved in the construction but on the 
cost accounting of  the work. The English kept a more detailed 
record of  the workers they took to the West Indies. These can be 
found in the so-called Books of  Emigration (Blue Books) pub-
lished in 1853, 1855, 1858 and 1860.

The movement of  ships transporting Chinese and other 
Asian immigrants began to become regular from 1847 to Cuba 
until 1874. It was not only the English and Spanish, but also the 
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Portuguese and Dutch who participated in this servitude busi-
ness, and I put it in quotation marks because today we would 
call it “immigrant trafficking” which is essentially the same 
thing. The Chinese arrived by means of  unfair and false con-
tracts. One thing was what was written, and another was the 
reality. The contracts did not allow for normal mobility outside 
the sugar, guano or railroad construction fields. Nor did they 
allow the family to be brought along, which made the stay in 
these regions of  the Caribbean even more stagnant. The situ-
ation improved after two commissions were sent to review the 
working conditions of  the Chinese workers. A commission of  
the Chinese Government to Cuba (1874) and another to English 
Guiana (1870-1871). 

The Chinese turned out to be a cheap and undemanding labor 
force, accustomed to a hard life and to endure the rough hand of  
the master. In addition, their capacity for work was good since 
they came from a nation of  many diversified economic activi-
ties where men dedicated themselves to the most varied tasks in 
order to make a living. This labor condition eventually proved 
to be the key for Chinese emigration to evolve in America and 
overcome the initial state of  servitude as sociologists argue, the 
Chinese or any other group of  emigrants who were received in 
the initial conditions of  servitude, should be considered as the 
expression of  a form of  structural violence: institutional, eco-
nomic, political and cultural. In Panama, during the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, we find forms of  institutional violence 
in which the Chinese population was discriminated against as 
a health hazard and considered an undesirable race (Rivera 
Domínguez, 1976, pp. 47-74).

It took thirty years for the Chinese government to recognize 
the problem of  their emigrant subjects, and in the case of  Pan-
ama, it was not until 1885 when they asked the American con-
suls to assume legal representation of  the sons of  the Celestial 
Empire should they need special assistance (Mon, 2019, p. 145). 
For the Chinese government, the problem of  the “enslavement” 
of  its nationals slipped through the fractures of  a blind and di-
vided social consciousness that was complicated by trying to 
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maintain the interests of  the mandarins, on the one hand, and 
on the other, defending itself  from the voracious assault of  for-
eign nations.

Emigration in essence was not relevant for China in demo-
graphic terms, since in the 19th century it had 430 million in-
habitants; neither was it relevant for the great powers, as gov-
ernments themselves, but it responded to a policy of  economic 
liberalism where any end justified the means. What really mat-
tered was that sugar production in the Antilles should not be 
interrupted, that the Panama railway should be built or that the 
British should continue to extract guano from Peru. Chinese em-
igration enters a zone of  psychopathic functioning, where those 
who make use of  it have a thousand reasons to explain their 
need and where the rest of  society does not seem to see what is 
happening to the immigrants except when their personal inter-
ests are affected. An example of  this can be seen in the public 
reactions described in the news reports following the suicide of  
the Chinese in Panama. 

Figure 4. Chinese workers on the Panama Railroad.

Source: bayanodigital.com



DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON

318  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

The country did not escape this social functioning. The polit-
ically convulsed and economically disorganized Isthmus saw in 
the construction of  the transisthmian railroad the stability and 
progress it had dreamed of. Legally, the possibility of  building 
the railroad was given to a private company, guaranteeing it all 
kinds of  privileges. For the government of  New Granada, the 
builders could be the English or North Americans, for the Pan-
amanians it was wealth and the possibility of  achieving their 
independence. 

With the discovery of  gold in California, world ambitions are 
awakened, and a human torrent is launched across the Isthmus 
of  Panama to make America. Panama is unprepared for such an 
eventuality is convulsed and in the midst of  such chaos the Chi-
nese arrive. “The adjustment problem of  the men varied accord-
ing to their district of  origin. Those from Swatow and Amoy 
were peasants, while the Cantonese were mainly urban artists 
and impoverished men.” (Look Lai, 1993, p. 87) The Chinese 
were a group of  people, some of  them opium addicts, who had 
probably been shipped in with all sorts of  tricks and fantasies 
under the promise of  riches; gold and money were magic words, 
but when they arrived, they found physical labor in a jungle 
country endemically plagued by malaria, yellow fever and oth-
er diseases. In addition to the very poor living conditions, they 
were cut off  from their families thousands of  miles away. Grad-
ually they became physically and mentally ill and most of  them 
stopped working. This was a journey of  no return, and many 
opted for death. 

The death of  the Chinese does not seem to register in public 
or private consciousness as a crime. It was not so important: 
even if  it was recorded in the local newspapers it was attributed 
to a personality trait of  the Chinese. The questions were: What 
are we going to do if  the railway works are delayed? How much 
is this delay going to cost? Will we be able to meet the contract 
deadlines? The deaths did not penetrate the conscience because 
the lives of  the workers, of  all nationalities and ethnicities, 
seemed to have no value per se.  
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Source: google seach ticket panamá railroad X1X.

Figure 5. First class ticket from Emperador to Bas Obisp.

Source: pinterest.es

Figure 6. Building of  La Compañía Universal del Canal  
Interoceánico. Former Grand Hotel del Casco Viejo.
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To public opinion on the Isthmus, the Chinese survivors be-
came a problem. Some crazed, others disabled, they wandered 
the streets living on charity. No one seemed to wonder what was 
happening at the railroad construction site. No one would have 
bet on the success of  an emigration that had such a beginning, 
but it didn’t turn out that way and today, the Chinese and their 
descendants constitute the largest immigrant group in Panama. 
Maintaining a duality of  silent identities impossible to destroy 
unless the human being himself  is destroyed as it was attempted 
with other ethnicities in contemporary times. See the genocides 
of  blacks in Africa and Jews in Nazi Europe.

French attempts to build the Canal

On Thursday, May 15th, 1879, the International Congress 
of  Studies of  the Interoceanic Canal was held in Paris, presid-
ed over by Viscount Ferdinand Marie de Lesseps and attend-
ed by 136 delegates. Apart from France and its colonies, 22 
countries were represented, among them China. “The most 
prolonged applause went to the Chinese delegate Mr. Li-shu 
Chang, first secretary of  the Chinese Legation in London, and 
it was expected that China, as the newspapers had reported, 
would provide the manpower to dig the canal” (McCullough, 
1977, p. 70) Contrary to what had been thought, few Chinese 
responded to the original call given in Paris. The remoteness, 
the cost of  the trip to Panama, and the bad past experiences, as 
well as what happened with the contingent of  Chinese brought 
for the construction of  the railroad, did not encourage the im-
migration of  new workers, which became popularly known as 
the Black Legend of  Matachín. The choice was made to hire 
Europeans, especially Spaniards, and men from nearby places 
such as blacks from the English French West Indies and even 
the Danish West Indies.  

However, several groups of  Chinese who had found a cold 
welcome in California, where they had gone to work on the 
transcontinental railroad and in the gold mines, migrated to 
Panama to work on the canal excavations. Soon, most of  them 
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left canal company employment to establish small shops, board-
ing houses, and other enterprises of  their own. 

The Chinese Californians who began to emigrate in the 1860s set 
up businesses and gradually took charge of  imports from China, 
and as free Chinese they were allowed to bring their relatives with 
them. Later waves of  immigrants responded to the needs for work 
and collateral services (food, laundry, etc.) required by large con-
struction projects. They were waves of  immigrants because the 
number of  immigrants was reduced or increased according to the 
pressure exerted by the political and social conflicts of  the moment 
either in China or in Panama (Mack, 1978, p. 324).

They are known as waves because they traveled in groups 
of  hundreds that belonged to the same village or town, where 
word spread, and they got together to make the trip. Some Chi-
nese who returned to China spoke of  wonders and the villagers 
were excited thinking that they would become rich and sold 
the little or much they had and so once they arrived in Panama 
were forming Benevolent Associations. They helped each other 
to get jobs and they could also meet other countrymen who 
were already established and form a family. As we will explain 
below, they were employed in grocery stores or laundries and 
when they had enough money, they bought the business, and 
the former owner opened another similar one or they dedicated 
themselves to another type of  commerce. It is a well-known 
chain not only among the Chinese but among immigrants in 
general. 

Imbued by the success obtained in the construction of  the 
Suez Canal, the French decided to try to build a canal through 
Panama. Work began in 1880 on the initiative of  Ferdinad-Ma-
rie de Lesseps. After 8 years of  facing great difficulties with ma-
chinery, tropical diseases and the number of  available workers, 
the French gave in to Lesseps’ opinion and decided to build a 
canal with locks. All the effort, human and economic, was in 
vain and the bankruptcy of  Compañía Universal del Canal In-
terocéanico de Panamá, as this first company was called, took 
place. By September 1883, with a payroll of  approximately 
10,000 men, work was progressing. By 1884 the largest labor 



DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON

322  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

force hired by the French 
had surpassed 19,000 men. 
The supply of  laborers 
came from the West Indies, 
mainly from Jamaica. As 
the labor force increased, 
so did disease and death. 
The first death from yellow 
fever among the 1039 em-
ployees occurred in June 
1881, shortly after the on-
set of  the rainy season, 
which the French attribut-
ed to a kidney ailment, and 
this interpretation ran ram-
pant throughout France for 
many years.

The Universal Company established medical services orga-
nized by the Sisters of  St. Vincent de Paul, both in Colon and in 
Panama (Ancon Hospital), without discovering the connection 
between the mosquito and the transmission of  yellow fever and 
malaria, and the nuns, through ignorance, made a series of  mis-
takes that would cost many lives and human suffering.  

For example, many varieties of  vegetables and flowers were grown 
on the hospital grounds. To protect them from the ants that ate the 
leaves, water channels were built around the plants. Inside the hos-
pital itself, basins of  water were placed under the legs of  the beds 
to keep the insects away, which turned out to be excellent breeding 
grounds for mosquitoes (The construction of  the French Canal at 
micanaldepanama.com).

The unhealthy climate and diseases were responsible for the 
fatal ravages not only by workers, but also by French engineers 
in charge of  the work. The constant landslides and the clayey 
structure of  the earth that impeded the progress of  the excava-
tion work and the procedure used in the contracting of  materi-
als and machinery for the execution ended up seriously hinder-
ing the progress. 

Source: es.m.wikisource.org

Figure 7. Ferdinand Marie  
de Lesseps.
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Thus, by the year 1885, the economic crisis of  the Company was 
already evident and despite the efforts made in the following 
three years it could not be overcome, given the shortage and mis-
appropriation of  funds, the discredit of  the company, the scourge 
of  endemic diseases, and the well-known geographical obstacle 
of  the Culebra Cut.27 In addition, the default of  contractors fur-
ther aggravated the Company’s solvency. (Gasteazoro, 1980, pp. 
282-290).  

Many reasons can be attributed to the French, but it is evident 
that the main reason was Lesseps’ stubbornness to go ahead 
with the plan to build a level canal. But many others were also 
to blame for not opposing his plans, nor arguing with him, nor 

27 See oil painting by Jonas Lie (1913) depicting work on the Culebra Cut.

Source: es.m.wikipedia.org

Figure 8. Bond issued to finance the French Canal works.
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motivating him to change his way of  thinking. His own charis-
ma turned out to be his greatest enemy. People believed in him 
beyond all logic. By 1885 the Chinese of  Panama and Colon 
had been established, but civil strife between Colombian liberals 
and conservatives made it difficult to maintain the peace nec-
essary to prosper properly.  As a result of  this conflict, the city 
of  Colon burned down, and the Chinese lost their businesses, 
which led them to migrate to other locations in the interior of  
the country and especially to Bocas del Toro, which had already 
begun the banana trade. Many fortuitous situations like these 
contributed to the displacement of  the Chinese throughout the 
Panamanian territory.

However, there was an insistence on hiring Chinese, perhaps 
evoking their work on the Suez Canal, and in 1890 5,000 work-
ers were hired from the ports of  China. Workers were also hired 
from Trinidad and Guyana, but with the total closure of  the 
works on January 16th, 1898, many Chinese who were laid off  
emigrated to the United States and Cuba thanks to their fellow 
countrymen already living on the Isthmus who provided them 
with travel expenses. 

The failure of  the company in 1892 brought for some 100,000 
French citizens who invested in the Universal Company the total 
loss of  their savings. While company executives searched for a solu-
tion, the French courts took possession of  the assets through judi-
cial seizures. (Tam, 2003, pp. 41-47)  

The bankruptcy of  the Company and the fraudulent sale of  
bonds led to the name “Affaire Panama” being given in France 
to any fraudulent or dubious business dealings.  The exact death 
toll from this French affair was never known with certainty be-
cause some exaggerated it and others downplayed it, but in total 
there were clearly no less than 30,000 people, including several 
hundred Chinese nationals.  
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Source: wordpress.com 

Source: wordpress.com

Figure 9. Group of  Chinese workers in the construction  
of  the Suez Canal.

Figure 10. Group of  European workers working  
on the French Canal.
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Gerstle Mack was of  the opinion that 

In general, the French engineers in Panama were far from incom-
petent and the mechanical equipment, though smaller and lighter, 
compared with that subsequently used by the Americans, was ad-
equate for the most part. The main reason for the collapse was the 
Company’s (i.e. Lesseps’) insistence on building a canal at grade. If  

Source: editorial atlántica.es

Figure 11. The cover of  a book on the life and 
work of  Armand Reclus, Director of  the French 

Canal works. 
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unlimited time and money had been available, a level canal would 
probably have been dug, but for a company that depended on pri-
vate capital and the expectation of  temporary profits, this was a 
hopeless aspiration. (Mack, 1978, pp. 458-465)

The company’s directors always looked down on non-white 
workers, especially blacks, Chinese and Indians, who were paid 
less, worked harder and received clearly discriminatory treat-
ment. In the decade between 1870 and 1880, we find numerous 
Chinese all along the Isthmus of  Panama, including in the jun-
gle region of  Darien, as engineer Reclus, one of  the directors 
of  the French canal works, notes in his book Exploraciones de los 
Istmos de Panamá y Darién (1881) that 

The population of  Darien was very small, barely reaching two 
thousand souls, living in the lower valleys of  the Tuira and Chu-
cunaque rivers and the population was made up of  maroon slaves, 
blacks or mulattoes, Indian crossbreeds and somewhat mixed with 
whites, Chinese or Indians who went to Panama as workers on the 
railroad (Reclus, 1881, p. 412).

Source: Luis Enrique Vásquez. El Faro Magazine, No. 66, November 2013.

Figure 12. Wedding of  West Indian workers brought by the 
French.
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By the end of  1881 there were nearly 2,000 men including 
white technicians and construction personnel working on the 
canal. In December 1882, the number quickly rose to 4,000, a 
year later to 13,000, and in May 1884 the labor rolls recorded 
more than 19,000, the maximum number employed during the 
French Company’s work. Some workers came from Cartagena 
or Venezuela, others from Cuba, Barbados, St. Lucia and Mar-
tinique. About 550 black Americans came from New Orleans 
and other southern ports. A few were imported from Senegal. 
There also came the so-called Chinese Californians who migrat-
ed to Panama and soon left their employment with the Canal 
Company to establish their own businesses. However, the most 
important source of  construction labor came from Jamaica; by 
1883, more than half  of  all laborers were Jamaicans.

In the eight years of  French construction (1881-1888) Gorgas* cal-
culated the total number of  deaths at 5,527, of  which 1,026 were 
due to yellow fever and 1,368 due to malaria. The Company at-
tempted to compare the health reports of  the different races: the 
natural Negroes and especially those of  the West Indies show the 
greatest resistance by reason of  their ability to withstand the hot 
sun, their partial immunity to malaria, and their complete immuni-
ty to yellow fever. The Hindus, Chinese and black Africans are less 
robust and easily succumb to the attacks of  beriberi; the microbes 
of  this disease were brought by them. Beriberi, which is now at-
tributed to vitamin deficiency in cultivated rice and similar foods, 
was then supposed to be bacterial in origin. The European can 
withstand the climate as long as he does not attempt to work in the 
excavations. (Mack, 1978, pp. 324-340)

Very few Chinese actually knew about the living conditions 
in Panama, but they had heard from other immigrants’ fantasies 
that this was a land of  plenty and that there was plenty of  mon-
ey, which encouraged them to courageously emigrate. However, 
the Chinese came from a more developed and complex society 
than the Africans and Afro-Caribbeans; from a millenary civili-
zation that was the guarantor of  knowledge passed down from 
generation to generation and from a nation with a large over-
population that demanded the development of  great human 
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skills to survive. This precondition of  the Chinese labor force 
may explain the relatively rapid labor displacement from being 
workers to owning a small business and managing to remain in 
Panama, albeit in humble conditions.

The Chinese, especially the first generations of  immigrants, es-
tablished the well-known Benevolent Associations that grouped 
their members according to the region of  China they came from. 
The constitution of  these societies represented an effort not to 
lose their ancestral cultural ties, as well as their ethnographic 
and ethnological links. In case of  need, members received eco-
nomic support from their society. The societies were governed by 
Confucian precepts such as the importance of  education, ethics, 
respect for the hierarchy in the family and filial love, postulates 
that were written in their statutes and declarations of  principles. 
These ethical and moral precepts were equally acquired through 
example and identification with grandparents, parents and an-
cestors (Mon, 2018, pp. 109-133).

The decade from 1880 to 1890 was one of  consolidation for 
the Chinese immigrant in the Isthmus of  Panama. This is attest-
ed to by the founding of  the first Chinese Benevolent Society or 
“Way On” Society (1882), which after some reforms in 1904, re-
mains active to this day. This society buys and manages the Way 
On Kon Ce Chinese Cemetery which is still in use.  The Benevo-
lent Society has among its purposes: maintaining and practicing 
the sound moral doctrines preached and taught by the great re-
former and philosopher Confucius and intervening, by means of  
reason, in cases of  discord among the members with the purpose 
of  guiding them along the paths of  Concord and Fraternity. 

According to Chinese philosophy, the dead are an integral 
part of  family life, they live with the living and protect present 
and future generations. The connection between the living and 
the dead is of  vital importance. Panama was beginning to be 
their home, but the ideal of  the Chinese philosophy of  home 
was unfinished and needed a cemetery for the final resting place 
of  these bodies.

From this first society we find several more that were founded 
from the 1880s to the early years of  the twentieth century. Some 
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had a religious character, such as the Ku Kong Chao founded 
in 1899, which has a small temple dedicated to the veneration 
of  Kuang Kong, symbol of  justice, and others had a Masonic 
character, such as the Chi Kun Tong Lodge, which was founded 
in 1887. Later the societies were grouped in the Chinese Asso-
ciation of  Panama, which brought together members of  eight 
regional groups in the province of  Guangdong (Canton). These 
were the Fa Yen Ku, Kong Chao, Hok Shan, Chung San, Sam 
Yap, Shek Kai, Cheng Yin and Son Chit. 

These principles of  Concord and Fraternity are of  great 
importance to understand the ideological bases to which the 
following groups of  immigrants adhered under the ideologi-
cal influence of  the French Revolution that were building the 
Canal. In 1896, the second society called Tung Hui Dong was 
founded, which also emphasized the practice of  Confucian 
doctrines by its members. During this decade, the Chinese were 
granted diplomatic protection through a formal petition from 
the Chinese Imperial Government to the Colombian Govern-
ment in a document dated August 30th, 1885, requesting that 
the American consuls residing in the cities of  Panama and Co-
lon could represent the interests of  Chinese subjects. The re-
quest was granted by the Colombian Government (Mon 2019. 
Annex No. 4).

There are also documents that indicate that the Chinese pop-
ulation in both port cities was engaged in retail trade, especially 
in groceries, and that they were numerous enough to constitute 
a petty bourgeoisie. However, following the bankruptcy of  the 
Universal Interoceanic Canal Company, the country entered a 
new economic recession with thousands unemployed. (Tam, 
2006, pp. 51-59). In the Memorial of  the Chamber of  Com-
merce dated June 12th, 1891, it is stated that: 

Thousands of  consumers and immigrants, frightened by the hor-
rible picture that an uncertain future offered before their eyes, fled 
from this place where they could no longer earn even what was 
necessary to satisfy the most pressing needs of  life. (Figueroa Na-
varro, 1978)
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This is Juan Tam from the historic Sam Yap Society: 

This eternal resting place is a symbol of  the commitment of  those 
Chinese residents who achieved the overcoming in Panama, as they 
were prepared to do in 1882, when they started it.  Communica-
tion with the deceased was not complete and this mission became 
a necessity. For the first time, they were to be buried here, before 
returning their remains to their ancestral lands in China. This place 
is an example of  making a public link, through the establishment 
of  an ancestral tomb that symbolically identified a community with 
a specific place. 

The Confucian doctrine dictates rules of  respect for the deceased 
and for the elders, and according to it, the circle of  life was in-
complete. This was completed when the Way On Society was or-
ganized whose main objective was to establish and build a Chinese 
cemetery, according to the Chinese geomantic rules of  Feng Shui. 
According to these rules, the place should be located at the foot 

Source: Photo courtesy of  Juan Tam.

Figure 13. Panama City Chinese Cemetery.
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of  the Green Dragon and the White Tiger, on the slope of  a hill. 
Shelter and refuge should be given to the souls, near a water source 
to quench their thirst, with a view of  the sea to maintain earthly 
harmony (Tam, 2003, p. 51).

Generally, in Panama, the Chinese who were engaged in the 
small grocery business, and therefore had to deal with the poor-
est stratum of  society, were met with much hostility and rejec-
tion. Some prominent members of  the city went so far as to hold 
public demonstrations in which they called for the creation of  
a Social Patriotic Corporation of  an Anti-Chinese Society. This 
request dated August 8th, 1890 was rejected by the Governor 
General of  Colombia since Chinese immigration was allowed 
by Colombian national legislation (Mon, 2019, p. 153).

Memorial

From Mr. J. Francisco de la Ossa to the Secretary of  Government 
requesting permission for the installation of  a Society and Reso-
lution:

Panama, August 8th, 1890

Mr. Under-Secretary of  Governments of  the Department of  Pan-
ama

On the evening of  the 5th of  the present month a group of  gen-
tlemen of  this city met in a preliminary meeting to organize and 
establish a “Social Patriotic” Corporation by name, 

Anti-China Society

whose purpose is to oppose resolutely, and by all lawful means, 
Asian immigration into the territory of  the Republic....

Francisco de la Ossa.

 Panama, August 11th, 1890. The Government of  the Department 
of  Panama in consideration:

1st ... that Chinese immigration is allowed by the national legis-
lation...

4th ... that on the occasion of  the public demonstration made yes-
terday by the Anti-Chinese Society, inconvenient acts were carried 
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out which have caused alarm not only among the Asians, the object 
of  this demonstration, but also among many inhabitants of  the city; 
and

5th that under article 19 of  the Constitution of  the Republic, the 
authorities are established therein to protect all persons residing in 
Colombia, in their lives, honor and property, and to ensure recipro-
cal respect for natural rights, preventing and punishing crimes.

For these considerations, in accordance with the doctrine set forth 
in Articles 45, 46 and 47 of  the aforementioned Constitution.

IT IS RESOLVED

The Anti-Chinese Society is forbidden to continue as a permanent associa-
tion. The Prefect, as the Superior Chief  of  Police in the Province, is charged 
with overseeing compliance with this resolution.

Communicate and publish with its antecedents and report to the National 
Government. 

For H.H. the Governor, The Secretary General: J.N. Venero

The presence of  the Chinese community in Panama and Co-
lon was evident and we can cite as an example a memorial sent 
by the American consul to the prefect of  the city of  Colon in 
1889:

Sir, a party of  125 Chinese of  the Commerce of  this city called 
upon me yesterday, asking me to help them to obtain relief  from 
an injury.  They say that they have been notified that they could 
not henceforth sell rice, beans, peas, salt and salted meat; that is 
to say, what is included under the heading of  Comestibles, and 
this word includes every delicacy that is sold at retail, and that 
if  they did so they would be under penalty of  paying a fine of  
three pesos and imprisonment. Rather, they cannot sell any kind 
of  groceries at retail outside the Public Market...but this will be 
not only the ruin of  the small commerce of  the city and many of  
its business houses will close their doors and it will be a fatal blow 
to the commerce of  this city, for due to the crisis through which 
we are passing and because of  the unfortunate bankruptcy of  the 
Canal Company and the momentary suspension of  the works it 
has to relegate Colon to the early days of  its fortuitous existence 
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(National Archives. 1889. Legal Personality Files of  the Ministry 
of  Government and Justice).

The Chinese community actively participated in civic actions 
that took place in Panama. For example, they bought in London 
one of  the two hand pumps (Calcutta type) against fires, which 
were frequent in the cities of  Panama and Colon, and which 
was called the Chinese Pump, which had to be used in the great 
fire in Panama City that destroyed nearly 3,000 homes and left 
5,000 people without shelter, the Chinese community being 
among the most affected. A note in the biweekly newspaper El 
Deber in its edition No. 46 of  July 4th, 1894 notes:

The Chinese Colony has been the most sacrificed victim in the trag-
ic conflagration of  June 13th. The Board distributing the relief  col-
lected in this city, set a quota of  300 pesos to be distributed among 
the needy Chinese; but the representatives of  the colony agreed not 
to accept the relief  by quoting among its wealthy members to favor 
their compatriots, so as not to divert a penny of  the funds intended 
to help others who are destitute. The collection among the Chinese 
already exceeds one thousand pesos, which should alleviate some 
of  the needs of  their poor compatriots. (Tam, 2006, p. 64)

Discussion

At the end of  the 19th century, we find that Panama had a 
Chinese immigrant population of  about 3,000 people, probably 
more if  we count women and children. This figure was the result 
of  a migratory flow and continued for almost 50 years thanks 
to the liberal laws of  the Constitution of  the Government of  
Colombia and the need for workers who directly or indirectly 
participated in the two major construction events of  the nine-
teenth century: the construction of  the Transisthmian Railroad 
and the beginning of  the work of  the canal by the French.

The set of  ethical principles that govern and are exhibited in 
their public and private conduct by the members of  the Chinese 
community in Panama, in my opinion, constitutes an important 
legacy of  the Chinese immigrants to the country. The univer-
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sality of  Confucian principles was palpable during the French 
period and was deeply rooted in every Chinese immigrant re-
gardless of  their social status or educational background. They 
were principles applicable to any society and to all men as Con-
fucius himself  held and gave ideological structure to a minority 
identity.

Confucianism in the southern regions of  China, where most 
of  the 19th century immigrants came from, blended with as-
pects of  Taoism and Buddhism especially during the Song dy-
nasty and acquired a religious format that it lacked in the north-
ern regions. However, this ideological syncretism did not cause 
Confucianism to lose its emphasis on family life, patriarchal or-
der, traditional social structure, and hierarchical respect for au-
thority. Confucianism was emphasized during the last years of  
the 19th and 20th centuries in the Chinese Benevolent Societies, 
which did not prevent Chinese immigrants, especially women, 
from becoming Catholics and educating their children in Cath-
olic schools in the country, all of  which served to reinforce their 
insertion and adaptation in the Panamanian society of  the 19th 
century. Likewise, they liked to enroll their children in bilingual 
schools always thinking of  the possibility of  migrating to the 
United States in the future.

Confucianism, not being a religion of  revealed truths, al-
lowed the immigrant to embrace other religions, especially the 
Judeo-Christian tradition. We must be clear that the openness 
of  the Chinese people to other religious forms and other peo-
ples came from the tolerant attitude of  Buddhism, as well as 
their superstitions, their sensitivity and magical mysticism came 
from Taoism as it can still be seen today with the magic of  8 
and other superstitions about the place where they locate their 
businesses and funeral rites. 

It would be appropriate to remember that the philosophical 
principles of  Confucius and the Chinese language were the fun-
damental and binding elements of  the cultural unity of  the Chi-
nese people. The Chinese of  these first two waves lived in very 
simple and austere conditions. This was basically due to their 
humble origins and to the fact that the money they managed to 
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accumulate was based on small savings and they did not invest 
in businesses that required large investments and high percent-
ages of  profits. They tried to build up a small capital through 
their daily work, which usually was and is a family business 
with social entertainments around it and the business. 

Another fundamental aspect of  19th century Chinese was 
their respect for the laws of  the land and their low crime rate, 
understood as minor criminal acts. We must keep in mind that 
most Chinese had been trained in the rudimentary elements of  
Confucianism which emphasized great respect for authority.

Construction of the Panama Canal (1903-1914)  

Finally, the work would remain in the hands of  the Amer-
icans who, in 1904, paid 40 million dollars for the machinery 
and the works that until that moment had been carried out by 
the French. A year later, after the separation of  Panama from 
Colombia, the new Republic, based on prejudices and fears that 
Chinese immigration would grow disproportionately and un-
controlled, enacted laws of  restriction and exclusion that were 
part of  the legal history of  Panama until the present. 

It would be good to emphasize that the immigrants who ar-
rived in Panama during the last decades of  the nineteenth cen-
tury were very united to protect themselves physically, in their 
goods, properties and protected their identity in a society where 
they were a minority group that, as such, was not always well 
received, and as it had happened in Mexico, could well become 
a scapegoat for the economic problems that were looming. 

When Panama separated from Colombia, shopkeeper Wong 
Kong Yee, a native of  Hok Shan, was shot and killed by the Co-
lombian gunboat El Bogota. It was a fortuitous and accidental 
death, since the Colombians did not present significant resis-
tance to the separation of  the Department of  the Isthmus, as 
Panama was known. There is also no certainty as to where the 
Chinese shopkeeper was. But there is certainty that he was the 
only victim in Panama of  the events of  the separation, which 
indicates that this was accepted by Colombia without much 
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resentment, because Panama had already tried to separate on 
several occasions, and because in the middle was the imperial 
power of  the Americans who had decided to build the canal 
with the consent of  Bogota or without it. 

The Panamanian government took as its initial model the 
Act of  Exclusion of  Chinese Immigrants from the United States 
(1882), the effects of  which lasted until the United States en-
tered World War II, when the Chinese population could also 
serve in the army. During the construction of  the Canal, Chi-
nese laborers arrived alone, and some of  their contracts express-
ly prohibited them from bringing their families. Later, when the 
laws allowed it, family reunification was achieved, as soon as 
they managed to save enough money, they brought their wives, 
children and other relatives, thus forming a first working family 
nucleus. A third wave of  Chinese migration began with the re-

Source: Photo courtesy of  Rodrigo Mon.

Figure 14. Photo of  the oil painting by Jonas Lie. El Corte  
Culebra (1913). Detroit Museum of  Art.
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sumption of  work in the United States. This migratory period, 
which began in 1904, will be characterized until the present day 
by the struggle of  the Chinese who wish to settle in Panama 
and by the legal barriers that try to prevent them from doing so. 
The workers hired in the Antilles were inexperienced, but they 
accepted the conditions of  poverty in which they lived.

Because of  his experience in the American West, John Frank 
Stevens (director of  the work) preferred to hire Chinese laborers 
over the other options and wanted to bring them to Panama as 
quickly as possible. He requested 1,500 Chinese who would be 
paid a salary similar to that of  the West Indians. The prospect 
of  bringing Chinese to work in the Canal Zone was met with 
the usual rejection in the United States. Panamanians protested 
even more vociferously in reaction to the presence and success 
already exhibited by Chinese traders in Colon and Panama, 
many of  whom were descendants of  the workers of  earlier proj-
ects that had settled and prospered in Panama. The new Re-
public then enacted its own law excluding the Chinese, and the 
Chinese government also protested, as did the Japanese, who 
feared that their fellow citizens would come to work in such 
an inhospitable place and whose working conditions they knew 
beforehand were appalling. 

Enraged, J. F. Stevens wrote to Washington saying that he 
did not understand what difference it made if  the worker was 
white, black or yellow, when the superiority of  the Chinese was 
total. Despite his protest, the initiative was not accepted. Final-
ly, Stevens decided to bring in workers from the Basque provinc-
es of  Spain because of  the physical strength they demonstrated 
in the heavy Canal work, moving the rails when necessary, mov-
ing machinery, etc., and he also resorted to recruiting black men 
from Barbados who came readily attracted by the wages, since 
they were extremely poor and earned 20 cents a day on the sug-
ar plantations, and in canal work they earned the same for two 
hours of  work (McCullough, 1977, pp. 470-475). 

By 1903 we find numerous Chinese merchants who main-
tained their shops and bazaars: the Chinese Bazaar, Kwong Sing 
Chong Hong Kee, Chong Kee, Wong Chong and San Lung and 
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Co. Also, six of  the seventeen grocery stores listed in the 1906 
Panama City Guide Directory belonged to Chinese owners. Six-
teen of  the seventeen laundries were owned by Asians. Most 
of  them were located in Calidonia in the so-called Chinatown 
and near the Railroad Station. This seems to confirm that, upon 
settling in the Isthmus, Oriental citizens opened, from very early 
on, three types of  businesses in order to subsist: grocery stores 
and bazaars, restaurants and laundries, forming a small bour-
geoisie (Aparicio, 2004, pp. 583-584). 

The life of  the Chinese, however, did not change much de-
spite their success in business. They maintained an austere 
life and participated in very few social activities and patriotic 
events, except during the days of  Carnival which often corre-
sponded with the Chinese New Year celebrations. In these fes-
tivities they spared no effort or money. They chose a queen who 
represented them well and the people were very animated by 
the parade of  floats in which the Chinese colony’s float was the 

Source: wordpress.os

Figure 15. Americans restart work on the Canal.
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highlight. The Chinese community kept a low profile, avoiding 
daily friction with the lower class and the Panamanian commu-
nity they served, sometimes tolerating mockery and contempt, 
given their difficulties with Spanish. However, many nationals, 
even if  they did not fully accept them, needed the Chinese mer-
chants to trust them with their daily food. As Lok Siu says: the 
Chinese who accumulated sufficient resources sent or went to 
China to find wives, and many of  those who stayed behind mar-
ried Panamanian-born Chinese or nationals. This was very fre-
quent in the interior of  the country, where they established clos-
er relations with the communities and married young men and 
women from outside the ethnic nucleus. Thus, a large group of  
Chinese Panamanians was formed that continued to belong to 
the Chinese community, depending on the identifications with 
the power that one of  the two groups could exercise, that is, it 
could be a mixed identity within the middle conglomerate of  
the country (Siu 2005, pp. 81-82).
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Chinese immigration to the Dominican Republic:  
Origins and presence in the last decades of the 19th century. 
1861-1900

In his work Viejas memorias, when speaking of  grandparents 
and immigrants, Sócrates Nolasco states that “among the prob-
lems that have concerned Dominicans the most, since the early 
days of  the Republic, there persists a collective desire to increase 
the population of  the territory with immigrants of  the white 
race (...) what is noticed is that whites are not in overabun-
dance” (Vásquez, 1986). For that reason, the immigration of  
Spaniards was promoted to oppose that of  Asians and Cocolos 
(blacks from the Antilles) (Nolasco, 1994). 

In his eagerness to “whiten the race”, as it was said, José 
María Serra, member of  La Trinitaria, in his letter to Fernando 
Arturo de Meriño [sent] from Mayagüez on April 1st, 1884, told 
him that “I agree with you about migration: and as for the Chi-
nese, they should never be brought into the country: they are 
undesirable people: they bring about bad results wherever they 
set foot” (Serra, 1952). In fact, the Chinese were even casted 
aside with respect to other ethnic groups, as L. Julien stated in 
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his article “The Question of  Immigration of  Foreign Workers 
to Santo Domingo” (Official Gazette No. 477, 1883). 

The first Chinese who arrived in the Dominican Republic 
did so in the 60s in the 19th century. This information, provided 
for the first time on record, was recorded by historian J. Marino 
Incháustegui, in an article published in the Dominican newspa-
per La Opinión, where he established that “from 1861 to 1863 
a number of  Chinese were deported from Cuba, because they 
were considered undesirable by the Spaniards, and were disem-
barked in Samaná” (Incháustegui, 1937).

The first Chinese to arrive in the Dominican Republic as con-
victs came from Cuba. The fact is documented in the import-
ant work Los chinos de Puerto Rico, by José Lee-Borges, where he 
notes that “many of  these Chinese contract workers who arrived 
in Cuba became confined and from there went to the Dominican 
Republic during the War of  Restoration from 1863 to 1865 and 
then were taken to prison in Puerto Rico” (Lee-Borges, 2015).

Because of  its historical importance to know the origins of  
the first Chinese to arrive in the Dominican Republic, the fol-
lowing data from the work of  Lee-Borges (2015, p. 234) are rel-
evant: “What is a little known fact in the Dominican history 
is that in 1862, about 200 Chinese arrived confined from the 
prisons of  Cuba. Most of  them committed crimes of  homicide 
as early as 1858. On October 9th, 1861, during the beginnings of  
the annexation of  the Dominican Republic, a Royal Order was 
enacted to create a prison in the bay of  Samaná”.28 

Although Lee-Borges states that “in the records of Chinese pris-
oners in Puerto Rico, there is no further information about their 
stay in the Dominican Republic. It remains to be investigated how 
many of them died, how many managed to escape and how many 
were captured, among other details that would add to the history 
of the Chinese in the Caribbean” (Lee-Borges, 2015, p. 236).

28 For a broader view of  the Chinese in Cuba in those years we recommend 
Pérez de la Riva, 1975: 255 and on the Samaná prison see González Ta-
blas, 1974: 214-220, and De la Gándara, 1975: 466-467.
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Around the same time, Gregorio Riva, hailing from Moca 
and La Vega, who promoted several developments works in the 
Cibao region, after the Restoration War also imported a colo-
ny of  Chinese from Cuba, who would dedicate themselves to 
the manufacture of  bricks and lime (Franco Barrera 2009; and 
Hostos, 1979, pp. 271-273). One of  these Chinese, as historian 
J. Marino Incháustegui states, was the father of  two great Do-
minican educators born in San Francisco de Macorís: Mercedes 
and Antera Mota (Concepción, 1981, p. 26).

As of  the second half  of  the 19th century, the Chinese pres-
ence in the Cibao region can be evidenced through some no-
tarial deeds drafted around the time. For example, on August 
22nd, 1873, the notary Bernardo de Jesús González made an 
inventory of  a group of  goods left by the Chinese Luis Catori-
no and his deceased wife Manuela Rodríguez (AGN. PNBJG-
MM, 1855-1902). That same year another Chinese with a His-
panicized name appears, “José María de Lima, natural son of  
Baltazara de Lima and who had been born in China in 1833” 
(Espinal Hernández, 2015). Likewise, there are other legal doc-
uments with names of  different Chinese who lived in Uveral, 
near Licey al Medio (Espinal Hernández, unpublished). Other 
Chinese with Hispanicized names cited by Espinal are Hilario 
Caballero, Pascual Rodríguez and Cayetano Rodríguez Castil-
lo. According to Espinal Hernández (2005, p. 167): 

Chinese presence in Santiago was very small. In 1874 a Chinese 
man who pretended to be a doctor is brought up. In 1885 a certain 
Isidoro “El Chino” is mentioned, and in 1887 Francisco, a Chinese 
who built a kiln to burn lime on the “lado abajo” of  Fort Dios, an 
area that would certainly correspond to the southern part of  this 
hillock, occupied by an uncertain number of  Chinese in 1888. By 
1892, these Asians gave their name to a road: Callejón de los Chinos.29  

29 Román Franco Fondeur mentions important notes about the first Chine-
se in Santiago and the trades they dedicated themselves to in the column 
he wrote in the newspaper La Información (April 11th, 1987), based on the 
article that José Morel published in the same newspaper on October 29th, 
1937.



LIC. JOSÉ CHEZ CHECO AND DR. MUKIEN ADRIANA SANG BEN 

350  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

At the same time, in other provinces of  the Dominican Re-
public, Chinese were found with Spanish names. For example, 
on October 27th, 1877, according to a document from the His-
torical Archive of  the Archbishopric of  Santo Domingo, the 
presbyter Pedro F. de Mena y Portes, bishop of  the Cathedral, 
baptized the child Altagracia, born on September 6th of  that year 
and legitimate daughter of  Juan José Chino and Juana Manue-
la. Her godparents were José María Caro and Isabel. Likewise, 
according to the 1875 Census, 33 Asians lived in Puerto Plata, 
all with Spanish names and surnames (S.A. 2007) and in 1886 
the Chinese Elías Sanz, who owned a “large laundry train” on 
Calle Baja del Sol No. 24 was listed. 

Similarly, on February 10th, 1887, the Asian Carlos Bicochea 
appears in San Pedro de Macorís selling a wooden house of  his 
own (AGN. Protocol of  Silvestre Aybar, 1887). In 1889 in San 
Francisco de Macorís, according to a census ordered by General 
Francisco Leonte Vásquez, governor of  the Espaillat province, 
there were 5 Chinese (Paulino, 2008, 76). That same year in 
Higüey, according to a census signed on May 31st by the presi-
dent of  the City Council, F. Richiez Ducoudray, there was one 
Chinese (Paulino 2008, p. 129).

Concerning the businesses that existed in the lower part of  
the colonial city of  Santo Domingo, historian Luis Alemar 
states that: “until 1890 or later, there were, attached to the wall 
facing east along the Ozama River, between the forts of  San Di-
ego, Puerta de la Atarazana, and the fort of  El Ángulo, count-
less wooden shacks of  the most disgusting appearance, inhabit-
ed by Chinese, Curaçaoans and Cocolos, who were engaged in 
all kinds of  business” (Cassá, 2009). In that area originated the 
saying “Pancho el chino” or “apéame uno”.

In Santiago, around 1891, in the neighboring Canabacoa, 
dwelled José María Go, a Chinese nationalized Dominican, 
44 years old, son of  José Go and María Castillo, who married 
Justina Arias Bernabel, 18 years old, daughter of  Simeón Arias 
and Primitiva Bernabel, on October 30th of  that year (Espinal 
Hernández, unpublished work). 
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According to the census carried out on August 1st, 1893 by 
provision of  the honorable council in and for the aforemen-
tioned city, there were seven Chinese, all male (Paulino 2008, 
98). This is not surprising because a common phenomenon in 
Chinese migration at that time was that men immigrated alone 
and then brought their brothers, nephews and wives, or mar-
ried Dominicans.  It seems that some of  said seven Chinese had 
moved to other parts of  the country, as Harry Hoetink states in 
his classic work El Pueblo Dominicano: 1850-l900 that in 1898 in 
Santiago there were only two Chinese and that at first they ded-
icated themselves to profit from laundries, then from the restau-
rant business.

 About these two Chinese Arturo Bueno claims that when 
he was still a boy he met them in “El Callejón de la Plaza (...)” 
and that these two Chinese answered to the names of  Facun-
do and Hilario. Hilario, one-eyed, was the father of  Benero “el 
Chino” (the Chinaman), who for a long time had a shingle roof  
near Fort Dios, today Parque Imbert” (Bueno, 1961)30. Edwin 
Espinal Hernández affirms that Benero “el Chino” was the 
nickname of  Benedicto Job, son of  Hilario Job who is the same 
Hilario Caballero mentioned above and who appears referenced 
in 1897 (Espinal Hernández, unpublished work), who died in 
Santiago in 1912 and was also the father of  Ramón Antonio 
Job Santiago, Matilde Antonia Job Santiago and Inocenia Job 
Santiago.

Chinese during the first three decades of the 20th century. 
1901-1930 

Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic, to a greater 
extent, began in the first decades of  the 20th century with the 
arrival of  a few families most of  which came from the cities of  

30 In his work Santiago, quien te vió y quien te ve, this author has left impor-
tant insights into the idiosyncrasies of  the Chinese.
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Canton, Macao and Hong Kong, in southeastern China. Frank 
Moya Pons attributes this phenomenon to “the news of  the 
Dominican Republic being considered a less oppressive society 
than Cuba for Asian workers” (Rumbo, 1994, p. 4).

At the beginning of  the 20th century, in the Dominican Re-
public, it was preached -as stated in a 1905 Memoria de Fomento y 
Obras Públicas - that “our country, filled by Providence with nat-
ural wealth, needs a profusion of  people to turn it into market-
able wealth” and that “peoples grow through collective effort” 
(Archivo General de La Nación, Memoria de Fomento y Obras 
Públicas 1905, p. 27). 

One of  the main occupations of  the Chinese was the laundry 
business. Eduardo Matos Díaz describes the laundries (Matos 
Díaz, 1984: 134-135). In Santiago “on Calle 30 de Marzo, in 
1909, in front of  the obelisk, there was a laundry [owned by] Chi-
nese Fong”. (AHS, ED, October 12th, 1909, in Espinal Hernán-
dez, unpublished work). On the other hand, Espinal Hernández 
states that in that year Mateo López, “who had an inn in Calle-
jón Ex Convento”, died in Puerto Plata (AHS, ED, February 
7th, 1909, in Espinal Hernández, unpublished work). Apparently, 
he is the Chinese that Pedro R. Batista C. mentions in his work 
Santiago a principios de siglo when he says that in 1910 fewer than 
a dozen Chinese lived in that city. (Batista C., 1976, p. 156).

Similarly, Edwin Espinal states that in the same year Carlos 
el Chino (AHS, ED, November 7th, 1910, in Espinal Hernández, 
unpublished work) and Carlos Pons (also Fons, Font and Pon) 
“who acquired, together with Hop Hing Halit, the Aurora ho-
tel, formerly “El Nuevo Recreo” (AHS, ED, April 4th, 1910, in 
Espinal Hernández, unpublished work). 

In 1910 in Puerto Plata, the Lower Court, composed of  the 
magistrates Luis Durán de la Concha, judge, Rodolfo O. Limar-
do, public prosecutor, the secretary and the bailiff, delivered 
judgement against the merchant Cachón Lee, at the request of  
Brugal y Cía, creditor of  the former for the sum of  four hundred 
and forty-two pesos, forty-five cents in American gold for sup-
plied goods. 
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In 1911 the Chinese Antonio and Fonso Fon lived in Santia-
go (AHS. ED, July 18th, 1911, in Espinal Hernández, unpublished 
work). In 1912 Alfonso El Chino is listed, patented in April 1912 as 
the owner of a pulpería (a sort of grocery store) in Santiago. (AHS, 
BM 708, May 6th, 1912, in Espinal Hernández, unpublished work).

At the beginning of  the 20th century, in Santiago and Puer-
to Plata there were several Chinese-owned laundries. In 1914, 
three Chinese laundries operated in Puerto Plata, with special-
ties for families and steamers as they said, whose owners were 
Julio Lee, Juan Fong and José Lee. They were located on Calle 
San Felipe esquina Mella, Calle Maluis 42 and Calle Fuerte No. 
8 respectively (Perelló, 1914: 128). In Santiago there was the 
laundry of  the Chinese Chali (AHS, ED, December 30th, 1914, 
in Espinal Hernández, unpublished work) and others that were 
seemingly established around 1916. 

Bruce Calder argues that the migration phenomenon of  
the late 19th and early 20th centuries was not the same for all 
groups. He points out that: 

a sizeable group of  immigrants did not fit properly into any of  the 
social categories, although their countrywide presence was relative-
ly large. (...) they arrived in significant or smaller but noteworthy 
groups because of  their economic success, Sephardic Jews from 
Curaçao, Spaniards, Italians, Germans, English, North Ameri-
cans, Chinese, Arabs, Canary Islanders, Cubans, Puerto Ricans, 
and other inhabitants of  the West Indies.... Some, especially the 
Chinese and Arabs, despite their remarkable economic success as a 
group, remained somewhat separate from the rest of  society, either 
by choice or because they encountered resistance to assimilation 
(Calder, 1998, XXXVIII).

In 1908, according to a census in the Province of  Santo Do-
mingo, carried out on November 20th of  that year by the City 
Council, there were 32 Chinese in that city. There were no Asians 
in Baní, San Cristóbal, San Carlos, Villa Duarte, Monte Plata, 
Bayaguana, Villa Mella, Yamasá, La Victoria, Boyá, Guerra and 
Palenque (Census of  population and other statistical data of  the 
Province of  Santo Domingo, 1909). 
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On January 31st, 1911, the Secretary of  Foreign Affairs, Fed-
erico Velázquez, forwarded to the Secretary of  State for Agri-
culture and Immigration the communication that William W. 
Russell, Resident Minister of  North America, which stated as 
follows: “I have the honor to request your Excellency to obtain 
for me, from the Minister of  Agriculture and Immigration, the 
following reports: What, if  any, are the laws and regulations 
concerning the admission of  the Chinese, Hindustani, Siks, and 
other peoples of  similar nationality, into the Dominican Repub-
lic?” (AGN. Secretaría de Agricultura, 1911, Leg. 2).

Law No. 5074 of  May 7th, 1912, signed by the President of  
the Republic Eladio Victoria, whereby Art. 3 established that 
“prior permission is required to immigrate to the country by 
the natives of  European colonies in America, those from Asia, 
Africa and Oceania, as well as laborers of  any race other than 
Caucasian” was an important regulatory element of  the immi-
gration at the time (Official Gazette No. 2, 295, 1912). 

It seems that in the second decade of  the past century the 
entry of  Chinese into the country became increasingly intense. 
Documents of  the Secretary of  Agriculture and Immigration 
from 1913 to 1915 hold several requests of  entry to the country 
by Chinese who were in Kingston, Jamaica. 

The Chinese Ramón Job, Chalí-Ché, José Ché, Julio and 
Manuel Job dwelled in Santiago. (AHS, ED, March 11th, 1915, 
in Espinal Hernández, unpublished work). From the prior list 
Espinal claims that “Julio Job, son of  José and María Job, who 
died on April 9th, 1918 at the age of  22 (Leg. 22 Def., f.101-102, 
a.141). Manuel Job, son of  Manuel Job and María Ché, died 
at the age of  31 on July 2nd, 1918.” (L.22 Def., f.143, a.245, in 
Espinal Hernández, unpublished work).

The census carried out in Santiago in 1916 indicates that 21 
Chinese lived in that city. Originally their number must have 
been larger, because in June of  the same year, some 40 Chinese 
residents in Santiago arrived in Puerto Plata, as a result of  the 
political events arisen from the occupation of  the country by 
U.S. troops (AHS, ED, June 12th, 1916, in Espinal Hernández, 
unpublished work). 
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Between 1916 and 1919, during the first American Occu-
pation (1916-1924), 75 Chinese entered the country, according 
to an official report, many American officials, diplomats and 
staff  members of  the Customs Administration preferred to have 
them as servants and cooks, bringing them from other countries 
of  the region. At the same time, the already resident Chinese, 
taking advantage of  their links with these authorities, managed 
the authorization of  entry for their relatives living in other Ca-
ribbean islands (Última Hora, Friday, February 29th, 1980: 8). In 
El Seybo, according to the Census and Official and Commercial 
Directory of  that city, there were 2 Chinese in 1917.  

On September 26th, 1918, the Chinese Lee Wot, Lee Sang and 
Lee Hong arrived in Puerto Plata from New York. The former, 
brother, and the other two, cousins of  Julio Lee, a merchant 
who had arrived in that city in 1903 and wished to transfer the 
business to his relatives and return to Canton.

In the urban area of  Santo Domingo, around the middle of  
1919, there were 64 Chinese according to the report that the 
director of  the Census and Cadastre of  the Common (a sort of  
land demarcation at the time) of  Santo Domingo, José Ramón 
López, presented to the City Council of  the aforementioned 
Common on May 15th of  that year.  In the same year, there was 
1 Chinese in Montecristi according to a census conducted in 
that city (Moya Pons, 2008, p. 371). 

According to a census carried out in 1920, there were about 
255 Chinese in the country, distributed by province as follows: 
103 in Santo Domingo, 39 in San Pedro de Macorís, 30 in El 
Seybo, 1 in Azua, 3 in Barahona, 3 in Samaná, 7 in Pacificador, 
12 in La Vega, 10 in Espaillat, 36 in Santiago, 10 in Puerto Plata 
and 1 in Montecristi (Rodríguez Demorizi, 1975). As a curious 
fact, it should be noted that, according to this census, all the 
Chinese were male, which should not be surprising because this 
was the custom from the beginning, that is, that men immigrat-
ed alone, even if  they were married in their city of  origin. Years 
later this situation changed (Primer Censo Nacional de República 
Dominicana, 1920, 1975, p. 146).  
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A large group of  these Chinese arrived in the first four years 
of  the U.S. Military Occupation, as evidenced in a “Report on 
the Progress of  the conditions in Santo Domingo since the proc-
lamation of  the Occupation” dated October 6th, 1920 (AGN. 
Occupation Papers, packet 101) which states that from 1916 to 
1920, 146 Chinese entered the country, distributed as follows:

Periods Number of 
Chinese

from November 29th, 1916 to June 30th, 1917 23

from July 1st, 1917 to June 30th, 1918 21

from July 1st, 1918 to June 30th, 1919 10

from July 1st, 1919 to June 30th, 1920 60

from July 1st, 1920 to September 30th, 1920 32

Total 146 Chinese

During this period, it is likely that the Chinese national León 
Ye Chion, who was granted a passport in Santiago de Cuba on 
June 29th, arrived in the country from said city. 

The Immigration report of  the first quarter in 1921 indicated 
that 14 Chinese had been authorized entry to the country. To do 
so, according to the Immigration Law, they had to request the 
corresponding permit which consisted of  a form. One of  such 
Chinese was a nephew of  Antonio Cheaz who arrived as his 
employee. Something similar was requested on July 9th of  that 
year by Antonio Jo for his brother Luis Jo, 25 years old, and 
other Chinese did the same with respect to the possible entry of  
their relatives. 

In 1924, the first Chinese settled in Bonao with the “arriv-
al of  Francisco Sang, Alejandro Sang and “Jo-ai Pao”, better 
known in the town as “Luis Sang”, a Cantonese merchant who 
settled there to eventually stay” (Guzmán Abreu, 2017, p. 4). 

In relation to trade, in the period of  Horacio Vásquez’s gov-
ernment (1924-1930), the country imported from China in 1925 
the sum of  3,520 USD and in 1926 the amount of  4,613 USD. 
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(Peynado: 60). The same year there were cafes and restaurants 
owned by Chinese in different inland cities (Peynado, p. 60).  

The most popular Chinese in San Pedro de Macorís, accord-
ing to De Windt Lavandier, was Fonso Ng Chong Fong, own-
er, at first, of  a small grocery store and, later, of  a cabaret in 
“La Arena”, a sector of  the city where these types of  businesses 
were located. Ng Chong Fong had arrived in the country by 
airplane on August 10th, 1926, coming from Canada, along with 
his nephew Tony Ng Chong Fong, born in China in 1915, when 
he was a child. According to De Windt Lavandier, the Chinese 
Ng Chong Fong always failed in his business because he gave 
everything away (De Windt 2001)31. 

In 1926, José Chong, a native of  Canton, arrived in the coun-
try and dedicated himself  to the laundry business, an activity 
whereby over the years, according to his clients, he became an 
artist in ironing. That laundry, located at Calle Santomé 78 in 
Santo Domingo, still existed in the 60’s of  the past century. His 
children, born in the country, helped him in the business (Guer-
rero, 1961).  

By 1928 two Chinese had entered the country. On May 6th, 
37-year-old Damaso Wu arrived; on August 14th, 38-year-old Án-
gel Wong arrived. The former, became single (widowed) around 
1940, and the latter was married and dwelled at Calle Espaillat 
27, in Ciudad Trujillo. 

On May 9th, 1929, in the sales act of  the liquor factory 
Martínez Rodríguez & Co. that, among other products, manu-
factured the rums “Olivar”, “Papasito”, “Las Palmas” and “Bo-
coy”, Juan N.G. (Chino) was listed as a creditor of  the factory. 
(AGN. Notarial Protocol of  Emilio Ravelo, 1929).  

Until 1929, when De Windt Lavandier left Macorís to study, 
he knew no more than 10 Chinese. Among them he mentions 
Juan Sang, who had a son named Tomás, who opened the 
Princesa Supermarket; the founder of  the Apolo Hotel, Ramón 
Wong Ho; Sang Sang, owner of  a restaurant located in front of  

31 On the gatherings at Macorís del Mar, see García Arévalo, 1996: 8-A.
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Duarte Park, and Francisco Chong Ng, considered an “intel-
lectual” as he was a very cultured Chinese and also the own-
er, around 1924, of  restaurant “La Marina”, located near the 
dock. This Chinese man, according to De Windt, had very “lib-
eral” ideas and during the Trujillo dictatorship he disappeared, 
and nobody heard of  him again. Others had vegetables, one of  
which was in a place called Ortiz, on the road to the Consuelo 
sugar mill, and another one was on the old road to Punta Garza 
(De Windt, 2001). 

On November 3rd, 1927, after complying with all legal dis-
positions, the Chinese Mario Joa, of  legal age, single, a mer-
chant with ten years of  uninterrupted residence in Puerto Plata, 
was granted a letter of  naturalization with the duties and rights 
inherent to Dominicans by the constitutional president of  the 
Republic, Horacio Vásquez (Colección de Leyes, Decretos y Resolu-
ciones, 1927). In a letter dated the 22nd of  the same month and 
year, Luis Ginebra, Secretary of  State of  the Interior, Police, 
War and Navy wrote “be warned that it is your duty to take the 
oath of  loyalty to the Republic required by the law of  the matter 
before the Citizen Provincial Government, upon delivery of  the 
Letter of  Naturalization”. Mario Joa thus became the first Chi-
nese to be granted Dominican citizenship.

The Trujillo Dictatorship. 1930-1961

The government of  Rafael L. Trujillo began on August 16th, 
1930. During the long period of  his dictatorship, until 1961, 
the Chinese colony grew in number, changed its physiogno-
my, and its integration and contributions to society in different 
fields were increasing, in part due to the behavior of  the Do-
minican government, which was closely aligned with China’s 
foreign policy. In that period, part of  the Trujillo regime’s pol-
icies was the promotion of  immigration and the fight against 
“communism”. 

One of  the reasons why the Dominican Government was 
interested in establishing relations was the possibility of  begin-
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ning to export some products, such as tobacco, since in China 
the consumption of  this aromatic leaf  surpassed production, in 
addition to sugar and cocoa. Months earlier, Enríquez Jiménez, 
the country’s Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentia-
ry in Havana, had taken steps in this direction (Listín Diario, 
July 10th and 19th, 1931).  

In 1935, the number of  businesses patented and classified by 
nationality of  their owners and stock value, indicates the hierar-
chical weight of  immigrants in the economy.  (Moscoso Puello, 
2018, p. 76).

By 1936, according to the Message presented to the National 
Congress by President Rafael L. Trujillo on February 27th, 1937, 
there were 2,184 foreign firms in the country, whereby 108 were 
Chinese and had declared 93,600.00 DOP (Trujillo, 1937, p. 73-
74). This indicates that the Chinese had 5% of  the businesses 
owned by foreigners. In 1936 the country imported from China 
the value of  6,419 DOP and in 1937 it imported 21,110 DOP 
(Directorio de las Actividades..., 1944: 82). In 1937 in the District 
of  Santo Domingo there were multiple commercial establish-
ments whose owners were Chinese (Anuario, 1937). 

In the 1940s, in Santo Domingo and in the most important 
cities of  the country, there were several Chinese restaurants (Del 
Castillo, 2008, 2010 and 2014).

In March 1952, Ben & Co.’s Quincallería “La China” was 
listed, located at Calle General Cabrera 11 in Santiago. In that 
year, according to the Directorio APA 1952, in Trujillo City, the 
Chinese Casino was already listed, located on Calle José Trujil-
lo Valdez. In addition, a new category of  establishments called 
“Dormitorios” (Lodging Houses) appeared, property of  the 
following companies owned by Chinese nationals: Asiático y 
Paulino, Manolo Ben, Chong Chea & Hermanos, Fabio Lee, 
Domingo Ben, Manolo Ben, Chez & Co., Joaquín Chez & Co. 
and Enrique Chez Hnos. among others.

On the occasion of  the Peace and Fraternity Fair of  the Free 
World, a lavish event organized by the Trujillo Dictatorship to 
commemorate its 25th anniversary in 1955, several Chinese 
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restaurants were opened in the city. One of  them was El Pana-
mericano on Calle El Conde, owned by Ramón Sang. (Paulino, 
1997, p. 10).

According to Ricardo Hernández, in the mid-1950s, “two 
Chinese nationals named Miguel and Víctor Joa arrived in Co-
tuí and immediately set up a bar-restaurant on Calle María Trin-
idad Sánchez (Rincón, 2004).

In Moca there was the Café Asia, a famous restaurant 
owned by the Chinese citizen Santiago Sang.  Likewise, in Mao, 
Valverde province, according to historian Rafael Darío Herrera 
Rodríguez, “in the 1950s, with the economic boom of  the rice 
plantations, some Chinese established a restaurant to sell food 
and drinks on Calle 27 de Febrero in the vicinity of  the Musié 
Bogaert canal; the people of  Mao called them the Chinese of  
Canton. A second group of  Chinese established a restaurant in 
front of  Amado Franco Bidó Park, but apparently the business 
did not flourish” (Herrera Rodríguez, 2008).

 By 1956, the Chinese were already owners of  the best restau-
rants in the capital (Guerrero del Rosario, 1956) and in 1960, 
according to the Directorio Comercial e Industrial de la República 
Dominicana, there were countless commercial establishments or 
“firms” as they were called, owned by Chinese, distributed in 
the different inland cities. 

In the social aspect, at the beginning of  May 1930, the Chi-
nese José Chong, who was very well liked, was murdered in 
La Vega, and in the middle of  May 1931, the Chinese Joaquín 
Chang, who had a grocery store in Villa Duarte, on Calle Mr. 
Male esquina Real, was murdered (Diario del Comercio, May 20th, 
1931). According to El Diario del Comercio, on July 29th, 1931, 
Dr. Ping Ling, Chinese ambassador in Havana, together with 
Mr. Ramón Lovatón, attorney general of  the Republic, visited 
the site where the crime took place. The newspaper expressed 
the fear that this could bring international conflicts and certain 
prejudice to the country.

Other reasons for Ling’s visit to the country were known 
days after his departure, since it was his interest to sign a Treaty 
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of  Friendship and Commerce between the Dominican Republic 
and the Republic of  China, whereby he left a project that con-
templated clauses related to the modification of  the Immigra-
tion Law regarding the requirements that the Chinese should 
comply to enter the country. 

In 1930, according to a census conducted by the General Di-
rectorate of  Immigration, there were 410 Chinese in the coun-
try, distributed as follows: Santo Domingo and its commons 
150; Santiago and its commons [sic!; information missing]; San 
Pedro de Macorís and its commons 104; La Vega and its com-
mons 19; Puerto Plata and its commons 21; San Francisco de 
Macorís and its commons [sic!; information missing]; Azua and 
its commons 3; Barahona and its commons 18; El Seybo and its 
commons 26 and Espaillat and its commons 19. There were no 
Chinese in Montecristi and its commons nor in Samaná and its 
commons (Listín Diario, August 7th, 1930). 

According to information from Dr. Reynolds Pérez Estefan 
“Asen Lilong dwelled in La Vega, (...) he later became associated 
with Jhon Sang, founder of  the Wing Sang Long restaurant in 
front of  Duarte Park. He arrived in La Vega in 1930 and for a time 
worked ironing clothes in his own house” (Pérez Estefan, 2020). 

In 1932, Ventura Ben, a Chinese merchant and Dominican 
citizen, resided at Calle 30 de Marzo 15 in Santo Domingo. He 
arrived in the country on July 15th, 1913 through the port of  
Sánchez when he was 25 years old and single, and later moved 
to Santiago. Ben, maternal grandfather of  the Sang-Ben family, 
opened years later the Cafe-Restaurant Antillas of  very reputa-
ble fame.

According to the 1935 National Census, there were 312 Chi-
nese in the country, whereby 311 were males and 1 female dwell-
ing in San Pedro de Macorís. These Chinese were distributed as 
follows: in the District of  Santo Domingo, 132; Trujillo Prov-
ince, 7; Barahona Province32, 5; San Pedro de Macorís Prov-
ince, 68; Seybo Province, 15; Santiago Province, 43; La Vega 

32 On the census of  that year in Barahona, see Robert, 1953: 253-254.
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Province, 16; Espaillat Province, 18; and Puerto Plata Province, 
8. There were no Chinese living in the Provinces of  Azua, Sa-
maná, Duarte and Monte Cristi (Servicio Nacional de Estadísticas, 
1935, pp. 89-93).

In 1936, journalist Juan A. Vicioso V. wrote a report titled 
“Diferentes aspectos de la vida en la colonia china” whereby he 
highly praised the Chinese (Listín Diario, November 30th, 1936). 
A year later, in 1937, J. Marino Inchaustegui also highly praised 
the Chinese in a report entitled “Influencia china en la Repúbli-
ca Dominicana” (La Opinión, October 18th, 1937, pp. 1-4). 

Years later, Ramón Alberto Ferreras, in his work San Pan-
cho de los Macorijes, reported that Alberto Joa was a Chinese by 
birth, a native of  San Francisco de Macorís by adoption, who 
had lived in the Republic for 40 years, 35 of  them in San Fran-
cisco de Macorís (Ferreras, 1980).

In 1940, the cook San Cheas, who had arrived on April 26th, 
1913 from Canton when he was only 16 years old, applied for a 
residence permit. At that time Cheas was dwelling in the Monte 
Llano sugar mill in Puerto Plata.

Something relevant for the Chinese colony was the construc-
tion of  a pantheon in the new cemetery where the remains of  
all the members that were in the old cemetery were transferred 
on February 11th, 1945. The initiative came from the Kun Chon 
Wei Club of  Santo Domingo, as reported in La Nación on Feb-
ruary 12th, 1945.

In 1950, some 200 refugees from Shanghai were allowed 
entry (Turits, 2017: 395). On April 14th, 1954, Rafael Martor-
rel, published the newspaper El Caribe the laudatory full-page 
report, “Colonia china progresa durante Era de Trujillo.” (El 
Caribe, April 14th, 1954).

In the 1950s, there was a Chinese community in a sector of  
Santo Domingo, whom according to Jesús de la Rosa in an arti-
cle “Los chinos del Barrio”, were somewhat antisocial, as they 
did not mix with the nationals (De la Rosa, 2008). In addition, 
several Chinese stood out for their commercial and social activ-
ities inland. Such is the case of  San Francisco de Macorís where 
an important Chinese community was found (Brea, 2008).  
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Meng Chez who had arrived in the country in 1913, after 
opening several food businesses, in the 40’s of  the 20th centu-
ry, set up the Restaurant Chiang Kai-Chek on Calle Arzobis-
po Nouel esquina Estrelleta, which was later called Restaurant 
Meng in the 50’s. At that time it belonged to the company name 
Chez & Co. C. por A. and its telephone number was 5120. This 
information was published by Páginas Banilejas in August 1955. 

One of  the famous characters linked to Meng’s restaurant 
was “Liquito”. In a report in El Caribe dated January 10th, 1978, 
titled ¡Sin Liquito no hay Men el chino! the restaurant of  the fifties 
is remembered.     

Naya Despradel, a keen journalist and researcher, while 
working at OGM Central de Datos during the months of  May and 
June 2010 produced a series of  three valuable illustrated pages 
highlighting Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic. She 
wrote the following about Meng on May 15th: 

Meng Chez was born on June 19th, 1894, and arrived in the country 
circa 1920. Meng... was responsible, together with his family, for 
the growth of  the national commerce in the area of  Chinese food. 
His business place, known as “Men El Chino” restaurant in front 
of  Parque Independencia, was the best known and most visited 
of  his time, especially for the delicacies prepared by Felipe Chez, 
his brother, who was the cook. The main creation of  Felipe, father 
of  José Chez Checo, has transcended Dominican history and has 
become a true icon of  local gastronomy. We are referring to the 
famous chicken chicharrones (fried rinds), which have broken the 
barriers of  time, adapting to the modern custom of  “fast food” (De-
spradel, 2010). 

While some authors, such as Pedro René Contín Aybar, attri-
bute it to Meng Chez (Contín Aybar, Listín Diario, 1972), others 
have even affirmed that the inventor was Mario Chez, another 
Chinese who also had a restaurant at that time.

According to the form of  the Immigration Bureau, belonging 
to the Ministry of  State of  the Interior and Police, dated March 
17th, 1941, Felipe Chez had entered the country on January 3rd, 
1920 through the port of  Ciudad Trujillo, coming from Canton, 
China. At the time of  the declaration, he was 38 years old and 
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claimed to be married. In the Registry of  Foreigners, he was the 
bearer of  card No. 289 and identification card No. 2751 dated 
March 16th, 1941 and dwelled at Calle Arzobispo Nouel 108. 

After his arrival, he lived in Santiago, where he worked as a 
cook at the Antillas restaurant. In that city he met his wife to be, 
Ana Altagracia Checo, with whom he moved to the capital and 
had 6 children: Lázara Antonia and Felipa Antonia, twins born 
in 1945; Ana María, born in 1947; José Felipe, born in 1949; Jo-
sefa Demetria, born in 1951, and Jesús Francisco, born in 1955.

It is possible that he worked in several establishments, but 
where he worked the longest was in his brother Meng Chez’s 
restaurant as a master chef. After the death of  his wife on De-
cember 5th, 1970, Felipe immigrated to New York, where he 
dwelled with one of  his daughters. He died there on July 22th, 
1981 due to heart problems. He was transferred to Santo Do-
mingo where he rests in the Chez-Checo family pantheon in the 
National Cemetery on Avenida Máximo Gómez.

In 2010, thanks to an invitation from the Government of  the 
People’s Republic of  China and the efforts of  Rosa Ng, pres-
ident of  the Flower for All Foundation and creator of  Santo 
Domingo’s Chinatown, José Chez Checo, accompanied by 
his wife Esther Abreu de Chez, led a delegation that visited, 
among other places, the city of  Emping, Guangdong, where Fe-
lipe Chez’s father’s native village is located. There he visited the 
Chez Palace where a brother he did not know, who was 78 years 
old at the time, lives with his wife, sons, daughters-in-law and 
grandchildren. 

The delegation was composed of  Marino Joa, from the 
Dominican Chinese Business Union; Gingas Joa Fung, from 
the Sam-Yick-Ton Family Association; Fai Cheung, from the 
Chinese Youth Association; Gaypam Sang, from the Chinese 
Chamber of  Commerce of  the Dominican Republic and son of  
Roberto Sang and Shum Shui Ling Fung; Wu-bin Miguel Feng, 
from the Chinese Colony Center; Dario Sang, from the Chinese 
Lodge of  the Dominican Republic, and Giongey Sang. 

Although Felipe never tried to introduce his children to Chi-
nese culture, partly due to his work schedule and the language, 
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since he did not speak Spanish well and his descendants never 
learned Chinese because, as he said, “it was a waste of  time”, 
he enjoyed the Chinese Independence Day celebrations held on 
October 10th at the Casino de China, where he was accompa-
nied by his children.

Another famous Chinese at the time was Mario Chez. On 
May 15th, 2010, Naya Despradel describes him as follows: 

Don Mario Chez arrived in the country in 1936, when his father, 
Hoy Chez (Meng’s brother), sent for him. Together with his father 
and his uncle Meng, they set up a restaurant, also in front of  Parque 
Independencia. Mario was only 12 years old at the time, so he 
worked as his father’s assistant (...). In 1953, Mario opened his own 
restaurant, with his own name (...). Mario became the most visited 
restaurant, not only of  Chinese food, but of  all the restaurants that 
coexisted with his. Don Mario married María Woo, also a Chinese 
national, and from this union Mario Arturo, Lucía, Nieves, Rosalía 
and Mariíta were born (Despradel, 2010). 

The modern Mario Restaurant had air conditioning, a condi-
tion that many said would lead to its failure, which did not hap-
pen. An article about its inauguration was published on May 
10th, 1953, in the newspaper La Nación. On other occasions, re-
ports were also published in the newspaper about this restau-
rant. In 1980, Ramonita Castillo, a journalist of  Listín Diario, 
now deceased, told the story of  the Mario in an extensive report 
(Castillo 1980). In 2003, the notable journalist Mario Álvarez 
Dugan, who wrote his usual column titled “Coctelera”, also 
made some interesting comments (Álvarez Dugan, 2003).

Another prominent Chinese in the 1950s was Juan Chea, 
who had a restaurant in the Hotel Comercial, located on Cal-
le El Conde, where gatherings were held (Del Castillo 2010). 
Manuel Mora Serrano, in the 1980s, recalled that atmosphere 
in his article “La Orfandad de los “hijos” de Juan Chea” (Mora 
Serrano, Listín Diario, 1972).

Among the Chinese of  the time was Manuel el Chino, who is 
remembered by Naya Despradel, regarding family experiences, 
in the illustrated page published in El Caribe on May 15th, 2010.
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One of  the most prominent figures of  the Chinese colony 
was Ángel Cheaz Wong, the first Chinese engineer-architect 
graduated in the country, who was also very active in the Chi-
nese colony.  In an interview in 2001, he provided a series of  
important data to know the situation of  the Chinese colony at 
that time. During an interview with him, among the things he 
said, the following stand out: 

He was born on May 1st, 1927, as he was told, because in conti-
nental China there was no civil registry. He arrived in the country 
when he was 9 years old in San Pedro de Macorís where a sec-
ond uncle, Ramón Wong Cheaz, owner of  the Apolo restaurant. 
His father had a laundry on Calle Arzobispo Meriño 6 (towards 
Las Mercedes) in front of  the Menéndez hat factory. His second or 
third cousin Luis Cheaz took him in. He took care of  the laundry 
left by his father. Also, by the father of  filmmaker Claudio Chea.  
His father returned to China before the San Zeno cyclone. He had 
the idea of  returning. He had left his children in China. When he 
returned he was widowed and married Ángel’s mother.  He never 
returned to the Dominican Republic. He had 2 brothers from father 
and father [sic!]. One was named Ho Cheaz. He also brought him. 
He was, for several periods, the president of  the Chinese colony. 
He brought his mother. Juan Cheaz, his uncle, owned Ja Marina 
restaurant purchased from Francisco Chong. The only professional 
Chinese. Graduated as an engineer-architect in 1956. He entered 
in 1947 and worked as an accountant (bookkeeper). His CODIA 
registration number is 005 (Cheaz, 2001).

He made blueprints for 40 or 50 pesos. He worked for some 
builders. He worked at the Peace Fair with a lot of  “pressure”.  
He says that Trujillo used to say: “With victory or in La Vic-
toria”. The Fair was inaugurated on December 5th, 1955. He 
designed and built the stand of  the Chinese colony.   

In the early 1950s, Ángel Cheaz Wong was secretary in Spanish 
of the Kuomintang (Chinese Nationalist Party) with Meng Chez 
as president, located on Avenida Mella casi esquina Calle Tomás 
de la Concha, next to the Adventist Church, and Arturo Ng was 
secretary in Chinese. The Chinese Nationalist Party lasted until af-
ter Trujillo’s death and was no longer active by the April 1965 War.
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Ángel Cheaz Wong, was president of  the Casino for two 
consecutive periods, that is to say 4 years. Samuel Chan was 
one of  the few presidents of  the Casino. He also worked at the 
Chinese Legation, where Ramon Joa, Jaime’s brother, was also 
president. Benito González, in a building of  the Cividanes, built 
by Leonte Bernard Vásquez, professor of  Ángel Cheaz. Under-
neath was the shoe store La Parisién. In the casino, during the 
afternoon and evening, the Independence Day celebration was 
held on October 10th. In addition, the domino game Matchup, 
which has 144 pieces, was practiced there.

Venchín Chez arrived in 1948 and later became a famous 
wicker and rattan furniture businessman. In an interview in 
2001, he recalled things about his family and the Chinese colo-
ny, especially the Chinese commercial establishments that exist-
ed in the capital city and in the main towns inland. According 
to what he said, he was born in Canton, in the small town of  
Heipeng, in 1928 or 1929 approximately. Hoy brought him back 
to China in 1941, as he was starving. It was the time of  Japan’s 
invasion of  China. His father Joaquín Chez had a grocery store 
located on Calle Palo Hincado 5 esquina Arzobispo Portes (in 
front of  Puerta de la Misericordia). He died in 1945, at the age 
of  45. His mother, Violeta Fong, came for a month, but did not 
like it. In 1965 she left for California. She never came back to 
the Dominican Republic. His brother, Joaquín Chez, went to 
San Francisco, California.

The expression “chino molongo” originated in the Matade-
ro (slaughterhouse) that was close to the current Rubén Darío 
Park. At that time a pound of  tripe cost 3 and 5 cheles (cents). 
At that time, society discriminated against the Asian immigrant 
by calling him “ugly Chinese”. Similar situations happened in 
other places, such as Mexico, where they shouted, among other 
things, “chino, come ratón” (Mouse-eating Chinese). 

Another prominent Chinese at that time was Samuel Chan, 
father of  the Chan Aquino family to which Ángel belonged, a 
reknown Dominican cardiologist, now deceased. In an inter-
view with him on May 4th, 2001, at his office in Corazones Uni-



LIC. JOSÉ CHEZ CHECO AND DR. MUKIEN ADRIANA SANG BEN 

368  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

dos, he stated that he was born on May 24th, 1923 and would 
be 78 years old.  His father, Samuel Chan, was born on October 
22nd, 1893 in Canton, and arrived in the country around 1912, 
when Prota came. Samuel Chan’s father’s name was Ten Juan 
Chan and his mother was Men Sing Hung (Chan, 2001). 

Samuel married Elisa Aquino Linares, born November 9th, 
1902 in Barahona, whom he met at the CAEI sugar mill, for-
merly Italia. He set up a business in front of  the park, where the 
Dominican Medical Association used to be. The de facto “Con-
sul” facilitated Meng’s arrival. Samuel died in June 1965, in the 
middle of  the civil war, of  a pulmonary edema. He worked in 
the Kuomintang, Chan-Kai-Shek’s party.

He had good relations with his father, because when he fin-
ished studying he went to the business. There were three boys 
and three girls, whereby the eldest died. The greatest contribu-
tion he received from his father was to be kind to his cousins and 
not to be attached to money.  As a child he noticed that society 
discriminated against the Chinese. Another Chinese was Do-
mingo Sang, father of  Gionguey Sang. 

Regarding the Joa Family, Naya Despradel, in her June 5th, 
2010 writing on the Chinese colony reported valuable infor-
mation on Alberto Joa, uncle of  José Emilio Joa, Ramón Joa 
Wong and his brother Jaime Joa. Ramón Joa was the father of  
Siulin Clara Joa, who was Undersecretary of  Education. Other 
Joa listed are Victor and Sejin, cousins of  Ramón; Alberto Joa; 
Emilio Joa, husband of  Quina; Meng Kong and Miguel, son of  
Sejin; José Manuel Joa Castillo from Santiago, who has more 
than 60 years of  artistic career; Juan Luis -El chino Joa- known 
by all as Manolo and who began his sports career in 1963 with 
the baseball team Leones del Escogido and was the best ama-
teur player of  his time. Another outstanding Chinese was Vini-
cio Joa, in the pastry area, who was called “the pudding artist” 
(Guerrero Pichardo, 1961).

Francisco Ng Chong was the father of  Rosa Ng Báez who 
reported the following information about his father:
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Wu Fuxu was born in Enping, China in 1909. China was living a 
time of  great poverty and famine. People were migrating in search 
of  survival. Fuxu, embarked in 1927, in the port of  Kaiping, sailing 
first on the Pearl River of  Guangdong or Canton province. Then 
they traveled in cargo ships that landed in the American continent 
through Panama or Canada and then the West Indies. They would 
land in other ports, such as Burma, before reaching the New World 
(Ng Báez, 2020). 

He goes on to say:

Father Wu Zhenhong was the first of  the Wu family to set foot 
on Dominican soil in 1923, during the first American occupa-
tion, but soon returned to China. Fuxu arrived in 1928. He was 
18 years old. Like many Chinese nationals, he registered with a 
Spanish name: Francisco Ng. Like his father, he spent his early 
years as a market gardener, cultivating the land, an activity he 
also carried out in China. Later he was employed in bars and caf-
eterias of  countrymen. Later he worked as a cook at the Antillas 
Restaurant in Santiago. At the end of  the 1940s, he opened his 
own hotel-restaurant. By that time he had married Dominican 
Generosa María Báez, born in San José de las Matas. From this 
union six children were born between 1950 and 1973. Francisco 
carried with him the nickname of  “Acueducto” or Suilong, for his 
generosity in providing water to all who asked for it in his business 
(Ng Báez, 2020).

Rosa Ng also stated that Alejandro Ben and Vencian Ben’s 
father were also cooks at the Antillas restaurant.

Alfonso Yee, Chinese born in Canton in 1887, married Do-
minican Ana Felipa Mercado, born in Santiago on May 18th, 
1915. They are the parents of  lawyer Ana Estela Yee Mercado de 
Kury and Socorro Altagracia Yee Mercado. Mr. Yee, who died 
in Santiago on May 9th, 1956, was the owner of  a laundry.

Another family of  the time was the Wong family whereby 
Esther Wong Alcántara, a clinical psychologist with a master’s 
degree in family and couples therapy, belongs. According to a 
November 2020 communication, her father was born in Canton 
in the village of  Joi Peng in 1921, his Chinese name was Wing 
Yi Wong, and he owned the Saratoga Hotel Restaurant where 
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the whole family worked. His Dominican mother, Joaquina Al-
cántara, was a housewife and was born in Hato Mayor in 1924.

According to Venchín Chez, the Chinese citizen Sio Chea 
had a famous laundry at Calle Santomé 68 in the capital city. 
Sio married Agustina Ariza, thus becoming the parents of  the 
Chea-Ariza brothers. Sio Chea was born in Emping, Canton, 
and arrived in the country in 1930 (Chez, 2001). 

The Chea-Ariza family had 5 children: Llibén Chea, born 
on July 21st, 1945; Eva Corina, born on December 29th, 1947; 
Ramón Yicuy, born on August 31st, 1949; Claudio Yituey, born 
on May 16th, 1950 and currently a prominent filmmaker, and 
Eddy Yiba, born on September 8th, 1952 (Chea, 2020).   

In Santiago, Miguel Sang, married to Ana Ben, stood out in 
industry and commerce, parents of  the Sang Ben brothers who 
received from them a careful family education and have excelled 
in different disciplines and fields of  knowledge. The story of  
their father is narrated by Mu-Kien Sang Ben in her work De 
dónde vengo. Ensayo de una autobiografía existencial (2007: 181), 
and in an extensive report by Ángela Peña (Última Hora, July 
24th, 1985, pp. 16-17). 

Other prominent Chinese in the interior of  the country were 
the Sang family of  La Vega, very well described by Naya De-
spradel in her pages on Chinese migration to the country. In 
the one titled “Royal Palace y la Familia Sang”, published in 
El Caribe on May 22nd, 2010, she speaks of  that famous hotel, 
built by Sebastián Font Cabot and inaugurated on September 
9th, 1925, with the name of  Gioconda, and of  several Sang, 
among them Jonn Sang, born in China, in 1896 and who with 
his wife Suiyin Fung conceived Santuán and Sangy, born in that 
country. In 1917 he arrived in the country and concentrated in 
the Win Sang Long, founded by him, also in front of  Duarte 
Park. For the latter he hired Huan Han, the first Chinese pastry 
chef  to arrive in the country, who was the creator of  the famous 
cream pie, which was also sold at the Royal and was adopted by 
all Chinese restaurants in the country. 

Other Sang are Santuán who arrived in the country in the 
mid 30’s, settled in La Vega and together with his father John 
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Sang contributed with Chinese immigrants with fixed residence, 
to the development and civility of  that region of  Cibao. Santuán 
married Paulina Fung in China, who is considered the tallest 
Chinese woman in existence, with a height of  six feet, and they 
procreated Diana, Rosario, Moises, Mauricio and Miguelina. 
Roberto Sang was actually Roberto Fuhg, but was known as 
Sang. A relative of  Santuán and his wife Paulina; Gladys Sang 
de Vargas or “Gladys La China”, born, raised and residing in 
Bonao, is a recognized professional in her hometown. Daughter 
of  Luis and Ana Sang, cousins of  Santuán.

Other Chinese who settled in La Vega at that time are: Lin 
Long Leo, father of  Lian Mue Leo, who brought a son named 
Kui Ba Leo and a nephew whose name is not known. Other 
children of  Long Leo are: Kong King, Kuo LLy, Juana, Telma, 
Fatima and Fernando Leo, according to data provided by Lian 
Mue Leo to Rosa Ng, on January 21st, 2010.

In La Vega there was also a Chinese man named Ramón 
Geo who had two children: one named after him, Ramoncito 
Geo and the other Miledys Geo. The father and son are both 
deceased.

Dr. Reynolds Pérez Estefan, a native and resident of  La 
Vega, reported on October 21st, 2008 about Chinese nationals 
José Quiño, Geo, and Aseng Lee Long (Zen Ng Long) who 
were dwelling in La Vega.  

The Chinese Mensang Ng, as reported by Rafael Turhanbey 
Ng Vargas to Rosa Ng on December 19th, 2020, emigrated at 
the age of  18 from a village in the province of  Guangdong. He 
arrived in the Dominican Republic in 1929 through the port of  
San Pedro de Macorís, and moved to San Francisco de Macorís 
where his cousin Chichi Ng resided. He owned the Antillana 
Hotel in front of  the Esperanza Club where he met and married 
Emma Vargas de la Cruz. 

Another Chinese with the surname Sang was Alfonso, born 
on July 10th, 1915 and married to Antonia Chong, born on Oc-
tober 12th, 1926. Both were born in Xia Hong, Canton, Chi-
na and owned restaurants in Bonao, San Juan de la Maguana, 
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Azua, Santo Domingo and upon emigrating to New York they 
opened a restaurant in the 70’s, and then in Santurce, Manatí 
and Arecibo, Puerto Rico, upon emigrating again in 1980. Al-
fonso Sang arrived in the country on November 23rd, 1931, at 
the age of  16. He had been sent for by his father so that, together 
with his brother Luis Sang, they would learn and take care of  
the businesses they had established in La Vega and Bonao, ac-
cording to writing provided by Whiyle Sang on June 30th, 2019.

About the Chinese families of  Bonao, there are three very 
illustrative and documented articles that Carlos José de Jesús 
Guzmán Abreu wrote for the section of  the Dominican Institute 
of  Genealogy that were published in the Saturday supplement 
Areíto of  Hoy newspaper on February 4th, 11th and 18th, 2017. 
Therein lies the origin of  the famous saying “eso lo saben hasta 
los chinos de Bonao”, a very popular saying used in the country 
to refer to a person who pretends to share news of  something 
that has long been known.

About the Chinese people of  Nagua, the extensive informa-
tion provided by Manuel Ramón Martínez Quiñones (Chichí 
Martínez) in his work Historia y vivencias anecdóticas de Nagua 
(2013, pp. 111-114, 138-139), where Domingo Lilong stands 
out, is very valuable.

The 1960 Census established that there were about 600 Chi-
nese in the country (Valdivia et al., 2014, p. 19).

During the Trujillo dictatorship there were several associa-
tions that grouped the Chinese whereby recreational, social and 
political events were held. There is evidence that as early as May 
1930 there were already preparations to organize the Chinese. 
In a news item, titled “Se organiza la Colonia China en La Vega”, 
the Listín Diario of  May 28th, 1930 reported these preparations.

There are different versions of  the origins of  the Casino Chi-
no. One of  them is the one offered by Venchín Chez to Rosa Ng 
when he told her that it “was started in San Pedro de Macorís 
and then it was transferred to the capital and its first location 
was in Santa Bárbara next to the church on Avenida España 
and from there it was transferred to Avenida Mella and then 
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to Avenida José Trujillo Valdez, today Duarte” (Chez 2001).  
Likewise, Rosa Ng reports, in a communication dated June 13th, 
2008, that Wisan Joa told her that at one point there were sev-
eral Chinese casinos because of  the gambling business. Some 
relevant data on this institution is presented below. 

Around 1930, before the San Zeno cyclone, there was a rec-
reational center, later called Centro Chino, in front of  Parque 
Independencia.  

On July 15th, 1931 the “Colonia China en pleno” offered a re-
ception to Dr. Ping Ling, Chinese ambassador in Havana who 
was visiting the Dominican Republic, who responded with a 
lecture given in English, which was translated into Spanish by 
Mr. Geo Brady, a well-known master tailor of  the capital, and 
into Cantonese by Secretary C.N. Huang. The Chinese who 
spoke on behalf  of  their countrymen were Ángel Luis, co-own-
er of  the Café “El Parque”, of  the Capital; Mr. Cachong, of  
Puerto Plata and Mr. Norman Lee, president of  the “Centro 
Fraternidad China” (Listín Diario, July 16th, 1931). This center 
had been founded on June 1st, 1930, according to the newspa-
per published on September 2nd.  

On April 11th, 1940, as reported by La Nación on page 15 of  
its September 4th, 1960 edition, the Chinese Fraternity merged 
with the Casino de China when Dr. Ti Tsun Li visited the coun-
try. Among its founders were Norman Lee, Samuel Chang, 
president, Li li Leo, Hoy Chez, Antonio Cantonés, Domingo 
Ben, Vicente Ben, Andrés Wong, Julio Lee, Ramón Joa, Arturo 
Chong Kie, Sánchez Chez, Joaquín Lee, Miguel Sang, Alejan-
dro Joa, Rafael Leo and Julio Mock. 

On April 8th, 1943, Dr. Ti Tsun Li, on his way to Venezuela, 
made a stopover in Santo Domingo where he was entertained by 
the “Chinese Club”, located on Calle El Conde esquina Hostos. 

On September 19th, 1950, it was announced that the new 
board of  directors of  the Chinese Casino had been elected: 
president Samnuel Chan; vice-president Hoy Chez; treasurer, 
Enrique Chez; advertising, Miguel Sang; public relations, Jaime 
Joa; members: Meng Chez, José Mock, Alfonso Chú, Julio Lee, 
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Hakai Ng, Arturo Chong Kee, Julio Joa, José Wong and José 
Sang; secretary; Ángel Cheas and Ernesto J. Lee (La Nación, 
September 19th, 1950). 

In April 1955, the Chinese colony held an act of  protest 
against the communist authorities “for the executions that were 
being carried out on the mainland” at the Chinese Casino (La 
Nación, April 8, 1955). In June 1955, the Chinese Nationalist 
Club, located on Avenida Mella in the capital city, was also in 
operation.

On July 10th, 1958, the new board of  directors of  the Casi-
no de China was sworn in, presided by Ventura Chong, whose 
plans included the foundation of  a Chinese School.

In October 1959, the 48th anniversary of  the founding of  the 
Republic of  China was commemorated at the Chinese Casino. 
The Chinese Nationalist Youth celebrated the anniversary with 
a dance and a reception at the Centro Social Obrero of  the capital 
city. 

On May 30th, 1960 the Chinese Casino offered a toast to the 
new swearing in of  Chang-Kai-Shek. The same year, the Chi-
nese Casino experienced one of  the worst crises in its history 
when a conflict arose during the election of  a new board of  
directors and a notorious division was produced in the Chinese 
colony. The press at the time provided extensive coverage to the 
origin, development and outcome of  the conflict, highlighting 
the names of  the main Chinese who interacted at the time.

The fact is that two boards of  directors, one presided by Ven-
tura Chong who had been elected in 1958, disputed the rights of  
the Casino de China. The new board was challenged before the 
Embassy of  the Nationalist Government operating in the coun-
try. Thus began a long litigation whereby the Chinese ambassa-
dor Li Chao was involved. This conflict caused astonishment 
and scandal in the Dominican society, which had never seen 
such a spectacle before. After going through several judicial in-
stances, a sentence of  the Court of  Appeals, which on Novem-
ber 10th, 1960 had been objected by Park Leung Gow and his 
colleagues, who were part of  the new board of  directors, was 
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rejected by the Supreme Court of  Justice through a sentence 
dated March 13th, 1961, published in the Judicial Bulletin No. 
608, year 51, March 1961. 

One of  the facts that was linked to the litigation in the Casi-
no of  China was the disappearance of  Rafael Leo, an event that 
took place in 1959, and the Chinese ambassador in the country 
at the time was linked to it. This case is further discussed below 
because it remained unsolved after the fall of  Trujillo.

On February 16th, 1961, the new members of  the Chinese 
Nationalist Party or Kuomintang were sworn in. Hoi Chez, Ju-
lián Joa, Antonio Cantonés, Julio Chang, Andrés Wong, Wil-
liam Joa, Ernesto J. Lee, Roberto Sang and Julio Hung were 
part of  the board of  directors. During the ceremony, homage 
was paid to Sut Yat-Sem, founder of  the party, whose will was 
read by Hoi Chez, president of  the new board (Naya Despradel, 
El Caribe, June 5th, 2010). 

In the political aspect, the Chinese colony in the country 
achieved remarkable progress during the Trujillo dictatorship. 
In that sense, the announcement in 1931 that the Chinese Am-
bassador in Havana would come to the country represented 
very good and flattering news for the Chinese. This led the Rec-
reation Center to reorganize itself  to prepare a reception for the 
diplomat. Those preparations were recorded in the Listín Diario 
of  July 4th that year. 

The Dominican Foreign Ministry saw the possibility of  es-
tablishing an exchange with the country’s agricultural products 
through the establishment of  a trade agreement.  

The Chinese diplomat arrived at the airfield of  the capital in 
Santo Domingo where he was received by the Chinese colony 
in the country and from there he went to the Chinese Fraternity 
Center. Communication No. 136, dated September 23rd, 1931, 
from the Spanish consul in the country, is considered of  impor-
tance, as he describes to the Minister of  State, in Madrid, the 
reasons that he considered were key to the visit of  the Plenipo-
tentiary Minister of  the Republic of  China in Cuba. He refers to 
the murder of  the Chinese of  Villa Duarte, which has been men-
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tioned above, and the possible treaty of  Friendship and Com-
merce that would give a less discriminatory treatment to the 
Chinese immigrants (AMAE. September 23rd, 1931). A copy 
of  this document was kindly provided by Manuel A. García 
Arévalo on February 20th, 2003.

On July 7th, 1939, on the occasion of  the second anniversa-
ry of  the Sino-Japanese war, the Chinese of  Santiago celebrat-
ed a commemorative act. The organization of  the acts was in 
charge of  the so-called “Committee of  Propaganda Pro-Chinese 
Cause” whose president was Ventura Ben who was described as 
dynamic and with vast relations in Santiago de los Caballeros. 
The Minister of  the Republic of  China had previously been in-
vited to the event. 

The year 1940 was very important for the country and the 
Chinese colony, since the Treaty of  Friendship between the Re-
public of  China and the Dominican Republic was signed, which 
was first discussed in 1931 when the Chinese Minister Plenipo-
tentiary in Havana, Dr. Ping Ling, visited the country.

On August 23rd, 1945, through Resolution No. 975, an addi-
tional article was approved to the Treaty of  Friendship between 
the Dominican Republic and the Republic of  China, which was 
published in the Official Gazette No. 6316 of  August 25th, 1945. 
The exchange of  ratifications of  the additional article added to 
the referred Treaty signed in 1940 took place in Ciudad Trujillo 
on March 2nd, 1946.

The Centenary of  the Republic, on February 27th, 1944, was 
a favorable time for the Republic of  China to appoint the first 
Extraordinary Envoy and Minister Plenipotentiary accredited 
in the country. It was Dr. Ti Tsun Li, who while occupying the 
same function in Havana, Cuba, had visited the Dominican Re-
public for the signing of  the Treaty of  Friendship signed in 1940 
between the two republics. In the act of  presentation of  the Au-
tograph Letters, Dr. Ti Tsun Li gave a speech that was answered 
by President Rafael L. Trujillo.

At the end of  April 1944, the Chinese diplomat Hoo Che-Shy 
arrived in the country to perform the functions of  Chargé d’Af-



Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic

CASE STUDIES 1805-1950  |  377

faires of  the Republic of  China, thus becoming the first Chinese 
representative resident in the country. Che-Shy would carry out a 
great, wide and efficient work, especially within the Chinese col-
ony, and would spread the political situation of  his government 
in various localities of  the country (Che-Shy, 1946, pp. 45-47). 

This work, which includes part of  the endeavor he carried 
out in the country, as stated by the author in the Preface, was 
a “tribute to the friendly relations between the Dominican Re-
public and my country, officially embodied by the Treaty of  
Friendship of  1940, work of  my respected boss, the Minister 
in the Republic, Dr. T. T. Li and of  the Secretariat of  E. of  RR. 
EE. Both treaties bring about the starting point for a constant 
expansion in the friendly relations between the two peoples, in 
their economic, spiritual and cultural aspects”. 

From 1947 to 1949 a diplomatic mission was accredited to 
the Nationalist Republic of  China under the presidency of  Le-
onte Guzmán Sánchez, a person closely linked to the Chinese 
colony.  The occasion was quite appropriate, since the addition-
al amendment to the Treaty of  Friendship of  1940 had already 
been signed, the country had official representation from Chi-
na, and it was necessary to reciprocate this gesture. This mission 
has been well documented by Alberto Despradel in his work 
La Misión Diplomática Dominicana en la China Continental (1947-
1950), which was published in 2001 sponsored by the Diplomat-
ic and Consular School of  the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs.

On June 17th, 1947, Dr. Wang Yeunsu, China’s new envoy ex-
traordinary and minister plenipotentiary arrived in the country. 
As a Chinese journalist, resident in the country wrote, the ap-
pointment of  Dr. Wang was made when the Dominican govern-
ment appointed its representative in Nanking, a position held by 
Mr. Leonte Guzmán Sánchez (La Nación, June 20th, 1947). On 
June 27th, in the afternoon, Dr. Wang presented his credentials 
before President Trujillo at the seat of  government (La Nación, 
June 28th, 1947).

At the beginning of  1948, an interesting exchange of  corre-
spondence took place between the Chinese Legation in Havana 
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and Dominican government officials regarding the presence of  
“communists” in the failed Cayo Confites expedition that was 
prepared in Cuba against the Trujillo dictatorship. 

On November 3rd, 1955, the new Chinese Minister, Li-Chao, 
delivered his credentials to the President of  the Republic, Héc-
tor B. Trujillo Molina during a ceremony held in the Ambassa-
dors Hall of  the National Palace. 

In December 1955, on the occasion of  the 25th anniversary 
of  the regime, the so-called “Peace and Confraternity Fair of  the 
Free World” was organized in Santo Domingo. Many countries 
were invited to set up pavilions exhibiting products and objects 
from those nations. Logically, the pavilion of  Nationalist Chi-
na, which was designed and built by Ángel Cheaz, mentioned 
above, could not be missing. The pavilion was inaugurated by 
the Chinese Ambassador, Mr. Li Chao.

On June 8th, 1959, General Chiang Wego, son of  Chiang-
Kai-Chek, arrived in the country. The same day, in the after-
noon, he was received by General Trujillo and the President of  
the Republic (La Nación, June 9th, 1958). In the evening hours, 
the Chinese embassy hosted a reception for him as reported by 
journalist Francisco Álvarez Castellanos (La Nación, June 9th, 
1959) and the Chinese colony also entertained General Chiang 
Wego (La Nación, June 10th, 1959).

In October 1959, the Chinese Nationalist Party held a buffet 
at the premises of  the Kuomintang, located on Avenida Mel-
la. The guests reverenced Sun Yat Sen’s will, which was read 
by Juan Ng. The Chinese ambassador, Li Chao; Meng Chez, 
president of  the Party, Julian Joa and the engineer Ángel Cheas 
spoke at the event. The ambassador was accompanied by Dr. 
Wang Chia-hong, counselor of  the embassy. (La Nación, Octo-
ber 12th, 1959) 

On May 18th, 1960, the Embassy of  Nationalist China of-
fered a reception to members of  the press as a demonstration of  
sympathy. On October 15th that year, it was announced that the 
Chinese Colony would participate in a parade in honor of  Tru-
jillo as stated in the journalistic chronicle of  Gregorio García 
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Castro (La Nación, October 15th, 1960) and routine activities 
continued during that year and the first months of  1961.

The Chinese colony in the Dominican Republic develops 
despite turmoil. 1961-1966.  

Trujillo left as a legacy diplomatic relations with the Repub-
lic of  China Taiwan. Although the months that passed after the 
dictator’s death were of  instability and uncertainty, Taiwanese 
diplomacy in the country did not miss any opportunity to make 
its presence felt. Shortly before the dictator’s execution, then 
interim president Joaquín Balaguer appointed Mr. Félix de La 
Mota as Dominican ambassador to Nationalist China (La Na-
ción, May 7th, 1961).

The press of  the time shows the dynamism of  Ambassador 
Li Chiao, who, during his years in the Dominican Republic, 
carried out his duties with activism and determination. He nev-
er missed an opportunity to win over public opinion. One of  
his first actions, which would be a constant in the relations with 
Taiwan and the Dominican Republic, was the assistance in rice 
[production]. For this reason, in August 1961, the Taiwanese 
technician Chao Lien-Fang came to the country, as a result of  
an agreement between the governments, since it was hoped that 
with the new methods to grow rice, production would increase 
tenfold (La Nación, May 18th, 1961).

Ambassador Chiao’s dynamism was great, and in September 
1961 he hosted a great reception to entertain Dominican jour-
nalists. One of  the many social chronicles of  the activity states 
that the best of  the best of  Dominican journalism attended the 
banquet (La Nación, September 27th, 1961). Months later, the 
Ambassador returned to the social chronicle with the celebra-
tion of  the Chinese National Day in October 1961. At that time, 
the so-called Council of  State was in power in the Dominican 
Republic. The press reports that Chancellor Ambrosio Álvarez 
Aybar was present (La Nación, October 10th, 1961). 

The arrival of  the Chinese in the Dominican Republic was 
staggered, as evidenced in the first part of  this article. It was 
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during the first four decades of  the 20th century, while the con-
flicts of  the Sino-Japanese war were taking place, that the larg-
est migratory wave took place. The Chinese who came during 
that period had the particularity of  going through the political 
and ideological conflicts in their homeland. The ideological and 
political differences that were in force on the international level 
between Continental China versus Taiwanese China, had reper-
cussions in the Dominican Chinese colony, which experienced 
their cold war in an aggressive, crude and violent manner.  Sup-
porters of  both sides clashed fiercely, accusations and counter-
accusations did not cease.

Thus, the cold war was taking place within the Chinese mi-
grants themselves, most of  whom joined the international an-
ti-communist movement. The youngest, influenced by the very 
different ideas of  Sun Yat-sen and Mao Zedong, were the revo-
lutionaries. Hence, a simple celebration could provoke immea-
surable bitterness. There were two well-differentiated groups: 
those of  the Casino of  China, who were the protestors, and the 
Association of  the Chinese Colony, made up of  the most con-
servative and who were allied to the Embassy of  Nationalist 
China in Taiwan.

In October 1961, the Chinese colony’s celebration of  the 50th 
anniversary of  the Republic proclaimed by the leader Sun Yat-
sen on October 10th, 1911, was widely publicized in the press. 
The Casino of  China was one of  the first entities to celebrate 
the great day.

There was a real lack of  unity among the members of  the 
colony.  The press of  the time reported that in addition to the 
Casino, there was another entity, the Association of  the Chi-
nese Colony, which also joined the celebration, but separately, 
as well as Ambassador Li Chiao. The president of  this organiza-
tion was the engineer Ángel Cheas, who gave the main speech, 
“then taking turns to speak Dr. Li Chiao and Mr. José Villan-
ueva, former Dominican ambassador to the Government of  
Nationalist China. They all emphasized the traditional ties of  
friendship between our two countries and referred to the patriot-
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ic significance of  the beautiful event that was being celebrated” 
(La Nación, October 11th, 1961). Government officials attended 
the celebration.

However, the disappearance of  Chinese citizen Rafael Leo 
caused the mission of  Ambassador Li Chiao to be tarnished. 
Public rumor accused the ambassador of  being indirectly re-
sponsible for the event. It was said that the diplomat had used 
his influence to use members of  the colony in the disappear-
ance and subsequent death of  Leo. The first news reports on the 
matter are dated February 1962, although he had been missing 
since July 1959 as discussed above. According to the news, Leo 
had initially been apprehended by members of  the Military In-
telligence Service (SIM) along with Leo San Ng.

At the time of  his arrest, Rafael Leo was the editor of  Re-
vista Lock Sing, an organ of  a group of  Chinese merchants. A 
few days later, Leo was said to have been imprisoned again. In 
view of  the new incident, in September 1959, as stated above, 
the members of  the Casino de China sent a communication to 
Trujillo demanding explanations about Leo’s disappearance.  In 
response, Trujillo sent a SIM commission. At the end of  Sep-
tember 1959, the Casino members went to see Johnny Abbes, 
but were not received because the powerful official of  the dic-
tatorship was “out of  his office”. Shortly thereafter they visited 
Faustino Alfonso Pérez, of  the dictatorship’s Intelligence Ser-
vice, who assured them that Rafael Leo had been released in 
September 1959. 

Once Trujillo and his henchmen were executed, the members 
of  the Casino, convinced that Leo’s disappearance was related 
to the Ambassador, decided, in March 1962, to stage a series 
of  protests. They mobilized in front of  the Taiwanese Embassy 
demanding the resignation of  the diplomat. The matter took 
such a character that the Chinese Ambassador, Mr. Li Chiao, 
had to make a new public statement, which was refuted by the 
Chinese Casino.  

Members of  the Casino de China were not deterred by the 
activism of  the Association or the Taiwan Embassy. In May 
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1962, they held a symbolic funeral service in memory of  Rafael 
Leo. “In his funeral prayer, Mr. Leo San Ng said that Leo lost 
his life to the crude intrigue and indifference of  our diplomatic 
representation. Ng indicated that the Embassy of  his country 
did not take care of  the case, arguing that our compatriot was 
not registered in the embassy” (La Nación, May 3rd, 1962). 

The position of  the Chinese Casino did not stop with the ac-
cusation of  two members of  the colony, but formally requested 
the Council of  State that Ambassador Li Chiao be withdrawn 
as diplomatic representative” (La Nación, May 3rd, 1962). 

The conflict was undoubtedly the departure of  Ambassador 
Chiao. The new ambassador, Li Chin, had high credentials and 
training for the position. Born in Peiping, China in 1909, he was 
a lawyer who graduated from Chengchi University in 1933 and 
majored at the University of  the Philippines in 1940. He had 
diplomatic experience because he had been Consul in Bombay 
(1944-1946). He also became Consul General in Kuala Lumpur 
(1948-1950); Director of  the Department for East Asian Affairs 
in the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs (1953-1956) and Envoy Ex-
traordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary in Guatemala (La Na-
ción, September 11th, 1962). The new ambassador presented his 
credentials in September 1962 to President Bonnelly. 

The arrival of  the new diplomat calmed the situation consid-
erably. The bond between the members of  the Chinese colony 
was also strengthened. The new head of  the Taiwan Embas-
sy began his work with less enthusiasm than his predecessor, 
a situation that can be explained by prudence and because his 
arrival took place a few days before the coup d’état against Juan 
Bosch. 

The government of  Juan Bosch, contrary to what might be 
thought, had good relations with the Embassy of  Nationalist 
China of  Taiwan. The short time of  the government did not 
allow for the consolidation of  relations or to see the fruits of  
those ties with the new incumbent of  the embassy, however, 
there were important contributions in agricultural matters that 
could be materialized in those months.
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Ambassador Chin began to make arrangements for the sign-
ing of  a bilateral agreement between the two nations. The local 
press made big headlines about the intention between the gov-
ernments. The article stated that this would be the first agree-
ment of  this kind between Nationalist China and a Latin Amer-
ican country. In addition, it pointed out that the technicians 
who would come to the country would carry out field studies to 
know the possibilities of  increasing production and improving 
the quality of  rice in the Dominican Republic. “Because of  the 
efforts of  both the Council of  State and the current government, 
Dr. Chao Ling Fang, a rice technician from the United Nations 
Organization, has been in the country since September. Dr. 
Chao, in the service of  the Ministry of  Agriculture, is directing 
the testing of  rice varieties in some areas of  the Dominican Re-
public” (El Caribe, August 31st, 1963).

When the Bosch government was overthrown in September 
1963, the Taiwanese embassy made its presence known to the 
new masters of  the situation. These relations were stronger and 
more intense than with the overthrown regime. Negotiations 
with the Triumvirate government began to bear fruit. The new 
diplomatic representative began to have direct contact with the 
new rulers. One of  his first objectives was to materialize the ne-
gotiations that had begun with the overthrown Professor Juan 
Bosch. 

On October 27th, 1963, only one month after the overthrow 
of  Bosch, Decree 148 was issued appointing Mr. Simón Díaz 
Castellanos as Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary 
of  the Dominican Republic to the Republic of  Taiwan, China.  
He was also invested with full powers to “sign in the name and 
on behalf  of  the Dominican Government a Technical Coop-
eration Agreement between the Dominican Republic and the 
Republic of  China, whereby the services of  six Chinese tech-
nicians in rice cultivation and production in our country would 
be obtained” (Memorandum No. 2165 of  October 28th, 1963).

The efforts of  the new Dominican ambassador in Taipei had 
immediate results. On November 8th, 1963, a specific agreement 
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was signed called “Treaty of  Technical Cooperation between 
the Dominican Republic and the Nationalist Republic of  Chi-
na”, whereby the main purpose was to provide advice to im-
prove rice cultivation (Oficio 0-46 dated November 11th, 1963). 

The members of  the Triumvirate received the Taiwanese am-
bassador in the country, who communicated to them the direct 
message from President Chiang Kai-Chek, announcing his gov-
ernment’s desire to help the Dominican Republic through an of-
ficial visit of  the Governor of  the Taiwanese Central Bank, Dr. 
Hsu Penhyuan, the Minister of  Foreign Trade, and various bank 
leaders, among others. This was perhaps one of  the most rele-
vant events during the years of  the Triumvirate and its relations 
with Taiwan. As it will be noted, from that moment on, the 
visits of  Chinese delegations were permanent throughout the 
rest of  the 20th century. During those 70 years of  relations with 
Taiwan, many technical cooperation agreements were signed 
and renewed to help in agricultural and industrial matters. With 
regard to this first high-level visit, the Government’s expecta-
tions were high.

The results of  these relations were immediate. During an in-
terview, Dr. Hsu stated that Taiwan sought to expand bilateral 
trade between the two countries.  He also stated that his govern-
ment would further help boost agriculture in the Dominican Re-
public. At this press conference the Chinese envoy was emphat-
ic when asked about his close relations with the United States.

In another statement, Mr. Hsu affirmed that his government 
had the purpose of  “strengthening even more the commercial 
and technical ties between both countries”, (Listín Diario, Oc-
tober 10th, 1964), which would include the importation of  Do-
minican products to Taiwan (Listín Diario, October 11th, 1964). 
The visit of  this delegation concluded with the signing of  the 
commercial agreement, which was subscribed at the Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs by Dr. Pedro Pablo Cabral Bermúdez and 
Dr. Hsu Penhyuan, the latter being the Governor of  the Central 
Bank of  China. The agreement was made legal in three lan-
guages: Spanish, English and Chinese. The visit was made in 
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style. According to the news, the Chinese Government sent a 
portrait of  its leader in a precious wooden briefcase (Listín Dia-
rio, October 9th, 1964).

Relations continued to strengthen. The Chinese govern-
ment not only continued to support technical work, but also 
encouraged exchanges in other areas, such as education. Thus, 
in March 1965, shortly before the April [revolution] outbreak, 
Monsignor Paul Yupin, rector of  Taipei University, made an 
important visit to the Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra 
(UCMM), accompanied by the ambassador of  the Republic of  
Nationalist China, His Excellency Mathew Tseng-hua Liu. The 
visit of  the high ecclesiastical official was due to the celebration 
of  the “Marian and Mariological Congress”.

A painful event that tarnished the image of  the colony was 
the death of  the merchant War Sang Chú, who died from de-
pression caused by the destruction of  his business during the 
war of  April 1965. According to the neighbors, his grocery store 
was the scene of  bombings and shootings between the constitu-
tionalists and the intervention forces.  When the event occurred, 
they say that Sang felt very sad. He ended up with everything he 
had, even separating from the woman with whom he had lived 
for more than eleven years. It is said that the depressive state 
made him even think of  suicide, but a cardiac arrest took him 
away before he committed [such action] (Listín Diario, Novem-
ber 11th, 1965).

During the turbulent months following Trujillo’s execution 
in 1961, the Chinese colony was looking for ways to make its 
way in the troubled environment. Unlike the wave of  migration 
from other Latin American countries, the Chinese who settled 
in the Dominican Republic did not come to work as semi-slave 
laborers in plantations or factories. Rather, their incorporation 
was done with the active incursion into the retail business of  the 
service area, such as restaurants, grocery stores and laundries. 

An important event that presented a different picture of  the 
Chinese community was the inauguration, in September 1964, 
of  the Dominican Chinese Institute, an initiative of  the Asso-
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ciation of  the Chinese Colony, Inc. The Chinese Ambassador 
to the Dominican Republic, Mr. Mathew Tseng Wa Liu, was a 
special guest at the opening ceremony. The institute began its 
work on a provisional basis in the premises of  the association 
located at Calle Duarte 13. It offered regular classes for basic 
education, according to the norms of  the Secretary of  State of  
Education; but also Chinese classes. In the afternoon classes 
would be offered to young people and in the evening for adults. 
The Ambassador was the guest speaker at the inauguration who 
expressed that the action was of  significant “importance and 
the most transcendental step taken by the Chinese colony in 
Santo Domingo” (Listín Diario, September 17th, 1964).

In the midst of  the conflicts and social problems generated by 
the outbreak of  April 1965, in December of  that year, Dr. Yin 
Tieh Hsieh, who over the years earned the title of  “Father of  
Dominican Rice” for his efforts to improve the quality of  rice, 
arrived in the country. Before settling in the Dominican Repub-
lic, Dr. Hsieh had worked in the development of  several rice vari-
eties in his native Taiwan: Kaohsiung 22, Kaohsiung 24, Kaohsi-
ung 25, Kaohsiung 27, Kaohsiung 53, Kaohsiung 64, Kaohsiung 
136 and Kaohsiung 137. He lived in the country until his death 
in 2018. He concentrated his efforts on the genetic improvement 
of  rice and the introduction of  seven bamboo varieties.

With Balaguer, Taiwan wins the battle. 1966-1978

On July 1st, 1966, Joaquín Balaguer was sworn in as consti-
tutional president of  the Republic. He governed for 12 years, 
thus initiating an era of  conservative domination. The new po-
litical regime that had been established had control of  political 
power through the executive and the imperial blessing.  What 
remained was the control of  Congress, Justice and, of  course, 
the submission of  the disaffected.  

The bond that had been established between the two states 
not only continued with the new government headed by Dr. Joa-
quín Balaguer, but it was strengthened and expanded.  Shortly 
after taking office, Ambassador Mathew Tseng-hua Liu com-
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pleted his mission and was replaced by Sun Ping Chiem. The 
outgoing diplomat was the subject of  many farewells from both 
the public and private sectors. His passage through the country 
left a mark, as the great project of  the experimental school had 
been initiated. The Chancellor of  the Dominican Republic at 
the time, Fernando Amiama Tió, decorated him with the Grand 
Silver Cross and delivered a speech in praise of  the Taiwanese 
miracle.

Chinese official missions were prolific in the early years of  the 
government. In 1968 the country was visited by a special envoy 
of  President Chiang Kai-Chek, Mr. Sampson C. Shen, who ar-
rived accompanied by a large delegation: Hong Fan Chon, Dep-
uty Director of  the Department of  Central and South America; 
Pablo Shien Kwei, Counselor of  the Chinese Embassy in Ma-
drid; Yu-Kun Yan, Chief  of  the Division of  the Farmers Service; 
C.L. Young, senior surveyor of  the Department of  Commerce; 
José Din Ta-San, commander of  the Chinese Navy; Dominie 
T.H. Chang, secretary of  the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs and Lo-
renzo Wang, correspondent of  the Chinese Central News Agen-
cy.  After several days of  visit, the official mission left for Haiti, 
where it was scheduled to complete a similar agenda.  

Upon his arrival, the envoy of  the President of  Taiwan, Mr. 
Shen, said that he recognized “the high price that the Domini-
can people have had to pay to preserve their freedom and dem-
ocratic institutions...” and had words of  praise for President 
Balaguer whom he congratulated for “the notable advances 
achieved by the Dominican Republic, under the wise leader-
ship of  President Balaguer, in the defense of  human rights, so-
cial stability and economic development” (Listín Diario, March 
11th, 1968).   

The visit of  Shen and his companions had immediate re-
sults. In May 1968, the Dominican Foreign Minister, Fernando 
Amiama Tió, paid an official visit to Nationalist China. He was 
accompanied by Dominican Ambassador Amaury Dargam, in 
charge of  European and Afro-Asian Affairs of  the Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs, and journalist Pedro Álvaro Bobadilla.
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In August 1971, a new diplomatic-economic mission arrived 
from Nationalist China. According to information reported in 
the Dominican press, the mission’s objective was to exchange 
ideas and see how to promote cultural and economic coopera-
tion. The event was highly celebrated by the Chinese colony.  A 
very large commission of  prominent Chinese residents went to 
the airport with welcome signs for the delegation and express-
ing their joy for their arrival and for the contributions they could 
make to the country.   

The Chinese ambassador, Dr. Sun Pin-Chien, hosted a re-
ception on August 30th, 1971 for the purpose of  entertaining the 
important visitors, headed by Chi-Cheng Chang, Minister of  
Communications of  Nationalist China. The visiting delegation 
was large and representative, for in addition to Cheng Chang, 
he was accompanied by Che Shy Hoo, ambassador in the ser-
vice of  the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs; Tsun Ti Chen, director 
of  the office of  merchandise inspection and quarantine of  the 
Ministry of  Economic Affairs; Hsue Chung Chow, specialist in 
charge of  chemical industries; Sahowen Tang, tourism counsel-
or; Kuan Chi Su, head of  the crop division of  the department 
of  agriculture and forestry; and C.T. Wu, third secretary of  the 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs. 

A very important agreement was signed by the two govern-
ments in 1975, which expanded the framework of  cooperation 
beyond technical assistance in agricultural matters, and it was 
called the Cultural Agreement. Article 1, both parties under-
took to promote cultural exchange between the countries in the 
literary, scientific and artistic fields. In order to materialize this 
intention, the parties undertook to provide the greatest possible 
facilities for visits in both directions.

The need for recognition of  China’s government in Taiwan 
made its diplomatic dynamism accommodating to whichever 
political regime was in place in the Dominican Republic. 

Those in charge of  the Chinese embassy worked hard to re-
pay the support received from the Dominican government, so 
they directed their actions in two directions. In the first place, a 
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dynamic diplomatic activity with the Dominican government, 
which at the time was beginning the period of  the 12 years of  
Balaguer. And, secondly, the demonstration to the Dominican 
society of  the great contributions of  the Chinese colony to the 
country. 

The results of  the Taiwanese technicians in the country were 
very encouraging. And the truth is that the work that those ad-
visors had done in terms of  education for rice growers was im-
pressive. In fact, the Juma Experimental School was a milestone 
in the improvement of  rice production in the country. 

The Juma station continued to leave its mark. The experi-
ments with the different varieties and the educational process 
with the growers were bearing fruit. After many trials and er-
rors, the Chinese technicians advised that the variety, known in 
the capital’s trade as Valencia, but which was actually Chianung 
242, was the one best suited to the quality of  the Dominican 
soil.

The results of  the rice cultivation experience motivated Pres-
ident Balaguer to strengthen and expand his relations with Asia. 
In March 1967, he sent with full powers Mr. Rafael A. Taveras 
as Consul General of  the Dominican Republic in Hong Kong. 
His mandate was to increase the market for Dominican sugar, 
tobacco and coffee in the Asian continent. According to the in-
formation, Taveras was an experienced importer-exporter trad-
er with many international relations (Listín Diario, March 17th, 
1967).

In December, another important visit, which truly marked 
the history of  rice cultivation throughout the country, was orga-
nized by the Food and Agriculture Organization of  the United 
Nations (FAO). Dr. Y. T. Mao, who visited the country on an 
advisory trip, worked for the FAO. The expert’s visit was im-
portant for the Chinese technicians at the Juma Experimental 
Station, as well as for the government and producers.

The strong alliance between Taiwan and the Dominican Re-
public did not go unnoticed in Communist China. The perma-
nent confrontation between the two Chinas was a reflection of  
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the conflicts in the world. That was the fate of  the Casino de 
China, the organization that from its beginnings became the 
opposition front of  the Taiwan government and the members 
of  the colony that supported the efforts of  Nationalist China 
continued to fight its battles, and to confront any action that 
was taken. Joaquín Balaguer, who had assumed as one of  his 
main banners the fight against communism, simply decided to 
dissolve the entity by decree (Listín Diario, November 3rd, 1967).

The good harmony that existed between the two govern-
ments made the Chinese community in the country feel part 
of  the process. Some decided to create cultural societies, such 
was the case of  the “Sociedad Domínico China” which was 
formed in 1968 and was made up of  young people of  the sec-
ond generation: Ernestina Chan Aquino, president; Bienvenido 
Chong, vice president; Victoria Chez, in charge of  public rela-
tions; Clara Joa, secretary. The members were: Leanime Leo, 
Gionguey Sang, Maritza Joa, Catherine Ng, Tania Chong, Luis 
Ng and Victor Chan (Listín Diario, October 28th, 1967).

During the 12-year government, President Joaquín Balaguer 
showed sympathy with the Chinese working community, who 
had no partisan political activity, and, of  course, who did not 
show alignment with the ideas advocated by the People’s Re-
public of  China. 

PRD governments: Chinese diplomacy, cooperation and 
tensions. 1978-1986

The rise of  the Dominican Revolutionary Party (PRD) to 
power in no way meant a slowdown in relations. It seems that 
the option for Taiwan was more than anything else a policy that 
was assumed according to the circumstances.

Undoubtedly, Ambassador Michael Tung’s work was very 
active and above all fruitful, as he began his mission in the Do-
minican Republic in 1975 and ended in 1983. He was active 
in praising the figures of  the colony. He was seen everywhere, 
visiting Santiago for a meeting with Dominican and Chinese 
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investors, or he was in San Francisco de Macorís, meeting with 
businessmen and politicians. His dynamism and his links with 
the Government made him the object of  criticism, calling him 
the main actor of  the “Chinese lobby” that had even surpassed 
by far the “North American lobby”. 

Tung’s dynamism was evident everywhere. Every day there 
was news of  his activities. On one occasion, when the country 
was not talking about cinema, the diplomat, through the com-
mercial office, invited a Hong Kong film producer, Mr. Ting 
Pao Shing, owner of  the Movie Producers and Distributors As-
sociation and the Motion Picture Producers Association of  the 
Republic of  China. The purpose of  the visit was to make con-
tacts to see the possibility of  an eventual transfer of  his business 
to the Dominican Republic.

Tung spared no effort to recognize the Chinese and their 
descendants who had distinguished themselves. He decorated 
the governor of  San Francisco de Macorís, Mr. Siquio Ng de la 
Rosa, who was awarded the Medal “Honor to the Merit of  the 
Chinese Descendant”. Michael Tung’s work was so active that 
when he completed his mission, he was the subject of  editorials 
in the press.

The end of  Tung’s mission left much sadness. He left in De-
cember 1983, and since October he was saying goodbye. The 
active diplomat did not miss the opportunity to say goodbye.  
In October of  that year, during the celebration of  the National 
Holiday, Tung said in his speech that he took with him fond 
memories of  the country (Listín Diario, October 11th, 1983). He 
returned to Santiago in November 1983 to visit the Rector of  
the Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra, Monsignor Agripi-
no Núñez Collado. He defined the entity as the true forger of  
leaders in the country (Listín Diario, November 26th, 1983). 

Ambassador Tung was replaced by Mr. Meng Hsien, who 
followed the same line of  his predecessor. Taking advantage of  
the new anniversary of  the creation of  the Republic of  Nation-
alist China, specifically the special 73rd anniversary, the new 
ambassador was present to the authorities of  the moment, who 
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ratified their decision to support Taiwan. The Dominican For-
eign Minister, José Augusto Vega Imbert, pointed out at the re-
ception that “relations between the Dominican Republic and 
the Republic of  China are maintained at a good level of  mutual 
cooperation” (Listín Diario, October 13th, 1984). 

The work at the Juma Experimental Station was outstand-
ing, especially the work of  Dr. Hsieh, who at the time had been 
working continuously in the country for 18 years. The govern-
ment policy paid off, as many Taiwanese investors were moti-
vated to invest in the country, especially in the free trade zones 
in the textile area in specific. In this sense, a group of  Chinese 
traders and industrialists also took advantage of  the policy de-
signed in the Reagan Plan to motivate foreign investment. In 
September 1984, in a great journalistic display about the estab-
lishment of  several factories of  Chinese capital in the free trade 
zones of  Puerto Plata and Santiago. 

In this regard, a group of  Chinese officials and investors, 
including the Vice Minister of  Economic Affairs and head of  
the Taiwanese mission for investments in the Caribbean, Wang 
Chien Hsien, met with the business leaders of  the Domini-
can Republic through the National Council of  Businessmen 
(CNHE). In his speech, the Chinese official made a statement 
that surprised everyone, when he explained the reasons for his 
visit: “it is not to make propaganda or to appear in the newspa-
pers, but to work and make investments in this country” (Última 
Hora, October 3rd, 1984). 

Later the official stated that his motivation for coming to 
this meeting between private investors of  both countries was 
with the purpose of  achieving joint investments “through the 
collaboration of  both parties we can achieve something in the 
economic and industrial development” (Última Hora, October 
3rd, 1984). In one of  his many speeches, the Taiwanese official 
pointed out that the Dominican Republic had “many advantag-
es for foreign investors...He added that this country, due to its 
geographical location, favors trade with countries such as the 
United States and Canada...” (Listín Diario, October 2nd, 1984). 
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Missions continued to arrive almost uninterruptedly in the 
country. In March 1985 a new Chinese mission arrived headed 
by Wu Hui Jan, deputy director general of  Industrial Develop-
ment of  Taiwan, who was accompanied by 15 private investors, 
from the areas of  plastics, furniture, sports, clothing and house-
hold appliances. The head of  the mission declared upon his 
arrival that the Dominican Republic counted “with all the ad-
vantages it can offer for a foreign investor” since he said, there 
are the necessary conditions such as “climate, hospitality, the 
democratic politics of  the country, the cost of  labor...” (Listín 
Diario, March 27th, 1985).

Relations between the two governments were stable and fa-
vorable.  In October 1985, the mayor of  the National District, 
Dr. José Francisco Peña Gómez, paid homage to the mayor of  
Taipei, Mr. Hsu Hsi Teh, declaring him a distinguished guest, 
who is in the country on a mission of  friendship. 

A major step taken in the colony was the creation and inau-
guration of  the Instituto Domínico Chino, whereby the mission 
was to showcase Chinese culture. Chinese and Spanish classes 
were also offered. The former were aimed at the second and 
third generations of  descendants and the Spanish one for the 
Chinese who were arriving or those who wanted to improve 
their command of  the language. The Taiwanese ambassador 
attended the event and gave a speech (Listín Diario, September 
17th, 1984).

A new picture of  the Chinese colony was developing. The 
Chinese migrants, settled for decades in the country, decided to 
venture into other areas of  the economy different from the small 
businesses of  the traditional Chinese: grocery stores, supermar-
kets, motels and small retail sales.  The new face of  the colony, 
perhaps driven by the increase in relations with Taiwan, the in-
crease in Taiwanese capital investment in the country decided 
to take risks and invest in other areas of  the economy.   

The impact was great. According to the commercial attaché 
of  the Chinese Embassy, as a result of  the first two missions 
in 1985, 15 new companies were installed in the country for 
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the production of  paper, plastic, shrimp for export, vegetables, 
dehydrated fruits, household appliances, mushrooms, etc.  He 
also pointed out that the increase in trade had been significant, 
especially in exports, stating that in 1984 alone, 30 million USD 
had been imported by way of  merchandise imports. The coun-
try exported to Taiwan a value of  2.5 million USD in products 
such as ferronickel, coffee and lambí (a native crustacean) shells.   

The embassy and the members of  the colony also sought to 
show the cultural side of  the relations between the two coun-
tries.  On the occasion of  the 73rd anniversary of  the Nation-
alist Republic of  China, an interesting pictorial exhibition was 
organized with Chinese watercolors by David Hui, a renowned 
Chinese painter and winner of  several international awards. 
The exhibition also included works by painter Shu Chu Shin 
(Listín Diario, October 28th, 1984).

Another activity sponsored by the embassy was the visit of  
a delegation from the China-Dominican Republic Cultural and 
Economic Association, whereby the main objective was to pro-
mote reciprocal visits between the two countries. This mission 
was called “Dove of  Peace”. This association was composed of  
Chinese residents in Taiwan and Dominicans of  Chinese origin 
residing in the Dominican Republic, which is why the president 
of  the Association was Mr. Paul Liou Cheng Teb, who was in 
charge of  organizing the visit. 

In July 1985, the Taipei Opera came to the country, a true 
cultural event.  The first presentation was attended by the Presi-
dent of  the Republic, Salvador Jorge Blanco and his wife Asela 
Mera de Jorge.  The cultural event was so important that the 
Chinese colony organized several events to welcome the Chi-
nese artists. In November 1985, the painter Rafael Wu held a 
large exhibition that received favorable reviews from the spe-
cialized press.  With ten years in the Dominican Republic, he 
knew how to combine the two landscapes: the Chinese and the 
Dominican. 

During the eight years of  the PRD, especially during the 
government of  Antonio Guzmán, the country experienced an 
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unknown boom of  Chinese migrants who requested not only to 
live in the Dominican Republic, but also to become Dominican 
nationals. Two factors influenced this boom: on the one hand, 
the motivation of  Taiwanese and Hong Kong investors due to 
the facilities granted by the Government for foreign investment; 
but, above all, because many Hong Kong capitals began to em-
igrate due to the imminence that in July 1997 the island would 
pass back to China.

For better information, this stage was divided into two 
governmental periods of  the Dominican Revolutionary Par-
ty: Antonio Guzmán (1978-1982) and Salvador Jorge Blanco 
(1982-1986). In order to verify the allegations made during both 
periods of  government, in the sense that there was a very well-or-
ganized mafia to bring in Chinese nationals to be naturalized in 
exchange for perks, the decrees issued by both presidents grant-
ing Dominican nationality to Chinese nationals, some of  whom 
came from Hong Kong, were exhaustively searched. A simple 
comparison of  the naturalizations in both governments shows 
that the process in the Guzmán administration was massive and 
systematic.

The national press echoed during the period (1978-1986) sev-
eral criminal cases in which some members of  the colony were 
involved.   One of  the most terrible cases was the accusation 
made by a Dominican citizen of  cases of  rape of  minors in mo-
tels on the outskirts of  the city owned by Chinese, saying: “We 
cannot allow immigrants whom we have lovingly welcomed 
into our society... to dishonor our deepest values and (sic) twist 
our customs with businesses and (sic) attitudes that deny the 
human condition...” (Listín Diario, April 16th, 1983). 

One of  the biggest Chinese trafficking scandals occurred in 
June 1985, when news broke that the honorary consul in Hong 
Kong, Simon Yip had been removed from office over a financial 
scandal involving some 500 million USD. The removal came 
about when the news appeared in The Wall Street Journal. The 
report said that officials and associates had taken ownership of  
that amount of  money from Overseas Trust Bank, noting that: 
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Hong Kong government officials claim that Simon Yip, a local 
businessman who served as honorary consul of  the Dominican Re-
public in Hong Kong this year, is a key figure. It is understood that 
he (Yip) has left the colony. Last week, President Salvador Jorge 
Blanco cancelled the appointment of  Honorary Consul to Simon 
Yip and his son... (El Nacional, June 18th, 1985).  

In response to the scandal, a paid advertisement of  Hotel 
Investors appeared in the national press, signed by José M. Lo-
vatón, executive vice-president, and Bernard S. W. Yip, treasur-
er.  The statement denied the accusations and said that Simon 
Yip was a prestigious businessman with large investments in 
many parts of  Asia, such as Singapore, Sri Lanka and Hong 
Kong (El Nacional, June 20th, 1985).

Thus ended those 8 years of  government of  the Dominican 
Revolutionary Party, whereby there were moments of  glory in 
the relations with Taiwan and others of  crisis, as a result of  the 
massive naturalizations that took place, provoked on the one 
hand by the increase in investments of  Chinese capitalists, but 
also because there was a conspiracy between some state offi-
cials and several seasoned Chinese, from the country and Hong 
Kong, who saw a great business opportunity and generated a lot 
of  profits for them. 

With the abrupt departure and the discredit of  the prior gov-
ernment, when Joaquín Balaguer came to power, the waters 
calmed down.  Naturalizations were no longer so massive and 
public opinion turned its attention to other things. Many of  the 
Chinese capitalists who invested in companies were so attacked 
that they decided to sell or remove their companies. Some, 
which cannot be quantified because precise data could not be 
found, migrated with their capital to other countries, especially 
the United States. The utopia built since the 19th century that 
the so-called “great North American nation” was a paradise for 
investment was repeated.



Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic

CASE STUDIES 1805-1950  |  397

Chinese conflicts are reflected in Dominican diplomacy. 
1986-1996

The issue of  Chinese naturalizations during the two PRD 
governments caused such a scandal at the national and interna-
tional level that the prestige gained by the Chinese embassy in 
Taiwan was tarnished in a way that it would be difficult to re-
cover from. The new members of  the embassy and the Chinese 
colony residing in the country tried to recover the lost prestige 
by carrying out multiple activities to promote Taiwanese invest-
ment and, above all, to rescue the positive values existing in the 
colony.

Ambassador Men Hsien Huang redoubled his efforts to re-
store China’s image in the national public opinion. He gave 
lectures in different cities of  the country talking about the Tai-
wanese miracle. The embassy also made efforts to publicize the 
great contributions of  Chinese technicians. For example, several 
media reported that Taiwanese technicians had been responsi-
ble for the improvement of  the paper industry. But, more impor-
tantly, the contribution of  nationalist China to the Dominican 
economy was emphasized.  

The visit of  Chinese capitalists interested in investing in the 
Dominican Republic was again encouraged. The newspaper Úl-
tima Hora published in 1988 an extensive report on the matter 
(Última Hora, September 16th, 1988). According to the informa-
tion, Taiwanese capital investment had increased considerably. 
By that year, more than 16 million USD had been invested in 
10 free trade zones, two shrimp agro-industries; and investment 
studies were being carried out to invest in the hotel industry, in 
agricultural products such as coffee, cocoa and avocado, and 
in mining such as marble, nickel and bauxite. The news claims 
that imports of  products from Taiwan also increased consider-
ably. From 28 million USD in 1985 it increased to 60 million 
USD in 1987. It is estimated that the investment of  Taiwanese 
businessmen in the country exceeded 100 million USD in 1994. 

Technical cooperation was also revitalized. Agri-business ad-
visory services were no longer limited to rice, as it was the case 
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in the 1960s and 1970s. In the 1980s it was extended to other 
industries, such as paper. According to the press, “the improve-
ment in production and the elimination of  the chronic econom-
ic deficit in the National Paper Industry are fruits of  the work 
carried out by two technicians from the Republic of  China” 
(Listín Diario, November 23rd, 1987). 

The Taiwan Embassy also tried to present a fresher, more 
professional and competent face of  its officials. In 1987 they 
introduced the new Press Counselor, Mr. Juan Weng, a career 
diplomat.  But it was Ambassador Kuo Kang, who arrived in 
the early 1990s, who was the most dynamic and visionary of  
the Taiwanese ambassadors who came to the country and who 
transformed the collective perception of  the image of  the embas-
sy, but, above all, of  the Chinese community in the country. One 
of  his first statements was the announcement of  a significant in-
crease in technical assistance. One of  the new projects sponsored 
by the embassy was the installation of  a commercial shrimp pro-
duction center. The Chinese ambassador in the country assured 
“that his compatriots are in the best disposition to transmit their 
experiences to Dominican shrimp and other seafood breeders so 
that they can take advantage of  [yet] another food alternative 
produced in the native soil” (Hoy, January 12th, 1991).

Although one would like to deny it, Chinese migration was 
responsible for the introduction of  new products in the Domin-
ican market. The “Flecha”, the wonderful ointment that cures 
everything and is still very popular in the Creole taste was intro-
duced by Asian traders. The same happened with soy sauce and 
Chinito menthol, widely used for muscular pains. The popular 
wicker and rattan furniture was brought to the country by Mi-
guel Sang. Today there are dozens of  cottage industries in the 
Dominican Republic that manufacture this furniture.  

Also, as a way to break the circle of  the popular areas, some 
first-generation Chinese migrants decided to make investments 
in the wealthy areas. In August 1987, the press announced the 
inauguration of  the Asia Bakery and Pastry Shop in the exclu-
sive neighborhood Naco.   
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Chinese gastronomy has become part of  Dominican culture.  
Legumes and vegetables are the fundamental basis of  oriental 
food. Faced with increasing demand, many Chinese saw a great 
business opportunity in the cultivation of  Chinese vegetables.  
One of  the pioneers of  this agri-business was Gen Chez, son, 
grandson and great-grandson of  farmers. Since for most emi-
grants there is no such thing as “no se puede”, Gen Chez decided 
not only to start a new life in a distant country where he knew 
neither the language nor the customs of  its citizens, but also de-
cided to continue doing in the middle of  the Dominican capital 
the only thing he knew how to do: work the land. Those who 
pass through urbanization Los Jardines del Norte must look at 
the impressive vegetable garden that is right in the heart of  this 
sector of  the capital. This 40-acre vegetable garden was the first 
one started by Gen Chez’s family in Santo Domingo. Like the 
other three in the capital, it is managed by Chinese people who, 
contrary to national thinking, believe that Dominican land can 
be used to do everything, especially to feed its citizens.

The work of  Chinese diplomats in the country continued to 
be very effective. During the 10-year government of  Dr. Balagu-
er, relations remained intact. An example of  this was the official 
visit of  Chancellor Frederick Chien in July 1993, invited by the 
Dominican government, who exhausted a long agenda and held 
meetings with the highest authorities to renew the ties of  friend-
ship between the two nations. 

 In any case, the honeymoon that had always existed be-
tween the two nations was affected by the official permission 
to open, in 1994, a commercial office in the Dominican Re-
public on the part of  the People’s Republic of  China. This fact 
was undoubtedly the main cause of  the increased aggressive-
ness against communism on the part of  the Taiwanese embassy 
in its official speeches. At the end of  his mission, Ambassador 
Kuo Kang was the object of  recognition from the Dominican 
society, as it was the case of  the great farewell tribute organized 
by the Interamerican Association of  Businessmen, Northeast 
chapter (Listín Diario, November 5th, 1996). With the departure 
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of  the active diplomat, the Taiwanese diplomacy had a great 
challenge, after having counted on an active, efficient man with 
great communication skills, thanks to his excellent Spanish (El 
Siglo, January 13th, 1993). 

Chinese migration, as we have seen throughout these pages, 
has had to face strong resistance from the host societies. In the 
case of  the Dominican Republic, the migratory flow as a result 
of  the interests of  some human traders had a great influence. 
Part of  the rejection has also been due, as in the majority of  
migrants in the world, to the fact that the Chinese have a sense 
of  work that goes beyond rationality. Working 20 hours a day, 
7 days a week is no problem. For this reason, other owners of  
similar businesses look at them with suspicion and as unfair 
competition.

We must recognize that, in this process, the second gener-
ation did not experience the rejection of  their parents, among 
other things because they assimilated into the Dominican cul-
ture, and the face was only a sign of  their origin.

The two Chinas in competition with the new government. 
1996-2000

On August 16th, 1996, a new four-year term began, with Pres-
ident Leonel Fernández and the Dominican Liberation Party 
(PLD) making their debut in the exercise of  political power 
from the Executive Branch. Democracy had triumphed and at 
that moment nobody doubted the results, because the Central 
Electoral Board was worthy of  the confidence of  the citizens 
and the parties.  

During the four-year term of  President Fernández, the gov-
ernment formally decided to support Taiwan, but also to open 
other perspectives and areas such as the formalization of  rela-
tions with Cuba and the continuation of  trade relations with 
Continental China through its office, established during the last 
government of  Joaquín Balaguer.

 One of  the actions of  the new government lead by President 
Fernández, as mentioned in previous pages, was the opening of  



Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic

CASE STUDIES 1805-1950  |  401

relations with other countries traditionally forbidden in previous 
administrations: Cuba and People’s China.  Diplomatic relations 
were opened with the Caribbean country, with the opening of  
embassies here and in Cuba. The official visit of  President Fidel 
Castro to the country was one of  the most audacious actions of  
Dominican foreign policy. The other case was undoubtedly the 
continuity and expansion of  “official trade relations” with the 
government of  the People’s Republic of  China.  

In addition to the opening of  the Continental China trade 
office, a series of  visits that greatly impacted some sectors took 
place. For example, in September 1998, a group of  8 Chinese 
parliamentarians visited the country. The delegation met with 
various political sectors, among them, the presidents of  the 
Chamber of  Deputies, Rafael Peguero Méndez; of  the Senate, 
Ramón Alburquerque and of  the Supreme Court of  Justice, as 
well as the Mayor of  the National District.  Reactions from dif-
ferent sectors did not take long. For example, a detailed article 
by Eduardo Álvarez exposes his concerns and above all the im-
plications for the future of  the country, and the new circum-
stances that would arise with the creation of  the Dominican 
Consulate in Hong Kong.

The old ghosts that affected the Chinese colony in the six-
ties of  the twentieth century resurfaced, this time the internal 
contradictions were appeased, the enemy came from outside.  
It was in this context that the emergence of  the Dominican 
Chinese Friendship Institute (Instituto de Amistad Dominico 
Chino) was registered, made up of  a large group of  notable Do-
minican personalities who associated with the purpose of  sup-
porting Taiwan. It was led by Mario Rivadulla. The declaration 
of  principles is very eloquent. 

Later, the entity expressed a public position supporting the 
foreign policy of  President Fernández, especially with regard to 
the strengthening of  commercial and cultural ties. This support 
was justified by “the threats hanging over the stability of  this 
faithful and consistent Dominican ally, as a consequence of  the 
disregard by the government of  the People’s Republic of  China, 
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in Beijing, of  the right of  the citizens of  the Republic of  China 
of  Taiwan to live in a climate of  freedom and sovereignty with-
in a scheme of  democratic exercise” (El Nacional, September 8th, 
1999). 

The Institute’s activism continued and in September 1999, a 
commission from the Institute visited the Taiwanese embassy 
to deliver a letter of  solidarity. The delegation was composed of  
Mario Rivadulla, Gerardo Brito and Joaquín Ascensión. The 
letter was personally delivered to Ambassador Kang. The Insti-
tute’s support to Taiwan was made after it was reported in the 
press that Continental China had defined the nation as “a rebel 
province”, trying to ignore the achievements and feelings of  the 
Taiwanese people and above all their right to participate as a 
country in the world concert of  nations. 

In the letter, the members of  the Institute urged “the Govern-
ment of  the People’s Republic of  China to desist from its policy 
of  diplomatic encirclement and threat of  military force against 
the Republic of  Taiwan, affecting the normal development of  
the life of  its industrious, peaceful and progressive people and 
at the same time creating a new space of  serious and unjustified 
tension in that part of  the world” (El Nacional, September 22nd, 
1999). In the year 2000, the Institute dismissed Dr. Fernando 
Shu Tang, former press advisor to the embassy, who was return-
ing to his hometown to take up another public post.  

The recently inaugurated PLD government had to face the 
issue of  illegal migration of  Chinese to the Dominican Repub-
lic. Once again, it was evident that what was being sought was 
to use the country as a bridge to the United States. Faced with 
the situation, the new government wanted to be extremely care-
ful; although it was known that one of  the members of  the new 
party in power was publicly accused of  being the new responsi-
ble for the illegal migration of  Asians. 

With the rise of  the new government in August 1996 and the 
appointment of  Haivanjoe Ng Cortinas as Comptroller Gen-
eral of  the Republic, the participation of  Chinese descendants 
in government came to light. The first to have active political 
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participation were Siquió Ng de la Rosa, who in the PRD gov-
ernments held various positions, including being elected mayor 
of  San Francisco de Macorís and then deputy for that province, 
and in the early 90’s Miguel Sang Ben was appointed Technical 
Secretary of  the Presidency by President Balaguer. Years later, 
during the government of  Hipólito Mejía, Clara Joa was ap-
pointed Undersecretary of  Education.  

On the other hand, Avenida Duarte was called “Little China” 
by the people because of  the large number of  Chinese-owned 
businesses concentrated in the area. The Dominican press re-
ported that over the years, the polygon formed by Avenida Du-
arte and Calle José Martí, specifically the stretch between Calle 
Caracas and Calle Benito González has been converted into a 
kind of  “Chinatown” by descendants of  Chinese immigrants 
who settled in the country at the end of  the last century...With 
the increasingly active and notorious Chinese incursion, the so-
called lower Duarte... has become the second place in Santo 
Domingo where the presence of  foreigners predominates with a 
marked tendency towards permanence (Última Hora, December 
13th, 1998).

The reality of  the situation meant that since 1999 people be-
gan to talk about the possibility of  establishing a true China-
town, a desire that became a reality years later thanks to the 
tenacity and hard work of  Rosa Ng. In spite of  all the problems 
that have arisen, the Chinese community arrived and settled in 
the Dominican Republic and demonstrated that it was made up 
of  hard-working people. 

China wins the war. Taiwan collapses (2000-2018)

The revival of  China’s economy, its opening to the interna-
tional market and its re-launching as a power in competition 
with the traditional power blocs: the United States, Japan and 
the European Economic Community, has led 139 countries 
around the world to open their doors to the new People’s China. 

The other China, Taiwan, once supported by global capital, 
has been increasingly left alone. By 2018 the vast majority of  
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Latin American countries established diplomatic relations with 
the People’s Republic of  China. By that date, just 17 countries 
in the world maintained diplomatic relations with Taiwan. On 
April 30th, 2018, relations with China were established. With 
the signing of  this agreement, the Dominican Republic broke 77 
years of  diplomatic relations with Taiwan and officially estab-
lished relations with China. 

In the Dominican Republic, as in other countries in the re-
gion, the People’s Republic of  China has been gaining ground, 
culminating in the severance of  diplomatic relations with Tai-
wan and the establishment of  relations with the once forbidden 
country (Li, 2013). This issue is well addressed by Yuan Li in 
his book “The Dominican Republic and the People’s Repub-
lic of  China: exchange, trade and investment”, which was pub-
lished by FUNGLODE in 2013. The figures offered go only up 
to 2012, six years before diplomatic relations with China were 
formalized in April 2018.

Yuan Li affirms that, over time, China has become one of  
the Dominican Republic’s main trading partners, becoming in 
2012, the country with the second largest import volume: 1.93 
billion USD, equivalent to 10.04% of  the total volume of  im-
ports. Moreover, it also ranks third as a destination for Domin-
ican exports, reaching 356 million USD, which represents 5.4% 
of  the total volume of  exports. Li assures that China represent-
ed 65.8% at that date.

On the other hand, Yuan Li points out that the main import-
ed Chinese products that reach the Dominican market are: mo-
torcycles and vehicles, electronic devices, footwear and textiles, 
as well as various types of  machinery. The Dominican Republic 
sells China minerals such as ferronickel, copper, bauxite, brass 
scrap, and some iron and steel waste. It also sells wastepaper 
and cardboard, as well as animal skins. 

A very important event that has been held in the country since 
2008 is the People’s Republic of  China Trade Expo. For example, 
in 2013, the 5th Trade Exhibition of  the People’s Republic of  
China was held in Santo Domingo. On that occasion, 26 Chinese 
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companies participated, a record compared to previous versions. 
The participating companies were diverse: from automotive, elec-
tronics, medical and even the simplest consumer goods.  

What is interesting, as Li says, is that China has a lot to its 
credit to the detriment of  the other competing countries, namely: 

1. It is the most populated country in the world, which 
implies a large, almost inexhaustible market. It thus be-
comes a highly prized destination for exports from the 
world’s producing countries. Thus, agricultural products 
from the Caribbean and Latin America have found a 
large market.

2. On the other hand, many of  the consumer products man-
ufactured in China have found a niche in many Latin 
American and Caribbean countries. Consumers are hap-
py to accept them because of  their competitive prices, not 
so much because of  their quality. The Dominican Repub-
lic has taken advantage of  this large market, as it has been 
the case of  tobacco production, since China has about 
400 million smokers, greatly favoring the cigar industry, 
which has seen in this market a great opportunity. 

With the establishment of  diplomatic relations, the increase 
in economic relations between the two countries has increased 
considerably. According to Forbes Magazine (2020), two years 
after the signing, 25 new Chinese capital companies had been 
installed in the Dominican Republic and the commercial vol-
ume, as of  March 2019, reached 4.9 billion USD, a figure that 
implies an increase of  41% compared to the previous period, 
i.e. March 2018. Another important element is the increase of  
Chinese tourism to the country, reaching by 2019 the figure of  
10,000 Chinese tourists, meaning an increase of  74.8%.

However, it should be noted that it is essential to emphasize 
the asymmetries between the two countries. China is almost a 
continent, and the Dominican Republic could be a small village 
in China.

As it can be observed, these data are very exemplary of  the 
reality of  both countries. For the Dominican Republic, a sub-
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stantial increase in its economic relations is very important; for 
China, these investments in our country do not affect its econo-
my very much, but rather its vocation for political power. 

There is no doubt that China, after emerging from its per-
manent economic crisis, which broke the barriers and expecta-
tions of  sustained economic growth, causing a spasm among 
the traditional empires of  world power, has managed, with the 
patience advocated by Taoism and the path traced by Confu-
cianism, to position itself  in the world as a convenient econom-
ic alternative for countries that need, like ours, systematic aid 
and capital investment. 

In less than 20 years it has positioned itself  without return. 
The United States has understood that its hegemonic power is 
in danger and looks with [certain] animosity at the intrusion of  
its opponent in its traditional zones of  influence. But as it has 
always been the case, and it has been so in the history of  capi-
talism since the 19th century, the law of  the market, of  supply 
and demand, is what prevails, regardless of  the color of  the flag. 
The ideological game of  yesteryear no longer has any incidence 
in this imperial clash. Meanwhile, the countries of  the region, 
such as the Dominican Republic, benefit from this conflict and 
receive their investments with open arms.
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CHAPTER VIII

CHINA VS. TAIWAN  
IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN:  

A GEOPOLITICAL VIEW

DR. MIGUEL SANG BEN.
School of  economics Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra.  

sang.miguel@gmail.com

 Who are the guardians of  history? 
Historians, naturally. 
The educated classes, in general. 
Part of  their job is to shape our view of  the past 
in a way that upholds the interests of  present power. 
If  they don’t do so, they will likely be
marginalized in one way or another.

Noam Chomsky

Introduction

I attempt to address the issue of  Chinese migration to the 
Caribbean from a particular perspective: the China-Taiwan 
conflict in the Greater Caribbean region. I approached the 
subject from a geopolitics specialty and tried to “trace” the 
timeline to understand the conflicting relations between China 
and the Greater Caribbean from a socio-historical dynamic. 
The result is this tight vision of  a mutual incomprehension of  
both mentalities33. 

33 Kissinger addresses this difference in mentality when he addresses the 
uniqueness of  China. Thus, the difference of  the Western mentality be-
comes the conflicting singularity. I use the concept of  singularity in the 
perspective of  complex thinking.
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The geopolitical vision of  the Heartland is to situate the 
“heart” or “core” of  the Eurasian mega-continent and to em-
phasize that in a radial way the growing rings of  the periphery 
(the spaces far from the “Heartland”) are moving away. This 
massif  has come to be called the “World Island”. And we could 
trace back to the Neolithic the “structuring” role of  the “Silk 
Road”. This original vision of  Germanic geopolitical scientists 
has been the driving force behind a “polarized” vision of  a plan-
et with an extreme East that on the other side has an extreme 
West (Mackinder, 1996, pp. 175-194). 

In this geopolitical reality we will introduce the union of  the 
extremes of  Eurasia and the contact with the Americas, to a cer-
tain extent, its antipodes and its new neighbors on planet Earth. 
To achieve this purpose, we will work on two major themes in 
twelve sections: a) the impact of  the Spanish empire with the 
empire of  the center, b) the conflict between the two Chinas and 
its impact with Mesoamerica and the Caribbean. 

Impact of the encounter between the Spanish Empire and 
the Center Empire, China: Chinese background.

The enormous geographical extent of  the present state of  
“Greater China” inevitably means that the history of  the whole 
of  this territory encompasses, in a broad sense, a large number of  
peoples and civilizations. However, the thread of  the traditional 
narrative of  Chinese history focuses, in a narrower sense, on the 
“Han” ethnic group and is closely associated with the evolution 
of  the Chinese language and its writing system based on ideo-
graphic characters. This cultural and linguistic continuity is what 
makes it possible to establish an expository line of  the history 
of  Chinese civilization, which, both from the most ancient texts 
of  the first millennium B.C., and from the Confucian classics, 
through the great dynastic histories promoted by the emperors, 
has continued up to the present. The archaeological discoveries 
of  the 20th century, most notably those of  the “oracular bones”, 
which collect the first written manifestations in the Chinese 
language, have contributed in recent decades to a much more 



China vs. Taiwan in the Greater Caribbean: a geopolitical vision

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  423

detailed knowledge of  the origins of  Chinese civilization and 
to confirm a story that was considered legend (Kissinger, 2012; 
Connelly, 2014 and Rodríguez Gelfenstein, 2019). Kissinger has 
called it the Chinese singularity: “it seems to have no beginning.  
In the story of  the Yellow Emperor in mythology, Chinese soci-
ety already existed” (Kissinger, 2012, p.25). 

The Xia dynasty was the first dynasty of  the country (Rodrí-
guez Gelfenstein, 2019) although concrete evidence of  its exis-
tence has not yet been found, as only literary records are avail-
able. According to ancient texts, it is estimated that this dynasty 
reigned around 2205 B.C. Preceding the Xia dynasty, we find 
the narrative of  a flood and the period of  the Three Rulers: Fu 
Xi, Huang Di and Shen Nong. In times prior to the founding of  
the Xia dynasty, supreme power was based on alternating rule 
between the Xia and Chi You (Shuzhi, 1983, pp. 20-179). 

The first dynasty with true historical records were the Shang, 
who maintained a vaguely feudal system on the banks of  the 
Yellow River between the 17th and 11th centuries BC. Although 
the early Shang ruled in the southern Shangdong province, a 
swampy area at the time, they achieved greater power than the 
tribes to the East of  the country, generically called the Yi, with 
whom they maintained close alliances. The Tang king, consid-
ered an able and virtuous king, expelled the Shang from the 
region and established the capital of  his kingdom in Erligang. 

The origin of  China, according to modern “visions”, begins 
with the era of  the seven fighting kingdoms, as illustrated by 
the film “Hero”, directed by Yang Zimou and starring Jet Li34. 
These considerations are supported by the discovery of  the 
tomb of  this era in the city of  Xian, where the “terracotta sol-
diers” are found.35 

34 Hero is a Chinese martial arts drama film directed by Zhang Yimou and 
starring Jet Li released in 2002.
35 The period of  the Warring Kingdoms took place in the time span begin-
ning somewhere in the 5th century B.C. and ending in the unification of  
China by the Qin dynasty in 221 B.C. It is usually regarded as the second 
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Despite the criticisms, the dynastic cycle model allows the 
historical events leading to the formation of  present-day China 
to be viewed as an easily understood linear structure, which has 
remained relevant among historians to the present day. Another 
reason why the study of  dynasties and their emperors has been 
fundamental among the Chinese in the analysis of  their own 
history is the traditional dating system, according to which each 
emperor established his reign periods as a framework for count-
ing the years. Thus, the Christian year of  1700 corresponds ac-
cording to the traditional Chinese system to the 38th year of  the 
Kangxi era, while the year 1750 would be the 15th year of  the 
Qianlong era. Even today, in Taiwan the year 2007 is designated 
in formal contexts as year 96 of  the Republic. This use of  dy-
nasties and their emperors for the dating of  years has made the 
mastery of  dynastic chronology essential in the Chinese cultur-
al tradition for the study of  history.

The king of  the Qin (pronounced Chin, from which the name 
of  China derives) founded a new dynasty and took for himself  
the new name of  Huángdì, with religious connotations, which we 
translate into English as “emperor”. From this historical moment 
on, all subsequent Chinese monarchs will use this title, abandon-
ing the denomination of  “kings”. The new emperor called him-
self  Sh  Huángdì (“first emperor”), seeing himself  as the first of  
what he hoped would be a long dynasty of  emperors. It is the first 
dynasty of  a reunified and much larger China than that ruled by 
the Zhou. Today the Chinese more often call him Qin Shi Huang 
(“First Qin Emperor”). With him arises, for the first time in his-
tory, a strong, centralized and unified Chinese state.

part of  the Eastern Zhou dynasty, following the Spring and Autumn pe-
riod. As in the latter, the Zhou king acted merely as a puppet emperor. The 
name Combatant Kingdoms period comes from the Record of  the Com-
batant Kingdoms compiled in the early years of  the Han dynasty. The date 
of  the beginning of  the period is disputed. While 475 B.C. is often cited as 
its beginning, following the period of  springs and autumns, at other times 
403 B.C., the date of  the tripartition of  the state of  Jin, is mentioned as the 
beginning of  this period.
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It is dated in 210 B.C. that is, coinciding with the Roman 
expansion and even traces have been found of  Roman “embas-
sies” to the court of  the first emperor of  China, around that 
time. And the “legend” of  the lost Roman legion has been cre-
ated, after the defeat of  Trajan in the invasion against the Par-
thians (today Iraq-Syria), novelized by Santiago Posteguillo in 
La Legión perdida (2016). 

In 1644, the Qing or Manchu dynasty, coming from Man-
churia, conquered Beijing36 (Ceinos Arcones, 2006). In the last 
decades of  the Qing dynasty, under the rule of  the powerful 
Empress Regent Cixi, conflicts with foreign powers over trade 
disputes continued. In addition, rivalry with Japan for influence 
over Korea led to the Sino-Japanese War between 1894 and 
1895. After the defeat in this war, the Treaty of  Shimonoseki 
was signed, whereby China recognized the independence of  
Korea, which came under Japanese influence, and ceded Tai-
wan to Japan.

The defeat against Japan brought the Qing dynasty into dis-
credit. Dissatisfaction with the Manchu imperial government 
manifested itself  in the appearance of  numerous revolutionary 
movements calling for the formation of  a “republic” by Dr. Sun 
Yat Sen. A “civil war” immediately developed between the war-
lords or military warlords who sought to set themselves up as 
emperors. The Communist Party of  China emerged and entered 
into the civil war, calling a truce to jointly confront the Japanese 
invaders. After the triumph of  the communist insurgency and 
allies, they forced the Kuomintang regime of  Generalissimo 
Chiang Kai-Sek to take refuge on the island of  Formosa, better 
known as Taiwan. The synopsis of  the succession of  the leader-
ship of  the People’s Republic of  China goes as follows:

36 China’s role as the world’s factory began to fall, as exports dropped and 
it adopted a protectionist and closed policy towards the exterior, with great 
rebellions (the Taiping) and imperialist aggressions, such as the opium war.
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•	 On October 1st, 1949, Chinese Communist Party leader 
Mao Tse-Tung or Mao Zedong proclaims the People’s 
Republic of  China from the Tian’anmen Gate of  Bei-
jing’s Forbidden City.

•	 Mao	was	the	maximum	leader	of 	China	until	his	death	
in 1975. His period of  government was marked by pro-
found social and political upheavals, such as the Great 
Leap Forward campaigns and the Proletarian Cultural 
Revolution.

•	 After	Mao’s	death,	his	chosen	successor,	Hua	Guofeng,	
failed to consolidate power, which ended up in the hands 
of  Deng Xiaoping, but without “formally” occupying the 
presidency.

•	 Deng	Xiaoping	initiated	a	process	of 	economic	reforms	
and trade opening to the rest of  the world. Since then, its 
economy has managed to grow at a spectacular rate. De-
spite these economic successes, political repression man-
ifested itself  in a particularly tragic way in 1989, with the 
intervention of  the army to put an end to the Tian’anmen 
Square protests.

•	 After	Deng’s	death,	he	was	succeeded	by	Jiang	Zeming.	
He was then replaced in all his positions by Hu Jintao. 
In 2013, Xi Jinping replaced him and was reconfirmed 
in 2018, while the two-term limitation clause in the top 
executive position was removed.

After this synthesis of  China’s encounter with the Western 
colonial powers up to the fall of  the empire, the establishment 
of  the Republic, the civil war and the “creation of  the two Chi-
nas”, let’s go back in history for another geopolitical under-
standing: the “humiliation” of  China with the opium war and 
the imposition of  “unequal” trade treaties for China.



China vs. Taiwan in the Greater Caribbean: a geopolitical vision

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  427

Since the fall of China and the Opium War37 

The Opium Wars or Anglo-Chinese Wars38 were two war 
conflicts that occurred in the 19th century between the Chinese 
and British empires. The first lasted from 1839 to 1842. The sec-
ond, whereby France became involved with the British, broke 
out in 1856 and lasted until 1860. Its causes were the commer-
cial interests created by British opium smuggling in India and 
China and the efforts of  the Chinese government to impose its 
laws on that trade.

The Chinese defeat in the two wars forced the government to 
tolerate the opium trade. The British coerced the Chinese into 
signing the Unequal Treaties, opening several ports to foreign 
trade and annexing Hong Kong. Portugal followed the British, 
forcing unequal terms of  trade on China and the enlargement 
of  Macau, under Portuguese rule since the 16th century. This 
contributed to the Taiping rebellion in the mid-19th century, the 
Boxer rebellion in the early 20th century, and the fall of  the 
Qing dynasty in 1912. It also ended China’s relative isolation 
from the West.

Direct maritime trade between Europe and the Chinese em-
pire began in the 16th century, after the Portuguese established 
the colony of  Goa in India, and soon after that of  Macao in 
southern China. After the Spanish conquest of  the Philippines, 
the pace of  trade between China and the West accelerated dra-
matically. The Manila Galleon transported more silver to China 
than the Silk Road.

China tried to limit contact with the outside world to a mini-
mum. They only allowed trade through the port of  Canton. Mo-
nopolies and stringent procedures were established to restrict 
the flow of  trade, resulting in high selling prices for imported 
goods and limited demand.

37 See: Fay, P. W. (1975). Abstract taken from Wikipedia.
38 China’s entry into the contemporary world takes place with the opium 
war, and is sustained by Ramírez Ruíz, R. (2018).
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The Mughal Empire of  India began to sell opium to the Chi-
nese until it was succeeded by the establishment of  the British 
East India Company in Bengal which monopolized the trade. 
From Indonesia, through the Dutch East India Company, that 
country had favored this trade to China being really the model 
of  the successful opium traffic and its use to compensate the 
huge trade deficit with China.

Because of  the high demand for tea, silk and porcelain in 
the United Kingdom and the low demand for British goods in 
China, Britain had a large trade deficit with China and had to 
pay for these items with silver. Britain began illegally exporting 
opium to China from British India in the 18th century to offset 
its deficit. The opium trade grew rapidly, and the flow of  sil-
ver began to dwindle. Emperor Daoguang banned the sale and 
consumption of  opium in 1829 because of  the large number of  
addicts.

The dispute was sparked by the opium trade, which was seen 
from both sides in very different ways. The emperor censored 
opium in China because of  its negative effect on the population. 
The British, on the other hand, saw opium as the ideal market 
that would help them offset the large trade with China. These 
wars and the subsequent treaties signed between the powers re-
sulted in several ports in China opening up to trade with the 
West, which led in part to the downfall of  the Chinese economy. 
These wars are considered the first drug wars.

China’s imperial dynasty was increasingly besieged by for-
eign powers demanding more bilateral trade, following a major 
slump in the early 19th century. Europeans were buying Chi-
nese porcelain, silk, condiments and tea, but were unable to sell 
any goods of  interest to China. Instead, they were forced to pay 
in silver, which meant a great strain on already strained Europe-
an finances caused by the Napoleonic wars.

Opium was produced in China since the 15th century. It was 
mixed with tobacco in a process invented by the Spanish, then 
mastered by the Dutch in the 17th century and massively gener-
alized by the British in the 18th century. Noting the health and 
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social problems associated with its consumption, the Chinese 
imperial government banned it in 1829.

The British began producing opium in India in significant 
quantities in the mid-18th century. They learned the art from 
the Mughals, who had traded the substance at least since the 
reign of  Akbar (1556-1605) and began trading it for silver in 
southern China. They saw the potentially large profits that 
market (previously dominated by Jakarta, then a colony of  the 
Netherlands) would bring when they invaded Bengal in 1764. 
Profits were approaching 400 percent and poppies were growing 
almost everywhere.

British opium exports soared from approximately 15 tons in 
1730 to 75 tons in 1773, shipped in more than 2,000 boxes of  70 
kg each. The products triangulated as follows:
•	 Opium	cultivated	in	the	Ottoman	Empire,	Persia	and	In-

dia was transported to the Chinese Empire.
•	 Porcelain,	silks	and	tea	were	paid	for	with	opium.
•	 These	were	taken	to	the	east	coast	of 	the	United	States	

and the United Kingdom, where they were collected, 
and the proceeds went to Turkey and India to buy more 
opium.

In the spring of  1830, faced with the alarming and rampant 
abuse of  the opium trade, Emperor Daoguang ordered Lin Hse 
Tsu to quickly combat this plague, and he responded by tackling 
the corruption of  the imperial officialdom and ordering the de-
struction of  more than 20,000 boxes of  opium. He sent a letter 
to Queen Victoria asking her to respect the rules of  internation-
al trade and not to trade in toxic substances, as shown in the 
next paragraph:

But there is a category of  foreign malefactors who manufacture opi-
um and bring it to our country to sell it, inciting fools to destroy 
themselves, simply in order to make a profit. (...) now the vice has 
spread everywhere, and the poison is penetrating deeper and deep-
er (...) For this reason, we have decided to punish with very severe 
penalties the merchants and smokers of  opium, in order to put a 
definitive end to the spread of  this vice. (...) All opium discovered in 
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China shall be thrown into boiling oil and destroyed. Henceforth, 
any foreign ship arriving with opium on board will be set on fire (...) 
(Lozano Cámara and Cierva de Vélez, 2004).

The geopolitical importance of  trade between Asia and the 
Caribbean, mainly with the viceroyalty of  New Spain (Mexi-
co, which was the economic engine of  the Spanish empire) and 
which competed with trade between Europe and Asia circum-
venting Africa, will be discussed in the following section.

Between the Atlantic and Pacific routes:

China is geopolitically located at the eastern end of  the Eur-
asian mega-continent, in correspondence to Europe, which is 
at the western end, establishing it as a geopolitical unit as es-
tablished by Mackinder and introduced at the beginning of  this 
essay. The European literature on the contacts between the two 
extremes is numerous, from the recognition of  the silk route 
between Rome and Xian, when it was the primitive Chinese 
empire. Later, Marco Polo made the empire of  Kublai Khan 
known to the West, and this made the Hispanic relations even 
more intense, even if  only through the Jesuit missionaries who 
became part of  the Mongolian court.

However, there is another geopolitical reality, in which the 
Spanish empire created a route across the Pacific Ocean, from 
its Philippine colony to the economic heart of  the New Spain 
in the Viceroyalty of  Mexico. This is the route that united Asia 
and the Caribbean and Central America. One that has evolved 
from being an island part (the Caribbean) and a continental part 
(Central America) and that for political reasons has been uni-
fied with the concept of  the Greater Caribbean Basin.

This dichotomy is picked up by the pragmatic definition 
used, including Mexico and even part of  the United States of  
America. But the primacy prevails that European colonization 
began in this region of  the Caribbean, to produce what Bosch 
(2009) called the imperial frontier.
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Impact of the “Two Chinas” conflict and its effect on Me-
soamerica and the Caribbean: the “Two Chinas” conflict

This conflict occurred in the civil war following the estab-
lishment of  the first republic in Asia, in 1912, initiated by the 
restoration aspirations of  the empire, by military chieftains, for 
them to become neo-emperors. The panorama changed with the 
founding of  the Chinese Communist Party, on July 21st, 1921, 
where an ideological and class opposition was established, 
which, after its incorporation to the civil war, defeated the gov-
ernment troops of  the nationalist regime or Kuomintang, of  
Chiang Kai-Sek, in 1949 and installed the People’s Republic of  
China. Thus, beginning the conflict of  the two China, when the 
Kuomintang regime took refuge on the island of  Formosa or 
Taiwan, as the Republic of  China.39 

Taiwan’s situation was consolidated by the support of  the 
leaders of  the Allied powers at the Yalta Conference, where 
the Republic of  China was recognized as a permanent member 
of  the Security Council with veto power in the future “Unit-
ed Nations Organization”. This situation lasted until October 
25th, 1971, when the United Nations passed General Assembly 
resolution 2758 recognizing the People’s Republic of  China as 
a representative in substitution of  the Chiang Kai-Sek regime.  
This marked a substantial turn in international geopolitics and 
the economic thrust of  the People’s Republic of  China.

What is the “One China Theory”?

The “One China Theory” is supported by the authorities of  
the People’s Republic of  China and gained conceptual strength 
when it was accepted by the United States to produce the change 
of  Chinese representation in 1972. In 1992, it was the core of  the 
pact between the continental and Taiwan representatives. It estab-
lishes the existence of  a state that includes the People’s Republic, 

39 See the synopsis of  this period in Rodríguez, S. 2019, pp. 74-90.
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Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau; while the Taiwanese recognize 
a single China, but with the legitimacy of  the Taipei government. 
The current conflict is with the Taiwan government presided by 
Dr. Tsai Ing-Wen, which intends to become a new independent 
and sovereign entity, breaking the “One China Principle”.

To bring the principle in line with the other actors, the thesis 
of  “One China, Two States” has been proposed by secession-
ists, but rejected by Beijing, as it entails separation. The govern-
ment of  the People’s Democratic Party (PDP, of  Dr. Tsai Ing 
Wein) has tried to create a more open, democratic and social-
ly advanced society by producing laws institutionalizing equal 
marriage and the practice of  a participatory society, in order to 
create an adverse condition to the totalitarianism prevailing by 
the regime of  the Communist Party of  China. A very interest-
ing social experience, because Taiwan is the only society at this 
time with such a level of  social and sexual advances in Asia.

Therefore, Taiwan’s interest has been to maintain a strong 
program of  diplomatic relations to demonstrate that a number 
of  “peers” recognized Taiwan’s statehood, and that it was main-
tained by “Cold War” alliances, until the severance of  relations 
and recognition of  the “One China principle” by the United 
States of  America during the Nixon Administration, 1979. In 
the “Neo-Cold War” environment of  the Trump administra-
tion, we find a strengthening of  Taiwan, mainly in the mod-
ernization of  military hardware. The issue is open in the Biden 
administration started in January 2021.

The case of the diverse regimes of Central America and the 
Caribbean40  

The decision of  several Central American countries to main-
tain diplomatic recognition of  Taiwan is based on historical rea-

40 Developed from the text by Aguilera Peralta, G. (2004) published in 
the magazine Nueva Sociedad. This magazine, published by the Friedrich 
Ebert Foundation, first in Caracas and currently in Buenos Aires, has had 
very interesting issues dedicated to the topic of  China and Latin America, 



China vs. Taiwan in the Greater Caribbean: a geopolitical vision

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  433

sons that have their origin in the Cold War, in the financial aid 
deployed in recent years and in the consensus generated in the 
elites and public opinion. One of  the main consequences of  this 
strategy is the difficulty in developing relations with continental 
China, which refuses to link up with countries that recognize 
the government of  Taipei, creating problems in entering its gi-
gantic and growing market. 

In the 1980s, Central American countries made up a signifi-
cant proportion of  the nations that still maintained diplomatic 
relations with the Republic of  China (Taiwan), to the detriment 
of  the possibility of  establishing diplomatic relations with the 
People’s Republic of  China, despite the growing importance 
that the Asian giant began to acquire after recognition by the 
United States. Even when trade links were unfavorable for Cen-
tral America, the governments supported -both bilaterally and 
in the regional framework of  the Central American Integration 
System- the decision to recognize Taiwan. The reasons for this 
foreign policy option were complex and included historical an-
tecedents, political coincidences and cooperation from the is-
land. These elements are explained here, and future scenarios 
are discussed. 

The Central American countries had established relations 
with China before the triumph of  the revolution in that coun-
try in 1949. After the transfer of  the Kuomintang government 
to what was known as the island of  Formosa at the time, the 
governments of  the region, allies of  the United States, followed 
Washington’s political option of  maintaining relations with the 
Chang Kai-shek regime and ignoring the People’s Republic of  
China. The argument used at the time was that the international 
community maintained recognition of  the legitimacy of  the gov-
ernment located in Taiwan, the founder of  the United Nations, 
and ignored that of  Mao Zedong, located on the mainland. Of  

such as Nº 203 (China as competitor and strategic partner) and Nº 259, 
with the topic El Desembarco de China en América Latina (China’s Landing 
in Latin America).
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course, this decision was based on an anti-communist ideological 
coincidence and a vision of  the world divided between the two 
sides of  the Cold War, which was consolidated with the develop-
ment of  internal Central American conflicts from the 1960s on-
wards and the rise of  authoritarian governments in most of  the 
countries of  the region. This gave rise to cooperative relations in 
the field of  security and defense. The School of  Political War-
fare, the Fu Hsing Kang College, provided training to Central 
American and Dominican officers involved in counterinsurgen-
cy operations. In the case of  Guatemala, military officers who 
were deployed during the war add great value to this training. 
Similarly, exchanges were made between students of  Taiwan’s 
officer training schools and Central American institutions. 

Unlike the rest of  Latin America, the position of  the Central 
American countries did not change after Richard Nixon’s visit 
to China in 1971 and the United Nations’ recognition of  that 
country. Although most South American (and world) nations 
gradually shifted diplomatic recognition to the People’s Repub-
lic of  China, Central America did not change its position.

However, the political-military relations aspect lost impor-
tance after the 1990s, with the end of  the Cold War, the paci-
fication of  Central America and the transition to democracy, 
which, in a way, also happened in Taiwan, where the Kuomint-
ang lost the elections, and an opposition party came to power.

The end of  the Cold War coincided with reforms in main-
land China, which boosted economic growth and opened up an 
ever-wider space for China as one of  the central players in the 
international arena. Its entry into the world market increased its 
capacity for influence. In this new context, its “one China” for-
eign policy, which prevents an international actor from having 
simultaneous relations with Beijing and Taipei, increased Tai-
wan’s isolation, which has managed to retain only the recogni-
tion of  a group of  nations. Maintaining these ties has therefore 
become strategically important for the island.

Taiwan has developed a series of  resources to sustain these 
ties. The central instrument is the privileged nature of  the re-
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lation, insofar as the importance given by Taipei to its allies 
implies a highly regarded treatment, which some of  these actors 
would certainly not find with other counterparts. This includes 
the creation of  friendly ties with personalities in government 
and civil society, including the media and political parties. Their 
embassies have generally been very efficient in public relations 
and have developed an extensive program of  invitations to the 
island, sustained over decades. As a result, an important sec-
tor of  the Central American elites has visited Taipei and other 
places in Taiwan and have been generously welcomed, resulting 
in favorable attitudes to their positions. The cultural exchange 
component is also noteworthy, and, despite the diminished im-
portance of  the defense dimension, Taipei continues to cultivate 
close relations with security agencies of  its Central American 
counterparts.

But the central axis is bilateral and multilateral coopera-
tion. Although it is not as large as that of  major donors, it is 
carried out under very favorable conditions. Within it, we can 
distinguish between non-reimbursable financial cooperation, 
reimbursable cooperation and technical cooperation. Financial 
cooperation meets the requirements of  the States, generally for 
infrastructure and development, but also covers emergency re-
sponse to natural disasters.

A non-transparent dimension of  cooperation refers to the de-
livery of  financial resources for political campaigns or for the 
discretionary use of  presidents and heads of  state. These finan-
cial transfers, known as “dollar diplomacy”, have given rise to 
denunciations and, in some cases, to the initiation of  judicial 
proceedings against Central American leaders accused of  re-
ceiving -directly or through third parties- donations, sometimes 
in the millions, supposedly destined for development or political 
culture foundations, but without having proven their proper use. 

Another axis that sustains the relation is the structure of  
diplomatic ties. Taipei maintains an active presence in the re-
gional sphere: it is an external observer member of  the Central 
American Integration System (SICA) and the Central Ameri-



DR. MIGUEL SANG BEN

436  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

can Parliament and is a member of  the Central American Inte-
gration Bank (CABEI). Since 1999, meetings of  heads of  state 
and government of  Taiwan and the Central American countries 
and the Dominican Republic have been held every two years, 
alternating between a country in the region and Taipei. There 
are also other common spaces, such as the meetings of  the Joint 
Commission for Cooperation between the Republic of  China 
(Taiwan) and the countries of  the Central American isthmus.

As a result of  these ties, various instruments of  dialogue and 
cooperation have been signed between the parties and specific 
programs have been implemented at the regional level, such as 
the project to support Central American foreign ministries. As 
a result of  this undertaking, most of  the buildings of  the Cen-
tral American foreign ministries have been built or remodeled 
thanks to donations from Taiwan. These specific grants have 
also benefited integration organizations, such as SICA and the 
Secretariat for Central American Economic Integration (Sieca). 
As part of  these relations of  cooperation and friendship, the 
Central American countries that support Taiwan are expected 
to defend its positions in international forums, especially in the 
United Nations, and to support its aspiration to become a full 
member of  international organizations. 

In this regard, Taiwan takes steps so that every year, during 
the opening session of  the General Assembly, the Central Amer-
ican presidents or foreign ministers with whom it has relations 
and those of  other friendly countries emphasize in their speech-
es their aspiration to join this world forum. In short, its strate-
gy has allowed it not only to maintain active bilateral relations 
with some Central American countries, but also to become an 
actor within the Central American integration system, which 
significantly strengthens those ties.

The disparity in trade flows, always in favor of  Taiwan, has 
been very present in the agenda of  relations and has been the 
reason for permanent initiatives of  the Central American coun-
tries to correct it. Among them is the establishment in 1988 of  
the Economic Development Fund, whereby Taiwan undertook 
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to grant economic aid in the amount of  US$240 million disburs-
able over a period of  12 years. Similarly, a Central American 
Trade Office was established in Taipei to promote trade, tour-
ism and investment.

This office is important because Taiwan’s argument in rela-
tion to the problem of  the disparity in economic relations is that, 
since it is a market situation, the solution is to encourage greater 
investment in Central America and help the countries of  the 
region to increase their supply capacity in the island’s market. 
To this end, it has offered a series of  initiatives: among others, 
the establishment of  the Central and South American Research 
Center, the creation of  the Joint Investment Fund, low-interest 
financing for projects, the creation of  consultation mechanisms 
for industrial development and the incentive of  spin-off  mecha-
nisms for members of  technical missions.

Taiwan’s investments in the region, if  favorable, could bal-
ance the disparities in the trade balance. These investments 
show important variations. For the Central American countries 
that have relations with Taiwan, the negative side of  their stub-
born adherence to the relation with Taipei lies in the difficulty 
of  opening links with the People’s Republic of  China, a conse-
quence of  that power’s policy of  not admitting a dual relation. 
The cost is not minor, given the growing importance of  China’s 
projection and the attractiveness of  its immense market, as well 
as its recent -and growing- projection towards Latin America. 
From the commercial point of  view, there may be interesting 
windows of  opportunity, such as the recent development of  cof-
fee consumption among the Chinese population.

But these possibilities should not be taken as automatic. The 
Central American market is very small, as is its export supply. 
In any case, continental China could be attracted by some of  
the area’s natural resources and has expressed interest in in-
vestments, for example, in hydroelectric power generation. In 
this context, the country that definitely arouses the interest of  
continental China is Panama whereby it established diplomatic 
relations in 2017, especially in relation to the Canal expansion 
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project, an undertaking of  enormous proportions and with an 
estimated budget of  one billion dollars. 

Central American countries loyal to Taiwan face a difficult 
decision. Changing diplomatic recognition to continental Chi-
na would allow them to develop trade relations with the Asian 
giant. Although it is not clear how much benefit it would mean 
for the economies of  the region, it is believed that part of  the 
export offer could find market niches in China, especially for 
coffee and sugar. Eventually, some countries could benefit from 
Chinese tourism. On the other hand, Beijing does not place 
much emphasis on cooperation, and its interest in the area is 
generally lower.

The recent evolution of  China’s policy towards Latin Amer-
ica was presented by Professor Xu Shicheng at a conference in 
Mexico City in 2012, on the occasion of  the CELAC-People’s 
Republic Conference. Chinese scholars and document reposito-
ries treat the region as a “unit” and we have no particular data 
on the Central American and Caribbean region. 

In the imperial times of  the Qing dynasty, its government 
established diplomatic relations with Peru (1874), Brazil (1881), 
Mexico (1899), Cuba (1902), and Panama (1909). The period 
from the establishment of  the Republic of  China in 1912 to 
1949, during the government of  the Nationalist Party or Kuo-
mintang, relations were established with Chile (1915), Bolivia 
(1916), Nicaragua (1930), Guatemala (1931), the Dominican 
Republic (1940), Costa Rica (1944), Argentina (1947) and Ec-
uador (1949). 

With the historical event of  the establishment in 1949 of  the 
People’s Republic of  China and the move of  the Republic of  
China to the island of  Taiwan, the main Latin American coun-
tries remained loyal to the Taiwan authorities without establish-
ing diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of  China. 

On September 28th, 1960, the People’s Republic of  China 
and Cuba announced the establishment of  diplomatic relations, 
thus initiating a new page between Latin America and China. 
However, during the second half  of  the 1960s, the coups d’état 
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in Brazil, Argentina, Chile, among others, in addition to the 
Sino-Soviet controversy and the unleashing of  the Cultural 
Revolution in China, seriously affected relations between Latin 
America and China.

During the 1970s, a policy of  support for Latin American 
nationalist governments was developed, and the establishment 
of  Sino-US relations led 11 countries to re-establish or initiate 
relations with the PRC: Chile, Peru, Mexico, Argentina, Guy-
ana, Jamaica, Trinidad & Tobago, Venezuela, Brazil, Suriname 
and Barbados.

In the 1980s, the following countries established relations 
with China: Ecuador, Colombia, Antigua & Barbuda, Bolivia, 
Uruguay and the Bahamas. In the following decade,the 1990s, 
nineteen additional countries established relations with China.

In the 21st century, relations were established with Costa 
Rica (2007), Panama (2017), the Dominican Republic (2018) 
and El Salvador (2018), thus creating a new framework, al-
though quite uncertain due to the belligerent reaction of  U.S. 
diplomacy to China’s rapprochement with its neighbors south 
of  the Rio Grande. Therefore, from a geopolitical perspective, 
the situation foreseen at the end of  the 20th century for the 
Chinese presence in the Central American and Caribbean sub 
region is radically different, and we will present it in the follow-
ing section. It is clear that the so-called Southern Cone and the 
Andean Region are ahead of  the Central American and Carib-
bean Region, since the first signatories of  Strategic Partnership 
Agreements with China are Brazil (1993), Venezuela (2001), 
Mexico (2003) and Argentina (2004); while Chile (2004) and 
Peru (2005) signed Full Cooperation Agreements.

An example of philosophy in aid and economic relations:

The emergence of  China as a major international trading 
partner has been taking diplomatic recognition away from Tai-
wan. Some Central American countries, Haiti and three tiny na-
tions of  the Lesser Antilles still recognize Taiwan. If  one takes 
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into account that the rest of  the countries that recognize Taiwan 
have little commercial importance, except for Paraguay (they 
are the Vatican, Burkina Faso, Swaziland and six Polynesian 
microstates), it is understandable that Central America absorbs 
Taiwan’s diplomatic interest.

Blanca Abadía Moreno presents a case of  the asymmetry of  
aid and economic relations between the Beijing and Taipei re-
gimes. The title is revealing: “Taipéi paga a Centroamérica su 
reconocimiento con importaciones”. Abadía (2018) summarizes 
the Diplomatic Status of  the Two Chinas: 

From almost two hundred countries in the world, only 19 have 
diplomatic relations with Taiwan (and therefore do not have diplo-
matic relations with China). Of  these [nineteen], five are [located] 
in Central America and four in the Caribbean. The recognition of  
Taipei has some advantages for these countries, although they have 
been neutralized by China’s commercial weight. Panama estab-
lished relations with Beijing in 2017 and the Dominican Republic 
has just done so now. Here we examine the interest that preference 
for Taiwan still holds for certain Central American countries. 

Since the constitutive theory of  statehood defines a state as 
a person in international law if, and only if, it is recognized as 
sovereign by others, Taiwan strives to ensure that those coun-
tries continue to recognize it as a full subject in the concert of  
nations. Losing their support would directly affect the legitima-
cy of  its claims as a sovereign state.

To this end, Taipei encourages trade relations with them, fos-
ters investments and uses what is called “checkbook diploma-
cy”: the delivery of  gifts (and bribes) to maintain these relations. 
Central American countries loyal to Taiwan receive an average 
of  US$50 million annually in declared non-reimbursable coop-
eration. Taiwan directs aid to its Latin American allies through 
the International Cooperation and Development Fund (ICDF), 
with programs ranging from infrastructure construction to cof-
fee production. 

On another level, it has financed and constructed several 
government buildings in Nicaragua. In addition, the Asian na-
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tion contributes to programs of  the Central American Bank for 
Economic Integration (CABEI) and is an observer country in 
the Central American Parliament and other regional organiza-
tions. Truly, it is a “checkbook” diplomacy.

This effort, however, has not prevented the casualties in re-
cent years among the Central American countries that contin-
ued to give it diplomatic recognition. Costa Rica’s economic de-
velopment led the country in 2007 to want to improve its trade 
figures through a rapprochement with China, which involved 
the opening of  an embassy in Beijing and the closure of  the 
one it had in Taipei. For the same reason, Panama also opted 
to break off  diplomatic relations with Taiwan in 2017, stating 
that China, a prominent user of  the Panamanian canal, “has 
always played a relevant role in Panama’s economy” and any 
restrictions preventing it from remaining so had to be removed.

Table I. Central American trade with China and Taiwan.  
Figures in millions of  US$ (position in each country’s trade). 

Central American trade with China and Taiwan (2016)

Central American 
Countries

Imports from: Exports to:

China Taiwán China Taiwán

Honduras 1,146.3 (2º) 82.5 (14º) 18.5 (23º) 24.7 (18º)

Guatemala 1,846.6 (3º) 119.7 (20º) 75.5 (13º) 74.0 (19º)

El Salvador 804.7 (3º) 135.2 (15º) 46.5 (11º) 53.3 (9º)

Nicaragua 845.5 (2º) 32.5 (23)º 21.5 (20º} 83.7 (8º)

Source: Abadía Moreno, 2011.

Trade relations between Taiwan and the Central American 
countries that recognize it as a State significantly increased 
thanks to the opening in 1997 of  the Central American Trade 
Office (CATO) in Taiwan, the incorporation of  this country to 
CABEI and the entry into force of  several trade agreements. 
Thus, it signed free trade agreements with Guatemala (2006), 
with Honduras and El Salvador (2006) and with Nicaragua 
(2008).
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These treaties have especially facilitated Central American 
exports to Taiwan. As it is the case with most Latin American 
countries, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua 
have China as one of  the main origins of  their imports (the first 
is still the United States). Their political alignment with Tai-
wan does not prevent them from being customers of  China’s 
production. Thus, in 2016, China ranked between 2nd and 3rd 
as a source market, while Taiwan ranked far down the table 
(between 14th and 23rd). However, the particular relation with 
Taipei means that Taiwan equals or surpasses China as a des-
tination for exports from the four Central American countries 
mentioned in 2016. That is the commercial benefit they obtain 
from diplomatic recognition of  the Asian island.

From this group of  countries, Nicaragua exported the most 
to Taiwan in 2016 (US$83.7 million) compared to exports to 
China (US$21.5 million), a ratio of  four to one. The main Nic-
araguan products exported were shrimp, sugar, beef  and coffee.

Honduras exported US$24.7 million to Taiwan -mainly tex-
tiles, coffee and aluminum- compared to US$18.5 million to 
China. El Salvador sent US$53.3 million worth of  cargo to Tai-
wan -mainly sugar- and US$46.5 million to China. Guatemala, 
whose economy has a larger volume, was the only country to 
sell more to China (US$75.5 million), but in figures very similar 
to those of  Taiwan (US$74 million), whereby it sent mainly cof-
fee, paper and cardboard.

With these diplomatic and trade relations, Taiwan intends 
to show the international community that it is a capable and 
responsible partner for cooperation. It also wants to show the 
world that Taiwanese diplomacy exists despite China’s attempts 
to isolate it. The fact that China has a special interest in mar-
kets that facilitate access to raw materials makes the Asian giant 
more attentive to relations with various South American coun-
tries, rich in minerals; it is there where Beijing concentrates its 
Latin American investments.

Central America, with less extractive activity, thus escapes Chi-
na’s priority (the interest in the Panama Canal is an exception) and 
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is left for the time being to Taiwan’s action. However, the increas-
ingly residual nature of support for the island and the very weight 
of  relations with China suggest that Central American countries 
will continue to drop out of  this particular club, one after the other.

Current situation and projection of the “two Chinas” 
conflict:

The current conjuncture, marked by the COVID-19 pandem-
ic and dated 2020, can be summarized as follows: the People’s 
Republic of  China has overcome the pandemic crisis and its 
“mini-crisis” provoked by the trade war sponsored by Donald 
Trump, but at the price of  a relative isolation that it must revive. 
While Taiwan, sponsored by the neo-Cold War against China 
on the part of  the United States and under the leadership of  
President Dr. Tsai, must unlock the precarious position brought 
about by Trump’s loss of  the U.S. presidency.

Two legal instruments have been introduced by the People’s 
Republic of  China, the Anti-Secession Law (2005) and the Eco-
nomic Cooperation Framework Agreement (2010)41. With the Eco-
nomic Cooperation Framework Agreement signed between 
China and Taiwan on June 29th, 2010, it comes to include one 
more aspect to the economic integration that is favorable to the 
peaceful reunification of  the parties. But what would explain 

41 In his work, Aranda, I. (2011) analyzes the problem of  reunification 
between the People’s Republic of  China and Taiwan in the last decade, 
within the framework of  two milestones: on the one hand, the enactment 
of  the Anti-Secession Law of  March 14th, 2005 and, on the other hand, 
the signing of  the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement on June 
30th, 2010. This problem of  reunification, which began with the flight of  
the Chinese Nationalist government to the island in 1949, has remained 
an unresolved conflict in status quo for three reasons that we consider in 
this analysis. First, because of  continental China’s unyielding refusal to 
relinquish its sovereignty over Taiwan, and with it, the constant threat 
of  the use of  military force; second, because of  the Taiwanese process of  
building internal, Westphalian and interdependent sovereignty; and third, 
because of  the economic interdependence between Taiwan and China.
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the reason why Taiwan has agreed to sign this trade agreement 
with China? In this regard, there are variables of  an econom-
ic, domestic political and international political nature. On the 
economic side, Taiwan has been hard hit by the international 
crisis and needs a speedy recovery. The relations between the 
two Chinas are bittersweet, in the best culinary tradition.

According to Aranda (2010): 

Since the opening up of  the economy, the Taiwanese have been 
investing in the continental, with the highest volumes of  foreign 
investment coming from the period 1979-1995. Continental China 
itself  endeavored to provide a particularly advantageous regulato-
ry framework designed to attract investment for export processing 
and assembly. In more recent data, it is evidenced that each year 
Taiwan invests in China more than 3,000 million dollars and, in the 
Shanghai region alone, half  a million Taiwanese live and work. In 
turn, China is the main buyer of  Taiwanese products and absorbs a 
quarter of  the island’s exports, worth 65 billion dollars.

It is clear that the issue of  the two Chinas has a path marked 
by the political framework of  the economic interdependence of  
the two societies. The horizon of  2049, when the first centena-
ry of  the establishment of  the People’s Republic of  China will 
be celebrated, is a symbolic date to put the conflict of  the two 
Chinas behind us.

The Belt and Road Initiative: “the card up China’s sleeve”.42  

In 2013, Chinese President Xi Jinping launched for the first 
time the proposal of  the Belt and Road Initiative (González 
Sáez, 2020). At the time, the projection of  the great project was 
focused on the regions of  Asia and Europe, but there was no 
thought of  its extension to Latin America and the Caribbean. 
From the outset, the United States perceived the Chinese initia-

42 We base this section on the work of  Mallimaci and Shixue, (2018) publi-
shed by Ediciones UNTDF. As a curiosity, the publishing house belongs 
to the National University of  Tierra de Fuego, a sample of  the interest 
generated in the countries of  the southern cone.
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tive as a danger to its interests, even though some U.S. business-
men have shown interest in participating in the project. 

Four years later in 2017 with the incorporation of  Panama, 
the great Chinese project advanced towards the Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean region. Subsequently, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Suriname (May), Antigua and Barbuda, Bolivia (June), Domi-
nica, Guyana (July), Uruguay (August), Costa Rica, Venezuela, 
Grenada (September), El Salvador, Chile, Dominican Republic, 
Cuba (November), Ecuador (December) joined in 2018, while 
in 2019, Barbados (February), Jamaica (April) and Peru (April). 
Argentina could become the 20th member.

The Belt and the Silk Road: a universal utopia?

Authors Zotelle and Wei (2016) present a synthetic defini-
tion, of  the scope of  the Silk Road and Strip in Table II and aim 
to appeal to humanity’s memory of  that long road, from the far 
west to the far east of  the Eurasian mega-continent since Neo-
lithic times, known as the Silk Road.  

Table II: The Belt and Silk Road has 6 corridors and  
a maritime route.

Route Corridors and maritime route

Overland 1. New Eurasia land bridge, running from western Chi-
na to western Russia.

2. Mongolia-China-Russia Corridor, running from 
northern China to eastern Russia.

3. China-Central Asia-West Asia corridor, which runs 
from western China to Turkey.

4. China-Indochina Peninsula Corridor, which runs 
from southern China to Singapore.

5. Bangladesh-China India-Myanmar Corridor, which 
runs from southern China to India.

6. China-Pakistan Corridor, which runs from south-
west China to Pakistan.

Seaway 1. A Maritime Silk Road, which runs from the Chinese 
coast and through Singapore to the Mediterranean.
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To link the raw material markets of  the Americas and the 
Caribbean, they once again appeal to the “Manila Galleon 
Route”, that trade between 1535 and 1815 that linked the only 
Spanish colony in Asia, the Philippines, with the viceroyalty of  
New Spain in Mexico, to extend the maritime route eastward to 
the Pacific Ocean. This would result in a Belt and Silk Road as 
shown in Figure I.

Figure I. Map of  the Belt and the Silk Road.  

Source: Infórmate Digital.

Subsequently, it spread to the Caribbean via the Panama Ca-
nal, and its expression in the Caribbean as presented in Figure 
II, with ramifications throughout the Caribbean Basin, indirect-
ly dominating inter-oceanic transit, as transit is predominantly 
Chinese flagged43.

 

43 See El País report, China sets its sights on Panama and arouses US suspi-
cions at the following link: https://elpais.com/internacional/2019/05/03/
america/1556915064_599742.html   
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An “educational” rationale for cooperation between China 
and Latin America

Latin America has experienced this direct relation between 
obsolete educational systems or with little reach to the popu-
lation and underdevelopment, throughout its history. In this 
sense, Wei Qian and Esteban Zotelle (2017) point out that the 
Latin American experience requires us to reflect on what the 
main objectives of  education are and what kind of  knowledge 
and skills will be necessary to face the problems, challenges and 
new situations at local, national and global levels. Make the Belt 
and Road an instrument for transforming Latin American soci-
ety through education.

Thus, what is the place of  education in this context of  
change? This question indicates that progress in education at 
all levels will be the fundamental factor in overcoming inequal-
ity and exclusion. In turn, education will have to be free and 
broad and meet the training needs of  the population, in order 
to be inclusive and break the circle of  poverty-no access to edu-
cation/no access to education/poverty, and leave an instrument 
of  exclusion. For this, the state will have to take it as a priority, 
even though this responsibility does not exclude private actors. 
In graphic terms, it would be shown in a simple graph like the 
following one:

Figura II. The 
Belt and Road 
in the Carib-
bean Basin 
(Ibercampus, 
2018). 



DR. MIGUEL SANG BEN

448  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

The model for breaking the vicious circle starts with educa-
tion, as shown in the following table, but with a societal rather 
than individualistic approach, since it starts with the improve-
ment of  the educational system with emphasis on its impact 
on collective economic development. This is a repeated topic in 
economics and education.

Figure 1. Lack of  
access to education, 

poverty and social 
exclusion. 
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Figure 2. Improvement in education systems and their  
relationship with economic development.
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Likewise, they start from the multiplier of  investment in in-
frastructure in the economic meter that is the Gross Domestic 
Product, due to the multiple effects with other activities in the 
internal economy of  the country, which, like education, is a tra-
ditional relation in the chaining of  effects on growth. It would 
seem to be a very linear scheme, but the authors point out the 
qualitative leap in quality and quantitative leap in productivity, 
causing a predominance of  innovation as the driving force of  
production. It shows the bias of  materialist economy which is 
“suspicious” of  the financial economy because they consider 
that it does not create “real wealth”, but speculation.

However, the mechanism for managing the financial flows 
that serve for transactions must be ensured, so that the insti-
tutional economic structure can be coordinated based on the 
financial resources arranged for the distribution of  the coun-
terparts to dispose of  the physical and material resources - the 
goods. 

Figure 3. Infrastructure improvement and its relationship  
with economic growth.  
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The main innovation in the authors’ scheme is the introduc-
tion of  “interconnectivity” in reference to the effects of  the cy-
bernetic revolution in communications produced by networks 
and computing. We should point out how equity in access to 
networks and the emergence of  teleworking have a multiplier 
effect on productivity; therefore, on economic development and 
collective welfare. The condition is that the digital divide is min-
imal or non-existent, so that we are all “digitally literate”, and 
that society distributes this greater productivity in terms of  in-
come, welfare and social equity.

Figure 4. Improved interconnectivity and its relationship with 
economic development. 
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The other fact to consider in economic development is the 
existence of  “territory” -which is called spatial economics- 
whereby neglected would generate income concentration and, 
consequently, poverty due to lack of  productive activity on a 
regional scale. Therefore, if  an important objective is to mitigate 
poverty, the distribution of  activity must be supplied as wide-
ly as possible, avoiding mega-concentration, even if  it does not 
avoid specialization.
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Figure 5. Participation of  regional economies. 
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Figure 6. The Belt and Road Latin America.
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In an integration of  these elements, the authors present in 
Figure 6 the expected effects of  the Belt and Silk Road Initiative 
in the transformation of  the Latin American and Caribbean re-
ality (lack of  infrastructure, lack of  interconnectivity, deficit in 
the educational systems and low participation of  regional econ-
omies; in short, deficiencies in the quality of  life) to an econom-
ic-social-political-environmental sustainability. 

However, reality imposes itself, since the fiefdom with the 
other superpower that is the United States of  America has start-
ed a competitive and alternative initiative in the Latin American 
and Caribbean region. A reminder that human reality is geopo-
litical and thus reaches us to the limits of  our dreams.

Competition to the Belt and Silk Road.

As of  December 2019, 137 countries have become members 
of  the Belt and Silk Road Initiative. From this number, 19 are 
located in the Latin America and Caribbean region. The Unit-
ed States has been extremely concerned about China’s presence 
in this part of  the world. As if  that were not enough, Beijing 
has become the main supplier of  goods in several regions of  
the world, including Latin America and the Caribbean. There-
fore, Washington proposed to work on a similar project for the 
development of  infrastructure in order to compete against the 
Chinese plan. Latin America and the Caribbean is a strategic 
priority for the United States, despite Donald Trump’s disdain 
in his 2016 election campaign. 

In 2018, the United States launched the “America Grows” 
program (Department of  State, 2019; Guerrero, 2019; Hernán-
dez, 2019; INFOABE, 2019; Romano and García Fernández, 
2019) to channel private sector infrastructure and energy invest-
ments in the Latin American and Caribbean region. However, in 
December 2019 it formalized the initiative, whereby the name in 
English-speaking countries, America Grows is called Growth in 
the Americas, in order to resonate with local non-Spanish-speak-
ing audiences. In Brazil, the initiative is known as América Crece. 



China vs. Taiwan in the Greater Caribbean: a geopolitical vision

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  453

The first countries to sign memorandums of  understanding 
(MOUs) with Washington are both mostly countries that have 
joined the Chinese Belt and Road initiative, Panama, Chile, Ar-
gentina and Jamaica (Breier, 2019).

The comparison in the number of  countries appears in Table 
III and shows the compulsive nature of  the U.S. initiative, while 
the proposal is long-term and does not seem to be a short-term 
program. In the Dominican case, the Chinese interest is in the 
Manzanillo dock, as it is the deepest in the Caribbean region. 
Under pressure from the State Department, the Dominican 
government declared that this project is off-limits to Chinese 
investment, in an incident reported by the press. This news had 
the reaction of  the ambassador of  the People’s Republic of  Chi-
na to the Dominican Government (Hoy Digital, 2020), which 
maintains the diplomatic “status quo”. However, we will con-
tinue to be subject to the relations between the government of  
Xi Jinping in China and the new Executive of  the United States, 
Joe Biden. The new juncture has not presented definitions of  
the new positioning by the new administration in the United 
States. However, we insist that the competition between the 
world’s first and second largest economies will continue with a 
certain level of  belligerence.

The assessment of  U.S. agencies has indicated the level of  
“suspicion” of  Chinese investment programs with these terms: 

The Western media, following the U.S. lead, have been strongly crit-
icizing China in recent years for its investments, mainly in the pri-
mary sector and environmental pollution. However, they not only 
try to ignore, but also to hide the more than 50 years of  US and Eu-
ropean practices and dynamics that contributed to the “primariza-
tion” of  Latin American and Caribbean economies, to the adoption 
of  the maquila pattern and the deepening of  political and economic 
dependence (González Saez, 2020). (González Saez, 2020). 

It is at this level of  ideological polemic that the political class 
and public opinion have been engaged in evaluating China’s 
Belt and Silk Road initiative, as former President Trump went 
so far as to “demonize” the Chinese proposal (Shixue, 2018, 
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p.13). Echoing my observation that trade relations along the 
“Pacific” route between the Spanish empire and the Southeast 
Asian region, Professor Shixue, calls it as an extension of  the 
Silk Road, reaching our American lands (p. 14). 

One of  the goals mentioned by Shixue, with a highly uto-
pian content, is the statement that the Belt and Road will help 
build the community of  shared destiny of  mankind (p. 20). Is it 
a necessary condition that all those involved participate in the 
common goal? Is it a necessary condition that non-participating 
countries do not favor alternative competing schemes?

It is in this context that we find the article by Dr. Ruvislei 
González Sáez, researcher at the Center for International Policy 
Research (CIPI), which presents a comparison between the Belt 
and Road Program and its alternative sponsored by the United 
States of  America in the Trump administration, called America 
Grows or “Growth in the Americas”. 

China has diversified its investments since 2015 in sectors 
that already include technological components. An example of  
this is what has happened in investments in Venezuela, Ecuador 
and Bolivia, which have managed to obtain results, including 
aerospace, thanks to China’s contribution. What is visualized is 
a strong competition between both powers. 

The comparison in the following table shows the differenc-
es and similarities between the two alternative programs, one 
inspired by a distant past, while the other is a reaction to the 
first. We are at an “interesting” juncture due to the change of  
administration in the U.S. Executive and the new direction of  
its foreign policy.
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Table III. Comparison between Chinese and U.S. initiatives. 44 

THE BELT AND ROAD 
INITIATIVE

(PRC)

AMERICA GROWS  
INITIATIVE44 

(USA)

Idea  
launch  

year
2013 2018

Official 
launch  

year
2015 2019

Participating 
countries

Panama, Trinidad and Toba-
go, Suriname, Antigua and 
Barbuda, Bolivia, Domini-
ca, Guyana, Uruguay, Costa 
Rica, Venezuela, Grenada, 
El Salvador, Chile, the Domi-
nican Republic, Cuba, Ecua-
dor, Barbados, Jamaica and 
Peru.

Panama, Chile, Argentina, 
Jamaica and Colombia

Countries 
with prospects 

to join  
in 2020

Argentina Peru, Brazil, Guatemala,  
El Salvador, Honduras

Excluded 
countries None Cuba, Nicaragua and  

Venezuela

Sources of  
financing

New Silk Road Fund, Asian 
Investment and Infrastructure 
Bank (AIIB), China-ASEAN 
Fund, Export-Import Bank of  
China, China Development 
Bank, China-Latin America 
and Caribbean Fund, etc.

It mainly leverages existing 
programs, diplomatic com-
mitments, technical expertise 
and partnerships to achieve 
the goals and objectives of  
the initiative. One source is 
the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank, whereby China is 
a member.

44 The America Grows initiative is in limbo, as it depends on the new Bi-
den Administration that replaced President Trump’s in January 2020. In 
any case, the US can readapt the programs of  other administrations accor-
ding to the interests they serve and the strategic foreign policy objectives, 
so we should take into consideration that the America Grows program 
may reappear in US diplomacy as long as the Maritime Belt and Silk Road 
Program remains in force.
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Sectors of  
focus

Initiative focused on infras-
tructure development and 
interconnectivity, including 
telecommunications, energy, 
ports, roads and airports.

Initiative focused on ener-
gy infrastructure and has 
now been expanded to cover 
broader infrastructure needs, 
including telecommunica-
tions, energy, ports, roads and 
airports. The core objective of  
the initiative remains to facili-
tate investment in energy in-
frastructure.

Central  
bodies of  the 

initiatives

The central agencies that com-
prise it are the Communist 
Party of  China, the National 
Development and Reform 
Commission, the Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs, the Ministry 
of  Commerce, as well as other 
government agencies from va-
rious sectors including the so-
cio-cultural ones.

Its core agencies include the 
Department of  State and the 
Department of  the Treasury, 
the Department of  Commer-
ce and the Department of  
Energy, as well as the U.S. 
Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the 
U.S. Trade and Development 
Agency (USTDA) and the 
Overseas Private Investment 
Corporation (OPIC), among 
others.

Amount 
 of  initial 
financing 
approved

 More than 100 billion 
dollars.  40 billion dollars

Advantages of  
the initiatives

Contributes to the develop-
ment of  the region with the 
support of  leading companies 
in the telecommunications, 
infrastructure, especially rail 
and port sectors, as well as 
sources of  financing, especia-
lly from Chinese banks. Pro-
motes interconnectivity

It contributes to the develop-
ment of  U.S. interests in the 
region with the support of  lea-
ding companies in the energy, 
infrastructure, especially air 
and land sectors. It has finan-
cing limits that can be channe-
led through banks not only in 
the United States, but also in 
Europe.

Political  
implications

The projects are of  economic 
nature and depend on the po-
litical will of  the nations to 
join. It does not require ideo-
logical orientation of  govern-
ments.

The United States uses the ini-
tiative not only as an economic 
vehicle, but also as a vehicle 
of  political subordination to 
attack or dismiss governments 
that ideologically do not con-
form to its parameters.

Source: González Sáez, 2020.
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Figure 7. Countries involved in the Chinese and U.S. 
initiatives. 

Source: González Sáez, 2020. 

In this scenario, it should be added that the United States 
launched the “BUILD Act” to modernize U.S. development fi-
nance capabilities, whereby they would be willing to provide up 
to $60 billion through the International Development Finance 
Corporation, a body created in 2018 that brings together the 
budgets of  the U.S. Agency for International Development (US-
AID) and OPIC. It is led by the National Security Council and 
USAID’s Office of  Management and Budget (USAID, 2019). 
To position itself  in those countries where China’s commercial 
and financial presence has become more relevant, such as Bra-
zil, Chile and Peru, is among its objectives. In turn, the key area 
for the United States in terms of  infrastructure investment is 
energy, proposing the “America Grows” initiative, to allocate 
private capital to the development of  energy and infrastructure 
in the region”.

USAID plays a fundamental role in favor of  U.S. interests. 
This agency has been key in the pressure against Cuba and 
Venezuela. It is no coincidence that, since the gestation of  the 
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project, USAID has been involved in strengthening ties with 
Colombia, Ecuador and the Caribbean countries (not only in 
the framework of  the activity against Venezuela, but also in an 
attempt to increase its regional influence). The agency’s activity 
in Ecuador and Colombia has been intense, coinciding with the 
social unrest generated against the neoliberal policies of  their 
governments.

While America Grows has a sub-regional initiative in Central 
America, it is supported by other initiatives such as the “Carib-
bean 2020” brand, defined as “a multi-year strategy to increase 
the security, prosperity and well-being of  the people of  the Unit-
ed States and the Caribbean”. The U.S. presence in the Carib-
bean is significant. According to the State Department, in 2016, 
its trade partnerships with that region represented a trade sur-
plus of  $4.6 billion for the United States, 14 million U.S. tourist 
visits and there were 11,042 Caribbean students studying in the 
U.S. nation. The Caribbean has become the center of  attention 
for Washington, precisely because it is where more countries 
have joined the Chinese initiative, but also where there is more 
resistance within the OAS to actions against Venezuela.

The result is to turn the new world back into the battlefield 
between the economic powers in force, as if  to concern the best 
Latin American and Caribbean minds in the best use of  the ad-
vantages they offer and to avoid the disadvantages of  certain 
formulas that these commercial mechanisms entail at a global 
level.

Preliminary and non-conclusive geopolitical findings

In 2018, the Chinese government released the Document on 
China’s Policy toward Latin America and the Caribbean, which 
clearly states that it will strive to establish and develop with Lat-
in American and Caribbean countries the comprehensive co-
operative partnership characterized by equality, mutual benefit 
and shared development.

In addition, in 2019, after 20 years of  negotiation, the Mer-
cosur-European Union Association Agreement was signed (De 
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Azevedo et al., 2019) and, in the midst of  the Covid-19 pandem-
ic, the creation of  the Regional Economic Integrating Partner-
ship (RCEP) was announced after 10 years of  being proposed 
(OVAP, 2020) in a videoconference ceremony conducted from 
Hanoi. These two milestones mark steps towards the integration 
of  large blocs that will not be halted even by the mega health-eco-
nomic-social crisis that plagues us at the beginning of  the third 
decade of  the 21st century.

Relations between the Central American and Caribbean 
region and the “Kingdom of  the Center” should stabilize and 
integrate as the Silk Road megaprojects are developed; howev-
er, this development would be faster if  there were more Latin 
American unity and a vocation for harmony and fraternity in 
the region. This way we could take advantage of  the infrastruc-
tures for the rapprochement between our neighbors.

It seems that Latin America finds itself  at this juncture far 
from the political will to shape regional integration in order to 
adapt to the instruments of  regionalization at a global scale, be-
yond waiting for projects that promise and are real processes of  
collective welfare, in a kind of  “win-win”. Therefore, it should 
be reflected that the integration efforts south of  the Bravo River 
were carried out when the hero Simón Bolívar reminds us with 
the following defining phrase of  our common destiny before the 
Congress of  Panama:

The day our plenipotentiaries exchange their powers, an immortal 
age will be fixed in the diplomatic history of  America. When after 
a hundred centuries posterity seeks the origin of  our public law, and 
remembers the pacts that consolidated its destiny, they will record 
with respect the protocols of  the Isthmus. In it, they will find the 
plan of  the first alliances, which will trace the course of  our rela-
tions with the universe. What will then be the Isthmus of  Corinth 
compared to that of  Panama? (Bolívar, 1824)
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Problem and study design 

The Chinese and Dominican populations live at the antipo-
des of  historical and cultural worlds apart. Their countries are 
as different as imaginable. The geographic extension of  China 
is about 200 times larger than that of  the latter. The population 
of  the former is more than 140 times that of  the Dominican 
Republic, not to mention the economic volume of  the world’s 
number one or two compared to that of  the West Indies. More-
over, the oriental society and its dynasties trace their history to 
the arcane years of  human prehistory, in sharp contrast to the 
aboriginal, colonial and republican dates of  what today is called 
the Dominican society. 

Even in a frame of  reference traced with thick and general 
features, it is impossible to overlook the fact that both popula-
tions may or may not be coeval and perhaps even complemen-
tary, but they are undoubtedly very different and diverse. One 
of  them is still almost as traditional in its homogeneous mut-
ism and low profile, as it is technologically and commercially 
revolutionary; while on the island, personal individualism and 
modern carpe diem ravage everything that smells gregarious 
and collective. 
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In this context, I have rarely had to study a subject of  which 
I was so ignorant at the beginning. I accepted the challenge of  
sifting and evaluating the impact of  Chinese immigration on 
Dominican society precisely for that reason, to challenge the 
boundaries of  the little or nothing I knew about it. I admit that 
my first reaction was to exclaim in my internal forum: no im-
pact on identity in the country? none. All first- and second-gen-
eration Chinese descendants that I have had the privilege of  
meeting in the Dominican Republic over the last 56 years, at 
first glance, are not Chinese Dominicans, nor Dominican-Chi-
nese, but mostly middle-class Dominicans who hold without ex-
clusion or mockery their Chinese or, in a few cases, Taiwanese 
ancestry.

From an anthropological perspective, which I recognize: it 
is mine, what is perceived at first glance is the following: with 
the exception of  some basically Cantonese culinary dishes, this 
ethnic group from the Far East is integrated into Dominican so-
ciety, from the second and subsequent generations, as another 
Dominican and regardless of  their subjective awareness of  their 
genealogical ancestry. From an objective point of  view, that is, 
both in linguistic terms, as well as in terms of  their religious 
frame of  reference, artistic inclinations, aesthetic criteria, type of  
marriage unions, western lifestyles and values, clothing and even 
patriotic and New Year celebrations, they interact in the society 
that welcomes them or welcomed their more immediate prede-
cessors, as Dominicans rather than as Chinese or Orientals.

This first subjective intuition, gleaned from multiple impres-
sions and memories, led to the design of  an anthropological 
field study of  two series of  families of  Chinese origin estab-
lished in the country, with long- and short-term backgrounds. 
The objective was to trace the intersection of  each of  them with 
the rest of  Dominican society, particularly in family, economic, 
political and socio-cultural terms. However, I was soon forced 
to abandon such a design. Not because it was unnecessary or 
theoretically ill-founded, but because I was conditioned by the 
spirit of  time. The limits of  time and other material resources 
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at my disposal did not allow me to undertake the ethnographic 
task foreseen; and, to make matters worse, the Covid-19 pan-
demic cancelled out mobility and direct contact as a participant 
observer in the midst of  the groups I had pre-selected.

From that moment on, three main options remained open. 
The first option was quickly discarded: to decline the request-
ed study on a circumstantial basis. The second option was to 
assume a kind of  long journalistic report, based on in-depth in-
terviews with previously selected privileged interlocutors. After 
considering this initiative, it was discarded because, given my 
lack of  knowledge of  the subject, the report was exposed to per-
sonal preconceptions about the subject under study and its uni-
verse of  generalization easily vulnerable to journal-like narra-
tion and to the concealment unanswered questions. Finally, the 
third option consisted of  a study of  secondary sources whereby 
the analysis would allow to expose the scope of  the subject of  
study and to scrutinize it, for the moment from a theoretical 
perspective and, when the time came to go to the field, its main 
hypotheses could be verified. 

Thus, the proposed topic of  study: the impact of  Chinese 
immigration in the country is here presented exclusively as a 
first approximation of  a theoretical nature strictu sensu and, 
therefore, subject to ethnographic verification at the field lev-
el, when health and general logistical circumstances allow for 
empirical verification of  two or more of  its main hypotheses. If  
it is received and understood in this way, its value is as valid as 
it is restricted, since it does not cease to illustrate a case study 
whereby the ultimate anthropological consequences are yet to 
be verified. Therefore, assuming this value, the questions to be 
answered hereafter are two: 
•	 How	is	the	integration	of 	the	Chinese	immigrant	and	his	

descendants perceived in the domains of  the Dominican 
society? and,

•	 How	 does	 it	 take	 place	 and	what	 consequences	 follow	
from the acculturation process of  both human groups 
-immigrants and their descendants on the one hand, and 
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Dominicans on the other hand- due to their regular daily 
relations and exchanges in the country?

The answers to both questions will be provided at the pres-
ent time of  the 21st century, situated in a process of  positive 
integration of  Chinese migration in the Dominican Republic. 
From the emerging reality whereby Chinese and Dominicans 
coexist and interact on Dominican soil, a cultural model un-
heard of  in the specialized literature on migration can finally 
be induced. This positive and juxtaposed model I metaphori-
cally call the Dominican cultural sancocho.45 Despite this cur-

45 ‘Sancocho’ is a common broth in the Caribbean region based on meat 
and tubers. Depending on the place it appears with other names: sancocha-
do, sopón, olla de carne, among others. In the Dominican Republic there are 
also different versions of  sancocho, although some rules seem to be almost 
universal: it never has potatoes, noodles or tomato sauce. The most tradi-
tional one consists of  beef  (and sometimes chicken or hen) and the deluxe 
version has seven meats from four different animals. In this case study, I 
use the term sancocho metaphorically and it means the composition of  a 
cultural system that positively includes subjects that come from diverse 
peoples of  the universal geography, all of  whom interact with each other 
without segregation or reciprocal exclusions, and also without folds or sha-
rp identity conflicts, since they are all united by the same breeding ground 
that with their participation enriches them. In order to avoid confusion 
between two cultural metaphors, I also make the following clarification.  
For the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz, the ajiaco metaphor is of  
an identity nature: “Cubanness” is like an “ajiaco”, an incessant process 
of  transculturation (see Gonçalves 2014); as such, it is far from the Domi-
nican sancocho, which I use to signify -only- the fluid interaction of  succes-
sive migratory flows to the country. Hence, for Ortiz (1940) “Cuba is an 
ajiaco”, but I neither affirm nor insinuate that the Dominican Republic is 
a sancocho: the Dominican identity, DNA or cultural code is another one 
(see Ferrán 2019) and as another one it channels the migratory flows. The 
Dominican cultural broth, prepared on the basis of  successive migratory 
flows, only sustains -thanks to its typical interethnic and group relations- 
what contributes to shape over time: the identity, the DNA or cultural 
code of  the Dominican. The Dominican - “Dominicanity”- cannot be re-
duced to the migratory process that composes it, in the same way that the 
whole (said Dominicanity) cannot be reduced to the sum of  its parts (the 
various groups of  immigrants and their descendants).
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rent perspective, its time frame of  reference assumes what hap-
pened mainly in the 20th century before ending up in the first 
two decades of  the 21st century. Circumscribed by this frame 
of  reference, and given the lack of  the possibility of  conducting 
an ethnographic field study to analyze the cultural consequenc-
es in question, the following study is structured according to 
these four moments: 
•	 A	 synthesis	of 	 some	historical	 data	 regarding	 the	pres-

ence of  the Chinese population, from the time of  their 
arrival on Dominican soil.

•	 Second,	 an	 account	 of 	 the	 type	 of 	 assimilation	 experi-
enced by the migrant population in the society whereby 
they settle.

•	 Third,	a	model	on	 the	basis	of 	which	 to	hypothetically	
propose the qualification that the acculturation process 
of  both groups and their respective offspring deserves.

•	 And	finally,	some	general	conclusions	regarding	the	study	
in question.

Witnesses to history: demographic profile 

The estimated immigrant population in the Dominican Re-
public reached -in 2017- the absolute figure of  570,933 people 
representing 5.6% of  the country’s total population. Five years 
after the first survey of  immigrants in the country, 70% of  them 
were still living in urban areas and the rest in rural areas. (ENI 
2017: 23, 48 et seq.) The surveyed population increases if  the 
population identified as of  foreign origin is added to it, as this 
was 847,979 people in 2017. 

Thus, the sum of  foreign-born immigrants and their descen-
dants brings the total to 8.3% of  the total population living 
in the country. (ENI 2017, p. 27) Of  the one hundred percent 
(497,825) of  immigrants as of  that date, the Haitian-born pop-
ulation accounted for 4.9%, while those born in other countries 
accounted for 0.7%. After Haiti, the other immigrant groups re-
siding in the Dominican Republic, with higher percentages, are 
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those born in Venezuela (4.5%), the United States (1.8%), Spain 
(1.3%), Italy (0.7%) and other South American countries (0.6%). 

So, in that universe (ENI 2017, 30., IECD-ILO 2018, pp. 
48-51 and Valdivia 2014b.), the Chinese immigrant population 
is not at the numerical forefront of  the Dominican migratory 
spectrum notwithstanding its second, third or even fourth gen-
eration (Valdivia 2014a) settled in the country. In short, this is 
a demographically small human group. According to Datos 
Macro (2019), the number of  Chinese registered as immigrants 
in 2017 was limited to 3,902 individuals. Moreover, the total 
number of  Chinese immigrants and their descendants settled on 
Dominican soil is not recorded.

Historical milestones 

Regardless of  the universe of  immigrants and Dominicans of  
Chinese descent settled in the country, the abbreviated version 
of  the main milestones, dates and actors that weave the histori-
cal memory of  the Chinese community presence in the country 
could be recounted by non-historians, as follows (Azcárate (un-
dated), Chez Checo (2001), Sang Ben (2012a and b; 2013a and 
b; 2020) and Moya Pons (2006):

19th Century 
According to historians José Chez Checo (2002), Frank 

Moya Pons (2006) and Mu-Kien Adriana Sang (2012a and b; 
2013a and b) Chinese immigration to the Dominican Republic 
was part of  a more general migration pattern. The overall size 
of  that pattern is underpinned by the extreme poverty, deterio-
rating economic climate, and political and ideological conflicts 
suffered by the vast majority of  the flat population in China. 
In this context, fleeing fratricidal wars in their homeland, as 
well as famine and other hardships, those affected were attract-
ed by the successive American requirements for cheap labor to 
meet the demand imposed by industrialization processes and 
infrastructure works. Thus, an indefinite crowd of  Chinese na-
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tionals, mostly poor and uneducated men, found their way as 
workers in agricultural plantations and/or construction. 

It was in the midst of  these circumstances that the era of  coo-
lie migration began.46 And, in this context, the Caribbean islands 
were seen as a stopover on the migratory route to the United 
States, although, in fact if  not in law, they ended up being a de-
finitive stop, especially in the Spanish-speaking Antilles. (Álva-
rez-López 2020 a, b, c and d.)47

It is discussed whether the first written mention of  the Chi-
nese presence in the Dominican Republic took place during the 
Restoration War, in 1864, when the name of  “Pancho el Chino” 
was inscribed as one of  the restorers. 

In any case, the turning point in the immigration of  Chi-
nese nationals to the country is registered in the business world 
of  the time. National historiography reports that businessman 
Gregorio Rivas brought a small number of  Chinese workers 
from Cuba to manufacture bricks and quicklime in the Cibao 
region, specifically in Samaná, Yuna and Moca, where he built 
warehouses. Another evidence of  the Chinese presence appears 
in 1870, when these immigrants offered their labor force in the 
construction of  the Moca cemetery. The data soon multiplied. 
In 1878, the Chinese presence was documented in Puerto Plata 
and an official census in 1893 showed that seven Chinese men 
lived in Santiago de los Caballeros.

46 From coolie (kuli). Name given to Chinese and Indians destined to work 
in the colonies of  foreign powers, initially English.
47 The so-called “culíes” arrived in Cuba by virtue of  the contracting sys-
tem aimed at replacing African slave labor in agricultural production and 
in the sugar plantations suffered the trauma of  slavery, there was no lack 
of  uprisings and there were frequent escapes of  Chinese converted into 
Maroons in the face of  corporal punishment and the stocks. They con-
sidered themselves free men who had only signed a contract to work for 
eight years, and did not accept to be whipped and while many of  the im-
migrants were freed from the slavery of  ominous contracts, others commi-
tted suicide or died because of  poor nutrition and mistreatment”, (Yaujar 
Díaz 2017).
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Early 20th century
Demographic data soon doubles. 32 Chinese residents in 

Santo Domingo and a reference to another 12 living in Santi-
ago, in 1910; and, according to an official census of  1919, 64 
Chinese were already residing in Santo Domingo. By 1920 there 
were a total of  255 Chinese residents in the entire Dominican 
Republic: 103 in Santo Domingo, 30 in San Pedro de Macorís, 
30 in El Seíbo, 1 in Azua, 3 in Barahona, 7 in Pacificador, 12 
in La Vega, 10 in Espaillat, 36 in Santiago, 10 in Puerto Plata 
and 1 in Montecristi. Significantly..., all of  those counted were 
male workers. And among the various labor activities, there are 
some less cited, such as kitchen helpers and domestic servants 
(Castillo Pichardo, 2010).

1930s - 1960s
Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic increased 

during the three decades of  the well-publicized Trujillo Era, 
hand in hand with its immigration, trade and foreign relations 
policies. It was during this period that it acquired its character-
istic physiognomy and became firmly integrated into Domini-
can society. The Sino-Japanese war of  1937 was a relevant date, 
since it was during that armed conflict that a greater number of  
Chinese immigrants arrived in the Dominican land whereby, 
two years earlier, 312 Chinese residents had been registered. 

From then on, a cascade of  events took place. The Chinese 
colony in the country was marked by the beginning of  the Si-
no-Japanese war in 1937 and the search for support for the 
cause led by General Chiang Kai-shek against the Japanese em-
pire. That same year the Casino de China was founded, which 
brought together the Chinese community in the country under 
the leadership of, and which would be led in an outstanding 
manner by Samuel Chan, father of  the renowned Dr. Ángel 
Chan Aquino.

In 1944 the Legation of  China was installed and in 1945 a 
legation of  the Kuomintang or National Party of  China was in-
augurated. When the government of  Mao Tse Tung -of  commu-
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nist Marxist orientation- emerged in China and General Chiang 
Kai-shek was forced to take refuge on the island of  Formosa, 
the Trujillo regime and thus the successive Dominican govern-
ments until 2018 continued diplomatic relations with Taiwan 
and not with the continental government in Beijing. So much 
activism was reflected in the 1950 census, with 455 Chinese res-
idents registered in the country, compared to 312 in 1935. 

1960 - present
It should be recalled that during the 12 years of  President 

Joaquín Balaguer, from 1966 to 1978, the Taiwanese Embassy 
won the diplomatic battle and was strengthened, while the Chi-
nese community in the country became active and prospered. 
From 1978 to 1986, with the governments of  Presidents An-
tonio Guzmán and Salvador Jorge Blanco, Chinese diplomacy 
continued to be active with its cooperation and the migratory 
flow increased. 

In the migratory domain, after the unstable post-Trujillo pe-
riod of  the 1960s and part of  the 1970s, during which there was 
no demographic growth in the Chinese presence in the country, 
new waves of  migration began again in the 1980s. The same mi-
gratory phenomenon was reproduced once again, induced to a 
large extent by the perception of  Dominican soil as a temporary 
stop on the route to the U.S. This phenomenon worsened once 
the date for the transfer of  Hong Kong to China was written 
on the calendar, and the questioned legal status of  Taiwan was 
brought to the international stage due to the international policy 
of  the United States, and its recognition of  the Beijing govern-
ment as the legitimate authority of  the Chinese mainland. 

Both events induced a new interest in the Chinese commu-
nity in the country, both for its increase and its contribution to 
the country. Moreover, there is still no reliable or official census 
information regarding the size of  the population of  Chinese 
descent in the country. The most frequent demographic esti-
mates speak of  some 15,000 people of  Chinese origin living on 
a stable basis in the Dominican Republic. The figure falls short, 
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particularly if  one were to add the number of  Dominicans of  
mixed ancestry. 

Hence, Yuan Li’s (2015, p.32) estimate -that “there are about 
50,000 Chinese emigrants in the Dominican Republic, which 
represents 0.1% of  the total population and makes them the 
second largest group of  immigrants after Haití”- would seem 
to be more accurate. In any demographic scenario, the bottom 
line is that, over the past 60 years, Chinese immigration to the 
Dominican Republic has demonstrated their industrious spirit 
and their desire to coexist with dignity and respect with the lo-
cal population that welcomes them without reservation. Family 
and social ties, not one without the other, have diversified. And, 
for example, there are already three documented and well-rec-
ognized Chinese generations established in the country. 

In the midst of  this to-and-fro, the political and diplomatic 
rivalry of  the Chinese people on the shores of  the Pacific Ocean 
is put on hold in the Dominican Republic with the recognition 
of  the Dominican State to the Republic of  China at the begin-
ning of  2018, during the second constitutional term of  Pres-
ident Danilo Medina, and the adverse geopolitics conducted 
from Washington at present (see, Diaz 2018; Vega 2020). There-
fore, it is appropriate to end this tour of  historical milestones by 
recognizing in the Chinese community established in the Do-
minican homeland, one of  its most typical and universal values. 
This is described in some eloquent lines by Graciela Azcárate, 
quoted by the historian Sang Ben (2012b), and ideal to see the 
continuity of  an entire civilization on American soil:

Wherever Chinese immigration arrives, that magical figure where 
wind and fire come together in an order that develops the skills of  
the clan seems to be the seed of  good relations in each Chinese 
colony. It doesn’t matter if  they found laundries in Santiago, soup 
kitchens on Avenida Duarte, undermine an interoceanic canal (in 
Panama) or paint jungles in Cuba like Wilfredo Lam. Respectful, 
austere, restrained and hardworking to the point of  exhaustion, 
they will be the multiplication of  hexagram 37 and the confirma-
tion that the good progress of  the clan augurs order in the State, in 
the world and among its people.
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Cultural traits

The first group of  Chinese immigrants arrived in the coun-
try for labor purposes and, hence, were branded as “culíes” or 
people who work exploiting their unskilled labor under harsh 
living conditions. Regarding that first incursion, there are sev-
eral testimonies in Dominican literature about their identity 
characteristics in the labor world. Authors such as Graciela 
Azcárate emphasize -based on the research of  José Chez Checo 
and Mukien Adriana Sang Ben- that they traveled alone, but 
given their characteristic family solidarity, they later brought 
a wife, children, siblings and nephews or married Dominican 
women, while they dedicated themselves to agricultural activi-
ties or, above all, laundry and restaurant business. Among other 
testimonies, Arturo Bueno described them as follows: 

The Chinese is extremely hardworking, honest, cautious, intelligent 
and foresighted. In food he has no limit; on the other hand, he does 
not contribute anything for the ornamentation of  the city where 
he lives; he is not festive; he does not attend theaters, hen houses, 
churches, parks, concerts, dances, hippodromes, ball games, politi-
cal meetings, conferences, funerals or processions; he does not cel-
ebrate marriages or baptisms and everything that expands the spirit 
for them is a dead letter. On the other hand, he always considers 
whether someone does him a wrong or a good: in either case he has 
later his punishment or his reward.” (Bueno 1961).

Virtues and defects are evident. Hard-working, honest, intel-
ligent and foresighted, united by the family and not by games or 
spectacular ostentations. They also stand out for their non-col-
laboration in civic and religious matters, in addition, according 
to this testimony, to their just and vindictive memory.  But as it 
usually happens when it comes to the arrival of  immigrants to 
any foreign beach, not everything was initially sympathy and 
solidarity towards the newcomers. In the Dominican context of  
the 19th century, the differences of  opinion regarding the Chi-
nese immigration problem are exemplified in a letter that the 
member of  La Trinitaria José María Serra wrote to Archbishop 
Meriño from Mayagüez in 1884, saying: “I agree with the issue 
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of  emigration and as for the Chinese, they should never be in-
troduced into the country: they are undesirable people and give 
bad results wherever they are introduced”.

However, reality prevailed. The Dominican desire to whiten 
the race, although it led at first to object to the arrival of  Asian, 
Cocolo and Haitian groups, soon gave up its impetus and ap-
prehension in the face of  the first two ethnic groups and ended 
up limiting its objection - to this day - in the western neighbor. 

The literature consulted, without exception, emphasizes that 
Chinese immigration, although it did not compare with the ide-
ally European, was not confused with the population of  African 
roots. Hence, Dominican asperities were soon overcome in the 
face of  a new immigrant ethnic group, which quickly came to 
be viewed in a positive light.     

Witness to this is this oft-cited article by journalist Alberto 
Bordas, from the Listín Diario in La Romana, in March 1929. 
According to the journalistic writing of  reference, 

Although not very numerous, the Chinese colony of  that country in 
La Romana is regular; most of  them are dedicated to the business 
of  grocery stores, restaurants and laundries; the business of  always 
(are) people who know how to distinguish themselves by the hones-
ty in their commercial procedures, at the same time that they try to 
favor the small Dominican merchants.

Therefore, the available information allows us to venture 
a first hypothetical conclusion regarding the industriousness 
and honor attributed since then to Chinese immigration in the 
country. It is that the same responsible and decorous behavior 
continues to be reissued, as a constant of  a millenary culture 
that is now about to be reevaluated, in and from the country of  
destination.

In fact, 20th century migration was more selective and vol-
untary than the preceding one. 

At the beginning of  the last century, the productive activity 
of  the Chinese community spread and stood out in the areas 
of  restaurants and in sectors such as commerce, industry and 
services. Emblematic of  that time were the Meng and Mario 
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Chez families, who arrived in the country around 1920; and, 
in the commercial and industrial sectors, the Miguel Sang and 
Venchin Chez families, who arrived in the country -respective-
ly- in 1936 and 1948. The business climate of  the time was well 
known. Since the installation of  the Trujillo regime on May 
16th, 1930, until the night of  May 30th, 1961, when it was over-
thrown, it was government policy to encourage and stimulate 
Chinese migration. 

On July 8th, 1931, the Chinese ambassador based in Havana 
visited the country and the newspaper El Listín Diario reported: 

The Chinese are in the front line. They all live by their labors, 
devoting themselves to agricultural tasks and to certain manual 
trades. Thus, it can be said that they have monopolized among 
us the washing trains, establishing an unsustainable competi-
tion with the Creoles, for the exact fulfillment of  their duties 
and for the cheapness of  their prices, explainable because of  
their reduced living expenses and their very moderate customs.

In those years they also began to excel in the professional 
field. In 1956, Ángel Cheaz, for example, became the first Chi-
nese student to graduate as an engineer from the University of  
Santo Domingo. According to the documentation consulted, 
the doors were opened to a thriving group of  professionals of  
Chinese descent in such competitive disciplines as medicine, his-
tory, cinematography, architecture, advertising, literature, peda-
gogy and, within the business world, management of  micro and 
small formal and informal businesses and free trade zones. 

And all this without detracting from traditional laundry 
services, inns and supermarkets, not to mention renowned 
and innovative motels, both in semi-urban areas and in cities. 
During that first period, specifically at the end of  the 1950s, the 
Chinese population established a niche in the area of  Avenida 
Duarte in the capital city. There, most of  the businesses were 
Chinese-owned and thus put on the table their contribution and 
process of  adhesion to the society that welcomed them. 

In a second moment, there was an immigration that, fleeing 
the convulsions of  the communist revolution in China, left the 
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coastal province of  Guangdong48, in the southern part of  Chi-
na, with the deliberate intention of  many of  them to settle in 
North America, rather than in the Dominican Republic.

Despite the original intention of  the trip, a good number -un-
determined- of  them ended up settling on Dominican soil and 
inducing and helping later generations of  Chinese immigrants 
to establish themselves on the island. After decades of  laborious 
and self-sacrificing effort in the country, the first Chinese immi-
grants from Guangdong were already experiencing the benefits 
of  social integration and recognition within the local society 
whereby they had been working. Some of  the descendants of  
this group have even managed to play important academic and 
even political and military roles in the Dominican Republic.

The most recent arrivals so far in the late 20th century and 
early decades of  the 21st century are mainly from Fujian prov-
ince in China and are arriving in relatively higher numbers. 
These immigrants are much less integrated into local communi-
ties and often do not have sufficient language skills to commu-
nicate effectively with the local population. 

In general terms, however, the social and economic situation 
of  Chinese immigrants and their descendants in the country is 
that of  being well positioned in the Dominican context. A key 
factor that contributes to this positioning is the possession of  
some type of  business of  their own that assures them a middle 
class or higher standard of  living. Regardless of  the level of  ed-
ucation and resources available to the first generation of  immi-
grants, it is unquestionable that their representatives lived aus-
terely, worked hard for long hours and accumulated savings that 
they invested in the second generation (Louie, 2006). Thanks to 
that sacrifice, the new generation attended national and interna-
tional high schools and, equally, the best institutions of  higher 
education abroad or at home. 

48 They came from Enping, in Guangdong (formerly Canton), and spoke 
the Cantonese dialect Enping Hua.
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The wide acceptance of  the population of  Chinese descent in 
the country is another key factor, insofar as it facilitates the ac-
tive commercial engagement of  Chinese immigrants, providing 
them with more opportunities to realize their entrepreneurial 
spirit and thus become owners of  their own small businesses. 

In that regard, Yuan Li (2015, pp. 33-34) warns that, when 
Dominicans are asked what they know about Chinese in their 
country, they usually answer pica pollo49, i.e., highly seasoned 
fried chicken that has become an extremely popular food in the 
Dominican diet. But precisely, their outlets are not chain stores 
and do not have an established brand name, as they are individu-
ally or family-owned businesses that serve chicken. These small 
restaurants usually hire no more than two or three Dominican 
workers to take orders and help with customers; otherwise, they 
employ family members or other Chinese friends. 

Of  course, again according to the latest bibliographic source, 
the success of  Chinese immigrants has also caused tension 
with the Dominican communities. In the case of  the pica pol-
lo restaurants, the original local Dominican brands were driv-
en out of  the market when they could not compete with the 
low price of  the Chinese stores. Generally, Chinese immigrants 
from Guangdong and Fujian are very competitive in small-scale, 
easy-to-replicate, low-investment businesses. Their habit of  long 
working hours, high tolerance to harsh physical conditions and 
willingness to sacrifice profits for higher sales made their busi-
nesses endure even when they had just entered a completely for-
eign and new environment.

Before Chinese domination of  the fried chicken industry, 
their business was mainly concentrated in nail salons. When 
one store succeeded, many others aspired to follow and copy. 

49 Between 1,500 and 2,000 poultry pickers, as currently counted, contri-
bute to the national poultry market, which according to the Dominican 
Republic Export and Investment Center (CEI-RD) produced 168 million 
units last year (14 million per month), for an annual turnover of  730 mi-
llion dollars according to Wilfredo Cabrera, president of  the Dominican 
Poultry Association (ADA) (Valdivia 2014c.).
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All the Chinese nail salons competed so fiercely that the price 
kept falling and eventually no one could make a profit, so they 
had to go out of  business. Another interesting Chinese business 
development in the country is motels. In the eyes of  the Do-
minican public, the Chinese own all the cabins. “Chinese immi-
grants are usually known for managing restaurants and super-
markets in foreign countries, but they have rarely made a name 
for themselves in this type of  real estate and hotel business in 
other countries as they did in the Dominican Republic.” (Yuan 
Li, 2015, p. 35) 

Promoting a business model that has not existed in their na-
tive society is quite innovative and demonstrates the flexibility 
and market acumen of  Chinese entrepreneurs. Looking for the 
underbelly of  so much to do, there will be those who will warn 
that there is not much economic value in the growth of  small 
businesses that the Chinese community has in the Dominican 
Republic. However, given their disadvantaged backgrounds and 
the fact that most of  the Chinese immigrants came from remote 
and rural areas of  China - where education and exposure to new 
ideas were lacking - the feat is significant, particularly for indi-
viduals who barely had any other aspiration when they arrived 
in the country than to escape poverty and seemingly endless 
political upheaval.

Legacy of  the first Chinese immigrants in the country during 
the 20th century are the members of  a second and third gener-
ation able to speak fluent Spanish, English and not a few even 
Mandarin. Not all, but more than a fifth of  them have attended 
higher education institutions in Europe or the United States. 
And virtually all of  them have been exposed to a diversity of  
cultures internationally. 

With regard to the successive generations of  Chinese de-
scent, it should be noted, therefore, that they are descendants 
who are satisfactorily identified with the country where their 
parents came from. Hence, they not only seek to make a living 
and reproduce themselves, but also to become successful profes-
sionals or efficient entrepreneurs in the heart of  a Dominican 
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society whereby they identify themselves fully and without ma-
jor reservations.

In contrast to those generations, the recent immigrants from 
Fujian experience the challenges that all newcomers must ex-
perience. Only with the changes from China - a country that 
“has become the world’s factory of  consumer products” and 
not just the replication of  restaurants and supermarkets - the 
latest arrivals are mostly traders between China and the Domin-
ican Republic: they import shoes, clothes and daily household 
items from China and then sell them in the Dominican market. 
With such a flourishing trade-type business, the ties to the home 
country of  these new Chinese immigrants are stronger than pre-
vious waves of  immigrants (Yuan Li 2015, pp. 36-37).

Their commercial activities continue to be low investment, 
low risk, low value added and easily replicable ventures. For 
example, the new Chinese immigrants in the once emblematic 
Avenida Duarte in Santo Domingo, with their low prices, un-
dermine the sustainability of  the local vendors and have caused 
the “invasion” of  Chinese merchants to be denounced in the 
press and in front of  the Presidential Palace. To this objection 
is added some suspicion. The Dominican population in general 
does not understand why the Chinese traders are so “myste-
rious” and are not even willing to relate as such with the lo-
cal communities. They are still recognized as very diligent and 
hardworking, of  course, but they do not appreciate or emulate 
such hard work and impersonal selflessness. 

In short, they are perceived as if  they were cold, insensitive 
machines incapable of  enjoying life and, as in the past, as a so-
cial conglomerate that gives little back to the country in return. 
Without prejudice about the future, but in the context of  this 
troubled breeding ground, the Chinese community in the coun-
try is growing and diversifying, especially thanks to the thriving 
group of  businessmen and professionals who, as already noted, 
excel in the most diverse disciplines of  knowledge. 

However, unlike, for example, what happens in American so-
cieties such as the United States or Cuba, there is a significant 
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sociocultural phenomenon for the purposes of  this study. For 
reasons that have yet to be analyzed and empirically supported, 
the fact is that Chinese immigrants and the Chinese community 
in general in the Dominican Republic have been integrated into 
- and assimilated by - the national community, a possible reason 
why they did not reorganize or reproduce themselves circum-
scribed to the instance of  a Chinatown that emulates foreign 
cities. The existence of  this type of  neighborhood in the city of  
Santo Domingo, as a cultural phenomenon, is far from its mod-
els in cities such as Havana, Cuba, or San Francisco, United 
States of  America. (Logan et al. 2003, Anonymous 2009 and 
Valdivia 2014c.)

Hence, two new hypothetical conclusions of  easy observa-
tion.

Unlike their counterparts in other cities around the world, 
the manifestations of  Chinese culture have become more sub-
jective and familiar than public domain in Dominican society, 
to the extent that they are considered a sensitive and symbolic 
factor for the descendants of  Chinese immigrants. And, second 
hypothetical conclusion, perhaps it is due to the narrow limits 
of  the Dominican market or to some other similar reason, but 
in any case, the incursion of  Chinese descendants in the world 
of  business and companies operating in the country does not 
leave flashes of  constituting an “ethnic economy” (Logan et 
al... 2003) and much less marginalized or parallel to the nation-
al one. On the contrary, it is evidence of  the peculiarity of  the 
integration of  this immigration in the country.

Positive Integration

On the basis of  the foregoing historical testimonies, as well 
as the hypothetical conclusions derived from them, a first thesis 
corresponding to the present case study emerges: If  over the last 
160 years the community of  Chinese immigrants and their de-
scendants exemplifies a successful model of  assimilation, that is 
because it is neither alien nor excluded or marginalized from the 
modus vivendi and values of  the Dominican population, first; 



Chinese immigration in the Dominican cultural sancocho

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  483

Second, it is not reproduced or perceived as diluted -like salt in 
the water- in the heart of  that same receiving community, which 
it ennobles with its cult of  family life, austere lifestyle, exempla-
ry industriousness and competitive business practices.

Based on this hypothesis, I will now answer the first question 
posed at the beginning of  this research: How is the integration 
of  Chinese immigrants and their descendants perceived in the 
domains of  Dominican society? Chinese immigration and their 
descendants constitute a reliable example of  positive integra-
tion in the Dominican Republic. It is not the only example to 
show, but it is the most distinctive and exemplary. It is about the 
harmonious articulation and interdependence of  two absolutely 
disparate ethnic groups according to their ethnographic, histor-
ical, family, political, linguistic, religious and cultural roots. Of  
all the migratory flows into the Dominican melting pot, Chi-
nese remains the most disparate and scarce and, therefore, in-
structive.  

Hence the value of  its constitutive process of  acculturation 
and its results. It can be analyzed, now in theory, and later - 
once the sanitary circumstances allow it - at field level, in terms 
of  several variables that coincide with each other. These are:

Favorable self-perception 

The first variable that points in the direction of  positive as-
similation is manifested in the self-perception of  the Chinese 
immigrant in the country. In fact, there is no documented and 
corroborated written testimony of  a single immigrant and/or 
Chinese descendant in the country who claims or is attributed to 
feel marginalized, excluded, exploited, mistreated, belittled, un-
dervalued or abused in their rights due to their ethnic ancestry or 
any of  their traditions, customs, beliefs and ancestral customs50.

50 Of  course, the fact that Chinese migration and its offspring are generally 
welcomed and accepted does not mean that prejudices, offenses and ex-
pressions of  mockery are not registered, such as those recorded in school 
classrooms: “damn Chinese”, “Chinese pig”, “do they throw two cans 
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Welcoming racial attitude 

This state of  mind -by definition subjective and random- is 
supported by a second variable that is much more objective 
and easier to verify: the racial attitudes of  both populations. In 
this regard, the racial attitudes of  the Dominican population 
shed light on why Chinese immigration and its offspring have 
been able to successfully integrate into Dominican society. The 
Dominican appreciation for the lighter skin and the undervalu-
ation and not infrequent contempt and discrimination towards 
the darker skin of  African heritage, explains why Chinese im-
migrants and their descendants have been welcomed and ac-
cepted easily in Dominican territory. In fact, just as skin color 
identification affects the hierarchy of  people in Dominican so-
ciety, the study conducted by Professor Edith Wen-Chu Chen 
(2008) found that the absolute majority of  individuals with Chi-
nese ancestry could recall when interviewed that they had no 
problem being accepted in a relationship with their Dominican 
counterparts.

Following the dictum of  popular wisdom that “in the absence 
of  bread, then cassava” the Asian complexion in the Domini-
can context was held to be closer than others to the idealized 
Caucasian skin. “While the Chinese are considered phenotyp-
ically and culturally distinct from the ‘typical Dominican, they 
are nevertheless viewed favorably, largely because they are not 
black” (Wen-Chu Chen 2008, p. 25).

down the stairs and any sound that comes out is your name”, “is it true 
that Chinese people eat dog? Is that a dog sandwich you are eating?” What 
is significant is probably not the occurrence of  this type of  animosity, but 
that they are relativized by the same informants who suffered them, since 
they also emphasized that they were treated “like brothers and sisters” by 
other Dominicans, especially in their late teenage years. Thus, what stands 
out and remains is the closeness and equality of  the human warmth pro-
vided: when “you talk like a Dominican [...] Yes, you are like us, you eat 
plantains like us”, (Wen-Chu Chen 2008: 29 and 30).
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Whatever the explanation, after eloquent pages full of  per-
sonal testimonies of  Dominicans of  Chinese descent whereby 
they acknowledge the expressions of  esteem and cordiality that 
Dominicans of  one social class or another give them - testimo-
nies that lead them to say over and over again “we consider our-
selves Dominicans” - the following conclusion emerges from 
Wen-Chu Che’s (2008, p. 33) field study: 

Although many Chinese Dominicans choose to segregate 
themselves from the broader Dominican community, the Do-
minican racial and cultural paradigm allows Chinese to be Do-
minican. Renouncing one’s Chinese cultural identity is not a 
requirement to become Dominican.

In fact, and in law, Dominican society does not discriminate 
against those with oriental features. As soon as one speaks and 
behaves like a native Creole of  the country, appearances are 
diluted like river water in the ocean or smoke in the air. The 
phenotype may denounce that one is of  Chinese origin, but, as 
soon as the interlocutor expresses himself, the frank emotion 
of  praise jumps to the ear: “You are Dominican like one of  us” 
and that’s it, because to look different is not to be another, at 
least as far as Chinese migration is concerned, as many times 
one speaks, dresses, eats, relates and behaves like the rest of  the 
local population. The same conclusion can be reached if  atten-
tion is paid to the geographic distribution of  households and 
work experience.

Location and occupational experience 

In the national territory there are no ghettos, nor bateyes, 
nor exclusive places, nor even zones or neighborhoods reserved 
mainly for Chinese migrants and their descendants. On the 
contrary, Dominicans and Chinese cohabit and coexist equally 
distributed in the most diverse areas of  the country. And they 
also interact equally in the most diverse sectors of  the national 
economy, from which they deploy their sacrificed work and de-
termination.
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Dominicans of  Chinese descent, in conjunction with those who do 
not have this genealogical origin, are inseparable and irreplaceable 
components of  the daily life of  the country. In no domain is this 
so frequent and evident today as in the micro and small business 
sector, whereby the majority of  the Dominican population seeks 
its daily sustenance, as equals, with their peers of  Chinese descent. 
(Ortiz, Cabral and Mena, 2014, pp. 18-19; Ceara-Hatton, 2018; 
Murray, 2018). 

Indeed, the Dominican world brings together in a comple-
mentary manner and without bias of  exclusion or connotations 
of  undervaluation, an unprecedented number of  entrepreneurs, 
employees and workers of  Chinese descent who add their skills 
in the same universe of  micro and small businesses whereby 
the Creole population seeks their daily sustenance. There, ini-
tiatives and businesses, both formal and informal, swarm in 
plain sight for all to see. The absolute majority of  them have 
family roots, as in the case of  the formally Dominican popula-
tion. And all this regardless of  nationality, gender, political or 
economic power, social pedigree or ethnic ancestry and even 
state interference and political preferences from inside or out-
side the country. 

In the realm of  this contemporary world, both groups, Do-
minican and Chinese, socialize through the same experience 
that seals their interdependence and performance. The stereo-
types that prejudge how Chinese and/or Dominicans are -which 
undoubtedly exist, as happens in and among human groups in 
every society and time- do not inevitably carry a negative, ad-
verse charge, leading to segregation, exclusion or confinement 
of  Chinese migrants and their offspring on Dominican soil.

There are preferences or domains of  economic activity more 
or less developed in one group than in the other. And, in fact, 
in customary terms, the preferences of  the Chinese business 
and labor population are reflected in the countless businesses 
and enterprises mostly composed of  supermarkets, restaurants, 
watch shops, motels, laundromats, jewelry stores, nail shops 
and manicure stores.  
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What is significant, however, is that the majority of  the Do-
minican population and the Chinese immigrant and their de-
scendants from China established on Dominican soil, share the 
same vital experience every day when it comes to procuring 
their reproduction. This exercise, constant and routine, acts as a 
drop of  water on the stone of  indifference and animosity carved 
in any sign of  estrangement and exclusion in the business, pro-
fessional, academic or labor spheres. The shared experience, in 
addition to the residential cohabitation in the same geograph-
ical areas, reinforce the solidarity, rapport and union of  both 
groups, as they deepen the frequentation and exchanges in the 
same universe of  meanings, challenges, obstacles, uncertainties, 
frustrations and hopes, with no other shelter than their own re-
sources, initiatives and resilience. 

In support of  what has been said, a button as proof: there 
are no public reports of  flagrant animosity and open conflict 
between the members of  the two groups, regardless of  the type 
of  business or company whereby they operate. Understanding 
-even among groups of  different social classes and subject to the 
pressures of  conflicting interests and the effects of  competition 
imposed by the free market- prevails over passions, prejudices, 
misunderstandings, conflicts, intrigues and personal and group 
inquisitiveness.51 There is not even a reference to continental 

51This statement is not unaware, of  course, that there are particular ca-
ses of  discontent. For example, this one: “In July 2013 there was a pro-
test by local vendors against Chinese stores on one of  the main streets of  
the country’s capital, accusing the Chinese of  importing textile products 
from China without paying the established taxes and tariffs, as well as of  
using cheap Haitian labor to sell their products at an excessively low price, 
which left very little margin for local vendors. No one knows for sure if  the 
accusation was legitimate, but what is clear is that Chinese traders were 
able to import accumulated shipments of  off-season inventory from Chi-
nese garment factories in large quantities and at a very low price in order 
to sell them in the Dominican Republic at competitive prices. To resolve 
this situation, the Dominican government committed itself  to tighten the 
inspection of  products from China at customs and multiplied by seven to 
eight times the tariffs it had established before this for Chinese imports, 
particularly for the textile sector”, (Yuan Li 2015: 14.) 
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Chinese immigration, now, and previously to Taiwanese immi-
gration, as a “State problem” (Vargas Caba, 2020), unlike what 
is denounced in the country regarding other immigrants and 
their offspring in the country. 

Hence, in order to recognize as an identifying characteristic 
of  this familiarity a coexistence without qualms or resentment, 
there remains - if  anything - so little ground to cover that it is 
imperceptible. In daily life, the high frequency of  professional 
and occupational exchanges is only surpassed by genetic cross-
breeding and the occurrence of  interethnic marriages resulting 
in a biologically and culturally consanguineous offspring, that 
is to say, neither isolated nor segregated from the majority flow 
of  Dominican society. 

Interdependence and reciprocal promotion 

If  you cannot bury your head in the sand, it is impossible 
to ignore the fact that, in Dominican society, Chinese immi-
grants and their three generations of  descendants feel and rec-
ognize that they are welcomed and accepted by the hospitality 
of  a supportive population that overwhelms them with its usual 
warmth, kindness and spontaneous goodness. The bonds of  ex-
change and interdependence between Dominicans and Chinese 
immigrants turn out to be positive for all. This is inferred from 
the available bibliographic evidence, in addition to the fact that 
it is a young and thriving relationship. 

The most emblematic case occurs in the field of  food with 
the scientific work of  Dr. Yin Tieh Hsieh who, from the exper-
imental base of  Juma, in Bonao, has been called the “Father of  
Dominican Rice” (Gómez 2007). Of  Taiwanese origin, he be-
came acclimatized and nationalized and also became an advisor 
to the Ministry of  Agriculture and the Agricultural Bank of  the 
Dominican Republic, a genetic rice breeder and one of  those re-
sponsible -together with Taiwanese cooperation in the country- 
for the country’s high productivity and self-sufficiency in the 
main foodstuff  of  the Dominican diet. Dr. Hsieh’s work devel-
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oped the rice varieties Juma 57, Juma 58, Prosequisa 4 (1995), 
Prosequisa 5 (2002) and Psosequisa 10 (2005) and others.

The contribution to the Dominican heritage has other rep-
resentatives, many of  them in professional fields such as medi-
cine, history, architecture, economy, diplomacy. Not to mention 
politics. In the midst of  all of  them, we must recognize that 
Chinese immigration has not only contributed to Dominican 
development with labor, but above all with their knowledge and 
dedication to one area of  knowledge or another, both in the pri-
vate and public sectors. 

There will be those who will counter that there are reported 
cases whereby public officials question whether the Dominican 
roots are rooted in a Chinese descendant52. However, just as one 
swallow does not make a spring, such incidents leave no traces 
or consequences in national life.  

In this context, a new hypothetical conclusion reached in the 
context of  the above-mentioned thesis (see Supra p. 15): Chi-
nese immigration not only represents an example of  positive 
assimilation, as has been justified, but also contributes human 
capital and the most varied awards to the cultural heritage of  the 
Dominican people. Because of  all this, it helps to build a more 
dignified present and future -thanks to their tenacious dedication 
to family and work- and a more promising one -based on their 
scientific and technological contributions to the development of  
the country-. The difficult question to determine at present, de-
void of  anthropological field research, is whether, to the extent 
that the legacy of  Chinese immigration in the country is distin-

52 Reported in (Torres-Saillant 2002, p.20) “At the Central Bank I also met 
the current Undersecretary of  Educational Planning of  the Department of  
Education, Clara Joa, who at the time had just been disowned by a whitish 
compatriot, who considered it unacceptable that she, of  Chinese descent, 
should occupy a decisive position in the country’s school agenda. “As the 
author rightly argues, in the country there is a “democratizing imperative” 
that calls for “the constructive integration of  ethnic minorities”, rather 
than a negative a priori such as the one spread among adversaries of  “the 
Dominican-Haitian community”.
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guished by its exemplary industriousness and competitive busi-
ness practices, at the same time, concomitantly, it permeates the 
Dominican idiosyncrasy. Does the impact of  such immigration 
affect -to what recognizable extent- the Dominican self-con-
sciousness and identity behavior? And, vice versa, does the Do-
minican way of  being Dominican modify -and in what way- the 
customary modus operandi of  the immigrants and their more 
than three generations already present in the country? 

Juxtaposed assimilation

Dominican society is a social conglomerate of  immigrants. 
No matter how far back in time its memory goes, those who 
were there and those who arrived appear. Inhabitants of  the 
Orinoco basin were not the only ones to arrive in this Antille-
an Island. They were later followed by Spaniards, French, En-
glish, Dutch, Central Africans, Haitians, Chinese, Americans, 
Japanese, Jews, Syrians, Lebanese, Italians, Mexicans, Puerto 
Ricans, Cocolos, Curacoans, Cubans, Colombians, Venezue-
lans and many others. They came to stay, but there were also 
those who came just to pass through. But in general, they were 
all immigrants rather than passers-by. Having subjected Chinese 
immigration and its descendants on Dominican soil to the criti-
cal scrutiny of  its impact on the receiving society, a second and 
final thesis of  study is in order: Chinese immigration that settles 
in the country, as well as its successive descendants, represent 
a unique case of  assimilation - juxtaposed in the Dominican 
Republic.  

This juxtaposition is not perceptible if  one only analyzes - as 
was done in the previous section - the positive assimilation of  
both groups within Dominican society. In fact, the juxtaposition 
is not due to motives or reasons of  reservations or exclusion 
due to skin pigmentation; or to the non-existent segregation of  
housing according to ethnic criteria; nor to a dissimilar experi-
ence in the economic and labor field, and not even to a possibly 
dissimilar value of  the contributions that each group brings to 
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the social coexistence of  all. Nothing of  the sort; the juxtaposi-
tion in question is discernible in terms of  the Dominican reality 
and its typical characterization, far from any superficial appear-
ance in the fabric of  its social relations. 

Dominican reality 

This juxtaposition emerges as the tip of  the iceberg of  a real-
ity that is more original, proper and profound than the mere ob-
jectivity of  social relations or economic or political activities.  As 
such, it is based on and is constituted from the identity self-iden-
tification of  each group -the Chinese, the Dominican- with itself  
and with each other. This iceberg is so real and sustainable that 
the Dominican, in control of  his cultural phenotype, continues 
to be Dominican through his exchanges and fruitful social rela-
tions with immigrants and Chinese descendants. And, inverse-
ly, in the same sphere of  intertwining and social inclusion, the 
Chinese continues to be so as often as they decide, attached to 
their traditions and typical cultural idiosyncrasy. That is why 
neither the Dominican nor the Chinese, joined together in daily 
life, have no reason to stop being what each one is in the midst 
of  this new unity that they interweave and enrich. 

Distinct, but not for that reason contrary to each other on 
an identity level, they have become part of  a reality larger than 
themselves. Thanks to the well-known hospitality of  the Do-
minicans and their integrating virtue, committed this time to the 
proven ductility of  Chinese adaptability -at least- on Dominican 
soil, both overcame distrust, segregation and reciprocal isola-
tionism. I metaphorically call this new real order, ennobled by 
group components that do not lose their original condition and 
therefore assimilate positively, but in an adjacent manner, that 
is, without disintegrating or dissolving either of  the two, the Do-
minican cultural sancocho. 

Thanks to this cultural compound, the denial of  what they 
are and what their parents and ancestors were, is not a prerequi-
site to be included and integrated as active members of  a flour-
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ishing society that, with its own prestige and context, welcomes 
them -like so many others- as complementary and indispensable 
ingredients.

Dominican characterization

That cultural stew means that an immigrant or Chinese de-
scendant is not considered a foreigner in the receiving society, 
just as neither is a Spaniard, an American, a Syrian, a Lebanese, 
a Cuban or a person who has arrived and been positively assim-
ilated from any other hiding place in the world. To put it with a 
certain touch of  convincing argumentative exaggeration, from 
the first day, especially if  he speaks Spanish, the newly arrived 
resident is part of  the cellular nucleus, of  the breeding ground, 
of  the cultural identity system of  the Dominican society that 
opens up to him and welcomes him.  

This explains why in the country one does not even hear or 
write Chinese-Dominican or the other way around, Domin-
ican-Chinese. One is Dominican, period, regardless of  one’s 
ancestry and descent. Unlike in societies such as the United 
States, for example, where in order to be properly perceived as 
a non-foreigner, after the second generation you have to leave 
behind your past and your way of  being (Wen-Chu Chen, 2008, 
p.35)53 this is not a sine qua non condition to be considered Do-
minican in the homeland.

As shown by Chinese immigration, to be Dominican is to be 
deferential and inclusive of  all. And that is why what is char-
acteristic of  Dominican society is that being culturally Chinese 
does not prevent one from being Dominican at the same time. 

53 “Asian Americans are too often perceived as foreigners, even if  their fa-
milies have been in the United States for several generations. And, unlike 
in the Dominican Republic, in the United States being a foreigner has a 
negative connotation” If  this finding is accurate at the field study level, as I 
assume until it is proven otherwise, in the United States and other cultura-
lly similar states, the ostentation of  citizenship and passport is insufficient 
to be considered a native.
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The study by Wen-Chu Chen (2014, p. 36) arrives at the same 
inference:

In the Dominican Republic, being Chinese does not preclude one 
from also being Dominican. While some Chinese may be immi-
grants and be perceived as foreigners, this does not have the nega-
tive connotation it has in the United States. Foreigners (except Hai-
tians) are often highly valued in the Dominican Republic, especially 
those from economically, technologically advanced and politically 
powerful countries. Perhaps this partly explains why Chinese Do-
minicans can become Dominicans and at the same time be proud 
of  their Chinese identity.

The cell nucleus that serves as the cultural breeding ground 
of  this society induces Dominicans to be by nature open to all 
and adverse to none. And this, as the crow flies, has nothing to 
do with the well-known Guacanagarix complex, since the gifts 
of  resilience are evident in the patriotic annals, from the times 
of  the Marron fugitive culture to more recent patriotic deeds 
against Spain, Haiti and the United States, -just to mention the 
most resounding ones and without even mentioning the events 
of  the dominance of  the Dominican private sector in the local 
economy.  

But like any rule54, the rule regarding the universal openness 
of  Dominicans is subject to exceptions. To better understand it, 
let us use an ethnic group as a witness, as in the preceding quote. 
Well, just as in the U.S. society there is the exception of  the 

54 The norm is that attested by this series of  migratory processes from, for 
example, Spain, Italy, Lebanon, Japan, Cuba, Venezuela, the United Sta-
tes, Russia, Israel and many other countries similar to the Chinese case un-
der study. From this point of  view, as will be seen, the Dominican cultural 
sancocho assimilates Chinese immigration, among many others, and shows 
that its model is innovative. It is not based on or confused -in migratory 
matters- with the predominant formation of  the repressive model (ethnic 
extermination of  foreigners), nor segregation and even less the formation 
of  ghettos (of  nationals of  one or another national and/or ethnic origin), 
nor with the recognized melting pot (whereby a single ethnic ideal is indu-
ced and imposed on others).  
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Anglo-Saxon immigrant who, however literally foreign he may 
be, is not perceived as such, in the same way, but on the other 
hand, there is in the Dominican case a notable irregularity to its 
evident hospitality: that of  the Haitian immigrant.55 

Thus, except for that pressing exception that confirms the 
rule of  courtesy and kindness of  the Dominican with everyone 
and towards everyone, the Chinese immigrant descendant and 
the Chinese immigrant also benefit from the same pattern of  
behavior that dominates the socio-cultural system in the coun-
try. They are more welcome than unwelcome in a multiethnic 
society that like the Caribbean sun itself  embraces everyone 
in something they spice up with their presence and contribu-
tions, -but without in return pretending to disdain, disown or 
renounce their patriotic memory and cultural heritage (Sang 
2004; see also, Valdivia 2014d). Like so many others before and 
after them, Chinese immigrants and their descendants are an 
enriching component of  the Dominican sancocho thanks to the 
migratory assimilation capacity that Dominicanity implies.

Chinese-Dominican counterpoint

One way to verify the above, since for now it must be consid-
ered hypothetical56, is to examine whether in the visible world 

55 The Haitian question, from the anthropological point of  view, is com-
plex. The customary generalization of  the emblematic batey, or place of  
labor exploitation and housing confinement, reserved for Haitian immi-
grants in the Dominican imagination has its exception in the true migra-
tory melting pot of  the Dominican Republic. Located on the eastern side 
of  the land border with Haiti, this is a region where for centuries Domini-
can, Haitian and bordering locals have lived together as equals and in rela-
tive harmony and peace, each one recognized and accepted as such. This 
happens in a strip of  land where the Dominican homeland is symbolically 
born and at the same time ends. On this exceptional case of  assimilation 
between Haitians and Dominicans, see the field study by Ferrán 2020: 
39-43.
56 These are hypothetical results since, as it has been repeatedly emphasi-
zed, they are not supported by an anthropological field study.
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at the tip of  the iceberg there is or there is not a crossover of  
cultural variables of  what is understood to be culturally Chinese 
or Dominican57. If  such a crossover of  cultural variables does 
occur, then the positive assimilation of  Chinese immigration 
into Dominican society would not be juxtaposed, but integral. 
Otherwise, it would be juxtaposed, as established by the second 
reference thesis of  this study. The following is a - not to assume 
that it is the only - contrasting cultural characterization of  Chi-
nese and Dominicans, according to the available information. 

The cultural meme58 characteristic to the existence of both 
ethnic groups in the country.

In the midst of  their daily exchanges and socialization pro-
cesses, there is no evidence of  any crossover between Domini-
can atavism and traditional Chinese rituals. In fact, the Domin-

57 Another avenue of  verification, but one more distant from the scope of  
this study, would consist of  contrasting the integration processes of  other 
immigrant groups in the country with the Chinese, with the purpose of  
verifying whether the positive and juxtaposed assimilation attributed here 
as a characteristic of  Chinese immigration in the Dominican Republic is 
unique or similar to that registered with other ethnic groups.
58 On meme, see Richard Dawkins (1976; see also 1989). According to 
this English ethnologist and evolutionary biologist, life evolves by the di-
fferential survival of  replicating entities, the gene being the main unit of  
selection in evolution and the extended phenotype the process by which 
replicators propagate among themselves. As such, this phenotype helps to 
explain evolution, although not to predict specific outcomes. Regarding 
the selfish gene or self-gene, Dawkins coined the word meme - equivalent 
to the behavior of  a gene - to warn that Darwinian principles could be ex-
tended beyond the realm of  genes. Dawkins’ meme refers to any cultural 
entity that a scholar might consider to be a replicator of  a certain idea 
or set of  ideas. Thus, the cultural endowment of  any human group such 
as the Dominican or the Chinese, for example, is composed of  genes or 
characteristics that interact with each other over time and whereby mani-
festations through patterns of  cultural behavior serve as memes in the con-
ception of  the cited author. For a critical view of  the approach adopted, 
see Gould 2002 and Sterelny 2007.
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ican, given his state of  abandonment and orphanhood suffered 
since colonial times, manifests himself  on a daily basis as tied 
to a painful past of  material misery and institutional neglect. 
Meanwhile, in sharp contrast to the above, the Chinese lega-
cy provides support in daily life to their descendants arrived or 
raised in the country, because at no time they feel thrown into 
the world but endowed with a sense of  belonging and graced 
with an ancestral heritage that fills them with imperturbable 
and natural security. At least in the existential domain, both 
groups endure reciprocally, effectively assimilated, but adhered 
or juxtaposed, since neither of  them recognizes themselves as 
unhappy or distorted in the other. 

The cultural meme specific to the behavior of both ethnic 
groups in the country. 

In researching the hundreds of  occasions of  collaboration 
and cooperation that take place between Dominicans and Chi-
nese, the same finding stands out: the task is and may be in 
agreement and shared, but not for that reason indeterminable 
and confusable. The Chinese adapts and pursues its pre-es-
tablished objective in a serene, unmovable and imperturbable 
manner. Without smiling or crying or expressing emotions as 
heartfelt as they are hidden. He is dominated by determination 
and impersonal industriousness, not by protagonist individual-
ism, changes of  purpose, chronic improvisation and the waste 
of  time devoted to leisure. 

In sharp contrast to this will, as serene as it is unshakable, is 
the Dominican will. The Dominican’s will is characterized by 
contradicting and opposing his own decisions in the midst of  
his existential indetermination. What he craves, desires, does 
and wants, results from eminently circumstantial drives and 
purposes. 

So, both groups collaborate in joint tasks, but not by this 
sharing of  objectives does the one infect the other with his in-
dustriousness and lack of  individualism; nor does it make him 
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more hieratic and formal, less erratic and less capable of  over-
coming his individual will for the sake of  the general one. And 
under no circumstances does the Dominican contaminate the 
Chinese with his legendary informality and thoughtless sponta-
neity and lack of  planning. 

The cultural meme proper to the historical narrative of each 
ethnic group in the country. 

Rereading the historical versions of  the Dominican and the 
Chinese is the same as going through two universes of  events 
and unprecedented and divergent meanings. The patriotic chap-
ters of  the Dominican exude drama due to so much material 
misery endured by euphoric and cordial individuals, devoid of  
legitimate authority and covered with sorrows and tribulations. 
On the contrary, Chinese volumes approach the dawn of  hu-
manity and its first civilizations, and transcribe in the memory 
of  the entire population a sidereal dimension of  time endured 
impassively by thousands of  generations and terracotta armies. 

Both histories attest that the historical memory of  each peo-
ple forges a new patriotic chapter from perspectives that do 
not intersect. The Dominican, although unaware of  the details 
of  his past, does not cease to recall various patriotic episodes 
while sowing them, as in the Greek Olympus, with anthropo-
morphized myths. The Chinese immigrant and his descendants 
have the faculty to reincarnate their habits and customs in their 
rites and festivities. And all of  this because, while the Domini-
can does not establish roots in the past that retain him, the Chi-
nese does not stop reproducing his millenary tradition.

The cultural identity meme to the consciousness of each 
ethnic group in the country. 

Nothing is so significant in the continuous assimilation of  
both ethnic groups as the conscience as a constitutive element 
of  identity and of  all as a collective conglomerate. Well, in the 
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Dominican reality we find the Creole -fundamentally skepti-
cal- and the Chinese -repeatedly civic-. Skeptical, undoubtedly, 
because it has no reason -existential, circumstantial or histor-
ical- to be optimistic, in the midst of  countless hardships and 
adversities it lacks enough time to discover and gloat being 
pessimistic. He can only count on his disorientation, helpless-
ness, boldness and insecurity in the midst of  an ever-elusive big 
country. In short, the typical skeptical Dominican has no hold 
or confidence in any utopia and even less in a common cause, 
neither as a self-conscious individual nor as a society nor as a 
nation.

Juxtaposed to the previous spirit is the Chinese civic spirit 
that neither sticks nor transmits to the Dominican. The civic 
conscience has no equal on Dominican soil. Extirpated of  natu-
ral selfishness - by means of  a patient and meticulous formation 
- and devoid of  inclinations given to spectacular nature, osten-
tatious bulk, individual recklessness or the cult of  personality, 
the look of  each one is placed on the others, that is to say, in a 
collectivity that does not count individuals and neither affec-
tion, needs, desires, aspirations, ailments, interests or finalities 
that are not common. 

Hence, the eyes of  the Chinese conscience are focused on 
everyone rather than on oneself. Respectful of  tradition, i.e. not 
only of  innovation, they seem to be shaped by the legacy of  
Confucianism, which is based on consideration for others. The 
natural universe from which everything comes and to which ev-
erything returns inexorably is expressed as “ren” or kindness 
and benevolence which, in society, becomes courtesy and mod-
eration in all things and towards all people.

Imbued with the identity trait of  the legendary Chinese civi-
lization, the civic conscience of  the Chinese immigrant and his 
offspring is not perceived as rare or strange by the Dominican 
population. After all, the latter, more than accustomed to the 
seriousness of  the Oriental, has assimilated it positively from 
the beginning, but without this integration contributing to 
banish the uneasiness, informality and bustle of  a conscience 
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that doubts everything and verifies nothing, because it ends up 
claiming sooner rather than later where is mine. This is the rai-
son d’être of  a whole assimilation process, as positive and sus-
tainable in time as it is juxtaposed in the midst of  the proximity 
that brings together and distinguishes Chinese and Dominicans 
at the same time, based on four constitutive features of  human 
existence. 

Conclusion

Chinese immigration in the Dominican Republic, which be-
gan in the 19th century and has more than three generations of  
descendants in the 21st century, is a positive example of  the in-
tegration of  two ethnic groups that are already different in every 
sense of  the word, within the same society. Both groups coexist 
and share in the same geographical locations, performing sim-
ilar tasks and without laws or customs of  reciprocal exclusion. 

The resulting fabric of  family, social, economic and political 
relations is the legitimate fruit of  a cultural system that, on the 
one hand, welcomes the Chinese immigrant and, on the other 
hand, allows him a wide margin of  freedom to deploy his ca-
pacity to adapt to the modus vivendi that assimilates him and 
whereby he chooses to be integrated.

It is a socialization process whereby culturalization does not 
entail prohibiting, eradicating or erasing the customs and tra-
ditions of  one in the other, as a sine qua non condition to co-
habit and be adhered to. Hence, it is a juxtaposed assimilation 
and the metaphor of  the Dominican cultural sancocho is graphic 
and represents its migratory implications. Indeed, as it is well 
known, the cultural consequences of  migration range from the 
exchange of  ideas and knowledge to possible clashes between 
the local population and the newcomers, often with different 
customs or religions. 

However, the arrival and permanence of  Chinese immigrants 
in the country does not bring about conflicts or exclusions, but 
rather a respectful daily coexistence. And it does not even cause 
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what Montano (2020) characterizes as loss of  identity and cul-
tural problems of  identity, since the exchange of  identity was 
and continues to be -until proven otherwise- fluid, peaceful and 
constant in the midst of  what this study called the reality of  the 
Dominican cultural sancocho.

In short, Chinese immigration, far from being a problematic 
challenge, remains a repeated objective proof  of  the assimila-
tion capacity of  the Dominican people because of  its cultural 
code. The latter has distinguished itself  over time, in the mi-
gratory field, for its proven capacity to assimilate any group of  
immigrants arriving in the country; and thus confirms -with-
out ignoring the exceptional case represented by Haitian immi-
gration- the rule that in Dominican society the cordiality of  its 
population with the immigrant generates something more pros-
perous and valuable than what its own isolated reality would 
provide. 
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Introduction 

The objective of  this chapter is to learn about the origin, evo-
lution and establishment of  Chinese migration in the Greater 
Caribbean and the Dominican Republic. The focus of  our analy-
sis is to contribute to the creation of  knowledge about the second 
generation of  descendants of  Chinese immigrants, who main-
tain and/or rescue aspects of  the culture of  their ancestors and 
simultaneously integrate into Dominican society contributing to 
their own development.

The bibliography on Chinese migration to the Dominican 
Republic is limited, almost scarce, and the study, specifically of  
the second generation of  descendants of  Chinese immigrants to 
the island, is non-existent. So, motivated to contribute to expand 
that knowledge, we began our research on this group of  descen-
dants who grew up and were educated between the culture of  
the receiving country and the millenary culture from where their 
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ancestors come from. They claim aspects of  the culture of  their 
ancestors, while affirming their identity as Dominicans and val-
idating their integration and contribution to Dominican society.

Another objective of  this paper is the comparative analysis of  
some of  these migrations to Latin American countries with the 
Chinese migratory experience in the Dominican Republic. The 
study of  these experiences will lead us to investigate the process-
es of  integration into the receiving country, but also to explore 
the complex problems of  the second (and to some extent the 
third) generation, and their transnational migration processes in 
the era of  globalization (Pan, 1999, pp. 16-17). 

We start from the concept of  diaspora to analyze the Chi-
nese migratory movement to the Dominican Republic. This con-
cept, in addition to being equivalent to a dispersion of  people 
throughout the world, also implies the analysis of  migration, 
its origin, evolution and settlement in a given territory. These 
are human processes that involve a multiplicity of  phenomena 
of  rejection, prejudice, racism, integration, and the creation of  
diasporic communities that make possible the formation of  the 
second and third generations and their level of  adaptation to the 
receiving society. 

The migration process is also linked to the policies of  conti-
nental China and Taiwan during various historical periods and 
to the economic, political, cultural and even environmental con-
ditions that promoted the exodus to the new world. But other 
international and local forces promoted the early Chinese mi-
gration and the evolution of  these migrations to Mexico, and the 
Caribbean islands and coastal states, such as Colombia, Pana-
ma, Peru, Venezuela, Brazil and Central America.  

Theory, methodology and historical sources

This preliminary study is part of  the research project, “ Chi-
nese Presence in the Greater Caribbean: Yesterday and Today,” 
coordinated by Dr. Mu-Kien Adriana Sang Ben and the Cen-
ter for Caribbean Studies of  the Pontificia Universidad Católi-
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ca Madre y Maestra in the Dominican Republic, whose goal, 
among others, is to create awareness and understanding of  the 
process of  Chinese immigration to the Greater Caribbean from 
the 19th century to the 21st century.  

We investigated the experience of  second-generation descen-
dants of  Chinese immigrants to the Dominican Republic inside 
and outside the country. “The second generation technically 
includes children born and socialized in the receiving society, 
children of  foreign-born parents” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001, p. 
367), in this case children of  Chinese immigrants to the Domin-
ican Republic.  

In the research process we were curious to see the impact 
of  the grandparents’ migration experience and the stories told 
or lived among the families, how they were transmitted to lat-
er generations, what remained of  those stories, and what values 
they believed were incorporated in the process. We interviewed 
fourteen members of  the second generation of  descendants of  
Chinese emigrants to the Dominican Republic, and four mem-
bers of  the third generation. In doing so, we sought to show that 
the migration process is multi-generational, extending over more 
than one generation. This is important to understand the dynam-
ics of  integration into the receiving society, the level of  retention, 
rescue or abandonment of  the ancestors’ culture, and the ele-
ments that eventually contribute to forge the sense of  racial and 
ethnic identity of  each of  these generations. In addition, we were 
interested in examining the evolution of  this sense of  identity 
and how it is maintained through the different generations.  

We begin by selectively studying the Chinese migratory pro-
cess to the American continent and the Greater Caribbean in 
the 19th century, before tracing the origin, evolution and estab-
lishment of  this migration to the Dominican Republic. Through 
this journey, we observe common patterns emerging from the 
migratory process to these countries and the characteristics of  
the process in Dominican society. 

A mixed research approach was used in the methodology, us-
ing the qualitative approach with quantitative elements for the 
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design of  graphs and tables and the use of  Grounded Theory.  
The Grounded Theory method was used to analyze data from 
the research questions and archival documents. With these ma-
terials, we express the hypotheses and explore the possibilities of  
formulating theories during the process of  collecting and analyz-
ing data and documents that we find and review throughout the 
research (Bonilla García, 2016). 

Due to the scarcity of  materials and limited bibliography on 
Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic, and in particular 
concerning the second (let alone third) generation descendants 
of  these immigrants, we rely on interviews and archival work to 
build knowledge about unknown aspects of  the descendants of  
these immigrants, such as their migration patterns to other parts 
of  the Americas, particularly the United States, their experience 
of  adaptation and integration into Dominican society, and their 
sense of  race and identity in both the Dominican Republic and 
the United States.

The research questions that guided this study are as follows: 
1. What has been the level of  adaptation to Dominican so-

ciety of  immigrants from China in the 19th and 20th cen-
turies?

2. What has been the experience of  the second generation, 
descendants of  Chinese immigrants, in Dominican so-
ciety?

3. What is the racial and ethnic identity adopted by descen-
dants of  Chinese immigrants to the Dominican Republic 
when they migrate to other parts of  the continent, partic-
ularly to the United States?

The topics prioritized in the research are:
•	 Integration	into	Dominican	society;	sense	of 	racial,	eth-

nic and Dominican identity.
•	 Incorporation	 into	 the	 labor	market,	 capital	 accumula-

tion and economic contribution to the host society.
•	 Rejection	and	tolerance	in	Dominican	society.	
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Investigation process

As novice researchers in this subject, it seemed appropriate 
to learn about the topic by making a selective tour of  Chinese 
migration to Latin America and the Greater Caribbean, going 
through Baja California, Mexico, Cuba, Jamaica, Puerto Rico, 
before landing in the Dominican Republic, and making a com-
parative analysis of  these processes. 

We decided to consider this research as a preliminary study 
(pilot study) based on two factors: (1) the limited existing liter-
ature on Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic and the 
absence of  studies on the experience of  second (and third) gen-
eration descendants of  these immigrants; and (2) the constraints 
imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic on our ability to follow the 
outline initially designed for the research. As a result, the use of  
time and the process for conducting and completing the research 
was redefined; the strategy was changed, which reduced the abil-
ity to access materials and people for interviews. The number of  
interviews greatly decreased.

On the other hand, conducting the research from a prelimi-
nary study approach offered the opportunity to deepen knowl-
edge and understanding about the research topics and simulta-
neously use the research capacity to see new possibilities and 
innovate in the process of  recruiting people for interviews, ex-
amining data, and looking at emerging theories of  data.  

Following the Grounded Theory method, we identified cate-
gories that emerged from the interview and archival data, estab-
lished categories as we saw them emerge, and eventually came to 
formulate new hypotheses that sometimes confirmed and some-
times contradicted theories, migration patterns, and elements of  
cultural integration and identity that we had seen in other coun-
tries studied.

As we collected the data, we simultaneously compared these 
migratory patterns with the experience expressed in the inter-
views and the stories told by their ancestors. Finally, this process 
served to rescue from the data new questions (a large number of  
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them still unanswered) that could be turned into hypotheses and 
new research. 

Regarding historical sources, in the General Archive of  the 
Nation of  the Dominican Republic we worked on documents 
from the Presidency Fund, emigration and immigration boxes, 
residency permits, the newspapers Listín Diario, La Época, La Na-
ción, Nuevo Diario, among others. In addition, the available cen-
suses of  the 19th and early 20th centuries. Twenty interviews 
were conducted via zoom, fourteen people of  the second gener-
ation, four of  the third generation, one Dominican married to a 
second-generation Chinese, and one who identified herself  as a 
second generation Chinese. For the purposes of  the study, only 
the fourteen second and four third generation interviewees, who 
could be confirmed as direct descendants of  Chinese emigrants 
to the Dominican Republic, were considered. Each interview 
took from one to one and a half  hour. 

The research followed a theoretical framework linked to the 
theories of  the integration of  migrants into the receiving societ-
ies, the incorporation into the labor market, the complex prob-
lems of  identity in the second generation and the acceptance or 
rejection to which these migrants are subjected in the receiving 
society, taking as a frame of  reference the works carried out by 
Portes and Basch, 1985, pp.45-67; Portes and Manning, 1986; 
Portes and Guarnizo, 1991, 1992. 

Early Chinese migration

Following Walton Look Lay’s classification (Wilson, 2004, 
pp. 3-24), the first phase of  Chinese migration is related to an 
autonomous migratory movement between different regions of  
Asia. These internal movements were the result of  local, domes-
tic and regional causes, totally divorced from the European col-
onization processes in the 19th century. These internal mobility 
processes contributed to creating the conditions for migrations 
to more distant places (Pan, 1999, pp. 55-60).  



Migration, Diaspora, Integration and Identity: Analyzing the Second Generation...

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  513

Imperialist penetration, internal opposition movements, gov-
ernment policies of  increasing land rents and taxes, plus pop-
ulation growth left large numbers of  peasants without land. In 
addition, the global demand for raw materials and labor for the 
emerging industrial economies in Europe, Japan and the Unit-
ed States increased the growing demand for workers, especially 
after the British bans on the African slave trade (1807) and the 
legal abolition of  slavery. Thus, increasing Chinese migration to 
Europe, America, the Caribbean, Asia, New Zealand and other 
countries. 

England was the first European power to achieve a hegemon-
ic position in trade with the Chinese. Exports of  tea and silk to 
England were highly favorable to China; and to compensate for 
this commercial deficit, the English began selling opium, the sale 
of  which had been prohibited since 1839 (Franke and Trauzettel, 
1973, p. 303). In 1816, the East India Company freed the traffic 
of  opium sales, its consumption acquiring widespread use de-
spite the prohibitions. “The effects exerted by opium smuggling 
on the bureaucracy, which the more it gained in this business 
the more irresistibly it became corrupt” (Franke and Trauzettel, 
1973, pp. 303-310). In 1830, the increasing import of  opium neg-
atively impacted China’s balance of  payments, which was con-
fronted with increasing payments in silver for goods imported 
from England. This situation provoked two Opium Wars; the 
first one from 1840-1842 and the second one from 1856-1860. 
England emerged triumphant and the surrender of  the Eastern 
empire meant the signing of  the Treaty of  Tientsin (June 1858), 
highly detrimental to China. The signing of  this treaty obliged 
China to pay war indemnities, open eleven ports to foreign trade, 
allow religious missions to continue their proselytizing work, 
guarantee the right to freely navigate the Yangtze River to for-
eign ships, and agree to the establishment of  foreign legations in 
Peking by the hegemonic powers, which until then had been a 
closed city (Pan, 1999, p. 55).
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Image 1. Map of  Guangdong.

Source: China Operation World, 2016.

Chinese migrants during this period came primarily from 
Guangdong and Fujian provinces, which provided 90% of  the 
migrants. Many traveled of  their own free will (Franke and 
Trauzettel, 1997, p. 97), while others were recruited as hired la-
borers, known as culíes.

Anti-Chinese movements on both sides of the border: ra-
cism, stereotypes and exclusions. 

Chinese migration to the Greater Caribbean is inextricably 
linked to issues of  race and identity, discrimination and resis-
tance; processes that contribute to a greater or lesser extent to 
the level of  integration into the receiving societies and their even-



Migration, Diaspora, Integration and Identity: Analyzing the Second Generation...

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  515

tual acceptance by the same. José Jorge Gómez Izquierdo, in 
his book El movimiento antichino en México (1871-1934). Problemas 
del racismo y del nacionalismo durante la Revolución Mexicana traces 
the origin of  the stereotype about the Chinese that spread in the 
Western world. 

The stereotype... arises historically from the confrontation of  the 
Chinese empire with the European nations during the 16th century. 
[...] This consolidated an enduring image that presented China as 
the prototype of  a degenerate, vicious and backward civilization. 
[...] In the Mexico of  the 1930s, [...] through the manipulation of  
racial prejudices -existing since the end of  the 19th century- they 
fostered national unity: the repudiation of  the “perverse” foreigner 
reinforced the identity of  Mexicans, who in the anti-Chinese hatred 
found the pleasant sensation of  belonging to a superior group (Gó-
mez Izquierdo, 1991).

Similar prejudices were present against Chinese immigration 
throughout its trajectory in the Greater Caribbean. Margarita 
Rodriguez in her article for the BBC on the First Great Law to 
ban this migration to the United States, noted:

While Chinese immigrants struggled to find work they suffered an 
epidemic of  violent racist attacks, a campaign of  persecution and 
murder that today is seen in towns like California, where Chinese 
immigrants were forced out of  business, beaten, tortured, lynched, 
and massacred. They were the scapegoat of  the political class (Ro-
driguez, 2019).

In the anti-Chinese campaigns, the white labor movement 
demonized the new workers. The white elite and rulers stoked 
and backed up these sentiments with laws and legislation be-
cause doing so served their economic and political interests. This 
hate campaign culminated in the Exclusion Act of  1882, which 
banned Chinese workers from entering the United States. 

Faced with this ominous reality, many of  the Chinese work-
ers migrated to Mexico, where they were also victims of  an or-
ganized campaign supported by the President, political parties, 
unions and cultural associations. During the first period of  the 
Mexican Revolution, the anti-Chinese campaign (1917) was ex-
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pressed in looting, robbery, administrative arbitrariness and true 
genocide. Eliminating almost the entire population in the north-
ern state of  Coahuila, on May 15TH, 1911 (Gómez Izquierdo 
2019, p. 213 and Moreno Soto, 2015). The depression of  1929 
and the expulsion of  Mexican citizens from the United States 
exacerbated the hatred against “the inferior and degenerate race 
that strips Mexican workers of  their just jobs.” 

Anti-Chinese campaigns in Mexico were of  visceral hatred 
against small Chinese traders, especially in Ensenada, Sonora 
and Sinaloa where they tried to expel them from their small busi-
nesses and confiscate their properties. Catalina Velázquez Mo-
rales analyzed in detail the campaign that took place in the states 
of  Sinaloa, Nayarit, Chiapas, Veracruz, Tamaulipas, Durango, 
Guanajuato, San Luis Potosí, Chihuahua and Coahuila, terri-
tories to the north and south of  Baja California.  Many of  these 
municipalities in northwestern Mexico enacted anti-Chinese leg-
islation around 1923.  Two of  them are one that established the 
creation of  Chinatowns and another that prohibited marriages 
between Mexican and Chinese (Velázquez Morales, 2010, p. 
47). The campaign was not as successful in Baja California, as 
the Chinese migrants were organized, had lawyers and used the 
Chinese consul to complain to the government in Beijing and the 
Chinese legation (Pan, 1999, pp. 256-258).  

In Puerto Rico, they also faced anti-Chinese legislation and 
sentiments. In 1898, the year of  the Spanish-American War 
in Cuba, Spain was defeated by the United States, and Puer-
to Rico (like Cuba) became a territory of  the new American 
empire. The Chinese Exclusion Act of  1882 was extended to 
apply against Chinese immigrants living in the American-held 
islands of  Hawaii, the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Cuba (Ke-
arny, 2020, p. 16). Under this law no Chinese could be admit-
ted to the island without U.S. consent. Chinese living in Puerto 
Rico were also not allowed to travel to U.S. territories and, in 
1902, the prohibition of  entry to the island “of  a race that can-
not make league with ours (the white race)” was made more 
explicit. The law was eradicated in 1943, after eight thousand 
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Chinese served in the U.S. Army during World War II (Rosario 
Urrutia, 2020, pp. 1-8). 

Like the black African slaves, the Chinese indentured laborers 
lived a history of  resistance in all the countries they migrated 
to, and they were discriminated against and oppressed, using 
different mechanisms for their struggle (Narváez, 2010, p. 354). 
One of  the most extreme forms of  resistance were individual 
and collective suicides.  But the greatest acts of  resistance oc-
curred with their participation in national wars, joining the army 
that promised them their liberation, and against their oppressors, 
embodied in the ruling classes of  Cuba and Peru.  In Cuba, they 
participated in the Ten Years’ War and in Peru, in the War of  
the Pacific1844-1879 (Narváez, 2010, p. 358). The consequences 
of  the latter were dire for the Chinese and foreigners residing 
in Lima (Guzmán Palomino, 1881, pp. 97-125). The prevailing 
anti-Chinese ideology in Peru as well as in Mexico, and which 
became part of  the discourse that spread throughout Peru, were 
(1) the use of  modern medical science and knowledge against 
the Chinese as “a hygienic danger” and (2) the War of  the Pacific 
which demonstrates the role of  allies of  the culíes in Peru with 
the Chilean army (Parroy Villafante, 2013, p. 194). 

In synthesis, through the research, we found the juxtaposition 
of  forced integration (predisposed settlement sites, assignment 
of  Hispanic names and the initial imposition of  the Catholic re-
ligion) with popular rejection and discrimination supported by 
anti-Chinese laws in these countries. In addition, the creation 
of  ethnic communities (Chinatowns) occurred as a symbol of  
xenophobia and attempted isolation by the dominant popula-
tion, but also as testimonies of  the resilience and ingenuity of  
these immigrants to take those spaces and make them their own 
to protect themselves, collaborate, invent, express their customs 
and traditions, establish their own businesses, and build among 
and for themselves. 



DR. LUIS ÁLVAREZ LÓPEZ AND SONIA BU-LARANCUENT

518  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

Dominican Republic: Chinese migration in the 19th and 
20th centuries

Chinese migration to the Dominican Republic in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries differs substantially when compared to 
Mexico, Baja California, Peru, Cuba and Puerto Rico whose 
migration processes we studied selectively for this research. In 
the analysis conducted to understand Chinese migration to con-
tinental and insular America, there were common patterns of  
settlement, behavior, process and level of  integration into the 
receiving society, preservation of  identity and accumulation of  
capital, that do not occur in the same way in the Dominican 
Republic.  

The economic aspect predominates in all cases as the impetus 
for this migration. International changes as a result of  capitalist 
transformations in Europe, and the need for plantations, railroad 
construction, and the high production of  sugar in Cuba and gua-
no in Peru, demanded cheap and abundant labor. 

The Chinese migration process to the Dominican Republic 
can be divided into several stages. Beginning in the 19th century, 
we know schematically, an early migration that began after the 
second half  of  the century, with the process of  the Annexation 
and the Restoration to Spain, in 1861-1865. Unlike other Ca-
ribbean countries, this pioneer migration left Cuba for Samaná. 
This was not an organized migration in search of  jobs or because 
of  the growing demand for agricultural production, but rather 
they were convicts who were serving sentences in Cuba and were 
transferred to the Dominican Republic. About three hundred 
Chinese were brought as convicts to Samaná (Lee Borges, 2015, 
pp. 4-6., González Tablas, 1975, pp.130-135, Eller, 2016, p. 111).

Based on census information from the second half  of  the 19th 
century, the growth of  the Chinese population was not hundreds 
of  thousands of  immigrants as in Cuba and Peru, but much more 
modest. In Puerto Plata, by 1878, it increased considerably at 
the initiative of  General Imbert, Governor of  the district (Chez 
Checo and Sang Ben, 2020). At the end of  the 19th century, new 
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migrants continued to arrive in the Dominican Republic, as they 
did in other Caribbean countries, as a result of  exclusionary legis-
lation passed in the United States and strictly enforced in Puerto 
Rico after the Spanish-American War (1898). At the beginning 
of  the 20th century, these laws were still in force and continued 
to influence the migration of  Chinese to the Caribbean. 

The 1893 municipal census of  Santiago, reproduced in His-
toria Social de Santiago, mentions the existence of  seven Chinese, 
all men. It also refers to the presence of  other Chinese, such as 
one who worked as a doctor, “another who built a kiln to burn 
lime on the side below Fort Dios” and by 1892 there was a road 
called “Callejón de los Chinos” (Espinal Hernández, 1985, p. 
167). While Hoetink (1985, p. 35), only mentions two Chinese 
in 1898 in Santiago. One of  the first censuses to register the Chi-
nese population in the 19th century is the 1889 municipal census 
of  Dajabón, where two Asians appear as part of  the foreign pop-
ulation (Paulino Ramos, 2008, p. 32).

Various sources corroborate the increase of  the Chinese pop-
ulation in the Dominican Republic during the first American oc-
cupation, 1916-1924. The documentation studied shows a mod-
est increase curve between 1917 and 1920. The census of  the 
latter year indicates a population of  two hundred and fifty-five 
Chinese settled in Santo Domingo, San Pedro de Macorís, Azua, 
Barahona, Samaná, Pacificador, El Seíbo, La Vega, Espaillat, 
Santiago, Puerto Plata and Montecristi (Ng Báez, 2016 p. 41., 
Inoa, 2018, p. 265).

In Dominican history there were three moments when the 
ruling class attempted to whiten the population: European 
colonization, the U.S. occupation, and the process of  Domin-
icanization of  the border with Haiti, including the tragic Pars-
ley Massacre (Pérez Hazel, Racial Landscaping..., n.d.). As a 
consequence, legislation was drafted that advocated Caucasian 
(white) migration as the axis of  the migration policies of  each of  
these moments. The starting point was that Caucasian migration 
would contribute to the economic development of  the nation, 
but what was not made explicit was the prejudice of  the ruling 
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class to favor Caucasian immigration as opposed to Haitian im-
migration and that of  Cocolos from the Virgin Islands (Castro 
and Feliz, 2019, pp. 144-150).

The 1912 immigration legislation made three objectives clear: 
(1) It showed preference for Caucasian immigration, (2) it for-
mulated a legal framework for non-Caucasian immigration, and 
(3) it gave answers to certain social sectors that claimed to curb 
the immigration of  braceros because the income generated by 
them was repatriated to their places of  origin and did not circu-
late in the country’s economy. The law also established residency 
permits to enter the country for natives of  European colonies in 
America, those from Asia, Africa and Oceania, as well as for 
braceros of  races other than Caucasians (Castro and La Fon-
taine, 2019, p. 257).

The migration policies of  the Dominican State during the 
Second and Third Republics (1866-1930), which continued to 
advocate for Caucasian (white) migration as the axis of  migra-
tion policies, contributed to the increase in the Chinese popula-

Image 2. Dominican Republic in the Caribbean.

Source: Google Images.
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tion. Chinese immigration continued to rise in the 1920s, 1930s, 
and 1940s, with the latter two decades seeing the greatest num-
ber of  arrivals. It is from this wave of  Chinese immigrants that 
the ancestors of  the people we interviewed come from. Rosa 
points out:

My dad was a Chinese emigrant; he came in the 1920s. [...] I didn’t 
know that my grandfather had come here (DR) in 1923 [...] when 
the country was occupied by the Americans, and I asked myself, 
what would this Chinese man be doing here coming to the country 
in 1923, right in an occupied area? (Rosa, Nov. 5th, 2020).

Carmen (Nov.19th, 2020)), declares:

Dad came to the Dominican Republic when he was 17 years old in 
1928 or ‘29. Grandfather had come (to the DR) earlier and sent for 
the son. They came from Guangzong (Canton) by boat, that was 
the way to travel back then. Grandfather goes back to China. My 
dad stays.  

Rosario confirms states:

My grandfather arrived before 1920 in the country on a visit (before 
World War I). He is received by some of  the friends from Cibao 
and another one from La Vega whom he had met in Jamaica while 
supervising a train construction job in Jamaica (Rosario, Nov. 9th 
and 15th, 2020).

Turhan says:

[My father arrived] in San Pedro de Macorís around 1928 where an 
uncle was waiting for him. Chichi continued on to San Francisco de 
Macorís where he settled (Turhan, 2020).

During the Trujillo era, Chinese immigration was promoted 
for the same reasons that Japanese, Spanish, Italian, Jewish and 
Hungarian immigration was promoted: the whitening of  the 
country, as a way to confront Haitian immigration and “enhance 
the race”; “and thus differentiate it from its black Haitian neigh-
bors” (Lilón, 1999). Hence, historian José Nova (2017), noted 
that the Chinese “came steadily and timidly and “that Trujillo 
saw these migratory flows as good as long as they were not Hai-
tian immigrants”. 
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The Chinese presence in the years 1940-1945 coincided with 
World War II and China’s participation as allies of  England, the 
Soviet Union, France and the United States. The 1882 exclusion 
law was finally repealed and limited migration to the Americas 
resumed. As Dr. Sang Ben (2020, p. 124) rightly points out the 
Chinese migration that reached the Caribbean:

In the first decades of  the 20th century, the ultimate goal was to 
reach the United States. The dream of  the promised land had 
spread throughout southern continental China. But as there were 
legal and social restrictions, they decided to make stopovers. Some 
achieved their goals, but the vast majority were left to swarm and 
develop their lives in the host lands by accident. 

Image. 3 Periodic increase of  the Chinese population in the 
Dominican Republic.  
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Source: Espinal Hernández, 2005, pp.165-167; Hoetink, 1971, pp.74-75; 
Inoa, 2018, pp., 265-.277; Paulino Ramos, 2008, pp.29, 34, 98, 129, La 
población y los Censos, 2010.

Documentation from residence permits (Image No. 4) made 
it possible to draw a profile of  this group of  Chinese immigrants, 
which we call the first generation. It made it possible to examine 
some variables such as marital status, occupations, places of  resi-
dence and age.  Also, this documentation showed an increase in res-
idence permits between 1940 and 1945, the years of  World War II.
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Image 4. Residence permit for Chinese migrants. 
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Source: Permiso de Residencia, Archivo General de la Nación, Digital 
Collection. 

Regarding the places where they settled, it is evident, as 
shown by the residence permits and corroborated by the press, 
that there was a geographical dispersion, although the majority 
settled in Santo Domingo. This is significant information (Image 
No. 5) with important theoretical implications, as it denies the 
hypothesis of  seeing the Chinese community in the Dominican 
Republic as an “ethnic enclave” following Portes’ approach, and 
seems to break with the Chinese settlement tradition described 
in La enciclopedia de los chinos en el extranjero (1998):

Source: Permiso de Residencia, Archivo General de la Nación Digital 
Collection.

Image 5. Places of  residence of  Chinese migrants. 
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To understand Chinese urban communities abroad, it is useful 
to look at the imperial cities of  yesteryear. This is because [they] 
emerged from similar migrations. [...] Place of  origin (or regional 
identity) was the first of  the variables that made a difference be-
tween these .... [...] In addition, the neighborhoods were enclaves 
[...], each inhabited by people from a particular region of  China 
(Pan, 1999, p. 76).

Other sources show other places of  residence, as it is the case 
with the province of  Pacificador where seven Chinese had set-
tled (Rosa, p. 41). 

In terms of  age, the majority were of  productive age, between 
20 and 50 years old, as shown in Image No. 6. 

Image 6. Ages of  Chinese migrants to the Dominican  
Republic. 
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Source: Permiso de Residencia, Archivo General de la Nación Digital 
Collection.

Occupations were varied, with the majority being traders, 
restaurant employees, farmers, launderers and bakers. They 
were engaged in small commerce, retail, food business, grocery 
store owners and vegetable farming in urban areas, as shown in 
Image No. 7. 
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Image 7. Chinese immigrant occupations.
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With respect to marital status, among the 100 cases consult-
ed, 55 were single, and the remaining 45 were married, most 
with Chinese wives and a minority with Dominican wives. It is 
important to advance a reflection on Chinese families and their 
impact on overseas societies because in the next section on inte-
gration it was established that mixed marriages and Dominican 
mothers were key elements in the processes of  integration into 
Dominican society. The truth is that in the traditional Chinese 
family structure it was not unusual for an immigrant to have 
a main wife in his native village and another wife in the place 
where he was settled.   

Hence, Chen Ta has presented the idea of  a “dual family sys-
tem,” in which the migrant man maintains two households, one 
in his place of  origin and the other one in the Dominican Repub-
lic. In the interviews conducted, some cases were found in which 
the migrants were married in China and had another marital re-
lationship in the country (Chan 1940, in Pan, 1999). 
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Image 8. Marital status of  immigrants. 
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The analysis of  the above variables allows us to enter into a 
discussion of  the integration process in the receiving society.

Integration into Dominican society

The issue of  immigrants’ integration into the receiving soci-
ety has been and continues to be a matter of  great interest and 
debate in the social sciences, which has produced an abundant 
and diverse literature. But in this preliminary research study on 
the process and level of  integration into the receiving society of  
second-generation Chinese immigrants, we start from two con-
cepts of  integration. The first states that:  

Integration involves the process of  mutual adaptation of  two so-
cio-cultural segments, whereby (a) the minority is incorporated 
into the receiving society on equal terms, rights, obligations and 
opportunities with the native citizens without losing their culture of  
origin; and (b) the majority accepts and incorporates the normative, 
institutional and ideological changes to make this possible (Cabral, 
C., & Faxas, L., 2004).
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The second states that integration “is the process through 
which immigrants are accepted into societies both as individuals 
and as a group” (Pennix, 2003).

The process of  integration of  immigrants and their descen-
dants into the receiving society is closely related to the develop-
ment of  the ethnic, racial and social identity of  this group within 
that society. 

I think the case of  the Dominican Republic is special. Most Chi-
nese descendants, whenever one of  their parents was not Asian, as 
in my case, did not feel “Chinese”. This was greatly influenced by 
the process of  integration into the family and social environment, 
school education where Chinese descendants in schools were a tiny 
minority compared to Dominicans (Chez Checo, Nov. 22nd, 2020).  

This part of  the preliminary study explored elements that con-
tributed to the process and level of  integration of  these groups.  
The data from the interviews conducted with members of  the 
second generation, the examination of  the information gathered 
in the archival work, and the limited bibliography on the subject 
we examined, showed a process of  migration and integration 
into Dominican society with certain similarities among them, 
but also with significant differences with the other Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean experiences. 

In addition, we analyze several important sub-themes in this 
process of  integration and identity development within Domin-
ican society, such as: marriages or marital relationships between 
Chinese and Dominicans, and within that [context], specifically 
the role played by the mother. The language and religion they 
lose and acquire; the education they receive and the role it plays 
in social and professional advancement; the desire to preserve 
and or rescue the ancestral culture while simultaneously affirm-
ing the new identity. 

The last variable showing the marital status according to the 
residence permits of  a number of  first-generation Chinese im-
migrants, we consider vital in the integration process. As Image 
No. 8 shows, there was a high number of  single men, a charac-
teristic of  the migrations of  the 19th and early 20th centuries. It 



DR. LUIS ÁLVAREZ LÓPEZ AND SONIA BU-LARANCUENT

528  |  CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

was Chinese men who migrated, mainly single men, or if  they 
were married in China, they made the trips alone, leaving their 
wives and sometimes children behind.  This generic imbalance 
of  migration was potentially a positive factor for the integration 
process, since it made possible interethnic marital relations in 
the receiving society, which constituted an essential factor that 
facilitated integration into the new society, but mainly for their 
descendants, those of  the second (and subsequent) generation. 
This hypothesis is confirmed by the interviews conducted, and 
the family stories told by the Bu, Joa, Sang Ben, Sang Fung, 
Sang Fung, Wong and Ng Cortinas. From them we learned that 
Dominican mothers were the main agents in the process of  so-
cialization and integration of  the second generation. Dominican 
mothers were the ones who managed the households, had con-
tacts with the schools, taught their children the language, were 
responsible for baptizing and sending children to the Catholic 
church, and provided Dominican food. 

In the case of  the Bu family, the father was Chinese from 
Guangdong and the mother was Dominican from Miches, in 
Seibo. Manuel (Nov. 25th, 2020) indicated:  

Although my father was from China, my mother was Afro-Domin-
ican. I was raised by both of  them, but my mom was the one who 
was in charge of  us and the house. My dad was always working. 
In the house all the traditions and holidays were Dominican, our 
relations with the Chinese were not so close, they were not deep. 
The food we ate in the house was Dominican. I think my parents 
did that consciously, so that we would be raised within normality. 
Spanish was spoken in the house, there was no one to speak Chi-
nese with, because dad was always working [...] We were raised 
Catholic at our mother’s insistence. 

Haivanjoe states: 

Well, the interpretation I give, let’s say sociological if  you will, of  
this phenomenon in my family, is very much associated to the fact 
that my mother absorbed him culturally.  That is to say, my father 
assumed more of  our cultural patterns. My father learned Span-
ish; my mother did not learn Cantonese. [...] I didn’t learn Canton-
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ese either. [...] In my house we speak Spanish. [...] The food that 
was made was Dominican. I rarely saw dad making Chinese food 
(Haivanjoe, Nov. 10th, 2020.)

Likewise, Aylin noted that “generally the mom’s culture is the 
predominant one.”  She goes on to say, “[...] my dad worked at 
night when we were in New York; I hardly saw him. So, obvi-
ously, I was with my mom during the day” (Aylin, January 6th, 
2021).

There are two common themes in these quotes, one that the 
Chinese father “was always working”; and two, the great influ-
ence of  the mother in this process of  integration and identity of  
the children of  Chinese descendants with Dominicans. This is 
most evident in the case of  Aylin. She recalls that her Chinese fa-
ther moved the family (her and her Dominican mother) to New 
York (USA) when the April Revolution (1965) broke out in the 
Dominican Republic.

The family lives in New York in Chinatown, surrounded by 
Chinese immigrants and their descendants, she plays with Chi-
nese children, but never learns to speak Chinese, nor acquires 
traits of  Chinese culture. She remains living, even within that 
environment, in a Dominican cultural environment created and 
sustained by her mother. In other words, although she lived in 
Chinatown in the United States for five years, between the ages 
of  six and twelve, the prevailing culture is the one that her moth-
er imparts, which is Dominican, no matter where they were 
(New York or the Dominican Republic). That she lived in Chi-
natown (New York) for five years as a child, within the Chinese 
ethnic enclave, surrounded by her father’s culture and that this 
had minimal influence on her sense of  identity, begs the ques-
tion, why was this the case? Because the mother constituted the 
primary socialization agent in Aylin’s life.

In another case, there is Carmen, whose mother is Chinese. 
She says that her father returned to China after some time in the 
Dominican Republic to marry a young Chinese woman he met 
through a photograph of  a “maipiola”, who were looking for 
girls in different regions of  China who were interested in getting 
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married and traveling to America.  Her mother was one of  those 
who emigrated from China; this was around 1950. Carmen, who 
was born and raised in Santo Domingo, D.R., but in a home 
where Chinese culture predominated. “I consider myself  Chi-
nese, because I was raised by Chinese parents from the province 
of  Canton” (Carmen, Nov. 19th, 2020).

The influence of  the mother, or maternal lineage, reaches the 
third generation. In our interviews, although limited, of  the third 
generation, we were able to observe that they identify the role of  
the mother as paramount in cultural transmission. For example, 
there is the case of  Ian (third generation), son of  Carmen (sec-
ond generation) and a Dominican father. He says that his identi-
ty is built in the intimate daily life with his mother’s family, who 
maintained their traditional Chinese culture within the home. 

The first generation’s attempt and desire to both preserve the 
Chinese culture and integrate their descendants into the new so-
ciety created tensions and confrontations between the genera-
tions in some families, often painful. The interviews showed that 
most of  these families were able to successfully navigate both 
cultures and the children were able to be educated and assume 
their role in society.

[...] all immigrants aspire to stop being immigrants; [...] they yearn 
to overcome the disadvantages typical of  the initial phases of  their 
presence in the host country and become full-fledged citizens, with 
a standard of  living and social patterns increasingly similar to those 
of  the native population (Rinken, Dirk, Martínez de Lizarrondo 
and Gorka, 2016, pp. 206-223). 

But managing “successfully” did not always mean that the 
process was free of  certain difficulties and emotional tensions 
for some members of  the second generation who balanced these 
cultural demands.  

So, they made it difficult for me to be able to assimilate both cul-
tures and how to manage and get away from those things, [...] I have 
lived through such difficult circumstances, and I have bi-culturally 
managed such different situations, completely different cultures. 
[...] After your generation, my children’s generation, how [they] 
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accepted that dual culture and now there are two of  them who are 
in the United States, and they are doing very well (Rosario, 2020).

Some families made great efforts to preserve Chinese culture 
and pass it on to the second generation. The presence of  grand-
parents, particularly if  they were both Chinese, was a source of  
knowledge, influence and connection to the ancestral culture in 
multi-generational households. They kept their culture present 
in the daily life of  the family. Carmen mentions in the interview:

My grandfather came and later brought his children. He worked in 
the rice fields during the Trujillo era. My grandmother was raised in 
the province of  Canton and was educated in a peasant family who 
taught her to cultivate the fields. In my grandparents’ home (in the 
D.R.) the prevailing culture was Chinese. They spoke Chinese also 
in business, and the six children lived together with the grandpar-
ents (Joa, 2020).

Rosa recalls that, in most cases for the second generation: 

When one has a father, let’s say, in this case, Chinese, when the 
father dies, one is kind of  disengaged because one does not speak 
Chinese. So, the Chinese colony is part of  one to the extent that the 
father is alive; when the father dies then one is left like that (Rosa, 
2020). 

Education

Formal education was a priority and an instrument that the 
first generation skillfully used to integrate their descendants into 
Dominican society and to help their children move up the so-
cial ladder. Chuffat Latour, second generation in Cuba, born of  
a Chinese indentured laborer father and a black African slave 
mother, in Apunte Histórico de los Chinos en Cuba (1927) expresses 
a desire of  those Chinese immigrants in Cuba that could well be 
applied to the experience in the Dominican Republic: “[...] the 
Chinese race full of  aspirations, constant observer of  the refine-
ment of  the white race, sought with great interest to enlighten, 
civilize, educate and prepare themselves for their advancement 
and the benefit of  humanity” (p. 15). 
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This view that the first generation has of  formal education is 
explicitly or implicitly transmitted to their descendants. Carmen 
(2020) relates her own family history stating that: 

The children were sent to study in Catholic schools because (the 
parents) believed that they would get a superior education there.  It 
was of  great importance to the family that the children received a 
good education - that the children were educated in the ‘best qual-
ity’ schools.  I attended Colegio Santa Teresa, a girls’ only school, 
‘because that was the best’. At Colegio Santa Teresa, I was on the 
volleyball team, and went on to qualify for the pre-Olympic com-
petitions. We were very proud of  the uniforms we wore. We were 
labeled as a school team of  white girls, and we were really a team 
of  white girls. 

Mu-Yien states: “[...] my father told us that we had to have an 
education. He didn’t want his sons or daughters behind a count-
er” (Mu-Yien, 2020).

This was a generalized idea among the families interviewed. 
Only one of  the fourteen respondents belonging to the second 
generation reported having attended public school in the Do-
minican Republic, the others, including the four of  the third gen-
eration, attended private schools in the capital or in the different 
provinces where the family resided.

I went to Serafín de Asís school and then to public schools: Repúbli-
ca de Uruguay and República de Argentina. I graduated from high 
school, Escuela Normal Manuel Rodriguez Objìo. I studied Econ-
omy at Universidad Autónoma de Santo Domingo (Haivanjoe, 
2020). 

In short, parents sacrificed in order to provide their children 
with a formal education in Catholic and secular schools attend-
ed by the Dominican elite, such as Carroll Morgan, Santa Te-
resa, La Salle, El Serafín de Asís and Colegio San Antonio in 
Azua, among others. 

In the Chinese community, our parents, even though they are of  
peasant origin, [...] those Chinese people really wanted their chil-
dren to improve themselves and invested everything in their edu-
cation. That is how many of  our second-generation countrymen 
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even went to study abroad. Because for my father, if  it was about 
studying, everything was attainable. Everything was given for the 
children’s studies, but for them they were very stingy. That is the 
truth (Rosa, 2020). 

In that order, Turhan (2020) while referring to his father af-
firms: “[...] he sent us to the best schools of  the time because he 
always said that education is the best inheritance. 

That value and relevance of  formal education and the acqui-
sition of  knowledge that are perceived as instruments of  social 
advancement is transmitted to the third generation through de-
cisions made by parents either explicitly or implicitly as their 
Chinese progenitors did previously. Pedro, a member of  the third 
generation of  Chinese descendants, recounts: 

The importance of  education [...] is part of  what has been transmit-
ted through mom. […] For example, when I was in fifth grade, it 
was the first time I had the opportunity to use a computer.  And at 
that time a computer cost about the same as a car [...] my parents 
instead of  buying a better car [...] decided to invest in a computer 
and that we should have access to the knowledge that comes with 
the computer.  [...] The fact that my parents instead of  going to bet-
ter restaurants, eating better, having a luxury, going to hotels and 
taking vacations, they took and invested for us to go to a bilingual 
school, and that gave us opportunities to grow (Pedro, 2020).

The sacrifice and vision that these immigrants had of  using 
formal education as an instrument of  integration and social as-
cent for their descendants worked with these families of  the inter-
viewees. According to the data, the interviewees were university 
graduates (in the Dominican Republic or abroad), and a large 
number of  them are in professions that require postgraduate 
studies or professional certifications, such as historians, lawyers, 
businessmen, educators, economists, engineers, among others.

The analysis confirms that the second (and third) generation 
of  Chinese descendants are highly educated and holding influ-
ential positions in Dominican society or abroad.  It seems that 
the efforts of  the first generation, their sacrifices, their vision of  
integration for their descendants, their persistent jobs and their 
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culture of  savings created the social and economic conditions 
for the members of  these new generations to ascend socially and 
economically.  That is to say, as Latour (1927, pp. 15-16) propos-
es, they were able to “educate and prepare themselves for their 
advancement and for the benefit of  humanity”.

It is necessary to point out that the migratory policy to whit-
en the population favored Chinese migration and facilitated 
their integration and social ascent in Dominican society. This 
migration policy was aimed at maintaining a political and so-
cial structure that hindered the integration and social ascent of  
black migrants from the Virgin Islands and, more specifically, of  
Haitians. This persistent migration policy based on the preserva-
tion of  the privileged status of  the white race prevails today. We 
find relevant the anti-black racial structure described by Chuffat 
Latour (1927) which, according to his observation almost a hun-
dred years ago, contributes to the integration of  Chinese immi-
grants and not to that of  blacks:

The social concern in colonial times was deplorable; conventional-
isms, race tendencies, antagonism, imposed themselves; but once 
convinced of  the progress of  the Chinese, the latter was given en-
trance to the circles, and in all public establishments; while the un-
happy Negro was forbidden (Latour, p.16). 

Latour himself  states that: 

The Chinese [...] could settle down, frequent all public establish-
ments and travel first class on the railroads, to their entire satisfac-
tion.  On the other hand, the blacks were forbidden to sit in public 
parks and stroll through the downtown areas (pp. 61-62). 

These points show how the racial and political structures of  
a country can facilitate the integration of  some and not of  other 
ethnic groups.  This is not to say that the Chinese immigrant in 
the Dominican Republic was not a victim of  prejudice, discrim-
ination, stereotypes, intolerance and anti-Chinese sentiments on 
the part of  Dominican sectors. Compared to the anti-Chinese 
experience in other Latin American countries, such as Mexi-
co, Peru, and in the Caribbean, Cuba and Jamaica, there is a 



Migration, Diaspora, Integration and Identity: Analyzing the Second Generation...

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  535

substantial difference with the Dominican case. In Mexico and 
Peru, racist and xenophobic legislation was passed against immi-
grants, and anti-Chinese sentiments became part of  nationalist 
movements, culminating in mass persecutions and killings. That 
is not the Dominican case.  Perhaps this was due to the small 
number of  Chinese immigrants arriving in the Dominican Re-
public compared to these other places in Latin America and the 
Caribbean.

The interviewees were cautious in admitting that they felt 
feelings of  rejection from Dominicans, although many members 
of  the second generation (Carmen, Esther, Rosario, Mu-Yien, 
Manuel) admitted to having been the target of  these epithets and 
stereotypes, particularly when they were children. Expressions 
such as “chino/a palangueta”, “chino negro”, were dismissed 
by them as “boy stuff ”, “ignorance” or “lower class”.

On the other hand, there was also caution in talking about 
prejudices that existed within the Chinese community towards 
Dominicans. Only one of  the interviewees dared to point out its 
existence and the effect it had on her.  

Unlike the children of  Chinese Dominicans, my situation was dif-
ferent. My father followed the Chinese tradition. I had very little 
relationship with Dominicans. Grandfather treated with contempt 
the cousins who married Dominicans and even more so when they 
were people of  color. He treated Chinese Dominican children with 
contempt; they were very discriminated against by the Chinese col-
onies. The children of  Chinese Dominicans, they (the first-genera-
tion Chinese) were called the “children of  the Devil”. These Chi-
nese Dominicans were treated unequally. They were not invited to 
many events.  [...] I compare the discrimination that the Chinese 
did with the discrimination that the Spanish did towards the Do-
minicans [...] That discrimination of  the Chinese against the Do-
minicans hurt me a lot; that marked me, with all of  the injustices 
one saw. (Rosario, 2020).
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Migrant communities and religions

A significant body of  research has highlighted the import-
ant role that religions play in the integration process of  migrant 
communities. This research has shown how popular religions 
contribute to the creation of  new communities:

spaces of  socialization in valorizing contexts that recreate the 
links between migrant communities. The intensity of  the social 
networks woven around these religious affiliations and the high 
degree of  commitment required of  those who participate in them 
allows them to be present in a multiplicity of  social spheres [...] 
(Odgers-Ortiz 2005). 

In the Dominican case, the role played by religion in the 
process of  integration of  Chinese migrants into society was 
crucial. As we have shown in the previous session, a large part 
of  the families of  the interviewees sent their children to the 
most exclusive Catholic schools.  Moreover, they pointed out 
that they (second generation) had been baptized in the Catholic 
Church, and that, in some cases, patronage was seen as part of  
that integration and possibility of  social ascent within Domin-
ican society.

The godparents of  all of  us [...] were all Dominicans who knew 
my dad, [...] they were established Dominicans. [...] They (gave us) 
the name in Spanish. [...] I think the names (that) we all have in 
Spanish, [...] came through the godparents, or maybe it was the 
godparent’s name itself.  I’m not really sure about that (Lamgen, 
Nov. 3rd, 2020).  

The fact that these immigrants and their descendants adopt-
ed the Catholic religion was not surprising, since the process of  
Christianization had been imposed by the European empires 
that conquered the Chinese coastal cities where most of  them 
had come from centuries before. And for those who did not do 
so in China, they adopted Christianity and were baptized once 
they arrived in the colonies in the Americas.  

[...] in the Spanish missions there was a particular tinge of  cru-
sading spirit due to the victory of  the Catholic Monarchs over the 



Migration, Diaspora, Integration and Identity: Analyzing the Second Generation...

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  537

emigre of  Granada in 1492. The above explains why the Christian 
and colonial missions were indelibly united, as well as the insepara-
bility of  the binomials, cross-crown, altar-throne, faith-empire, and 
Bible-sword (Cervesa, & Esquivel, 2016, pp. 250-251).

So, integrating into the Catholic Church was not uncommon, 
particularly for those who made families with Dominican wom-
en who had been raised within this religion, and followed it ei-
ther out of  habit or vocation. “Dad did not practice any religion; 
mom was Catholic” (Haivanjoe, Nov. 10th, 2020). Another inter-
viewee, Carmen (2020), relates that “my dad had 6 children, he 
was not of  any religion, but the family adopted the Catholic reli-
gion. [...] All the children were baptized in the Catholic religion, 
as that was customary”. 

In other cases, these immigrants not only chose to baptize 
their children, but took on the religion themselves, becoming ac-
tive within the institution. 

He was a Catholic convert. [...] Mom (Chinese-Dominican) was 
Catholic; she was born here and was baptized a little girl. [...] Dad 
was very spiritual. [...] So, what was at hand was the Catholic reli-
gion. And he was a practicing Catholic... well, he was a director of  
the [Catholic] seminarian movement [...], he collaborated with the 
Committee for the Construction of  the Archbishopric of  Santiago. 
He was very, very involved (Mu-Yien, Nov. 4th, 2020).

Mukien adds that:  

Dad became a Catholic. I believe he was fervent in his Christian 
religious belief. He was a man of  Sunday Masses and permanent 
confessions. In 1966, he and Mom made the Seminars of  Life, be-
coming an active seminarian. In 1971, he renewed his vows with 
the Christian Leaders Seminar becoming an active member of  the 
movement for over 10 years. By the end of  the 60’s the Bishopric 
of  Santiago, in the person of  the then bishop, Monsignor Roques 
Adames, needed a new location. Dad was called to serve as trea-
surer. He actively participated in the fundraising campaigns [...] 
shortly thereafter the Bishopric was training a large multi-story 
building in the center of  the city... (Sang-Ben, 2007).
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Chinese language in the second generation

Chinese language preservation failed to be maintained in 
most of  the second generation, even though in some cases both 
parents were Chinese. The third generation was not fluent in 
Chinese. 

In addition, there was the issue of  the Chinese language which, 
in most cases, was not transmitted to the descendants. And let us 
remember that language is one of  the fundamental instruments for 
the transmission of  values in a social conglomerate. I remember 
that, when I was a child, my mother used to tell my father to “teach 
us Chinese” and he -perhaps because of  his low cultural level- re-
plied that ‘why, that was a waste of  time’ (Chez Checo, Nov. 22nd, 
2020).

It can be argued that the non-preservation of  the Chinese 
language could well be a condition that contributed to a great-
er integration into Dominican society and the development of  
the self-perceived identity of  the second and third generations 
that led them to feel Dominican. Some of  the interviewees noted 
that their Chinese parents made a deliberate effort to have their 
children learn Spanish as part of  their integration into the host 
society. Two examples illustrate this. First, Manuel (Nov. 10th, 
2020) who states, “I think my parents did that consciously, so 
that we would be raised within normality. Spanish was spoken 
in the house, there was no one to speak Chinese with, as Dad 
was always working.” Secondly, Mu-Yien (Nov. 4th, 2020) who 
confirms that “in our house we all spoke Spanish. [...] (Dad) 
said that he had decided that since we were going to live in Do-
minican, he could not isolate himself, he had to integrate into 
Dominican society.” 

Many of  the second generation, now adults, feel the desire 
and interest to learn Chinese. Some tried, but few made that de-
sire a reality given the difficulty of  learning it as adults in a con-
text where there is no possibility of  practicing it frequently. The 
attempt was more of  a nostalgic gesture to connect with their 
ancestors, their culture and their heritage. 
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Other interviewees confirm that the dominant language spo-
ken in their home is Spanish, and that while some had Chinese 
language skills as children, many of  them lost it as they grew 
up and became adults. The interview with Carmen Joa, for ex-
ample, reveals that she spoke Chinese at home as a child until 
she entered school at age six, and became literate in Spanish.  
Then, we encounter Lamgen’s experience (Nov. 3rd, 2020) that 
adds another layer of  complexity to the issue of  language pres-
ervation because of  the attempt some of  these immigrants make 
to safeguard and transmit their culture through maintaining the 
language.  

I was born in the Dominican Republic; my father sent me to Hong 
Kong to study when I was only seven or eight years old. [...] All of  
us siblings were sent to Hong Kong to study Chinese, to learn Chi-
nese customs, to learn the language. 

Lamgen goes on to say that: 

There, the Chinese Dominicans, we knew each other. [...] We were 
a small circle; we were not a big group, but one or two families who 
sent their children to Hong Kong to study. [...] Some of  us went to 
the same school in Hong Kong; to Tak Ming - (a school that) was 
very popular, very famous [...]. When I came back to Azua (after 
seven years in Hong Kong) I had already forgotten Spanish. So I 
lasted about a year helping my dad in the business, and then I went 
back to school, to high school. 

Although Lamgen reports that this was a practice used by 
some Chinese families in Azua, it was not found in any of  the 
other families interviewed, which leads us to suppose that it may 
have been an isolated situation, not common for the majority of  
these immigrants. This was not a common experience among 
the second-generation group. And despite all that effort on the 
part of  the parents, and having married a Chinese Dominican 
she knows in the United States, Lamgen confesses that: 

We always speak Spanish here at home.  My children, they 
are going to be 21 next month, they grew up speaking Spanish 
too. So Spanish, they speak it very well and as always, with a 
Dominican accent (laughs). Well, you know how it is, when they 
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speak, they say, that’s Dominican Chinese, hehehehehehe! “Un 
chin chin” (Lamgen, Nov. 3rd, 2020).

The case of  interviewee Liu is interesting. She arrived in the 
Dominican Republic in 2007 at the age of  almost seven.  She 
became literate in Spanish, as she attended Dominican schools 
from the time she arrived in the country and this facilitated her 
integration into society, even though her parents speak Canton-
ese and Mandarin at home. Both his father and mother feel more 
comfortable speaking Chinese (Mandarin or Cantonese) in daily 
household chores since his parents have limited knowledge of  
Spanish. Therefore, Liu is fully trilingual: Mandarin, Cantonese 
and Spanish. Liu states that:

Chinese culture is maintained in the house, foods are Chinese, and 
customs are Chinese. My younger brother considers himself  Chi-
nese. My father’s relationship with Chinese organizations, such 
as associations, casinos, has almost disappeared as a result of  the 
Covid 19 pandemic (Liu, 2020).

Image No. 9 shown here, shows how in the second and third 
generations the knowledge of  the Chinese language was almost 
100% lost.

Image No. 9 Loss of  Chinese language in the second  
and third generations. 

 

Loss of Chinese Languaje in Second and Third Generations

 

 

Marital Status

married in China ; 3 married woman ; 1

married ; 37
singler ; 55

Speaks Chinese (Cantonese) Does not speak Chines Learnt Chines

SECOND GENERATION THIRD GENERATION

Source: Participant interviews, 2020. For the list of  interviewees, see the 
appendix. 
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Identity across generations 

The question of  identity is multidimensional and complex, 
and its bibliography is extensive. The issue of  Dominican iden-
tity is extremely complicated because it is exclusionary in its 
definition. Dominican identity is based on an overvaluation of  
white Hispanic culture, a denial of  black African roots, and a 
manipulation of  the contribution of  indigenous culture. 

The ideology of  the exclusionary Dominican identity was 
strengthened during the political changes in the process of  Do-
minican independence from Haiti (1844), the official moment 
of  the birth of  the Dominican State, and the foreign occupa-
tions (1861, 1916-1924) strengthened the vision and concept 
of  an anti-black identity. As part of  the identity, the European 
colonizers developed a racial hierarchy, in which the white race 
was hegemonic, the one that establishes the norms and stan-
dards of  behavior and definition of  success; it is also the one 
that in its hierarchy places other racial sectors in positions of  
subordination to it. 

Within this context of  the supremacy of  the white “race”, 
the aspiration of  all other races existing on the Island was to 
assume the norms, standards and definition of  success created 
by the white ruling class. This sentiment is clearly articulated in 
the observations made by Antonio Chuffat Latour (1927) when 
he states that “[...] the Chinese progressed admirably given their 
character. They sought assimilation towards the white, with in-
comparable perseverance. They imitated all that was good in Eu-
ropean customs, setting for themselves the new route they had to 
take to realize their aspirations” (p.15). He adds that, in Cuba, 
“the Chinese considered himself  as white and enough” (Latour, 
1927, p. 16).

The question of  identity in the first generation of  Chinese 
immigrants to the Dominican Republic proved to be as complex, 
nuanced and reflecting the same aspirations expressed by Latour 
in his Apuntes Históricos. On the one hand, we find evidence in 
the interviews of  that aspiration for social ascent through formal 
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education and the relationships established with the Dominican 
elite; and, on the other hand, the interviewees state that their 
parents identified themselves as Chinese, just like any other Chi-
nese-born relative, even if  they were raised in the Dominican 
Republic; they claimed to be Chinese. This passage exemplifies 
the sentiment expressed by these descendants about their Chi-
nese ancestors: 

Mensan (the Chinese immigrant father) integrated very well into 
the Dominican culture without forgetting his roots and felt a re-
sponsibility to help other Chinese immigrants as much as he could. 
My family was raised with the Dominican culture and (he) sent us 
to the best schools of  the time as he always said that education is 
the best inheritance. I remember in many conversations between 
the two of  us how he would tell me anecdotes of  his youth in China 
and how proud he was to be Chinese. He would read everything he 
could about China (Turhan, Nov. 12th, 2020).

And adding to the complexity of  navigating these two worlds 
and cultures, another interviewee who is descended from a Chi-
nese father and Dominican mother who form a family where 
both parents bring children from previous marriages (“blended 
family”), she says:

Grandfather: considered himself  Chinese; father: Chinese; moth-
er: Dominican; children (5) on the maternal side, Dominican; 
children (4) on the paternal side, born in China and raised in the 
DR, who identified themselves as Chinese. Children of  both, three 
Dominican Chinese. The three Dominican-Chinese were neither 
of  one, nor of  the other, but we ourselves - because there, we were 
forced to follow a certain sub-culture among ourselves, because in 
the same way we had to deal with a Dominican culture, a culture 
that we were forced to follow, logically, because we were there. 
(All this) happened naturally and on a daily basis (Esther, Nov. 
11th, 2020).

It can be noted that most of  the second-generation interview-
ees have a self-perceived Dominican identity, although their ex-
pression of  this Dominicanity assumes multiple forms. Manuel, 
for example, maintains that: 
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In the Dominican Republic, between San Pedro de Macorís and 
the capital, I was never aware of  my identity and nationality [...] I 
always identified myself  as Dominican [...] We looked more Do-
minican (racially), we monopolized the Dominicans, we usurped 
the Dominican identity. For example, my hair, dad had a mania 
with my hair, because my hair was frizzier; my features brought 
me closer to mom, who was Afro-Dominican. My father, who was 
Chinese, wanted my hair to be the same as his, and he used to put 
Vaseline and a beanie on me to fix my unruly hair. [I remember 
hearing people refer to me as ‘el chinito prieto’, but most people 
didn’t make distinctions. I identify myself  as Dominican, I never 
had any doubt about that. I know I am of  two races, Chinese and 
Dominican (Manuel, Nov. 25th, 2020).

Aylin agrees noting that: 

I identify myself  as Dominican. (That means) that I am like any 
other Dominican, I just have (Chinese) features.  My friends joke 
around with me because they say, ‘tú no eres china ‘na’ (‘you are 
not Chinese ‘at all’) [...], other friends joke around and tell me that 
I am Taichi. Let’s say that I have that patience, that cold blood, 
calm, on that side.  In other words, I inherited something from there 
(Aylin, January 6th, 2021).

Similarly, Rosa (Nov. 5th, 2020) states, “Well, I am Dominican 
because I was born here, I studied here, and I lived more with the 
Dominican part than the Chinese part because my father was a 
man who did not speak Spanish, who barely spoke Spanish.”  

It was found that all interviewees value and affirm their Chi-
nese ancestry. Others assume and claim with great pride their 
biculturality, defend it and feel grateful for the cultural legacy of  
their ancestors. There are others who consider themselves fully 
Dominican and do not accept the idea of  biculturality. Advanc-
ing some reflections on identity, Mu-Kien pointed out:

I had never thought about the issue of  identity. I knew I was of  
Asian descent. Some childhood friends used to call me Chinese as 
a nickname, but it was not a concern.  For me to find the roots 
of  this double dimension of  my identity, until I did and began to 
rummage in the great labyrinths of  my memory to recognize my-
self  as a hybrid Dominican, product of  the encounter between two 
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diametrically opposed cultures and, despite the complementary ap-
pearances, which I am proud of  (Sang, 2007).   

Esther points out that: 

I feel proud of  my Chinese background, I really do.  It makes me 
proud because I like being proud, I like the culture, I like how I 
grew up.  I like everything I have lived in it.  However, logically, 
living in the biculture is already part of  one’s life.  It’s like always 
having lived between those two cultures and no matter what I 
have in a day, I always add it in a very natural way [...]. For me 
it was always very natural to live between those two cultures [...] 
It is as if  those two cultures were integrated in me no matter 
how much I live it at that moment, or in those little moments. 
(Esther, 2020).

In turn, Chez Checo, (Nov. 20th, 2020) responding to the 
question, how do you identify yourself ? Dominican-Chinese, 
Chinese-Dominican or hybrid identity? points out that: 

None of  the three. I identify myself  as a Dominican, possessing 
all the characteristics that could define Dominican culture: lan-
guage, religious beliefs, sense of  belonging to a specific territory, 
etc., and committed to what has been the history of  the Domini-
can Republic. 

This perception of  racial and ethnic identity is further com-
plicated when, in the case of  the second and third generations, 
they migrate to the United States, as it happened with a high 
percentage of  other sectors of  the Dominican population. This 
complexity is determined, in large part, by the racial structure in 
the United States, which is also based on a binary hierarchy of  
white supremacy and anti-black sentiments. The racial hierar-
chy in the United States has a more specific definition between 
race, ethnicity and nationality, distinctions that in the case of  
the Dominican Republic are not as clear and definitive. In this 
new context, Dominicans of  Chinese descent find themselves 
within a similar but different racial paradigm, where the racial 
structure is unequivocally defined.  This situation forces them to 
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place themselves within this racial/social structure with different 
terminologies, classifications and social, economic and political 
consequences.

For example, within the category classified as “Hispanic, or 
Latino or Latinx,” that person’s racial experience may be com-
pletely different if  his or her phenotypic features present him or 
her as white, black, Asian, or Brown. Being Dominican in the 
U.S. does not have the same meaning of  belonging as it does 
in the Dominican Republic. Therefore, these transnational mi-
grants are forced (whether they are aware of  it or not) to classify 
themselves racially and ethnically according to U.S. parameters. 
In some cases, they classify themselves as Chinese-Domini-
can-American, others as Asian-Latino, others seek their Chinese 
roots by marrying people of  Chinese diaspora descent in the 
United States, while others choose partners of  other Latin Amer-
ican or Dominican nationalities. Many integrate into non-His-
panic or Chinese communities, and others move to Chinatown 
in New York. Each choice brings with it a self-perception of  who 
they are in that space, the sense and level of  belonging they feel, 
and the relationship that is forged between their self-perception 
and the perception that comes from others (individually or col-
lectively). Manuel, for example, states that: 

I came to New York in 1967. […] I am Dominican, but I am also 
Chinese. I am Dominican and Chinese. My culture is Dominican, 
but I am Chinese. Some people in the black establishments looked 
at me with suspicion, because they saw me as strange. They didn’t 
seem to reject me, but they didn’t seem to accept me with open 
arms either. The whites, they were something else. I remember 
we traveled to Washington, D.C. and went to a white restaurant. 
I was accompanied by friends, an Ecuadorian, a mulatto (she was 
descended from a white father and a black mother) with an Afro 
bigger than Angela Davis’, and me. There we were not served at a 
table, we were served on cardboard plates, to take our food with us. 
We were not invited to sit down (Manuel, Nov. 10th, 2020).

While Lamgen, who spent time as a child in China, and cur-
rently lives in New York says: 
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I identify myself  as Chinese Dominican. And sometimes in sur-
veys, or like recently in the (U.S.) Census, I identify myself  as Lati-
no Asian, Asian Latino. Like that.  But more specifically, Chinese 
Dominican. [...] And so my children also identify themselves as 
Chinese Dominican.  They were born here (USA) (Lamgen, Nov. 
3rd, 2020).

Turhan, who also resides in the United States, maintains that 
“the whole family has integrated into American customs, and 
we consider the U.S. our country because all our children are 
American citizens by birth and we have spent most of  our lives 
in this country” (Turhan, Nov. 12th, 2020).

This brings us to another aspect of  identity. Identity is not 
only limited to self-perception, it also depends on how others 
perceive us within the social and national context. Although all 
interviewees, without exception, defined themselves as Domin-
ican, many Dominicans, not of  Chinese descent, still see them-
selves as Chinese based on their phenotypical characteristics.  
“So, for me it was a mystery the subject of  Chinese culture, and 
when one was in school my sister always got upset because they 
would say, “chinita, chinita,” or “chinita palangueta,” and that 
kind of  epithet (Rosa, Nov. 5th, 2020).

To the question, how do you identify yourself  racially or eth-
nically? 

Me? I never thought about that before.  I know I have my Chinese 
face, but I don’t feel so Chinese (she laughs). I feel Dominican 
with Chinese ancestry and that mix of  culture. [...] I hadn’t asked 
myself  that question in that way. [...] (That Dominican identity) 
has always been because the truth is that since I was little I didn’t 
see until I went to school that I was called chinita, but I didn’t feel 
chinita. No, because we were educated in the Dominican way (Mu-
Yien, Nov. 4th, 2020).

There is no easy answer to the question of  identity. Analysis 
of  the interviews with the few members of  the third generation 
revealed the complexities of  Dominicanity and the evolving 
sense of  belonging it entails for each generation. All of  the in-
terviewees were born in the Dominican Republic, three of  them 
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migrated to the United States and one studied in China for five 
years.  Lucia (Nov.13th, 2020) states that: 

Being Dominican and being Chinese is a very interesting mix. (As 
well as) chofan with tostones and “chinos aplatanaos”. […] When 
I go to Washington Heights (Dominican neighborhood in New 
York) I feel Dominican. I forget English. Here and there I am Do-
minican-Chinese. They are two parts of  my identity and two very 
important parts.  

Lucia is a third-generation Chinese descendant; she is current-
ly a U.S. citizen and identifies ethnically as “china aplatanao”. 
She stated that she does not speak Chinese, that she does not 
know the language, and attributes that to “grandfather wanted 
to integrate (and) did not teach Mandarin or Cantonese, as her 
grandmother spoke Spanish and her grandfather studied Span-
ish.” Lucia goes on to reflect on her acceptance into Dominican 
society, and tells us that, “I didn’t personally have a negative ex-
perience.” She believes that it is due in part to her family, “their 
class position and education. They made that struggle.”

While Peter states that:

In the United States I identify myself  as brown skin color (Brown 
color).  Not white.  When they ask me, I associate myself  the other 
way around. I get along much more with all Latinos, (with) people 
who have browner skin color like in India, and with dark hair (Pe-
dro; December, 25th, 2020).

Julia, also from the third generation, further problematizes 
the issue of  identity when she points out that: 

[…] Before I went to China, I had doubts about (my) Dominicanity 
because [...] there are many cultural qualities of  (the) Dominican 
that I am not used to, even the music. And then at that time I felt 
that ‘how could (that) be justified here [...],’ ‘Ah well if  you don’t do 
that, it’s because you are Chinese’.  So, I went (to China) believing 
that ‘well if  I’m Chinese, I’m going to be Chinese.’  But when I got 
there, I thought, ‘no, I’m not Chinese.’ So, I feel totally Dominican; 
but to be Dominican you don’t have to have all the qualities. I have 
a broader concept (of  Dominicanity) with less ties, less commit-
ments (Julia, January 26th, 2021).
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Incorporation into the labor market and capital accumu-
lation

It would seem a contradiction to speak of  capital accumu-
lation among impoverished migrant groups, but this is not the 
case. Analyses of  migrant groups in recent decades have demon-
strated their capacity to accumulate capital in the environment in 
which they develop. Using the work of  Portes and Basch (1985), 
Portes and Guarnizo (1990), and Portes and Shafer (2006) as a 
framework, we discuss some hypotheses and apply them to Chi-
nese migration to the Dominican Republic. A central element 
of  Portes’ theory is the concept of  “ethnic enclave” (Portes and 
Basch, 1985, p. 387), as a modality of  incorporation into the 
labor market and integration of  the immigrant into the receiving 
society as a productive entity, despite not knowing the language 
and lacking knowledge of  the local culture in the Dominican 
case. In the case of  Chinese migration to the Dominican Repub-
lic, there is no “encapsulated spatial community organization 
similar to an enclave”, but there is a community of  immigrants 
dispersed throughout the country that exhibits some of  the char-
acteristics of  an enclave, which allows the use of  some aspects of  
their theories as a frame of  reference for the analysis.  

The first point to be made, speaking of  the first generation, is 
that the examination of  residence permits to the country shows 
that the Chinese settled, in the first decades of  the twentieth cen-
tury, mostly in the capital, but also in Santiago, San Pedro de 
Macorís, San Francisco de Macorís, Nagua, Moca, Puerto Pla-
ta, Azua, Barahona, Bonao, La Vega, among other provinces. 
In other words, it was a geographically dispersed community of  
migrants, as shown in the map on the next page (Fondo Presi-
dencia, 2020). 

Analyzing the experience of  Chinese migration to the Do-
minican Republic, we can point to four aspects that are part of  
the enclave theory:

 1. Immigrants enter the labor market, regardless of  the cir-
cumstances of  the economy.
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Source: Fondo Presidencia, Permiso de Residencias, 2020. 

Image 10. Distribution of  Chinese population in the country.

2. They manage to create their own companies, generat-
ing capital from loans, internal savings, or because they 
brought resources from China, specifically from Guang-
dong or Fujien.

3. As for what they produced and sold, we do not have 
enough information to determine whether there was a 
captive market among immigrants, because there was 
no community encapsulated in a specific area, but there 
were solidarity ties among community members that 
could generate some internal demand (Portes and Shafer, 
2006, pp. 60-62).

4. They supplied an internal demand to disadvantaged sec-
tors of  the population and provided necessary services at 
affordable prices to urban sectors of  the middle class.

These variables are the requirements for the development of  
the enclave economy. In the Dominican Republic, in the ana-
lyzed stage, the development of  an enclave economy did not oc-
cur, but Chinese migrants were able to develop economic niches 
and become productive entities in society. 
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The information obtained through interviews conducted with 
descendants of  the first Chinese migrants shows the following:
•	 Some	of 	them	imported	capital	from	China	or	the	region	

they came from. 
•	 Others	were	able	to	save	money	on	their	work.	
•	 Many	used	their	families	and	acquaintances	as	a	source	

of  start-up financing for their businesses, or to sustain 
and expand them.

•	 The	 use	 of 	 informal	 financing,	 such	 as	 sanes	 (sorts	 of 	
quick cash loans), was a common practice.

•	 The	 inheritance	 of 	 economic	 resources,	 in	 some	 cas-
es, contributed to the second generation achieving and 
maintaining a process of  social and economic advance-
ment within the receiving society.

Where does the capital come from? Answering this question 
one of  the interviewees responds: 

The Chinese are thrifty. The Chinese save money. They had a great 
sense of  solidarity. They made sanes. They make a partnership 
where they put a million, two million. Examples are cabins and 
motels; they support each other financially and then they share the 
profits. The Chinese in the past supported each other. Business was 
always between families. In principle they were honor pacts (Rosa, 
Nov. 5th, 2020).

Other families brought some capital from their hometown, 
Canton. 

Father had a cafeteria (Restaurant in Santiago) before I was born.  
He came with his savings. He was middle class. He was a teach-
er in China, in his native village and wore imported clothes. My 
dad partnered with another Chinese to set up the Santiago business 
(Haivanjoe, Nov. 10th, 2020).

Some migrant families like the Sang Fung, who settled in La 
Vega, achieved a strong economic position. According to the in-
terview, John Sang, the first member of  the family to migrate to 
the Dominican Republic had specialized knowledge of  refriger-
ation because he had studied in the United States. He managed 
to create his own workshop, which allowed him to accumulate 
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capital and invest in the production of  cocoa and tobacco. Ag-
ricultural production produced substantial profits when prices 
were high, which allowed him to become an investor and entre-
preneur. Thus, he invested in Banco Popular, the brewery, the 
machete factory, and became a shareholder of  Cemento Cibao. 
He later founded a bakery in La Vega and an ice cream parlor, 
which introduced sorbet machine ice cream to the country for 
the first time. He was the founder of  the Royal Palace Hotel and 
the Wing San Long Restaurant, where he hired Huan Hang, an 
ingenious Chinese pastry chef  who created the cream dessert, 
which spread to all Chinese restaurants in the country. (Rosa-
rio 2020, Despradel, 2010). Finally, he contributed to the estab-
lishment of  a finance company in his adopted village (Rosario, 
2020). This migrant family in its second generation had a port-
folio of  investments in important areas of  the Dominican econ-
omy and their children and grandchildren were educated in the 
best universities in the country and abroad, in addition they were 
very influential citizens in the vegan society and in their country. 

Another case is that of  Iván Gregorio Joa Lee. He was born in 
San Francisco de Macorís, both Chinese parents. His ancestors 
established a supermarket in San Francisco de Macorís. Later, 
the whole family moved to Santo Domingo where they opened a 
restaurant. Iván recalls that his dad would “spend his time work-
ing and we all had to work in the family supermarket.” Iván and 
his brother studied at Colegio Dominicano de La Salle and San-
to Cura de Ars, both are professionals.  One is an engineer and 
singer, and the other, Iván, inherits his father’s restaurant, which 
he currently manages.

Another family, surnamed Liu, the father immigrated to San-
to Domingo and settled in the house of  his aunt, who had a pica 
pollo. He worked in the business and lived in her house until he 
managed to accumulate some money to bring his family from 
China and set up his own business. He ended up setting up a 
bakery in the new house he rented. The house was the family’s 
home, but also the setting for the business where the goods were 
produced and distributed throughout the city. This meant that 
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the capital expenses of  the business were reduced in the payment 
of  rent and labor, as it was an expectation that the entire family 
would contribute to the success of  the business.

The interviews showed that these families developed small 
businesses that allowed them to build capital, grow as a family 
and raise the second and third generations, who benefited from 
the investment in education.

Informal migration chains and migration networks 

In the Chinese migratory process and its integration into Do-
minican society, informal migratory chains and migratory net-
works were created linking Chinese families between the society 
of  origin and the receiving society. These networks have been 
defined by Massey and other researchers as “sets of  interperson-
al ties that connect migrants, former migrants and non-migrants, 
with their areas of  origin and destination through ties of  kinship, 
friendship and community of  shared origin” (Recaño Valverde, 
2002, p. 15). 

Migration chains facilitate the risks faced by weak labor 
markets, neutralize restrictive migration laws and make pro-
ductive incorporation into the labor market viable, and even 
facilitate housing and initial financing for a good start in the 
receiving society. Migrants relied on family members already 
established in the country, brought other family members from 
overseas and managed resources, in some cases, to start their 
businesses. And they also contribute to female migration pro-
cesses, as shown in the Chinese case. For example, one of  the 
interviewees noted:

As I told you, my grandfather arrived first. I don’t know when he 
arrived. He sent for my dad, he told him, ‘come here’. [...] My 
grandfather had already died; [...] my father never got to see him 
there (DR).  My father had another brother and that brother also 
came to Azua. [...] But, I’m going to tell you that I don’t think my 
grandfather was the first one to arrive in Azua.  There were some 
other Chinese [...] someone arrived first and told them, ‘look, 
there is opportunity over there’ or something like that. [...]They 



Migration, Diaspora, Integration and Identity: Analyzing the Second Generation...

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  553

were all León, so I don’t know exactly if  someone from my dad’s 
family’s village arrived first and said, ‘come here’ (Lamgen, 2020).

The approach is that Chinese migration in the Dominican 
Republic made extensive use of  both informal migration chains 
and migration networks, which contributed to their settlement 
process in the destination society. In terms of  migration net-
works, these are defined as:  

a set of  social relations in which an immigrant is involved, and 
which are available when implementing a migratory, residential 
or labor strategy. Migratory networks are made up of  the subject’s 
relatives, by people linked to the immigrant by friendship, fellow 
countrymen, or acquaintance (Gaete Quezada and Rodríguez Su-
mana, 2010).

In other words, the networks are more institutionalized in the 
receiving society. This was evident in the Chinese communities 
established in Santiago, San Francisco de Macorís, Azua, Santo 
Domingo, among others. For example, Rosario states that: 

Many times, the Chinese who arrived in generations after my 
grandfather’s, came with the support of  the group of  Chinese 
who were already here, who gave them work and helped them get 
started and after a few years they set up their own restaurants, or 
grocery stores, or whatever, or warehouse, helped economically 
by those who brought them from China. They would stay for a 
few years helping them and then they would start up on their own 
(Rosario, 2020). 

In short, Chinese immigrants made skillful use of  informal 
migration chains organized by their own family members, which 
contributed to the strengthening of  Chinese communities in the 
country. But they also made use of  the migration networks for 
the creation of  jobs, income, skills development in different ar-
eas, which resulted in promoting their own and the country’s 
economic growth.        
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Conclusions

With this pioneering study, the first on second and third gen-
eration descendants of  Chinese immigrants in the Dominican 
Republic, we open a door to a fertile field with ample possibili-
ties for future studies on the subject.
•	 The	substantial	differences	in	Chinese	migration	to	Latin	

America and the Caribbean and the Dominican Republic 
merit further study.

•	 The	study	of 	the	first	generation	of 	Chinese	immigrants	
deserves to be deepened in aspects such as the history 
of  their businesses, their capacity for capital generation, 
their efforts to integrate into Dominican society and the 
possible intergenerational conflicts in the integration 
process. 

•	 The	debate	on	migration	and	development	also	deserves	
to be considered in the study, because despite the limited 
number of  migrants, their contribution to Dominican so-
ciety was significant.

•	 The	 analysis	 of 	 the	 dynamics	 of 	 social	 ascent	 and	 the	
changes in the occupational structure of  the second and 
third generations deserve to be studied with more care 
and depth, as it is hardly mentioned in the text.

•	 The	 geographic	 distribution	 of 	 the	Chinese	 population	
is an approximation and requires further investigation of  
other historical sources and conducting new interviews 
to broaden the possibilities of  greater knowledge in this 
area.

•	 Both	the	process	of 	 integration	 into	Dominican	society	
and the issue of  identity in the second and third genera-
tions is very complex and deserves further research.

•	 Informal	 migration	 chains	 and	 migration	 networks	 re-
ceived very limited space in this study and was an aspect 
that we did not initially consider. It emerged from the 
analysis of  the interviews conducted during the research.
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Main sources

•	 Interviews	with	members	of 	Chinese	immigrant	descen-
dants (Appendix B).

•	 Fondo Presidencia, Permiso de Residencias. General Archive 
of  the Nation.

•	 Secretary	of 	State	of 	Foreign	Relations.	General	Archive	
of  the Nation.
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Appendix A.

Interview questions.
What is your name?
Where were you born, what year? 
Marital Status:
Nationality and race: (self-identification made by inter-

viewee).

Identity (interviewee descendant of  Chinese immigrants 
born in the DR)
•	 What	do	you	consider	to	be	your	racial	identity?
•	 Since	what	age	have	you	identified	yourself 	in	this	way?
•	 How	 is	 that	 identity	 constructed	 (influence	 of 	 parents,	

friends, school, cultural associations, politics, etc.)?
•	 What	influence,	if 	any,	did	your	parents	have	in	the	for-

mation of  this racial, social, national identity?

Do you have children? How many? 
•	 Where	do	your	children	reside?	What	language	do	your	

children speak?
•	 What	do	they	know	about	Chinese	culture?

Your parents 
•	 Where	were	your	parents	born	(being	specific,	father	and	

mother?
•	 If 	they	were	born	outside	the	country,	when	did	they	ar-

rive in the Dominican Republic? (Be specific as to wheth-
er it was the father or the mother or both).

•	 If 	 they	were	born	outside	 the	 country,	 at	what	 age	did	
they arrive in the Dominican Republic?

•	 What	language	did	your	parents	speak?	(Be	specific	as	to	
who spoke what language).

Residence:
•	 Where	do	you	live?	
•	 If 	you	 live	outside	 the	country,	when	did	you	 leave	 the	

Dominican Republic?
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•	 What	 reasons	 contributed	 to	 your	decision	 to	 emigrate	
from the country?

•	 What	racial	identity	have	you	adopted	now	that	you	are	
outside the DR?

•	 What	has	contributed	to	your	racial	identification	in	this	
way?

Tell us something about yourself (your job, family, level of 
education).
•	 What	is	your	occupation?	What	kind	of 	work	do	you	do?
•	 What	did	you	study?	
•	 Do	you	work	at	the	same	job	you	have	studied?

Topic: Chinese Migration to the Greater Caribbean and the 
Dominican Republic.

Study of  Chinese migration and its process of  cultural ad-
aptation to the Dominican environment: How does this adap-
tation take place? Study the tension and possible contradictions 
between assimilation, resistance, and segregation.  
•	 When	do	they	arrive	and	where	does	their	Chinese	family	

settle in the Dominican Republic?
•	 By	whom	were	they	received	upon	arrival?	Did	they	have	

relatives already in the Republic, or friends, or associates?
•	 What	 do	 you	 remember	 about	 your	 parents,	 your	Chi-

nese ancestors?

Topic: Level of Integration and Belonging to Dominican 
Society
•	 With	whom	 did	 your	Chinese	 parents	 or	 grandparents	

associate? Who were their friends? What did they consid-
er to be the community where they felt they belonged as 
individuals, as a group?

•	 Did	they	belong	to	or	participate	in	Chinese	associations	
in the Dominican Republic?

•	 What	was	the	level	of 	integration	of 	their	parents/them-
selves into the Dominican economy and society?
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•	 How	did	you	understand	the	level	and	process	of 	integra-
tion of  your parents and ancestors into Dominican soci-
ety and culture? 

•	 Tell	me,	how	did	they	raise	their	children?	What	part	of 	
Chinese culture, if  any, was transmitted and how was it 
transmitted?

•	 Did	they	belong	to	any	Chinese	associations	--	cultural,	
recreational or political?

•	 What	can	you	tell	us	about	the	level	of 	adaptation	of 	your	
ancestors and yourself  to Dominican society and culture?

•	 What	has	been	your	process	of 	integration	into	Domini-
can society?
 What did you preserve from Chinese culture and what 

did you adopt from Dominican culture?
 What parts of  Chinese culture, if  any, did you pass on 

to your generation and what has been passed on to the 
new generation?

 Did you learn the language from your parents, was 
there an attempt in your home for you to learn the 
Chinese language and culture? 

Topic: Sense of racial, ethnic and national identity of Chi-
nese immigrants and their descendants in the Dominican Re-
public.
•	 How do you identify yourself  racially and ethnically?
•	 What	does	it	tell	us	about	the	development	of 	your	racial	

and ethnic identity? 
•	 Issues	of 	 race,	 ethnicity,	 identity,	dual	nationality:	how	

do Chinese and their descendants in the Dominican Re-
public navigate them? 

•	 What	contributes	to	your	sense	of 	racial	and	ethnic	iden-
tity?

•	 To	what	extent	have	you	retained	elements	of 	the	culture	
and language of  the first generation’s country of  origin: 
China?

•	 How	did	your	parents,	grandparents	identify	themselves	
- as Chinese or as Dominicans?
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•	 What	 did	 they	 learn	 about	 Chinese	 culture	 from	 their	
parents?

•	 What,	 if 	anything,	contributed	 to	 the	 level	of 	preserva-
tion of  these cultural elements in the second generation?

•	 What	are	the	issues	of 	 identity	and	race,	 if 	any,	for	the	
second generation? Who and how are they determined 
and resolved?

Subtopic: Transnational migration and sense of  racial and ethnic 
identity.
•	 Who	in	your	family	migrates	to	the	United	States?	
•	 Which	generation	does?	Why?	
•	 Concepts	of 	race,	identity	and	ethnicity	in	the	U.S.	con-

text.
•	 Which	community	do	they	choose	-	Dominican	or	Chi-

nese? 
•	 How	do	 they	make	 that	 decision	of 	which	 community	

they choose?
•	 Compare	 that	 identity	 that	 develops	 in	 the	Dominican	

Republic (first, second, third generations) and what hap-
pens when they move to the US. 

•	 Process	of 	integration	or	segregation	in	American	society.
•	 When	does	your	family	emigrate	to	the	United	States?	In	

which states do they settle? New York, others?
•	 Do	I	do	the	same	job	in	the	U.S.	as	I	do	in	the	Dominican	

Republic?
•	 Where	do	you	establish	communities,	what	industries	do	

you create, why?
•	 At	work,	with	whom	do	they	interact?		Focus	on	ethnic	

and racial issues.
•	 What	community	do	they	integrate	into?	What	commu-

nities do they segregate/separate from? 
•	 What	do	your	family	members	do	here	in	the	U.S.?	Do	

you?
•	 Do	 they	 send	 remittances	 to	 the	Dominican	Republic?	

Do they own property in the DR?
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Topic: Initial Capital, Capital Accumulation and Labor 
Market Participation.
•	 What	did	your	ancestors	initially	work	at	when	they	ar-

rived in the Dominican Republic? 
•	 What	kinds	of 	jobs	did	they	do?
•	 What	did	the	family	work	in?	
•	 Where	did	they	establish	communities?	What	industries	

did they create? Why?
•	 How	did	your	parents/grandparents	establish	their	busi-

nesses in the Dominican Republic? 
•	 How	did	the	initial	capital	for	investment	originate?	Did	

they bring it with them, loans, partnerships?
•	 Did	your	parents,	grandparents,	yourself,	own	businesses	

in the DR? 
•	 Were	there	other	employees	in	the	economic	activity	you	

were engaged in? 
 Were they Chinese or Dominican or both nationali-

ties?

Topic: Acceptance or rejection by the host society
•	 What	 can	 you	 tell	 us	 about	 the	 level	 of 	 acceptance	 or	

rejection they had in the Dominican society?
•	 In	what	ways,	if 	any,	did	you	feel	rejection	or	discrimina-

tion because of  your Chinese descent in the Dominican 
Republic? 

 For those of  Chinese descent who marry Dominicans.  
•	 What	was	the	reaction	of 	your	respective	families	when	

you announced your engagement and marriage to Do-
minicans?

 For those of  Chinese descent who marry Chinese.
•	 What	determines	this	decision?	
•	 What	else	would	you	like	to	add?
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Appendix B. List of interviewees

Second Generation Chinese Immigrant Descendants
1. Aylin Hung de Suárez
2. Carmen Sang Joa
3. Esther Wong
4. Haivanjoe Ng Cortinas
5. Iván G. Joa Lee
6. José Chez Checo
7. Lamgen León 
8. Manuel Bu
9. Mu-Kien A. Sang Ben
10. Mu-Yien Sang Ben
11. Q. Liu
12. Ralph Thurhan Ng
13. Rosa Ng Baez
14. Rosario Sang Fung

Third Generation Chinese Immigrant Descendants
1. Ian Delemos
2. Julia Hernández Sang
3. Lucía Suarez
4. Pedro Santos

Interviewees —Not included in the analysis
1. Marta Bencosme
2. Ramona Then
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CHAPTER XI  

CONTRIBUTION OF CHINESE  
IMMIGRANTS TO THE ECONOMIC  

ACTIVITY IN COUNTRIES AND  
TERRITORIES OF THE CARIBBEAN  

REGION: CONTRIBUTION  
TO GDP, 1950 - 2000

DR. ARTURO MARTÍNEZ MOYA.
PUCMM, arturomartinezmoya@hotmail.com

Introduction 

Analyses published in the specialized literature on the effects 
of  immigration on the economies of  the affected countries fo-
cus on specific variables such as wages, public finances, the dis-
placement of  workers, and the immigrant as a complementary 
or substitute labor force for the local one (Aristy, 2011, p. 223; 
Pizarro and Reboiras, 2008; Sánchez-Fung, 2001).

The least studied of  these aspects has been the economic 
contribution of  immigration computed through the added val-
ue of  goods and services they incorporate into the economies 
(Canales, 2011). 

The objective of  this paper is to approximate the contribu-
tion of  Chinese immigration from 1950 to 2000, although it 
does not discuss the direct and indirect gross benefits and costs 
they generated but concentrates on measuring the value added 
of  goods and services that they incorporated into the total GDP 
in countries and territories of  the Caribbean Region.

In the specialized literature there were no references focused 
on showing scientific evidence of  the contribution of  Chinese 
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immigration to the economy of  the Caribbean Region, for this 
reason a chapter comparing the results provided is not presented.

Another limitation, although it was the initial intention, is 
that it was not possible to construct an annual historical series 
on the number of  Chinese immigrants in the Region for the pe-
riod studied. Data were obtained for specific years, but, in gen-
eral, they do not coincide. 

Since there was no better option, the data most frequently 
cited by other authors were used. They were combined with sta-
tistics for the various variables and were intended to cover the 
period between 1950 and 2000, but are only available from the 
1960s onwards. 

To process the information acquired, use was made of  meth-
odologies used in international studies on the contribution of  
immigrants to countries and regions at specific historical mo-
ments. 

Information and data from trials, as well as official statistics, 
were limited to a prior definition of  the Caribbean region. We 
took the definition of  the insular or ethno-historic Caribbean, 
which excludes the continental coastlines. 

For the purposes of  our analysis, the islands and territories 
were grouped according to size and economic level, as Greater 
Antilles to refer to Cuba, Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, 
and as Lesser Antilles to refer to Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Bahamas, Barbados, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, 
Grenada, Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, St. Kitts and Nevis. 

Analyzing economic activity, measured by GDP at current 
prices or value added, this multiplied in the islands under study 
by 29.87 between 1960 and 2000 (Table 1, see appendix), which 
represents an average annual cumulative growth rate of  3.4%, 
mainly attributed to labor productivity, which increased annu-
ally by 7.66%.

On the one hand, the accumulated growth of  apparent pro-
ductivity per employed worker was lower, which averaged 1.6% 
annually, obtained by subtracting the increase (1.85%) in em-
ployed workers from the growth (3.4%) of  GDP from 1960 to 
2000 (World Bank). 
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On the other hand, in real terms, discounting current GDP 
growth by the annual increase in prices, the economic outlook 
for the region during the period was different, because real GDP 
growth was lower on average compared to the aforementioned 
monetary GDP growth.  

As it happens when economic activities are evaluated in the 
long term, the analysis of  the statistics shows that during the pe-
riod (1960-2000) there were cycles of  recession and expansion. 
The former, recessionary cycles, as a consequence of  the two oil 
crises, the one that took place in the second half  of  the seven-
ties and the one in the early eighties. The second, expansionary 
stages, the greatest boost to the regional economy took place 
between 1985 and 2000, when in real terms GDP multiplied by 
2.1, growing at a cumulative annual rate of  3.4%. 

How did economic development modify the living condi-
tions of  the regional population? Notwithstanding the cycles of  
expansion and recession, the net result was positive in the for-
ty years of  study, the total population of  the insular Caribbean 
multiplied by 1.23, the number of  people went from 16,700,317 
in 1960 to 20,450,011 in 2000, it grew at an average annual rate 
of  0.81%, which implies that the GDP per capita grew at an 
average annual rate of  2.6% (World Bank). 

The progress of  the monetary economy accelerated between 
1960 and 1980, GDP per capita multiplied by 9.38, growing at 
an average annual cumulative rate of  10.7%. In the last twen-
ty years of  the twentieth century (1980 - 2000), the region’s 
per capita GDP multiplied by 1.81 and the cumulative annual 
growth rate was 9.05% (Table 1).

How did the economy of  the Lesser Antilles perform com-
pared to the region? The sub-region’s GDP at current prices 
grew at an average annual cumulative rate of  8.10%, more than 
twice the economic expansion of  the Region, although labor 
productivity grew 6.83%, slightly less than the regional rate 
(7.66%) (World Bank). 

The population increased at an average annual rate of  0.85% 
and the per capita GDP of  the Lesser Antilles increased by 
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7.25%, with little difference with respect to regional perfor-
mance (Table 2, see appendix).

How did the economies of  Cuba, the Dominican Republic 
and Puerto Rico perform? Cumulatively, the monetary GDP of  
the Greater Antilles grew at an average annual rate of  10.34%, 
exceeding the average annual expansion (8.10%) of  the Lesser 
Antilles and the Region (3.4%) (World Bank). 

As the total population of  the Greater Antilles increased an-
nually by 1.52%, GDP per capita increased annually by 8.82%, 
under the region (9.055%) and over the Lesser Antilles (7.25%) 
(Table 3, see appendix). The explanation lies in the growth of  
labor productivity, that of  the Greater Antilles annually and cu-
mulatively 8.29%, exceeding the expansion (6.83%) that took 
place in the Lesser Antilles and in the Region (7.66%).

Figure 1. Current GDP growth in the Caribbean Region.
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Migratory flow.

The documentation consulted on the flow of  Chinese im-
migrants to the Caribbean region in the 19th and 20th centu-
ries generally states that around 200,000 Chinese moved in the 
19th century, and that of  this volume a proportion moved to the 
United States, the destination they had in mind when they emi-
grated, and that some of  them, whose number is not estimated, 
settled and assimilated the customs of  the Caribbean communi-
ties, where they remained working in the various sectors of  the 
economy. 

It is recorded that 125,000 coolies arrived in Cuba between 
1840 and 1873, contracted to work in the sugar industry (Baltar, 
1997, p. 32). Coming from Xiamen, 206 people disembarked in 
1847, after sailing on the Oquendo for 131 days, and nine days 
later, 365 coolies arrived on the English frigate Duke of  Argyle 
(Checa-Artasu, 2013).

In November 1854, 205 Chinese workers from Hong Kong ar-
rived in Jamaica on the vessels Vampire and Theresa Jane (Tor-
tello, 2003) and between 1854 and 1874, 1,152 Chinese migrants 
were reported (Look Lai, 1999, p. 249). Over time Chinese pop-
ulation continued to arrive and in the 1946 census 12,394 Chi-
nese Jamaicans were documented (Checa-Artasu, 2013, p. 120). 

On the other hand, 3,937 Chinese arrived in Trinidad and 
Tobago to work in the sugar plantations between 1853 and 1866, 
although 2,984 people were reported to have embarked in the 
ports of  Macao (Amoy), Guangdong (Canton) and Hong Kong 
between 1862 and 1866 (Checa-Artasu, 2013, p. 121). The scarce 
population on the island, its depopulation, attracted Chinese 
communities from English Guiana and Suriname to work in the 
sugar plantations and agroforestry (Look Lai, 1999, p. 45). 

Another relevant information is that coolies from nearby En-
glish and Dutch Guyana arrived in the Dutch colony of  Cura-
cao in the eighties of  the nineteenth century, and from Sumatra 
a large number of  Chinese with different knowledge on the sub-
ject of  oil, with the task of  joining the Caribbean Oil Company 
that began its activities in 1915 (Hung, 1992, p. 106).
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In 1824 and to work in the gold deposits, Chinese who had 
accumulated experience in mining in California settled in Aru-
ba and an undetermined number of  Chinese of  Indonesian ori-
gin also migrated to the island, who were destined for two large 
refineries that were built in 1924 and 1929. In the southeast the 
Lago Oil and Transport Company, a subsidiary of  Standard 
Oil, and in the west the Eagle Oil Refinery (Hung, 1992, p. 106). 

Several groups of  Chinese arrived in the Dominican Repub-
lic from Cuba to work in a brick factory and in the construction 
of  the Sanchez-La Vega railroad in the Cibao area, which took 
place in the sixties of  the 19th century, imported by the busi-
nessman-landlord Gregorio Riva (Checa-Artasu, 2013, p. 122).

Chinese coolies settled in Samaná, Yuna, Moca and around 
San Francisco de Macorís to work in the construction of  ware-
houses and buildings. As a result of  the concentration, the Chi-
nese community made significant contributions to the economy 
of  the Cibao region (Azcarate n.d.; Severino, 2006). 

China and France signed an agreement to transfer Chinese to 
Martinique and Guadeloupe to work in the sugar industry start-
ing in 1860. It is known that a significant number of  978 Chi-
nese arrived in Martinique from Guangdong, 552 from Shang-
hai and 426 from Guangdong (Checa-Artasu, 2013).

Accumulated more than 2000 Chinese coolies settled in 
Martinique and Guadeloupe, most of  them transferred to Cu-
ban merchants to work in the sugar industry in Cuba, where 
there were hundreds of  factories demanding workers (Hung, 
1992, p. 108). 

In British Honduras or Belize, 480 Chinese arrived on the 
ship The Light of  Ages in the sixties of  the 19th century. The 
census records 214 Chinese in 1980 and 748 in 1990 (Look Lai, 
1999, p. 249; Quan, 1973). 

In English Guyana, and specifically in Georgetown, in 1853 
the arrival of  39 ships with Chinese migrants was registered, 
most of  them coming from Guangdong. Between 1860 and 
1866, 10,022 Chinese arrived to work in the sugar cane plan-
tations of  the English colony. The number increased to 13,533 
people (Trev Sue-A-Quan, 1999). In 1921 the Chinese popula-
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tion on the island was reduced to 2,722 people, 376 of  whom 
were born in China. 

In Dutch Guyana or Suriname between 1833 and 1843, 2,096 
Chinese were counted working in the sugar industry, increasing 
to 2,430 between 1865 and 1872 (Hung, 1992, pp. 108-109).

During the second half  of  the 19th century there was an im-
portant migratory flow of  coolie, to replace the black slave as 
a worker in the sugar plantations of  Cuba and small English, 
Dutch and French territories. 

It is necessary to emphasize that the migratory movement 
occurred despite the fact that the British Empire had prohibited 
slavery since August 28th, 1833, in France in 1848 and in Spain 
in 1870, to be applied in Puerto Rico in 1873 and in Cuba in 
1880 (Walton Look Lai, 1993, p. 56; Baltar 1997, pp. 35-39).

At the beginning of  the 20th century, China was extreme-
ly poor, with technological backwardness in commercial agri-
culture, its main economic activity, which largely explains the 
migratory flow to the rest of  the world, and in particular to the 
Caribbean region, where it intensified in the first five decades of  
the 20th century.  

Historian Juan Hung Hui estimates that more than 30 mil-
lion Chinese emigrated to the rest of  the world in the 19th and 
20th centuries, of  which 2.2 million went to the United States 
and the Caribbean region. The volume of  Chinese to the Unit-
ed States is estimated at 74,954 people in 1930, ten years later 
it had increased to 77,504 people and in 1950 the figure was 
150,005 people. In 1952, 27,502 Chinese arrived in the United 
States as refugees, estimating the total at 250,000 in 1960 (Hung 
Hui, 1992).

The data are not supported by primary sources, at least the 
author does not cite them. If  they were taken as good and valid, 
a free estimate that could be made is that the flow of  Chinese 
migrants to Caribbean countries and territories must have to-
taled around 1,900,000 people in 1960, a figure that will not be 
used in this work.

Historian Sang Ben argues that Chinese migration was active 
in the Caribbean region and that in Jamaica about 20,000 Chi-
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nese were registered as owners of  more than 1,000 businesses in 
1990, of  which 500 were stores and more than 50 supermarkets 
(Sang Ben, 2017, pp. 68-71).

For Trinidad, it is estimated that total investment, owned by 
more than 10,000 Chinese entrepreneurs, exceeded US$2 bil-
lion in 1990, with activities mainly in the commercial sector.

From 1965 onwards, Antillean nations and colonies promot-
ed integration projects and the Caribbean Free Trade Associa-
tion was created, which in 1973 was replaced by CARICOM, 
initially including 15 British states and dependencies as well as 
associates. Its declared objective was cooperation for the devel-
opment of  a common market and to achieve the free mobility 
of  productive factors, counting since 1969 with a Development 
Bank to finance reproductive projects.

The economic integration of  the Caribbean region was an 
important instrument for attracting immigrants, including Chi-
nese, which implied an increase in trade and sustained GDP 
growth. To achieve the objectives with inflation control, the 
single currency of  the British Caribbean, called the dollar, was 
created and trade with the United States was increased with 
the Caribbean Basin Initiative promoted by President Donald 
Reagan. 

A recent balance sheet reported that China is among the 
countries with the most emigrants. Currently 10,732,381 Chi-
nese live abroad, 0.77% of  its population. The emigrants trav-
eled mainly to the United States, where 27.01% (2,899,267 
Chinese) and to Japan with 7.31%, with no information for the 
Caribbean region (China-Total emigrants. Macro data).

Table 1. Chinese emigrants in the Caribbean region.

Year Male  
emigrants

Female  
emigrants Total

1990 2,197,578 2,034,070 4,231,648

1995 2,555,230 2,475,139 5,030,369

2000 2,924,795 2,960,211 5,885,006

Source: China-Total immigrants. Macro data.  
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Positive effects of Chinese migration.

Economist Juan Luis Ordaz Diaz (2011) summarizes the 
economic effects that migration generates in favor of  the des-
tination country, which, in good measure, are applicable to the 
Chinese migratory flow to the Caribbean Region. He argues that 
immigrants contributed significantly to increasing the volume 
and growth rate of  aggregate consumption, imports, exports, 
total and per capita GDP, employment and labor productivity 
(Ordaz Diaz, 2011).

In effect, Chinese immigrant workers combined with na-
tional workers to multiply activities in strategic sectors, such 
as commerce, agriculture and manufacturing, which were fun-
damental to increase the volume and growth of  GDP. And to 
generate jobs.

By the way they operated, Chinese immigrants brought flex-
ibility to the labor market, made it possible for wage increases 
to be linked to inflation, and helped make policy makers aware 
that excessive administrative interventionism in the labor mar-
ket generated more costs than benefits.

Aggregate consumption and employment.

The Chinese not only contributed to increasing the labor 
supply, but also to raising the quality of  work in the Caribbean 
countries and territories in the forty years of  the twentieth cen-
tury under study, and, as the statistics show, to increasing the 
growth rates of  labor productivity and total regional GDP.

The flow of  Chinese was a stabilizing factor in the region’s 
labor costs, preventing upward pressure on consumer goods 
prices. As they contributed to keeping unit labor costs relatively 
stable, they allowed the economy to grow in a scenario of  con-
trolled domestic inflation, giving governments the flexibility to 
implement flexible fiscal and monetary policies to boost GDP 
growth and employment when the economic cycle warranted it. 

As a result, the increase in the supply of  Chinese migrant 
workers and their productivity growth coincided with acceler-
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ating cycles of  total and per capita GDP growth, suggesting the 
existence of  cause and effect. 

In summary, the Chinese migrated due to economic situa-
tions in their country of  origin and settled in countries and ter-
ritories in the Caribbean region, since for various reasons they 
were unable to do so in the United States, which was their initial 
destination when they emigrated. In the Caribbean region, they 
received income from their work activities, saved a large part of  
it and used the rest for the consumption of  goods and services. 

With the savings they accumulated, they contributed to in-
creasing the economy’s aggregate investment and reducing the 
need for internal and external indebtedness of  the Caribbean 
countries and territories to finance aggregate investment pro-
grams, and with their consumption, they contributed to increas-
ing the economy’s aggregate consumption.

The Chinese were characterized by creating networks to sat-
isfy their consumption of  goods and services; they did so as 
owners of  businesses of  different sizes. There are no statistics 
available on the amount of  income received and its destination, 
nor on the components of  their basic food basket, so it was not 
possible to calculate the number of  jobs that they indirectly cre-
ated, driven by savings-investment and consumption.

Labor productivity. 

The costs generated by immigrant workers in the countries 
where they are welcomed tend to raise the unemployment rate 
and reduce the wages of  native workers in the destination coun-
try, immigrants increase the labor supply and compete with na-
tive workers for limited jobs. They are generally more willing to 
accept fewer job benefits and lower wages, forcing local work-
ers to accept devalued wages. In the case of  countries that have 
been evaluated for high migrant-receiving countries, the general 
conclusion is that, in macroeconomic terms, the negative im-
pact of  immigration on employment and remuneration in the 
labor market is negligible (Inter-American Commission on Hu-
man Rights, 2005). 
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Economists Julie L. Hotchkiss and Myriam Quispe-Agnoli 
argue that, in the United States, a 10% increase in the propor-
tion of  the labor force that is made up of  immigrants leads to a 
1% to 4% decrease in the wages of  native workers in real terms 
(Hotchkiss and Quispe-Agnoli, 2008). 

On the other hand, Kristin F. Butcher and David Card an-
alyze the findings with data for the years 1979-1980 and 1988-
1989, confirming that there is virtually no negative effect of  
migration on the wages of  native workers in the United States, 
including the least skilled (Butcher and Card, 1991, pp. 292-
296). Similarly, economists Alan Fairlie and Carl Meyer found 
small effects of  migration on earnings and employment, name-
ly, that a low proportion of  self-employed migrant workers dis-
place native self-employed workers (Fairlie and Meyer, 2000, 
pp. 643-669).

When considering skilled workers in the United States and 
based on census figures from 1970, 1980 and 1990, Card and 
John Enrico DiNardo argue that they did not find that immi-
gration displaced native workers or reduced wages (Card and 
DiNardo, 2000, pp. 360-367). A similar conclusion was reached 
by Pia Orrenius and Madeline Zavodny with the difference that, 
with respect to unskilled workers, they argue that immigration 
tends to reduce wages (Orrenius and Zavodny, 2003).

On the other hand, Gianmarco Ottaviano and Giovanni Peri 
estimated that for the period 1980-2000, immigration to the 
United States in real terms increased the wages of  native work-
ers by about 2%, and that the most favored were workers with 
less education or knowledge (Ottaviano and Peri, 2006).

Another study on the negative effects of  migration in the re-
ceiving country indicates that migrants, together with their fam-
ilies, demand social security benefits such as health and educa-
tion, thus raising costs and negatively impacting the quality of  
services. For Georges Tapinos, there is no conclusive evidence 
on the negative impact of  the presence of  immigrants on the wel-
fare system of  receiving countries (Tapinos, 1993, pp. 157-77). 

In the countries and territories of  the Caribbean region in the 
period 1960 - 2000, Chinese migrant workers and local workers 
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were not necessarily substitutes, so the argument that they dis-
placed native workers does not apply to the former, since they 
generally created their own jobs by developing businesses of  dif-
ferent sizes. 

Consequently, Chinese immigrant workers and native work-
ers in the countries and territories of  the Caribbean region were 
complementary. By not displacing locals from their workplaces, 
by increasing the labor force and contributing to its quality, Chi-
nese immigrant workers contributed to the growth rate of  labor 
productivity. And since they were trained outside the countries 
and territories of  the Caribbean region, which means that edu-
cating and training them did not generate expenditures in the 
public budget, their contribution to the economies was net.

If  one accepts the hypothesis that Chinese immigrant work-
ers partly displaced local workers from underproductive or un-
productive activities, one would have to agree that, by displacing 
local workers to areas of  higher productivity, they contributed 
to increasing the rate of  growth of  labor productivity and GDP 
in the region. 

It also prevented the closing of  jobs, because Chinese work-
ers, being moderate in consumption, worked with relatively low 
salaries, helping to keep in operation businesses that should have 
invested but whose owners could not, because they had no sav-
ings or capacity to get into debt (Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights, 2005). The competition from the Chinese in 
businesses of  different sizes forced native companies and busi-
nesses to reduce costs, avoiding the loss of  jobs, a reduction in 
the volume of  GDP and a slowdown in their growth.

Economic growth

To summarize, the direct positive economic effects generated 
by Chinese immigrant workers in the Caribbean region were 
as follows: (a) They energized and increased the quality of  the 
labor force; (b) They increased labor formality, strengthening 
social security systems; (c) Wages in the region responded to 
labor supply-demand and its increase at the pace of  inflation; 
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(d) They contributed to economic policy, on the fiscal side, to 
improve the quality of  spending with the strengthening of  social 
security, and on the monetary side, to better price control; (e) 
They contributed to generate jobs, to increase the volume of  
total and per capita GDP and its annual growth.

These favorable effects are analyzed by various authors, 
including economist George Borjas, Grogger Gordon and H. 
Hanson, who study aspects that are applicable to Chinese im-
migrant workers in the Caribbean Region. Specifically, the ar-
gument that economic growth comes from the increase of  pro-
ductive factors such as labor, capital and productivity, Chinese 
immigrants contributed with the increase of  the first and third 
productive factors (Borjas, 1994, pp. 1667-1717 and Gordon 
and Hanson, 2005).  

And as mentioned, the Chinese also innovated in the busi-
nesses they entered with a high sense of  thrift, participating sig-
nificantly in increasing investment rates, potential GDP and its 
growth, as well as labor productivity.

GDP generated by the Chinese

In order to estimate the direct and indirect contribution of  
Chinese immigrant workers to the economies of  the countries 
and territories of  the region, detailed information was needed 
for different variables from the input-output table (Simón, Sán-
chez and Lázaro, 2007, pp. 11-16). Unfortunately, this informa-
tion is not available, at least not published for the period covered 
by this article, which is why in this paper we only estimated the 
direct contribution, which we did by computing the GDP gen-
erated. The methodologies used, data sources and results are 
presented below.

Methodological aspects. Data sources.

Although Chinese immigrants were a significant component 
of  the employed labor force, and even a determining factor in 
the value added of  some sectors, the literature consulted did not 
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find similar studies referring to the Caribbean region to com-
pare and evaluate the estimates.

So that other researchers can repeat the calculations of  GDP 
and its growth, based on new data and information on the num-
ber of  Chinese workers who migrated to the Caribbean region 
in the period, the estimates are made with a simple, intuitive 
and powerful methodology. It basically assumes that the GDP 
of  the countries and territories of  the Caribbean region can be 
broken down, on the one hand, by the product generated by the 
local labor force and, on the other hand, that of  the migrant 
labor force.

In addition, GDP can be calculated as the average produc-
tivity (AP) of  the worker multiplied by the volume of  the labor 
force. To decompose the total GDP into that contributed by the 
native worker and that generated by the immigrant worker, in-
formation is needed on the volume of  the local and immigrant 
labor force, also of  the average productivity (Canales, 2009, pp. 
47-89, and 2011, pp. 257-331), estimates that were made in this 
paper. 

A crucial assumption of  the estimates that follow, as is cus-
tomary in similar studies, is that the average productivities of  
the local labor force, the immigrant worker and the Chinese 
worker in particular are equal.   

It is important to note that, in analytical terms, GDP can 
also be broken down by sector (agriculture, mining, construc-
tion, commerce, manufacturing), and that each sector uses its 
own productive technology, which is why there is a difference in 
labor productivity. Sectoral calculations are not made because 
they would require information that is not available in quality 
and quantity, at least for the period under study.

Regarding the global estimates, on the one hand, the GDP of  
immigrant workers and, on the other hand, the Chinese GDP, 
as mentioned above, the calculations are based on information 
and data from the authors and reviewed works cited above, and 
annual statistics compiled by countries and territories of  the Ca-
ribbean region, regarding total GDP, labor force and its native 
and immigrant components.  
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Statistics from the World Bank and the United Nations Pop-
ulation Division, for the period 1960 - 2000, were basic for the 
calculations of  the Average Productivity (AP) of  the worker in 
the region, Lesser Antilles and Greater Antilles.

By assuming that the WEP is the same for the native and 
immigrant worker59, it implies that the GDP of  immigrant 
workers is directly proportional to their weight in the compo-
sition of  the labor force. And that the GDP of  the Chinese is 
proportional to the share of  the Chinese labor force in that of  
the immigrants.  

Since it was not possible to construct an annual historical 
series of  the Chinese labor force for the period, data provided 
by secondary sources were used for some years, specifically for 
1960 and 2000. As mentioned, there is a difference in figures for 
the same year or period, which is why the author of  this essay 
had to select to approximate the total volume of  Chinese immi-
grants to the countries and territories of  the Caribbean region 
in 1960 and 2000. 

Product volume. 

In terms of  the total active economic population or labor 
force, on average foreigners represented 6.365%, the number of  
workers that lubricated the productive machinery of  the region 
in 1960, when the total GDP amounted to US$3,992,545.26 
million, of  which, applying the procedure described above, im-
migrant workers generated US$254,126 million and local work-
ers generated a GDP of  US$3,738,419 million.

59 The assumption of  equality is unrealistic; immigrant workers were con-
centrated in personal services, construction and retail trade, mainly.
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Figure 2. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of  immigrant  
workers, year 1960.
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As for the number of  Chinese in the countries and territories 
of  the Caribbean region in the last quarter of  the 19th century, 
according to various sources reviewed and consulted, they lead 
to a figure of  19,074 persons, a number that was kept as repre-
sentative for 1960, since there is no better information. Based on 
this data, the weight of  Chinese workers (19,074) in the volume 
(359,603) of  immigrants was 5.3%, and following the method-
ology described above, and their contribution to the GDP of  the 
immigrants and the region in 1960 was RD$13,469 million.

Intraregional mobility was one of  the characteristics of  im-
migrants in the islands and territories of  the Caribbean region, 
showing labor flexibility, as reflected in the figures. In the region, 
the volume of  immigrants multiplied by 5.7 times, in the Great-
er Antilles by 2.9 times and by 1.6 times in the Lesser Antilles, 
from 1960 to 2000. As a result, the region’s total GDP amount-
ed to US$119,257,545 million, that of  natives US$98,184,737 
million and that of  immigrants US$21,072,808 million in 2000.
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Figure 3. Immigrants and region contribution  
to GDP in 1960.
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Figure 4. GDP based on the volume of  immigrants  
in the year 2000.
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Of the GDP at current prices generated by immigrants, which 
amounted to US$21,072,808 million, that contributed by the 
Chinese represented 1.6%, amounting to US$337,165 million in 
2000. Likewise, in the forty-year history, the flow of  immigrants 
evolved from 359,603 to 2,058,100, and their contribution to the 
economy, measured as a proportion of  total GDP, evolved from 
6.365% to 17.67%. Although the proportion of  Chinese work-
ers compared to the volume of  immigrants decreased from 5.3% 
in 1960 to 1.6% in 2000, in quantity it increased from 19,074 
persons in 1960 to 33,684 persons in 1990, and as mentioned 
above, for estimation purposes, the latter figure remained un-
changed until the end of  the 20th century.

Table 2. Total GDP, Chinese GDP and contribution of   
immigrant workers in the Caribbean region (1960 and 2000).

Variables 1960 2000

Total GDP (US$ Millions) 3,992,545,26 119,257,545.34

Immigrant Workers/Labor Force 6.365% 17.67%

Chinese immigrants/Total immigrants 5.3% 1.6%

Chinese immigrants (Quantity) 19,074 33,684

Immigrants (Quantity) 359,603 2,058,110

Immigrants' contribution to GDP (Millions of  
US$) 254,126 21,072,808

Contribution of Chinese to GDP (US$ millions) 13.469 337.165

Contribution of local workers to GDP (Millions 
of US$) 3,738,419 98,187,737

Source: Own calculations

The volume of  Chinese immigrants increased by a factor of  
1.77, which represents an average annual cumulative growth 
of  0.57%, and the GDP they contributed to the immigrants 
and to the Region’s economy increased by a factor of  25, from 
US$13,469 million in 1960 to US$337,165 million in 2000, with 
an average annual cumulative increase of  4%. The average an-
nual cumulative difference of  3.43%, between the growth (4.0%) 
of  Chinese GDP and the growth (0.57%) of  the Chinese labor 
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force, is a measure of  the increase in apparent productivity per 
employed worker in the period. 

With the GDP of  the immigrants and particularly with that 
contributed by the Chinese, the Average Productivity (AP) of  
labor was calculated, which, compared with the average for the 
region, gives the differentials observed in the following tables 
for 1960 and 2000.  

Table 3. Total GDP, labor force and average output per  
worker in the Caribbean region, 1960.

Total GDP 
(US$ Millions) 

Work Force  
(Volume)

WEP  
(US$ Millions)

Caribbean Region 3,992,545.26 5,649,710 706,685

a) Total Immigrants 254,126 359,603 706,685

b) Chinese immigrants 13,475.32 19,074 706,459

Source: Own calculations.

Table 4. Total GDP, labor force and average output per  
worker in the Caribbean region, 2000.

   
  

Total GDP 
(US$ Millions)

Work Force  
(Volume)

WEP 
(US$ Millions)

Caribbean Region 119,257,545.34 11,679,052 10.211

a) Total Immigrants 21,072,808 2,058,110 10.239

b) Chinese immigrants 337,165 33,684 10.010

Source: Own calculations.

The figures in Tables 3 and 4 indicate that the Average Product 
(AP) of  the worker in the countries and territories of  the Carib-
bean region multiplied by 14.5 times, from US$706,685 in 1960 
to US$10,211 million in 2000, with an average annual growth of  
6.9%. Similar was the growth of  the AP of  the immigrant worker 
and the Chinese worker; in the case of  the Chinese, it doubled 
the average annual growth of  apparent productivity per employed 
worker (3.43%), which was calculated as the difference between 
the growth of  GDP and the growth of  the labor force.
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The growth in the apparent productivity of  the Chinese work-
er was a consequence of  the change in the quality of  work, mov-
ing from small businesses in the different sectors of  the econo-
my with relatively low productivity to higher output activities.

The economic importance of  immigrant workers in the Ca-
ribbean region, including the Chinese, increased considerably in 
the forty years of  the twentieth century analyzed. Their contri-
bution to total GDP increased by 11.27 percentage points, from 
6.4% in 1960 to 17.67% in 2000.

Of  the total GDP of  the Caribbean region (US$3,992,545.26 
million) in 1960, the product generated by native workers, 
US$3,738,419 million, represented 93.6%, and the GDP contrib-
uted by immigrant workers, including the Chinese, US$254,126 
million, 6.4% of  the total.

The percentage composition varied significantly in 2000: of  
the total GDP (US$119,257,545.34 million), the contribution 
of  native workers, amounting to US$98,187,737 million, rep-
resented 82.33%, and the contribution of  immigrant workers, 
including Chinese, amounting to US$21,072,808 million, in-
creased to 17.67% of  the regional GDP. As it has been shown, 
the contribution of  the Chinese was particularly important in 
the upward trend in the GDP of  immigrants; their GDP grew at 
an average annual rate of  4%, from US$13,469 million in 1960 
to US$337,165 million in 2000.

Contribution to total GDP and its growth.

From the above calculations and explanations, it can be sum-
marized that, of  the current GDP of  all the countries and terri-
tories of  the Caribbean region, which multiplied by 29.87, with 
a cumulative annual growth of  3.4% and 2.6% that of  GDP 
per capita between 1960 and 2000, 35% on average per year 
was contributed by immigrant workers, annually 1.2 percentage 
points, of  which the Chinese generated thirty tenths of  a point 
(0.30%) of  a point, with a GDP of  US$13,469 million in 1960 
and US$337,165 million in 2000.    
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Although data on the contribution to total GDP of  immi-
grants by nationality are not available, Chinese workers were 
possibly the ethnic minority with the largest contribution to 
GDP and its growth in the period studied.

Distribution 

It remains to be known how the GDP generated by immi-
grants and the GDP contributed by the Chinese in the forty years 
of  the study was distributed among workers through the payment 
of  wages, capital measured by the profits they obtained or sur-
plus product, and the government through the taxes it collected.

In addition, to determine whether there was positive or neg-
ative discrimination in the distribution, it would have to be as-
sumed that the average productivity of  the Chinese labor force 
was related to the wage and salary payments they received. 

Because the measure of  discrimination (positive or negative) 
is computed by comparing the observed data relating to the per 
capita income variable of  the Chinese (GDP generated by the 
Chinese over the number of  Chinese workers) with the remu-
nerations or wages they received, following the principle of  eco-
nomic equity, that remunerations should be proportional to the 
contribution that each person makes to the economy, that is, to 
the value added. 

Another way to do this is to estimate the level of  personal 
income or per capita income that Chinese immigrants should 
have received in the countries and territories of  the Caribbean 
region, based on their contribution to GDP, thus following the 
principle of  economic equity of  receiving a personal income 
according to the level of  contribution to GDP. 

It would be in a situation of  economic equity, of  equilibrium 
it could be said, when the differences in the personal income 
or salaries were proportional to the difference in the GDP that 
they contribute, comparing the native worker with the Chinese 
immigrant worker. It is economically fair and equitable that 
whoever makes a greater economic contribution, also receives a 
greater economic benefit (income, salaries, etc.). 
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Estimates were not made to know how GDP was distribut-
ed, nor to know whether or not there was discrimination in the 
treatment of  immigrants, including the Chinese. For this, infor-
mation was needed on wages paid to native workers, immigrant 
workers and Chinese workers during the period studied, which 
unfortunately are not available. 

This is another work that is left for researchers interested in 
the subject of  the Chinese to undertake, since the basic informa-
tion needed to make the calculations was not found. It would 
complement the results that we are delivering, for analysis we 
would have the information on whether the Chinese, who with 
hard work, savings and initiatives, moved from relatively stag-
nant occupations and economic sectors, such as small business-
es, to activities of  higher productivity, were or were not affected 
with labor discrimination related to their level of  remuneration, 
despite their productivity increasing at an average annual rate of  
7%, similar to the average (6.9%) of  the region, and well above 
that of  immigrants (0.70%), from 1960 to 2000.

Conclusions

The objective of  this paper was to estimate the contribution 
of  the Chinese immigrant worker to the economies of  the coun-
tries and territories of  the Caribbean region from 1950 to 2000. 
However, due to statistical limitations, the work was done from 
1960 to 2000.

In order to construct a historical series of  Chinese immi-
grants covering the period, secondary sources analyzing the 
flow of  Chinese immigrants to the Caribbean region in the 19th 
and 20th centuries were consulted. However, what was found 
were isolated, non-coincident data for countries and territories 
in certain years, making it necessary to select for a figure of  Chi-
nese immigrants in 1960 and 2000. In addition, data were col-
lected for several variables to calculate the Average Productiv-
ity of  the local worker, the immigrant worker and the Chinese 
worker. Data from 1960 to 2000 were used, having as sources 
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the World Bank and the United Nations Population Division, 
which is why the estimates cover that period. 

As for the methodology, so that the calculations could be eas-
ily replicated, with the same information and data or when new 
information is obtained for the 1960-2000 period, we applied the 
one that is logical, simple and powerful, and frequently used in 
similar works published in the specialized literature. It is based 
on the fact that the contribution to value added is directly related 
to the average productivity of  labor and the volume of  work-
ers used. The calculations were made at the aggregate level, al-
though they can be made by sector and then consolidated, which 
was not possible due to the quantity and quality of  data required, 
which are not available at least in the sources consulted. 

Therefore, the first conclusion derived from the research is 
the recommendation to carry out specific studies to determine 
the number of  Chinese immigrants and of  those born locally 
in the different islands and territories of  the Caribbean region 
during the period. The specific information can serve as raw 
material to undertake new rigorous research to increase knowl-
edge of  the sectoral and consolidated contribution of  the Chi-
nese community to the regional economy. 

Assuming equality in the average labor productivity of  lo-
cals, immigrants and the Chinese in particular, and with the fact 
that the percentage participation of  foreign workers in the labor 
force of  the Caribbean region, the GDP they generated amount-
ed to US$254,126 million in 1960, 6.365% of  the total GDP, 
and US$21,072,808 million in 2000, representing 17.67% of  the 
regional GDP.

As the current GDP of  all the countries and territories of  the 
Caribbean region multiplied by 29.87 between 1960 and 2000, a 
cumulative annual growth rate of  3.4%, immigrants contributed 
a third, 1.2 percentage points. The GDP generated by the Chi-
nese was estimated at US$13,469 million in 1960, 5.3% of  the 
value added generated by immigrants, and US$337,165 million 
in 2000, equivalent to 1.6% of  the GDP of  immigrants. 

With respect to the total GDP of  the countries and territories 
of  the Caribbean region, the GDP generated by Chinese work-
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ers represented 0.34% in 1960 and 0.28% in 2000, possibly the 
ethnic minority with the highest contribution to GDP and its 
growth in the Caribbean region. 

No calculations were made to approximate the indirect ef-
fects of  Chinese economic activity, for example, Chinese GDP 
was not estimated by increasing domestic demand for goods to 
meet their own consumption needs. The estimates required data 
on the input-output matrices of  the countries and territories of  
the Region, and on the consumption basket of  the Chinese com-
munity, information that is not available, at least for the period 
studied.

Nor were any calculations made to determine how the GDP 
generated by the Chinese in 1960 and 2000 was distributed 
among wages, capital profits or producer surplus and govern-
ment taxes. This means that it was not possible to know whether 
there was positive or negative discrimination in the distribution.
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Anexos 

Table 1. GDP, total population, workforce, immigrant  
population, work productivity and immigrant population as  

a percentage of  the labor force in the Caribbean region.

Year Population 
(Number)

Workforce 
(Number)

GDP.  
(US$Millons)

Work  
productivity 

(US$Millons)*

Immigrant 
population 
(Number)

Immigrant 
population 
Workforce

1960 16.700.317 5.649.710 3.992.545.26 0.706 359.603 0,06365

1961 17.075.350 5.778.791 4.284.587.14 0.742

1962 17.474.611 5.914.623 4.781.672.85 0.809

1963 17.886.207 6.054.219 5.253.151.43 0.868

1964 18.292.384 6.193.457 5.732.097.66 0.926

1965 18.681.367 6.329.179 6.062.530.70 0.958

1966 19.050.480 6.460.065 6.627.662.93 1.026

1967 19.400.019 6.586.822 7.243.380.27 1.100

1968 19.740.528 6.711.573 7.840.815.65 1.168

1969 20.088.920 6.837.557 9.657.531.34 1.413

1970 20.455.779 7.016.890 15.334.137.96 2.185 521.414 0,074308

1971 20.841.333 7.100.228 17.618.911.94 2.482

1972 21.242.763 7.236.199 20.402.754.59 2.820

1973 21.649.086 7.371.909 23.960.279.23 3.250

1974 22.043.593 7.503.276 27.979.404.80 3.729

1975 22.415.005 7.627.427 31.805.831.89 4.170

1976 22.762.279 7.743.616 33.868.345.90 4.374

1977 23.087.982 7.852.791 37.156.864.057 4.732

1978 23.395.512 7.956.166 42.323.161.77 5.320

1979 23.691.799 8.055.756 47.749.375.66 5.927

1980 23.982.069 8.153.205 53.810.557.59 6.600 1.118.075 0,137133

1981 24.265.722 8.248.476 57.668.571.46 6.992

1982 24.542.510 8.341.565 61.587.937.55 7.383



DR. ARTURO MARTÍNEZ MOYA

594  | CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

Year Population 
(Number)

Workforce 
(Number)

GDP.  
(US$Millons)

Work  
productivity 

(US$Millons)*

Immigrant 
population 
(Number)

Immigrant 
population 
Workforce

1983 24.816.914 8.434.126 64.554.216.96 7.654

1984 25.094.412 8.428.217 69.918.810.93 8.296

1985 25.378.689 8.625.151 63.196.031.24 7.327

1986 25.671.718 8.725.797 65.908.351.48 7.554

1987 25.972.216 8.829.590 69.608.479.59 7.884

1988 26.276.140 8.934.773 74.517.978.93 8.340

1989 26.577.443 9.038.754 78.201.558.92 8.652

1990 26.871.565 10.105.731 55.300.915.52 5.472 1.431.587 0,141661

1991 27.151.366 10.306.629 59.416.818.01 5.765

1992 27.422.059 10.492.172 63.152.659.99 6.019

1993 27.693.593 10.712.137 68.573.538.33 6.405

1994 27.963.637 10.869.959 73.730.540.77 6.783

1995 28.229.944 11.007.545 80.588.269.69 7.321

1996 28.499.775 11.187.714 86.776.783.35 7.757

1997 28.757.963 11.348.462 95.456.143.01 8.411

1998 28.998.219 11.468.747 104.753.158.88 9.134

1999 29.231.133 11.587.950 111.001.532.76 9.579

2000 29.450.901 11.679.052 119.257.545.34 10.211 2.058.110 0,176222

Source: P GDP Taken from the World Bank. Population from the United 
Nations Population Division..

Table 2. GDP, total population, workforce, immigrant  
population, work productivity and immigrant population as  

a percentage of  the labor force in the Greater Antilles.*

Year Population 
(Number)

Workforce 
(Number)

GDP.  
(US$Millons)

Work  
productivity 

(US$Millons)*

Immigrant 
population 
(Number)

Immigrant 
population 
Workforce

1960 3,906,843 1,569,492,6 1,628,244,986.46 1,037.43 178,916 0.113996

1961 3,978,148 1,598,121.2 1,765,384,021.91 1,104.66

1962 4,049,731 1,627,341.1 1,863,158,284.46 1,144.91

1963 4,120,274 1,656,467.7 1,978,718,656.46 1,194.54

1964 4,187,924 1,684,534..2 2,135,633,403.82 1,267.79

1965 4,251,433 1,710,874.6 2,291,108,939.92 1,339.14 187,606 0.109655

1966 4,310,202 1,735,192.7 2,464,154,121.55 1,420.10

1967 4,364,873 1,757,817.2 2,630,336,256.92 1,496.37

1968 4,417,354 1,779,644.5 2,592,295,445.76 1,456.64
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Year Population 
(Number)

Workforce 
(Number)

GDP.  
(US$Millons)

Work  
productivity 

(US$Millons)*

Immigrant 
population 
(Number)

Immigrant 
population 
Workforce

1969 4,470,262 1,801,884.5 2,827,730,295.63 1,569.32

1970 4,525,518 1,825,430.9 3,120,832,757.67 1,709.64 208,866 0.11442

1971 4,583,850 1,850,604.7 3,390,953,542.31 1,832.35

1972 4,644,703 1,877,133.1 3,951,303,694.51 2,104.97

1973 4,707,032 1,904,462.1 4,625,369,581.48 2,428.70

1974 4,769,160 1,931,753.4 5,962,947,479.82 3,086.81

1975 4,829,926 1,958,407.2 6,980,916,648.98 3,564.59 200,710 0.102486

1976 4,888,467 1,984,106.5 7,158,665,995.14 3,608.00

1977 4,945,650 2,009,048.4 8,452,705,382.07 4,207.32

1978 5,002,457 2,033,809.3 8,579,056,445.83 4,218.22

1979 5,061,063 2,059,243.5 9,916,132,375.70 4,815.42

1980 5,122,683 2,085,866.9 12,700,267,729.83 6,088.72 197,602 0.094734

1981 5,188,372 2,114,076.1 14,001,317,367.74 6,622.90

1982 5,256,970 2,143,394.9 15,602,827,316.88 7,279.49

1983 5,324,811 2,172,396.9 15,852,076,444.12 7,297.04

1984 5,386,809 2,199,113.6 15,118,827,316.95 6,874.96

1985 5,439,549 2,222,199.8 14,941,747,522.74 6,723.85 210,760 0.094843

1986 5,481,303 2,241,014.3 13,550,278,727.64 6,046.49

1987 5,513,790 2,256,200.5 14,541,747,479.82 6,445.24

1988 5,541,290 2,269,346.8 15,298,864,446.85 6,741.53

1989 5,569,933 2,282,734.5 16,330,297,190.70 7,153.83

1990 5,604,084 2,251,679.8 17,623,276,248.24 7,826.72 229,378 0.10187

1991 5,645,305 2,285,991.9 17,395,425,219.88 7,609.57

1992 5,692,154 2,322,227.1 17,165,923,339.09 7,392.01

1993 5,742,327 2,356,127.9 18,569,279,873.63 7,881.27

1994 5,792,231 2,393,893.3 19,375,642,826.42 8,093.78

1995 5,839,342 2,419,887.2 21,342,228,393.00 8,819.51 251,242 0.103824

1996 5,883,064 2,443,943.0 23,194,223,042.27 9,490.49

1997 5,924,394 2,462,719.9 27,251,160,794.04 11,065.47

1998 5,964,000 2,478,809.8 28,994,197,881.39 11,696.82

1999 6,003,099 2,499,768.4 31,022,896,200.96 12,410.31

2000 6,042,545 2,518,416.7 33,250,589,879.40 13,202.97 281,376 0.111727

Source: GDP Taken from the World Bank. Population from the United 
Nations Population Division considering Antigua and Barbuda, Baha-
mas, Belize, Dominica, Granada, Guyana, British Virgin Islands, Jamai-
ca, Saint Vincent and the Granadines, Saint Lucia, St Kitss and Nevis, 
Trinidad and Tobago.
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Table 3. GDP, total population, workforce, immigrant  
population, work productivity and immigrant population as  

a percentage of  the labor force in the Greater Antilles.*

Year Population 
(Number)

Workforce 
(Number)

GDP.  
(US$ 

Millons)

Work  
productivity 

(US$Millons)*

Immigrant 
population 
(Number)

Immigrant 
population 
Workforce

1960 2,364,300.28 12,793,474 4,080,218 0.580 255,860 0.062707

1961 2,519,203.11 13,097,202 4,180,670 0.603

1962 2,918,514.58 13,424,880 4,287,282 0.681

1963 3,274,432.77 13,765,933 4,397,752 0.745

1964 3,596,464.25 14,104,460 4,508,923 0.798

1965 3,771,421.76 14,429,934 4,618,305 0.817

1966 4,163,508.81 14,740,278 4,724,873 0.882

1967 4,613,044.01 15,035,146 4,829,005 0.955

1968 5,248,520.21 15,323,174 4,931,928 1.064

1969 6,829,801.04 15,618,658 5,035,672 1.356

1970 12,213,305.20 15,930,261 5,191,459 2.353 350,450 0.067505

1971 14,227,958.40 16,257,483 5,249,623 2.710

1972 16,451,450.89 16,598,060 5,359,066 3.070

1973 19.334.909.65 16,942,054 5,467,447 3.536

1974 22,016,457.32 17,274,433 5,571,523 3.952

1975 24,824,915.25 17,585,079 5,669,020 4.379

1976 26,709,679.90 17,873,812 5,759,510 4.638

1977 28,704,158.68 18,142,332 5,843,743 4.912

1978 33,744,105.33 18,393,055 5,922,357 5.698

1979 37,833,243.29 18,630,736 5,996,512 6.309

1980 41,110,289.86 18,859,386 6,067,338 6.776 509,203 0.08925

1981 43,667,254.10 19,077,350 6,134,400 7,119

1982 45,985,110.24 19,285,540 6,198,170 7.419

1993 48,702,140.51 19,492,103 6,261,729 7.778

1984 54,799,983.61 19,707,603 6,229,103 8.797

1985 48,254,283.72 19,939,140 6,402,951 7.536

1986 52,358,072.76 20,190,415 6,484,783 8.074

1987 55,066,732.11 20,458,426 6,573,389 8.377

1988 59,219,114.48 20,734,850 6,665,426 8.884

1989 61,871,261.73 21,00,7510 6,756,019 9.158

1990 37,677,639.27 21,267,481 7,854,051 4.797 648,915 0.08622

1991 42,021,392.80 21,506,061 8,020,637 5.239

1992 45,986,736.65 21,729,905 8,169,945 5.629

1993 50,004,258.46 21,951,266 8,356,009 5.984

1994 54,354,897.95 22,171,406 8,476,066 6.413

1995 59,246,041.30 22,390,602 8,587,658 6.899 685,567 0.079832
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Year Population 
(Number)

Workforce 
(Number)

GDP.  
(US$ 

Millons)

Work  
productivity 

(US$Millons)*

Immigrant 
population 
(Number)

Immigrant 
population 
Workforce

1996 63,582,560.31 22,616,711 8,743,771 7,272

1997 68,204,982.22 22,833,569 8,885,742 7.676

1998 75,758,961.00 23,034,219 8,989,937 8.427

1999 79,978,636.55 23,228,034 9,088,181 8.800

2000 86,006,955.46 23,408,356 9,160,635 9.389 737,813 0.080542

Source: P GDP Taken from the World Bank. Population from the United 
Nations Population Division considering only Cuba, Dominican Republic 
and Puerto Rico.
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Introduction 

In 1949, the Chinese revolution led by Mao Zedong tri-
umphed and the new communist government promoted a pol-
icy of  autarky at a time when the country was going through 
a critical situation of  poverty. In 1978, after Mao’s death, the 
first changes in Chinese economic policy began, now under the 
leadership of  Deng Xiaoping. 

In 1999, two decades after the first reforms, China implement-
ed the first version of  the Going Global strategy, which changed 
the self-sufficiency policy implemented by Chairman Mao since 
the triumph of  the revolution. With the new strategy, a policy 
of  fostering trade relations with foreign countries sought so that 
Chinese companies would invest in world markets. To achieve 
this goal, these companies began to purchase raw materials for 
their operations worldwide and acquired complete value chains. 
They also began to participate in foreign companies and tried 
to obtain political support in the country recipient of  the in-
vestment. In this way, they have projected the Chinese model 
internationally, which in turn has entailed expanding their par-
ticipation in foreign markets. (China, 2017).  

The state policy Going Global 1 and the economic reforms 
promoted for two decades favored China’s admission to the 
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World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 and later to the In-
ter-American Development Bank (IDB) in 2009. In that same 
decade, China became the second largest economy on the plan-
et, with outstanding growth: between 2000 and 2019, Chinese 
GDP growth ranged between 6% and 15%, with a growth rate 
slowdown in the 2010s. In contrast, between 2000 and 2019, 
U.S. growth was highly variable, ranging from negative rates in 
2009 (-2.5%) to positive rates in 2000 (4.1%) and 2019 (2.3%). 
Likewise, between 2000 and 2019, China’s direct investment 
was highly volatile, from negative rates in 2017 (-36%) and run-
away growth in 2008 (232%). During 2018, China was one of  
the world’s leading exporters (13%) and the second largest im-
porter (11%). 

Indeed, the Xi-Li administration (2013-2023), continued 
with the Going Global Strategy 2.0, which proposes moving 
from an investment- to an innovation-driven economy, guided 
by two initiatives: Belt and Road Initiative - BRI (Belt and Road 
Initiative - IFR) and Capacity Cooperation , which aims to make 
up for the failures of  Going Global 1, ensuring companies and 
investors paid more attention to the local needs and the image 
of  China (China, 2017).

In 2015, the Xi-Li administration made the BRI initiative 
official through the institutionalization of  six corridors and its 
two roads: the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road. It was initially conceived to connect Asia 
with Europe, cross the Middle East and include Africa. Then, 
in 2016, the BRI was extended to Latin America and the Carib-
bean, with the development of  economic and financial projects. 
(Sáez, 2019) 

The Going Global strategy was the background for China’s 
take off  as the world’s second largest economy in 2010, over-
taking Japan and Germany. This policy allowed the expansion 
of  Chinese companies’ investments in the international market. 
Since the end of  the 20th century, China has strengthened its 
ties with Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), becoming its 
second largest trading partner after the United States. 
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Undeniably, in 2001, LAC exports to China represented 2% 
and increased to 12% in 2018. Similarly, total Chinese imports 
from the region increased from 3% to 18% between 2001 and 
2018. Also, between 1995 and 2017, China’s investment in LAC 
increased from 18% to 20%. (Anon., n.d.). However, the fall in 
China’s growth since 2008 reduced its demand for imports of  
primary products. China’s imports from the Caribbean coun-
tries are mainly inorganic compounds, iron, steel and other met-
als, fuels, minerals, and wood products. (Jingsheng, 2015) 

On the other hand, China means a source of  foreign direct 
investment (FDI) and financing. (Dussel, et al., 2015). In fact, 
in 2009, the People’s Republic of  China was admitted by the 
Inter-American Development Bank - IDB, the main source of  
financing for the economic, social, and institutional integration 
and development of  Latin America and the Caribbean. Then, 
China expanded the New Silk Road project, also called the BRI 
project, to the countries of  the Great Caribbean Basin in 2013. 

Chinese investments in the Caribbean began in the early 
21st century and focused on development aid, especially in in-
frastructure works such as sports arenas, schools, hospitals and 
roads for the most part. Thus, China’s investment is convenient 
for growth and social development in a region highly dependent 
on the exploitation of  non-renewable natural resources. It is im-
portant to note that the expansion of  Chinese investment in Lat-
in American and Caribbean countries has been preceded by the 
rupture or non-existence of  diplomatic relations with Taiwan. 
(Maggiorelli, 2019). 

In this context, one of  the main discussion topics in the gov-
ernmental and academic agendas of  the Greater Caribbean is 
the opportunities that this group of  countries has for trade, in-
vestment, and cooperation relations with China to diversify its 
offer and implement trade and South-South cooperation agree-
ments. For this reason, the study of  China’s presence in the 
economy of  the Great Caribbean countries becomes relevant. 

This chapter studies the economic forms of  Chinese pres-
ence in the Caribbean Basin between 2000 and 2019. Initial-
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ly, a theoretical analysis of  the determinants of  Foreign Direct 
Investment - FDI, its conditions and forms, the economic and 
social characteristics of  the Greater Caribbean and the growth 
behavior of  China and the region under study was carried out. 
In addition, a review will be made of  the empirical evidence of  
Chinese cooperation and FDI in Latin American and Caribbe-
an countries in the first two decades of  the 21st century. 

Next, we characterized the path of  economic expansion of  
continental China in the Greater Caribbean between 2000 and 
2019, resulting from its Going Global policy. For this purpose, 
we studied the variables of  trade, investment and employment, 
infrastructure development and employment, and loans by sec-
tors involving Chinese public and private enterprises and state-
owned to the Greater Caribbean countries. Finally, we drew 
conclusions on the findings of  the study.

FDI Theories: conditions and forms of outward investment 
by Chinese companies.

According to FDI theories, multinational companies must 
have internal and external conditions to invest in another coun-
try. Regarding the external conditions, between 1914 and 1929, 
multinationals favored the availability of  natural, legal or hu-
man resources necessary for their production to locate their 
operations in different countries n. (Wilkins, 1994) They also 
considered growth expectations, political stability, regulation 
on foreign investment and taxes, cultural affinity, geographical 
proximity, and the fact that subsidiaries had already been set 
up in the destination country. (Lluch & Lanciotti, 2012). Af-
ter World War II, multinationals invested in the production of  
knowledge-based goods and the development of  scale econo-
mies. (Buckley & Casson, 1976).  

Concerning the internal conditions (Kindleberger, 1969)  
argue that multinationals have a type of  exclusive advantage 
(Hymer, 1983). This may be in production, technology, organi-
zation, marketing, product diversification and differentiation, 
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necessary to invest abroad and compete with companies in the 
country of  destination to gain market share. (Cardozo & Cha-
varro, 2007).   

For his part, (Dunning, 2001)  identified the conditions of  
FDI by multinationals, also known as OLI: 1) the develop-
ment of  specific exclusive ownership advantages (identified in 
the model with the letter O over other companies; for example, 
intangible assets; 2) firms then develop the location advantage 
(labeled as L), they produce outside their home country to the 
extent that they need natural, legal or institutional resources 
available in other nations to develop their competitive advantag-
es. (Dunning, 2001) ; and 3) the exploitation of  their exclusive 
ownership advantages, instead of  selling them, to internalize 
their operations through their subsidiaries. This condition is re-
ferred to by the author as internalization advantage (identified 
with the letter I).   

Likewise, when a parent company establishes a subsidiary 
abroad, it does so to maintain control of  all its operations and 
reduce the risk of  losing the exclusive technology, which it 
would have with the sale of  its license to another company to 
replicate the productive process (Krugman & Obstfeld, 2008). 

Regarding the location advantage defined by (Dunning, 
2001), (Marcuello, 2017) argues that China’s FDI in LAC is not 
only explained by conventional theories. The institutional factor 
is a determining factor in energy and mineral extraction and 
exploitation activities. 

In the case of  China, the unique advantages it has devel-
oped to compete in the international market are concentrated 
in large-scale production and its technological and innovation 
development. According to statistics from the Global Innova-
tion Index (GII), which details the innovation performance of  
129 economies around the world, China has shown progress 
in recent years: it moved up from the 17th to the 14th place 
between 2018 and 2020. Also, it ranked third in R&D-inten-
sive global companies in the past year. (Cornell University, IN-
SEAD, WIPO, 2020).
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China ranks first in innovation quality among middle-in-
come economies. Indeed, the 2019 GII report shows that the 
top science and technology clusters in the world are in the Unit-
ed States, China, and Germany. In 2017, China contributed 
24% of  global R&D expenditures, up from 2.6% in 1996, as well 
as 44% of  all patent applications, up from 2% in 1997 (Cornell 
University, INSEAD, WIPO, 2019). These data reveal the tech-
nological development and innovation advantage of  Chinese 
companies, with which they compete in global markets. The ex-
clusive advantage in innovation and technological development 
has allowed China to diversify and increase the value added to 
its foreign supply and increase its participation and permanence 
in the international market.

In this context, the emergence of  the People’s Republic of  
China as one of  the world’s leading economies in the 21st cen-
tury has been connected to developing organizational skills 
that its companies, both state-owned and private, acquired to 
expand in the international market. In this way, Chinese com-
panies have evolved into the modern industrial enterprise model 
– MIE- defined by (Chandler, 1996) in which the consolidation 
of  the MIE is conditioned by three types of  investment: i) de-
velopment of  economies of  scale and scope, ii) development of  
marketing and distribution networks at national and interna-
tional level, in accordance with its production and sales levels, 
and iii) training of  paid executives who manage and allocate 
human resources for production. (Chandler, 1996). 

These three types of  investments have been made by Chinese 
companies to develop comparative advantages and participate, 
since the beginning of  the 21st century, in global value chains 
(GVCs). In fact, between 2000 and 2017, intra-regional GVC 
trade increased “Factory Asia” or “Made in Asia” because 
of  the progress of  Asian economies, especially that of  China, 
which has emerged as a leading center in traditional trade and 
simple GVC networks. However, the United States and Germa-
ny remain the most important centers of  complex GVC net-
works. (Li, et al., 2019). 
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The Chinese economy transformation can be divided into 
two stages (Otero & Vidal, 2020) The first occurred until the 
mid-1990s, when Deng Xiaoping maintained the coexistence 
of  the planned and market economic models, and trade liberal-
ization was taking place at the same time. In the second stage, 
driven by the 1997 Asian crisis and the interest in joining the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), trade liberalization policies 
were deepened to improve the competitiveness of  Chinese com-
panies. 

Thus, with the Going Global policy, the Chinese government 
promoted the investment of  state-owned and private multina-
tionals in the foreign market, in activities such as exploitation of  
raw materials, supply of  services with a high-tech service supply 
and infrastructure projects. As a result, Chinese companies have 
evolved into an organizational structure with the characteristics 
of  a modern industrial company, defined by (Chandler, 1996)  
making the investments defined by (Dunning, 2001) 

Between 2000 and 2019, the development of  economies of  
scale, the increase in the supply of  technology-intensive goods, 
the acquisition of  organizational skills by Chinese multination-
als and the increase in their share of  GVCs in the world market 
adhere to the guidelines of  the five-year plans for social and 
economic development. These plans have been formulated by 
the government of  the People’s Republic of  China since 1953, 
and their guidelines include developing a modern business sys-
tem (Ninth Plan 1996-2000), improving the industrial structure 
and business competitiveness in the international market (Tenth 
Plan 2001-2005), increasing R&D expenditure of  GDP, which 
rose from 1,3% in 2005 to 2% in 2010 (Eleventh Plan 2006-
2010), attracting foreign investment in modern agriculture and 
high technology and boosting coastal regions to consolidate 
as R&D centers in the manufacturing of  high-end goods and 
services (Twelfth Plan 2011-2015), and developing the informa-
tion-intensive value chain (Thirteenth Plan 2016-2020).
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China’s opening to the international market and its rela-
tions with Latin America and the Greater Caribbean

China’s economic opening dates to the late 1970s, after Mao 
Zedong’s death. During Deng Xiaoping’s administration, Spe-
cial Economic Zones (SEZs) were created and policies to attract 
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) were promoted. As a result of  
these measures, China became one of  the main FDI recipients 
from developing economies, which allowed it to accumulate 
knowledge and capital. (Girado & Kuschinski, 2016) . 

Deng Xiaoping assumed the presidency of  the People’s Re-
public of  China in 1978, from which time foreign policy was 
strengthened and the country opened to Western economies. By 
the end of  the 1980s, China strengthened its “checkbook diplo-
macy”, which allowed it to gain greater diplomatic recognition 
at the international level: it established relations with Belize, 
Guinea-Bissau, Nicaragua, Bahamas, Grenada, Liberia, and 
Lesotho, who in turn broke diplomatic relations with Taiwan 
(Maggiorelli, 2019)  

In the early 1990s, China implemented its Going-out strategy, 
which sought to change from a centrally planned economy to a 
market one, based on reducing trade barriers and granting rights 
for companies to operate in the foreign market (Shixue, 2017). 
Jiang Zemin, one of  the main promoters of  the Going-out strate-
gy, was General Secretary of  the Communist Party (1989 - 2002) 
and President of  the People’s Republic of  China (1993 - 2003).  
With this strategy, China expanded its investments in the exter-
nal market, consolidated as a capital exporter since 2002 and a 
net exporter since 2015 (Girado & Kuschinski Kathmann, 2016). 

China’s admission to the WTO in 2001 and the IDB in 2009, 
as well as the national Going Global strategy since 1999, boost-
ed China’s rapprochement with Latin American and Caribbe-
an countries through three channels: first, the intensification 
of  trade exchange; second, capital mobility, visible in direct in-
vestment by official and private Chinese companies and loans 
granted by Chinese banks to the countries of  the Greater Carib-
bean; and third, international cooperation. 
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China’s cooperation in Latin American and Caribbean 
countries (2000-2020) 

In the early years of  the 21st century, China’s development 
assistance to Latin American and the Caribbean -LAC- coun-
tries intensified. Presidents Hu Jintao (2003-2013) and Xi Jin-
ping (since 2013) continued President Zemin’s Going-out China 
policy. With Going Global 2.0, Xi Jinping updated the  econom-
ic opening and international cooperation dynamics with differ-
ent countries with the “articulation of  development strategies”, 
which began when he presented the Belt and Road Initiative 
- BRI- in September 2013. In this way, the Chinese government 
seeks to coordinate policies and projects to connect infrastruc-
ture, increase the flow of  trade and financial integration with 
other countries. (Baiyi, 2018)   

(Maggiorelli, 2019) identifies several facts, in the first two 
decades of  the 21st century, that have strengthened relations 
between China and LAC: the implementation of  cooperation 
projects together with companies, the creation of  the Chi-
na-LAC Economic and Trade Cooperation Forum in 2004, the 
publication of  the White Paper on China-LAC foreign relations 
in 2008, in which the Chinese government set out the orienta-
tion of  its aid policies for the advancement of  bilateral relations. 
In addition, the 2012 proposal by Premier Wen Jiabao, during a 
visit to ECLAC, which aimed to strengthen political, economic 
and cooperation relations between China and LAC in the 2015-
2019 cooperation framework, known as “1+3+6”60 proposed in 

60 The “1” refers to “a program”, that is, to elaborate the “China - Latin 
America and the Caribbean Cooperation Program for the Period 2015-
2019”, with the realization of  inclusive growth and sustainable develo-
pment as the goal. The “3” represents the “three big engines”: trade, in-
vestment and financial cooperation as promoters of  the comprehensive 
development of  pragmatic cooperation between China and Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 6” implies the “six areas”, namely: energy and natural 
resources, infrastructure construction, agriculture, manufacturing, scien-
tific and technological innovation and information technology as priority 
areas of  cooperation to promote industrial linkage between China and La-
tin America and the Caribbean.
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2014 in Brazil at the first China-LAC Leaders’ Summit by Pres-
ident Xi Jinping. This plan was implemented in 2015and Chi-
na established a secretariat to oversee its progress. One of  the 
most recent developments that has strengthened China-LAC 
relations is Premier Li Keqiang’s nine-day grand tour of  official 
visits to Latin America in 2015 (Maggiorelli, 2019) .

Concerning Chinese cooperation in the Greater Caribbean 
countries, the 2016 “Document on China’s Policy toward Latin 
America and the Caribbean” stands out. It proposes to deepen 
China-LAC Cooperation in eight areas: political, economic and 
commercial, social, cultural and humanistic, international coor-
dination, peace-security-justice, broad bi-lateral cooperation and 
tripartite cooperation  (Ministry of  Foreign Affairs of  China, 
2016). 

Thus, within the “Going-out” strategy framework and in-
ternational cooperation in productive capacity, LAC countries 
have become an important destination for cooperation, where 
the accumulated knowledge of  Chinese companies in infra-
structure construction will help LAC reduce its lag in that field 
(Shoujun & Zhang, 2018). Indeed, according to statistics from 
the Infralatam database of  the IDB, CAF and ECLAC, which 
reports the resources allocated to investment in economic in-
frastructure (water and sanitation, flood defenses, energy, irri-
gation, telecommunications and transportation) made by the 
public sector (central; state, provincial or regional; and local), 
in 2017 the Greater Caribbean countries invested on average 
0.6% of  their GDP in economic infrastructure (BID, CAF & 
ECLAC, 2020). However, CAF suggested that “Latin Ameri-
ca must invest at least 5% in infrastructure per year to make 
the leap in competitiveness in the region.” (CAF, 2017). For all 
these reasons, China’s cooperation in infrastructure is an oppor-
tunity for the economic and social development of  the Greater 
Caribbean group of  countries.

Empirical evidence forecasts that China’s aid, official flows 
and bilateral trade to Latin America and the Caribbean will pro-
vide short and medium-term growth in these countries. It should 
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be highlighted that “Chinese aid allocated to Latin America and 
the Caribbean has increased from less than 5% in the 1969s to 
20% in 2016. However, there is concern about the high depen-
dence on natural resources suffered by the LAC region, which 
could affect the growth sustainability (Maggiorelli, 2019) 

Chinese FDI in Latin American and Caribbean economies 
(2000-2020) 

Studies on China’s foreign investment classify Latin America 
and the Caribbean as a single region. This chapter studies Chi-
na’s investment in the countries of  the Great Caribbean Basin, 
which for the purposes of  this study has been organized into 
three subregions: Greater Antilles, Lesser Antilles, and Conti-
nental Caribbean.

Chinese investments have been consolidated since 2001 
among emerging economies such as Brazil, Russia, and India. 
Moreover, China occupies the top positions in FDI issuance: in 
2012, 78% were concentrated in leasing and business services 
activities (33%), financial services (18%), wholesale and retail 
trade (13%), and mining (14%) (Avendaño, 2015). However, (da 
Rocha & Bielschowsky, 2018) concluded that close to 100% of  
China’s FDI in Latin America is concentrated in the exploita-
tion of  natural resources:

The oil sector absorbs the bulk of  Chinese financing to productive 
activity in Latin America, through loans with oil counterparties. 
(Gallagher & Myers, 2014). Oil, copper, and iron receive most of  
China’s FDI in Latin America, made by SOEs (Chen and Pérez-
Ludeña, 2014). In the case of  soybeans, because of  legal difficulties 
in purchasing land, the strategy was to acquire two international 
trading companies already present in the region and transform 
them into a large operator in Latin America, in competition with 
the four major commodity trading companies, Archer Daniels Mid-
land (ADM), Bunge, Cargill and Louis Dreyfus, collectively known 
as the ABCDs(da Rocha & Bielschowsky, 2018).

Chinese global companies internalize their operations to 
work in other markets. Because of  this, investments in services 
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are the most dynamic sector since multinationals create their 
own subsidiaries that provide complementary services, so as not 
to outsource such services to third party companies (Avendaño, 
2015). This explains three reasons for the sectoral diversifica-
tion of  China’s investments: 

First, the growth through conglomerates that met the needs of  dif-
ferent markets. Second, Chinese companies get machinery, prod-
ucts, workers, and services directly in their country of  origin or, 
otherwise, from a local supplier abroad, which leads to an increase 
in Chinese FDI worldwide. Third, Chinese communities abroad 
favor the demand for Chinese products through direct consump-
tion, generating, in some cases, small and medium-sized companies 
that only trade with their fellow nationals. Thus, it can be said that 
such communities indirectly boost the companies’ competitiveness 
through demand. (Avendaño, 2015) Methodology 

This research is conducted with a mixed approach. Initially, 
we carried out a review of  the theories and studies of  invest-
ment, trade and loan flows. Next, we analyzed descriptive statis-
tics were  with deflated data from the base year of  2015, where 
the flows of  trade, investment by sectors and loans from China 
to the Great Caribbean countries, between 2000 and 2019 were 
studied. Table 1 shows the information sources. 

The population universe comprises the countries of  the 
Greater Caribbean Basin, which geographically includes the 
southeastern United States (Gulf  of  Mexico and Florida), 
countries of  the Greater Antilles, Lesser Antilles, and the Con-
tinental Caribbean. In turn, these subregions are made up of  the 
following territories:

Lesser Antilles: Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Grenada, 
St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, St. Lucia, 
Anguilla, Aruba, Barbados, Bonaire, Curaçao, Guadeloupe, 
British Virgin Islands, Martinique, St. Barthelemy, St. Maarten, 
St. Martin, Sint Maarten, St. Eustatius, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Bahamas, Virgin Islands (U.S.).

Greater Antilles: Cuba, Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamai-
ca and Puerto Rico.
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Continental Caribbean: Colombia, Venezuela, Belize, Suri-
name, Guyana, French Guyana, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicara-
gua, Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico.

Table 1. Information sources.

Variable Source Period Frequency

GDP of  the the Greater 
Caribbean countries.

World Bank 2000-2019 Annual 

Trade between Chi-
na and the Greater 
Caribbean: exports and 
imports. 

Trade Map 2000-2019 Annual

Chinese companies’ 
Investments by sector 
and country/city of  
destination. 

Chinese OFDI in LAC: 
Transactions (2000-2019). 
Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic 
Network on China (RED 
ALC-CHINA in Spanish).

2000-2019 Annual

Chinese infrastructure 
investment or infrastruc-
ture projects involving 
Chinese companies.

Chinese OFDI in LAC: 
Transactions (2000-2019). 
RED ALC-CHINA.

2000-2019 Annual

Employment generated 
by Chinese companies’ 
investment projects by 
country of  destination.

Chinese OFDI in LAC: 
Transactions (2000-2019). 
RED ALC-CHINA.

2000-2019 Annual

Chinese companies’ In-
vestments in the United 
States.

American Enterprise Ins-
titute - AEI (China Global 
Investment Tracker)

2005-2019 Annual

Number of  countries 
that have signed the 
Belt  and Road Initiative 
- BRI

The State Council of  
the People's Republic of  
China The Belt and Road 
Initiative -– BRI 

 N/A

Loans.
China-Latin America Fi-
nance Database (retrieved 
from ww.thedialogue.org) 

2000-2019 Annual

Source: Author’s elaboration.
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General data on China and the Greater Caribbean 

China has an area of  9.4 million km2, in 2019 reported 
1,397.7 million inhabitants and a GDP of  US$11.5 billion. In 
contrast, the Greater Caribbean represents 53% of  China’s terri-
tory, 21% of  its population and 20% of  its GDP (Table 1). 

Table 2. General data on China and the Greater Caribbean.

Region
Area in 

Km2

Population  
in 2019

Labor force 
in 2019

GDP  
in 2019

PIB per 
cápita de 

2019

Greater 
Antilles 

199.590 39.477.490 17.711.140 274.070   6.942 

Lesser  
Antilles 

21.677 4.004.747 1.257.391 47.532 11.869 

Continental 
Caribbean 

4.775.950 250.374.937 116.062.112 1.983.040 7.920 

Total 
Greater 
Caribbean 

4.997.217 293.857.174 135.030.643 2.304.642 7.843 

China 9.388.210 1.397.7 15.000 781.074.570 11.537.160 8.254 

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the World Bank, 2020.

When compared to China, the countries of  the Greater Ca-
ribbean combined are a small market. However, it is an attractive 
territory for trade, investment, and infrastructure development 
for transportation and international communication due to its 
variety of  natural resource deposits, mainly hydrocarbons, and 
metalliferous and non-metalliferous minerals. In addition, it has 
a strategic geographic location for international transportation. 
Thus, as will be seen below, Chinese trade and investment in the 
Greater Caribbean in the first two decades of  the 21st century. 

For this research, the Greater Caribbean has been divided 
into three subregions: Continental Caribbean - CC, Greater 
Antilles - GA and Lesser Antilles LA. The CC represents the 
largest concentration of  territory, population, and wealth; it has 
eleven countries corresponding to 4.8 million km2, 250.3 mil-
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lion inhabitants and an annual GDP of  US$ 1,906,582 million. 
In contrast, the GAs are made up of  5 countries equivalent to 
200,000 km2, 39.5 million people and a GDP of  US$196,779 
million. The LAs are made up of  20 small islands, covering an 
area of  22,000 km2, a population of  4 million inhabitants and a 
GDP of  US$38,964 million. 

Figure 1: Annual GDP growth rate of  China, the United 
States and the Great Caribbean 2000 - 2019.
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In terms of  economic performance, China consolidated one 
of  the highest and most stable GDP per capita growth rates in 
the world in the first two decades of  the 21st century. The high 
economic growth rates experienced by China over the last three 
decades have made it one of  the main world economic poles. 
Consequently, it was one of  the world’s leading exporters (13%) 
and the second largest importer (11%) in 2018, and it is current-
ly the main destination for foreign direct investment and the 
third largest investor abroad (UNCTAD). 

The United States, on the other hand, showed less volatility 
compared to the Great Caribbean, with a more stable trend in 
its growth rates. During the two decades studied, China grew 
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at an average annual rate of  9%, the United States 2.1%, the 
Continental Caribbean 3%, the Greater Antilles 1.2%, and the 
Lesser Antilles 1% (graph 1).

Trade, investment, and loans from China to the Greater Ca-
ribbean 

According to the international factor mobility theory, a 
relatively labor-abundant country imports capital-intensive 
goods or applies for foreign loans. In contrast, a relatively capi-
tal-abundant country imports labor-intensive goods or employs 
immigrant labor. Similarly, a small economy, to overcome a 
shortage of  productive factors, imports goods where it has no 
comparative advantage or implements policies to attract invest-
ment from global firms that can produce such goods or services 
locally. (Krugman & Obstfeld, 2006)  

In this economic logic, since China’s admission to the WTO 
in 2001, as well as its Going Global policy and BRI project, its 
trade relations and exchange of  productive factors flow with the 
Greater Caribbean and the rest of  the world show a growing 
trend. This section analyzes the trend in China’s trade and in-
vestment by companies investing in the Great Caribbean Basin. 
This analysis is made by country, sector and employment gen-
erated, in addition to the loans granted by Chinese banks in the 
region under study. 

Exports and imports between China and the Greater Cari-
bbean (2000 - 2018) 

Due to the size of  its market, between 2000 and 2018 the 
Continental Caribbean concentrated 95% of  the value of  ex-
ports and imports to and from China, followed byt the Greater 
Antilles (4%) and the Lesser Antilles (1%). Both exports and im-
ports from the entire Greater Caribbean region to China showed 
a growing trend during the period under study (Figure 2). 

The region’s export supply is limited and concentrated in 
raw materials, mainly mineral fuels and metalliferous minerals 
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with nearly 60%, distributed in mineral fuels (24%) and metal-
liferous minerals, slag and ashes (16%), copper and its manufac-
tures (10%), iron and steel castings (7%), and inorganic chemical 
products (graph 3). In second place, the region has an assembly 
or maquila industry with 28%, in which land vehicles represent 
the most part (11%), machines, apparatus and electrical material, 
and their parts; sound recording or reproducing apparatus (10%) 
(graph 3). Third place in exports is occupied by agricultural and 
forestry production and its by-products, and to a lesser extent, 
fishing and horticulture products with 6%. (81 tariff  chapters) 
(graph 3).

Figure 2. Trade flow between the Greater Caribbean and  
China (2001-2018).
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Between 2001 and 2018, the main exports from the Conti-
nental Caribbean were mineral fuels, mineral oils, and prod-
ucts of  their distillation; bituminous materials; mineral waxes 
(25%), metallic minerals, slag, and ashes (16%), motor vehicles, 
tractors, velocipedes and other land vehicles, parts and accesso-
ries thereof  (11%).
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From the Greater Antilles, between 2001 and 2018, the main 
exports are concentrated in cast-iron, iron and steel (31%); inor-
ganic and organic chemical compounds of  precious metals, of  
radioactive elements, of  rare earth metals or of  isotopes (24%); 
sugars and confectionery (12%); and copper and articles thereof  
(12%).  

Between 2001 and 2018, the main exports from the Lesser 
Antilles to China were mineral fuels, mineral oils and prod-
ucts of  their distillation; bituminous substances; mineral waxes 
(33%); metallic minerals, slag and ashes (20%); optical, pho-
tographic or cinematographic instruments and apparatus and 
medical and surgical apparatus (11%).

Figure 3. Exports from the Greater Caribbean to China by 
tariff  chapters (2001-2018).
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The Greater Caribbean imports from China are made up of  
a varied range of  high and medium value-added manufactures. 
The first line of  imports is electrical machinery, apparatus and 
equipment, and recording apparatus (36%); in second place, me-
chanical machinery, apparatus and appliances (21%) (graph 4).
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Figure 4. Imports from the Greater Caribbean to China by 
tariff  chapter (2001-2018).
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The following imported products include optical, photo-
graphic or cinematographic instruments and apparatus and 
medical-surgical apparatus (3%); automobiles, tractors, veloc-
ipedes and other land vehicles, parts and accessories thereof  
(3%) (graph 4).

Analysis of exports and imports from the Greater Carib-
bean to China in 2018. 

A review at the end of  the studied period shows that the export 
supply has remained almost the same for two decades. In 2018, 
the top export lines were concentrated in two primary product 
families that represent 50% of  exports: mineral fuels, mineral 
oils, bituminous materials and mineral waxes (28%), as well as 
metallic minerals, slags and ashes (22%) (Trade map, 2020)  

In second order of  importance in the region’s exports are 
manufactures, which accounted for 40%, mostly assembled 
goods and others in smaller proportions, such as automobiles, 
tractors, velocipedes, parts and accessories thereof  (13%). Like-
wise, machinery, apparatus, electrical equipment and parts 
thereof  (6%), among others, were also important in the region’s 
exports. (Trade map, 2020) 
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Third, there are 90 product families that account for 10% of  
exports, including indigenous production in the region, concen-
trated in the agricultural, livestock, forestry, textile and chemi-
cal industries. (Trade map, 2020) 

A review at the end of  the study period shows that the de-
mand for imports has remained stable for almost 20 years. In 
2018, the top import lines were concentrated in two manufac-
tured products’ families that accounted for 54%: electrical ma-
chinery, apparatus and equipment, and parts thereof; sound 
and television recording or reproducing apparatus (29%); and 
mechanical machinery, apparatus and appliances, nuclear reac-
tors, boilers (21%), among others (Trade map, 2020) . In second 
order of  importance of  imports are other manufactured goods 
such as furniture, medical-surgical furniture, bedding and simi-
lar items, among others 30%.

 Investment by Chinese companies in the Greater Caribbean 
Basin 

Between 2005 and 2019 China invested $1,385.544 billion 
(at 2015 constant prices) in the foreign market and participated 
with an amount of  $829.220 billion in construction contracts 
worldwide. Its main investment destinations are The United 
States (15%), Australia (8%), Great Britain (7%), Brazil, Swit-
zerland and Canada, each with 5%. The Greater Caribbean 
accounted for only 1.4% of  total Chinese investment. (China 
Global Investment Tracker, 2020) .

Although the Greater Caribbean only participated with 1.4% 
of  China’s global investment, the growing behavior in the first 
two decades of  the 21st century stands out. Indeed, China made 
175 investments in the region during that period: 158 in the 
Continental Caribbean, 9 in the Greater Antilles and 8 in the 
Lesser Antilles. These transactions totaled US$29.508 billion, 
of  which the Continental Caribbean attracted 74%, the Lesser 
Antilles 21% and the Greater Antilles 5.5%. (Latin American 
and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). Between 
2000 and 2019, China made 437 investments in Latin America 
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and the Caribbean, of  which 57% are private capital. Of  these 
investments, 60% were concentrated in Latin American coun-
tries other than the Greater Caribbean sub-region. 

Figure 5. Share as a destination of  Chinese investment (%), 
2000 - 2019 (constant values of  2015).
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The Chinese investment boom began in 2000 in Mexico and 
Colombia, in the telecommunications sector through the com-
pany Huawei. In 2009, Chinese companies invested for the first 
time in the Lesser Antilles, specifically in Trinidad and Toba-
go, in the oil sector with China National Offshore Oil Corpo-
ration (CNOOC) and Sinopec. The first Chinese investment in 
the Greater Antilles was made in 2010 by the China National 
Complete Plant Import & Export Corp. Ltd. in Jamaica, with 
the acquisition of  three sugar complexes. 

As shown in Graph 5, between 2000 and 2019 the largest 
recipient of  Chinese investments in the Greater Caribbean was 
Mexico (28%), followed by Colombia (17%), Guyana (12%), 
Venezuela (11%), Barbados (9%) Antigua and Barbuda (7%), 
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Trinidad and Tobago (5%), among others (Latin American and 
Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). The three larg-
est countries of  the Continental Caribbean (Mexico, Colombia 
and Venezuela) accounted for more than half  of  Chinese invest-
ments in the Greater Caribbean.

Table 3 shows that between 2000 and 2019, Chinese compa-
nies’ investments in the Greater Caribbean were more significant 
in the following sectors: production of  raw materials (42%), and 
services and domestic trade (35%) and manufacturing (23%). 
In this period, investment generated 87,735 jobs, 56% of  which 
were in Mexico, 13% in Venezuela, 10% in Guyana and the 
remaining 21% in the different countries of  the region. (Latin 
American and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). 

Table 3. Chinese companies’ investment by sector  
and employment generated in the Greater Caribbean,  

2000-2019 (Constant 2015 values).

Sector/Variable
Investment  

(millions of dollars), 
2000-2019

Number  
of jobs, 

2000-2019

Employment 
per million 

dollars

Raw Materials  12.402 20.135 2

Manufacturing  6.688 48.807 7

Services and domestic 
trade 

 10.415 18.693 2

Purchase in technology 3 100 33

Total  29.508  87.735 N/A

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and Ca-
ribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

When looking at the factor intensity of  the economic activ-
ities of  global Chinese companies in the Greater Caribbean, 
technology purchases generate more employment than the rest 
of  the economic branches, 33 jobs per million dollars, followed 
by manufacturing (7 jobs). If  the intensive use of  labor is ana-
lyzed by country, the Dominican Republic and Haiti demand 
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an average of  14 jobs per million dollars, followed by Suriname 
(10 jobs) and Mexico (6).

In contrast, the main investment destinations in capital-in-
tensive activities are Antigua and Barbuda with US$2 million 
per job, Cuba (US$1.9 million), Trinidad and Tobago (US$1.7 
million) and Colombia (US$1.2 million). 

According to the factor proportions theory, these differenc-
es arise from the relative abundance of  factors in the country 
receiving the investment. To the extent that countries differ in 
the availability of  productive factors, they will also differ in pro-
duction specialization. In this sense, a small country will import 
goods from large firms or allow capital-intensive local produc-
tion by foreign affiliates with specialization in large-scale pro-
duction. (Krugman & Obstfeld, 2008). 
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Map 1. Chinese investment in raw materials in the Greater 
Caribbean Basin (2000-2019).

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and Ca-
ribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.
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In this regard, Map 1 shows that investments by Chinese 
companies in the Greater Caribbean Basin are concentrated in 
sectors that require large investments, such as the extractive in-
dustry of  fossil fuels and metallic minerals. Some of  these coun-
tries have the natural resources, but not enough capital. 

Thus, between 2000 and 2019, the main countries receiving 
Chinese investments for the production of  raw materials were: 
Colombia (35%) in oil and natural gas; Guyana (28%) in alu-
minum and hydropower; Trinidad and Tobago (12%) in natural 
gas, steel and energy and Mexico (11%) (Latin American and 
Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020); (Espinosa, et 
al., 2015); (CNN Expansion, 2009). Again, only three countries 
in the Continental Caribbean accounted for 74% of  Chinese in-
vestments in raw materials exploitation. 
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In second place, there are investments in services and do-
mestic trade (map 2). Once again, the countries of  the Greater 
Caribbean Basin have potential for developing these activities, 
but their companies lack sufficient capital and have not accu-
mulated enough specialized knowledge in the sector. By coun-
try or territory, Barbados accounted for 26% of  the investment 
in real estate-residential development, with the global shipping 
container leasing industry standing out. Antigua and Barbuda, 
19% in the construction of  a hotel strip, with a residential area; 
Venezuela, 17% in various activities such as housing construc-
tion, communications and systems, computer production and 
assembly, home appliance manufacturing, among others (Latin 
American and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020).   
(Cision, Sanhua Automotive, 2017). 

Mexico concentrated 17% of  Chinese investment in services, 
distributed in activities such as port operations for loading and 
unloading containers, chemicals, communications, electronic 
components, financial services and hotels, mainly; the remain-
ing 22% was distributed among Panama, Colombia, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, Belize, Guyana and Suriname. (Latin American and 
Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). 

In third place, manufacturing investments (map 3) are most 
significant in Mexico with 75%, mostly concentrated in the as-
sembly of  cars, production of  valves for air conditioning sys-
tems, refrigeration and household appliances (Cision, Sanhua 
Automotive, 2017) On the other hand, Venezuela attracted 17% 
of  Chinese investments in manufacturing, notably car assem-
bly, telecommunications and heavy machinery assembly. (Trade 
map, 2020) . 

In summary, developing economies, such as those of  the 
Greater Caribbean, with scarce capital and abundant labor or 
natural resources, attract investment from companies special-
ized in capital-intensive sectors, such as the Chinese companies 
Bosai, which exploits minerals and metals, Yida International 
Investment Group and CITIC Construction in the construction 
sector.
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Major Chinese companies investing in the Greater Carib-
bean 

In the first two decades of  the 21st century, fourteen Chi-
nese global companies accounted for 60% of  investment in the 
Greater Caribbean: The company with the largest share was the 
Bosai Group with 11%, specialized in metal mining: it produces 
bauxite and aluminum in Guyana ($3,129 million in the years 
2006, 2008 and 2012) and extracts metals in Trinidad and To-
bago ($200 million in 2015). During the studied period, Bosai 
generated 7,892 direct jobs, that is, it generated one job for ev-
ery $417,095 invested on average. In other words, its activity 
is capital-intensive. (Latin American and Caribbean Academic 
Network on China, 2020), (Bosai Group, 2020) .

Golfo de
MexicoMexico

Florida
Mar de los
Sargazos

Mar Caribe

Colombia

Venezuela

Arizona
Niuevo
Mexico

Oklahoma

Tejas Luisiana
Georgia

Alabama

Golfo de
MexicoMexico

Florida
Mar de los
Sargazos

Mar Caribe

Colombia

Venezuela

Arizona
Niuevo
Mexico

Oklahoma

Tejas Luisiana
Georgia

Alabama

Investment in services and domestic trade,
2000-2019 (millions of dollars, 2015)

Barbados
Antigua & Barbuda

Venezuela
Mexico

Panamá
Colombia
Honduras
Nicaragua

Belice
Guyana

Suriname

2.675
2.000

1.749
1.731

891

330
772

204
23
21
20

Manufactures investments, 2000-2019
(millions of dollars, 2015)

Mexico
Venezuala

Jamaica
Costa Rica

Panama
Haiti

Dominican Republic
Guyana

Colombia

5.046
864

341
178

136

25
71

20
9

Map 3. Chinese Manufacturing Investment in the Greater 
Caribbean Basin (2000-2019).

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.
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In second place, Yida International Investment Group, with 
7%, equivalent to $2 billion dollars invested in real estate in An-
tigua and Barbuda. This is a hotel strip, with a residential area, 
where the company built a vacation complex. (Latin American 
and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). Between 
2000 and 2019, its investments generated 1,000 direct jobs, that 
is, one job for every $2 million dollars.

The third company with the largest investment amount was 
CITIC Construction, which accounted for 5% of  the total, 
equivalent to US$1.608 billion. The company has developed 
several urban housing investment projects in Venezuela, such as 
Ciudad Tavacare in Barinas state ; Arsenal, in Aragua state, and 
the Ciudad Tiuna Housing Complex in Caracas. (Latin Amer-
ican and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). This 
company generates one direct job for every US$2.8 million; it 
generated 564 jobs in the period under study. 

Graph 8. Chinese companies with the highest investment rate 
in the Greater Caribbean 2000-2019 (% share).
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Chinese investment and employment in the Continental 
Caribbean 

Investment is another of  the variables analyzed in this chap-
ter to explain the penetration of  the Chinese economy in the 
Greater Caribbean. Between 2000 and 2019, Chinese invest-
ment in the region under study totaled about $22 billion dollars, 
although with high volatility and an increasing trend over the 
two decades. The main destinations were Mexico (24%), Co-
lombia (15%), Guyana (11%) and Venezuela 10%, all countries 
located in the continental Caribbean (Map 3, Graph 6, and Ta-
ble 4). The investment increase in the 2010s coincides with the 
expansion of  the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) project in 2016, 
towards Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Golfo de
MexicoMexico

Florida
Mar de los
Sargazos

Mar Caribe

Colombia

Venezuela

Arizona
Niuevo
Mexico

Oklahoma

Tejas Luisiana
Georgia

Alabama

Chinese companies investment
(millions of dollars in constant 2015 values)

Mexico
Colombia

Guyana
Venezuela

Panama
Honduras
Nicaragua
Costa Rica

Belize
Suriname

8.145
5. 144

3.565
3.339

1.027
330

204
188

23
20

Map 3. Chinese Investment in the Continental Caribbean  
(2000-2019).

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.



China’s economic presence in the Greater Caribbean, 2000-2020

GEOPOLITICS, CULTURE AND ECONOMY  |  627

Within the BRI framework, China has signed the Memo-
randum of  Understanding on Cooperation with five countries 
in the Continental Caribbean to jointly promote the Silk Road 
Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road Initia-
tive: Panama (2017), Guyana (2018), Venezuela (2018), Surina-
me (2018) and Costa Rica (2018). The Memorandum aims to 
generate exchange of  goods, technology, capital and personnel, 
through connectivity, mutual learning and coordinated devel-
opment of  the signatory parties. (Belt and Road Portal, 2020).  

In the first two decades of  the 21st century, the economic 
branch that most attracted investment by Chinese companies 
in the Continental Caribbean countries was the exploitation of  
raw materials (45%), followed by manufacturing (28%) and ser-
vices and domestic trade (26%). While investments in technol-
ogy are scarce, this activity has the highest capacity to generate 
employment. In fact, one job is generated for every $31,993 dol-
lars invested , while in manufacturing, one job is produced for 
every $134,431 dollars (Table 4).

Graph 6. Chinese investment and employment in the  
Continental Caribbean 2000 - 2019 (constant 2015 values).
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In the early years of  the 21st century, China invested in proj-
ects for the exploitation of  raw materials and in service and trade 
in the Continental Caribbean (CC); as of  2010, investments in-
creased in manufacturing and the first investment in technology 
took place in 2018. In this context, the main sectors that have 
received Chinese investment in the sub-region are oil (15%), au-
tomotive components (10%), metals (8%) and energy 8%.  

Table 4. Investment and employment generated by Chinese 
companies in the Continental Caribbean 2000 - 2019  

(Constant 2015 values).

 Economic sector

Investment  
(millions of 

dollars) Constant 
2015 values), 

2000-2019

Employment 
generated 

(2000-2019)

Dollars 
per job

Raw materials 9.994 15.137  660.219 

Manufacturing 6.252 46.507  134.431 

Services and domestic 
trade

5.740 15.034  381.829 

Purchase of technology 3 100 31.993 

Total 21.989 76.778  286.401 

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

Between 2000 and 2019, 158 investments were made by 
Chinese companies in the Continental Caribbean, generating 
76,778 jobs. Out of  these, 61% were made by private compa-
nies. It should be noted that the public and private sectors invest 
in different ways: the former focuses more on the exploitation 
of  natural resources, while private capital is attracted to the pro-
duction of  manufacturing, services, trade and technology. 
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Investments and employment of Chinese companies in the 
Continental Caribbean

       Graph 7.                     Graph 8.
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There are 28 investments In the primary sector, of  which 20 
are made with public capital. In contrast, of  the 75 investments 
in manufacturing, 51 are from private investors. In services, 36 
of  the 54 investments come from the private sector and there is 
only one private capital company in technology (graphs 7 and 8).

The analysis at the company level shows that 113 Chinese 
companies have invested in the Continental Caribbean coun-
tries during the studied period.  Bosai Minerals is a mining com-
pany and ranks first with the highest share of  capital invested 
(14%) and employment generation (9%). 

In terms of  employment generation, the second company is 
Zhengzhou Yutong Bus, a bus assembler, although its share in 
invested capital is only 1%. The third company is Hutchinson 
Port Holdings Ltd, with 7% in employment generation and 4% 
in invested capital. 

In contrast, the second company with the second highest 
invested capital is Sinopec (8%), but it only generates 1% of  
Chinese companies’ employment in the Greater Caribbean. It 
is followed by CITIC Construction (7%) and Huawei with 5%.
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Graph 9. Chinese companies with the highest employment 
generation in the Continental Caribbean 2000-2019 (% share).
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Graph 10. Chinese companies with the highest investment rate 
in the Continental Caribbean 2000-2019 (% share).
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Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

Another important variable to analyze is the location of  
Chinese companies during 2000-2019 to verify the country and 
even the city where the company is located. All the information 
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has been taken from the database of  the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China (Table 5).

During the analyzed period, it was found that 81 Chinese 
companies in Mexico located in 37 cities, the most attractive 
being Hidalgo (12%), Nuevo León (10%) and Veracruz (9%). 
67% of  these investments are in the manufacturing sector, 21% 
in services and domestic trade, and 17% in raw materials. (Latin 
American and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). 

16 Chinese companies invested in Colombia, nearly 100% of  
which located in Bogota, a very different situation from that ob-
served in Mexico, where the Federal District accounted for only 
7% of  investments in the entire country. Roughly 85% of  these 
investments were in the primary sector and 15% in services and 
domestic trade.

Table 5. Chinese investments by major industries and  
by countries of  the Continental Caribbean, 2000-2019  

(millions of  dollars in constant 2015 values).

Country Raw ma-
terials

Manufac-
turing

Services and 
domestic 

trade

Techno-
logy Total Share (%)

Mexico 1.368 5.046 1.731  8.145 37

Colombia 4.364 9 772  5.144 23

Guyana 3.525 20 21  3.565 16

Venezuela 725 864 1.749  3.339 15

Panama  136 891  1.126 5

Honduras   330  330

Nicaragua   204  204 1

Costa Rica 7 178  3 188 1

Belize   22,6961781  23 0

Suriname   20  20 0

Total 9.994 6.252 5.740 3 21.989 100

Participation  
by industry (%) 45 28 26 0,01 100  

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.



DR. ETNA BAYONA VELÁSQUEZ

632  | CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

Four Chinese companies invested in Guyana, which located 
in Linden (88%) and Georgetown (12%), the capital. 99% of  
these investments are in the mining sector, with the city of  Lin-
den being the epicenter of  bauxite mining.

In Belize, during the first two decades of  the twentieth centu-
ry, there was only a single investment of  nearly US$23 million 
in the city of  San Pedro in a tourism project.

In Costa Rica, three Chinese companies invested in the city 
of  San José, the capital. 95% of  these investments were made 
by Shanghai Feilo Acoustics Co. Ltd. in the electrical sector, 4% 
by Aoxing Pharmaceutical Company, Inc. (AMEX:AXN) and 
about 2% Feilo Sylvania.

Two Chinese companies invested in Honduras. One of  them, 
Sinohydro Corporation Limited, in the city of  Patuca (97%), 
and the other, Yuanchi Rubber Sporting Goods, in Cortés (3%), 
all of  them in the service and domestic trade sector.

In Nicaragua, two investments were registered in 2013 and 
2014 by the Xinwei Telecom Enterprise Group, in the services 
and domestic trade sector.

In Panama, six companies invested in Panama City (47%), 
Amador (19%) and Panama City - Causeway Islands (17%). The 
companies are Solar Power (37%), specialized in energy; 19% in 
services; China Construction America (17%), dedicated to con-
struction, 9% in Communications and 4% in distribution and 
logistics of  Huawei Technologies; the Shandong Landbridge 
Group (11%), in the construction, operation and management 
of  the Panama-Colón project, which includes a container termi-
nal and a general cargo area on Margarita Island (https://www.
bnamericas.com, 2020).

Finally, fourteen companies invested in Venezuela. 48% of  
the investment located in Ciudad Tiuma, 17% in Aragua, 16% in 
the Orinoco Belt, 5% in Orinoco and 5% in Caracas. 92% of  the 
investment is distributed in the following sectors: construction 
(48%) by CITIC Construction, oil (21%) by China National Pe-
troleum Corporation (CNPC), car assembly (14%) by Chery Au-
tomobile and bus assembly, and (8%) by Zhengzhou Yutong Bus.
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Chinese investment in the Greater Antilles 

Chinese investments in the Greater Antilles began in the first 
decade of  the 21st century, in raw materials and manufactur-
ing. Between 2010 and 2019, investment totaled $1,346 million 
dollars, with high volatility. The main destination was Jamaica 
with a high share of  80%, followed far behind by Cuba (13%), 
Haiti (5%) and the Dominican Republic 2% (Map 4, Graph 14, 
Table 6). The largest investment was made in 2017 because of  
the expansion of  the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) project to 
Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Map 4. Chinese investment in the Greater Antilles (2000-2019).

Jamaica
Cuba
Haití

Dominican  Republic

Chinese companies investment
(millions of dollars in constant 2015 values)

1.074
176

71

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

Under the BRI, China has signed the Memorandum of  Un-
derstanding on Cooperation with three countries in the Greater 
Antilles to jointly promote the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 
21st Century Maritime Silk Road Initiative: the Dominican Re-
public (2018), Cuba (2018) and Jamaica (2019), (Belt and Road 
News, 2019) (Belt and Road Portal, 2020). 
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In the case of  Haiti, since 2019 China has made approaches 
to establish official diplomatic relations and enhance cooper-
ation in several areas, including trade, public hygiene and ed-
ucation, as well as offering interest-free loans in exchange for 
recognizing the “One-China policy”. Undeniably, within the 
framework of  this Chinese diplomatic policy, there have been 
Chinese investments in Haiti since 2016 (Belt and Road News, 
2019) , (Latin American and Caribbean Academic Network on 
China, 2020). 

Graph 11. Chinese investment and employment in the Greater 
Antilles 2000 - 2019 (constant 2015 values).
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Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

Just as in the Continental Caribbean, the economic branch in 
which Chinese companies invested the most in the Greater An-
tilles, was the exploitation of  raw materials (68%), followed by 
manufacturing (32%). The manufacturing sector has the high-
est employment generation capacity, one job for every $189,748 
dollars invested (Table 6).
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Table 6. Investment and employment generated by Chinese 
companies in the Greater Antilles 2010 - 2019  

(constant 2015 values).

 Branch  
of economics

Investment (millions 
of dollars) Constant 

2015 values),  
2000-2019

Employment 
generated 

(2000-2019)

Dollars  
per job

Raw materials 909 3.219 282.529 

Manufacturing 436 2.300 189.748 

Total 1.346 5.519 243.863 

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

Nine Chinese companies invested more than US$1.3 billion 
in this subregion, generating 6,865 jobs. The four Chinese gov-
ernment investments totaled $931 million dollars. Thus, Chi-
nese government companies accounted for 65% of  investment 
in the primary sector (Figures 12 and 13).

Investments and employment of Chinese companies in the 
Greater Antilles

                   Graph 12. Graph 13.

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.
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It can be seen that the publicly owned Jiuquan Iron & Steel 
Company, which extracts and refines aluminum, has the high-
est share in invested capital (46%) and employment generation 
(33%) (Graphs 17 and 18). In terms of  employment, it is fol-
lowed by the private company Hua Lien International Holding 
Co Ltd (23%), which produces sugar in Jamaica (Graphs 17 and 
18)and Winds Group (18%), which specializes in garment man-
ufacturing in Haiti (graphs 14 and 15). (Winds Group, 2020)  
(Graphs 14 and 15).

The location of  the companies in the Greater Antilles by 
country is detailed below (Table 7). Between 2010 and 2019 four 
Chinese companies invested in six Jamaican cities: the highest 
investments are concentrated in Saint Elizabeth with 58%, fol-
lowed by Kingston, capital of  the republic (13%), as well as 
Westmoreland, Clarendon and Saint Catherine, with 10% each. 
Sixty-eight percent of  these investments are in the primary sec-
tor, to extract aluminum and grow sugar cane. 

Graph 14. Chinese companies with the highest employment 
generation in the Greater Antilles 2010-2019 (% share).
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Graph 15. Chinese companies with the highest investment in 
the Greater Antilles 2010-2019 (% share).
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Table 7. Chinese investments by major sectors and country  
in the Greater Antilles, 2010-2019 (millions of  dollars  

in constant 2015 values).

Country
Raw  

materials
Manufacturing Total Participation

Jamaica  733  341  1.074 80

Cuba 176 176 13

Haiti 71 71  5 

Dominican 
Republic

25 25 2

Total  909  436  1.346 100

Participation 68 32 100

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.
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It can be observed that only one investment for $178 million 
was made in Cuba by the private company Shanghai Electric 
Group Co. Ltd in 2017. The Chinese capital was injected into 
the Cuban company Biopower for the construction of  a biomass 
plant in the city Ciego de Avila (Newenergy, 2017)  

In Haiti, the private Chinese company Wids Group, spe-
cialized in garment manufacturing, made an investment of  $71 
million in the city of  Ouanaminth during 2016 (Winds Group, 
2020).

In the Dominican Republic, the private company Kingtom 
Aluminio SRL made an investment of  US$25 million in 2018. 
This company will operate in eastern Santo Domingo and is 
dedicated to the manufacture and export of  aluminum profiles. 
That same year, the Dominican Republic broke diplomatic rela-
tions with Taiwan. (Accent Services, 2018) 

China’s investment in the Lesser Antilles 

During the 2009-2019 period, Chinese investment in the 
Lesser Antilles totaled US$6.21 billion, characterized by high 
volatility. The main destination was Barbados (43%), followed 
by Antigua and Barbuda (32%) and Trinidad and Tobago (24%) 
(Map 5). 

Under the BRI, China has signed the Memorandum of  Un-
derstanding on Cooperation with four Lesser Antilles countries, 
namely: Trinidad and Tobago (2018), Antigua and Barbuda 
(2018), Dominica (2018) and Grenada (2018). (Belt and Road 
News, 2019), (Belt and Road Portal, 2020) . 

In the case of  Dominica, this small island established dip-
lomatic relations with China in 2004, and the two parties have 
had approaches to build a new space for mutual cooperation 
since 2019. (Ministry of  Foreign Affairs of  China, 2016).
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Map 5. Chinese Investment in the Lesser Antilles  
(2000-2019).
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Antigua & Barbuda
Trinidad & Tobago

Chinese companies investment
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and Nevis

Guadalupe
Dominica

Martinique

San Vicente
and the

Granadinas Barbados

Granada

Trinidad
& Tobago

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

Graph 16. Chinese investment and employment in the Lesser 
Antilles 2009 - 2018 (constant 2015 values). 

 

  

Latin America excluding the Geater Caribbean

Aqueducts 2%

Others  0%

Port 6%

Health  1%
Telecomunications

1%

Transport
18%

Energy
72%

Continental Caribbean

Transport
52%Energy

36%

Port  8%

Others  3% Airport
1%

Aqueducts 2%

Others  0%

Port  6%

Health 1%
Telecomunications

1%

Transport
18%

Energy
72%

Lesser Antilles

Health 14%

Airport
5%

Others  9%

Port 72%

In
ve

st
m

en
t (

m
ill

io
ns

 o
f d

ol
la

rs
)

Co
ns

ta
nt

 v
al

ue
s 

of
 2

01
5

Em
pl

oy
m

en
t g

en
er

at
ed

 b
y 

in
ve

st
m

en
t

Investment (millions of dollars) 2015 constant values

Employment generates by the investment

Years

N
um

be
r o

f I
nv

es
tm

en
ts

 

Private sector Public sector

Raw materials Services and
domestic trade N

um
be

r o
f j

ob
s 

Private sector Public sector

Raw materials Services and
domestic trade

Latin America excluding the Geater Caribbean

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.



DR. ETNA BAYONA VELÁSQUEZ

640  | CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

In contrast to the Continental Caribbean and the Greater 
Antilles in the first two decades of  the 21st century, the eco-
nomic sector in which Chinese companies invested the most 
in the Lesser Antilles was services and domestic trade (76%), 
followed by raw materials (24%). Likewise, in the Lesser An-
tilles, the production of  raw materials has the greatest capacity 
to generate employment, followed by the manufacturing sector, 
contrary to what happens in the Greater Antilles and the Conti-
nental Caribbean (Table 8).

Table 8. Investment and employment generated by Chinese 
companies in the Lesser Antilles 2009 - 2018 (constant values 

of  2015).

 Economic  
sector

Investment  
(millions of 

dollars) Constant 
2015 values), 

2000-2019

Employment 
generated 

(2000-2019)

Dollars  
per job

Raw materials 1.499 1.779  842.480 

Services and  
domestic trade

4.711 3.659
 1.287.531 

Total 6.210 5.438  1.141.936 

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and Ca-
ribbean Academic Network on China and OFDI Monitor in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean, 2020.

Between 2009 and 2018, Chinese companies made eight 
investments in the Lesser Antilles for more than $5.4 billion, 
generating 5,438 jobs. Of  the eight investments, five were pri-
vate capital investments, which accounted for 80% of  the total. 
While private capital investments focus more in services and 
domestic trade, state-owned companies invest do so in raw ma-
terials (Figures 17 and 18).
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Chinese investment and employment in the Lesser Antilles 
(2009-2018).

        Graph 17.        Graph 18.
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Shanghai Forte Land Co Ltd. generated 37% of  the employ-
ment in the Lesser Antilles, followed by the Yida Internation-
al Investment Group with 18% and Bosai Minerals with 16% 
(Graphs 19 and 20).

Regarding the location of  Chinese companies in the Lesser 
Antilles, three of  them invested in Barbados between 2010 and 
2013: Shanghai Forte Land Co Ltd. bought a $374 million resi-
dential complex in Christ Churchen; the HNA Group Company 
Limited and Bravia Capital, specialized in diversified services 
and integrated operations, bought GE SeaCo, the fifth largest 
company in the global marine container leasing industry. Final-
ly, Bohai Financial Investment Holding Co Ltd, the second larg-
est container leasing group in the world, acquired Seaco SRL 
for $1.179 billion. (Latin American and Caribbean Academic 
Network on China, 2020); (Cision, Sanhua Automotive, 2017). 
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Graph 19. Chinese companies with the highest employment 
generation in the Lesser Antilles 2009-2018 (% share).
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Graph 20. Chinese companies with the largest investment in 
the Lesser Antilles 2009-2018 (% share).
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Table 9. Chinese investments by major sectors and country  
in the Lesser Antilles, 2009-2018 (millions of  dollars  

in constant 2015 values).

Country
Raw  

materials

Services 
and  

domestic 
trade

Total Participation

Antigua and Barbuda  2.000 2.000 32

Barbados   2.675 2.675 

St. Lucia  37 37 1 

Trinidad and Tobago 1.499  1.499 24

Total 1.499 4.711 6.210 100

Participation 24 76 100  

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

In Antigua and Barbuda, there is only one Chinese invest-
ment., the Yida International Investment Group invested in a 
hotel strip with a residential area in 2014. In Trinidad and Toba-
go, three Chinese companies invested between 2009 and 2015: 
The China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) has 
a 50% stake in Chaoyang Petroleum (Trinidad) Ltd. The latter 
bought a stake in a production-sharing contract in 2009 (Gulf  
Oil and Gas, 2020; John-Lall, 2011). This represents 26% of  the 
invested capital of  Chinese companies in Trinidad and Tobago. 
The second investment is from China Investment Corporation 
(CIC), with 61% of  the investments of  Chinese companies in 
Trinidad and Tobago. It acquired a 10% stake in the Atlan-
tic LNG liquefaction plant from GDF SUEZ in 2011 (Latin 
American and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020; 
Offshore Energy, 2011). The third investment is held by Bosai 
Minerals, in metal extraction, which represents 13% of  Chinese 
companies’ investment in Trinidad and Tobago. 
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In St. Lucia, the Chinese conglomerate HNA Group ac-
quired 25% of  Hilton Worldwide Holdings Inc. shares in 2016, 
which it sold two years later. Then, it invested in Gros Islet in 
2018. 

Infrastructure projects with Chinese companies and emplo-
yment in the Greater Caribbean 

This section analyzes infrastructure projects in which Chi-
nese companies have participated. The capital is not always 
owned by a Chinese company, instead, Chinese firms are con-
tracted as infrastructure operators or builders. In contrast, the 
capital is owned by Chinese companies in direct investment 
projects. (Dussel, 2018). 

Three phases can be distinguished in China-Latin America 
and the Caribbean relations: the first one began with trade in 
the 1990s, the second one develops with Chinese loans and in-
vestment since 2007, and the third one begins in 2013, with in-
frastructure projects that were further accelerated with the Belt 
and Road Initiative, as China’s global strategy. Indeed, infra-
structure projects are a form of  China’s economic cooperation 
policy with Latin America and the Caribbean, driven by four 
reasons. (Niu, 2018): 

China values the importance of  infrastructure construction in its 
national economic growth strategy...China views infrastructure 
cooperation as a contribution to the sustainable development of  
the region...with the accumulated advantages of  experience, cap-
ital, and industrial capacity in the national infrastructure sector, 
the Chinese government intends to enable this sector to go global 
through ...strategies such as the One Belt One Road (OBOR) Ini-
tiative... , Latin America has a huge infrastructure deficit to cover 
(Niu, 2018, p. 182).

In fact, between 2007 and 2019, Chinese companies partici-
pated in 86 infrastructure projects in Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean, 27 of  which were carried out in the Greater Caribbean. 
As in trade and investment, the main destination for infrastruc-
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ture works is the Continental Caribbean, which concentrated 
16 projects, corresponding to 62% of  the capital invested. It is 
followed by the Greater Antilles with 5 projects (32%) and the 
Lesser Antilles with 6, equivalent to 6% of  the investments (Ta-
ble 10).

During the same period, the Chinese infrastructure projects 
with the highest value in the Greater Caribbean were concen-
trated in energy and transportation, with 48% and 39% respec-
tively, corresponding to 8 projects in each sector. Port construc-
tion ranked third with 5 projects and 9% of  total infrastructure 
value (Table 10).

Table 10. Infrastructure projects in the Greater Caribbean: 
amount and employment 2007 - 2019.
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Energy 1 735 5.137    7 31.878 4.726 

Transportation 3   10.205   1.314    5  22.628 6.826 

Port 1 200 120 3  4.780 790 1 2.000 1.006 

Others    1  328 96 2 400 361 

Airport    1 400 51 1 594 146

 Health    1  2.000 152    

 Total   5 11.140  6.571 6  7.508  1.088 16 57.500 13.065 

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.
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Of the 16 infrastructure projects in the Continental Carib-
bean, transportation projects attracted the largest amount of  
capital (52%) and generated 22,628 jobs, corresponding to five 
projects (Table 10 and Graph 22):
•	 Two	projects	in	Costa	Rica,	the	San	José	-	Puerto	Limón	

highway (2013) and Costa Rica Route 32 (2019). Both of  
them were built by the China Harbour Engineering Com-
pany Ltd. (CHEC), a subsidiary of  CCCC. 

•	 Two	projects	 in	Colombia,	Vía al Mar 2 (2018) and the 
Bogota subway (2019), both by parent company CCCC, 
through CHEC. Xi’An Metro Company Limited also 
participated in the Bogotasubway project.

•	 A	project	in	Belize,	the	extension	of 	the	Gonzales	Suarez	
Avenue in Puyo was carried out by Powerchina, with its 
subsidiary Sinohydro Corporation.

Between 2007 and 2015, energy infrastructure projects ranked 
second in terms of  the amount invested, with a 36% share, and 
generated the most jobs, with 31,878 in total. Six projects were 
located in Venezuela and one in Honduras, all of  them ran by 
three Chinese companies owned by the central government (Ta-
ble 10 and Graph 22):
•	 In	 Venezuela,	 China	 CAMC	 Engineering	 Co.,	 a	 sub-

sidiary of  Sinomach, has carried out four infrastructure 
works: the Venezuela Water Supply Project (Phase II), 
Falcon (2007), the Reinstallation and Extension of  the 
Guarico Irrigation System, Phase III (2009), El Vigía 
Thermal Station (2010) and the Expansion of  the Grid 
Project, located in the Midwest region of  Venezuela 
(2015). Likewise, Dongfang Electric Corporation carried 
out the Modernization of  the Simón Bolívar Hydroelec-
tric Plant (2014). Powerchina with its subsidiary Sinohy-
dro built the 772MW Palito and 382MW Cabrera ther-
moelectric plants.

•	 In	Honduras,	Powerchina	 and	 its	 subsidiary	Sinohydro	
built the Patuca III hydroelectric plant.
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Participation by economic sector in infrastructure projects  
by Chinese companies’ investment in the Continental  

Caribbean countries (2005-2019)
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Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Latin American and the 
Caribbean Academic Network on China and the OFDI Monitor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, 2020.

Between 2007 and 2019, there was a single Chinese infra-
structure investment in the port sector, the Panama Colon Con-
tainer Port, built in 2018 by the Chinese company Landbridge 
Group Co. Ltd. of  private capital, concentrated 8% of  the 
amounts invested in infrastructure development in the Conti-
nental Caribbean, thus becoming the third sector of  investment 
in infrastructure and job generation, with 2000 jobs in total.
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Among the infrastructure projects built by Chinese com-
panies in the Continental Caribbean is the expansion of  the 
Georgetown Cheddi Jagan International Airport in Guyana, 
carried out in 2011 by government owned CCCC with the sub-
sidiary CHEC, which provides the fourth largest contribution in 
terms of  investment and jobs created, 594 in total.

In 2019, the Orinoco Delta Integrated Agricultural Devel-
opment Project was built by the Chinese state-owned compa-
ny National Machinery Industry Corporation (Sinomach), 
through its subsidiary CAMC Engineering Co. This project was 
developed in the northeastern region of  Venezuela and generat-
ed a total of  300 jobs. That same year, China State Construction 
Engineering, with its subsidiary China Construction America, 
participated in the new Amador Convention Center project in 
Panama City, generating 100 direct jobs. 

In the Greater Antilles countries, there are records of  five 
Chinese infrastructure projects between 2010 and 2017: two in 
Cuba and three in Jamaica, while there are no investments of  
this sort in Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Mainly, invest-
ments are made in energy infrastructure (78%) and transporta-
tion (20%) (Table 10 and Graph 23).

The expansion of  the Cienfuegos Refinery is the largest in-
vestment project in the Greater Antilles, carried out in Cuba 
in 2010 by the China National Petroleum Corporation with its 
subsidiary Huanqiu Contracting & Engineering Corp. This proj-
ect generated 735 permanent jobs and cost US$5,137 million. 

Three projects were carried out in Jamaica by the state-owned 
China Communications Construction Company (CCCC) and 
its subsidiary CHEC, generating 9,330 direct jobs and 835 in-
direct jobs:  
•	 The	renovation	of 	Jamaica’s	infrastructure	in	2010.
•	 The	Construction	of 	the	north-south	highway	in	2012.
•	 The	 restoration	 and	 construction	 of 	 the	 South	Coastal	

Highway Improvement Project (SCHIP) in 2017.
The modernization and expansion of  the Santiago port is 

the only investment in port infrastructure, it cost US$120 mil-
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lion and generated 200 direct jobs. This project was also built 
by China Communications Construction Company (CCCC), a 
subsidiary of  CHEC.

In the Lesser Antilles, investment in infrastructure is more 
varied than in the Greater Antilles: port 72%, health 14%, air-
port 5% and others 9% (Table 10 and Graph 24). These works 
generated 7,508 jobs, of  which 4,200 were permanent. However, 
many countries in the Lesser Antilles do not have investments 
in infrastructure by Chinese companies, such as: Dominica, 
Grenada, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, 
St. Lucia, Anguilla, Aruba, Barbados, Bonaire, Curacao, Gua-
deloupe, British Virgin Islands, Martinique, St. Barthelemy, St. 
Martin, Sint Maarten, St. Eustatius and Virgin Islands (U.S.). 
Three port infrastructure projects have been carried out by 
CCCC and China Civil Engineering Construction Corporation, 
both of  which belong to the central government:  
•	 In	2014,	CCCC	with	 its	 subsidiary	CHEC	built	 the	La	

Brea transshipment port and dry port in Trinidad and To-
bago.

•	 In	2019,	CCCC	with	its	subsidiary	CHEC	built	the	Aba-
co port Project.

•	 In	2014,	the	China	Civil	Engineering	Construction	Cor-
poration with its subsidiary China Civil Engineering 
Construction Corporation (CCECC) carried out the 
modernization of  the Port of  St. John in Antigua and 
Barbuda.

There is only one health infrastructure project by Chinese 
companies. In 2013 the Shanghai Construction Group Corpo-
ration, with its subsidiary Shanghai Construction, participated 
in the building of  the Couva Children’s Hospital, Preysal in 
Trinidad and Tobago, which generated 2,000 permanent jobs 
and cost US$151 million.

As in health, there is only one airport infrastructure proj-
ect, the construction of  the new terminal at Bird International 
Airport in Antigua and Barbuda in 2011 by the China Civil En-
gineering Construction Corporation, through its subsidiary En-
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gineering Construction Corporation. This work cost US$50.6 
million and generated 400 direct jobs. 30% percent of  the total 
investment was channeled into the local economy through the 
employment of  local contractors and other services (Caribbean 
Journal, 2011). 

Loans by Chinese banks to Latin America and the Carib-
bean (2000-2020): 

Chinese banks’ loans to Latin American and the Caribbe-
an countries positions continental China as a key player in 
global financing. This strategy is part of  the Going Global 
policy, which has included China becoming a member of  the 
Inter-American Development Bank in 2009, and the strengthen-
ing of  relations with the Development Bank of  Latin America 
through the opening of  the New Development Bank driven by 
the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa). (OECD/EECD/CAF , 2015) 

China’s bank lending to and trade with Latin American 
and the Caribbean (LAC) countries is expected to boost LAC’s 
short- and medium-term growth. The sustainability of  the re-
gion’s future growth is questioned due to its high dependence on 
natural resources. (Maggiorelli, 2019). Also, because the loans 
granted by Chinese banks are directed to projects implemented 
by Chinese companies themselves in the countries receiving the 
loans. (OECD/CEPAL/CAF , 2015). 

China is an important source of  financial leverage for Latin 
America and the Caribbean, especially for countries that have 
limited access to international capital markets, such as Vene-
zuela, Ecuador, Brazil and Argentina. (Myers & Kevin, 2019). 
As of  2020, the People’s Republic of  China worked out two 
forms of  financing for Latin America and the Caribbean : 
State-owned banks, including the Export-Import Bank of  Chi-
na (Exim Bank) and the China Development Bank (CDB), and 
commercial banks present in Latin America, such as the Indus-
trial and Commercial Bank of  China (ICBC), Bank of  China, 
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China Construction Bank (CCB) -the three largest banks in the 
world-, and the Haitong Bank (Haitong Bank). (Ugarteche & 
Carlos, 2020).

Commercial banks are present through branches and subsid-
iaries in the capitals of  Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Pana-
ma and Peru. Bank branches do not have their own capital, nor 
do they receive deposits; they grant foreign trade loans and re-
spond to their parent company’s financial system. Meanwhile, 
the subsidiaries are independent and act as a bank within the 
destination country’s national financial system in. (Ugarteche 
& Carlos, 2020). In the Greater Caribbean there is a Bank of  
China branch in Panama and two subsidiaries in Mexico, one 
of  ICBC and the other of  Bank of  China.

Another source of  financing is the China-LAC Cooperation 
Fund, which has two components: The first one has US$2 bil-
lion and is executed by the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB), targeting sectors such as education, water resource con-
servation and energy. The second one has US$3 billion and op-
erates as a private capital fund. (Hernández, 2018). During the 
studied period, Chinese state banks were the main source of  
loans to countries in the Greater Caribbean Basin. 

Chinese state-owned bank loans to the Greater Caribbean 
countries (2005-2017). 

The data recorded by The Dialogue Leadership for the Ameri-
cas61 contains loan statistics by Chinese state-owned banks, the 
China Development Bank (CDB) and the Export-Import Bank 
of  China (Ex-Im Bank) to governments and state-owned com-
panies in Latin America and the Caribbean. (Gallagher & My-
ers, 2014) . 

61 Center for analysis and political exchange, formed by a network of  glo-
bal leaders to promote democratic governance, prosperity and social equi-
ty in Latin America and the Caribbean. (https://www.thedialogue.org/, 
accessed July 5, 2020)
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Table 11. Loans from Chinese banks to Latin American and 
Greater Caribbean countries, 2005-2019.

Region receiving  
the loan 

 FOC 
(millions 
of dollars 

2015) 

  Ex-Im 
Bank (in 

millions of 
dollars 2015) 

 Total 
(millions 
of dollars 

2015) 

 Share 
(%) 

Greater Caribbean  61.675,27  13.406,37  76.298,62 52

Latin America 
without the Greater 
Caribbean 

 56.387,01  14.881,61  70.051,64 48

Total 118.062,28 28.287,98 146.350,26 100

Source: Author with data from The Inter-American Dialogue & China 
Global Initiative at the Center for Global Development Policy at Boston 
University, n.d.

Between 2005 and 2019, the CDB and the Ex-Im Bank have 
provided over $149.35 billion (at 2015 prices) in loan commit-
ments to Latin American and the Caribbean (LAC) countries. 
52% of  these have gone to countries in the Greater Caribbean 
and the remaining 48% to other Latin American countries. Of  
the $149.35 billion in loans to the region, 81% has been provid-
ed by the CDB and 19% by the Ex-Im Bank (The Inter-Ameri-
can Dialogue & China Global Initiative at Boston University’s 
Center for Global Development Policy, n.d.). Venezuela was the 
country in Latin America and the Caribbean that received the 
most loans, concentrating 45% of  them (Table 11). 

State-owned banks granted loans to eleven countries in the 
Greater Caribbean, among which Venezuela accounted for 88%, 
followed by Trinidad and Tobago (4%) and Jamaica (3%). (The 
Inter-American Dialogue & China Global Initiative at Boston 
University’s Center for Global Development Policy, n.d.). Be-
tween 2005 and 2019, energy was the largest target sector for 
Chinese bank loans in the Great Caribbean with 69%, followed 
by infrastructure with 20% (Table 12).
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Table 12. Loans by Chinese State-owned Banks to of  the 
Great Caribbean countries, 2005-2019 (Millions of  dollars  

at 2015 prices).

 Subregion/ 
Country 

 Energy Infrastructure  Mining Another  Total

Greater Antilles 657 2.074  288  3.018 

Cuba 117 118   235 

Jamaica  1.955   288 2.243 

Dominican  
Republic 

540    540

Lesser Antilles  2.936   2.936 

Bahamas  104   104

Barbados  170    170 

Trinidad and 
Tobago 

 2.662   2.662 

Continental  
Caribbean 

61.638 5.475 1.927 1.304 70.345 

Costa Rica   395    395 

Guyana  177   177

Mexico 1.010    1.010 

Suriname   508  49  557 

Venezuela 60.628  4.395   1.927  1.256 68.206 

Total 62.295 10.484 1.927 1.592 76.299 

Source: Author with data from China-Latin America Finance Database 
from The Inter-American Dialogue & China Global Initiative at the Cen-
ter for Global Development Policy at Boston University, n.d.

During the studied period, it was found that access to loans 
from Chinese banks by Latin American and the Caribbean 
countries, especially in the Greater Caribbean, showed a down-
ward trend. This decline is explained by the economic and polit-
ical crisis in Venezuela, which worsened in the 2010s. Although 
Venezuela was one of  the main recipients of  the CDB and Chi-
na Eximbank loans from Latin America, since 2017 it has not 
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received financing from Chinese banks. The last loan, in 2016, 
was intended to improve the country’s oil production capacity 
(Tables 12 and13). 

Table 13. Loans by Chinese State-owned Banks to  
the Greater Caribbean countries, 2005-2019 (Millions  

of  dollars at 2015 prices).

Region
Greater 

Antillaes
Lesser 

Antilles
Continental 
Caribbean

Rest of Latin 
America

2005 44 -

2007 59 5.249 991

2008 433

2009 146 6.710 8.638

2010 523 24.428 15.687

2011 75 61 5.809 2.399

2012 42 4.827 2.355

2013 765 1.819 11.205 356

2014 750 9.000 3.250

2015 60 170 395 20.875

2016 441 2.498 7.514

2017 365 43 5.458

2018 1.920

2019 540 94 180 176

Total 3.018 2.936 70.345 70.052

Source: Author with data from China-Latin America Finance Database 
from The Inter-American Dialogue & China Global Initiative at the Cen-
ter for Global Development Policy at Boston University, n.d.

Indeed, the Chinese foreign minister, with his Venezuelan 
counterpart in a September 2017 meeting, noted that China has 
always been committed to “building friendly and mutual trust 
between the two countries and firmly promoting mutually ben-
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eficial cooperation”. However, China is increasingly concerned 
about the safety of  the Chinese people and their properties in 
Venezuela (Myers & P., 2018).  

Thus, Venezuela permanently and continuously received 
loans from China’s State-owned banks between 2007 and 2014, 
which concentrated between 74% and 99% in the Greater Ca-
ribbean. In 2015, it received no loans and in 2016 it was the 
lowest at the regional level. In 2019, the three countries with the 
highest loan destinations were the Dominican Republic (63%), 
Suriname (22%), and Trinidad and Tobago (12%). 

Conclusions 

Since the second half  of  the 1990s, the Chinese government 
has promoted the internationalization of  its state-owned and 
private companies, a process that began with the industrial 
structure improvement, increased R&D spending and foreign 
investment attraction in large-scale agriculture. It has also pro-
moted the development of  coastal regions to consolidate them 
as centers for research and manufacturing of  high-end goods 
and services, as well as the incursion of  Chinese companies into 
technology-intensive value chains and the use of  information.  

Within the framework of  the five-year plans development, 
the Going Global 1.0 policy stands out, which favored China’s 
admission to the World Trade Organization - WTO in 2001 and 
to the Inter-American Development Bank - IDB in 2009. The 
Xi-Li administration (2013-2023) continued with the Going 
Global 2.0 strategy, guided by the Belt and Road Initiative - BRI 
and the Cooperation in Production Capacity. Thus, in the first 
decade of  the 21st century, the People’s Republic of  China be-
came the second largest economy on the planet. 

In a first phase, the BRI aimed to connect Asia with Europe, 
cross the Middle East and involve the African continent. Then, 
starting in 2016, it included Latin America and the Caribbean, 
boosting the investment and development of  Chinese infrastruc-
ture projects and economic cooperation in this region. Twelve 
(12) countries from the Greater Caribbean economies have 
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signed the Memorandum of  Understanding for the BRI project: 
Panama in 2017; Guyana, Venezuela, Costa Rica, Suriname, 
Cuba, Dominican Republic, Antigua and Barbuda, Trinidad 
and Tobago, Dominica, Grenada in 2018; and Jamaica in 2019.  

Trade and migratory flows were the main modalities of  eco-
nomic relations between the Greater Caribbean countries and 
the People’s Republic of  China since the end of  the 20th centu-
ry. In addition to the above China’s economic presence in the 
first decades of  the 21st century can be approached from four 
factors: direct investment, infrastructure projects, credits and 
donations.

It should also be noted that the three major economies of  the 
Greater Caribbean Mexico, Colombia and Venezuela, contrib-
uted or received the largest flows in their relations with China: 
exports and imports (95%), investment (75%), infrastructure 
projects (62%), and  loans from Chinese state banks (92%).

The basket of  goods exported from the Greater Caribbean 
to China is limited: between 2001 and 2018, they were mainly 
concentrated in mineral fuels and metallic minerals, assembled 
or fabricated products and agricultural and livestock produc-
tion, forestry and thereof. In contrast, the demand for Chinese 
imports is represented by various manufactured goods such as 
electrical and mechanical machinery, optical, photographic, 
cinematographic and medical-surgical instruments, motor ve-
hicles, tractors (3%), toys and recreational items, among others.

In terms of  investment, although the Greater Caribbean ac-
counted for only 1.4% of  China’s global investment, it is worth 
noting its growing behavior in the first two decades of  the 21st 
century. In that period, China made 175 investments in the re-
gion, of  which 158 were made in the Continental Caribbean. 
On the other hand, it was possible to establish that the coun-
tries that do not have official diplomatic relations with Taiwan 
or broke off  relations with this territory received greater invest-
ments, loans and infrastructure projects from the People’s Re-
public of  China. 

Similarly, changes were observed in the composition of  the 
Greater Caribbean countries that concentrate loans from Chi-
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nese state-owned banks. Until 2014, Venezuela was the main 
destination for loans. However, given the economic crisis and 
isolation of  that country, since 2016 no loans have been granted 
to it. In 2019, the main destinations of  Chinese loans to the 
Greater Caribbean were the Dominican Republic, Suriname 
and Trinidad and Tobago. These loans are concentrated in ener-
gy and infrastructure sector projects.

Finally, it is important to recognize that the international 
study of  China’s economic presence in the Greater Caribbean 
countries has limitations, in that there is a dispersion of  infor-
mation on the investment, infrastructure development and em-
ployment generated. This is due to the different methodologies 
and frequencies with which each country or territory collects 
and presents the information to international organizations.
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Introduction

The links between the People’s Republic of  China - or China, 
as we will also call it in the context of  this research - and the 
Caribbean62 have attracted the interest of  scholars, politicians 
and other civil society actors in recent years. Since the end of  
the Cold War, China’s emergence as an economic power that 
expands its international relations beyond its immediate geo-
graphical environment has become increasingly important. In 
the case of  China’s irruption in Latin America and the Caribbe-
an, the interest is accentuated because China’s increased pres-
ence in the region disputes the hegemony of  the United States 
in the Western Hemisphere.

Taking China’s advances in the Caribbean as a reference, this 
research will analyze the relations between the People’s Repub-

62 For the purposes of  this research, by Caribbean we mean the Carib-
bean space delimited by the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), an or-
ganization for regional integration founded in 1973 through the Treaty 
of  Chaguaramas. Its member states are: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belize, Dominica, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Mont-
serrat (non-independent territory of  the United Kingdom), Saint Lucia, 
Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, and 
Trinidad and Tobago.
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lic of  China and Trinidad and Tobago since the mid-twentieth 
century and the role that China plays in the Caribbean nation 
today. For this purpose, we will examine the political, econom-
ic, cooperative and cultural ties between the two countries in the 
period from shortly before Trinidad and Tobago’s declaration of  
independence on August 31, 1962 to the present day.

Despite its small territory, market size and supply of  raw ma-
terials, for China the Caribbean region is gaining importance in 
its strategy of  expanding economic ties, asserting the “one Chi-
na” principle and gaining support for its projection as a major 
global player that defends multilateralism and promotes South-
South cooperation.

For the Caribbean, China represents an economic partner 
with the capacity to provide funds for development projects and 
investments, while diversifying the region’s trade and financial 
relations. China, by identifying itself  as a developing country 
belonging to the global South, is perceived as a spokesperson for 
multilateralism capable of  promoting the interests of  the least 
developed countries vis-à-vis the more developed nations. This 
position of  China is of  great value for the Caribbean, which is 
still very dependent on the United States and the former Euro-
pean metropolises in a global environment where the region has 
lost relative weight in world geopolitics, especially since the end 
of  the Cold War (Montoute, 2013, p. 112). An additional at-
traction for the Caribbean is that China is not part of  the group 
of  countries with a colonizing past in the region. In addition, 
Caribbean countries highly value China’s policy of  neutrality, 
non-interference in domestic affairs and the absence of  ideolog-
ical conditioning factors.

In the Caribbean scene, the case of  Trinidad and Tobago is 
particularly attractive if  we consider the early establishment of  
diplomatic ties with the People’s Republic of  China, as well 
as the particularities of  its economic development which -un-
like the rest of  the Caribbean Small Island Developing States 
(SIDS)- lies on the production of  oil, natural gas, asphalt and 
byproducts. This has allowed the small island nation to enjoy 
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greater economic prosperity than its neighbors, as well as a low-
er relative dependence on foreign investments and loans, with-
out the need to make tourism the center of  its economic activity.

Despite Trinidad and Tobago’s relatively better position, the 
2008 financial crisis and the drop in prices of  raw materials have 
had a negative impact on its economy, circumstances that fa-
vorably predispose the country to expand and deepen ties with 
China. The participation of  Chinese companies linked to coop-
eration projects associated with investments, especially in the 
construction of  infrastructure, has increased in the Caribbean 
nation with greater intensity during the second decade of  the 
21st century.  The existence of  a small Chinese community in 
Trinidad since the second half  of  the 19th century is an element 
that contributes to the progress of  these ties. Although the de-
scendants of  these early Chinese migrants amalgamated with 
the society of  the host country to integrate into the Trinidadian 
culture, many of  them preserve Chinese traditions and proudly 
recognize their ancestors.

In order to examine China’s presence in Trinidad and To-
bago from 1950 to the present, the research is structured to an-
alyze the various components that underpin the relationship 
between the two nations. We have also included information 
regarding notable Chinese descendants in this period and the 
perception of  China and more recent Chinese migrants within 
Trinbagonian society.

As a result of  China’s relations with the Caribbean, there 
has been an abundance of  academic literature and opinion ar-
ticles. However, it is noteworthy how much of  the research and 
reports place the analysis within the broader framework of  Chi-
na’s presence in Latin America and the Caribbean, an approach 
in which the latter is relegated. On the other hand, the tendency 
to analyze the Caribbean as a single whole made it difficult to 
identify substantial assessments and data for the case of  Trini-
dad and Tobago. All of  the above required an extensive review 
of  diverse secondary sources that was complemented with the 
review of  reports produced by agencies and institutions, decla-
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rations of  summits and other government meetings, policy doc-
uments and statistical reports. 

Due to the adjustments introduced by the outbreak of  the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it was not possible for us to carry out the 
plan of  interviews and visits to institutions and archives, ac-
tions that could have complemented the dispersion -and some-
times absence- of  data and statistics. Fortunately, the documen-
tary review made it possible to collect and contrast sufficient 
information to fulfill the objective of  the research and evaluate 
the Chinese presence in Trinidad and Tobago from the 1950s 
onwards.

Geopolitical and economic context of Trinidad and Tobago 
as an independent nation

At the end of  World War II, in the context of  decolonization 
in Asia and Africa, independence movements in the Caribbean 
colonies gained momentum. In Trinidad and Tobago, the politi-
cal scene was revitalized during the course of  the war, and while 
sympathy for the Allies - in which both the British metropolis 
and China participated - predominated, criticism of  the colonial 
model increased, and nationalist sentiments grew.

Such political effervescence allowed the consolidation of  the 
trade union movement born years earlier and of  other political 
forces that gradually gained in organization and influence. In 
1956, the People’s National Movement (PNM) emerged, a po-
litical party with Learie Constantine as its president and Eric 
Williams as its leader and inspiration. The PNM advocated for 
greater self-determination and was gaining majority support 
among the colony’s population. 

According to Dr. Williams - the first Prime Minister and con-
sidered the founding father of  Trinidad and Tobago - the road 
to independence was the result of  years of  misrule and indiffer-
ence on the part of  the British metropolis. Trinidad and Tobago 
attracted Britain’s attention only during periods of  unrest such 
as those of  1903 and 1937. Later, metropolitan interest was 
spurred by the discovery of  oil and the possibility of  exchanging 
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the port of  Chaguaramas with the United States for its support 
during World War II (Williams, 1964, p. vii).

In the September 1956 elections, the PNM won 13 of  the 24 
seats. In the December 1961 general election, it won 20 out of  
30 seats. After succeeding in its bid to abolish the Crown Col-
ony status, the PNM increased its demands for reforms to full 
internal self-government and the introduction of  a bicameral 
system (Williams, 1964, p. 233-240). 

The increasing control and role of  the elected representatives 
of  the people in determining their own affairs, particularly in 
economic matters, was a prelude to the political independence 
achieved in 1962. The Republic of  Trinidad and Tobago was 
declared in 1976.

Following its declaration of  independence from the United 
Kingdom, Trinidad and Tobago strived to pursue a foreign policy 
in keeping with its status as a small Caribbean Island emerging 
from a long colonial period. As a sovereign nation, it sought to 
expand its range of  international relations and participate in the 
post-war multilateral order, avoiding enlistment on either side 
during the Cold War, without ignoring the geopolitical context 
imposed by its history, geography and economic possibilities.

From this position it is possible to understand, for example, 
how Trinidad and Tobago in alliance with the other three Carib-
bean countries that advanced early in their independence from 
the United Kingdom -Jamaica, Barbados and Guyana- defied 
the U.S. policy of  isolating Cuba and established diplomat-
ic relations with the neighboring island in 1972. These same 
four countries recognized the People’s Republic of  China in the 
1970s and have maintained uninterrupted diplomatic ties with 
the Asian giant ever since.

The economic evolution of  Trinidad and Tobago as an in-
dependent nation can be summarized in four phases. The first 
three correspond to: (i) oil boom from 1973 to 1982; (ii) pro-
longed recession from 1982 to 1993 - a situation that resulted in 
the PNM losing the December 1986 general election for the first 
time since 1956, as well as an attempted coup perpetrated by the 
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Islamist group Jamaat al Muslimeen in 1990 - and (iii) economic 
recovery from 1994 onwards. Economic policy during the 1970s 
was based on state control over the energy sector and the promo-
tion of  industrial development in the non-oil sector, income re-
distribution and social development policies. On the other hand, 
since the late 1980s, the exploitation of  natural gas reserves was 
promoted to complement the fall in oil production, the diversifi-
cation of  industrial production and services, the reduction of  the 
sate role in economic activity and the promotion of  the private 
sector, the search for foreign investment and the search for great-
er competitiveness in export markets (Byron, 2007, p. 225).

The third phase lasted until the early years of  the 21st centu-
ry and benefited from the boom in commodity prices, a period 
in which Trinidad and Tobago’s economy recovered and grew 
steadily. However, following the financial crisis that began in 2008 
- which affected the main economic partners in Europe and the 
United States - the Caribbean nation entered a fourth phase charac-
terized by economic slowdown that worsened from 2015 onwards.

A recent review of  the state of  the economy in Trinidad and 
Tobago reveals a contraction of  1.2% in 2019 after averaging 
-0.8% growth over the decade. The non-energy sector contract-
ed 9.1% in the second quarter of  2020 while the energy sector 
contracted by 8.3%. In June 2020, the public sector gross debt-
to-GDP ratio was estimated at 79% and central government 
debt-to-GDP stood at 60% (Dukharan, 2020, p. 2).

In these difficult circumstances exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic, Trinidad and Tobago is urged to expand its economic 
relations and seek partners to promote exports, increase invest-
ment, access sources of  financing for concessional loans and lines 
of  credit and increase cooperation projects in vital areas of  devel-
opment. Such a context has facilitated rapprochement with China. 

At the same time, it is in China’s interest to establish ties with 
Trinidad and Tobago as part of  its strategy to consolidate itself  
as an economic power in its search for new markets for its prod-
ucts, sources of  raw materials and investment opportunities, as 
well as a major player in world geopolitics and a leader in Chi-
na-style South-South cooperation.
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Political Component of China-Trinidad and Tobago Re-
lations

Diplomatic relations between the People’s Republic of  Chi-
na and CARICOM countries began with the establishment of  
relations with Guyana and Jamaica in the second half  of  1972 
(Bernal, 2010, p. 282). Trinidad and Tobago established official 
ties with China on 20 June 1974, eight years after gaining inde-
pendence. 

Table 1. Diplomatic relations of  CARICOM member States 
with the People’s Republic of  China and the Republic  

of  China-Taiwan.

Country People's Republic  
of China Taiwan

Antigua and Barbuda Since January 1983

Bahamas Since May 1997

Barbados Since May 1977

Belize Between 1987 and 1989 Since 1989

Dominica Between October 1985 
and August 1989 Entre 1989 y 2005

Since January 2005 Between 1989 and 2005

Grenada Since January 1983

Guyana Since June 1972

Haiti Since 1956

Jamaica Since November 1972

St. Kitts and Nevis Since 1983

Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines Since 1981

Saint Lucia

Between 1997 and 2007 Between 1984 and 1997

Since 2007

Suriname Since May 1976

Trinidad and Tobago Since June 1974

Source: Bernal, 2010, p. 283
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It is important to note that in 1971, Trinidad and Tobago 
voted in favor of  the incorporation of  the People’s Republic of  
China into the United Nations. 

It is striking to note how some Caribbean SIDS have alternat-
ed their recognition of  the “real” China on different occasions. 
Such mutations, associated with changes of  government, are 
related to the economic benefit offered by the diplomatic coun-
terpart that is recognized. In this rivalry between the People’s 
Republic of  China and Taiwan in the Caribbean, the so-called 
“checkbook diplomacy” plays an important role as a strategy to 
maintain or gain allies. 

The different positions adopted in Latin America and the 
Caribbean in relation to the People’s Republic of  China’s “one 
China” principle prevent the Asian country from consolidating 
a regional strategy. However, China’s policy towards the region 
has become clearer and more organic despite the challenge 
posed by Taiwan’s permanence as diplomatic counterpart of  
several nations in the area, as well as the proximity and marked 
dependence of  these countries on the United States. China has 
published two documents on its policy towards Latin America 
and the Caribbean in 2008 63 and 2016, 64 respectively. The ap-
pearance of  these documents coincides with the period in which 
the region is becoming relevant for China, and they express Chi-
na’s declared intentions regarding its ties with Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Both documents emphasize the key role of  
cooperation as a mechanism for articulating these ties.

The first of  these documents sets out the objectives and guid-
ing principles of  cooperation with concrete proposals to boost 
trade, investment, finance, agriculture, infrastructure construc-
tion, industry, resources and energy. The second document, in 
addition to reaffirming the principles on which cooperation is 

63 See https://china.usc.edu/chinas-policy-paper-latin-america-and-carib-
bean
64 See http://www.china.org.cn/world/2016-11/24/content_39777989.
htm
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based, reports on progress in relations with the establishment 
of  the China-CELAC (Community of  Latin American and 
Caribbean States) Forum and associated sub-forums. It incor-
porates areas and modalities for cooperation in addition to 
those previously recognized, which were presented with great-
er precision. It recognizes the willingness to work together to 
strengthen multilateralism and achieve the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals.

China’s policy in these documents expresses its intention 
to maintain exchanges in areas of  bilateral interest. In the eco-
nomic sphere, they emphasize the promotion of  trade and co-
operation aimed at fostering industrial investment, productive 
capacity and infrastructure, as well as cooperation between in-
stitutions for the promotion of  trade and investment. Empha-
sis is placed on the importance of  promoting the coupling of  
productive capacities and the development of  infrastructure 
in transport, trade logistics, storage facilities, information and 
communication technology, energy and electricity, water works, 
urban planning and housing, among other sectors. It highlights 
cooperation aimed at the production and maintenance of  con-
struction materials, non-ferrous metals, machinery, vehicles, 
communication and electricity equipment (Dussel Peters, 2020, 
p. 137-138).

Among the spaces for regional dialogue between China 
and the Caribbean, the China-Caribbean Economic and Trade 
Cooperation Forum stands out as the only platform for com-
prehensive cooperation at the subregional level between China 
and Latin America and the Caribbean. It operates relatively 
independently as a sub-forum within the framework of  the 
China-CELAC Forum. Its first meeting was held in February 
2005 in Jamaica, while its second edition was held in Xiamen 
in September 2007. At this second meeting, China agreed that, 
over the following three years, it would grant preferential loans 
to the Caribbean worth 4 billion renminbi through bilateral co-
operation mechanisms aimed at infrastructure construction, 
industrial and agricultural production, tourism and telecom-
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munications. Other agreements refer to the expansion of  coop-
eration in agriculture, education and health care, the allocation 
of  a quota of  2,000 interns for the training of  civil servants 
and technical professionals, and sending specialists, Mandarin 
teachers and medical teams to the Caribbean (MOFCOM, Sep-
tember 2007).

 The third meeting was held in Trinidad and Tobago in Sep-
tember 2011 and was attended by Heads of  Government and 
senior ministers from Barbados, Bahamas, Cuba, Dominica, Ja-
maica, Grenada, Guyana, Suriname and Trinidad and Tobago 
along with some 200 Caribbean officials and businessmen. At 
the meeting, China offered US$1 billion in preferential loans to 
support local economic development and the donation of  US$1 
million to the CARICOM Development Fund. Other agree-
ments included offering no less than 2,500 training opportuni-
ties and 30 Master’s degree places for Caribbean professionals. 
China pledged to support the construction of  early warning and 
seismic/tsunami monitoring networks, provide disaster mitiga-
tion and prevention training, support the construction of  small-
scale renewable energy projects, and assist in Chinese language 
training (Caribbean Council, 2012).

Other spaces for regional relations are the China-Caribbean 
Business Conference, which is defined as a forum for closer in-
teraction between governments and businesses. It should func-
tion as a platform to represent the voices of  the business com-
munities made up of  enterprises, trade promotion organizations 
and government agencies and departments (MOFCOM, Octo-
ber 2007). It is supported by the China Council for the Promo-
tion of  International Trade and the China-Caribbean Business 
Council is associated with this Conference. 

An interesting instrument in the regional relationship is the 
China-Caribbean Consultation Mechanism, a space for dia-
logue between the foreign ministers of  CARICOM countries 
that maintain diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic 
of  China. The sixth round of  meetings of  this mechanism was 
held in 2016 in Barbados and the seventh was held in Beijing 
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in 2019. The eighth round of  consultations is scheduled to take 
place in Dominica in 2021.65  

China’s dialogue with the Caribbean region is also driven 
by broader platforms that include the whole of  Latin America 
and the Caribbean. The CELAC, an intergovernmental orga-
nization created in 2010 to promote regional integration and 
cooperation, is the counterpart of  this dialogue.

The China-CELAC Forum66 is the most important of  these 
spaces,which was established in Brasilia in 2014. The Forum is 
made up of  several mechanisms, among which the Ministerial 
Meetings stand out as a space for dialogue at the highest level. 
The first of  these meetings took place in January 2015 in Beijing 
where the China-Latin American and Caribbean States Cooper-
ation Plan 2015-2019 was announced67. On this occasion China 
committed to invest US$250 billion in the region and increase 
trade to US$500 billion in the next decade68 (Soutar, 2018). The 
second edition was held in Santiago de Chile in January 2018 and 
was used by China to present the Belt and Road Initiative, as well 
as the Joint Action Plan for Cooperation in Priority Areas CEL-
AC-China 2019-202169. 

65 See http://dm.china-embassy.org/eng/zjhz/t1643587.htm
66 See http://www.chinacelacforum.org/esp/ltjj_2/P02016120 
7457618108481.pdf
67 See https://politica-china.org/secciones/documentacion/celac-chi-
na-plan-de-cooperacion-2015-2019 
68 The Cooperation Plan is included in the “1+3+6” framework for bila-
teral economic cooperation proposed in 2014 where 1 refers to the Plan 
which would be a single plan for the region with the single objective of  
moving towards inclusive and sustainable development. 3 identifies the 
three driving forces of  regional cooperation: trade, investment and fi-
nancial cooperation. 6 refers to the six specific areas that China seeks to 
prioritize: energy and natural resources, infrastructure development, agri-
culture, industry, scientific and technological innovation, and information 
technologies (ECLAC, 2015, p. 44). The “1+3+6” framework summari-
zes the proposal for South-South cooperation with Chinese characteristics 
(Vadell, 2018, p. 29).
69 See http://www.itamaraty.gov.br/images/2ForoCelacChina/Plan-de-
Accin-II-Foro-CELAC-China-VF-22-01-2018.pdf
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Other mechanisms of  the Forum are Dialogue of  Foreign 
Ministers of  China and the “Quartet” of  CELAC, and the 
Meeting of  National Coordinators (Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
of  Colombia, 2018). The following sub-fora have been added 
to the Forum: China-Latin America and the Caribbean Forum 
of  Ministers of  Agriculture, China-CELAC Forum on Scien-
tific and Technological Innovation, China-Latin America and 
the Caribbean Forum of  Political Parties, China-Latin America 
and the Caribbean Forum on Infrastructure Cooperation, Chi-
na-Latin America and the Caribbean Young Politicians Forum, 
China-Latin America and the Caribbean Think Tank Exchange 
Forum, China-Latin America and the Caribbean Peoples’ 
Friendship Forum, and the China-Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean Forum on Legal Affairs (Vadell, 2018, p. 8). The third 
meeting is scheduled to be held in 2021 in China.

According to Saltalamacchia Ziccardi, among the attractions 
of  the China-CELAC Forum for Latin American and Carib-
bean countries is the absence of  political-normative elements 
and the promotion of  economic ties and cooperation. From this 
perspective, China does not play a divisive role in the region and 
seeks to consolidate a pattern of  South-South cooperation re-
lations. Despite the internal difficulties faced by CELAC, Chi-
na has persisted in its interest in maintaining it as a forum for 
regional dialogue without the presence of  the United States70 
(Saltalamacchia Ziccardi, 2020, p. 65). 

Other significant venues for exchanges are the China-Latin 
America and the Caribbean Business Summit and the China-Lat-
in America High-Level Investment and Cooperation Forum. 

The first edition of  the China-Latin America and the Carib-
bean Business Summit took place in 2007 thanks to the initia-
tive of  the China Council for the Promotion of  International 
Trade. It is the first institutionalized platform in China to pro-
mote economic and trade cooperation between China and Latin 

70 It is interesting to note that China has had Permanent Observer status in 
the Organization of  American States (OAS) since 2004.
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America and the Caribbean and was incorporated as one of  the 
sub-forums of  the China-CELAC Forum (China Council for 
the Promotion of  International Trade, 2018). Its most recent 
edition was the 13th and was held in 2019 in Panama (Sierra 
G., 2019).

The China-Latin America High-Level Investment and Coop-
eration Forum is a platform to identify areas of  cooperation and 
contribute to development policy-making processes. Recently, 
its second edition was held at the headquarters of  the Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) in 
Santiago, Chile (Xinhua English, 2019).

It is interesting to note that the decision of  several Latin 
American and Caribbean countries to continue their relations 
with Taiwan has not prevented China’s economic presence in 
these nations, particularly through companies based in Hong 
Kong and aid offered through donations, loans and financing 
for development programs (Cesarin, 2005, p.28). 

China acknowledges having provided financial support to 
countries with which it does not have diplomatic relations in the 
areas of  energy, construction, finance and infrastructure in the 
framework of  the China-Latin America and the Caribbean Spe-
cial Credits for Infrastructure and the China-Latin America and 
the Caribbean Cooperation Fund. Both instruments operate on 
a commercial model and are accessible through the China-CEL-
AC Forum (Ministry of  Foreign Affairs of  China, 2016, p. 45).

Agreements and high-level visits between China and Trini-
dad and Tobago

For Trinidad and Tobago, it is important to pay attention 
to the policy directives and agreements established in regional 
forums and documents that guide China’s relations with Latin 
America and the Caribbean as a whole. However, the interest 
in analyzing the bilateral relationship lies in examining the pol-
icy instruments, dialogue mechanisms and agreements adopted 
between the governments of  China and Trinidad and Tobago, 
which we will examine below.
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No sooner had diplomatic relations been established than 
China established its embassy in Port of  Spain on June 20, 
1974. Forty years later, in February 2014, Trinidad and Tobago 
opened its embassy in Beijing. 

Throughout almost half  a century of  relations, numerous 
agreements have been signed. It is estimated that by August 
2017, both governments had concluded no less than 60 bilater-
al agreements (Loop News, 2017). Below is a summary of  the 
most relevant ones.

Table 2. Bilateral Agreements Signed between China  
and Trinidad and Tobago. 

Year Agreement

1974 Joint Communiqué between the People's Republic of  China and 
Trinidad and Tobago on the Establishment of  Diplomatic Relations

1985 Trade, economic, scientific and technical cooperation agreement

1997 Agreement relating to the retention by Trinidad and Tobago of  its 
Honorary Consulate in Hong Kong SAR

1997 Mutual visa waiver agreement between the Hong Kong SAR and the 
Republic of  Trinidad and Tobago

1997 Economic and technical cooperation agreement

1999 Ratification of  the 1985 Agreement on Trade, Economic, Scientific 
and Technical Cooperation

2002 Agreement on the Mutual Promotion and Protection of  Investments

2002 Economic and technical cooperation agreement

2003 Double Taxation Avoidance Agreement

2005 Cultural agreement

2013 Agreement on China's donation of  container inspection equipment

2014 Memorandum of  Understanding on Sports Cooperation 

2014 Memorandum of  Understanding on Energy Cooperation

2014 Agreement on air services

2014 Protocol relating to the dispatch of  a Chinese medical team to work 
in Trinidad and Tobago

2017 Framework Agreement on the granting of  a concessional loan for 
the purchase of  a multi-purpose patrol equipment

2018
Memorandum of  Understanding on Cooperation in the Framework 
of  the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk 
Road Initiative
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Year Agreement

2018
Memorandum of  Understanding on Strengthening Cooperation  
in the Medical and Health Sectors (with special emphasis on  
neurology)

2018 Memorandum of  Understanding on Cooperation in Human  
Resources Development

2018 Economic and technical cooperation agreement

2020 Economic and technical cooperation agreement

Source: Trinidad and Tobago Press and Ministry of  Foreign and CAR-
ICOM Affairs website [https://foreign.gov.tt].

The number of  agreements reached in 2014 and 2018, years 
in which Trinidad and Tobago’s prime ministers paid official 
visits to the People’s Republic of  China, stand out in the above 
relationship. These visits, which followed the official visit of  
President Xi Jinping in 2013, were key moments in boosting 
ties between China and Trinidad and Tobago.

Table 3. High-level visits of  representatives of  Trinidad and 
Tobago to China* Table 4.

Date Motif Visitor(s)

November 11-15, 
1974

Establishment of  diplomatic 
relations

Premier Eric Williams 

January 31-Fe-
bruary 6, 1975

Working visit Premier Eric Williams

July 13-15, 1985 Working visit
Prime Minister George 
Chambers 

September 6-13, 
1987

Parliamentary delegation visit 
Speaker of  the House 
of  Representatives 
Nizam Mohammed

August 25-29, 1996
Visit by delegation of  Carib-
bean parliamentary leaders

Speaker of  the House 
of  Representatives 
Hector McClean 

September 1-7, 1997 Working visit
Senate President  
Ganace Ramdial

September 16 -  
October 1, 1997

Working visit
Minister of  Finance 
Brian Kuei Tung
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Date Motif Visitor(s)

February 23 - 
March 1, 1999 

Invitation from Minister Song 
Defu

Minister of  Public 
Administration Wade 
Mark

March 22-28, 1999 Delegation visit
Minister of Trade and 
Industry Mervyn Assam

September 4-9, 2000 

Official visit at the invitation 
of  General Chi Haotian, 
Vice-Chairman of  the Central 
Military Commission, 
Member of  the State Council, 
Minister of  National Defence

Minister of  National 
Security Joseph 
Theodore

February 23-28, 
2014

Official visit for inauguration 
of  the Embassy of  Trinidad 
and Tobago and signing of  
cooperation agreements 

Prime Minister Kamla 
Persad-Bissessar 
accompanied by 
Foreign Minister 
Winston Dookeran, 
Energy Minister Kevin 
Ramnarine and other 
officials.

May 14-15, 2017 OBOR Forum in Beijing

Minister in the Ministry 
of  the Attorney General 
and Legal Affairs Stuart 
Young

May 14-19, 2018

Official visit to discuss 
investment issues and the 
incorporation of  Trinidad and 
Tobago into the Belt and Road 
Initiative.

Primer Ministro Keith 
Rowley  acompañado 
del Ministro de 
Relaciones Exteriores 
y Asuntos de la 
CARICOM Dennis 
Moses, Ministro del 
Ministerio del Fiscal 
General y de Asuntos 
Jurídicos Stuart Young, 
Embajador en China 
Stephen Seedansingh Jr., 
Jefe del Estado Mayor 
de la Defensa Hayden 
Pritchard, Presidente 
de Caribbean Airlines 
Limited Shameer 
Mohammed, Presidente 
de Lake Asphalt 
Limited Christopher 
John Williams y el Sr. 
Dwight Yorke
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Date Motif Visitor(s)

Within the fra-
mework of  the visit, 
it was agreed to 
purchase asphalt to 
pave the runways of  
the new Beijing air-
port. Trinidad and 
Tobago undertook 
to review visa res-
trictions for Chinese 
citizens.

Prime Minister Keith 
Rowley accompanied by 
Minister of  Foreign Affairs 
and CARICOM Affairs 
Dennis Moses, Minister in 
the Ministry of  the Attorney 
General and Legal Affairs 
Stuart Young, Ambassador to 
China Stephen Seedansingh 
Jr, Chief  of  Defence Staff  
Hayden Pritchard, Chairman 
of  Caribbean Airlines Limited 
Shameer Mohammed, 
Chairman of  Lake Asphalt 
Limited Christopher John 
Williams and Mr. Dwight 
Yorke

Ministro de Relaciones 
Exteriores y Asuntos de 
la CARICOM Dennis 
Moses y Ministro de 
Seguridad Nacional 
y de Comunicaciones 
Stuart Young

April 25-26, 2019 2nd Forum for International 
Cooperation associated with 
the Belt and Road Initiative 
(FICR)

Minister of  Foreign 
Affairs and CARI-
COM Affairs Dennis 
Moses and Minister of  
National Security and 
Communications Stuart 
Young

Source: Trinidad and Tobago Press and Ministry of  Foreign and CAR-
ICOM Affairs website [https://foreign.gov.tt].

No information on high-level visits during the first decade of  the twen-
ty-first century could be found. 

The most significant visit by the Chinese side to Trinidad 
and Tobago occurred between May 31 and June 1, 2013, when 
the newly elected President Xi Jinping arrived in the country 
on a state visit. Prior to that, there have been several visits by 
high-ranking Chinese officials and delegations to Trinidad since 
the establishment of  diplomatic relations in 1974.
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Table 4. High-level visits of  Chinese representatives  
to Trinidad and Tobago* Table 4.

Date Motif Visitor(s)

January 10-17, 
1975

First official Chinese dele-
gation visit to Trinidad and 
Tobago

Vice Minister of  Fuel 
Chemical Industry Tang 
Ke

July 12-16, 1978 Working visit Vice Premier Geng Biao 

March 4-9, 1981 Working visit
Vice-President Ngapoi 
Ngawang Jigme 

November 28 -  
December 2, 1982

Working visit
Vice Minister of  Foreign 
Affairs Han Xu

July 22-25, 1984
Visit of  economic and com-
mercial delegation

Vice Minister Jia Shi 

February 15-18, 
1990

Working visit
Vice Minister of  Foreign 
Affairs Liu Huaqi

July 29 and August 
2, 1992

Delegation visit
Secretary General of  the 
State Council Luo Gan 

May 25 -28, 1997 Parliamentary delegation visit

Vice-Chairman of the 
Standing Committee of  
the National People's 
Congress of China Buhe

July 21-23, 1998 Working visit
Deputy Prime Minister 
Qian Qichenel

March 26-30, 1999 Delegation visit

Chairman of  the Foreign 
Affairs Committee of  
the Standing Committee 
of  the National People's 
Congress of  China Zeng 
Jianhui 

July 17-20, 1999
Working visit of  China's first 
military delegation to Trinidad 
and Tobago

Deputy Director of  the 
Political Department 
General Lt-Gen Tang 
Tianbiao 

May 16-19, 2000
Friendly official visit at the 
invitation of  the Government 
of  Trinidad and Tobago

Chairman of  the Chi-
nese People's Political 
Consultative Conference 
Li Ruihuan 

September 20-23, 
2000

Economic and trade delega-
tion visit at the invitation of  
the Ministry of  Trade and In-
dustry of  Trinidad and Tobago

Vice Minister of  Foreign 
Trade and Economic 
Cooperation Sun 
Zhenyu 
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October 14-18, 
2000

Working visit

Vice-Chairman of  the 
China Council for the 
Promotion of  Internatio-
nal Trade Wan Jifei

June 25-28, 2001

Working Visit at the invitation 
of  the Minister of  Business 
Development, Foreign Affairs 
and Tourism of  Trinidad and 
Tobago

Vice-Minister of  Foreign 
Affairs Zhou Wenzhong 

September 2-5, 
2001

Visit at the invitation of  Prime 
Minister Basdeo Panday

Vice-Chairman of  the 
Central Military Com-
mission, State Councillor 
and Minister of  Defence 
General Chi Haotian

June 26-29, 2002
Delegation visit to present 
the offer to participate in the 
World Expo 2010

Special Envoy of  the 
Government of  China 
Vice Mayor of  Shanghai 
Yan Junqi 

July 22-24, 2002
Visit of  delegation of  eco-
nomy and commerce

Vice Minister of Foreign 
Trade and Economic 
Cooperation Ma Xiuhong 

January 8-11, 2003 Delegation visit State Councilor Wu Yi 

March 18-22, 2003 Delegation visit

Deputy Chief  of  Gene-
ral Staff  of  the People's 
Liberation Army Qian 
Shugen

January 23 - Fe-
bruary 3, 2004

Official visit as part of  a tour 
of  Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean that included Mexico, 
Peru, Venezuela, Jamaica and 
Trinidad and Tobago.

Vice President Zeng 
Qinghong

April, 2016

Visit of a military delegation 
of high-ranking officials of the 
Armed Forces of the People's 
Republic of China

Major General Yu Chao 

December, 2019
Official visit at the invitation 
of  the Parliament of  Trinidad 
and Tobago

Vice-Chairman of  the 
National Committee 
of  the Chinese People's 
Political Consultative 
Conference Liu Qibao

Source: Trinidad and Tobago Press and Ministry of  Foreign and CAR-
ICOM Affairs website [https://foreign.gov.tt].

Sufficient information could not be found on high-level visits since 2004.
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President Xi’s visit was part of  a tour in the region that also 
took him to Costa Rica and Mexico, followed by a meeting in 
California with then President Barack Obama. It is important to 
note that Xi Jinping’s visit to Trinidad and Tobago was the first 
visit by a Chinese head of  state to Trinidad and Tobago and the 
English-speaking Caribbean islands as a whole. This tour was 
also his first visit to the Western Hemisphere as head of  state.

As part of  the visit, cooperation agreements were signed, and 
the construction of  the Couva Children’s Hospital was started 
with Chinese funding. In addition to meeting with Prime Min-
ister Kamla Persad-Bissessar, President Xi held meetings with 
his counterpart President Anthony Carmona, Senate President 
Timothy Hamel-Smith and House Speaker Wade Mar (Observa-
tory of  Chinese Politics, 2013). President Xi took advantage of  his 
stay in the country to hold bilateral meetings with several Ca-
ribbean leaders71. At the end of  his visit, he announced that the 
Chinese government would offer US$3 billion in concessional 
loans to Caribbean countries with the aim of  strengthening a 
strategic and cooperative partnership (Communications Unit, 
June 2014).

The importance given by Trinidad and Tobago to ties with 
China is not particularly impacted by changes in government. 
The two main political forces in the country over the past few 
years, the PNM and the United National Congress (UNC),72  
have both promoted these ties. Prime Ministers from both polit-
ical factions have visited China. 

71 President Desire Bouterse of  Suriname, President Donald Ramotar of  
Guyana, Prime Minister Roosevelt Skerrit of  Dominica, Prime Minis-
ter Baldwin Spencer of  Antigua and Barbuda, Prime Minister Freundel 
Stuart of  Barbados, Prime Minister Portia Simpson-Miller of  Jamaica, 
Prime Minister Perry Christie of  the Bahamas and Prime Minister Keith 
Mitchell of  Grenada held bilateral meetings with President Xi in Port of  
Spain.
72 The PNM has ruled between 1956-1986, 1991-1995, 2001-2010 and 
from 2016 till date. The UNC was in government between 1995-2001 and 
2010-2015.
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Participation of people of Chinese descent in Trinidad and 
Tobago’s politics

The presence of  Chinese descendants in the political life of  
Trinidad and Tobago can be classified as discreet and does not 
respond to ethnic criteria tending to favor the Chinese commu-
nity settled in Trinidad and Tobago.

The most prominent politician of  Chinese descent in the 
country was Sir Solomon Hochoy who became governor-gener-
al of  Trinidad and Tobago in 1963, after independence, and re-
mained in office until 1972. Prior to that, Sir Hochoy had been 
governor of  the colony since 1960 and was the first non-white 
governor of  a British crown colony. He was the first ethnic Han 
and Caribbean national to serve as governor-general of  the Com-
monwealth (Communications Unit, June 2014).

Other examples of  the participation of  people of  Chinese 
descent in politics include the election of  Dr. Maxwell Awon as 
an MP for the PNM in 1966, when he was appointed Minister 
of  Health (Johnson, 2006, p. 85). More recently, we mention 
Senator Brian Kuei Tung who served as Minister of  Commerce, 
Industry and Tourism during the 1990s.

In the current parliament and according to their phenotypi-
cal traits, we can infer that they are of  Chinese descent: Minister 
of  National Security Stuart Young, a lawyer who has previously 
served as Minister of  Attorney General and Legal Affairs and 
Minister of  Communications; Minister of  Energy and Energy 
Industries Franklin Khan who was formerly Minister of  Rural 
Development and Local Government and Minister of  Works 
and Transport; and Member of  Parliament David Lee.73  

Economic Component of China-Trinidad and Tobago Re-
lations

Within the current bilateral ties framework, the economic 
component is of  great relevance, especially for Trinidad and 

73 See http://www.ttparliament.org/members.php?mid=25 
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Tobago. In particular, loans and investment associated with co-
operation projects stand out. Trade exchanges occupy a lesser 
place, although some dynamism has been observed in recent 
years. 

It is worth noting that in a global environment where access 
to sources of  financing is becoming difficult due to the scarcity 
and conditionalities required, China is an attractive option for 
Caribbean nations classified as middle- and upper-middle-in-
come economies, with the exception of  Haiti. Such classifica-
tion bars them from accessing concessional development assis-
tance funds. Trinidad and Tobago is also affected by restrictions 
on access to services offered by correspondent banks, a situation 
that negatively impacts many Caribbean countries.

Trade exchange between China and Trinidad and Tobago

In Latin America and the Caribbean, trade with China is 
concentrated in the Southern Cone. Trade with the Caribbean 
can be regarded as marginal if  we consider that exports from 
the Caribbean to China account for about 0.3% of  total exports 
from the area. The Caribbean accounts for less than 1% of  total 
imports from China made by Latin America and the Caribbean 
as a whole (Oosterveld et al., 2018, p. 14).

Despite the small amount of  trade between China and the 
Caribbean, it is worth noting that since the beginning of  the 
century there has been a growth trend. The Caribbean Devel-
opment74 Bank (CDB) estimated that between 2000 and 2014, 
trade between the Caribbean and China grew from US$167 mil-

74 The CBD was founded in 1969 and became operational in 1970. The 
borrowing member countries are Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Baha-
mas, Barbados, Belize, British Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands, Dominica, 
Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. 
Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, 
and Turks and Caicos Islands. The non-borrowing members are Brazil, 
Canada, China, Colombia, Germany, Italy, Mexico, the United Kingdom, 
and Venezuela. See https://www.caribank.org/about-us
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lion to US$1.7 billion, representing an annual increase of  18.2% 
(Oosterveld et al., 2018, p. 20).

Trinidad and Tobago is considered China’s largest trading 
partner in the English-speaking Caribbean (Xinhua, 2018). Ac-
cording to former ambassador Song Yumin, the volume of  bi-
lateral trade in 2018 reached US$732 million in the Caribbean 
nation on the occasion of  the celebration of  45 years of  diplo-
matic relations, (Current Affairs, 2019). In November 2020, new-
ly arrived Ambassador Qiu Fang declared that bilateral trade 
was the first in the Caribbean to exceed US$1 billion (Fang, 
2020).

 Figure 1. Trinidad and  
Tobago’s imports of  goods 

from China. Years 2013-2018 
(USD million).

Source: Observatory of  Economic 
Complexity.

Figure 2. Exports of  goods 
from Trinidad and Tobago 
 to China. Years 2013-2018  

(USD million).

Source: Observatory of  Economic 
Complexity.
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Despite the relative prominence of  Trinidad and Tobago in 
its trade with China within the CARICOM area, we reiterate 
how small this exchange is within Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean as a whole. To get a better idea, consider that the Carib-
bean nation’s merchandise imports from China accounted for 
1.7% of  the region’s total while merchandise imports account-
ed for 1.6% (Ray and Wang, 2019). China is not Trinidad and 
Tobago’s largest trading partner, a position comfortably held 
by the United States which receives about one-third of  its total 
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export volume. For most of  the decade just ended, China did 
not exceed 1% as a destination for Trinidad and Tobago’s total 
exports. It was only in 2018 that China rose to 3.35% of  the Ca-
ribbean nation’s export destination (Observatory of  Economic 
Complexity, 2020).

However, this reduced bilateral trade is important for Ca-
ribbean exporters who benefit from a market hungry for raw 
materials. For example, in 2005, Trinidad and Tobago export-
ers supplied China with asphalt worth US$361.00 per ton, a 
transaction that allowed them to increase export sales by 77% 
(CRNM, 2007).

The introduction of  Chinese products can be seen in all rang-
es of  goods: in fact, many of  the souvenirs bought by tourists 
are made in China. Chinese exports to the Caribbean include 
ships (cargo, tankers, floating and for the transport of  goods), 
floating docks, tires, shoes, T-shirts, electronic equipment and 
televisions (Bernal, 2015, p. 1412). 

Most of  these goods do not compete with domestic produc-
tion. However, there have been identified areas where Chinese 
products threaten to displace local manufacturers, such as some 
processed foods, cement, clothing, furniture, and paper and 
plastic products. In the case of  Trinidad and Tobago, it is inter-
esting to note how designers and manufacturers of  carnival cos-
tumes are considering outsourcing some of  the costume making 
processes to China, taking into consideration cheaper labor and 
prices, accessibility and variety of  materials (Bernal, 2015, p. 
1422). 

Like in most Latin American and Caribbean countries, Trin-
idad and Tobago registers a trade deficit with China. Similar-
ly, trade is characterized by the import of  manufactured goods 
from China and the export of  raw materials: oil and natural gas, 
asphalt and derivatives of  the petrochemical industry. 

In examining the efforts of  Caribbean governments and 
companies to promote trade and investment in China, we find 
that these are more one-off  actions than planned and sustained 
campaigns over time. Trinidad and Tobago, as well as Barbados, 
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Guyana, Jamaica and Suriname, participated in a promotional 
mission on the occasion of  the 13th China International Invest-
ment and Trade Fair held in September 2009 in Xiamen. Other 
examples include government-organized promotional events 
such as the Trinidad and Tobago Business Forum in Shanghai 
in September 2010, as well as another event held in Beijing in 
April 2010 focused on attracting investors and tourists (Bernal, 
2015, p. 1429). 

Trinidad and Tobago was present at the China International 
Import Expo (CIIE) held in Shanghai in November 2018 for 
its first edition. The Caribbean country’s delegation was led by 
Minister of  Trade and Industry Paula Gopee-Scoon and prod-
ucts were exhibited in a joint Trinidad and Tobago-CARICOM 
pavilion (Ministry of  Trade and Industry, 2018).

Chinese investments in Trinidad and Tobago

Similar to what happens with trade exchanges, Latin Amer-
ica far exceeds the Caribbean in the amount of  Chinese invest-
ment received. Between 2001 and 2016, Chinese companies in-
vested more than USD 110 billion in the region as a whole, of  
which the Caribbean attracted less than USD 10 billion (Minto, 
2019, p. 157).

According to Gonzalez Vicente and Montoute (2020) there 
are three types of  Chinese investment in the Caribbean. In the 
first group are companies that invest in consolidated econom-
ic sectors such as tourism in the Bahamas and Barbados, and 
booming sectors such as the oil industry in Guyana. These 
investors team up with other partners and in their initial in-
vestment may benefit from access to cheap credit provided by 
Chinese banks. In the second group are Chinese companies in-
vesting in declining industries such as bauxite in Jamaica. The 
third type of  investment is the result of  partnerships between 
Chinese financial and construction companies for the develop-
ment of  infrastructure, and it is this modality that generates the 
most questions in the Caribbean (Gonzalez Vicente and Mont-
oute, 2020, p. 7). Infrastructure construction projects are divid-



DR. JACQUELINE LAGUARDIA MARTÍNEZ

690  | CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

ed into those aimed at promoting goodwill and acceptance of  
relations with China, those that have an economic function, 
and those that presumably serve political purposes (Oosterveld 
et al., 2018, p. 27).

Chinese construction companies made their first ventures 
into the Caribbean on the occasion of  the 2007 Cricket World 
Cup when they helped build or upgrade stadiums in Antigua and 
Barbuda, Jamaica and Grenada. They later expanded into other 
sectors such as port and airport expansion (Antigua and Bar-
buda, Guyana), road construction (Bahamas, Jamaica), hotel 
and resort construction and rehabilitation (Bahamas, Barbados, 
Guyana), government and hospital development (Antigua and 
Barbuda, Trinidad and Tobago), convention center and audi-
torium construction (Antigua and Barbuda, Guyana, Jamaica, 
Trinidad and Tobago) and industrial parks (Antigua, Jamaica, 
Trinidad and Tobago). While some of  the investing companies 
operate with private agents, most operate within frameworks 
established through intergovernmental negotiations involving 
a loan provided by a Chinese bank to pay for the services of  a 
Chinese contractor. Governments provide guarantees to repay 
the loan, which reduces banking risk. In some cases, loans may 
be repaid with commodities or public assets (González Vicente 
and Montoute, 2020, p. 8).

There are no public databases to consult consolidated infor-
mation on Chinese investments in Trinidad and Tobago. The 
data presented below was compiled from a review of  academic 
publications, statements by officials and press articles. Despite 
the dispersed nature of  the data, it was possible to inventory the 
major Chinese investments in Trinidad and Tobago in recent 
years and the loan figures associated with several of  these in-
vestments, which will be presented in the next section. 

Statistics published in the Redalc-China database show that, 
between 2006 and 2012, the cumulative amount of  Chinese for-
eign direct investment (FDI) in Trinidad and Tobago was around 
US$1 million. However, following President Xi Jinping’s visit to 
the Caribbean nation in 2013, when cumulative FDI inflows 
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reached US$3.9 million, and Prime Minister Kamla Persad-Bis-
sessar’s visit to China the following year, there was a significant 
increase in Chinese FDI inflows, although when compared to 
the rest of  FDI in Latin America, the figures can be considered 
modest. 

According to ECLAC estimates, FDI inflows from China 
between 2005 and October 2017 to Trinidad and Tobago were 
estimated at USD 1.1 billion (ECLAC, 2018, p. 56)75. Other es-
timates indicate that between 2001 and 2016, Trinidad and To-
bago received USD 1.4 billion, investment that generated 1,779 
jobs (Oosterveld et al., 2018, p. 21; Dussel Peters and Ortiz 
Velásquez, 2017, p. 7). 

Figure 3: Cumulative FDI flows from China to Trinidad  
and Tobago. Years 2014-2018 (USD million).
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75 According to ECLAC (2015) it is important to bear in mind that “official 
data on Chinese FDI in Latin America and the Caribbean fail to capture 
the real magnitude of  these investments, due to the habit of  Chinese com-
panies to channel most of  their investments through third countries. This 
makes it particularly difficult to identify bilateral investment flows (...). 
This is common practice among firms around the world, but it is particu-
larly prevalent in China.” (ECLAC, 2015, p. 37).
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Regarding specific investments, Marukawa et al. (2014) re-
ported that there were five FDI projects in Trinidad and Tobago 
involving Chinese state-owned companies approved up to 2013. 
Of  these, three were centrally controlled companies and two 
were from companies located in Beijing and Shandong provinc-
es respectively. Four projects were in the construction sector and 
one had been approved in the machinery industry, specifically 
in the area of  sales and advertising. Of  the five projects, two had 
been approved in 2009, one in 2010 and the remaining two in 
2012 and 2013 respectively.

In 2014, the then Prime Minister of  Trinidad and Tobago, 
Kamla Persad-Bissessar, declared the launch of  several infra-
structure construction projects in the country with Chinese par-
ticipation. Among them she mentioned the National Cycling 
Velodrome, the National Tennis Center and three multi-purpose 
sports facilities, and the Couva Children’s Hospital, the latter 
involving the China Railway Construction Caribbean Co. Ltd 
(CRCC) based in Port of  Spain (China-Latin America Finance 
Database). This Chinese company came to Trinidad and Toba-
go in 2007 when it became involved in the completion of  the 
hospital in Scarborough, the capital of  Tobago.

Earlier in 2013, a Memorandum of  Understanding was 
signed between the Urban Development Corporation of  Trini-
dad and Tobago and the CRCC for the construction of  a hospital 
in Arima. The project was financed by a loan from the Chinese 
government through the China Export-Import Bank (CHEX-
IM) (Alexander, 2013). The hospital was finally opened in June 
2020 and consists of  150 beds and 227 parking spaces (Lindo, 
2020). Other infrastructure construction projects with CRCC 
involvement have included the Curepe road roundabout and a 
St. James hospital; the CRCC was awarded a $221.7 million 
contract for the construction of  the former (Superville, 2019).

A second Chinese construction company involved in the ex-
ecution of  infrastructure development investments is the Shang-
hai Construction Group, responsible for the Brian Lara cricket 
stadium completed in May 2017 as well as several buildings in-
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cluding the Prime Minister’s official residence and the Nation-
al Academy of  Performing Arts (NAPA) in the capital Port of  
Spain (Bernal, 2010, p. 290). 

Other works executed with the participation of  Chinese com-
panies have included the redevelopment of  the St. James Police 
Station, the construction of  the Southern Academy of  Perform-
ing Arts (SAPA) located in San Fernando and the South Ter-
minal of  the Piarco International Airport which was renovated 
for the 2009 Summit of  the Americas (Ellis, 2019), the George 
Bovell III Aquatic Centre and the University of  the West Indies 
(UWI) South Campus (Communications Unit, June 2014). The 
UWI South Campus was built by the China Jiangsu Interna-
tional Economic-Technical Cooperation Corporation (Sookraj, 
2013).

Other infrastructure works to be executed with Chinese funds 
include the construction of  a dry dock and an industrial park in 
La Brea; the contractor China Harbour Engineering will have a 
30% share on the latter (Ellis, 2019; Bridglal, et al., 2019). 

Not all construction projects undertaken in Trinidad and To-
bago with Chinese investors have been successfully completed. 
In 2008, China’s entry into an aluminium smelter construction 
project was announced. However, this involvement was can-
celled in 2010 when the incoming UNC government found 
that the project did not meet established environmental re-
quirements (Ellis, 2019; Minto, 2019). Another truncated plan 
was the sudden termination of  a USD 71.7 million project in 
2019 involving the China Gezhouba Group International Engi-
neering Company and the Housing Development Corporation 
(Bridglal et al., 2019).

The hydrocarbon sector has been another beneficiary of  
Chinese investment. In 2009, the Chaoyang BVI invested USD 
780,000 in the sector (Economics Department of  the CBD, 
2017, p. 7) while, between 2011 and 2012, the China Invest-
ment Corporation invested USD 850 million to acquire 10% of  
Atlantic LNG, one of  the world’s largest producers of  liquefied 
natural gas (Ellis, 2019; Pérez Ludeña, 2017). 
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Other Chinese companies that report having invested in 
this sector are the China National Offshore Oil Corporation 
(CNOOC) and China Petroleum and Chemical (SINOPEC), 
both public entities (Dussel Peters and Ortiz Velásquez, 2017, 
p. 8). Half  of  the Trinidadian company Chaoyang Petroleum 
is owned by CNOOC and SINOPEC. A Trinidadian company, 
under the name SINOPEC Overseas Oil and Gas Antilles and 
a subsidiary of  SINOPEC, has a 65% share in East Brighton 
Sub Block A and a 45.5% share in East Brighton Sub Block B 
(Dong, 2015, p. 210).

In the telecommunications sector, both Huawei and its rival 
ZTE have established a strong position in the Trinidad and To-
bago market. Huawei carries out infrastructure work for tele-
communications provider Digicel, as well as for Telecommu-
nications Services of  Trinidad and Tobago Limited (TSTT), a 
company in which the government of  Trinidad and Tobago has 
a 51% stake. Huawei has successfully forayed into selling its cell 
phones and other telecommunication devices in the local mar-
ket (Ellis, 2019).

In the transport sector, the Chinese car and truck company 
Great Wall stands out. Car and truck manufacturers Foton and 
JAC have established facilities south of  Port of  Spain while bus 
manufacturer Higer has sold vehicles to Trinidad and Tobago. 
Despite these operations, Chinese vehicles are not prevalent on 
the country’s roads (Ellis, 2019).

One sector where Chinese investments are almost non-ex-
istent is in defense and security. China’s army and navy prefer 
not to make themselves too visible in the Caribbean, possibly to 
avoid tensions with the United States (Oosterveld et al., 2018, 
p. 6). Here we can mention the purchase of  a coast guard patrol 
vessel by the government of  Trinidad and Tobago, an operation 
that was agreed on during Prime Minister Persad-Bissessar’s 
visit to China as part of  a cooperative action (Ellis, 2019).
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Trinidad and Tobago’s involvement in the Belt and Road 
Initiative 

Part of  the Chinese strategy to promote trade and cooper-
ation is the Belt and Road Initiative, which was launched in 
2013 by Chinese President Xi Jinping during his official visits to 
Kazakhstan and then Indonesia. The Initiative is an ambitious 
economic diplomacy project to facilitate trade, cooperation and 
connectivity (Chen and Ho, 2019). It proposes the development 
of  physical and e-infrastructure based on an integrated and 
comprehensive network that will encompass roads, railways, 
seaports, airports and digital communication. It is based on 
five components: policy coordination, connectivity, trade, fi-
nancial integration and people-to-people exchanges (Yu, 2019, 
p.3). Based on its objectives and characteristics, the Initiative 
can be seen as a framework for boosting and facilitating Chi-
nese-style cooperation. China has also incorporated several ex-
isting agendas such as the Sustainable Development Goals and 
the promotion of  South-South cooperation into the Initiative 
(Ramon-Berjano, 2019, p. 42).

The participation of  Chinese companies in projects related 
to the Belt and Road Initiative often takes the form of  loans that 
must be repaid on agreed maturity dates. Many of  the projects 
have a strong commercial orientation and do not correspond to 
aid programs (Yu, 2019, p. 15). 

Although the proposal did not initially include the territories 
of  the Americas, the Initiative has been extended across the At-
lantic. It now includes roughly 140 countries and some thirty 
organizations. During the 2ndMinisterial Meeting of  the Chi-
na-CELAC Forum in January 2018, CELAC members adopted 
a special declaration on the Initiative. The declaration marked a 
diplomatic victory for China in the region and recognized that:

[...] the Belt and Road Initiative is motivated by the principles of  
carrying out cooperation on the basis of  equal and inclusive con-
sultation, joint implementation of  projects and sharing of  bene-
fits among the countries involved, and the spirit of  cooperation, 
openness, inclusiveness, mutual learning and gainsharing. It aims 
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to promote coordination, infrastructure interconnectivity, trade 
facilitation, financial cooperation and mutual understanding [...]. 
(CELAC, 2018).

From the insular Caribbean, Antigua and Barbuda, Bar-
bados, Cuba, Dominica, the Dominican Republic, Grenada, 
Guyana, Jamaica, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago have 
joined the initiative (Nedopil, 2020). Trinidad and Tobago was 
was precisely the first English-speaking Caribbean country to 
join the Initiative on May 14, 2018 during Prime Minister Keith 
Rowley’s visit to the People’s Republic of  China. 

For Trinidad and Tobago, participation in the Initiative pro-
vides an opportunity to upgrade aging and dysfunctional fa-
cilities and to build new infrastructure. China can provide the 
financial means and technology and has the political will and 
strategic vision to do so. 

Since Trinidad and Tobago’s inclusion in the Initiative, Chi-
na has committed to support the construction of  a technolo-
gy park: the Phoenix Park Industrial Estate with funding from 
CHEXIM and the International Development Cooperation 
Agency (CIDCA), along with the participation of  the Beijing 
Construction and Engineering Group (Current Affairs, 2019; El-
lis, 2019). 

Banks and financing from China to Trinidad and Tobago

The presence of  Chinese banks in the Caribbean is mainly 
associated with their role as lenders in investment projects. This 
financing comes mostly from the China Development Bank and 
CHEXIM76. In a study by Minto (2019) where 45 projects in 

76 These two banks are among China’s largest foreign creditors and domi-
nate overseas lending. Between 2000 and 2017 they were responsible for 
more than 75% of  all direct cross-border lending. CHEXIM is ranked as 
the world’s third-largest export credit agency and helps Chinese compa-
nies obtain overseas investment opportunities by providing export credits, 
loans for overseas construction and investment projects, and concessional 
loans to foreign governments. In 2018, it provided USD 130 billion in ex-
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the Caribbean were analyzed, CHEXIM financed 94%, 4% was 
financed by the China Development Bank and the remaining 
2% by the Industrial and Commercial Bank of  China (Minto, 
2019, p. 153).

Estimates show that between 2005 and 2018, cumulative 
lending by Latin America and the Caribbean with the China 
Development Bank and CHEXIM exceeded US$140 billion. Of  
this, Trinidad and Tobago accessed US$2.6 billion (Bridglal, et 
al., 2019; ECLAC, 2018). Other estimates indicate that the Ca-
ribbean nation received loans from Chinese entities of  around 
US$2.5 billion between 2000 and 2015 (Oosterveld et al., 2018, 
p. 66; Diaz, 2016, p. 151). 

In March 2011, Trinidad and Tobago and China signed a 
concessional loan agreement worth 210 million renminbi for the 
completion of  NAPA infrastructure works (Chan Tack, 2011). 
According to Minto (2019), banks in China have provided loans 
to the Trinbagonian government for the implementation of  the 
following projects:

According to data from the Central Bank of  Trinidad and 
Tobago, total public sector debt in 2018 amounted to US$18 
billion, equivalent to 60.7% of  GDP. Of  that amount, US$325 
million is owed to China. With new projects underway, that es-
timate exceeds US$890 million. Part of  Trinidad and Tobago’s 
debt to China includes US$91.5 million owed for the construc-
tion of  NAPA and SAPA and about US$150 million for the 
Couva Hospital (Bridglal et al., 2019). It is estimated that Trin-
idad and Tobago owes China approximately TTD six billion on 
loans associated with projects (Current Affairs, 2019).

port finance support. China Development Bank is the world’s largest deve-
lopment finance institution and supports China’s macroeconomic policies 
by advancing loans to foreign projects that will procure goods and services 
from China’s major strategic enterprises. Its credit lines offer market inte-
rest rates. The policies it supports are outlined in five-year plans and focus 
on sectors such as electric power, road and port construction, railways, 
oil and petrochemicals, coal, telecommunications, and agriculture (Minto, 
2019, pp. 158-159).
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Table 5. Projects funded by China in Trinidad and Tobago. 
Years 2000 - 2018.

Project Sector Amount Institución  
prestamista Año

Couva Children's 
Hospital Health 150 China  

Development Bank 2013

Sports facilities Sports 85 CHEXIM 2013

LaBrea Port Port 750 CHEXIM 2014

Purchase of  the 
Coast Guard Patrol 
Vessel

Security 21.5 CHEXIM 2017

Industrial Park Port 104 CHEXIM 2018

Source: Minto, 2019, p. 162-163.

Chinese loans have focused on infrastructure development in 
Trinidad and Tobago as well as throughout the Caribbean. This type 
of projects account for 53% of total projects between 2000 and 2018, 
which amounted to US$3.5 billion. It is followed by projects in the 
mining and energy sector (13%), tourism (8%), port development 
(6%) and other multi-sectoral projects (17%) (Minto, 2019, p. 154). 

Between 2000 and 2018, Chinese banking entities agreed to 
USD 8, 9 billion loans destined for the nine CARICOM coun-
tries that maintain diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic 
of  China. Almost 90% of this figure was disbursed in the second 
decade of  the century (González Vicente and Montoute, 2020; 
Minto, 2019). 

Like Trinidad and Tobago, China is a member of  regional 
banks, but as a non-borrowing member. China is one of  the nine 
non-borrowing members of  the CDB, which it joined in 1998 with 
a $10 million contribution (Díaz Vázquez, 2017, p. 251). Nonbor-
rowing members of  the CDB have voting representation on the 
Board of  Governors and the Board of  Directors. The number of  
shares held by China is equivalent to 5.58% according to informa-
tion updated by the CDB as of  December 31, 2018.77 

77 See https://www.caribank.org/countries-and-members/non-borrowing- 
members/china 
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It is important to note that all CBD borrowing members are 
eligible for the use of  these resources, regardless of  whether 
they maintain diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic 
of  China or Taiwan. In 2017, the CBD signed a Memorandum 
of  Understanding with CHEXIM to explore opportunities for 
cooperation and coordination with borrowing members. The 
agreement will allow both institutions to explore co-financing 
options, as well as coordinate strategies, concepts and initiatives 
for the promotion of  development. The signing of  the mem-
orandum took place during a CBD-sponsored conference on 
the use of  Renminbi in the Caribbean, held in Barbados in July 
2017 (CBD, 2017).

China formally became a non-borrowing member of  the In-
ter-American Development Bank (IDB) in 2009. The Asian gi-
ant agreed to contribute $350 million to bolster key programs. 
China would purchase 184 shares equivalent to 0.004% of  the 
IDB’s ordinary capital that became available after the breakup 
of  Yugoslavia (IDB News, 2008).78 

Institutional component in Trinidad and Tobago and its re-
lations with China

Chinese presence in the institutionalized business communi-
ty in Trinidad and Tobago is very limited. The participation of  
Chinese or Chinese-descended businesspeople in the activities 
of  the chambers of  commerce is not common. This is due to 
several factors, among which we highlight the discretion with 

78 China became a member of  the Inter-American Investment Corporation 
(IIC) by acquiring 110 shares corresponding to 0.16% of  the subscribed ca-
pital. China would contribute $75 million to establish a special equity fund 
managed by the IIC to invest in small and medium-size companies and 
financial institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean. China would 
also contribute $50 million to the Multilateral Investment Fund adminis-
tered by the IDB. In addition, it will contribute $25 million to a new Fund 
for Increasing Productivity and Promoting Inclusive Economic Growth 
(IDB News, 2008).
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which Chinese businesspeople tend to act and their preference 
to establish ties within their community of  origin. This tenden-
cy to associate with each other and establish mutual support 
networks explains the low participation of  Chinese and Chi-
nese-descendant traders and businesspeople in the national and 
regional institutions created to promote business links. It was in 
1947 that a Chinese person was first registered in the Trinidad 
Chamber of  Commerce (Johnson, 2006, p. 62).

Evan Ellis confirms the trend described above stating  that at, 
a public event he went to in San Fernando sponsored by the lo-
cal chamber of  commerce, not a single businessman of  Chinese 
descent attended, despite the fact that Chinese Trinidadians are 
estimated to constitute approximately 20% of  the population of  
San Fernando (Ellis, 2019). San Fernando is Trinidad’s petro-
chemical industrial hub and the second largest city in the coun-
try after the capital Port of  Spain.

The willingness of  Chinese and Chinese-descended busi-
nesspersons to participate in activities and organizations that 
bring together the business community in the country depends, 
among other factors, on their level of  assimilation into Trinida-
dian society and the nature and magnitude of  their businesses.

Despite this tendency to remain on the sidelines, it is possible 
to identify Chinese descendants as active members of  the coun-
try’s business community. Generally, these individuals recognize 
themselves as Trinidadians without denying their Chinese ori-
gins. One example is Angela Lee Loy, a prominent entrepreneur 
and founder of  Aegis Business Solutions Limited - the largest 
native business consultancy in the English-speaking Caribbean 
- and former president of  the Coalition of  Service Industries of  
Trinidad and Tobago. Another example is Derek Chin, owner 
of  the Movietowne Company - a private Cineplex chain with fa-
cilities in Port of  Spain, San Fernando and the Lowlands - who 
is a member of  the Trinidad and Tobago Chamber of  Industry 
and Commerce.

This institution dates back to 1879. The Tobago chapter was 
established in 1936 and in 1973, it merged with the Trinidad 
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Chamber to become the Chamber of  Industry and Commerce 
of  Trinidad and Tobago79.

The Chamber has a membership of  about 600 companies and 
1,800 representatives in the service, import, export, manufactur-
ing and distribution sectors. It maintains nine steering commit-
tees in Trinidad and eight in Tobago. The Chamber participates 
in a number of  national governmental and non-governmental 
committees and is a member of  the International Chamber of  
Commerce. It has a Dispute Resolution Center, which is the 
first private mediation agency certified by the Mediation Board 
of  Trinidad and Tobago. It is noteworthy that its 2019 annual 
report lists businessman and Chinese descent Ian Chinapoo as 
one of  the members of  the Board of  Directors80.

On 15 December 2015, the Chamber of  Industry and 
Commerce of  Trinidad and Tobago, in collaboration with the 
Chamber of  Chinese Business in Trinidad and Tobago, host-
ed a Christmas breakfast at the Leon Agostini Conference Hall 
with the theme “Building Tomorrow Together”. The Chinese 
Ambassador Huang Xingyuan attended the event and his open-
ing remarks were followed by the President of  the Chamber 
of  Chinese Business in Trinidad and Tobago Michael Zhang, 
who highlighted the lessons that can be learned from China in 
a global economic downturn and the potential benefits of  doing 
business with China for local and regional companies (Trinidad 
and Tobago Chamber of  Industry and Commerce, 2015, p. 31).

This event is noteworthy as it is the only reference we have 
found evidencing the activity of  the China Business Chamber 
in Trinidad and Tobago, created in 2013 and which grouped 
more than 50 Chinese businesses with operations in Trinidad 
and Tobago at the end of  2015.81 In 2020, it was reported that 
the president of  the China Business Chamber in Trinidad and 
Tobago was Johnny Chow (Chaitram, 2020).

79 See https://chamber.org.tt/history 
80 See  https://j47y02wug002xeou1gnclloy-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/
wp-content/uploads/2020/03/ttchamberannualreport2019.pdf  
81 See https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1115797498438386 
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Cooperation between China and Trinidad and Tobago

Cooperative ties between China and Trinidad and Tobago 
build on the long-standing relationship between the two coun-
tries. An example of  this is the Christmas 2014 donation sent 
by the Chinese government to the children of  the Lady Hochoy 
Home, a charity for children with physical and mental disabili-
ties in Trinidad and Tobago. The donation consisted of  gifts, aid 
materials and two accessible buses. 

Such a donation is explained by the fact that, since its incep-
tion, the Lady Hochoy Home has had a deep connection with 
China as its founder was First Lady Thelma Hochoy, wife of  
former Governor General Solomon Hochoy of  Chinese roots 
(China Daily, 2015). 

These cooperation ties have been fostered since the establish-
ment of  diplomatic relations after Trinidad and Tobago gained 
independence. In recent decades, they have become more dy-
namic as part of  China’s strategy to become a global benchmark 
for South-South cooperation. 

The Chinese view of  cooperation is striking. It is under-
stood as a broad and multidimensional process that includes 
everything from the most traditional practices, such as the pro-
vision of  technical assistance and human resource training, to 
financing through non-concessional loans, trade promotion, in-
vestment in strategic areas and participation in infrastructure 
projects. Cooperation initiatives are often supported by govern-
ment-to-government agreements.

China is aware of  the particular development challeng-
es faced by Caribbean SIDS associated with their heightened 
exposure and vulnerability to external events such as finan-
cial crises and climate change. Since this recognition, China 
has favored cooperation in certain areas such as environment 
and sustainable development. One example was the donation 
of  US$30 million to the Caribbean in the framework of  the 
High-Level Pledging Conference organized by CARICOM 
and the United Nations held in New York in November 2017 
(Nurse, 2018). 
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Cooperation with the Caribbean covers other important ar-
eas such as infrastructure development, health, education, cul-
ture, science and technology and human resources training. 
China-style cooperation” takes the form of  grants, concessional 
loans and lines of  credit, technical assistance and even in-kind 
donations. Each cooperation project usually combines several 
of  these modalities. 

We have previously referred to cooperation for the construc-
tion of  infrastructure, as this cooperation goes hand in hand 
with investments and loans. In this section, we will address oth-
er cooperation actions.

According to an ECLAC study, Trinidad and Tobago re-
ceived, on average between 2008 and 2009, US$124.9 million 
in economic cooperation with China. This was distributed as 
US$121.5 million for contracted projects, US$3.4 million for 
labor services and US$0.1 million for consultancy services 
(Rosales and Kuwayama, 2012, p.120). As part of  the 3rd Chi-
na-Caribbean Trade and Economic Forum in 2011, Trinidad 
and Tobago received 40 million renminbi in grants from the 
Chinese government (Montoute, 2013, p. 120).

Among the cooperation projects in Trinidad and Tobago, we 
find a project related to shrimp farming and another to bam-
boo weaving. China provided technical assistance in both cases 
(Bernal, 2015, p. 1422).

Another project in the area of  agriculture, launched in its 
first phase in October 2015 with the participation of  the UWI 
and the China Agricultural University, is an Agricultural Inno-
vation Park at the UWI East Campus. The main objective of  
the park is to develop advanced intensive agricultural produc-
tion methodologies using Chinese technologies and best prac-
tices, in combination with indigenous Caribbean knowledge of  
food production (Government of  the Republic of  Trinidad and 
Tobago, 2015). The project is expected to extend to the three 
UWI farms which are Orange Grove, Debe and the Field Sta-
tion at Mount Hope and cover a total of  305 acres of  farmland. 
In 2018, two UWI students were reported to have enrolled in 
master’s studies at China Agricultural University as part of  this 
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initiative (Baksh, 2018). There was also the opening of  the Con-
fucius Institute in October 2013, located on the St. Augustine 
campus, in collaboration with UWI. 

Other cooperation actions include the donation of  250 Chi-
nese motorcycles to the Trinidad and Tobago Police Force in 
November 2018 (Ellis, 2019). In addition, 300 new buses to re-
inforce public transport in the Caribbean nation are expected to 
come from China. China also supported Trinidad and Tobago 
in establishing a new forensic system (Current Affairs, 2019).

Cultural cooperation is another area of  special vitality be-
tween the two nations, inspired by the history of  Chinese migra-
tions to Trinidad and reinforced with the signing of  a bilateral 
agreement to promote artistic and cultural exchanges in 2005. 
The visits of  artistic groups stand out among the actions de-
veloped in this area,. Such is the case of  the visit of  the Wuju 
Opera Company from Zhejiang, which performed in Port of  
Spain in March 2013. Earlier, in May 2012, singer Yang Le had 
performed in the Caribbean nation along with folk musicians 
and dancers from Shenzhen. Zhang Chonggao, director of  the 
Weifang Kite Fair Office of  Shandong Province, visited Trini-
dad and Tobago to participate in the Weifang Kite Expo held in 
November 2012 (China Daily, 2013).

Health cooperation is another area of  interest. One exam-
ple was the 2011 Harmonious Mission, when the Chinese Navy 
hospital ship Peace Ark made a voyage through the Caribbe-
an to provide medical services to the local population and to 
military and administrative personnel in those countries. In ad-
dition to Trinidad and Tobago, the ship made stops in Cuba, 
Jamaica and Grenada. The ship had 300 hospital beds and eight 
operating theatres and carried 416 people, 107 of  whom were 
health workers (Marcella, 2012).

China’s cooperation in the area of  health has increased in 
the context of  the COVID-19 pandemic. The Asian country has 
taken a leading role in confronting the disease as an opportu-
nity to reaffirm the principles of  South-South cooperation that 
China upholds and to support the multilateral order by working 
together with the World Health Organization (WHO) and in-
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tergovernmental dialogue, and there is every indication that the 
pandemic originated in Wuhan province.82 

As part of  the response to the pandemic, China sent a dona-
tion to CARICOM through the Caribbean Public Health Agen-
cy (CARPHA) of  15,000 nasal swab test kits and 30,000 medical 
masks. The donation was made following the Special Vice-Min-
isterial Meeting on COVID-19 held by videoconference on May 
12, 2020 and attended by China and nine Caribbean countries 
(Caribbean Community Secretariat, 2020). CARPHA’s head-
quarters are located in Trinidad and Tobago. 

In July 2020, Trinidad and Tobago participated in a video-
conference convened by the Ministries of  Foreign Affairs of  
Mexico -which holds the Pro Tempore Presidency of  CELAC- 
and China83 to discuss cooperation actions and the challenges 
arising from the global health emergency (Infobae, 2020).

In the specific case of  Trinidad and Tobago, on May 1, 2020, 
the Chinese Embassy delivered a donation consisting of  person-
al protective equipment, more than 14,200 face masks and 100 
face shields. The donation was made on behalf  of  the Henan 
and Shanghai Provincial People’s Governments. This was in ad-
dition to an earlier donation of  more than 44,700 medical items 
(Ministry of  Foreign and CARICOM Affairs, 2020).

Finally, we comment briefly on cooperation in the area of  
defence and security. In 2017, Minister of  Foreign Affairs and 
CARICOM Affairs Dennis Moses reported that the Chinese gov-
ernment had contributed to the equipping of  Trinidad and To-
bago’s National Operations Center and the provision of  military 
training assistance. Trinidad and Tobago included the position 
of  Military Attaché at its Embassy in Beijing (Loop News, 2017). 

82 China donated about US$50 million to the WHO and has aided more 
than 80 countries by sending donations including personal protective equi-
pment, diagnostic tests, knowledge transfer and sending qualified medical 
personnel (Salgado Rodrigues, 2020, p. 27).
83 The meeting was also attended by representatives from Argentina, Bar-
bados, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecua-
dor, Panama, Peru and Uruguay.
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In 2012 the Chinese People’s Liberation Army’s musical band 
played at NAPA on the occasion of  Trinidad and Tobago’s 50th 
anniversary of  independence (Oosterveld et. al., 2018, p. 70).

Finally, we note that cooperation initiatives with China are 
often agreed at the highest levels of  government and backed by 
agreements and memoranda of  understanding. 

Regarding the institutional component that guides coopera-
tion in Trinidad and Tobago, we note the existence of  a Tech-
nical Cooperation Unit within the Ministry of  Public Adminis-
tration and Digital Transformation. This Unit is responsible for 
managing the technical cooperation grants and training oppor-
tunities offered to the Government of  Trinidad and Tobago.84

Chinese presence in Trinidad and Tobago’s media and cul-
tural life

There are several national television channels in Trinidad 
and Tobago, including CCN TV6, CNC 3 and TTT, about 40 
FM radio stations and three daily newspapers: The Trinidad 
Express, Trinidad and Tobago Guardian and Trinidad and To-
bago’s Newsday.

There are no publications, radio stations, programs or televi-
sion channels in the country specifically targeting the Chinese 
community unlike the Indian descendants who have several ca-
ble television channels such as Indian Entertainment Television 
Channel (ieTV), TV Jaagriti, Sankhya TV and soap operas and 
other content on national channels. There are also television 
channels in the country targeting religious communities such as 
ACTS25 for Christians which has national reach, Trinity TV for 
Catholics and Islamic Broadcast Network (IBN), The Islamic 
Network (T.I.N.) for Muslim audiences. The latter three can be 
viewed via cable services.

84 See http://mpadt.gov.tt/Technical%20Cooperation%20Unit 
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The Indian community also has radio stations with specific 
content and Indian and Bollywood music such as Radio 90.5, 
Taj 92.3, Radio Jaagriti 102.7 FM, 103FM, Sangeet 106.1 FM 
and Aakash Vani 106.5FM.

Among the most popular websites for news and information 
in the country stand out:
•	 https://trinidadexpress.com/	-	Trinidad	Express
•	 https://guardian.co.tt/	-	Trinidad	and	Tobago	Guardian
•	 https://newsday.co.tt/	-	Trinidad	and	Tobago’s	Newsday
•	 https://www.tv6tnt.com/watch_live/	-	CCN	TV6
•	 https://www.cnc3.co.tt/livestream/	-	CNC	3	TV
•	 https://wired868.com/	-	Wired	868	(online	newspaper)
•	 https://sweettntmagazine.com/	 -	Sweet	TnT	Magazine	

(online cultural magazine)
China-related issues are covered as part of  international af-

fairs in the news and are included in national news reports, in 
the case of  events occurring in the country. The main cable ser-
vice distributors in the country - FLOW and Digicel - do not 
currently include CCTV in their packages as part of  their choice 
of  foreign news channels.

Official visits and high-level events involving Chinese gov-
ernment officials and representatives are usually covered in the 
national media. Articles and reports on the participation of  Chi-
nese companies and investors in the country are also common. 
This type of  coverage tends to amplify criticism and feelings of  
rejection of  the Chinese presence, and it is common to find this 
narrative in other English-speaking Caribbean islands.

In 2009, the Trinidad and Tobago Guardian reported that 
the Ministry of  National Security had granted work permits to 
2,827 Chinese nationals between 2007 and 2008, 82% of  whom 
were engaged in construction-related activities and 5% in food 
service occupations. The article was entitled “Foreign Invasion” 
(Trinidad and Tobago Guardian, 2009). In 2019, the Caribbean 
Investigative Journalism Network (CIJN) published an investi-
gation exposing a skein of  official secrets, questionable procure-
ment processes and the threat hanging over Trinidad and Toba-
go of  potentially unpayable debt associated with loans provided 
by China (Bridglal, et al., 2019).
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Chinese cultural associations in Trinidad and Tobago

Continuing a tradition of  forming associations that dates 
back to 1914 with the creation of  the Chinese National Associ-
ation, the Chinese Society was created in 1956 as an umbrella 
to bring together the various existing Chinese associations. Its 
president between 1961 and 1969 was Albert Moyou, father-in-
law of  Prime Minister Eric Williams. The Chinese Society aims 
to raise the economic, cultural and social welfare of  Chinese mi-
grants, promote collaboration among Chinese merchants, col-
lect and share business information, support charities, schools, 
hospitals and homes for the elderly, and help the poor, sick and 
unemployed (Johnson, 2006, p. 68). 

The Chinese Society transcended the work and scope of  the 
previously established Chinese associations. In its early days, it 
subscribed to Taiwanese newspapers and magazines85 and or-
ganized parties and dances, as well as art, traditional cooking 
and Chinese language courses. In this way, it stood out from 
other associations that were more focused on promoting sports 
and recreational activities. In 1986, the Chinese Society was re-
constituted as a limited company in parallel existence with the 
Chinese Association founded in 1930 (Johnson, 2006, p. 69).

The currently active Chinese associations in Trinidad and 
Tobago are: the Chinese Civic Association, Toy Shan Associa-
tion, Fui Toong On Association, China Society, Sun Wai Asso-
ciation and Chung Shan Association (Stanisclaus, 2019).

Chinese community in Trinidad and Tobago since the mid-
20th century

Chinese migration to Trinidad dates back to the 19th centu-
ry. To face a shortage of  labor for plantation work, the British 

85 It is important to note that the admission of  the People’s Republic of  
China to the United Nations in 1971 brought about changes within the 
Chinese community in Trinidad and Tobago, which gradually accepted 
the political reality of  recognizing the People’s Republic of  China as their 
homeland (Johnson, 2006, p. 69).
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Empire organized the indentured servitude system that made 
possible the arrival of  thousands of  Chinese to the British West 
Indies. Under this regime, Trinidad received about three thou-
sand Chinese who began a migration that  was transformed 
in its motivations and mechanisms over the years. Beyond the 
changes recorded, an examination of  the participation of  the 
Chinese and their descendants in economic, political and cul-
tural life from the 1950s onwards confirms their integration 
into Caribbean society. The majority of  Chinese descendants 
are part of  the Trinidad and Tobago cultural mix, to which 
they contribute the distinctive ingredient of  their millenary tra-
ditions.

Figure 4. Chinese and descendants in Trinidad.  
Years 1946-1990.
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According to census figures, the Chinese community in the 
country numbered 8,361 people in 1960; it had declined slightly 
to 7,962 members by 1970 and continued this downward trend 
to 5,562 people by 1980 (Johnson, 2006, p. 158).

The data show how the Chinese community has declined 
since the 1970s. This decline has been partially offset by a lim-
ited but steady inflow of  new Chinese-born elements since the 
late 1980s (Look Lai, 1998, p. 20). 
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The Chinese community represented less than 1% of  the 
country’s population (Premdas, 2007, p. 18) and its proportion 
of  the total inhabitants of  the Caribbean nation has not changed 
significantly so far in the 21st century, a period in which new 
Chinese migrants have been outnumbered by the increased ar-
rivals of  people from neighboring islands - especially from the 
English-speaking Caribbean - and, since 2016, of  a growing 
number of  Venezuelan immigrants. 

The downward trend in the arrival of  Chinese migrants has 
been predominant since the end of  the indentured labour system. 
The few Chinese migrants today are mostly in the retail trade 
and Chinese food restaurants. They have also managed to expand 
into other businesses in the entertainment industry such as night-
clubs, bars and casinos (Tudoroiu and Reshma Ramlogan, 2019, 
p. 169). Today, it is possible to find Chinese and Chinese-descend-
ed in all spheres and occupations in the country. Even in such 
specific activities as horse racing, the participation of  Chinese 
families as the Aleongs is reported (Johnson, 2006, p. 127).

The contributions of  the Chinese community in Trinidad and 
Tobago have been notable in the economy and culture sectors. 
In the early 1990s, it was estimated that Chinese and Chinese 
descendants employed in the private sector accounted for 12.7% 
of  the total in the country. A similar figure was estimated for 
those employed in the public sector while self-employed work-
ers constituted 14.5% (Premdas, 2007, p. 64). 

In the sphere of  artistic and cultural creation, some leading 
figures stand out, such as Carlisle Chang -painter, sculptor, de-
signer, photographer, ceramist and teacher- considered by some 
to be the father of  Trinidadian art. Chang was responsible for 
the design of  the coat of  arms of  the short-lived Federation of  
the West Indies and later designed the coat of  arms of  Trinidad 
and Tobago when it became an independent country. Chang 
was a disciple of  Sybil Atteck and Amy Leong Pang, renowned 
local artists also with Chinese roots (Kerrigan and Laughlin, 
2004). Chang also designed many of  the costumes used in the 
troupes led by Stephen Lee Heung, a renowned Trinidadian 
carnival artist since the 1950s.
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Other illustrious artists of  Chinese descent include sculp-
tor Patrick Chu Foon, the first Trinidadian artist to exhibit his 
work at the International Salon of  the Museum of  Fine Arts in 
Mexico (in 1968) and self-taught writer, artist and sculptor Willi 
Chen, who has written more than 20 plays and short stories.

In the dramatic arts we highlight the artist Susie Ho, who 
formed the Chinese Arts Group in the 1950s. Ho was the daugh-
ter of  J. R. Hing King, the first non-European director of  the 
Gordon Grant Company. Her first major stage production was 
called “The Lady Precious Stream” and featured Carlisle Chang 
and Jacqui Chan in the lead roles (Johnson, 2006, p. 71). Anoth-
er prominent actor with Chinese origins was Ronnie Williams, 
who began his career in the theatre in the 1950s. Williams was 
the creator of  the annual steelband music competition known as 
Panorama held during Carnival (Johnson, 2006, p. 106).

André Tanker stands out in the field of  music. His career be-
gan in the late 1950s. Born into an artistic family, his music ex-
plored African origins in fusion with other Caribbean rhythms, 
jazz and traditional music.

To honor the contribution of  Chinese migrants and their cul-
ture, this Caribbean nation celebrated the bicentennial of  the 
Chinese arrival in Trinidad and Tobago in 2006. October 12 of  
that year was declared a national holiday and activities such as 
a dragon boat race, concerts, cultural and dance performances, 
and a parade down Charlotte Street in Port of  Spain were orga-
nized throughout the month (TriniView.com, 2006).

Social Perceptions and Criticisms of the Chinese Presence 
in Trinidad and Tobago

Unlike in previous centuries when Chinese and their de-
scendants were welcomed without the animosity that existed 
in other English-speaking Caribbean territories86- except on rare 

86 Chinese were received differently in Caribbean societies. Chinese com-
munities have suffered isolation in Suriname, have experienced local re-
sentment in Jamaica, have been precariously settled in Guyana while they 
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occasions such as during the economic crisis of  1929 or in the 
early 1970s when sympathizers of  the Black Power movement 
accused Chinese businessmen of  being accomplices of  foreign 
multinationals (Johnson, 2006, p. 10) - at present there is a cer-
tain current of  mistrust and rejection of  the Chinese presence in 
Trinidad and Tobago. 

The animosity is associated, on the one hand, with the nega-
tive view of  the performance of  Chinese companies involved in 
infrastructure projects. Such criticism is often accompanied by 
denunciations of  China’s expansionist interests, branding it as a 
new colonizing power.

The questioning of  Chinese investment projects is based on 
non-compliance with environmental standards, low quality of  
the finished works, hiring of  foreign labor -mostly from China-, 
use of  Chinese goods, technologies and services to the detri-
ment of  local supply, scarce transfer of  technology and accusa-
tions of  violations of  labor rights of  Chinese workers arriving 
in the country.

Of  the 2,996 Chinese who obtained work permits in Trinidad 
and Tobago approximately 2,700 were granted in the construc-
tion sector between 2008 and 2011. This means that Chinese 
workers filled almost 3,000 jobs that Trinidadians could have 
had in that period (Montoute, 2013, p. 121-122).

There is a widespread belief  in Trinidad and Tobago society 
that the poor performance of  Chinese contractors is encouraged 
by the lack of  transparency in negotiations between the Chinese 
and Trinidad and Tobago governments (Tudoroiu and Reshma 
Ramlogan, 2019, p. 167). These accusations of  secrecy to benefit 
Chinese contractors and cover up corruption gain credibility in 
the face of  events such as that which occurred when the construc-
tion of  NAPA, a facility that had to be closed shortly after its inau-
guration to undertake major repairs due to serious design flaws. 
A similar situation occurred with the Couva Children’s Hospital 

were able to settle without major difficulties in Trinidad and Tobago (Mo-
hammed, 2009, p. 61).
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inaugurated in 2015, which had to be closed due to faults as soon 
as it was completed. During the process of  final completion, the 
hospital center was repurposed and is currently not functioning 
as a pediatric hospital (Oosterveld et al. 2018, p. 67).

Other issues that set off  alarm bells for Sino-skeptics relate 
to China’s ability to impose its own construction standards and 
promote the use of  Chinese technologies and building materi-
als. The lack of  dialogue and consultation with local commu-
nities that are impacted by infrastructure projects with Chinese 
participation is another often aired complaint.

These concerns have been reinforced by Trinidad and Toba-
go’s entry into the Belt and Road Initiative. There are fears that 
the country will incur unsustainable debt to Chinese banks that 
could compromise natural resources as a method of  loan repay-
ment, as well as the ceding of  control over supply chains to Chi-
nese companies. The pattern of  Chinese trade and investment 
could lead to the reprimarization of  the economy and accen-
tuate the rentier accommodation that rests on oil and natural 
gas extraction. Such reactions are not very different from those 
registered in other countries participating in the Belt and Road 
Initiative where different social actors are suspicious about Chi-
na’s real intentions. 

Moreover, other reasons that fuel the rejection of  Chinese 
presence and their insertion into Trinidad and Tobago society 
are based on the belief  that Chinese immigrants who have ar-
rived in recent decades are involved in illicit activities such as 
prostitution, gambling and human trafficking. These suspicions 
are intensified because these traders prefer to carry out their 
transactions with cash and operate within a narrow circle of  
clients (Trinidad and Tobago Guardian, 2011).

Along with these negative views on China, we could find in 
the academic literature more balanced analyses acknowledging 
both benefits and detriments of  China’s growing presence in the 
Caribbean, particularly, in Trinidad and Tobago. Such criteria 
(Gonzalez Vicente and Montoute 2020; Minto, 2019; Bernal 
2010) highlight how the Chinese presence provides the Caribbe-
an with greater options and space for its international relations 
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as a counterweight to the hegemony of  the United States and the 
former European metropolises, as well as providing access to al-
ternative sources of  financing. These positions draw attention 
to the true nature of  the indebtedness that afflicts the Caribbe-
an economies -a long-standing phenomenon- while questioning 
the real possibility of  falling into the dreaded “debt trap”, given 
the lack of  evidence to support this fear. Contrary to the criteria 
denouncing China’s debt trap diplomacy, evidence suggests that 
Chinese banks are often prone to renegotiate loan terms in favor 
of  the borrowing country, particularly when other sources of  
financing are available to the borrower (González Vicente and 
Montoute, 2020; Minto, 2019).

This more favorable position is echoed by government actors 
who see the loans and lines of  credit granted by China as a kind 
of  lifeline in the face of  economic difficulties and reduced ac-
cess to international capital markets. They highlight the advan-
tages associated with low interest rates, long repayment periods 
and the absence of  political restrictions associated with Chinese 
financing, usually agreed within the framework of  cooperation 
projects. 

An interesting criticism of  China’s growing presence in the 
Caribbean is associated with its potential to disrupt the consen-
sus that identifies CARICOM as a consolidated bloc in multi-
lateral negotiations. The divided stance around the recognition 
of  the “one China” principle could crack the famous Caribbean 
unity in foreign policy and weaken the region’s common posi-
tions in multilateral forums (González Vicente and Montoute, 
2020).

Conclusion

The People’s Republic of  China, a global economic pow-
er gaining influence in world geopolitics, seeks to expand and 
diversify its international relations with all types of  actors, in-
cluding the Caribbean. The Asian giant’s economic presence 
and cooperation initiatives in the region - reflected in increased 
development assistance, technical assistance and training, trade 
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expansion, investments and loans, and infrastructure devel-
opment - have increased significantly in the last two decades, 
mainly in those countries with which it maintains diplomatic 
relations. 

China’s interest in the Caribbean can be understood not only 
from the logic of  its global projection strategy but also because 
in the Greater Caribbean area several nations have ties with the 
Republic of  China-Taiwan. Let us remember that the “one Chi-
na” principle plays a cardinal role in the promotion of  econom-
ic relations and cooperation in China’s foreign policy, which is 
committed to building alliances in an increasingly globalized 
world.

In the Caribbean, Trinidad and Tobago was one of  the first 
countries to establish diplomatic ties with China. The bilateral 
relationship has flourished across the board, boosted in recent 
decades by official visits at the highest levels and, most recently, 
with Trinidad and Tobago joining the Belt and Road Initiative 
during the visit of  Prime Minister Keith Rowley to the Asian 
giant in 2018. 

Unlike other Caribbean countries, Trinidad and Tobago has 
remained firm in its diplomatic recognition of  the People’s Re-
public of  China. Another peculiarity is that, by virtue of  its 
geographic location and common interests in oil and gas pro-
duction, Trinidad and Tobago needs to preserve its ties with 
Venezuela. This support has led to tensions in its relationship 
with the United States and has been affected by the sanctions 
regime imposed on Venezuela by the North American coun-
try. In this context, advancing ties with China in economic and 
investment matters is important for the Caribbean island (The 
Economist Intelligence Unit, 2018).

Despite profound economic contrasts and cultural and polit-
ical differences, both nations have managed to weather the ups 
and downs of  hemispheric and global geopolitics and agree on 
common positions in multilateral forums. China has increased 
its investments, loans and credits associated with important co-
operation projects in the infrastructure development sector. On 
the other hand, although there has been an increase in trade that 
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makes Trinidad and Tobago China’s main trading partner in the 
CARICOM area, China still represents a small proportion of  
the Caribbean island’s total trade volume.

For Trinidad and Tobago as a SIDS, the expansion of  ties 
with China opens up new opportunities for economic growth 
and social development, while at the same time making it easier 
to address the obstacles of  small populations, limited natural re-
sources, small physical size, difficult access to the most dynam-
ic international markets and high exposure to extreme weather 
events.

It is interesting to note how Trinidad and Tobago’s decision 
to maintain and strengthen relations with China has not been 
affected by the changes of  government in the Caribbean nation. 
There is a consensus among the island’s political class on the 
importance of  ties with China, particularly in accessing loans 
and investments under the framework of  Chinese-style cooper-
ation. Ties with China are appreciated as a mechanism to boost 
the economy and thus ensure continuity at the helm of  the gov-
ernment.

Events surrounding the construction of  the NAPA, which 
opened in 2009 as the flagship project of  then Prime Minister 
Patrick Manning (PNM, 1991-1995, 2001-2010), are a case in 
point. The construction surrounded by controversy associated 
with flaws in the original design, cost overruns and suspicions 
of  misappropriation of  funds, forcing the building to close six 
years after its inauguration for major repairs. Despite severe 
criticism at the time from the UNC opposition, the government 
of  Prime Minister Kamla Persad-Bissessar (UNC, 2010-2015) 
undertook the construction of  a similar facility, the SAPA, also 
built by the Shanghai Construction Company and completed in 
2012. 

The SAPA is located south of  the island of  Trinidad in the 
city of  San Fernando. The priority given by the UNC to the 
construction of  this facility is believed to be associated with a 
political strategy that responds to complex ethno-geographic 
electoral patterns, coupled with other considerations of  voter 
motivations that correspond to socio-economic strata, religious 
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and trade union affiliations, levels of  education and political 
loyalties (Meighoo, 2008). In short, political calculations with a 
view to securing elections pushed the country’s two major po-
litical parties to turn to Chinese loans and companies to secure 
their infrastructural legacies. Meanwhile, the Artists’ Coalition 
of  Trinidad and Tobago protested that local artists were never 
consulted on the execution of  the two works (Gonzalez Vicente 
and Montoute, 2020, p. 14).

Although Trinidad and Tobago -as well as the rest of  the Ca-
ribbean- appreciates the Chinese policy that does not impose 
conditions for the granting of  funds and aid, there are concerns 
associated with the growing Chinese presence in the country. 
Such concerns are due to the use of  Chinese labor and designs 
and technologies from the Asian giant in most of  the infra-
structure projects undertaken, to which are added fears about 
the possible reproduction of  the traditional mechanisms of  ex-
ploitation and dependence that have subjected the Caribbean in 
its international economic relations. 
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CHAPTER XIV

CHINESE PRESENCE IN PANAMA  
IN THE 20TH CENTURY

DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON.
Universidad de Panamá, ramon0643@gmail.com

From the early 20th century to the present, relations between 
Chinese immigrants and the Panamanian state have turned out 
to be a cat-and-mouse game, which had more to do with an ex-
plicit business deal between the immigrant traffickers and the 
Panamanian authorities who benefited [from it].   

On March 11th, 1904, four months after the separation from 
Colombia, the National Convention issued Law 6, which enact-
ed in its article 1 the prohibition of  the immigration of  Chinese, 
Turks and Syrians. 

The Act had no retroactive effect and allowed all Chinese 
who owned real property, agricultural land, farms, commercial 
or industrial establishments or a known lawful occupation to 
remain in the country. They were also required to register legal-
ly. This law contained strongly discriminatory aspects, which 
concealed the apprehensions and resentments about the “rel-
ative prosperity” of  the Chinese. It said, for example, that: the 
immigration of  the Mongolian and Semitic races was prevented 
because they were harmful from an economic and public health 
point of  view, as they were not considered suitable for the good 
of  the country, its customs and ethnological conditions (Memo-
ria del Ministerio de Relaciones, 1906).

In spite of  the pressure exerted by engineer John Stevens, 
who was determined to hire Chinese workers, U.S. and Pana-
manian laws did not allow it; nevertheless, the Chinese contin-
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ued to arrive legally and illegally and to engage in the aforemen-
tioned activities that made life easier for canal workers and for 
the population in general.

Likewise, the authorities officially deplored the immoral 
practices to which the prohibition law gave room for, such as 
false witnesses and the issuing of  adulterated identity cards, the 
impersonation of  persons, the use of  the names of  the dead and 
the illegal introduction of  immigrants, as the Minister of  For-
eign Affairs stated in his Memoir.87 An example of  the illegal 
introduction of  Chinese can be found in the communication of  
Charles Magoon, governor of  the Canal Zone, who reported:

On May 11th the steamer CITY OF PEKIN arrived at the dock 
of  La Boca carrying on board 99 Chinese passengers; 3 in cabins 
and 96 in the bow. Forty-four of  these Chinese were allowed to 
disembark and enter the territory of  the Republic of  Panama, prior 
written authorization issued by you. The remaining 55 were trans-
ferred from the CITY OF PEKIN to the steamer CHILE of  the 
PACIFIC STEAM NAVEGATION CO. The transfer was made in 
the presence of  Sgt. Segraves of  the Canal Zone Police and took 
place at about 2 p.m. on Sunday, May 13th. At about 5 pm the 
CHILE left the dock at La Boca and anchored off  Flamenco Is-
land. At 6 pm Sergeant Segraves of  the La Boca Police Station 
reported to the steamer and asked to be shown the Chinese, which 
was done. Sergeant Segraves counted them: there were 55 Chinese 
present, which is correct. The sergeant remained on board until 7 
pm when the steamer weighed anchor and left for CALLAO/. The 
following morning, Monday, May 14th, a health inspector from La 
Boca found two Chinese dressed as Chinese on the beach and a 
carpenter employed by the Union Oil Works reported finding 24 
Chinese shortly after 9 p.m. on Sunday while walking along the 
beach near the Panama Cemeteries. Having been made aware of  
the above I sent the following cablegram to Dr. Lloyd, officer of  
health and of  the Naval Hospital Service in Guayaquil: fifty-five 
Chinese left Ancon by steamer Chile last night. Kindly inspect 
steamer and advise me how many there are on arrival at Guay-
aquil. Magoon, Governor”- on May 17th I received from Guaya-

87 Panama, May 31st, 1906.
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quil the following dispatch: “Only twenty-nine Chinese, CHILE. 
Lloyd.” - I ordered the Chief  of  Police of  the Zone to continue 
the investigations and advise me, and analogous instructions were 
communicated to the Collector of  Customs. From his report it 
appeared that the Customs and Police Departments of  the Zone 
Government performed their duties, and that the 55 Chinese were 
on board the CHILE when the steamer left the waters over which 
the Zone Government has jurisdiction. I am informed that after 
the CHILE had passed to the other side of  Flamenco, a boat came 
alongside the steamer and into it were passed the 26 Chinese who 
were not present when they were counted on arrival at Guayaquil, 
and that the said Chinese disembarked from said boat at a place on 
the beach in the vicinity of  the Cemeteries and between them and 
La Boca, and immediately proceeded to Panama City. I am further 
informed, that these Chinese followed to Panama in a body and 
were arrested, and at least a part of  them were released after hav-
ing been heard,/ Forty-four Chinese disembarked from the CITY 
OF PEKIN legally, and it is very possible that by change of  papers 
or confusion in identification a fraud has been committed against 
the authorities of  Panama..................- I am permitted to present 
the matter to you because if  any violation has been committed, it 
has been against the laws and sovereignty of  Panama, of  course 
the destination of  the Chinese appears to have been Panama City. 
From the transcribed communication it is clear that the Captain 
of  the English steamship CHILE, proceeding surely in agreement 
with individuals residing in this City, smuggled 26 Chinese, thus 
violating the prescriptions of  Law 6 of  1904 and Decree No. 35 of  
the same year which regulates it.  The Captain of  the said vessel 
has therefore incurred the penalty established in article 2 of  the 
aforementioned Law as the main person responsible for the smug-
gling in question [...].

During the construction of  the Canal, the authorities were 
again forced, as it had happened during the [construction of] 
French Canal, to hire workers mainly from the English West 
Indies in order to facilitate communication in linguistic terms, 
and workers from Central America and Europe, such as a group 
of  Spanish Basques and Galicians, since the nationals were not 
interested in the construction work. The reluctance of  the na-
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tionals to work on the construction site was due to the fact that 
they were aware of  the unhealthy conditions and low wages, 
conditions that the foreigners accepted more easily.

Although we do not have precise census data, we know that 
by the end of  the 19th century and the beginning of  the 20th 
century the number of  Chinese residents in Panama reached 
3,000 people, especially males without families. This figure is 
significant if  we consider that the total population of  the Isth-
mus in 1896 was estimated at approximately 316,054 inhabi-
tants. An average rate of  between 6% and 10% according to the 
National Census, an average that has been maintained to this 
day. Panama, was a recipient of  a large number of  Chinese and 
continued to receive them after establishing diplomatic relations 
with the new Republic of  China in 1911 and its president and 
very recognized figure Sun Yat-sen, was highly revered within 
the charitable societies; after the communist revolution, Panama 
continued its diplomatic relationship with Taiwan until 2017.

During the World Wars, Panama, a place of  obligatory pas-
sage of  troops and warships that went from one front to the oth-
er with a great movement of  soldiers and people, experienced 
a certain economic bonanza that the Chinese considered propi-
tious to emigrate.88 In 1917 during the Great War the govern-
ment eased the entry of  the Chinese, but those who came in 
ships that did not cross the Canal were required to disembark at 
the port of  Cristobal on the Atlantic coast. (Law 31 of  Febru-
ary 3rd, 1917) and they were only asked to present their identity 
card. The movement of  Chinese in the country was regular and 
concentrated in the port cities of  Panama and Colón, but they 
were not limited in their geographical displacement along the 
Isthmus of  Panama, and by 1930 we find Chinese well estab-

88 For a more in-depth look at the different waves of  Chinese migration, we 
recommend consulting The Chinese Diaspora, essays selected and edited by 
Wang Ling-chi and Wang Gungwu. This anthology includes Mon: “The 
Latest Wave of  Chinese Immigration to Panama (1885-1992): Legal Entry 
and Adaptation Problems.” (Mon, 2019).
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lished throughout the country, even in places of  difficult access. 
This would be a fourth wave of  Chinese migration. 

In the twentieth century there was the fairly frequent phe-
nomenon that many immigrants formed a new family in Pan-
ama while maintaining another family in China; and in some 
cases the Chinese family moved to Panama and lived with the 
new Panamanian family. Forced emigration began with the re-
jection of  the Chinese in California during the so-called Gold 
Rush. When gold ceased to appear on the surface of  the land, 
strong competition began between nationals and foreigners 
who were dedicated to the extraction of  the precious metal, and 
pushed the Chinese to nearby towns like San Francisco, to cross 
the border into Mexico where they settled and started a series of  
traditional businesses from which they were violently expelled 
during the government of  Plutarco Elías Calles. (Mon 1976)

Since 1880 the China-United States Treaty, called the Burlin-
game Treaty, allowed the American government to suspend the 

Source: Courtesy of  Juan Tam.

Figure 1. Photo of  Chan Yat Yian better known as Sing Kee 
accompanied by his family.
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immigration of  Chinese and was renewed on several occasions 
except for diplomats, students, teachers, merchants and tourists, 
but these restrictions were evaded, as it happened in Panama 
after copying and owning the Chinese Exclusion Act of  May 6th, 
1882 and enacted by President Chester A. Arthur. 

From years before the beginning of  the Mexican revolution-
ary period (1910-1920) the Chinese migrated to the north of  
Mexico, especially to Sonora, Chihuahua and Sinaloa. In So-
nora, since 1905, they began to persecute the Chinese Califor-
nians. In 1905 the newspaper La Evolución of  Hermosillo began 
a campaign against Chinese immigration. The litany of  Chinese 
defects presented by this newspaper was the basis for anti-Chi-
nese propaganda for the next 25 years. The editor emphasized 
cultural and racial antagonisms, but his main arguments were 
economic. He pointed out that the Chinese were not consumers 
since they spent only a quarter of  what they earned and sent the 
rest to China. They also complained that they competed with 
Mexicans and took away their job opportunities by accepting 
lower wages and selling their products at reduced prices. 

They gradually began to introduce clauses to control their 
businesses. Vacancies were to be filled by Mexicans and they 
increased taxes on Chinese businesses.  The Chinese reacted by 
closing their businesses for days. A reactive strike similar to the 
one in Panama in 1913. In 1923, the Sonora government issued 
a law relegating them to special barrios outside the city limits 
and prohibited intermarriage of  Chinese and Mexicans. 

In Torreon (1913) under the influence of  some business 
groups and state pressure, Mexicans emboldened by revolution-
ary fervor murdered 473 Chinese. In 1932, with the aggravation 
of  the World Economic Depression, the government ordered 
the liquidation of  all Chinese stores and their expulsion from 
Mexico. Many of  the Chinese who left gathered in Mexicali and 
Calexico, border cities in California, and other Chinese Califor-
nians made their way to Panama. 



The Chinese presence in Panama in the 20th century

CASE STUDIES 1950-2020  |  735

The Chinese in Panama.  From the construction of the Ca-
nal to the present

The Chinatown became a conglomerate of  streets around the 
Public Market. In it were located the various companies selling 
wholesale groceries and were known by name: where Maria Chen 
or A Chu’s store. It was a constant bustle of  coming and going 
of  Chinese and Panamanians who passed through the differ-
ent streets with their particular smell of  food and where you 
could find kitchen utensils and crockery of  different qualities. 
In the fifties apart from the numerous canteens, which curiously 
were not inhabited by Chinese but by Panamanians, we found 
places of  mahjong game, where betting in gambling houses or 
gambling dens that were banned were mixed with opium dens. 
Apart from the Chinese who circulated around the Public Mar-
ket, there were the workers of  the fiscal dock and those in charge 
of  collecting and selling fish and seafood. 

You could also find the fruit market and Chinese restaurants 
that were large and well known.  Several Chinese shops were 
located in the descent of  East 13th Street or Salsipuedes, a place 
full of  legends of  murder and violence, extremely picturesque. 
In reality, it was an area of  the city where Chinese culture pre-
dominated and coexisted with Panamanian culture to meet the 
needs of  all the inhabitants. But the Chinatowns were not ex-
clusive to Panama City. In Colón also grew a similar neighbor-
hood, but with shops selling fine products that attracted tourists 
in the famous Calle del Frente where there were silk shops and 
selling ceramics of  the highest quality. These neighborhoods 
grew not only in the port cities but also in provinces such as 
Bocas del Toro and Cocle.

However, the Chinese also had small retail businesses in the 
cities where they offered abundant and cheap Chinese food. As 
time went by the Panamanian included Chinese food in their 
diet, until it became very common to say eating Chinese once a 
week or every so often, especially the Chinese breakfast or Dim 
Sun. Nowadays we find restaurants much more luxurious than 
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the old Chinese restaurants of  the old Chinatown and they have 
become a tourist attraction to take foreigners to. Some authors 
think that Chinese food has become an important legacy to 
Panamanian culture, which it is, but I believe that the Chinese 
culture of  work and study has also had an effect on Panamani-
an society. From what is easily observable we can deduce that 
Panamanians also appreciate the tenacity of  the Chinese and 
the dedication and discipline that their children show in their 
studies and these traits definitely contribute to the degree of  ac-
ceptance that the Chinese immigrant has and at the same time 
facilitate their adaptation in the social environment. 

Today we find a school, the Sun Yat-sen Institute, which ed-
ucates the children of  the new immigrants and helps them pre-
serve more genuine aspects of  their ancestral culture. This insti-
tute is not exclusive to the Chinese, many Panamanians enroll 
their children in it for its academic quality. The first immigrants 
sent their children to study in schools, usually Catholic religious 
orders or in schools whose first or second language was English, 
always looking to American culture with great admiration. In 
fact, many Chinese in Colón had English as their first language 
and spoke little Spanish.

As we can see, the Chinese immigrant engaged in service 
activities different from the activities of  the Antillean workers 
who actually worked directly in the excavation and construction 
of  the Canal. The Chinese also did not stay away from Pan-
amanian cultural manifestations, although not in political ac-
tivities, participating in the carnival, perhaps because they had 
the economic resources and the spirit of  these celebrations that 
sometimes coincided with the Chinese New Year. The Chinese, 
unlike the West Indian immigrants, made a more noticeable ef-
fort to integrate and many became totally assimilated. The West 
Indians stuck to their more English customs, with their Method-
ist, Baptist and Anglican churches. 

West Indians were used for the canal works, especially from 
Barbados and Europeans: Spaniards and Irish. 
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The Americans hoped to supply themselves with black laborers 
from Jamaica, but the painful memory of  starving workers ma-
rooned on the Isthmus after the French failure of  1889 was still 
remembered with pain and anger. Plantation settlers objected to the 
depletion of  their own labor reserves and the Jamaican authorities 
imposed a tax of  one pound sterling on each immigrant. Although 
many Jamaicans obtained work on the Isthmus, most belonged to 
the artisan class rather than the working class. Fortunately for the 
Canal, the small islands suffering from chronic unemployment ex-
tended a more cordial welcome to the recruiting agents, and 7,500 
were imported from Martinique and Guadeloupe and 19,900 from 
Barbados. The U.S. government paid all travel expenses and guar-
anteed repatriation for those who so desired after 500 days of  work. 
(Mack. 1978, pp. 521-36) 

The colored English subjects, or English objects as they of-
ten called themselves, were quiet, generally honest, soft-spoken, 
respectful workers. Faced with rude and disrespectful treatment 
from the white foremen, they often had to resort to a mediator 
to continue working. However, they were discriminated against 
and like the Panamanian worker they were considered silver roll 
workers versus the gold roll they held for the whites. The black 
workers progressively gained the manual skills of  their counter-
parts and their performance improved dramatically. The com-
pany eventually provided them with housing and food as well. 
It has been observed that in social structures where poverty and 
exploitation of  minority groups prevails, aggressive or violent 
manifestations of  a different nature are stimulated regardless 
of  their origin in the particular individual, so it is not surprising 
that there were sporadic reactions of  rebelliousness and aggres-
siveness among the immigrants.

Between 1906 and 1908 about 12,000 Europeans came to 
work, almost 8,200 from Spain, 2,000 from Italy, 1,100 from 
Greece and some from France and Germany. According to the 
contractors the Spaniards were excellent, “their efficiency was 
not only more than double that of  the blacks, but they were 
more resistant to the climate. The pay scale was also different 
and the Europeans earned twice as much as the West Indians. 
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In 1906 about 150 Afro-Jamaicans rioted in what appeared to 
be a protest against poor quality food and delays in the pay-
ment of  their wages. In October of  the same year a group of  
black men from Martinique, who arrived in Colón, revolted at 
the prospect of  being vaccinated as they superstitiously thought 
the vaccine was a mysterious ritual that would harm them. Fi-
nally they gave in and amidst frantic shouting and fighting they 
allowed themselves to be inoculated. During construction there 
were several short-lived protests even among the gold roll work-
ers but they were not strong enough to stop work significantly.

Attempts were made to rent plots of  land for those interested 
to grow vegetables, but the initiative was not met with enthusi-
asm. It was not until the decade of  the 30s and 40s when some 
Chinese decided to grow and sell vegetables in what would be 
called the Canal Zone, which was progressively depopulated 
by workers who chose to live in Panama City, forming neigh-
borhoods of  black immigrants such as Rio Abajo, San Miguel, 
Calidonia and Panamanians who occupied the wooden hous-
es built in El Chorrillo, an area that was destroyed during the 
American invasion of  1989. 

At the end of  construction, the contract laborers who wanted 
repatriation were sent back home, at the expense of  the U.S. gov-
ernment. Thousands of  them emigrated voluntarily or went to 
work in the banana plantations of  the United Fruit Co. in Pan-
ama or Central America and the Chinese, who could not find 
work that satisfied them, emigrated to North America where 
they had relatives and acquaintances who could facilitate their 
stay and offered them work. It happened, as in all other regions 
of  America where there was an established Chinese communi-
ty, that one Chinese would bring one or more others, whether 
they were family or not, but usually from the same village in 
Guagdong. They were placed to run the business without pay 
or with a minimum wage in addition to offering them room 
and board. After the new immigrant learned how to run the 
business and saved enough money, they would sell the business 
and the old owner would open another similar or comparable 
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Source: The Lighthouse, No. 66.

Source: The Lighthouse, No. 66.

Figure 2. Workers in Barbados and Europe.

Figure 3. Workers in Barbados and Europe.
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business. This transaction is well described in the books and it 
is a common observation that after a while of  taking the clothes 
to a laundry another would appear who would attend with the 
same attitude, promptness and efficiency. This transaction has 
occurred to this day in Panama and in other regions of  America 
that have active Chinese communities.

In August 1906 the Canal Commission opened contracts to 
recruit 2,500 Chinese laborers for a period of  two years with the 
stipulation of  a possible increase in numbers to 15,000. Four 
proposals were received, of  which only two met the prescribed 
conditions. The labor contractors agreed to pay the Chinese la-
borers a wage of  9 to 11 cents gold per hour, approximately 
equal to the Negro wage, but the mass importation of  Chinese 
laborers into the Canal Zone (under American jurisdiction) by a 
government which excluded the Chinese from its own mainland 
seemed so inconsistent that the very suggestion caused violent 
opposition in many parts of  the United States. When it became 
known in the Republic of  Panama, which had a similar law of  
exclusion and discrimination against the Chinese as the immi-
gration rules of  the United States, it protested and the project 
was abandoned (Mack 1978, 524).

Panamanian legislation on Chinese immigration was always 
ambivalent, since in 1906, for example, Law 28 of  February 6th 
was issued “allowing the entry of  all Chinese who came to re-
place the employees of  trading houses established in the Repub-
lic and which operated as branches of  others in China. This law 
opened a large window for legal and illegal immigration and 
increased the flow of  immigrants. It also increased the number 
of  immigrants with the establishment of  naturalization, which 
allowed them to bring in real or supposed wives and children. 
However, some state officials such as Chancellor Samuel Lewis 
continued to advocate allowing Chinese immigration, especial-
ly farmers.

In 1911 the First National Census was held and the first of-
ficial figures emerged: Chinese citizens 2,003, Indians 39, Jap-
anese 25, others 31. Most of  the Chinese who took the census 
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resided in the cities of  Panama, ColónColón and Bocas del 
Toro. The bulletin issued by the Census indicated that they were 
aware that a large number had not been registered due to the ef-
fects of  Law 6a of  1904, and the 
authorities thought that the real 
figure must be closer to 3,000. 

During the first administra-
tion of  Dr. Belisario Porras, 
Law 50 of  March 24th, 1913 was 
passed. It was an extensive law 
on the immigration and associ-
ation of  Chinese, Turks, Syrians 
and North Africans. All Chi-
nese citizens who had entered 
the country after 1904, and who 
did not have their papers in or-
der, had to register and declare 
under oath the means they had 

Source: William B. Van Ingen (1915). Canal Administration Building.

Figure 4. Murals of  the construction of  the Panama Canal.

Source: Google image

Figure 5. Photo of  Dr. 
Belisario Porras B.  
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used to enter the country. In 
addition, all those who en-
gaged in opium smoking, gam-
bling, or common crime were 
to be punished by deportation. 
These legal restrictions and es-
pecially the obligation to reg-
ister aroused much opposition 
among the Chinese who, on 
legal advice, opposed it. 

In the conflict, Chinese 
Consul General Owyang King 
intervened on behalf  of  the 
Chinese and had his exequatur 
cancelled in an unprecedent-
ed move in Panama’s history. 
Owyang King belonged to a 
distinguished family clan, a 
friend of  the imperial author-
ities in Beijing and also exer-
cised his consular role in San 
Francisco and other regions of  
Asia.

The President of  the Republic in use of  his legal powers, and con-
sidering: That the Government has obtained reliable information 
that Mr. Consul General of  China has advised the colony which he 
represents in this country to refrain from complying with the pre-
scriptions of  Law 50 and Decree number 14 of  this year:

That notwithstanding the fact that the said consular officer has the 
unavoidable duty to abide by and enforce the Laws of  the Republic, 
he has done everything in his power to ensure that its citizens do 
not comply with and flout the provisions in force on the material.

That the Government cannot tolerate that consular representatives 
become obstacles to the enforcement of  the laws of  the country, 
their mission being to establish harmony between their respective 
Governments and the Republic of  Panama, DECLARES: 

Source: commons.wikipidia.org

Figure 6. Consul General of  
China Owyang King.
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Sole Article: The Exequatur granted on May 14th, 1910, to Mr. 
Owyang King, to exercise the office of  Consul General of  China 
in Panama, is hereby declared cancelled, on the grounds that he is 
a persona non grata to the country. Communicated and published. 
Given in Panama, on the 17th day of  September, 1913. BELISA-
RIO PORRAS

The American consul then took it upon himself  to represent 
the Chinese citizens and the dispute spread widely and the mat-
ter was discussed in all areas of  Panamanian society. A situa-
tion of  tension and conflict began to develop in the city, and on 
Monday, November 18th, 1913, the Chinese closed their busi-
nesses in Panama and Colón. Retail and wholesale stores, laun-
dries and vegetable stands remained closed until Saturday the 
23rd, causing many problems, especially for the poor people who 
bought their food daily, often on credit, and in small quantities. 
In addition, speculators raised the prices of  foodstuffs in the 
face of  the inventory stoppage by the Chinese. There were pro-
posals and demonstrations for and against the law, but finally 

Source: Lewis Morgan, 2017, p. 113.

Figure 7. Simon Mong and his blended family in the early 20th 
century (1914).
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Source: photo courtesy of  Juan Tam.

Figure 8. The Sam Yap Benevolent Society. Founded 
in 1911 and legally registered in 1924. Old Chinatown 

in Panama.
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the Chinese were convinced of  the need to register and began to 
do so on December 2nd, 1913, ending one of  the critical episodes 
in the relations between the population of  Chinese origin and 
the Panamanian government. The final result of  this registra-
tion was 7,297 Chinese without counting the women.

Once again, when the construction of  the inaugurated Canal 
ended on August 15th, 1914, the Republic of  Panama entered 
a new economic depression followed a little later by the Great 
World Economic Depression of  1930. However, the Chinese 
continued to arrive and settle because, in spite of  everything, 
there were better opportunities in the West and a series of  po-
litical and social events that happened in China forced them to 
emigrate again, giving rise to a new wave of  Chinese emigration 
abroad. Among these critical events in China we can mention: 
the Boxer Rebellion (1910), and the conflicts with the imperial-
ist nations; the emergence of  the Republic (1911) and the end 
of  the Ching dynasty. A civil war, the Japanese invasion (1937), 
the beginning of  the Second World War and finally the triumph 
of  Mao Zedong’s Communist Revolution (1949) that motivated 
many families to emigrate, especially if  they had family mem-
bers living abroad. 

It should be noted that during this period (1934-1941) two 
important events affected the Chinese population of  Panama. 
Under the influence of  the ideas of  German National Social-
ism, Dr. Arnulfo Arias, who was trained as a surgeon in Ger-
many and influenced by this ideology, as director of  the Depart-
ment of  Health and Welfare, issued a Health Bulletin in 1934 in 
which he pointed out that in Panama there were breeds consid-
ered prohibited and undesirable.  
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HEALTH BULLETIN
Department of  Health and Welfare Agency

Director: Dr. Arnulfo Arias, head of  the Department
Panama, August 1934

Eugenics
THE IMPROVEMENT OF THE BREED

It is a fact demonstrated by the census that the population 
of  the Isthmus has increased very little, as it is also a fact that 
from 1903 to date the little immigration we have had has been 
almost entirely constituted by races considered undesirable 
that have forced our National Assemblies to sanction laws such 
as Law 13 of  1926, Law 16 of  1827 and Law 6 of  1928, which 
prohibit the emigration of  “Chinese, Japanese, Syrians, Turks, 
East Indians, Indian-Aryans, Dravidians and blacks from the 
Antilles and the Guianas whose original language is not Span-
ish, to the territory of  the Republic.

This indicates that a large section of  our people feel the 
desire to take measures against the degeneration of  the race, 
or at least to hinder as far as possible the entry into the coun-
try of  parasitic races such as those mentioned above, which 
are generally engaged in commerce and which have a standard 
of  living inferior to that of  the son of  the country, making it 
impossible for them to compete honestly with the former [...].

In addition to these eugenic measures, the Government 
has been active in guaranteeing the health of  present and fu-
ture generations by improving the hygienic conditions in the 
territory of  the Republic, in order to protect the inhabitants 
against epidemics and endemic diseases that year after year 
diminish the population. Its program has included, as far as its 
funds have allowed, modern sanitation, mosquito control, spe-
cific immunization against smallpox, diphtheria and typhoid; 
intensive studies to reduce tuberculosis, preventive methods 
against other diseases and individual and communal educa-
tion on sanitation topics [...]. That is why we see with horror 
an English-speaking black cloud occupying neighborhoods of  
our main city and spreading through its suburbs in Las Saban-
as, Pueblo Nuevo, Rio Abajo and every corner of  our villages, 
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towns and cities a yellow stain that has snatched with its com-
mercial methods of  cuartillo and its diet of  rice and “chop 
suey” the businesses from the hands of  the Panamanians.

Both the authorities and the people look on impassively at 
this conquest without making any effort to remedy it. It is high 
time that measures were taken and we would like to suggest 
that at the same time that the undesirable element is eliminated 
either by repatriation or expulsion, the systematic sterilization 
of  those of  our sick people of  both sexes who, because of  their 
age and condition, could increase their family or establish one, 
whose members, according to all the information, experiences 
and probabilities would be as many candidates for reformato-
ries, hospitals, prisons and asylums, must be extended.

It is high time that drastic measures were taken in this re-
spect. It is our professional criterion that, as a measure of  so-
cial defense with a view to the improvement of  the race, an ef-
fort must be made in favor of  eugenics, which is imperative for 
our nationality; the problem must be studied dispassionately, 
serenely, with an eye fixed on the welfare of  future generations, 
and a solution must be agreed upon and carried out as soon 
as possible. ARNULFO ARIAS head of  the Department of  
Health and Welfare. (Mon, 2019)

 Seven years later, in 1941, 
when Dr. Arias Madrid was 
president, he dictated a new 
Constitution that brought 
new grievances to the Chi-
nese community. In its Title 
II, Nationality and Aliens, 
this Constitution specified:

Article 23: The immigration 
of  foreigners shall be regu-
lated by law.... The following 
are prohibited from immigra-
tion: the black race whose 
original language is not Span-

Source: protagonistasdepanamasi-
gloXX.com

Figure 9 Arnulfo Arias Madrid.
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ish, the yellow race and the races originating in India, Asia Minor 
and North Africa.

A close examination of  the article shows that in letter and 
spirit it was not far from the 6th Law of  1904. The real problem 
arose when the legal restrictions were put into practice, since 
innumerable abuses were committed, such as the kidnapping 
and theft of  Chinese property. These abuses awakened the 
conscience of  Panamanians in general and the Chinese in par-
ticular, and encouraged the repudiation of  the 1941 Constitu-
tion, which otherwise contained other legal aspects that made 
it equally questionable. This situation forced many Chinese to 
marry Panamanian citizens or to transfer their properties to 
their children born in the country so as not to lose their busi-
nesses, accelerating the process of  assimilation and therefore 
the acculturation of  their descendants. But immigrants con-
tinued to arrive, although in smaller numbers because after the 
end of  World War II and the proclamation of  the communist 
government led by Mao Zedong, China again entered an eco-
nomic period of  many difficulties and the government expressly 
prohibited emigration.

After World War II, the Chinese community gradually set-
tled into Panamanian society and thanks to the importance they 
gave to education, the descendants of  the first immigrants chose 
to dedicate themselves not only to commerce but also to liberal 
professions and to open themselves more to society, increasing 
assimilation and acculturation through mixed marriages and 
active participation in social causes. They participated in the 
carnival, contributed to support the Red Cross in case of  disas-
ters and others assumed political positions (mayor, councilman) 
especially in the countryside. 

In 1949 we are presented with an equally conflictive panora-
ma with a divided China, between a communist government on 
the continental and a Nationalist government based in Taiwan. 
The political climate was so violent that those who had the op-
portunity to emigrate to America did not think twice, despite 
the great emotional and material suffering involved in migrating 
to another country.
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Figure 10. Family photo of  Chinese immigrants in the  
1950s emigrating from the new communist regime  

in continental China. 

Source: Courtesy of  M. Sang.

The decades of  the 50s and 60s were relatively calm, as far 
as immigration was concerned. There were no serious conflicts 
with the authorities since the strength of  the migratory flow had 
diminished. This decrease was due to the fact that after 1949, 
with the establishment of  the communist regime, continental 
China closed its borders in order to consolidate its power, just 
as the dynasties of  classical antiquity had done. The controls ex-
ercised by the communist government over the population were 
tight and entry into and exit from the country were extremely 
difficult, though not impossible. At the same time, Taiwan was 
working to build a regime that militarily, economically and so-
cially would allow them to survive the constant threat of  being 
absorbed by the mainland. These were definitely not times of  
easy emigration.
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However, the United States softened the immigration of  Chi-
nese citizens from Taiwan and other regions, such as Hong Kong 
and Southeast Asia, and led by Chiang Kai-shek and his nation-
alist government opposed the communist government that was 
solidifying in continental China, calling these new immigrants 
in the 1960s the model minority. In an essay published by Eve-
lyn Hu-DeHart (2016) the researcher explains how the Chinese 
who intended to immigrate to the United States were referred 
to according to the political moment in the United States in its 
relationship with China; Chinese immigrants went from being 
“a yellow peril”, to an “honorable white or perpetual migrant” 
and are now considered “a nation of  tigers”. (Hu-DeHart 2016, 
149-171) 

From Military Dictatorship to U.S. Invasion

The traditional Chinese community in Panama is one of  the 
ethnic groups that make up the plural Panamanian society and 
certainly the largest. It is made up of  immigrants and their de-
scendants, the vast majority of  whom are Chinese-Panamani-
ans, the product of  an ethnic mix of  pure Chinese with other 
ethnic groups settled in the country. By the 1970s, there had 

Source: Courtesy of  Berta Ali-
cia Chen. Source: courtesy of  Berta Alicia Chen.

Figure 11. The village  
celebrating Carnival with 

the Chinese colony (1958).

Figure 12. The Chinese Carnival 
Queen, Glory I (1958).
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been about five generations of  Chinese-Panamanians and it was 
roughly estimated that there was a population group of  about 
150,000 Chinese and their descendants. They settled mainly in 
the terminal cities of  Panama and Colón engaging in business 
or participating in associated service activities.  Among the per-
sonnel who manage the operation of  the Canal we find many 
in different sections, especially engineering and administrative 
technicians.

Especially in Colón they maintained a strong Anglo-Saxon 
accent in their customs and even in the language as they used 
English as their first language after Spanish or Chinese. In Pan-
ama City the situation was different and the Chinese showed 
interest in liberal occupations such as education, medicine, en-
gineering, and office services such as accounting.

Despite their concentration in these port-cities, the Chinese 
did not limit themselves geographically to settle in the big cit-
ies. In a small country of  only 77,082 km2, the Chinese moved 
throughout the length and breadth of  the territory and in differ-
ent geographical environments, from the jungles of  the Darien 
to the border with Costa Rica. The acceptance that the lower and 
middle strata of  society showed towards the Chinese population 
led to mixed marriages and therefore accelerated the processes 
of  assimilation or acculturation, especially during the period in 
which the country governed immigration by the laws of  exclu-
sion.  During these movements many Chinese were stripped of  
their businesses and belongings on the grounds that they lacked 
operating permits, and so-called “marriages of  convenience” 
occurred. Researchers have pointed out that from a strictly le-
gal point of  view, the circumstances and the social and political 
problems that the immigrants faced have only recently changed 
with the establishment of  diplomatic relations with the Beijing 
government and their political and commercial consequences.

The Panamanian government, as it was known, was quick-
ly replaced by a coup d’état and the 1941 Constitution was re-
placed by the 1946 Constitution which eliminated the concept 
of  race and prohibited immigration. However, the “prohibited 
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immigration visas” were replaced by the concept of  “restricted 
visas” which required executive approval. This limitation on the 
number of  Chinese who could settle in Panama encouraged im-
migrant smuggling and visa trading.  We must clarify that many 
of  the Chinese who managed to enter the country did so with 
the final purpose of  traveling to live and settle in the United 
States. Panama became for the Chinese and other nationalities 
only an intermediate step.

The number of  Chinese immigrants continued to grow and 
they gradually left the old Chinatown around the Public Mar-
ket and began to integrate into the different communities in the 
cities, but at the same time, sadly, they also abandoned the Chi-
nese language and customs. Those who went to their respective 
Benevolent Societies or (huiguan) such as Sam Yap, Yun San 
or Fa yen depending on the district from which they came (di-
yuan) and became more present in Panamanian society. The 
societies used to celebrate the 10th of  October, the day of  the 
proclamation of  the Republic of  China. Today we see a renewal 
with the momentum of  the traditional Chinese New Year cel-
ebrations, the Autumn Moon Festival, Kite Flying festivities, 
Dragon Cayucos races and social and cultural activities such 
as those of  the Chinese-Panamanian Professional Association. 

The immigrants, despite their mobilization, managed to re-
tain certain typical Chinese patterns, not only in matters related 
to food, but in more fundamental aspects such as appreciation 
for education, respect for family structure, reverence for elders 
and ancestors; very old and deeply rooted Confucian principles. 
Others moved away from their Eastern roots and lost their orig-
inal ethnographic or ethnological roots and merged with Pana-
manian society. 

Even Chinese-Panamanians of  different generations accept 
these traditional Confucian values that allowed the cultural 
unity of  the Chinese people throughout their history. They are 
attitudes unconsciously transmitted through processes of  iden-
tification with parents and ancestors. (Mon, 2018) Emigration, 
Memory and Narcissism: the persistence of  memory. To the latter 
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group belongs a whole generation born and educated in schools 
in Panama and who generally do not speak or understand Chi-
nese. We also find the group of  Chinese-Panamanians who 
identify with the activities of  the Chinese-Panamanian Cultural 
Center and mostly attend the Sun Yat-sen Institute that collabo-
rates with charitable activities.

Among these associations we must mention: the Chinese 
Association of  Panama, which brings together those who emi-
grated from the early decades of  the twentieth century and their 
descendants. The Society represents those who have preserved 
their traditions in the purest form and has been in charge of  
organizing the Chinese carnivals while maintaining the official 
representation of  the community with the Panamanian society. 
We also have the Association of  Chinese-Panamanian Profes-
sionals that brings together Chinese of  different scientific and 
liberal professions who wish to work for the Chinese community 
and is composed of  third and fourth generation Chinese, many 
of  them ethnically mixed. There are also very dynamic social 
groups such as the Agrupación Chino-panameña (AGRUPA) 
which has managed to collect important funds for the Cultural 
Center as well as for charitable works outside the Chinese com-
munity and which is in charge of  organizing the annual Fair of  
Millenarian China. In these last two associations it is common 
to find mixed race members and a combination of  Chinese and 
Latin surnames. 

We can say that the Chinese Community in Panama is cur-
rently made up of  three clearly differentiated groups:

a. The traditional Chinese community generally consists of  the 
original immigrants and the members of  the first two generations 
born in the country who speak or understand Chinese.

b. Chinese-Panamanians, who, despite having undergone a signifi-
cant acculturation process, retain an interest in Chinese culture and 
recognize themselves as Chinese, although they do not actively par-
ticipate in community activities. They generally belong to the third, 
fourth and fifth generations of  Chinese born in Panama and do not 
speak or understand Chinese.



DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON

754  | CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

c. New immigrants. These are immigrants who have recently ar-
rived. Most of  them arrived in the country legally or with docu-
ments and come from the People’s Republic of  China. They have 
not joined any association, are investors and participate in tenders 
for the construction of  large-scale works such as the construction of  
the fourth bridge over the Canal and road works. 

However, a migratory phenomenon that occurred in the 
80’s, at the end of  the military dictatorship, was a fifth migra-
tory wave. It is estimated that at least 20,000 Chinese transited 
through the country, buying their visas and with falsified doc-
umentation used Panama as a bridge to migrate to the United 
States. Even a president was accused of  being involved in this 
business.

Thus, according to information from the Electoral Tribunal, 
it was revealed that there was a plan called “Arrived There” that 
began in 1989 and one of  the architects of  this plan was the 
American lawyer Frank Rubino associated with the military 
government. 

Advertisement published in Hong Kong

SOUTH CHINA MORNING POST
29th of  November, 1989

PANAMA-Immediate Permanent Residence
Warm Climate, Low Cost of  Living, Free Zone  

for Manufacturing, No cash investment required,  
Established Chinese Community, Easy

access to the United States.
For further details, contact: Frank A. Rubino  

and William Dale Whitice

With the advent of  the new democratic period following the 
US invasion in 1989, the new government inherited the problem 
of  illegal immigrants who were left behind in the country. After 
the military intervention, a large number of  immigrants went 
to the Albrook refugee camp to ask the US authorities guarding 
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the camp for a visa to travel to the United States as political 
refugees. In reality, they did not understand, given the moment 
of  confusion in the country, or because they did not know the 
language, that this was a camp for refugees from the invasion 
who had been left homeless by the fire in the Chorrillo neigh-
borhood. This scene, which appeared in all the media, started a 
strong discussion and denunciations about the massive traffick-
ing of  Chinese immigrants during the military regime. In fact, 
the local press had already been writing about it since 1982, but 
the information had not made an impact on public opinion.

According to the authorities, for several decades, people 
were being registered in the Civil Registry offices as Panamani-
ans born abroad, presenting as the only evidence of  nationality 
a witness statement [signed] before a notary in Hong Kong and 
a letter from the Panamanian Embassy in Taiwan, which stipu-
lated the name, nationality of  the parents, where and when they 
were born in Continental China.

According to these denunciations, they had obtained reg-
istration documents as Panamanians in this irregular manner. 
Two months after the invasion, the Director of  Immigration de-
nounced that between 1985 and 1989, 20,537 Chinese had en-
tered the country, paying around US$5,000.00 each with tourist 
or investor visas and that half  of  these had already left Panama 
with false Panamanian identity cards and passports destined for 
the United States, Canada, Mexico, Guatemala and other coun-
tries, paying approximately US$10,000.00 each for the docu-
ments and the transfer, which made a great business calculated 
at around US$200 million.

As a result of  this information about the business of  Chinese, 
Cuban, Dominican and other immigrants, on April 19th, 1990, 
legislator Raul Ossa, filed a complaint with the Third Prosecu-
tor of  Panama about: “the millionaire business with the sale of  
Panamanian nationality to Asian citizens and requested “a raid 
on the Civil Registry to prevent the destruction of  evidence and 
a raid throughout the country of  Asians who had Panamanian 
ID cards and determine how they obtained the document.



DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON

756  | CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

Three months after the complaint was filed, on July 18th, 
1990, a raid of  illegal immigrants was carried out in La Chorre-
ra and other parts of  the country, arresting 32 men and 8 wom-
en. This raid was televised and, as the Chinese Associations of  
Panama would say: 

methods that we all believed to be historically outdated were used, 
Panamanians and foreigners of  Chinese race were arrested and 
publicly mocked, without distinction, including the elderly, women 
and even children, treating them as criminals, under the pretext of  
investigating a crime. Homes were violated, women were impris-
oned, some with infants, and all kinds of  outrages were committed. 

This persecution continued for two more days, with 70 Chi-
nese being detained in the following days in Panama City for 
lacking work permits or migratory documents. The July 18th 
raid shed light on a series of  migratory anomalies and made 
public the fact that there was a large number of  Chinese who 
had arrived in the last years of  the dictatorship and were part 
of  a sad human trafficking. They had come to Panama because 
they had been assured that they could buy de facto, but not de 
jure, nationality in the country and then leave for more devel-
oped nations with a new passport and Panamanian nationality.

They could also return to China to conduct business as for-
eign nationals with the tax advantages that their new immigra-
tion status brought with it. From those days on, articles attack-
ing or defending Chinese immigrants began to appear daily in 
the national newspapers. Some merchants’ associations in the 
cities of  Panama, Colón and other provinces complained that 
the retail trade was monopolized by the Chinese and that they 
constituted unfair competition since the whole family worked 
almost without a salary, paying minimal rent, since they lived in 
the back room, and therefore kept a very small expense budget, 
thus being able to sell the merchandise at lower prices.

In response to the events that took place, the President of  
the Republic, Guillermo Endara G., appointed a Special Com-
mission made up of  government officials and members of  the 
Chinese community to study the problem and offer the govern-
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ment recommendations on how to handle the migration issue. 
From April to July 1990, local newspapers reported on the se-
rious and violent situation to which Chinese immigrants were 
being subjected. As a result of  the president’s intervention, 
caricatures began to appear in the local newspapers, accusing 
him of  not wanting to see the problem of  the Chinese and al-
luding to the fact that the government identified with them and 
acted against the interests of  the Panamanian people. Guill-
ermo Sánchez Borbón, a well-known Panamanian journalist 
and intellectual, would say at the time: “strange perversion of  
justice, punishing the victim and absolving the victimizer”. 
The country’s most important Chinese associations, the Cath-
olic Church, civic clubs and the Hebrew community spoke out 
against the attack on the immigrants. Given the fact that these 
immigrants had been residing in the country with an expired 
tourist visa and their immigration status did not allow them to 
receive official help. The Chinese immigrants gradually under-
stood that they had been deceived, and the diplomatic legation 
of  the Republic of  China (Taiwan) could not support or protect 
them because most of  them were citizens of  the People’s Re-
public of  China, a nation with which Panama did not maintain 
diplomatic relations.

Despite this diplomatic-legal situation, the then Taiwanese 
ambassador, Admiral Chang-chih, expressed publicly that he 
hoped for an early resolution of  the migration conflict and en-
couraged the government:  

and expressed the need to seek a peaceful and positive solution to 
the problem since force would not set a healthy precedent... and in-
dicated that he did not agree with provoking discrepancies between 
the Chinese colony, established in Panama for 150 years, and the 
Panamanian government, with whom the country maintains solid 
and harmonious relations (Chang-chih, La Prensa newspaper of  
July 17th, 1990).

One of  the somewhat naïve solutions proposed at the time 
was to place undocumented or poorly documented Chinese in 
Ciudad Romero, a peasant settlement originally created on the 
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Atlantic Coast to house refugees from the Salvadoran war and 
administered by the UNHCR (United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees) and ONPAR (National Office for Refu-
gees). It was also thought to repopulate this place with Chinese 
and peasants from the province of  Los Santos to continue the 
agricultural projects but this governmental initiative did not 
prosper due to the inaccessibility and precariousness of  the area.

The aforementioned Commission finally made its recom-
mendations known:

1. That immigrants be granted a provisional card for six 
months until they normalize their legal situation.

2. That immigrants be classified according to their occupa-
tion.

3. That a repatriation program be opened for a period of  not 
less than four months.

4. Ask immigrants, who happen to be in the country illegally, 
to refrain from engaging in retail trade.

5. That those linked to Chinese trafficking be brought to jus-
tice. 

In order to know the real number and situation of  illegal im-
migrants, a census was carried out from September 30th to Octo-
ber 17th, 1990, in which 4,300 Chinese were registered and were 
given until March 31st, 1991, to comply with the requirements 
of  the law. Of  these, 2,700 obtained their immigration permits 
to remain in the country. The immigration department then cal-
culated that 3,000 Chinese had not responded to the Census 
call, which would make a total of  approximately 7,300 Chinese 
illegals, a figure that many considered small. Some officials es-
timated that as many as 20 to 30,000 Chinese remained in the 
country after the U.S. invasion. In reality, these latter figures 
included Chinese who were passing through Panama on their 
way to the United States but were no longer in the country. 

The undocumented migrants, for their part, began a series of  
protests and a hunger strike in front of  the offices of  the UN-
HCR and the US Embassy, asking to be granted visas as po-
litical refugees. Both movements failed and a good number of  
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Chinese eventually took advantage of  the voluntary repatriation 
program or opted to travel to European countries such as Hol-
land or Germany, which offered them asylum. Apart from the 
immigrants who legitimately sought an opportunity to settle in 
our country, at least five or six gangs of  mafiosi were detected 
who were dedicated to kidnapping and extorting their fellow 
countrymen, as well as to clandestine gambling and trafficking 
of  Asian heroin through Panama and Central America. Car-
toons in the newspapers emphasized this negative aspect of  
the new Chinese immigration hitherto unknown in the coun-
try; although there had been discriminatory acts against them, 
the Chinese had always enjoyed a well-deserved reputation as 
law-abiding citizens.

In 1992, the director of  Migration, Antonio Domínguez, pre-
sented a new migration bill to the Legislative Assembly in order 
to solve the problem of  illegal Chinese and argued that the Chi-
nese: “like any human being, they want to improve their living 
status and should be given the opportunity” (Diario La Prensa, 
March 17th, 1992).

Four months later, the same official denounced two tuna 
boats carrying 200 Chinese bound for the United States that 
were detained at the border between Panama and Costa Rica. 
These Chinese were wanted by Asian businessmen established 
in the United States who made them work in slave-like con-
ditions for approximately three years and then released them, 
having charged them close to 30,000 dollars in labor for the 
opportunity to emigrate. In June of  the same year, a group of  
Chinese were detained in the jungles of  Chiapas, Mexico, who 
were individually charged 500 dollars for transporting them 
from Guatemala to Mexico City. Also in August, 150 Chinese 
mistakenly arrived on the coast of  Haiti believing they had ar-
rived in Florida in the United States. Different access routes 
were used. Guillermo Marquez Amado, Magistrate of  the Elec-
toral Tribunal announced in that same month of  August 1992 
that 5,000 files of  Chinese who claimed to have Panamanian 
nationality because they were born to Panamanian mothers in 
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the People’s Republic of  China would be studied. Magistrate 
Marquez considered that the Chinese who had arrived in the 
1980s and who had children in Panama should be given the op-
portunity to fix their legal status to avoid deportation and family 
separations. “It is a problem with deep human roots since they 
were deceived when they were assured that they could aspire to 
Panamanian nationality if  they paid” (Diario La Prensa, March 
17th, 1992).

Anyone who has studied the Chinese migratory process to 
Panama will be able to observe that the problems and the social 
and political circumstances that have surrounded this migratory 
phenomenon have been similar since the beginning of  our re-
publican life. 

Chinese immigrants have continued to arrive legally or ille-
gally and to integrate gradually but steadily into Panamanian 
society, and it can be said without a doubt that these immigrants 
have been successful in their efforts. The same process of  ac-
culturation/assimilation that the Chinese of  the first waves of  
migration underwent is being initiated by the Chinese who em-
igrated during the 1980s, the so-called “military period immi-
grants”. 

The fact that Chinese immigrants throughout the history of  
Panama have managed to integrate into Panamanian society 
with relative success does not mean, however, that it has been 
an easy process, without effort and heartache. Emigration de-
mands an important social and psychological effort and has a 
high price at a personal level.

The integration process for new immigrants who decide to 
adopt this country as their home, especially for their children, 
is facilitated by the existence of  a large Chinese community 
that already has a tradition in the country and by the charitable 
and cultural institutions that support them. For example, at the 
Chinese-Panamanian Cultural Center, they can be educated in 
Chinese tradition and language while learning about Panamani-
an culture and integrating without having to give up important 
aspects of  their identity. After the establishment of  diplomatic 
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relations with the People’s Republic of  China, continental Chi-
nese can obtain tourist or investment visas more easily and even 
multiple entry visas. Visas previously required authorization 
from the presidency’s immigration office for restricted nation-
alities.

The establishment of diplomatic relations with the People’s 
Republic of China

On June 17th, 2017 the President of  the Republic of  Panama, 
Juan Carlos Varela announced the start of  diplomatic relations 
with the People’s Republic of  China. Although the negotiations 
took place in a short time, already in January 2015 during the 
meeting of  CELAC (Community of  Latin American and Carib-
bean States) held in Beijing, Panama advanced its interest in es-
tablishing closer cooperation ties with the People’s Republic of  
China. In December 2015 during the Paris meeting on Climate 
Change, negotiations continued and on June 13th 2017 Presi-

Figure 13. The Chinese population and their descendants 
make up 6% of  the country’s total population.

Source: Getty Images. BBC World.
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dent Varela announced that in the following days diplomatic 
relations with the PRC would be established and that diplomat-
ic relations with Taiwan would be broken based on the princi-
ple of  recognition of  one China. President Varela made three 
visits to continental China in the last two years of  his term. 

 
Figure 14. A Chinese company ship crosses the expanded 

canal 2018. 

Source: english.cctv.com

The story of  Panama’s Chinese will continue to have new 
chapters. The changes in the nature of  immigration that lie 
ahead may be familiar or unfamiliar to Panamanians in gener-
al, but historians will continue to document these transforma-
tions and how they will impact the population of  Panama to-
day. Today, with the establishment of  full diplomatic relations 
with the People’s Republic of  China as of  2017, the landscape 
changes as a new period begins that involves transformations 
in the relationship of  the two nations. New economic relations 
are created with the participation of  investors in major con-
struction projects such as the 4th bridge over the Canal and 
cultural as the founding of  the Confucius Institute at the Uni-
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versity of  Panama that promotes the teaching of  Chinese and 
cultural activities.

But the majority of  the Panamanian population is unaware 
that for Chinese immigrants, as for all immigrants in the world, 
the processes of  adaptation and living outside their country 
have had to suppress the manifestation of  nostalgia for the 
homeland, for family and friends left behind in order to avoid 
the emergence of  feelings of  sadness or melancholy that would 
jeopardize their adaptation. 

In the case of  Panama’s Chinese immigrants, it seems that 
the Chinese dragon has awakened from its long slumber with a 
leading project of  global proportions: the Silk Road and Strip. 
With this commercial and cultural initiative the children of  the 
dragon will assume a new position in the concert of  nations. 

 

Figure 15. Photo of  the Dragon Dance. Chinese New Year  
in the New World. 

Source: spanishxinhua.com
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Figure 16. President Juan Carlos Varela, Vice President Isabel 
de Saint-Maly and the new Ambassador of  the People’s  

Republic of  China Wei-Qiang.

Source: spanishxinhua.com

What changes can we expect so far from this new relation-
ship with the Asian giant? 

Apart from the economic power it represents, the People’s 
Republic of  China is the second largest user of  our canal and 
the main supplier of  goods to the Colón Free Zone. So our 
economy was linked to the development of  the PRC as it is 
known by its acronym. It was assured in the Panamanian busi-
ness environment that the establishment of  diplomatic relations 
with the Asian giant could offer us opportunities in the techno-
logical, tourism, educational and logistical fields. Although for 
many years China had already maintained a Commercial Of-
fice in Panama that facilitated the commercial relationship and 
participation in all the aspects mentioned above. The Chinese 
government had initially shown interest in the canal expansion 
works, but was opposed by the United States and the Panama-
nian government had to desist from inviting it to participate in 
the project. However, through China Engineering Ltd. a clos-
er relationship had already begun with the construction of  a 
Cruise Port built in conjunction with the Belgian company Jan 



The Chinese presence in Panama in the 20th century

CASE STUDIES 1950-2020  |  765

de Nul and a visitor’s center, all in the Pacific area. Our business 
relationship with the PRC was very intense and had its own 
weight. However, it had to be clear that we were negotiating 
with a giant and that the relationship was not between equal 
peers, but an asymmetrical relationship by its nature. Taiwan 
had a container port in the Atlantic, Evergreen, and a shipping 
company, Unigreen Marine S.A. Evergreen handles a large vol-
ume of  the world’s cargo and maintains 50% of  its fleet under 
the Panamanian flag. 

It was clear to the Panamanian government that establish-
ing diplomatic relations with the PRC government implied “the 
recognition of  one China” as the primary basis for the develop-
ment of  bilateral diplomatic relations. For his part, President 
Xi Jinping in his visit to Panama in December 2017 assured 
that his country respected “the neutrality of  the Panama Canal” 
enshrined in the Neutrality Treaty signed by Panama and the 
United States in 1977. On this trip the two presidents signed 

Figure 17. Meeting of  the Minister of  Foreign Affairs of  the 
Republic of  Panama Isabel de Saint-Malo and her counterpart 

of  the Republic of  China Wang.

Source: spanishxinhua.com
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agreements that are in addition to the 26 previously signed but 
that were not binding since they did not require the approval 
of  the respective legislative chambers and it was made clear in 
these agreements that the Beijing government considered Pana-
ma as an entry point to Latin America and that the canal would 
form an overall part of  the political strategy of  the Chinese gov-
ernment’s Belt and Road.

In accordance with the agreements signed between the two 
nations, embassies were established in the capitals and consul-
ates were inaugurated in Shanghai and later in Guangzhou. The 
Chinese government offered loans of  several million dollars for 
the improvement of  the electrical infrastructure, a fourth bridge 
over the canal to improve the mobility of  the population of  Pan-
ama-West, where a large number of  the people who work in 
the capital reside, and finally the construction of  a railway line 
that would cover the route from Panama to David until very 
close to the border with Costa Rica. This last project was highly 
questioned in the press and in the business media because of  the 
high cost it would imply for Panama and the respective debt for 
all Panamanians. 

Apart from some donations of  small hospital centers, Presi-
dent Varela considered important the initiative of  the Belt and 
Road project with which “[...] the interests and needs of  many 
nations of  the world converge and promote common develop-
ment through dialogue and cooperation between countries [...]” 
and added, we are hopeful that under his leadership the Chi-
nese people will move towards peace. “We are a small but dig-
nified and sovereign people and our relations will continue to 
strengthen and will be handled between the two countries with 
transparency and without any interference” (A. Coriat. The 
Star of  Panama. Updated December 4th, 2018). 

Let’s remember that this project, which is inspired by the 
Silk Road, is a project very dear to President Xi and already 
covers much of  the Middle East and Africa. Panama would 
thus become a strategic point of  support for the extension of  
this basically commercial and political initiative for the Central 
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American area. Some economists, such as Eddie Tapiero, who 
wrote the book La Ruta de la Seda y Panamá, stated that “this 
route will generate commercial competition, something we are 
not used to and it will offer a job opportunity and at the same 
time it will boost salaries for people who are academically well 
prepared and that eventually this process will create a change in 
our work culture” (Tapiero, La Estrella de Panamá newspaper, 
December 2nd, 2020).

During President Xi Jinping’s visit to Panama on December 
2nd, 2018, the two leaders signed a 19-point agreement reiter-
ating the commitment of  both sides to strengthen connectivity 
between Beijing and Panama City and establish greater invest-
ment and tourism trade exchange. As a result of  this agreement, 
Air China began regular weekly flights between the two capi-
tals. All of  2018 and part of  2019 negotiators from both coun-
tries were dedicated to the elaboration of  a Free Trade Agree-
ment. However, U.S. Secretary of  State; Mike Pompeo paid a 
visit to Costa Rica on [January] 21st, 2020 criticizing China’s 
involvement in the region saying, “We work as an ally of  Costa 
Rica. This is an important contrast to the promises made by 
the Chinese government that only offers debt, dependency and 
erodes sovereignty” (D. Villanueva. CNN Latin America. Jan-
uary 22nd, 2020). This visit and statement was obviously aimed 
at the countries in the region that had recently established dip-
lomatic relations with Beijing. The last years of  Juan Carlos 
Varela’s government were characterized by trade and business 
exchanges with the PRC and 25 agreements were signed that 
are still in force, although not all of  them are still active. 

The twenty-five agreements signed between Continental 
China and Panama. 

1.  Land exchange agreement.
2.  Civil Air Transport Agreement.
3.  Maritime transport agreement.
4.  Framework Cooperation Agreement for feasibility stud-

ies for railway projects.
5.  Framework agreement to promote production capacity.
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6.  Economic and technical cooperation agreement.
7.  Agreement on the abolition of  visas and passports.
8.  Silk Road Understanding.
9.  Memorandum of  understanding on travel facilitation.
10. Memorandum of  understanding for economic and trade 

zones.
11. Memorandum of  Understanding for the initiation of  the 

Joint Feasibility Study for an FTA.
12. Memorandum of  Understanding in the area of  phytosan-

itary sanitary measures.
13. Memorandum of  Understanding for cooperation in the 

field of  Rail Transport System.
14. Memorandum of  understanding on strengthening cultur-

al cooperation.
15. Memorandum of  understanding on agricultural coopera-

tion.
16. Memorandum of  understanding on energy cooperation.
17. Memorandum of  understanding on the establishment of  

political consultations.

Source: elcapitalfinanciero.com

Figure 18. Design of  the Fourth Bridge over the Canal that 
would begin construction in 2021 .
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18. Memorandum of  Understanding for the Protection of  
International Trade.

19. Memorandum of  understanding on the cooperation 
mechanism between the MEF and the Export-Import 
Bank of  China.

20. Memorandum of  Understanding for Strategic Cooper-
ation between ETESA and the Export-Import Bank of  
China

21. ETESA and the Bank of  China Memorandum of  Under-
standing on Strategic Cooperation.        

22. Memorandum of  Understanding on the establishment of  
the Joint Commission on Economic and Investment Co-
operation.

23. Exchange of  letters on cooperation.
24. Exchange of  press releases.
25. Shanghai Consulate.
All the agreements that were signed as a result of  the negoti-

ations for the establishment of  diplomatic relations between the 
PRC and Panama covered important aspects that could be ne-
gotiated, but not everything agreed upon could be implemented 
quickly. As far as the FTA is concerned, the V meeting of  the 
FTA took place in April 2019. Negotiations seemed to be well 
underway, as it was the process of  consolidating diplomatic re-
lations. China had a headquarters in Panama and the trips of  
diplomats, businessmen and students were frequent until July 
1st, 2019 with the change of  government to a president and 
an opposition party. Already in the inaugural speech the new 
president Laurentino Cortizo Cohen spoke of  negotiations with 
China that would march with attention and caution and every-
thing stopped dead in its tracks. This turn seemed to respond 
to pressure from the United States, which had sent its Secre-
tary of  Commerce Wilbur Ross to the inauguration of  the new 
president, who reminded President Varela that Panama and the 
United States were strategic partners in the region and another 
of  the emissaries, Mauricio Claver-Carone, said in a televised 
conference that “the Chinese were a lots of  fuss, and little sub-
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stance” to which Ambassador Wei Qiang responded that such 
expressions were denigrating and unfounded and assured that 
they responded to pressure from a great power.  

The train project to the border with Costa Rica that had 
been heavily criticized both for the cost of  14 billion and its 
usefulness for the country was also stopped; and some specifi-
cations were changed for the construction of  the fourth bridge 
over the canal and the enthusiasm for the new relations began 
to cool gradually, then came the coronavirus pandemic and the 
entire national and global landscape changed the accent from 
business to health. Chinese diplomats did not fail to remember 
that China was the main supplier of  the Colón Free Zone, the 
largest in the Americas, and that they were the second largest 
users of  the canal, which spoke of  a long-standing relation-
ship that could not be forgotten. Relations began to normalize 
in September 2019 at the United Nations General Assembly 
where the foreign ministers of  Panama and China sat down to 
discuss advances in agricultural cooperation, boost Panamani-
an exports, increase training scholarships and promote tour-
ism. To sum up the current situation: not only has the change 
of  government and its westernizing orientation stopped the 
activity of  the Chinese proposals for our country, but we have 
fallen into the thicket caused by the coronavirus pandemic that 
threatens the world.

The month of  March 2020 will be remembered by all the 
survivors of  this terrible coronavirus pandemic as the most vio-
lent that the contemporary world has ever suffered. Everything 
has stopped, there has been a halt in all productive human ac-
tivities and those who try to do something in the field of  hu-
man development and culture in general do it against the grain 
of  history. Because the physical and psychological effects of  
the pandemic do not allow mental space for creativity. The ar-
rival of  a new president in the United States may soften China’s 
relations with Latin America, but everything seems suspended 
so far. 
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Discussion

The movement of  Chinese immigrants to America, both to 
Hispanic America and to Anglo-Saxon America, may well be 
considered, within certain limits, as another expression of  the 
Silk Road. It was in the 19th century that the term Silk Road 
was inspired by the German geologist Ferdinand von Rich-
thofen. Silk Road was the name he gave to the system of  roads 
that linked towns and places that were part of  the trade routes 
between Asia and Europe through the Middle East. From the 
time of  the great empires of  Rome, Greece and Persia these 
routes were very busy and known as long and difficult roads 
between East and West. The Silk Road has a complex and inter-
esting past in world history.

The idea and concept of  the Silk Road is not an original 
creation of  today’s Chinese government, which has christened 
with this term its intention to trace a series of  connections that 
will run around the world under the aegis of  the People’s Re-
public of  China and which has a strategic commercial and po-
litical purpose. China wishes to present itself  to the world as the 
new world power, and I would add, as a new empire wrapped 
in a mythical name of  the millenary culture to which we cer-
tainly owe many of  the discoveries and philosophical ideas we 
enjoy in the West. Inventions that were to be compiled by Jo-
seph Needham (1970) in his unsurpassed collection Science and 
Civilisation in China that refer to the discoveries and advances of  
ancient China. 

However, the Chinese government intends to go beyond Eur-
asia with its Silk Road project and according to Peter Franko-
pan (2016) today we tend to think of  globalization as an exclu-
sively modern phenomenon, but two thousand years ago it was 
also a reality, one that offered opportunities, created problems 
and encouraged technological progress. China wants to bind the 
world together with silk ties; silk being a strong braided fiber of  
technology, science and money.  So far, the Chinese government 
has been able to access several countries in South America and 
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El Salvador and Panama on the continental shelf  and the Do-
minican Republic in the Greater Caribbean.  

In America we have had great human and therefore cultural 
movements, which began with its settlement approximately 35 
thousand years ago when the Siberians crossed the Bering Strait 
and spread across the continent progressively from North to 
South. After the discovery of  America, another migratory move-
ment began, which as usual came along with the commercial 
activity; after Magellan’s voyage that propitiated the emigration 
across the Pacific Ocean with the incredible voyages of  the Nao 
of  China. It is not discarded, but it cannot be denied either, that 
in those ships came oriental travelers, although they were not in 
great quantities as Slack maintains during the two hundred and 
fifty years of  commerce with China, Japan, Philippines and oth-
er kingdoms of  Asia to the natives of  those lands that arrived to 
the ports of  Mexico they were generically called Chinese or Chi-
nese Indians. This denomination of  Chinese Indians bore the 
indelible stamp of  the fantasy of  Christopher Columbus and his 
discovery of  the East Indies. (Slack, 2010, pp. 7-11).

The 19th century was the century that marked the impet-
uous beginning of  Asian migrations to the New World. Even 
before the Independence of  the United States in 1776 and the 
discovery of  the gold mines of  California, we find Chinese im-
migrants and their descendants on the coasts of  New England 
and New York who arrived thanks to the trade of  Chinese prod-
ucts through the New England trade (Hu-DeHart, 2016, p. 149). 
A third moment of  the Chinese migratory flow occurred in the 
mid-nineteenth century on the occasion of  the California gold 
rush and Panama, as a corollary and out of  necessity, was cho-
sen as the narrowest point of  the American continent to build 
a railroad that would join both coasts in less time than the long 
and dangerous journey across Cape Horn or the rough crossing 
through the North American West. 

We begin this essay from a painful failed migration, in L. Co-
hen’s terms (1971, p. 315), in which many sons of  the Celestial 
Empire ended up committing suicide. But this tragic incident 
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did not only happen in Panama, it also occurred in the sugar 
fields of  Cuba and in the mines and guano extraction fields of  
Peru. However, these deaths and servitude did not stop the mi-
gratory flow to the American coasts and the Caribbean islands. 
The well-known Chinese culíes were nothing more than slaves, 
it seems that in the history of  slavery and the infamy to which 
the black slaves were subjected overshadowed the fact that the 
human servitude of  the Chinese in America in the mid-nine-
teenth century was obviated, although it was equally inhumane 
and opprobrious. However, the Chinese, coming from a more 
developed society, soon left slave labor and slipped quietly, as 
they had always done, into other occupations that responded 
to the needs of  the population, needs that the Chinese quick-
ly grasped and diligently provided for the groceries, vegetables, 
laundries, and the sale of  practical hardware that the population 
required.

After the construction of  the Panama Railroad, the Chinese 
emigrated and many of  them brought their families, which they 
had not been allowed to do originally, and settled especially 
in the areas where the train ran, creating small towns such as 
Matachín, Gorgona, Emperador; towns that disappeared under 
the waters when the Panama Canal was built (Lasso, 2019, pp. 
154-219). After the works were finished, the Chinese began to 
gather around the Public Market of  Panama City and Colón 
and created what became known as the Barrios Chinos.  

The larger Barrio Chino of  Panama, also known as the bar-
rio frente a la bahía or barrio del terraplén, on one side of  the 
fiscal dock, became a commercial area with a Chinese school, 
benevolent societies and a small temple dedicated to the warrior 
god Kuan Kung; it seems evident that the Chinese needed a 
warrior god to protect them from the attacks and discrimination 
suffered during emigration. Panama, during the Colombian 
period (1821-1903) was not characterized by a persecution of  
immigrants in general, since it was governed by a liberal Con-
stitution and by the fact that these immigrants had been useful 
and necessary for the works of  the canal and the Magdalena 
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River. In fact, the Colombian government rejected an attempt 
by a group of  prominent Panamanians to create an anti-Chi-
nese society which was rejected on the basis of  Article 19 of  
the liberal Constitution of  1853, which held that the authorities 
of  the Republic were instituted to protect all persons residing 
in Colombia; in their lives, honor and property and to ensure 
reciprocal respect for natural rights, preventing and punishing 
crimes.  

Those years of  the Colombian-Panamanian period allowed 
the Chinese to settle in the country and live in peace until the In-
dependence of  Panama, encouraged by the government of  the 
United States, which was vividly interested in continuing the 
work on the canal, and Panama was able to separate from New 
Granada (Colombia), which had rejected previous attempts to 
build a North American canal on Panamanian soil. Once the 
separation was achieved, the new government of  Panama dic-
tated laws of  exclusion for the Orientals, among which the Chi-
nese, Turks and Syrians stood out. However, despite the prohi-
bitions, the Chinese community in Panama continued to grow, 
sometimes with greater or lesser intensity depending on the im-
migration policies of  the government at the time. For example, 
the 1940s were characterized by the issuance of  numerous laws 
and decrees that stopped the flow of  new Chinese immigrants, 
which also conditioned the officials in charge of  granting entry 
visas to turn the issuance of  visas into a very lucrative trade. 
This irregular situation was clearly established under the mili-
tary government (1968-1989) in which a large number of  visas 
were registered, some falsified and others bought and legal as 
a means to obtain Panamanian nationality and subsequently 
travel to the United States, which for a large part of  these im-
migrants was the desired final destination. In fact, as we noted 
in the essay, when the American invasion took place, a good 
number of  immigrants who were kept hidden in provisional 
houses and who manifested themselves as refugees before the 
American troops of  occupation requesting a visa to travel to the 
United States.  
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The government after the invasion tried to census the num-
ber of  Chinese in the country and did it by force, breaking all 
the canons of  respect for individuals, families and children and 
had to retract under pressure from the Chinese community, the 
Catholic Church and lawyers hired for that purpose. It was ev-
ident that most of  the Chinese who came out of  nowhere had 
arrived in Panama attracted by the advertisements in the Hong 
Kong newspapers that offered them a safe country and the pos-
sibility of  moving to more developed countries. 

During the government of  Juan Carlos Varela (1914-1919), 
the national newspapers pointed to important infrastructure 
works that the government of  the People’s Republic of  China 
was interested and willing to build in the country. Generally, 
they referred, from a positive perspective, to the benefits that 
these works would bring in terms of  job opportunities and fa-
cilities; other journalists expressed their fear of  the amount of  
debt that the Panamanian state could incur with such works 
that would be financed by the Chinese government. They were 
not a gift, but the Panamanian state was interested in them be-
cause they were a way to achieve some much needed infrastruc-
ture works.

However, to make the most objective analysis possible, we 
must take into consideration that we have 166 years of  history 
and coexistence with the Chinese people. It is true that it has 
not been a century and a half  of  state to state relations, but 
taking into account the national histories of  both countries, the 
Chinese are not unknown to the Panamanian people. In fact, in 
the smallest and most remote communities of  Panama we find 
one or more Chinese merchants of  small and not so small busi-
nesses in constant interaction with the population of  the coun-
try. The Chinese community in Panama is the largest in Latin 
America and is well organized in terms of  education, with a 
school of  excellence and there are also professional societies 
and charities that are responsible for helping its members and 
Panamanians in case of  accidents, economic or health needs as 
they have done during this coronavirus pandemic. 
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The Chinese community in Panama is not a homogeneous 
group in terms of  its psychosocial characteristics.  It is a com-
munity made up of  people who have emigrated at different times 
and come from different regions of  China, although the majority 
are Cantonese and speak Cantonese as their mother tongue or 
speak Mandarin, especially those who arrived after the 1980s.

On the other hand, not all Chinese are similarly educated 
and do not think alike, so viewing them solely from an ethnic 
perspective is a stereotype that does not reflect the differenc-
es among them or facilitate understanding of  them. To give an 
example, a Chinese person living in Panama in the late 19th 
or early 20th century had to wait several months for news of  
the family left behind. In fact, many eventually lost the ties that 
bound them to their loved ones and friends. Today, migrants, 
who we call overseas Chinese (huaqiao/huaren), are connect-
ed through social media to their relatives and watch Chinese 
news and television programs daily. This immediate connectivi-
ty affects the way in which new immigrants adapt and initiate a 
process of  acculturation to Panamanian society; in addition, as 
already mentioned, the level of  schooling they bring implies a 
difference to consider. Therefore, it is not the same to negotiate 
with a peasant with little professional training than with a uni-
versity student with knowledge of  administration and finance 
who comes to establish a new business; these are the so-called 
new immigrants (xin yimin).

Many Panamanians fear that in the relationship between the 
People’s Republic of  China and Panama we will be deceived 
and exploited. It is worth saying in the face of  these fears that, 
if  we take into consideration past experiences in terms of  fair 
bilateral negotiations, let us think that if  we have not learned in 
a century of  relations and negotiations with the United States, 
then there would be valid reasons to fear negotiations with the 
new Chinese empire. These are relations and negotiations with 
a giant, not negotiations between equal peers. 

What I want to emphasize in these reflections is that the gen-
eralizations that are made about immigrants are neither correct 
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nor will they facilitate the new relationships that we would like 
to establish with the different generations of  Chinese: those 
who arrive now and those who have already shared our country 
since the 19th century. In the last 30 years China has come to 
occupy a preponderant role on the world stage and the change 
it has undergone has been rapid and profound. I think there are 
good lessons to be learned from this impressive change.

Evolution of the Chinese community. Moments of encoun-
ter of two cultures

“Memory can be a trap that, believing itself  to be reminis-
cence, is actually premonition. There are times when we con-
fuse our memories with our desires [...] Carlos Fuentes” (Fuen-
tes, 2012).

In order to establish a cultural bridge between two different 
ethnic groups, we must review the “moments of  encounter” be-
tween the two groups and the psychosocial phenomena generat-
ed by these encounters. We can begin an analysis of  the encoun-
ter between Chinese culture and Panamanian culture based on 
the data, mainly historiographical, that we have at present, and 
from there define the material for analysis that we have yet to 
investigate. (Burke, 2006) without going into details we can 
mention two macro moments in which Asia has been in con-
tact with America and in particular highlight those encounters 
between the Chinese themselves and the Americans, specifically 
with the inhabitants of  our country. In terms of  the cultural evo-
lution of  the Chinese people in Panama we have some studies 
and require further research on the subject. 

What we have so far:

1. The initial migration of  the original peoples of  America who 
came from Asia, mostly from the region of  Siberia. They began 
the settlement of  our continent by crossing the Beringia Bridge 
or Bering Strait during the Upper Paleolithic (11,000 to 20,000 
years).  The studies have been carried out through archaeological 
findings and remains and in the present, thanks to the living pres-



DR. RAMÓN ARTURO MON

778  | CHINESE PRESENCE IN THE GREATER CARIBBEAN: YESTERDAY AND TODAY

ence of  different Amerindian groups along the continent through 
genetic analysis.  

However, Chinese migration to the Americas and other Southeast 
Asian countries during the second half  of  the nineteenth century 
has been the best documented by historians. Specifically, with re-
spect to our country, excellent works have been written compiling 
the first period, dated from 1854, of  the arrival of  the first migra-
tion to the Isthmus of  Panama, as well as the subsequent migratory 
waves. Some authors consider that the migration began a few years 
earlier, but the officially recognized date is March 30th, 1854 with 
the arrival of  the Sea Witch. Currently on March 30th the day of  the 
Chinese Ethnicity is celebrated in Panama.  

These writings, works and efforts offer excellent support to 
start from them and begin an exploration of  the cultural concep-
tual structure that has been generated over 166 years of  Chinese 
presence in Panama. I will mention some of  the most relevant 
Panamanian authors on the subject: Berta Alicia Chen, Eus-
torgio Chong Ruíz, Lok Siu, Ramón Arturo Mon, Juan Tam 
and Luis Wong Vega. Some of  their works are cited in the bibli-
ographical section of  this essay.

What we are missing: 
We must ask ourselves: has a cultural bridge been created be-

tween the Chinese and the Panamanians? We have as our start-
ing point the works of  Berta Alicia Chen, Lok Siu and Ramón 
A. Mon. We also have other articles published in magazines 
and newspapers that, although of  divulgation, are not without 
value. However, there is a lack of  even more in-depth studies on 
the philosophy, psychology and sociology of  the Chinese peo-
ple living in Panama.

As I mentioned earlier, the Chinese community is not homo-
geneous in its constitution, although at first glance it may seem 
so, since it is composed of  various linguistic groups that come 
from different regions of  China, predominantly Chinese citi-
zens of  Guangdong (Canton). The Chinese of  Panama main-
tain different ways of  understanding reality and speak different 
languages such as Cantonese and its derivatives, Hakka and 
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Mandarin. The heterogeneity of  the community is also influ-
enced by the immigrant generation to which they belong, that 
is, when they arrived and their migratory status. This immigra-
tion has occurred through what we could call migratory waves 
and has corresponded to historical-social situations that have 
occurred both in China and in Panama. We are referring to cat-
aclysmic political events that occurred in China in the 19th and 
20th centuries, which coincided with the corresponding major 
construction projects on the Isthmus of  Panama and which be-
came powerful magnets to attract immigrants. Chinese migra-
tion has not been exempt from violent attacks: from the arrival 
in the 19th century on the Chinese ships, or floating hells, where 
it was estimated that 10% of  the passengers perished, to the of-
ten humiliating obstacles suffered in the 20th century with the 
immigration restriction laws of  1904, 1913, 1941 and 1990.

As you can imagine, Chinese immigrants and their descen-
dants experience being Chinese from a different reality tinged 
by the memory of  the past, the experiences of  the present and 
the expectations of  the future. The Chinese living in our coun-
try ask themselves, consciously or unconsciously, what it means 
to be Chinese, Chinese-Panamanian or Panamanian of  Chi-
nese origin. When they are asked: “What are you? The most 
common answer is: I am Chinese or Chinese-Panamanian or 
simply Panamanian. All of  the above answers are correct be-
cause sometimes they refer to the ethnic origin to which they 
belong or with which they identify and sometimes they refer to 
nationality and/or culture. And of  course, the answer seems to 
be influenced by the historical and social experiences and cir-
cumstances they have lived through. 

The complexity of  this encounter between two cultures is 
complicated by the fact that we Panamanians are culturally 
quite complex. That is, geographically we are Central Ameri-
can, historically South American and culturally Caribbean. This 
is a difficult situation to assume, but it is the cultural complexity 
that defines us and has as much value as any other national 
identity. And I quote Carlos Fuentes who maintains that true 
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nationality is made and maintained by culture. And since cul-
ture evolves with time we could say: “Panamanians are not [...] 
we are being”. This particularity is also reflected in the Chinese 
who cohabit the geographic-cultural space that defines Panama-
nians. The porosity of  the Panamanian social fabric is a prod-
uct of  the aforementioned complexity, which has also allowed 
foreigners arriving in our lands not to feel that they are crashing 
against an impenetrable fence or wall. 

Lok Siu tells us in the conclusion of  his book Memories of  a 
Future Home: 

belonging to diasporic Chinese in Panama is not a simple matter 
[...] with various dimensions shaping the context of  belonging, the 
different practices they adopt to build a home in the diaspora, and 
the complex feelings as they engage in the process of  making Pan-
ama their home and their struggle for full belonging [...] belonging 
to Chinese-Panamanians is about inhabiting the cultural and politi-
cal intersections of  Panama, China/Taiwan, and the United States. 
(Siu, 2005, pp. 195-207)

Since 2017, when we established full diplomatic relations 
with the People’s Republic of  China, this triangulation has 
leaned towards Panama, China and the United States by los-
ing one of  its original elements. Taiwan has lost importance in 
the diplomatic landscape of  our country, although not in the 
commercial sense. This perception of  Lok Siu is fundamental 
to understanding the Sino-Panamanian world. 

 I consider that memory is fundamental in the conformity of  
our selfhood defined as what we were, what we are and what we 
want to be. This selfhood is at the core of  a people’s culture. As a 
clinical psychologist and psychoanalyst I was challenged to con-
tribute to this process of  reflection of  the Chinese community and 
designed a university study which I titled: “Emigration, Memo-
ry and Narcissism: the persistence of  memory” (Mon 2018). It 
finally turned out to be a cultural analysis study, one of  many 
that could be done on the memory of  emigration. In this essay 
I studied the relationship of  grandchildren with their Chinese 
grandparents as it relates to the construction of  identity. I found 
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it interesting to know how certain personality traits were trans-
mitted trans-generationally through explicit or implicit learning, 
behavioral patterns, beliefs and also prejudices. The sample stud-
ied was composed of  grandchildren of  Chinese immigrants who 
arrived in Panama during the 19th and 20th centuries. We want-
ed to know the facts and emotions that persisted in the memory 
of  these grandchildren and that somehow influenced, at least in 
part, their identity and destiny. It is an archaeological rehearsal 
of  the memory that the participants held and that they gave us.  
It contains rich and promising material in terms of  psychological 
analysis that takes us back to the words of  a friend, Catalan psy-
choanalyst Rogeli Almengor (2010) when he says: “the human 
being is his memory. Individuality and consciousness originate 
in it, because if  he were to lose it, he would cease to be what he 
is”. The analysis contains references about identity, thinking that 
identity is nourished by memory. The subjects, of  whom we have 
very interesting records but which go beyond the limits of  these 
reflections, recognized that many of  their personality traits came 
from their grandparents; for example, physical strength, silence, 
feminism, obsessions and other behavioral traits. However, a ba-
sic identity prevailed, a never-denied belonging to Chinese eth-
nicity and culture. 

But the matter is complicated by the fact that the Chinese 
cultural identity has to communicate in some way and by dif-
ferent means with the national identity which, as Ana Elena 
Porras (2005) argues in her book Cultura de la Interoceanidad. 
Narrativa de la Identidad Nacional de Panamá (1990-2002). 

The case of  Panama, contrary to postmodern predictions, offers 
narratives of  national identity that themselves involve the negation 
and refutation of  its national identity. Despite this, however, both 
deconstructivist and constructivist narratives of  Panama’s national 
identity configure national identities, either to propose them or to 
destroy them immediately afterwards [...] national identity, on the 
other hand, also has psychological implications in the construction 
of  self-image, connections and sense of  belonging among individu-
als and human groups. National identity is constructed by a society 
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that thinks of  itself  as a total system, linking and integrating all 
members and containing and transcending other identities such as 
gender, class, region and ethnicity [...] Ana Elena Porras defends 
the thesis that Panama, like other nations of  the world with sim-
ilar characteristics of  neocolonialism and underdevelopment, has 
built a creative, complex, flexible and fluid (and also surprisingly 
coherent) culture. This national culture of  Panama, or culture of  in-
teroceanity, is the product of  the structural integration of  multiple 
internal cultural tendencies and modalities in a process of  narrative 
synthesis. 

And I quote again Carlos Fuentes who maintains that “true 
nationality is made and maintained by culture”. And I think 
that the culture of  the Panamanian evolves over time and we 
could say: Panamanians are not [...] they are being and there-
fore the Chinese-Panamanians are not, they are being. 
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CHAPTER XV

CHINESE ECONOMIC PRESENCE  
IN COLOMBIA, 1950-2020

DR. ETNA BAYONA VELÁSQUEZ.
Universidad del Magdalena. Mail: etnabayonav@gmail.com

Introduction

In the 21st century, Colombia has been deepening and diver-
sifying its relations towards Latin American and Asia-Pacific 
countries. Specifically with China, there has been an increase in 
trade exchange and investment of  companies. (Pastrana Buel-
vas, et al., 2017). China’s interest in Colombia, as in the rest of  
Latin America, can be explained for various reasons: its geostra-
tegic position to continue growing and consolidating itself  as an 
economic power, to diplomatically isolate Taiwan from the in-
ternational community, to supply raw materials on a large scale, 
to expand markets for its products and to expand its investment 
in oil, energy, infrastructure and technology. (Creutzfeldt, 2012; 
Ellis, 2012; Pastrana Buelvas, et al., 2017). 

In this context, it is relevant to analyze Sino-Colombian eco-
nomic relations from the perspective of  trade flows and pro-
ductive factors based on trade agreements, cooperation, dona-
tions, Chinese investment in Colombia and trade between the 
two nations. 

To develop this objective, a literature review was conducted 
regarding studies of  China’s economic presence in Colombia 
and descriptive statistics on the subject were compiled. We also 
analyzed the history of  diplomatic and trade relations between 
Colombia and China between 1980 and 2020, in terms of  trade 
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and cooperation agreements, trade, investment, loans and dona-
tions from China to Colombia. Finally, the conclusions of  the 
study are presented.

Origin of diplomatic relations between China and Co-
lombia

Diplomatic relations between Colombia and China date 
back to the 1980s. Until then, the two nations avoided diplomat-
ic rapprochement due to their ideological differences, which in 
Colombia’s case followed the foreign policy guidelines dictated 
by the United States government. In fact, according to the econ-
omist Enrique Posada (2010) Colombia’s participation in the 
Korean War, between 1950 and 1953, left South Korea grateful 
to Colombia and North Korea and China, which supported the 
latter, hostile to Colombia. Another fact that distanced Colom-
bian-Chinese relations was that until the 1990s the world was 
engaged in a cold war that divided countries into two parts: the 
capitalists, led by the United States and the Western European 
powers, and the communists, led by the Soviet Union and Chi-
na. Colombia was aligned in the first group, which made it even 
more difficult to establish diplomatic relations. (Posada, 2010).

The rapprochement between China and Colombia was pre-
ceded by two international events, both of  which occurred in 
the early 1970s: the re-entry of  the People’s Republic of  China 
to the United Nations (UN) in 1971 and the visit to China by 
U.S. President Richard Nixon in 1972, to reestablish diplomatic 
relations. (Pastrana Buelvas, et al., 2017). Following U.S. diplo-
matic directives, in 1977 the Colombian-Chinese Friendship As-
sociation was created and three years later diplomatic relations 
were officially reestablished. 

According to Dr. Guillermo Puyana Ramos: 

In 1977 [...] a group of  Colombians of  all political and ideological 
tendencies and from all social backgrounds organized themselves 
into the Association of  Colombian-Chinese Friendship, [...] which 
sought to support the cause of  establishing relations between Chi-
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na and Colombia based on the principle of  one China.... Between 
1977 and 1980... there were various exchange activities.... (Puyana 
Ramos, 2010, p. 23) .

After this background, Colombia initiated diplomatic re-
lations with the People’s Republic of  China on February 7th, 
1980, accepting the principle of  “one China”. In June and Sep-
tember of  that same year, embassies were established in Bei-
jing and Bogota respectively, and in 1989 they agreed to set up 
consulates in each country (Vélez, 2010; Shixue, 2012). Within 
this framework of  diplomatic relations, between 1981 and 2020 
Colombia and China have signed agreements on trade, techni-
cal and economic cooperation, consular, judicial and cultural 
matters. In addition, China has made donations in cash and in 
kind and has granted loans to Colombia, consolidating relations 
between the two countries.

Organizations that have established cultural, economic and 
political ties between Colombia and China date back to 1977. 
Drs. Diana Gómez and Luz Díaz take stock of  these according 
to their nature and functions, and classify them into five types: 
1) associations of  the Chinese immigrant community; 2) enti-
ties created at the initiative of  the Chinese government: “Con-
fucius” classrooms and “Confucius” institutes; 3) cultural and 
academic entities created by Chinese and Colombians; 4) Co-
lombian-Chinese Friendship Associations created by Colombi-
ans; and 5) Binational Chambers of  Commerce created at the 
initiative of  Colombian and Chinese businessmen (Gómez & 
Díaz, 2016, p. 90). This study identified a total of  12 institutions 
that strengthen Colombian-Chinese relations in social, econom-
ic, political and cultural aspects (Annex 2).

Regarding institutions that promote economic relations be-
tween Colombia and China, it was found that in the first two de-
cades of  the 21st century, two chambers of  commerce and two 
business associations have been created: the Colombo-Chinese 
Chamber of  Commerce and Integration (CCICH), the Colom-
bo-Chinese Chamber of  Investment and Commerce (CCCHIC), 
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founded in 2010, the Association of  Companies with Chinese 
Investment in Colombia founded in 2010, and the Colom-
bo-Chinese Business Association (AECC), created in 2016.

The Colombian-Chinese Chamber of  Commerce and Inte-
gration (CCICH), has eight offices in the People’s Republic of  
China located in the cities of: Shanghai, Shenzhen, Chengdu, 
Dalian, Tianjin, Xiamen, Qingdao and Xiangyang. In 2013, 
the CCICH together with a group of  businessmen created 
the Asia-Latin America Chamber of  Industry and Commerce 
(Camerasia) in order to promote the integration of  Latin Amer-
ican countries with those of  Asia, through increased trade and 
the creation of  joint ventures. (Gómez & Díaz, 2016).  

The second organization was the CCCHIC, founded in 2010 
by the Colombian Pacific Foundation, the National Association 
of  Colombian Businessmen (ANDI), the National Federation 
of  Merchants (FENALCO), the Society of  Colombian Farm-
ers (SAC), the Ambassador on Special Mission to Expo Shang-
hai 2010 and a group of  businessmen. The CCCHIC has the 
support of  the Embassy of  the People’s Republic of  China in 
Colombia, the Embassy of  Colombia in China and the nation-
al government, based in Bogotá, Medellín and Barranquilla. 
Likewise, the purpose of  the CCCHIC is to promote trade and 
investment between China and Colombia. (CCCHIC, 2010) .

Also the Association of  Companies with Chinese Investment 
in Colombia (AEICHC), founded in 2010, of  which 16 large 
Chinese companies located in Colombia are part. The AEICHC 
aims to share information of  Chinese entrepreneurs in Colom-
bia. (Gómez & Díaz, 2016). Then, in 2016, 24 companies from 
that country met at the Embassy of  the People’s Republic of  
China in Bogota to form the Colombian-Chinese Business As-
sociation (AECC). This Association is a non-profit institution, 
which promotes trade, industrial and investment relations be-
tween Chinese and Colombian companies. (AECC, 2016). Of  
the 12 institutions created, only one was established before the 
establishment of  diplomatic relations between Colombia and 
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China. The remaining 11 were created in the first two decades 
of  the 21st century. 

Parallel to the formation of  friendship and business associ-
ations, there has been a 43% growth in Chinese immigration 
between 2000 and 2019, as well as the positioning of  China as 
the second destination for exports and imports with Colombia. 
These facts demonstrate the rapprochement between Colom-
bia and China, starting with the implementation of  the Going 
Global policy in 1999 and its renewal in 2013.

Agreements between China and Colombia 

In four decades, between 1981 and 2020, the Republics 
of  China and Colombia have signed 47 treaties, of  which 18 
were signed in the first two decades (1981-1999), while 29 were 
signed in the following two decades (2000-2020). An analysis of  
the number of  agreements by presidential term shows that the 
first term of  Álvaro Uribe (2002-2006) saw the highest number 
of  agreements signed (8), while the periods in which the fewest 
agreements were signed were between 1978 and 1994. In con-
trast, the greatest boom in economic, diplomatic and coopera-
tion relations between China and Colombia occurred between 
1994 and 2020 (Graph 1).

Treaties between China and Colombia can be classified 
into twelve types: economic and scientific cooperation (16), on 
monetary donations (11), Environmental, animal, phytosan-
itary and quarantine cooperation (5), on judicial matters and 
the fight against illicit drug trafficking (3), on credits provided 
by China to Colombia (2), consular and diplomatic affairs (2), 
commercial (1), cultural (1), local and community justice (1), 
promotion of  Chinese investment in Colombia (1) and coop-
eration in health due to the health emergency caused by the 
Coronavirus, COVID-19 (1), (Table 1).
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Table 1. Bilateral Cooperation Agreements between  
China and Colombia.

Tipo Años en que se firmaron Número

Commercial 1981 1

Cultural 1981 1

Cooperation, economic, 
scientific and technical

1981, 1985, 1987, 1997, 1997, 2004, 
2005 (2 agreements), 2007, 2009, 2010 

(2 agreements), 2011, 2012  
(2 agreements), 2013 and 2018. 16

Donations in money
1990, 1995, 1997, 1998, 1998, 1999  

(2 agreements), 2001, 2002, 2004, 2017 
and 2020 11

Credit provided by China 
to Colombia

1990 y 2005
2

Environmental, animal, 
phytosanitary and animal 
quarantine cooperation

1997, 1998, 2003 and 2005 
 (2 agreements).

5

Graph 1. Number of  agreements signed between Colombia 
and China by presidential term, 1981-2020.

Source: Prepared by the authors with data from the Colombian Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs, Directorate of  International Legal Affairs, *Colombi-
an Foreign Ministry, Colombian Embassy in China and 2020.
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Tipo Años en que se firmaron Número

Consular and diplomatic 
matters

1991 y 1999
2

Judiciary and the fight 
against illicit drug  
trafficking

1999, 2012 y 2019.

3

China's free military  
assistance to Colombia

2005, 2007 y 2016
3

Local and community 
justice: childcare offices 
and programme

2018

1

Promotion of  Chinese 
investment in Colombia 

2019
1

Health cooperation  
for Covid-19 health  
emergency 

2020

1

Total 47

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Colombian Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs, Directorate of  International Legal Affairs, *Colombian 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, Colombian Embassy in China and 2020.

The first agreement was signed on July 17th, 1981 and then 
two other agreements came into force for the same year. These 
first three agreements were of  a commercial, cultural and sci-
entific-technical nature. As time went by, the number of  agree-
ments increased, such as commercial agreements, donations in 
money and kind, cultural agreements, among others. 

Cooperation agreements have been of  all kinds, such as cred-
it lines, cash donations and economic, technical and scientific 
cooperation over the years. Also projects on bamboo, ceramics 
and porcelain (1998); fight against drug trafficking (1998); phy-
tosanitary cooperation (2005) and prevention of  illicit trade in 
cultural property (2012); promotion of  financing for Chinese 
investment in Colombia (2019), among others. In 2019, the 
“Treaty between the Republic of  Colombia and the People’s 
Republic of  China on the Transfer of  Convicted Persons” was 
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signed, but as of  2019 there were no records of  it being in force89  
(Table 1 and Annex 1. Trade cooperation agreements between 
China and Colombia, 1980-2020). 

Until 2021, the last recorded agreements between China and 
Colombia were signed in 2020: one in cash, for the Hurricane 
Iota natural disaster emergency, which affected the department 
of  San Andres and Providencia, and another in implements to 
address the COVID-19 health emergency in Colombia (Table 1 
and Annex 1). Trade cooperation agreements between China 
and Colombia, 1980-2020). 

Income transfer from China to Colombia  

Up to the year 2021, Colombia had 26.5 million dollars in 
loans received from China: one in 1990 for 21.2 million dollars 
and another in 2008 for 5.3 million dollars (2015 prices). Chi-
na’s first donations to the world date back to 1979, but in Co-
lombia they began in 1990. Thus, between 1990 and 2020 China 
and Colombia signed 25 technical, economic and cultural coop-
eration agreements, which represented 55 million dollars donat-
ed by the Asian giant. In proportional terms, these donations to 
Colombia represent only 0.2% of  the total. According to data 
from the World Bank (2021), the latter totaled US$28,399 mil-
lion between 1990 and 2020 (at 2015 prices) (Table 2).

Table 2. China’s in-kind and cash donations to Colombia, 
1990-2020.

Year  Dollars (constant values, 2015)

1990 708,636 

1995 222,641 

1997 2,175,498 

1998 2,093,825 

89 Data taken from the Department of  Foreign Affairs: http://apw.canci-
lleria.gov.co/tratados/SitePages/BuscadorExternoForm.aspx
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Year  Dollars (constant values, 2015)

1999  3,181,359 

2001  2,036,751 

2003   374,890 

2004    6,106,500 

2005  5,380,329 

2007 1,725,084 

2009 7,143,860 

2010 1,686,074 

2011 1,634,648 

2012 3,270,170 

2013 8,153,058 

2016 4,755,187 

2017 1,040,675 

2018 1,583,619 

2020 1,889,706 

Total 55,162,511

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Virtual 
Library of  Treaties of  the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
of  Colombia.

Chinese immigrants to Colombia: activities carried out and 
destination cities 

Migratory flows are part of  the international mobility of  fac-
tors of  production, representing variations in the labor supply 
in certain economic activities. Regarding Chinese immigration 
to Colombia, the first official statistics date from 1990. Prior to 
this year, records of  Chinese immigrants were documented in 
studies on Chinese immigration and visa applications from this 
country. It is important to note that Colombia has traditionally 
been a country with a low turnout of  immigrants in general. Ex-
cept for the phenomenon of  the social, economic and political 
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crisis in Venezuela in the first two decades of  the 21st century, 
which has significantly attracted Venezuelan immigrants to Co-
lombia, as well as to other neighboring countries.

Migration of Chinese to Colombia, 1900-1960

The first Chinese immigrants arrived in Colombia in 1854 to 
work on the construction of  the Panama Railroad, a region that 
until 1903 belonged to Colombia. In fact, the Panama Railroad 
Co. had hired about 2,000 Chinese workers at a rate of  US$25 
per month each, which it paid to an intermediary who was in 
charge of  recruiting the workers. This middleman turned out to 
be exploiting the Chinese workers, because he only paid them a 
tiny part of  the contract and kept the rest for transportation and 
food. (Correa, 2010).

Chinese immigrants also arrived from Panama to the port 
of  Buenaventura, at the initiative of  President Tomás Cipriano 
de Mosquera, who imported about a thousand workers of  that 
nationality to work on the construction of  the road to this port, 
around the 1860s (Patiño, 2006 in Gómez & Díaz, 2016). 

According to Dr. Friederike Fleischer, Chinese migration 
to Colombia in the first half  of  the 20th century came from 
other Latin American countries and the United States for three 
reasons: in the first three decades of  the formation of  the Peo-
ple’s Republic of  China (1949-1979), emigration was prohibit-
ed; second, because in Colombia no laws were established to 
prohibit Chinese immigration, as was done in the United States 
(1882), Panama (between 1903-1941), Jamaica (1905) and Mex-
ico (1922). Thus, at the beginning of  the 20th century, because 
of  xenophobia in the United States and other countries in the 
region, a considerable number of  Chinese settled in Colombia; 
third, in the 1950s and 1960s, in Panama the Chinese faced 
strong commercial competition from large department stores, 
which led to the closure of  many businesses and the subsequent 
emigration of  Chinese citizens to Colombia and the United 
States. (Fleischer, 2011).  
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In the early twentieth century, due to its economic dynamism, 
Barranquilla was the main destination for immigrant families 
arriving in Colombia. In the case of  the Chinese population, 
this was concentrated in a sector of  the city that was baptized as 
Chinatown and its members were engaged in activities such as 
planting vegetables, retail trade, restaurants and laundries. Like-
wise, from this city they went to other places in the Colombian 
Caribbean. (Gómez & Díaz, 2016).  

In the 1950s, the first Chinese restaurants opened in Bogotá 
(Patiño, 2006 in Gómez & Díaz, 2016) and also the first neigh-
borhood stores. (Gomez & Diaz, 2016). In fact, several Chinese 
arrived in Colombia with the Chinese government’s “Hotels 
and Restaurants” program that promoted the culinary industry, 
although they did not choose the country of  destination, but 
were assigned and sent there. (Marriaga, 2012). 

The Migration of Chinese Nationals to Colombia, 1978-
1986

Between 1978 and 1980, Colombia had not yet established 
official relations with the People’s Republic of  China. There-
fore, as shown in Table 2, visa applications during these years 
were made to the Colombian consulates in Taipei and Hong 
Kong. The first city is the capital of  the island of  Taiwan, recog-
nized as an independent republic by most of  the countries allied 
with the United States, but considered by the authorities of  the 
People’s Republic of  China as a rebel province; the second is a 
city that was under British rule until 1997. During those years, 
489 visas were requested for Taipei, 140 for Hong Kong and 
only 12 for the continental Chinese Consulate. (Restrepo, 2015). 

Due to the People’s Republic of  China’s policy of  recogniz-
ing only one China, since 1980 visa applications to Colombia 
from Taiwan have not been accepted, while those from Hong 
Kong and now from Beijing (1982) have increased. Thus, be-
tween 1985 and 1986, visa applications from Beijing accounted 
for 76.7% and from Hong Kong 23.2% (Table 3).
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Visa applications to Colombia from China between  
1978 and 1986.

Years Taipei, 
Taiwan Hong Kong Chinese 

Embassy Beijing Note

1978 186 33

1979 303 33 6

1980 74 6

1980-1981* 408 II and I semester

1981 254 II semester

1982 134 I semester

1982-1983* 284 9 II and I semester

1983-1984* 401 41 II and I semester

1984-1985* 138 303 II and I semester

1985-1986* 106 349 II and I semester

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from Restrepo. (2015) Data from 
the General Archive of  the Nation: 1978-1980 data from the General Ar-
chive of  the Nation, 1980-1981 to 1985-1986 data from the Memory of  the 
Minister of  Foreign Affairs.

Figure 2. Flow of  immigrants according to authorized visas  
of  Chinese nationals to Colombia, 1978-1985.
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According to Graph 2, between 1978 and 1986 the types of  
visas authorized varied, finding that work and business were the 
majority:
•	 In	1979	and	1980	most	of 	the	population	applied	for	tran-

sit cards, 63% and 76% respectively. The reason is that 
they came on Latin American tours from Hong Kong 
and Taipei travel agencies. Of  this group, most were pres-
idents, vice presidents, general managers or other senior 
managers of  large companies. They were also traders, in-
dustrialists or people with economic solvency who came 
with their families. It should be noted that the transit visa 
was granted to persons entering as tourists and did not 
restrict the holder from engaging in lucrative activities 
during the validity of  the visa. Thus, during 1978 and 
1979, this type of  card was provided to persons visiting 
the country for commercial purposes, although for this 
purpose there was a temporary visa for work and trade. 
(Restrepo, 2015).

•	 In	1980,	64%	of 	the	visas	authorized	were	ordinary	visas,	
which means that Chinese nationals came to work. In 
this year, immigrants had been hired in Colombia as ag-
ricultural technicians, poultry technicians, some in finan-
cial positions, in restaurants or other types of  businesses 
in the cities of  Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cartagena, Cúcuta, 
Medellín, Palmira, Pereira and Santa Marta (Restrepo, 
2015).

•	 Between	1980	and	1981,	83%	of 	visas	authorized	were	
ordinary visas.

•	 In	1982,	70%	of 	 the	visas	were	 for	 tourism	and	 the	 re-
mainder for business, which suggests that most people 
came for work purposes.

•	 Between	1982	and	1983,	28%	of 	visas	granted	to	Chinese	
immigrants were ordinary visas, 57% were business visas 
and 14% were tourist visas.

•	 In	 1983,	 45%	 of 	 visas	 authorized	 were	 courtesy	 visas,	
which were mostly for cultural or commercial reasons; 
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8%, 13% and 9% were work, business and tourism vi-
sas respectively. Courtesy visas brought gold mining re-
searchers from the Gold Boreau M.M.I. Company as 
representatives of  the Tianjin trade mission. (Restrepo, 
2015). 

•	 In	1984,	62%	of 	the	visas	corresponded	to	tourism	and	
20% to ordinary visas. Within the ordinary visas, the 
main motives were family reunion and employment in 
Colombia in kitchen work in restaurants and agricultur-
al activities, such as poultry farming and horticulture. 
These activities were concentrated in cities such as Bar-
ranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, Cúcuta, Manizales, Medellín, 
San Andrés Island and Tibú (Restrepo, 2015).

•	 Similarly,	in	1985,	the	visas	authorized	were	concentrat-
ed in tourism (78%), followed by temporary visas (10%) 
and ordinary visas (7%). As in other years, tourist visas 
not only corresponded to recreational activities or fami-
ly reunions, it is observed that 35% of  tourist visas, the 
reason was to work in dredging, this was corroborated 
because almost all these applications attached the certifi-
cation of  the Shanghai Dredging Company (SDC), like-
wise, all temporary visas indicated this same reason, the 
main occupations that these immigrants exercised were 
sailors, technicians and interpreters (Restrepo, 2015).

Since 1980 the situation of  Chinese immigrants has im-
proved: some countries sought for Chinese immigrants to settle 
and become citizens. Thus, in the 1980s, in the United States, 
anti-immigration laws against Chinese immigration were re-
pealed; also the profile of  this population has changed, while in 
the first decades of  the 21st century Chinese nationals who emi-
grate come from large cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, have 
more years of  study and travel with their families, (Fleischer, 
2011) most of  them work in restaurants, companies and even 
in the agricultural sector. (Hui, 1992; Restrepo, 2001; Fleischer, 
2011; Gómez & Díaz, 2016).
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Likewise, during the 1980s many Chinese emigrated from 
Colombia to the United States, as immigration policy changed 
in favor of  this population, who had been discriminated against 
for decades, for “of  the 5,600 people of  Chinese origin reported 
in 1982” (Poston & Yu, 1990)  and “in the 1990s there were only 
3,400 left, most of  whom live in Bogotá, Barranquilla, Cali, Cart-
agena, Medellín, Santa Marta, Manizales, Cúcuta and Pereira” 
...”. (Fleischer, 2011, p. 77).

Migration of Chinese nationals to Colombia between 1990 
and 2020

Between 1990 and 2019, the stock of  Chinese immigrants in 
Colombia doubled from 709 in 1990 to 1,247 in 2019. Between 
2005 and 2010, the largest increase of  Chinese immigrants was 
observed (21%), which can be explained by the greater num-
ber of  agreements signed in this five-year period. In addition, 
in 2006 the Colombian government removed the visa require-
ment for the entry of  Chinese nationals. In fact, from 2005 to 
2010, 11 agreements were signed, with 2005 being the year in 
which the largest number of  treaties were signed between the 
two countries (5 in total). Of  the 11 agreements, six were on 
economic, scientific and technical cooperation, two on environ-
mental, animal, phytosanitary and quarantine cooperation, two 
on free military assistance and one on credit provided by China 
(Table 1 and Graph 3).

Overall, there is an increasing trend of  Chinese immigration 
between 1982 and 2019. However, between 2019 and 2020 there 
was an abrupt decline explained by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This pandemic not only hit migration flows, but also the world 
economy and with it the flows of  other factors of  production 
and trade.
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Figure 3. Stock of  Chinese Immigrants to Colombia,  
1990 - 2019.
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The growing migratory flow from China, since the official es-
tablishment of  diplomatic relations between the two countries, 
has had various motives. Thus, for example, in 2019, 40,846 
Chinese nationals entered Colombia, of  which 38% did so for 
tourism, 25% for business, 10% for work, 5% for tourism and 
work, 5% residents and the remaining distributed in 34 activi-
ties. In that year, the cities of  greatest destination were Bogotá 
(72%), Medellín (12%) and Cartagena (4%) (map 1 and graphs 
4 and 5).

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic generated a 93% drop in 
the flow of  immigrants compared to the previous year. However, 
the trend was maintained, since the activities authorized to Chi-
nese immigrants were tourism (39%), business (19%) and work 
(17%), while the main destination cities were Bogotá (70%), Me-
dellín (14%), Cartagena (4%) and Cali (3%) (Graph 4).
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Figure 4. Flow of  Chinese Immigrants to Colombia,  
2012 - 2020.
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Figure 5. Motives of  Chinese immigrants to Colombia  
in 2019.
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Map 1. Destination cities of  Chinese immigrants  
to Colombia in 2019. 

Source: Author’s elaboration with statistics from Migration Colombia, 
Statistics 2020.
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Gomez and Diaz (2016) argue that in the twentieth centu-
ry Chinese immigrants arrived with a relatively low profile in 
terms of  education and socioeconomic, who were engaged in 
retail clothing and restaurants. In contrast, in the 21st century 
they are arriving to work in transnational companies, a popula-
tion with a higher educational level, with specialties in different 
professions and with a command of  English. This group of  im-
migrants of  the 21st century, have a lower age profile, mainly 
in the age range between 30 and 40 years old, who arrive to 
live in Colombia for a period of  at least four years, which is the 
maximum term legally allowed according to the Pacific Alli-
ance framework for business visas (Law 834 of  2013; (Gómez 
& Díaz, 2016). 

China-Colombia Trade Exchange, 1970-2020

Trade is one of  the main forms of  economic relations be-
tween China and Colombia. It is important to note that before 
1981, when the first trade agreement was signed between the 
two countries, there was little trade. In fact, the National Ad-
ministrative Department of  Statistics (DANE) has records of  
trade between these two countries since 1970 (Table 3). 

Like the exchange of  productive factors, the volume of  trade 
flows between China and Colombia have been subject to dip-
lomatic relations and to cycles of  global economic booms and 
crises.

Colombian exports to China can be organized into three 
periods: the first from 1970 to 1979; the second from 1980 to 
1998; and the third from 1999 to 2020. Between 1970 and 1979, 
exports to Hong Kong and Taiwan exceeded those sent to the 
People’s Republic of  China, a territory with which diplomatic 
relations had not yet been officially established. The second pe-
riod began in 1980, after the establishment of  diplomatic rela-
tions between the two countries, and lasted until 1998.
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In 1981, the first trade agreement between China and Co-
lombia was signed, and parallel to these events, exports to Tai-
wan decreased and increased to the People’s Republic of  China. 
In any case, as a result of  the Asian crisis of  the late 1990s, Co-
lombian exports to China fell. This was reflected in its position 
as an export destination country, dropping from 31st place in 
1995 to 37th place in 2000 (Table 4 and Graph 6).

In the third stage, between 1999 and 2020, China consolidated 
its position as a major partner for Colombian exports, as follows: 
in 2005 it ranked 18th, in 2010 it rose to number 3 and in 2020 
it climbed to second place, second only to the United States. In 
2019, as a destination for Colombian exports, China participat-
ed with about 12%, although in 2020, due to the Covid-19 pan-
demic, the participation decreased to 9% (Table 3 and Graph 5). 
Thus, between 1970 and 2019, the value of  Colombia’s exports 
to China multiplied 306 times, from US$12.4 million in 1970 to 
US$1.97 billion in 2019 (2015 prices) (Graph 5).

In the third stage, between 1999 and 2020, it should be not-
ed that, despite the rise of  China as Colombia’s second largest 
trading partner, there were three global crises that affected its 
trade flows: the 2009 crisis related to the real estate collapse in 
the United States; the fall in the prices of  different commodities 
such as oil and coal in the 2010s; and the crisis caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which contracted the world economy, re-
sulting in a decline in international trade, the flow of  factors of  
production between countries and a reduction in the production 
of  goods and services (Graph 5). 
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Figure 5. Colombian Exports from 1970 to 2020.
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It is worth highlighting China’s contribution to controlling 
the spread of  the Covid-19 virus, which began precisely in that 
Asian country in December 2019. By February 2021, this pan-
demic had affected more than 115 million people in 192 coun-
tries and the number of  deaths exceeded 2.6 million people.90  
The start of  vaccination against this virus in December 2020, 
showed again the inequalities between rich and poor countries: 
the first monopolized the vaccines produced by laboratories in 
the United States, Germany and Britain, leaving a small num-
ber for developing countries, as is the case of  Colombia. Just 
in February 2021, the first 50,000 vaccines from the U.S. labo-
ratory Pfizer arrived in Colombia and a few days later 192,000 
vaccines from the Chinese pharmaceutical company Sinovac 

90 Johns Hopkins University, Coronavirus Resource Center. www.corona-
virus.jhu.edu
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arrived. This last trade agreement through which vaccines were 
purchased is another example of  the degree of  rapprochement 
between Colombia and China, which began four decades ago 
when these countries established diplomatic relations.

In the case of  Colombia’s imports from China, a similar 
trend can be observed in parallel with exports to this destina-
tion (Graph 6). Unlike exports, imports have not changed much 
during the crises and have grown steadily since 1990. This can 
be explained by the type of  products that Colombia imports, 
such as manufactures, machinery and technology products, 
which are mainly brought in from the United States and China. 
In contrast, Colombia’s exports to China are concentrated in 
commodities with volatile prices and multiple suppliers.

Figure 6. Imports from Colombia 1975-2020.
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Main exports and imports

Between 1975 and 2019, Colombia’s exports to China have 
been concentrated in primary sector products, although the na-
ture of  these has varied. Thus, between 1975 and 2000, 91% of  
exports belonged to food product groups, while in the first two 
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decades of  the 21st century (2000-2019) they were fossil fuels, 
representing 45% of  the value exported.

According to the ISIC Code (International Standard Indus-
trial Classification), Colombia’s main exports to China between 
1975 and 2000 were agricultural products (48%), represented by 
coffee, vegetable fats, food preparations, bananas, fish and other 
seafood, and live plants. The second group of  products were 
sugar factories and refineries (43%), made up of  confectionery, 
cane sugar, and panela (Graph 7). 

Graph 7. Colombian Exports to China 1975-2000.
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Beginning in the 21st century, Colombia’s exports to China 
were different in nature from those of  the late 20th century. Ac-
cording to U.N. COMTRADE statistics, the main tariff  chapters 
that were exported between 2001 and 2019 were fuels, minerals 
and bituminous materials (75%), composed of  crude petroleum 
oils and thermal coal; in lesser proportion coking coal and coal 
semi-coke. 

The second group of  exports is made up of  iron and steel 
castings (14%), as well as copper and its manufactures (8%). It is 
worth noting that between 2001 and 2019, the value of  exports 
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of  agricultural products, sugar and food derivatives fell to 0.6%, 
while the same products accounted for 91% in the 1975-2000 
period (Graph 8).

Figure 8. Exports from Colombia to China 2001-2019.
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The change in the nature of  exports can be explained by several 
reasons, among them: fossil fuels, ferrous minerals and copper are 
traded on the international market at higher prices than food; Chi-
na’s industrialization, which was consolidated in the early years 
of  the 21st century, increased the demand for imports of  energy 
commodities, iron, steel and copper, which led Chinese capital 
companies to invest in projects to exploit these natural resources. 

Between 1975 and 2019, Colombia’s imports from China 
were characterized by their great variety. During this period, 
there was a trend towards diversification of  demand for imports 
of  goods with higher value added. Between 1975 and 2000, the 
main products imported by Colombia from China were petro-
leum products such as gasoline and diesel (18%), basic industri-
al chemicals such as chlorine, iodine, sulfur, and fluorine (9%), 
manufactured goods (9%), agricultural production (5%), and 
television and communication equipment (5%) (Graph 9).
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Figure 9. Imports from Colombia to China 1975-2000.
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Between 2001 and 2019, the main imported goods were con-
centrated in electrical machinery and apparatus, recording or 
reproducing apparatus (26%), mechanical machinery and ap-
paratus, nuclear reactors and boilers (19%), organic chemicals 
(4%) and land vehicles and their parts (4%) (Graph 10).

Figure 10. Imports from Colombia to China 2001-2019.
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Due to the nature of  exports and imports, the commercial ex-
change between these two countries is generally inter-industrial, 
that is to say, goods of  different nature are exchanged, for ex-
ample, fuels and minerals for machines, electric recording and 
reproduction apparatuses. According to the Grubel & Lloyd 
index, which measures the relative importance of  intra-indus-
trial trade, it is observed that this tends to zero in most of  the 
tariff  chapters of  the main exports and imports. Of  the 18 main 
trade chapters between Colombia and China, only three show 
intra-industry trade as measured by the Grubel & Lloyd Index: 
iron and steel castings (1), wood, charcoal and wood products 
(0.4) and copper and its manufactures (0.4) (Table 1).

Intra-industry trade occurs mainly in the manufacturing sec-
tor between industrialized countries, where firms with internal 
economies of  scale produce at large scales with product differ-
entiation. (Krugman, et al., 2012). Thus, of  the 18 tariff  chap-
ters with the highest trade between Colombia and China, only 
three show intra-industry trade and the other 15 show inter-in-
dustry trade. This is explained by the great differences in the 
productive structure of  these countries. 

Indeed, when disaggregated by the eight-digit national tariff, 
within Chapter 72, Iron and steel, only one tariff  item shows 
intra-industry trade, “flat products of  iron or non-alloy steel, of  
a width < 600 mm, cold-rolled or hot-rolled”, with an intra-in-
dustry trade index (ITI) of  0.3.

In the case of  Chapter 44, Wood, wood charcoal and articles 
of  wood, the tariff  item densified wood in blocks, slabs, planks, 
strips or shapes has an ICI of  0.3. In Chapter 74, Copper and 
articles thereof, the tariff  item copper-tin alloys “bronze” un-
wrought, presented an ICI of  0.2. The above indicates that at 
the product level this sector has no intra-industry trade.
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Chinese investment flows in Colombia  

Studies related to foreign direct investment (FDI) from Chi-
na in Colombia are scarce, due to the difficulty of  obtaining 
statistics. In this research, several databases with different time 
periods and methodologies for data collection were consulted. 
The sources of  information consulted to study Chinese invest-
ment in Colombia are:

i) National Bureau of  Statistics of  China: an agency of  the 
Ministry of  Commerce of  the People’s Republic of  China 
(Mofcom) government of  the People’s Republic of  Chi-
na, founded in 1952. It has available data on investment 
flows from 1999 to 2019.

ii) Foreign direct investment (FDI) flows in Colombia, by 
country, from the Bank of  the Republic of  Colombia, for 
the period 1994-2020. 

iii) China Global Investment Tracker (CGIT): contains data 
on the companies, sectors, countries and cities in which 
China invests, for the period 2005 - 2019.

iv) OFDI China Monitor in Latin America and the Caribbe-
an of  the Latin American and Caribbean Academic Net-
work on China: contains data on the companies, sectors, 
countries and cities in Latin America and the Caribbean 
in which China invests, for the years 2000 to 2019.

In terms of trade flows, China was Colombia’s second largest 
trading partner as of 2020; in contrast, its presence in terms of invest-
ment is low, at barely 1%, although it has been growing. There has 
been a dizzying growth in Chinese investment flows in Colombia 
since 2000 (Graph 10). In fact, the highest growth rate of Chinese 
investment flows in Colombia was recorded in 2000 with 4.011%. 
Parallel to this growth, investment from Taiwan has languished.

According to data from the Bank of  the Republic of  Colombia, in 
1994, the flow of Chinese investment in Colombia was US$74,733 
(2017)  and in 2020 it totaled US$4.8 million (at 2015 prices), indi-
cating that investment grew 640 times during the period, which pre-
sented high volatility (graph 11). Chinese investment in Colombia 
reached its highest levels in the 2010s, as a result of  the intensifi-
cation of  investments by both state-owned and private companies.
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Figure 11. Investment flows in Colombia by country, 2020.
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Graph 12. Investment Flows from China, Hong Kong, and 
Taiwan in Colombia, 1994-2020.
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Chinese companies in Colombia

Between 2000 and 2018, Chinese companies made 21 invest-
ments in Colombia, reaching higher amounts in 2006 and 2009, 
with amounts of  1,768 and 1,301 million dollars, in both cases 
invested by public companies. As for the nature of  the invest-
ments, 62% came from public companies, while the remaining 
38% came from private capital. (Latin American and Caribbean 
Academic Network on China, 2020). 

Figure 13. China’s public and private investment  
in Colombia, 2000-2018
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At the sector level, between 2000 and 2020 Chinese invest-
ments were concentrated in the exploitation of  raw materials 
(84.8%) and to a lesser extent in the services sector and domes-
tic trade (15%).
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Companies in the primary sector: Mansarovar Energy Co-
lombia Ltda.

Seven companies have invested in the raw materials sector, 
the main one being Mansarovar Energy Colombia Ltda., a sub-
sidiary of  SINOPEC, with 48% of  Chinese investment in the 
raw materials extraction sector, with an investment of  2,088 
million dollars. The latter company is a transnational oil com-
pany created in 2006, after the merger of  capital of  the Chinese 
state-owned SINOPEC and Indian ONGC-Videsh, and the 
acquisition of  ONIMEX of  Colombia for 400 million dollars. 
It is worth noting that the Chinese state-owned Sinopec is the 
second largest chemical company in the world and the third in 
Fortune’s Global 500 list in 2017, and the Indian state-owned 
ONGC-Videsh has a stake in more than 40 oil assets in 20 coun-
tries around the world. (Mansarovar Energy, 2021).

Graph 14. China’s companies in the exploitation of  primary 
resources primary sector.

Farming production, 48% Sugar factories and refineries, 43%

Rest.
7%

Machinary 
and tools 

2%

 

Mineral fuels, mineral oils an destilation products;
 bitominous substaces, 75%

Iron and steel 
smelting, 14%

Copper and 
its manufacture, 

8%

Rest
2%

Leather
(excep...

Alumin...

Oil refineries,
18%

Basic industrial chemical 
substances, except for fertilizers, 

9%

Manufacture in general, 9%

Farming production, 
5%

Radio, television
 and communication 

devices, 5%

Plastics,
 4%

Office 
accoun-
ting and 

informatic 
machines, 

4%

Electric devices 
and supplies, 

3%

Non-electric 
machines and 
equipment, 3%

Machines, devices and electric 
material, record or replay devices, 

26%

Machines, devices and 
mechanic artifacts, nuclear 

reactors, boilers, 19%

Organic 
chemical 

products, 4%

Automobiles, 
trucks, others 

and their parts, 
4%

Smelting 
manufactures, 

for iron or 
steel, 3%

Plastic 
products, 3%

Juguetes, 
juegos y 
artículos 

para 
recreo 

acceso-
rios.
3%

Fundi-
ción de 
hierro y 
acero, 

3%

Shoes, leggings 
and parts of such 

articles, 3%

Mansarovar Energy Colombia Ltda, 
48 % Shandong Kerui, 25%

Sinopec International 
Petroleum E&P Hongkong 

Overs, 18%

Sinochem 
Group

5%

China 
Nationa 

Offshors Oil 
Corporation
(CNOOC), 

4%

Huawei Technologies, 83 %

ZTE 
Corporation, 

12 %

Inspur
(Langc...

03%

Foton
Motor,
02%

Manufacturas

Beiqi Foton Motor, 52% Lucky Lion, 36%

Proficol
Andina,

11%

Source: created by the author using data from Red Académica de América 
Latina y el Caribe sobre China and OFDI Monitor in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, 2020.

Mansarovar Energy Colombia Ltda. has its administrative 
facilities in Bogota and oil extraction operations in the depart-
ments of  Boyaca and to a lesser extent in Antioquia. Mansa-
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rovar Energy operations are concentrated in seven fields in the 
Magdalena Medio and four production fields in the Eastern 
Plains. The following is the location of  their projects (Mansaro-
var Energy, 2021) :

1. Campo Jazmín, located in the municipality of  Puerto 
Boyacá.

2. Girasol Field, Puerto Boyacá.
3. Campo Moriche located in the Nare Norte sector, Santa 

Bárbara village, Municipality of  Puerto Boyacá, Magda-
lena Medio region.

4. Campo Abarco, Nare Norte sector, Santa Bárbara vil-
lage, Municipality of  Puerto Boyacá and Puerto Serviez, 
Magdalena Medio region.

5. Velasquez-Galan pipeline, connects the crude oil produc-
ing fields Velasquez and Nare with Ecopetrol’s refinery 
in Barrancabermeja, department of  Santander. Velasquez 
field is owned by Mansarovar Energy and Nare field is at-
tached to the Nare Association contract whose partners 
are Mansarovar Energy and Ecopetrol. 

6. Campo Velásquez, located in Calderón, municipality of  
Puerto Boyacá. 

7. Campo Nare is subdivided into different producing fa-
cilities: Girasol, Jazmín, Moriche, Nare Sur and Abarco 
fields, located in the department of  Boyacá. The Nare 
Sur and Underiver fields, located in the municipality of  
Nare, department of  Antioquia.

8. New Granada Energy Colombia: has four production 
fields in the Eastern Plains region: Dorotea, Leona, 
Cabiona and Garzas. (Asociación Ambiente y Sociedad, 
2021) .

Shandong Kerui Group Colombia

Concentrates the second largest Chinese investment in Co-
lombia (25%) in the primary sector. It is a company that offers 
services and equipment for the drilling and production of  oil 
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and natural gas plants. It has been operating in Colombia since 
2007 in prospecting, exploration, extraction and processing of  
mineral resources. The territories where it provides services are 
in Bogotá, Boyacá, Cesar, Casanare, Huila, Meta, Santander 
and Tolima and its main clients are within Colombia. (Campet-
rol, 2021; Kerui, 2021) :
•	 Mansarovar	(departments	of 	Antioquia	and	Boyacá).
•	 Emerald	Energy	(departments	of 	Casanare,	Caquetá,	Ce-

sar, Huila and Putumayo). 
•	 Hocol	(departments	of 	Bolivar,	Casanare,	Cordoba,	Cun-

dinamarca, Huila, Meta, Sucre and Tolima). 
•	 Ecopetrol	 (departments	 of 	Antioquia,	Arauca,	 Bolívar,	

Boyacá, Casanare, Cesar, Huila, Meta, Nariño, Norte de 
Santander, Putumayo and Santander).

•	 Promigas	 (departments	 of 	La	Guajira,	Magdalena,	At-
lántico, Bolívar, Sucre and Córdoba). 

•	 Drummond	(department	of 	Cesar).
•	 Frontera	 Energy	 (departments	 of 	 Casanare,	 Cundina-

marca, Magdalena, Meta, Sucre and Tolima).
•	 HQE	(department	of 	Santander).

Service sector companies and domestic trade

The main Chinese company that has invested in Colombia 
in the Information and Communications Technology (ICT) sec-
tor is Huawei (83%). This is a private company, wholly owned 
by its employees. Through the merger of  Huawei Investment & 
Holding Co., Ltd., they implemented an employee sharehold-
ing scheme, which involves 104,572 employees and no govern-
ment agency or external organization has shares in Huawei. In 
Colombia its first investment was registered in 2010 and was lo-
cated in the cities of  Bogota, Medellin and Cali. Its main activ-
ities in Colombia are the supply and marketing of  cell phones, 
computers, tablets and technology accessories.

The second Chinese company in the sector by amount of  in-
vestment is ZTE Corporation (12%), which acts as a global sup-
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plier of  telecommunications equipment and network solutions 
based in Shenzhen, China. In Colombia, all its investments are 
concentrated in Bogotá (Graph 15).

Figure 15. China’s companies in the services sector  
and domestic commerce. 
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Companies in the manufacturing sector

As of  2021, this sector had three Chinese companies in Co-
lombia. The main one is Beiqi Foton Motor with 52% of  par-
ticipation, followed by Lucky Lion (36%) and Proficol Andina 
(11%).

Beiqi Foton Motor Co Ltd, better known as Foton, is the larg-
est truck manufacturer in China and a leader in the light truck 
segment. (Foton, 2021). In Colombia, Foton arrived in 2010 in 
Bogota and since this time is represented by the group Colombi-
ana de Comercio S.A. - Corbeta. During 2014 and 2015, Foton 
was the second best-selling truck brand in Colombia, so its brand 
was positioned in the transportation sector of  the country. (Chi-
na-Colombia Business Association, 2016). 
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In 2015, Foton opened the first assembly plant of  Pickups 
4x4, double cab, in the municipality of  Funza, department of  
Cundinamarca, which produces 800 pickups per month. This 
plant strengthened the Foton brand in Colombia and became 
an export platform to markets in Central and South America 
(Motor, 2015) (Graph 16).

Graph 16. Companies in the manufacturing sector.
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The multinational company Lucky Lion is part of  the Chi-
nese firm Linhai Orient Electric Bicycle, a world leader in en-
vironmentally friendly vehicles, arrived in Colombia in 2010 
and imports electric bicycles and motorcycles to the national 
market. (Motor, 2010). Since 2011 it commercializes its pro-
duction with its own stores in Bogota, Cali, Barrancabermeja, 
Bucaramanga and Valledupar. (Motor Magazine, 2012). For its 
expansion, the chain has opted for the franchise system, which 
consists of  an establishment that exhibits various models of  bi-
cycles and electric motorcycles. The place is conceived as a test 
center that operates as a car dealership. (Lucky Lion Electric 
Vehicles, 2014) .
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In 2011, Makhteshim Agan Industries (Israeli origin) merged 
with the Chinese origin company ChemChina, one of  the lead-
ing companies in the Chinese chemical industry. Since this mo-
ment, Makhteshim Agan has been in a process of  transition 
to a unique global brand that emerges as ADAMA. Thus, as 
Makhteshim Agan is the main shareholder of  the Colombian 
company Proficol Andina, the latter also entered the transi-
tion process, which was completed in 2015, when ChemChina 
bought the total shares of  Proficol Andina, so it was renamed 
ADAMA. (Adama, 2016).

Proficol Andina, now ADAMA, is manufactured and mar-
keted by Proficol Andina (Colombia branch), which together 
with Profiandina (Ecuador) and Proficol de Venezuela make 
up the Proficol Group (El Tiempo, 2011). In Colombia, AD-
AMA’s administrative headquarters operates in Barranquilla 
and is present in: Antioquia, Valle del Cauca, Casanare, Cauca, 
Cauca, Nariño, Boyacá, Cundinamarca, Huila, Meta, Santand-
er, Tolima and Magdalena. In Colombia it produces different 
pesticides: acaricides, fungicides, herbicides, insecticides and 
others. (Adama, 2016). 

Products and services of Chinese investment in Colombia 

Ninety-nine percent of  investment by Chinese companies 
is focused on the following goods and services: oil and gas 
(38.6%), petroleum (25.4%), services and equipment for drilling 
and production of  oil and natural gas, prospecting, exploration, 
extraction and processing of  mineral resources (20.8%) and 
communications (14.3%) (Graph 17).

These data show that Chinese investment is mainly attracted 
by the exploitation of  energy sources such as oil and coal. At 
the same time, it is observed that companies invest in the global 
chain of  the exploitation of  these resources, because they invest 
in complementary services, such as services and equipment to 
produce oil and natural gas, exploration, extraction and pro-
cessing of  minerals.  
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Figure 17. Distribution of  Investment by Goods  
and Services Produced by China, 2000-2018.
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Employment by company according to sector

Companies that exploit primary resources concentrate the 
largest investment (84.8%), followed by the service sector and 
domestic trade (15%). For its part, investment in the manufac-
turing sector was only 0.2%, however, it was the largest gener-
ator of  employment in relation to the capital invested. Thus, 
for each million dollars invested, 89 jobs were generated, while 
in services and domestic trade two jobs were generated and in 
the exploitation of  natural resources only 0.3 jobs per million 
dollars (Table 6).  

Table 6. Employment by sector, 2000-2019.

Employ-
ment 

number

Investment 
(millions 

of dollars, 
constant 

values from 
2015)

Employ-
ment I

millions 
of dollars
invested

Goods or services 
produced

Manufacture 776 9 89

Double cabin trucks, 
motorcycles and electric 
bycicles anssamble and 
marketing, and agro-
chemicals

Services and 
domestic 
trade

1287 772
Employ-
ment I

Information and Com-
munication Technologies, 
infrastructure supply for 
Information and Com-
munication Technologies 
(ICT) and smart devices, 
telecommunication and 
network solution equip-
ment. Also, from the au-
tomotive sector automo-
biles are imported.

Primary 
resources 
exploitation 

millions 
of  dollars

4364 0.3

Oil and gas, services and 
equipment for perfora-
tion and production of  
oil and natural gas plants.

Source: created by the author using data from Red Académica de América 
Latina y el Caribe sobre China and OFDI Monitor in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, 2020.
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In the primary sector, Chinese companies extract oil and, 
to a lesser extent, natural gas. In manufacturing, they assem-
ble and market pickup trucks, motorcycles and electric bicycles, 
and also produce and market agrochemicals. As for companies 
in the services and domestic trade sector, the provision of  in-
formation and communication technology (ICT) infrastructure 
and intelligent devices, telecommunications equipment and net-
work solutions stand out.

Chinese companies that have participated in infrastructure 
projects in Colombia: sector and job creation

In Colombia, there are five infrastructure projects in which 
Chinese companies have participated: four in transportation 
and one in energy. These projects have been put out to inter-
national public bidding and have been executed in consortiums 
with companies owned by the Colombian State.

Transportation infrastructure projects: Metro de Bogotá 

Since 2019, when the international tender for the construc-
tion of  the Bogotá Metro was opened, Chinese investors have 
been interested. In fact, at the beginning of  2019, seven con-
sortiums were presented, three of  which were Chinese capital: 
APCA Transmimetro consortium of  China Harbour Engineer-
ing Company Limited and Xi’an Metro Company Limited, 
APCA Metro Capital consortium of  Power China International 
Group Limited and China Railway Group Limited, which ap-
plied without other companies. (Asociación Ambiente y Socie-
dad, 2021).

In 2019 the consortium contracted was Apca Transmimetro, 
owned by two Chinese state-owned companies: China Harbour 
Engineering Company Limited (CHEC) with 85% participation 
and with 15% Xi’An Metro Company Limited, the latter today 
is Xi’An Rail Transportation Group Company Limited. Thus, 
on November 27th, 2019, Empresa Metro de Bogotá S.A. (EMB) 
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signed the concession contract with Apca Transmimetro and 
later, they created a concessionaire company called METRO 
LÍNEA 1 S.A.S. From that moment, Apca Transmimetro has 
the contract for the construction of  the first line of  the met-
ro, the supply of  equipment and trains, and the operation and 
maintenance for 20 years of  this work, with a contract value of  
US$3,527 million (at 2015 prices), generates 8,000 direct jobs 
and have an extension of  23.9 kilometers, making it the infra-
structure project with the largest Chinese investment in Colom-
bia (Metro Línea 1 S.A.S, 2020; Martínez, 2019; Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). 

Regarding the financing of  this work, it was done with 
BBVA of  Spain. China Harbour Engineering Company Limit-
ed (CHEC), the largest shareholder of  Consorcio Metro Línea 
1 S.A.S., signed a line of  guarantees for 90 million dollars with 
BBVA to finance the concession contract for this line. Also, 
in accordance with BBVA’s sustainable transactional banking 
framework, this project was certified as “green” because it is 
an infrastructure project for electric public transport. (Martínez, 
2020).

As for the Apca Transmimetro consortium companies, 
CHEC was founded in 1980 and is a subsidiary of  the state-
owned China Communications Construction Company Ltd 
(CCCC), listed in the Fortune Global 500. CHEC is a global 
full-service provider in Engineering-Procurement-Construc-
tion, Construction-Operation-Transfer and Public-Private Part-
nership and specializes in marine engineering infrastructure, 
dredging and reclamation, road and bridge, railway, airport and 
equipment assembly (China Harbour Engineering Company 
Ltd, 2016). 

The second shareholder of  the Apca Transmimetro consor-
tium is Xi’An Metro Company Limited, a state-owned compa-
ny founded in 2005 and directly owned by the Xi’an municipal 
government. It is responsible for the construction, operation, 
development and resource management of  Xi’an’s urban rapid 
transit system. (Metro Line 1 S.A.S, 2020).
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Highway to the Sea 2

In 2015 the National Infrastructure Agency (ANI) awarded 
the Autopistas Urabá S.A.S. consortium the Autopista al Mar 
2 project for 25 years. As in the Apca Transmimetro consor-
tium, in the Autopistas Urabá S.A.S. consortium the major 
shareholder is the CHEC company. Initially it had a 30% share 
in the concessionaire of  the project and in 2020 it reached a 
65% share. Its local partners are SP Ingenieros S.A.S, Unidad 
de Infraestructura y Construcciones Asociadas S.A.S and Ter-
motécnica Coindustrial S.A.S. (Autopistas Urabá, 2020). 

The Highway to the Sea 2 project will interconnect the city 
of  Medellín with the main road concessions in the country and 
with the commercial exchange centers of  the Caribbean Coast, 
the Pacific Coast and with the Magdalena River, reducing trans-
portation time. This project includes 254 kilometers, 54 bridg-
es and 19 tunnels. (National Infrastructure Agency, 2019). It 
has generated 2,246 direct jobs and 2,409 indirect jobs. (Latin 
American and Caribbean Academic Network on China, 2020). 

The Highway to the Sea 2 cost US$652 million. In its financ-
ing, Colombia’s Financiera de Desarrollo Nacional provided a 
senior debt facility of  up to US$150 million, China Develop-
ment Bank lent US$418 million, and Sumitomo Mitsui Bank-
ing Corporation provided US$84 million (Agencia Nacional de 
Infraestructura, 2019).

Operation of North Central Airports

This project began operations in May 2008 and is managed 
by the Colombian-Chinese consortium Sociedad Operadora de 
Aeropuertos Centro Norte (Airplan). (Airplan, 2008) The Air-
plan consortium is made up of  a Chinese state-owned company, 
Capital Airport Holding, and eight Colombian companies: Fer-
nando Mazuera y Cía., Supertiendas y Droguerías Olímpica, 
Malibú S.A., Información y Tecnología S.A., Portales Urbanos, 
Sociedad Colombiana de Inversiones Comerciales, Noarco 
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S.A., Servicios Integrales para Redes y Comunicaciones.... 
(Asociación Ambiente y Sociedad, 2016).

According to the concession contract, Airplan is in charge 
of  the administration, operation, commercial exploitation, ad-
aptation, modernization and maintenance of  the air terminals 
Olaya Herrera in Medellín, José María Córdova in Rionegro, 
Los Garzones in Montería, Antonio Roldán Betancur in Care-
pa, El Caraño in Quibdó and Las Brujas in Corozal and the 
term of  the contract is at least until 2032 and maximum until 
2048. (Airplan, 2008).

Magdalena River Master Plan

This project was born through a Memorandum of  Understand-
ing between Cormagdalena and Hydrochina and an economic 
and technical cooperation agreement signed between Colombia 
and China in 2009. In 2009, prior to the concession granted by 
Cormagdalena to the Navelena consortium in 2014, the subsid-
iaries of  the state-owned The Power Construction Corporation 
of  China (Powerchina), Hydrochina Corporation and Sinohydro, 
conducted studies of  the Magdalena River, on navigability, power 
generation and environment. Sinohydro participated in the 2014 
international tender for the Magdalena River Master Plan, but 
was disqualified. (Mouthón, 2017; Estrada, 2017).  

The Navelena consortium, which was contracted in 2014 to 
carry out the Master Plan for the Magdalena River, was formed 
by Odebrecht (87%) and Valorcon (13%). (Mouthón, 2017) . 
This project was delivered in 2014 to the Colombian govern-
ment and contemplates multiple navigability and hydroelectric 
works along the banks of  the Magdalena River. The river master 
plan cost US$6.4 million, of  which US$1.9 million was con-
tributed by Hydrochina, US$3.9 million directly by the Chinese 
government and the remaining by Cormagdalena. (Asociación 
Ambiente y Sociedad, 2021). This Plan was questioned be-
cause it was not known to the public since there was no Spanish 
translation of  the document. In addition, it was formulated by 
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foreign companies, leaving the competencies of  national insti-
tutions and authorities in the background. (Estrada, 2017; Aso-
ciación Ambiente y Sociedad, 2021).

Due to the international bribery scandal involving Brazil’s 
Odebrecht, Navelena lost the financial backing of  Japan’s Sumi-
tomo Mitsui Bank, which had agreed to a $250 million credit for 
the financial closure of  the project (Mouth, 2017). Faced with 
the crisis, Powerchina presented a letter of  intent to take over 
the Navelena contract in February 2017. However, this Chinese 
company did not deliver a proposal that guaranteed the financ-
ing. Under these circumstances, in March 2017, the project was 
declared null and void. (El Tiempo, 2017)91. 

Energy infrastructure projects: Gecelca 3 and 3.2 projects: 

Through international bidding, in 2010 the Colombian state-
owned company Gecelca SAS, entered into a contract with the 
CUC-DTC Consortium (Dongfang Turbine Co) for the con-
struction of  the thermal power production plant - Gecelca 3, in 
Monte Líbano, department of  Córdoba, at a cost of  US$236 mil-
lion. The Chinese consortium should have delivered the hydro-
electric plant in 2012, but after several postponements finished 
the work in 2015. For this fact, in August 2017, the Comptroller 
General of  the Republic determined a fiscal finding for 97,602 
million Colombian pesos, due to the loss of  profits caused by 
the defaults incurred by the Chinese contractor during the ex-
ecution of  engineering works for which they were contracted. 
Consequently, the Chinese consortium was fined 10.5 million 
dollars. (Office of  the Comptroller General of  the Republic, 
2017). Gecelca considered that the delivery of  the thermal plant 
was untimely and that the causes of  the delay were the respon-
sibility of  the Consortium.

91 El Tiempo, 2011. Proficol will win by commercial alliance of  its share-
holder. El Tiempo, 19 October. http://www.Eltiempo.com/. [accessed 1/
March/2021].
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On the other hand, in November 2016, Zinú indigenous peo-
ple took over the thermometric installations in protest against 
the possible contamination of  water and rivers in the area of  
influence. In addition, they complained about the lack of  hir-
ing of  labor from the region. (Asociación Ambiente y Sociedad, 
2016). 

Despite the above, in 2013 a new project called Gecelca 
3.2, also located in the municipality of  Puerto Libertador, was 
awarded to the CUC-DTC Consortium. The Chinese consor-
tium also failed to comply with this second contract and had 
problems in complying with safety regulations. (Asociación 
Ambiente y Sociedad, 2021). Due to these non-compliances, 
differences arose between the Colombian state-owned compa-
ny Gecelca and the Chinese consortium Consorcio CUC-DTC 
that have been resolved before the Supreme Court of  Justice and 
the Council of  State. 

Conclusions

China’s economic presence in Colombia has been trans-
formed in line with the Asian country’s economic growth, with 
the expansion of  its global relations and the recognition of  mul-
tilateral organizations such as the WTO and the IDB. 

In fact, in the first half  of  the 20th century, the Chinese pres-
ence in Colombia was reduced to a group of  immigrant families 
that had previously passed through other Latin American coun-
tries and the United States. This occurred because in Colombia 
no laws were established to exclude the Chinese from any pro-
fession, nor were they ever denied citizenship, as was the case 
in several countries in the Americas such as the United States, 
Panama, Jamaica or Mexico. 

In 1980, diplomatic relations were established between the 
two countries and in the following two decades 19 cooperation 
agreements were signed. After China’s admission to the WTO, 
another 29 agreements were signed in the first two decades of  
the 21st century. 
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With the establishment of  diplomatic relations, a growing 
migratory flow from China was generated, which has been 
mainly motivated by activities such as tourism, work, busi-
ness or family networks. During this period, the cities where 
the largest number of  Chinese immigrants settled were Bogotá, 
Medellín, Cartagena, Cali, Barranquilla, and to a lesser extent 
Bucaramanga and Santa Marta. 

In the 1970s, Colombia’s exports to Taiwan far exceeded 
those to the People’s Republic of  China. After diplomatic re-
lations were established, exports to continental China far ex-
ceeded those to Taiwan. In the 21st century, Chinese investment 
in the country began to consolidate, as did the participation of  
Chinese companies in infrastructure projects. This increase in 
immigration, as well as trade flows, the growth of  Chinese in-
vestment and its participation in infrastructure projects has been 
associated with several factors such as China’s admission to the 
WTO and the implementation of  its Going Global policy. 

Trade between Colombia and China is generally inter-indus-
trial, that is, goods of  different kinds are exchanged, such as 
fuels and minerals for machines and electrical recording and re-
production equipment. But trade has not always been like this: 
in the second half  of  the 20th century, Colombia’s main ex-
ports to China were agro-industrial and livestock goods. So far 
in the 21st century, exports have been concentrated in non-re-
newable natural resources such as oil and coal. In contrast, the 
main products imported by Colombia in that first period were 
petroleum-derived goods, basic industrial chemicals, television 
equipment and plastic products. Then, in the first two decades 
of  the 21st century, imports were concentrated in electrical and 
mechanical machines and appliances, recording devices, organ-
ic chemicals, land vehicles, among others.

Investment by Chinese companies has focused on oil, gas, 
other mineral resources and communications. As analyzed 
in the study, companies not only invest in the exploitation of  
primary energy sources, but also in the global value chains of  
these commodities. This is congruent with the participation of  
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Chinese companies in infrastructure projects in Colombia, both 
transport and energy. In any case, Colombia has not signed the 
Belt and Road Initiative or BRI project (also called the New 
Silk Road), which has been signed by thirteen countries in the 
Greater Caribbean. 

With reference to the main companies that have investments 
in Colombia, Mansarovar Energy Colombia Ltda, a subsidiary 
of  SINOPEC, stands out, with investments in the raw materi-
als extraction sector; Shandong Kerui Group Colombia, which 
offers services and equipment for the drilling and production of  
oil and natural gas plants. In the Information and Communi-
cations Technology (ICT) sector, Huawei is the main Chinese 
investment company, followed by ZTE Corporation, which is a 
global provider of  telecommunications equipment and network 
solutions. In the manufacturing sector, the main companies are 
Beiqi Foton Motor, which assembles and markets trucks; Lucky 
Lion, which assembles electric motorcycles and bicycles; and 
Proficol Andina (ADAMA), which produces and markets pes-
ticides.

As for infrastructure projects, there were four participating 
consortiums: 1) Construction of  the first line of  the Bogotá 
Metro, awarded to the Apca Transmimetro consortium, formed 
by two Chinese state-owned companies: China Harbour Engi-
neering Company Limited (CHEC) and Xi’An Rail Transpor-
tation Group Company Limited. 2) Autopista al Mar 2 proj-
ect, awarded to the Autopistas Urabá S.A.S. consortium, led 
by China Harbour Engineering Company (CHEC). 3) Opera-
tion of  Centro-Norte airports, project managed by the Colom-
bian-Chinese consortium Sociedad Operadora de Aeropuertos 
Centro Norte (Airplan), of  which the Chinese company Capital 
Airport Holding is a member. 4) Gecelca 3 and 3.2 Projects: 
Through an international bidding process, in 2010 the Colom-
bian state-owned company Gecelca SAS signed a contract with 
the Chinese consortium CUC-DTC (Dongfang Turbine Co), 
for the construction of  the thermal energy production plant - 
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Gecelca 3. In 2013 a new project called Gecelca 3.2 was award-
ed to the same Chinese consortium. In both contracts there was 
non-compliance on the part of  the Chinese businessmen.

With respect to the Magdalena River Master Plan, it was born 
through a Memorandum of  Understanding between Cormagda-
lena and Hydrochina Corporation and Sinohydro, subsidiaries 
of  the state-owned company Power China. These companies 
only participated in preliminary studies of  the Master Plan. 
The project was awarded to the Navelena consortium, which in-
cluded the companies Odebrecht (87%) of  Brazilian capital and 
Valorcon (13%) of  Colombia. The Plan was delivered in 2014, 
however, it was not completed due to the Odebrecht internation-
al bribery scandal. 

Finally, the Chinese contribution to control the spread of  
the COVID-19 virus, which started precisely in that country. In 
February 2021, the first vaccines from China arrived in Colom-
bia, which can be interpreted as another sign of  the degree of  
rapprochement between the two countries.

The People’s Republic of  China is investing in strategic sec-
tors to ensure in the medium and long term the supply of  raw 
materials for its global value chains, mainly in the hydrocarbon 
and mineral sectors. In Colombia, in the Greater Caribbean Ba-
sin and elsewhere in the world, the Chinese have invested in 
ports, airports and transport infrastructure to ensure the mobili-
ty of  their imports and exports. China has also become a source 
of  financing for developing countries, with high portfolio recov-
ery risk. In the short term, these investments may not generate 
the profits that any capitalist company would expect. However, 
the Chinese government and businessmen have been making a 
long-term bet that has already begun to pay off. This is how the 
Asian giant has become one of  the main trading partners of  de-
veloping countries, such as Colombia and others in the Greater 
Caribbean.
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Annexes

Annex 1. Colombo-Chinese Institutions.

No Typology
Year of 
creation

Company name
Location in Colombia/partner 
population/partner companies 

1 Chinese 
Immigrant 
Community 
Association

2001 Organization of  
the Chinese 
Colony 
in Colombia

Barranquilla, Cali, Medellín, 
Neiva, Cartagena, Montería, 
Bucaramanga and Bogotá, 
among others.

2 Chinese 
Immigrant 
Community 
Association 

2010 Business 
Association
with Chinese 
Investments in 
Colombia

1. Sinopec International 
Petroleum Exploration & 
Production Corp., 

2. Huawei Technology,
3. ZTE Corporation, 
4. Hidrochina International, 
5. Emerald Energy, 
6. Kerui Group, 
7. China Development Bank,
8. China International Water & 

Electric Corp, 
9. Sinohydro Corporation, 
10. Sinopec International Petro-

leum Service, 
11. China Harbour, 
12. Langsha Group, 
13. Amboo Ltd, 
14. Pan-Pacific Andina Ltda,
15. East Industry Ltd.
16. Latin Commerce

3 Chinese 
Immigrant 
Community 
Association

2016 Colombian-Chi-
nese Business 
Association 
(AECC)

Infrastructure:
1. China Tiesiju Civil Engi-

neering Group Co. Ltd, 
2. China United Engineering 

Corporation, 
3. China Gezhouba Group 

Corporation (CGGC),
4. CCCC Shanghai Dredging 

CO., LTD (SDC),
5. China Harbour Engi-

neering Company Ltd 
Colombia,

6. Sany Heavy Industry Co. 
Ltd,
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No Typology
Year of 
creation

Company name
Location in Colombia/partner 
population/partner companies 

7. China energy engineering 
corporation Shanxi com-
pany (CEECSX),

8. Power Construction Corpo-
ration of  China,

9. Asiatrans Logistics SAS,
10. China CAMC Engineering 

Co., Ltd. (CAMCE),
11. China Railway No.5 En-

gineering Group Co., Ltd. 
(CR5),

12. China Railway First Group,

Oil::
1. Sinopec International 

Petroleum Exploration & 
Production Corporation 
Sucursal Colombia,

2. BC Exploration and Pro-
duction of  Hydrocarbons 
SL-SUC Colombia,

3. Kerui Group,
4. Emerald Energy Plc Co-

lombia Branch,
5. Jereh Oil & Gas Colombia 

S.A.S,
6. Power Petroleum In-

ternational Co.Limited 
(Colombia),

7. Longdi (Col) Petroleum 
Technology S.A.S,

8. BGP INC,

Technology and Telecom-
munication:

1. Huawei Technologies 
Colombia SAS,

2. ZTE Corporation Colom-
bia Branch,

3. Inspur in Colombia,
4. Dahua Technology Colom-

bia SAS,
5. Hikvision Colombia S.A.S,
6. FiberHome Technologies,
7. CEIEC Colombia Branch,
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No Typology
Year of 
creation

Company name
Location in Colombia/partner 
population/partner companies 

Vehicles and Automobiles:
1. Changan International 

Corporation
2. BYD Motor Colombia SAS
3. foton International Trade 

Co. LTDA, Beijng

Aviation: 
1. AVIC International  

Aero-Development Corpo-
ration.

Mining and investment:
1. HDS Industries LTDA
2. Highlander S.A.S
3. Green Fire GFT S.A.S
4. China North Industries 

Corporation Norinco

4 Chinese 
Immigrant 
Community 
Association

Its 
date of  
creation 
is unk-
nown.

Organization of  
the Chinese of
Overseas in Latin 
America

Chinese people in Colombia 
participating in an organiza-
tion coordinated by nationals 
residing in all the countries of  
Central and South America..

5 Entities 
created at the 
initiative of  
the govern-
ment Chinese

2009 Confucius 
Classrooms

Colegio Nueva Granada in 
Bogota and in other cities in 
Colombia.

6 Entities 
created at the 
initiative of  
the govern-
ment Chinese

2010 Confucius 
Institutes

In Bogotá with the Universidad de 
los Andes and the Universidad Jor-
ge Tadeo Lozano, and in Medellín 
with the Universidad de Antioquia 
and the Universidad Eafit.

7 Cultural 
entities and 
academic 
institutions 
created by 
Chinese and 
Colombians

2007 China Center Bogotá

8 Cultural 
entities and 
academic 
institutions 
created by 
Chinese and 
Colombians

2007 Alliance
Colombo-China 

Bogotá
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No Typology
Year of 
creation

Company name
Location in Colombia/partner 
population/partner companies 

9 China-Colom-
bia Friendship 
Associations 
established by
Colombians 

1977 Colombian-Chi-
nese Friendship 
Association

Bogotá

10 China-Colom-
bia Friendship 
Associations 
established by
Colombians 

2013 Organization
for the Promo-
tion of  Colom-
bian-Chinese 
Relations

Bogotá

11 Chambers of  
Commerce
Binationals 
created at the 
initiative of  
Colombian 
and Chinese 
entrepreneurs

2013 China-Colombia 
Chamber of  
Commerce and 
Integration

Bogotá

12 Chambers of  
Commerce
Binationals 
created at the 
initiative of  
Colombian 
and Chinese 
entrepreneurs

2010 Chamber of  
Commerce
and Colom-
bo-Chinese 
Investment

Bogotá

Source: Author’s elaboration with information from Gómez and Díaz. 
(2016), AECC (2016) Colombo-China Alliance (2007) China Center 
(2016) Colombo-China Friendship Association. (2021).
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Annex 2. China-Colombia Trade Cooperation Agreements 
(1980-2020). 

Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

1981 3 3 Bilateral

1. 1981/07/17 - Trade Agreement 
between the Government of  the 
Republic of  Colombia and the Go-
vernment of  the People’s Republic 
of  China. 

2. 01/10/1981 - Cultural Agreement 
between the Government of  the 
Republic of  Colombia and the Go-
vernment of  the People’s Republic 
of  China. 

3. 1981/12/23 - agreement on scien-
tific and technical cooperation 
between the Government of  the 
Republic of  Colombia and the Go-
vernment of  the People’s Republic 
of  China.  

1982 0 3  

1983 0 3  

1984 0 3  

1985 1 4 Bilateral

4. 1985/10/29 - Economic cooperation 
agreement between the Government 
of  the Republic of  Colombia and the 
Government of  the People’s Repu-
blic of  China.

1986 0 4  

1987 1 5 Bilateral

5. 1987/09/16 - Complementary 
agreement to the scientific and te-
chnical cooperation agreement 
between the Government of  the 
Republic of  Colombia and the Go-
vernment of  the People’s Republic 
of  China, regarding the feasibility 
study for the production of  coal bri-
quettes in Colombia.

1988 0 5  

1989 0 5  
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Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

1990 2 7 Bilateral

6. 09/20/1990 - Agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China on a 
line of  credit provided by the Gover-
nment of  China to the Government 
of  Colombia   

7. 09/20/1990 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on “the 
government of  the People’s Re-
public of  China will cancel to the 
government of  the Republic of  Co-
lombia a donation of  one million 
(1.000.000.00) yuan”.  

1991 1 8 Bilateral

8. 10/14/1991 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on the 
supplements to the binational agree-
ment on visa waiver for holders of  
diplomatic passports. 

1992 0 8  

1993 0 8  

1994 0 8  

1995 1 9 Bilateral

9. 11/09/1995 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement relating 
to a donation of  10,000,000 yuan 
between the Government of  the Re-
public of  Colombia and the Gover-
nment of  the People’s Republic of  
China.

1996 0 9  

1997 2 11 Bilateral

10. 05/14/1997 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on the 
“donation of  5 million yuan for the 
supply of  goods in general or the 
execution of  a project” between the 
Government of  the Republic of  Co-
lombia and the Government of  the 
People’s Republic of  China.

11. 21/10/1997 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on the 
project “Colombia forest fire preven-
tion and protection plan” between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China.
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Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

1998 3 14 Bilateral

12. 31/08/1998 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on the 
“bamboo ceramic and porcelain” 
project between the Government of  
the Republic of  Colombia and the 
Government of  the People’s Repu-
blic of  China.

13. 17/09/1998 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on the 
“donation of  5 million yuan for the 
supply of  goods in general or the im-
plementation of  projects agreed by 
both governments”. 

14. 09/17/1998 - Memorandum of  
Understanding between the Gover-
nment of  the Republic of  Colombia 
and the Government of  the People’s 
Republic of  China on cooperation in 
the fight against illicit traffic in narco-
tic drugs and psychotropic substan-
ces and related crimes. 

1999 4 18 Bilateral

15. 05/14/1999 - Agreement by exchan-
ge of  letters concerning a donation 
of  10,000,000.00 yuan.  

16. 14/05/1999 - Treaty between the 
Republic of  Colombia and the Peo-
ple’s Republic of  China on judicial 
assistance in criminal matters. 

17. 05/14/1999 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on a do-
nation of  five million yuan to pro-
vide modules and computers for 
the areas affected by the earthquake 
between the government of  the Re-
public of  Colombia and the gover-
nment of  the People’s Republic of  
China.  

18. 17/12/1999 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on “con-
sular functions in the administra-
tive region in Macao” between the 
government of  the Republic of  Co-
lombia and the government of  the 
People’s Republic of  China. 

2000 0 18  
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Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

2001 1 19 Bilateral

19. 06/05/2001 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement on the 
“donation of  10 million yuan for 
the supply of  goods in general or the 
execution of  a project” between the 
Government of  the Republic of  Co-
lombia and the Government of  the 
People’s Republic of  China.   

2002 1 20 Bilateral

20. 10/21/2002 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement relating 
to a donation of  computer equip-
ment between the Government of  
the Republic of  Colombia and the 
People’s Republic of  China.  

2003 1 21 Bilateral

21. 07/14/2003 - Exchange of  notes 
constituting an agreement by which 
the government of  the People’s Re-
public of  China sends to the muni-
cipality of  Valledupar, Republic of  
Colombia, a mission of  technical 
cooperation in bamboo cultivation 
and bamboo weaving.

2004 2 23 Bilateral

22. 04/27/2004 - Economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement on a do-
nation granted by the Government 
of  the People’s Republic of  China to 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia.  

23. 05/10/2004 - Exchange of  notes on 
the donation of  musical instruments 
and computer equipment by the go-
vernment of  the People’s Republic 
of  China. 

2005 4 27 Bilateral

24. 06/04/2005 - Agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China on 
cooperation in animal health and 
quarantine.  Not in force

25. 06/04/2005 - economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China (cre-
dit line of  30,000,000 yuan).  
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Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

26. 06/04/2005 - agreement between 
the government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the government of  
the People’s Republic of  China on 
phytosanitary cooperation.  

27. 06/04/2005 - Economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China (cre-
dit line of  20,000,000 yuan). 

2006 0 27  

2007 2 29 Bilateral

28. 01/06/2007 - Agreement on eco-
nomic and technical cooperation 
between the Government of  the 
Republic of  Colombia and the Go-
vernment of  the People’s Republic 
of  China.

29. 12/2007- Protocol for the Provision 
of  Free Military Assistance by Chi-
na to Colombia valued at eight mi-
llion yuan*.

2008 1 30 Bilateral

30. 11/22/2008 - Bilateral Agreement 
for the promotion and protection 
of  investments between the Gover-
nment of  the Republic of  Colombia 
and the Government of  the People’s 
Republic of  China. . 

2009 1 31 Bilateral

31. 16/02/2009 - economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement between 
the government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the government of  
the People’s Republic of  China. . 

2010 2 33 Bilateral

32. 19/11/2010 - Economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China.  

33. 28/12/2010 - Economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China. 
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Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

2011 1 34 Bilateral

34. 26/12/2011 - Economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement between 
the Government of  the People’s 
Republic of  China and the Govern-
ment of  the Republic of  Colombia.  

2012 3 37 Bilateral

35. 04/23/2012 - Economic and Techni-
cal Cooperation Agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China 

36. 09/05/2012 - Economic and Te-
chnical Cooperation Agreement 
between the Government of  the 
Republic of  Colombia and the Go-
vernment of  the People’s Republic 
of  China 

37. 09/05/2012 - Agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the Republic of  China on the pre-
vention of  theft, clandestine excava-
tion and illicit import and export of  
cultural property  

2013 1 38 Bilateral

38. 26/11/2013 - Economic and techni-
cal cooperation agreement between 
the Government of  the Republic of  
Colombia and the Government of  
the People’s Republic of  China. 

2014 0 38  

2015 0 38  

2016 1 39
39. 10/30/2016- China donated $5 mi-

llion to Colombia for military assis-
tance.

2017 2 41 Bilateral

40. Cooperation Agreements and Proto-
cols between the Ministries of  Defen-
se of  Colombia and the People’s Re-
public of  China for the provision of  
military assistance valued at 90 mi-
llion yuan, equivalent to more than 
13 million dollars, to acquire military 
equipment, specifically Bailey type 
bridges and demining material that 
China donated and delivered to the 
port of  Buenaventura in 2017*.
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Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

41. 2/04/2017- The following is the 
message sent to the Head of  Sta-
te by the Chinese Government: 
“I have the honor to address Your 
Excellency to greet you and to in-
form you that the Chinese govern-
ment and people are in solidarity 
with the Colombian people, for 
what they are suffering from the 
avalanche that hit Mocoa, capital 
of  the department of  Putumayo, 
which caused serious human and 
material losses. I hereby convey to 
you the message of  encouragement 
from Chinese President Xi Jinping 
addressed to Your Excellency. I 
would also like to inform you that 
the Government of  China has 
taken the decision to donate one 
million USD in cash to your estee-
med government as urgent huma-
nitarian aid and that the Chinese 
Red Cross is expressing its support 
by means of  one hundred thousand 
USD in cash to its counterpart in 
Colombia”.

2018 2 43

42. 28/12/2018- Center for Bioinforma-
tics and Computational Biology of  
Colombia- Manizales.

43. 28/12/2020 - Furniture. UPS, wa-
ter filters, toys. Houses of  justice all 
over the country

2019 2 45 Bilateral

44. 31/07/2019 - China Export and 
Credit Insurance Corporation, Si-
nosure, and Bancóldex, Colombia’s 
business development bank, signed 
a memorandum of  understanding to 
strengthen cooperation between the 
two entities with the aim of  promo-
ting the Asian country’s economic 
development and investment in Co-
lombia.
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Years
Entry 
into 
force

Number of 
cumulative 

Agree-
ments

Bilateral / 
Multilateral

Names

45. 31/07/2019 - Treaty between the 
Republic of  Colombia and the 
People’s Republic of  China on the 
transfer of  sentenced persons. Pen-
ding submission to the Congress of  
the Republic.

2020 2 47 Bilateral

46. 07/05/2020- Donation of  imple-
ments to attend COVID-19 sanitary 
emergency.

47. 20/11/2020-Donation for Hurrica-
ne Lota weather emergency in San 
Andres and Providencia.

Source: Author’s elaboration with data from the Colombian Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs, Directorate of  International Legal Affairs, *Colombian 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, Colombian Embassy in China and 2020 and 
the national press in Colombia.
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CHAPTER XVI

CHINESE ECONOMIC PRESENCE  
IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC:  

1950-2000

DR. ARTURO MARTÍNEZ MOYA.
PUCMM. Mail: arturomartinezmoya@hotmail.com

Introduction

This case study is part of  the unpublished and original re-
search project of  the Center for Caribbean Studies of  the Pon-
tificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra, which seeks to 
increase historical knowledge of  the economic contribution of  
Chinese immigration to the Caribbean region, which was casu-
al, for its purpose was to settle in the United States or Canada.

There is a need for academic diagnoses that provide timely 
data and information on the magnitude and evolution of  the 
historical economic contributions of  Chinese immigration, in 
order to help those responsible for public policy to think and 
implement decisions free of  prejudices.

For China, the forty-nine years covered by this research were 
a time of  transition from a very poor country that was a source 
of  large migratory flows that sought to settle in the United 
States mainly to work, eat and progress, to become a country 
that exported capital and technology to the rest of  the world, 
progress that was a consequence of  structural reforms applied 
for many years, including the opening to world trade in 1978, 
which implied transformations to the tax system to favor ex-
ports and make foreign purchases more expensive. 

The central planning system was abandoned to adopt the 
principles of  the market economy, which implied eliminating 
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trade barriers and supporting companies of  all sizes with capital 
to achieve the objective, which was achieved over time, increas-
ing their presence and relative participation in trade and invest-
ment in the world market. 

The general objective of  the work is to compute in a single 
number the Chinese economic presence in the Dominican econ-
omy, which is done through the added value that over time they 
incorporated into the total GDP in 1950 and in 2000, in the 
double condition of  salaried workers and as entrepreneurs in 
the different sectors of  the economy. Important information is 
derived from this, in addition to the distribution of  the income 
they generated and the sectors that benefited, it is possible to 
know how the contribution they made to the economy evolved 
over the forty-nine years of  the study, and the reasons for this.

After an exhaustive review, no similar studies were found 
to compare the results of  the research, because in general the 
works on immigrants focus on the impact on the labor market 
as a substitute and/or complementary labor force, also on pub-
lic finances.92  

This paper starts from the theory that with explicit assump-
tions regarding relative labor productivity we can calculate the 
share of  value added of  immigrants in total GDP (Martin, 2007; 
Lizardo and Grateraux, 2013) compute between 7.4% and 7.5% 
the contribution of  the employed population of  foreign origin in 
the total GDP of  the Dominican economy in 2012. 

In the case of  workers from Haiti, they were responsible for 
5.4%, that is, three quarters of  the total contribution of  immi-
grant workers, while immigrants born in other countries con-

92 This information can be found, in the case of  studies for the United 
States, in Dustman, C., Frattini, T., & Glits, A. (2007). The impact of  Mi-
gration: A review of  the Economic Evidence. London: Centre for Research and 
Analysis of  Migration (CReAM), Department of  Economics, University 
College London, and EPolicy LTD. And for Northern European countries 
in Pekkala K, Sari & Kerr, W. (2011). Economic Impacts of  Immigration: A 
Survey. Harvard Business School, working Paper 09-013.
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tributed eight tenths (0.8%) and 1.3% those born in the Domin-
ican Republic, but of  foreign parents.  

The net contribution to the Dominican Republic’s GDP of  
Haitian migration was three tenths of  a point (0.3%) in 2011 
(Escuder, 2011) and for the International Labor Organization 
(ILO) five percentage points and three tenths (5.3%), in the 
case of  immigrant workers of  different nationalities in 2014. 
(OECD/ILO, 2018) These latter immigrant workers, in 2014 
contributed between 3.8% and 5.3% to the total value added of  
the Dominican economy, exceeding the percentage of  4.2%, the 
share of  immigrants in the total working population.

The studies have in common that they used a logical and sim-
ple methodology, assuming that the contribution to total value 
added of  the immigrant worker is closely related to average pro-
ductivity and the number of  workers in each economic sector.

This paper also uses the methodology to compute the value 
added that Chinese migrants incorporated into total Domini-
can GDP, the result of  which ranged from fifty-one tenths of  a 
point (0.510%) to one hundred and sixty-six tenths of  a point 
(1.066%) in 1950, and two point sixty-five tenths of  a point 
(2.065%) in 2000. These compare favorably with the range of  
between eighty tenths of  a point (0.80%) and one hundred and 
thirty tenths of  a point (1.30%) for immigrant workers born in 
other countries and in the Dominican Republic, but to foreign 
parents (Lizardo and Gratereaux, 2013). 

The empirical work presented here is based on the scarce in-
formation gathered from secondary sources and theories wide-
ly used in the specialized economic literature, to compute in a 
consolidated manner the direct and indirect contribution of  the 
Chinese to value added and GDP growth in 1950 and 2000, and 
by difference, to extract relevant information on how their con-
tribution to the Dominican economy increased and the reasons 
for this increase.

As mentioned above, other information is obtained, such as 
the level and evolution of  the components of  value added, that 
is, the remuneration of  Chinese as wage earners, the impact on 
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the creation of  new business profits or producer surplus and, 
residually, the taxes paid on production.

These components are computed through the supply side, 
and for this reason the direct and indirect effects of  Chinese ex-
penditure on the productive sectors and the economy as a whole 
are calculated, using the Input-Output Table scheme, and spe-
cifically the demand (Leontief, 1941) and supply (Ghosh, 1958) 
models. The coefficients of  the 2007 Input-Output Table (Cen-
tral Bank, 2020) were used in the paper.

It should be clarified that for some readers the findings of  the 
study could be more or less reduced, compared with the global 
data of  the national economy, but not when the reference is to 
the results of  other studies, such as those cited above. Moreover, 
the findings of  this study must be put in context, as they come 
from the activities of  Chinese immigrants, which are limited in 
number and percentage compared to the activities of  all immi-
grants in the country in the period studied.

The findings of  the work are reproducible, with the data, 
methodologies and assumptions that are explained in detail, any 
other researcher can repeat the calculations, with the certainty 
of  obtaining similar results. With the exception that if  you want 
more precision you will find differences, which is not surprising 
when it comes to rigorous studies to extract information about 
facts that belong to a long and distant period.

The paper is organized as follows. After the introduction, 
the second section reviews the historical background, the third 
section discusses data sources and methodologies, the fourth 
section reviews the findings, the fifth section discusses the anal-
ysis of  Chinese value added embodied in total GDP in different 
sub-periods, and the sixth section presents the main conclusions.

Background

The first migratory wave of  Chinese to the Caribbean began 
in the mid-19th century, with an estimated 200 Chinese arriving 
in Havana in June 1847, originally from the maritime provinces, 
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most of  them from Canton, which is known today as Guantzu 
(Azcarate, 2006).

They arrived in the Dominican Republic in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries from the People’s Republic 
of  China and Taiwan. In 1861, a notable number of  Chinese 
immigrants settled in San Francisco de Macorís, its surround-
ings, Samaná and Puerto Plata (Sang Ben, 2013). 

It is estimated that there are 30,000 descendants of  Chinese 
parents and grandparents who arrived in the country during 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, who eventually become 
quality immigrants for their contributions to the economy. Most 
arrived in the country without economic resources, but with 
continuous work for many hours a day and a firm commitment 
to themselves and their families to progress, they accumulat-
ed savings that they invested in different activities, which gave 
them a qualitative leap in Dominican society, from workers for 
a salary to entrepreneurs in the sectors of  commerce, manufac-
turing and other activities (Sang Ben, 2013). 

Although the 1920 census counted 255 Chinese men resid-
ing in the country, there was massive immigration from the 
mid-20th century, due to the wars and political movements 
during Mao’s final years. Those who settled in the country 
between 1980 and 1990 came from Hong Kong and Taiwan, 
some with the resources and knowledge to start businesses, 
but they emigrated for fear that the territories where they were 
from would end up being incorporated into the People’s Re-
public of  China. 

The author of  this work did not find primary and/or sec-
ondary sources to build an annual historical series of  the total 
number of  Chinese immigrants in the country during the sec-
ond half  of  the twentieth century, nor on the volume and value 
of  the activities they developed in the productive sectors of  the 
national economy. 

What is known is specific data and general information that 
Chinese farmers, ranchers and traders in the country, participat-
ed in the national mobilization of  more than US$9,238 million 
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and US$11,514 million in the internal and external global mar-
ket (DGII, 2013). 

Trade exchange is reported, the sum of  imports and exports 
with Taiwan, in the amount of  US$28 million in 1985, which, 
including trade with the Republic of  China, increases to US$60 
million in 1987 and US$146 million in 2013, of  which US$115 
million correspond to export from Taiwan to the Dominican 
Republic. 

The Dominican Republic has had diplomatic relations with 
Taiwan since 1957 and commercial relations with the People’s 
Republic of  China since 1997, when it signed a trade represen-
tation agreement. Over time the Republic of  China has become 
the third largest trading partner of  the Dominican Republic, af-
ter the United States and Haiti, reporting that in 2014 about 
1,600 companies participated in trade between the People’s Re-
public of  China and the Dominican Republic, moving about 
US$1.4 billion, to which is added US$146 million in trade with 
Taiwan for a grand total of  US$1,746 million.

The Dominican economy gained productivity which was re-
flected in the growth of  specific sectors with the technical assis-
tance paid for by the Taiwanese government during the second 
half  of  the 20th century. The Juma Experimental Station during 
the administration of  Antonio Guzmán (1978-1982) and the 
work of  the Taiwan Technical Mission helped discover the va-
riety of  rice known as “Juma”, which adapted in an exemplary 
manner to the Dominican climate, contributing to multiply the 
production of  the cereal by 40%, the volume went from 3 to 6 
million quintals in ten years. 

This was recognized by the Vice Minister of  Agriculture at 
the time: “with the new variety of  rice discovered by Taiwanese 
experts, the country stopped depending on rice imports to ex-
port rice to other countries” (Taiwan). In addition, it helped to 
overcome the food crisis when many Caribbean countries had a 
shortage of  the grain.

The varieties “Juma 57”, “Juma 58” and “Juma High Pro-
ductivity” were developed and intensively used in the mid-
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1980s, it was estimated that 60% of  the rice area was planted 
with the varieties. It is known that Taiwan’s technical assistance 
was not limited to the agricultural field, and that other sectors 
benefited, such as the paper industry (Sang Ben, 2013).

In general, in its relations with the Dominican Republic, 
the Taiwanese government established a pattern of  financing 
and technical cooperation, benefiting the four-year presidential 
terms with US$50 million, resources to be invested in specific 
development projects. The Dominican Government prepared 
the proposals and the Taiwanese Government reviewed them 
and decided whether to invest or not, and if  so, called for pub-
lic bidding in Taiwan to select professionals and companies re-
sponsible for executing the projects. 

The high-tech free trade zone known as the “Parque Ciber-
nético de Santo Domingo” (Santo Domingo Cybernetic Park) 
contributed to raising the productivity of  the economy. With a 
total investment of  US$40 million in 2000, in an area of  11.5 
hectares, owned by an important Chinese-Dominican executive 
named Andrew Leung (Liz, p. 22). 

Within the park is the Instituto Tecnológico de la Américas, 
a technical institution of  higher education that operates as a 
university, where students earn degrees in computer science, 
mechanical industries, multimedia, systems development, and 
electronics. The technical facilities, machinery and equipment 
to carry out practical training for students were donated by the 
government of  Taiwan, which implemented similar programs 
in allied countries.

In general, the Taiwan government’s economic and techni-
cal assistance programs were based on a win-win philosophy: 
on the one hand, with specific technical assistance, they con-
tributed to increasing sectoral productivity and total real GDP 
growth, and on the other hand, the Taiwan government’s “dol-
lar diplomacy” was rewarded, in the International Forums, it 
counted on the supportive and firm vote of  the government of  
the Dominican Republic, despite the contrary wishes of  the 
People’s Republic of  China, in addition to the fact that Chinese 
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immigrants who wanted to settle in the country received prefer-
ential migratory treatment.  

The amount of  US$16 million was the accumulated invest-
ment of  Chinese businessmen in 1987, in 15 companies located 
in the country’s free zone parks, they produced paper, plastic, 
shrimp for export, vegetables, dried fruits, household applianc-
es, mushrooms, among other items, the amount increased to 
more than US$100 million in 1994 (Sang Ben, 2013, p. 78). 

By 2012 the amount invested had increased to 
US$604,250,600.00, one-fifth of  the total foreign direct invest-
ment in Dominican Republic amounting to US$3,142 million 
that year (Central Bank), and in 2013 the number of  Taiwan-
ese-owned companies was counted at 70 with an investment of  
US$150 million, per company the average investment of  US$2.2 
million. Between 1,500 and 2,000 “chicken picking” businesses 
demanded 168 million units (14 million per month) of  chick-
en from the domestic poultry sector, for an annual turnover of  
US$730 million (CEI).  

In 2005 the United States government eliminated the quota 
for importing textile products from free trade zones to the Do-
minican Republic, which caused the closure of  many compa-
nies owned by Chinese entrepreneurs, the country was not pre-
pared to compete with other producers without the preferential 
textile quota of  the U.S. market, the costs exceeded the average 
of  their peers abroad. 

Limited financing from the government of  the People’s Re-
public of  China in the Dominican economy during the second 
half  of  the 20th century was attributed to the lack of  diplomatic 
relations, in addition to the fact that Chinese banks (mainly the 
Development Bank and the Exim Bank) did not grant credits or 
guarantees to projects in countries with which they did not have 
diplomatic relations. 

Probably the only economic activity of  the official channel 
of  the government of  the People’s Republic of  China was the 
donation they made of  US$40,000 to help build the Santo Do-
mingo Chinatown, a project that also received the contribution 
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of  the Government of  Taiwan, the Chinatown was and is con-
sidered completely apolitical.

With the presence in the country of  Huawei and Zte, two 
of  the most important telecommunications companies in the 
world, a new cycle of  investment of  Chinese entrepreneurs in 
the country begins. The companies established their operations 
in the Dominican Republic with the purpose of  offering services 
to mobile operators, in the case of  Huawei with an investment 
of  six million dollars, gaining market share, in 2011 about 100 
employees worked there and 20 in the Zte offices. 

Small and medium-sized Chinese entrepreneurs followed 
suit, they began to explore the Dominican market, the company 
Megastar Srl, a subsidiary of  Beijing North Star Science and 
Technology Co., Ltd, a high-tech trading company based in Bei-
jing, began operations in 2012, leaving behind the restrictions of  
Cuba’s planned economy where it operated. Its products quick-
ly found a niche because of  the lack of  competition and ease of  
doing business unlike in Cuba. The company specializes in elec-
tronic boards, LED lights, power systems and electric pumps.

The company Zhong jin Lingnan Nonfemet Ltd., owner and 
operator of  a copper, gold and silver mine in Sierra de Maimón, in 
Monseñor Nouel, acquired the assets through its subsidiaries Peri-
lya in Canada, acquired 100% of the company Globestar, which 
in 2011 had ownership of  the mine. For the transfer of  ownership 
the investment was US$182 million (Liz, 2015, p. 26)93.

Companies supported by the government of  the Republic of  
China have been interested in the generation, distribution and 
sale of  electricity in the country, an example is the seven Chi-
nese state-owned companies that in 2013 were organized as a 
consortium to submit their bid in the public tender, organized 
by the Dominican Corporation of  State Electric Companies for 

93 Unlike what has happened in other countries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the sale-purchase operation of  the gold mine in the Dominican 
Republic did not generate discussions or rejections, probably because of  
the little publicity and the secrecy surrounding the negotiations.
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the construction of  two power plants of  300 megawatts each 
fueled by coal. 

The Chinese consortium, if  it were to win the tender, would 
have the power plants be fully financed by the Bank of  China and 
the Industrial and Commercial Bank of  China, but the Brazilian 
construction company Odebrecht won the contract, and the Chi-
nese consortium protested, complained about the lack of  trans-
parency, it was not satisfied with the way the tender was evalu-
ated and awarded the construction contract (Odebrecht, 2013).94 

Trade relations with the Republic of  China could be of  many 
benefits for the Dominican Republic, which needs to develop 
its light industry, for this private investments of  nationals and 
foreigners should be increased to improve infrastructure and es-
pecially in the electric power sector. 

With their own plants and investing in power grids in the na-
tional geography, Chinese entrepreneurs can settle in the activi-
ty, but to improve their investment opportunities in the country 
they should be more active, as entrepreneurs of  other nationali-
ties that participated in the sector.

Data sources. Methodologies for calculating value added

Statistics on total Chinese investment and foreign trade in the 
Dominican Republic for the period under study are limited in 
quantity and extension, which does not allow the use of  the tra-
ditional methodology of  expenditure to compute the contribu-
tion they made to the Dominican economy from 1950 to 2000.

For this reason, we use alternative methods frequently used 
in analyses and research on the contribution of  immigrants to 
the economies, which have the advantage of  relying on few 
data and specific information. In our study we use for differ-
ent dates within the period studied, official statistics on total 

94 Information related to the subject can be found at: http://www.domi-
nicantoday.com/dr/economy/2013/11/15/49648/Odebrecht-to-build-
US10B-coal-fired-plants-in-Dominican Republic.
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and economically active population from censuses taken since 
1920, total and sectoral value added, income and productivity 
of  workers, and the coefficients of  the 2007 Input-Output Table 
(Central Bank, 2007). The calculations as made are explained 
in detail so that any independent researcher can replicate them 
and verify the results.

Strategies for calculating value added. Methodologies used 
in this work

The main hypotheses underlying this paper are, on the one 
hand, that in the Dominican economy Chinese immigrants gen-
erated an important share of  value added in 1950 and 2000, in 
the double condition of  workers receiving wages and generat-
ing “self-employment” through their own businesses, and, on 
the other hand, that this share can be calculated (Martin, 2007; 
ILO/OECD/World Bank, 2015). 

When continuous data are available for a good number of  
years, it is customary to use econometric models that capture 
the direct contribution of  workers, as well as second-order ef-
fects on consumption and investment and the impact on total 
GDP. 

But the amount of  data does not allow it, the value added is 
approximated by identifying and analyzing links between im-
migrant workers and labor productivity, from which the value 
added they generated is derived. The method is used in this pa-
per by assuming that the productivity of  immigrant workers, 
including Chinese workers, is equal to that of  local workers, so 
that the contribution of  the former to GDP is taken to be equal 
to their share in employment. 

Although it is recognized that this assumption is debatable 
because in reality there is a difference in sectoral productivi-
ty between immigrant and local workers, the methodology is 
used to calculate the proportion of  value added that Chinese 
immigrants incorporated into the total GDP of  the Dominican 
economy. 
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However, if  greater precision is sought in the calculations, 
more statistics are needed, for example, those relating to the 
sectoral distribution of  total employment, information on the 
employment of  immigrants and natives, and also on the ratio 
between the years of  education of  workers born in the country 
and those born abroad, an indicator used to establish the dif-
ference in human capital and labor productivity (Martin, 2007; 
ILO/OECD World Bank). 

The author of  this paper made the following calculations. 
He multiplied the value added of  each sector that makes up the 
national GDP by the share of  immigrant workers in the total 
number of  workers in each sector. The proportion of  sectoral 
value added obtained was adjusted for the difference in produc-
tivity, using the immigrant worker/local worker wage indicator, 
the alternative being the use of  the years of  schooling indicator 
that results from establishing the ratio between immigrant and 
native workers in each sector. The adjusted sectoral shares were 
summed to obtain the share of  total value added generated by 
Chinese immigrants (OECD, 2019, p. 115). 

The methodology was used specifically to calculate the value 
added of  Chinese immigrants in 1950, in addition to the strate-
gy based on the use of  multipliers from the 2007 Input-Output 
Table described below.

Use of the coefficients of the 2007 Input-Output Table. 
Computation of Chinese value added in 1950 and 2000.

Another way to approximate the value added that the Chi-
nese incorporated into total GDP is by using the coefficients 
(multipliers) of  the 2007 Input-Output Table. As mentioned 
above, it has the advantage that it captures the direct and chain 
effects. What is behind these total technical coefficients (multi-
pliers) is the procedure initially described in the demand (Leon-
tief, 1941) and supply (Ghosh, 1958) models.95 

95 Because they are so well known we do not refer to studies published in 
specialized journals with results using these reliable models, their uninte-
rrupted applications exceed fifty years.
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The calculations made through the aggregation approach on 
the supply side, in addition to obtaining the data on the value 
added incorporated by the Chinese to the total GDP, allow us 
to break it down into its components, in this way we know the 
absolute and relative magnitude of  the remuneration to employ-
ees, the creation of  business profits and the taxes that were paid 
for production. This information is very important to know the 
destination of  the added value of  the Chinese in the period, in 
other words, to know how the income generated in 1950 and 
2000 was distributed among workers, capital and government. 

In order to compute the added value that the Chinese incor-
porated to the total GDP in 1950, a simple methodological basis 
was used, the calculations start with the data of  gross remu-
neration of  wage earners associated with Chinese immigrants, 
which was computed exogenously, and information from sec-
ondary sources on the total population, immigrants of  different 
nationalities and wages paid to workers. The total and econom-
ically active population censuses for 1950, 1960, 1981 and 2002 
were used. 

The following procedure followed.

- Computation of  Chinese value added in 1950

First, the population base for the calculation was determined, 
i.e., the number of  Chinese immigrants in the labor force in 
1950. Since the figure does not appear as such in that year’s 
census, it was assumed to be equal to the active and employed 
Chinese population. 

Second, their gross wage bill was calculated, using the tech-
nical coefficients (multipliers) of  the inverse matrix of  the 2007 
Input-Output Table. 

Third, there followed the analysis of  the relative importance 
of  the gross wage bill of  Chinese immigrants, which involved 
relating it to total current GDP in 1950 (Central Bank, 2007). 

And fourth, having calculated the wage bill with the techni-
cal coefficients of  the inverse matrix of  the 2007 Input-Output 
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Table, and knowing its importance in the economy, the direct 
and indirect contribution of  Chinese workers to the total GDP 
and its growth for the year 1950 was computed (Tables 11 and 
12 in the annex).

- Computation of  Chinese value added in 2000

In addition to the technical coefficients of  the 2007 In-
put-Output Table matrix, economic statistics and census data 
mentioned above were used. The technical coefficients captured 
the effects of  exogenous changes in final demand (consumption 
and investment), in agriculture, forestry, fishing, manufactur-
ing, construction, trade and other sectors, in value added and 
household income, as well as the additional labor requirements 
associated with new levels of  economic activity.   

To summarize, for the computation of  the Chinese economic 
presence, statistics on the number of  Chinese immigrants and 
their remunerations were used, to which the technical coeffi-
cients of  the 2007 Input-Output Table were applied. The results 
were the production, income and employment effects described 
below:

Production Effect

The production effect was estimated based on Ghosh’s (1958) 
linkage model. The direct and indirect effects of  Chinese im-
migrants were determined based on their gross wage bill. That 
is, the scheme starts from the total wage bill of  Chinese immi-
grants to determine the effects that their work incorporated into 
the rest of  the sectors, thanks to the productive linkage for the 
final product in each sector of  the economy.

The wage bill, which, as mentioned, is determined exoge-
nously, and it is the basis for estimating the direct effects on 
profits or gross business surplus and taxes paid on production. 
To compute them, the sectoral coefficients of  the 2007 In-
put-Output table were used.
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Once the value added incorporated to the total GDP by Chi-
nese migrants in 1950 and 2000 was calculated, the indirect 
chain effects on the rest of  the sectors were estimated from the 
Inverse Input-Output Table. (Ghosh, 1958)

The total number of  jobs in the economy is a census-derived 
figure, multiplied by worker productivity, and the same is done 
with the number of  Chinese immigrants, which, as stated, was 
assumed to be part of  the total labor force in 1950.

In sum, the “production effect” or impact on the total Do-
minican productive structure in 1950 of  the Chinese immi-
grants as workers, begins with the exogenous estimation of  the 
gross wage bill. From this statistic and in order to calculate the 
total value added incorporated into the national value added 
in 1950, the incidence of  labor in the generation of  taxes on 
production and business profits was determined, which is tech-
nically known as “Gross Capital Formation”. 

For the calculations, the coefficients of  the trade sector from 
the 2007 inverse input-output matrix were used, which repre-
sent the total value of  production (of  all economic activities) to 
satisfy the increment of  one unit of  final product demand. 

The usefulness of  multipliers to identify the impact of  Chi-
nese labor on remunerations (wages), gross capital formation 
and taxation of  productive activities, as a whole, on the value 
added of  the economy is pointed out. 

The production multiplier of  1.4255 was used, it tells us that, 
for each additional peso of  increase in the demand of  products, 
it induced a total expense of  1.4255 pesos due to the incidence 
of  the interrelations with other sectors of  economy during the 
productive process.

Income Effect

The second step was to obtain the disposable income for con-
sumption of  the Chinese immigrants, which gave rise to new 
demands and impacted the growth of  the total GDP of  the Do-
minican economy. From the mass of  income of  Chinese work-
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ers calculated previously, some discounts were made to obtain 
the disposable income for consumption, and the amounts des-
tined to the payment of  income tax, social contributions and 
savings were subtracted. The net is the disposable income that 
Chinese immigrants used for consumption.

We use the income multiplier from the 2007 Input-Output 
Table, which estimates the effect of  changes in consumption 
and investment (final demand) on income received by workers 
and households. The technical coefficient of  wages, in the trade 
sector the relative impact is 0.3190 on labor income (wages) per 
unit (change) in consumption and investment (final aggregate 
demand) both directly and directly.

Employment Effect

The employment multiplier differs from the income multi-
plier primarily in that physical units are used to calculate the 
coefficients. The multiplier represents the number of  jobs creat-
ed per million pesos of  additional increase in consumption and 
investment (final demand).

The trade multiplier has an employment coefficient of  
2.4332, meaning that it is a labor intensive sector, an increase 
in consumption and investment (final demand) by one million 
pesos is consistent with 2.4332 additional jobs. This calculation 
was not done.

Results  

The calculations made with the statistics and methodologies 
described above provide the volume of  added value that the 
Chinese incorporated into the GDP of  the Dominican Repub-
lic, and its growth, in 1950 and in the year 2000. The difference 
between the aggregate values is an indicator of  how the eco-
nomic presence of  the Chinese in the country has increased, 
the importance gained over time, information that allows us to 
derive to what extent they have integrated into the society and 
economic activities of  the country.
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Chinese value added embodied in total GDP in 1950. Con-
tribution to growth

The consensus among Chinese descendants consulted by the 
author of  this work is that, in general, they are hard-working, 
honest and intelligent, with no limits on consumption. They 
do not contribute to the ornamentation of  the city, do not visit 
henhouses, theaters, baseball fields, do not celebrate birthdays, 
marriages or baptisms, but neither do they go to political meet-
ings or funerals.  

Chinese immigrants who arrived in the Dominican Republic 
in the 1970s and between 1925 and 1960, worked in grocery 
stores, supermarkets, motels and retail sales, and later, with sav-
ings they were able to accumulate they set up and operated busi-
nesses of  their own, some of  which became brands (Sang Ben, 
2014, pp. 74-76).

Among the renowned Chinese businesses were those of  the 
Meng and Mario Chez families, who arrived in the country 
around 1920, and in industry, Miguel Sang in 1936 and Venchin 
Chez in 1948. In official sources, the amount of  investment, 
volume and value of  sales were sought, but there are no re-
cords. Specifically, it was not possible to know the proportion 
of  Chinese sectoral capital in the total economy, for example, in 
manufacturing, except sugar, the total amounted to US$109,710 
million, an annual average of  US$5,224 million, from 1940 to 
1961, of  which 60 percent was owned by nationals and 40 per-
cent by foreigners. 

Nor was it possible to obtain official information on the num-
ber of  businesses owned and operated by Chinese to compare 
with the number of  industrial establishments in the country. The 
total number of  establishments throughout the country owned 
by nationals and other nationalities increased from 1,719 in 1941 
to 3,513 in 1953, when the number began to decline to 2,325 in 
1961, probably due to the political instability of  the time. 

In the twenty-one years the number of  establishments in-
creased 1.28 times, from 1,815 units in 1940 to 2,315 units in 
1961. As for capital investment, it multiplied 8.63 times, from 
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DOP$14,386 to DOP$124,096, information which, we repeat, 
is unfortunately not available for Chinese-owned businesses.

Other relevant information that also could not be calculated 
was the average size of  Chinese businesses, to compare with 
that of  industrial establishments measured by capital invested. 
Per unit and in general throughout the country, investment rose 
from US$8,000 in 1940, increasing to US$50,000 in 1960, with 
the average share of  foreign-owned capital, including Chinese 
nationals, averaging 23%, ranging from a maximum of  35% in 
1947 to a minimum of  14% in 1961 (Table No. 1 in the Annex) 
(Cassá, 1998). 

The 1935 census reports that there were 312 Chinese peo-
ple, almost all of  them men, and the 1950 census reports that 
the economically active population of  the Dominican Republic 
was 825,607 people, 97.2% Dominicans, 802,625 people, and 
2.8% foreigners of  different nationalities, 22,982 people, among 
whom 832 were Chinese (Tables 2 and 3 in the annex).

This amount of  economically active Chinese immigrants, 
which barely represented 0.001008% of  the labor force of  the 
Dominican Republic in 1950, multiplied by the GDP at con-
stant 1950 prices, the amount of  DOP$547,580,000.00, gives 
us the participation of  the Chinese in the total value added, the 
calculated amount is DOP$552,000.00. In other words, they 
contributed 51 tenths of  a point (0.51%) to the GDP growth of  
24.6% in 1950 with respect to 1949 (Table No. 11 in the annex).

As already explained, the contribution of Chinese migrants 
to total GDP in 1950 was also calculated considering that they 
worked for a wage, which they combined with the contribution 
from the small businesses they set up financed by their own savings.  

The average annual sectoral income of  Chinese immigrants 
in 1950 was estimated from the income statistics of  the total 
employed population, including foreigners. The total income of  
the employed population in 1950 was DOP$585,471,000, with 
foreign workers receiving DOP$5,875,000, 1% of  the total, and 
Chinese workers in particular receiving DOP$832,000, 0.14% of  
the total, equivalent to fifteen tenths (0.152%) of  the 1950 GDP.
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Using these statistics and the coefficients from the 2007 In-
put-Output Table, the incidence of  Chinese immigrant wage 
labor in the generation of  corporate profits or gross operating 
surplus and taxes paid on production in 1950 was calculated. 

The results were that the gross operating surplus amounted 
to DOP$200,000.00, equivalent to almost four tenths (0.0358%) 
of  the GDP, and the taxes paid on production amounted to 
DOP$0.120 million, representing a little more than two tenths 
(0.0214%) of  the GDP, together totaling DOP$320 million, rep-
resenting 0.0572% of  the GDP, which was less than one third 
of  the remunerations of  fifteen tenths (0.152%) of  the GDP in 
1950.

And the added value that the Chinese contributed to the total 
GDP in the aforementioned year, which is the sum of  the three 
components (remunerations, gross operating surplus and tax-
es on production) totaled US$1,152 million, which represent-
ed a contribution of  1.066% to GDP growth (the amount of  
DOP$108.11 million) in 1950 with respect to 1949 (table No. 
11 in the annex). 

Chinese value added embodied in total GDP in 2000. Con-
tribution to total GDP growth.

a) On the growth of  the economy. Structural reforms. 
The following is a summary of  the main structural reforms 

applied to the Dominican economy from 1950 to 2000, a period 
in which the total population multiplied 3.5 times, 12 times the 
total GDP, and increased 8.5 times the GDP per capita. The 
total GDP grew at an average annual rate of  5.23% and 2.69% 
of  the per capita product, which implies that the total popula-
tion increased 2.54% as an annual average (Table No. 5 in the 
Annex).

In the period developing economies behaved favorably, 
World Bank figures report that between 1950 and 1975 per cap-
ita income increased annually by about 3%, as a result of  in-
creases in public spending channeled to transport infrastructure, 
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communications and education system. The developing world 
attempted to replicate the industrialization experience of  devel-
oped countries, specifically the import substitution model of  
consumer durables. 

During the first fifty years of  the twentieth century, the Do-
minican economy went through cycles caused by external factors, 
such as the First World War of  1914 and the Great Depression 
of  1930, and by internal circumstances, such as frequent chang-
es of  government accompanied by political and social instabili-
ty, the U.S. military occupation of  1916 and the thirty-one-year 
dictatorship of  Rafael Leónidas Trujillo Molina. External and 
internal events that together explain that the cumulative GDP 
decreased by -16.9% from 1900 to 1950, annually and on average 
about thirty-three tenths (0.33%) (Martínez Moya, 2014).

How did the total GDP of  the Dominican Republic evolve 
and to what extent did it impact the living conditions of  Do-
minicans during the second half  of  the 20th century? When re-
viewing the behavior of  the annual GDP per capita, the positive 
trend in the long period stands out, although it was not homo-
geneous, it increased 1.75 % in the sixties, decreased by -1.40 % 
from 1972 to 1992, and with respect to the 1950 level, it doubled 
in 1977 and multiplied three and a half  times in 2000 (Graph 
No. 1 in the annex) (Martínez Moya, 2013; Central Bank).

The peaks in real GDP growth occurred during the sub-pe-
riods 1950-1958, 1969-1973 and 1992-2000, and the troughs in 
the years 1959-1968, 1974-1978 and 1979-1991, respectively. 
The periods of  booms in real GDP growth were coincident with 
increases in the foreign direct investment/GDP indicator, show-
ing that in general the advance of  the economy was due to the 
inflow of  foreign capital, which occurred most clearly during 
the years 1969-1973 and 1992-2000. 

Another implication was that the Dominican economy was 
inserted into a globalized world that implied facing increasingly 
complex external challenges, which conditioned the economic 
policy that had to be characterized, as in effect, by openness to 
trade, and to the international flow of  capital and technology. 
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The increase in the flow of  external capital for specific proj-
ects which, as it has been said, drove the sustained growth of  
total GDP in the second half  of  the last century, required that 
those responsible for public policy previously implemented lib-
eral structural reforms, the first of  which were put into effect 
between the end of  the forties and the beginning of  the fifties, 
with the following standing out: (a) The Financial Reform 
(1947) which included the creation of  the Central Bank and 
the national currency; (b) The Law for the Promotion of  Indus-
trial Production (1950); (c) The Penal, Civil and Labor Codes 
(1952); (d) The Education Law (1951) which underpinned the 
remarkable progress achieved in education between 1950 and 
1960, illiteracy was reduced from 62.3 to 34.2 per cent (ONP).  

However, the environment of  political instability between 
1962 and 1965, changes in the institutional order took place and 
it was when institutions of  sectoral productive promotion were 
created that the notion of  the Planning State began to develop.

Dr. Joaquín Balaguer returned from exile and won the 1966 
elections, initiating a regime that lasted for 12 years (1966-
1978), activating diplomatic relations and initiating technical 
cooperation in the agricultural sector in particular with the gov-
ernment of  Taiwan (Chez and Sang Ben, 2014). It reorganized 
the economy with low-interest loans from the US government 
and savings from the public budget, creating the conditions of  
institutional stability to attract foreign direct investment. 

Under these conditions, multinationals such as Falconbridge, 
Shell Petroleum, Codetel, Phillip Morris and others set up and 
operated, investing millions of  dollars in strategic sectors of  the 
national economy. Companies of  different sizes also arrived, 
mainly located in the industrial free zone parks, owned by busi-
nessmen of  different nationalities, with Chinese entrepreneurs 
standing out in the seventies, eighties and nineties.

Considerable was the investment of  the Chinese in com-
mercial activities and other sectors during those years, creat-
ing a win-win situation, Chinese entrepreneurs relied on the 
economic potential and stability of  the country, however, the 
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relative backwardness of  public infrastructure by the limited 
spending for years, which subtracted competitiveness to the 
country, especially for sectors such as agriculture, trade and 
manufacturing.

To close the negative structural gap in the Public Budget, 
the Austerity Law was enacted during the government (1966) 
of  Dr. Joaquín Balaguer, which reduced current spending and 
privileged spending on public works. The fiscal policy based on 
austerity, combined with savings from private companies that 
earned a lot of  money with tax exemptions on imported raw 
materials and exchange incentives, produced an important in-
crease in domestic savings until it became the primary source of  
total investment (public and private).

With the import substitution model, the process of  indus-
trialization and modernization of  the industrial sector was re-
sumed, with openness to attract foreign direct investment, the 
explicit objective was to promote the development of  society 
according to Decree No. 2536 of  1968.

Industrial development was supported by the Industrial In-
centive and Protection Act No. 299 of  1968, which increased 
effective rates of  protection to three categories of  enterprises. 
A total of  22,000 jobs were created between 1968 and 1976. 
Its implementation was combined with Law No. 221, of  1971, 
for the Incentive to Small Industry and Artisan Activity, with 
Law No. 48, of  1973 and No. 587, of  1977, of  Incentives to the 
Construction Industry, which sought to substitute imports with 
national products.

The new import substitution model not only surpassed that 
of  the 1940s in terms of  the amount of  private investment re-
ceived by the economy (Despradel, 2006), but also managed to 
attract foreign capital by creating confidence among investors 
of  different sizes and nationalities, who made important invest-
ments to exploit and process ferronickel, gold, silver, bauxite, 
and various export products from the free trade zone parks. 

The greater flow of  foreign capital allowed the chronic im-
balance in the current account of  the balance of  payments, 
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which was produced by excess spending (consumption and in-
vestment) over what the economy produced (GDP), to be fi-
nanced comfortably, but as international reserves were accumu-
lated, the value of  the Dominican peso against the US dollar 
remained more or less stable.

To protect agricultural production, prices were controlled. 
To finance new enterprises and expand existing ones in the Cen-
tral Bank, the development departments Fondo de Inversiones 
para el Desarrollo Económico (FIDE) and Fondo para el De-
sarrollo de la Infraestructura Turística (INFRATUR) operated 
with funds loaned to the Dominican Government by the World 
Bank.

Due to fiscal, exchange and financial incentives, combined 
with credits at privileged interest rates that were taken advan-
tage of  by the private sector, the economy grew by an annual 
average of  11% from 1969 to 1973 and slowed to 5.2% in 1975, 
due to the negative contribution of  the net foreign sector. 

GDP per capita increased by 13.5% between 1967-1977, a 
very high rate as a result of  the sharp increase in GDP due to 
good international sugar prices. The sugar industry generated 
40% of  foreign exchange, 75% of  export taxes and one-fifth 
of  the Central Government’s tax revenue. By the end of  the 
1970s, the sugar industry’s contribution plummeted by more 
than half.

Don Antonio Guzmán Fernández, who won the presidential 
elections in 1978, put into effect Law No. 409 on Agro-indus-
trial Incentives, Protection and Promotion to prioritize agro-in-
dustrial enterprises, and Law No. 69 offered tax incentives to 
exporters of  non-traditional products.

Regarding the international context in which the Dominican 
economy developed in the 1970s and 1980s, there were reces-
sions in the United States, Europe, and Latin America, caused 
by three crises: the dollar crisis, the oil price crisis, and the ex-
ternal debt crisis. The first two caused an increase in the price 
of  the family basket in developed economies, in the Dominican 
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Republic as well, and the debt crisis was deadly for Latin Amer-
ican economies.

When in 1958 the fixed exchange rate system was strength-
ened with the gold standard, the dollar was the winning cur-
rency, the dollar-gold convertibility was set at US$35 per troy 
ounce of  gold. But there was a problem that threatened the sta-
bility of  the fixed exchange rate system, the enormous amount 
of  dollars circulating worldwide since the end of  World War II. 

The excess supply of  dollars caused the exchange rate to over-
value, which facilitated imports and penalized exports, causing 
the huge current account deficit in the United States. The dollar 
had to be devalued, and in practice this was done by suspending 
gold-dollar convertibility during the presidency of  Richard Nix-
on on August 15th, 1971, causing an unprecedented inflation in 
the U.S. economy that spread to the rest of  the world, including 
the Dominican Republic.

To contain the rise in prices the US Federal Reserve raised in-
terest rates and the federal government raised taxes, the results 
were recession in the economy, there was a sharp fall in GDP 
growth with rising unemployment rate. The fall in economic 
growth with inflation was called stagflation.

As already mentioned, the Dominican economy benefited 
from the increase in the price of  sugar until 1981, but had to pay 
a higher bill for imported fuels, from US$190 million to US$314 
million as the price of  a barrel of  oil on the international market 
doubled from US$14 in 1978 to US$35 in 1981. 

The abundance of  dollars in the world market caused a large 
flow of  capital to developing countries, and because of  the pre-
vailing inflationary context, the real interest rate was negative, 
which is why the economic rationality of  the time made it ad-
visable to borrow money to invest in private and public projects. 

The countries of  Latin America and the Caribbean took the 
step, to boost growth they borrowed in dollars in the short term 
and at a floating interest rate, but the situation changed when 
suddenly the real interest rate rose to 16.7% in 1982, as a result 
of  the combination of  restrictive monetary policy in the United 
States, giving rise to the economically known lost decade of  the 
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eighties for Latin America and the Caribbean, which reduced 
the size of  the GDP.96 

In this unfavorable external environment, Dr. Joaquín 
Balaguer returned to power in 1986, rescued his policy of  build-
ing infrastructure works with savings from the public budget, 
the failure was that there was no balance in the macroeconomic 
framework, due to the unfavorable external effects, the exchange 
rate and domestic interest rates remained unstable. This, com-
bined with the international oil crisis caused by the invasion 
of  Kuwait by Iraq and the adverse economic effects of  the lost 
decade for Latin America and the Caribbean, were behind the 
collapse of  economic growth and fiscal revenues in the Domin-
ican Republic, creating the environment for the implementation 
of  structural reforms in 1992 that changed the macroeconomic 
panorama.

The economy grew at an average annual growth rate of  5.3% 
from 1990 to 2000, inflation averaged 3.9% annually, and the 
exchange rate subsidy that had drained the Central Bank’s inter-
national reserves was eliminated. The expanded unemployment 
rate fell from 23% to 13.9% and the average hourly income per 
week of  workers increased from US$1.39 to US$1.98 from 1990 
to 1999 (Central Bank statistics, web page).  

The main structural reforms in the 1990s were the following: 
the Tax Code (Law No. 11-92); the Labor Code (Law No. 16-
92); the Educational Reform of  the Ten-Year Education Plan 
(1992-2000); the Tariff  Reform (Law No. 14-93) and the Reform 
of  the Foreign Investment Regime (Law No. 16-95). 

96 The International Monetary Fund, the Bank for International Settle-
ments and the U.S. government financed Mexico’s bailout by restructuring 
its external debt and pressured international private banks to make new 
loans so that they could preserve their assets. These measures were suc-
cessful in reducing debt service payments. The governments committed 
themselves to implement “structural adjustment” programs that implied 
the contraction of  economic growth and an increase in unemployment. 
But in order to stop the massive capital flight, exchange controls and deva-
luations were imposed, which prevented a reduction in inflation.
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They were part of  the package recommended for Latin 
American and Caribbean countries with imbalances in their fis-
cal accounts and balance of  payments by economist John Wil-
liamson and the Washington Consensus of  1989, synthesized 
in the following three axes: 1) budgetary reforms, 2) reforms 
to liberalize international trade and 3) reforms to liberalize the 
domestic market.

Law No. 16-95 eliminated the restrictions that foreign com-
panies had to repatriate profits and take loans in the local finan-
cial market, measures that encouraged the installation of  Chi-
nese and other nationalities’ companies in the free zone parks 
and the tourism sector.  

In 1999, the Law for the Reactivation and Promotion of  Ex-
ports was enacted, which, among other aspects, established: 1) 
reinstatement of  customs duties and charges; 2) simplified com-
pensation of  customs charges; and 3) temporary admission re-
gime. Through this regime, goods were allowed to be imported 
without payment of  duties if  they were re-exported within 18 
months of  entry. 

The economy opened up to global markets and sought to ori-
ent itself  abroad by exporting goods with an increasingly higher 
domestic labor content, which was accompanied by improve-
ments in the structure for exporting commodities and free trade 
zones. The aim was to take advantage of  the second world glo-
balization, made up of  three large regional blocs (United States, 
Europe and Asia-Pacific-Japan), which took place in the 1990s. 

With the Maastricth Treaty of  1992, the European Monetary 
Union or Eurozone was established, initially with 16 countries 
that in 2020 adopted the euro as a common currency with the 
renunciation of  independent monetary and exchange rate pol-
icies by the national central banks, delegating the functions to 
the European Central Bank.

The insertion of  the economy in a globalized world, made 
up of  natural regions, was a favorable step to attract invest-
ment from Chinese interested in settling in the country, main-
ly in export processing zones. Also beneficial was the increase 
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in the immigrant population, based on census data from 1951, 
1981 and 2002, multiplied 4.5 times between 1981 and 2010, 
from 88,356 people to 395,791 people, and almost twice, from 
291,151 in 1990 to 567,648 people in 2019.

As for the Chinese immigrants, the population increased 
from 3,613 in 1990 to 4,013 in 1995 and 4,413 in 2000 (Tables 
5 and 6 in the appendix). Due to several factors, the number 
of  Chinese evolved differently from the total number of  immi-
grants. From 1961 to 1966 reflected the cold war, from 1966 
to 1978 the Taiwanese Embassy is strengthened which injects 
energy to the Chinese colony, from 1978 to 1986 Chinese diplo-
macy is much more active in terms of  cooperation and at the 
social level there is the insertion of  a new generation of  Chi-
nese, and from 1986 to 2000 the conflicts and confrontations 
of  the two Chinas are reflected in the Dominican diplomacy 
(Sang Ben, 2014, p. 71).

Reviewing the evolution of  the total population of  the coun-
try, in 1960 of  3,047,070 people, 50.4% men and 49.6% wom-
en, those born in the country represented 98.5% of  the total, 
and 1.5% abroad, the amount of  44,700 people, of  which 74.1% 
were men and 25.9% were women.

Analyzing the total population in 1960 according to place 
of  birth, those born in Haiti were the most numerous foreign 
population, 66% of  the total, 29,500 people, of  which 79% were 
men and 21% women. And those born in China, the amount of  
600 people, 1.3% of  the foreign population, of  which 470 men, 
78.3%, and 130 women, 21.7%.

According to the 1960 census, of  the total population of  
3,047,070 inhabitants, mulattos accounted for 2,222,380 per-
sons, 73%; whites, 489,580 persons, 16%; blacks, 331,910 per-
sons, 11%; and yellows, 3,200 persons, equivalent to 0.11% of  
the total (tables 8 and 9 in the annex).

The 1987 census counted the Chinese population at 5,500 
people, 90% concentrated in Santo Domingo and San Francis-
co de Macorís, cities where 300 very varied Chinese businesses 
operated. Of  these, 30 were grocery stores, 100 hotels with a 
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total capital of  US$50 million, 80 watch shops, 100 restaurants 
with an invested capital of  US$100 million, 10 commercial 
import-export companies with a working capital of  US$1,000 
million, six photographic material companies with a capital 
of  US$250,000. In addition, 10 small farms with a capital of  
US$700 thousand and two shrimp farms with a total investment 
of  US$1.2 million (Hung Hui, 1992, p. 140).

In terms of  the territorial extension of  the Dominican Re-
public, according to the Cartographic Institute, the total area of  
50,070 km2, including the national territory of  48,279.32 km2 
plus the adjacent islands that total 162.91 km2, when related to 
the population data reported by the censuses, the indicator of  
square kilometers per Dominican and foreigner was reduced by 
70% from 1920 to 1960.97 In other words, the Dominican Re-
public became an increasingly occupied territory. 

The testimony of  the president of  the Center of  the Chinese 
Colony Inc. that groups the main Chinese family and business 
associations, when they arrived in the country in 1965 there 
were few Chinese, they were dedicated to manage laundries, 
bars, grocery stores and planting vegetables, then went on to 
operate supermarkets and photographic studios, shops, beauty 
salons, pica pollo and lodging. 

The few Chinese in the country, relative to the volume of  the 
total population and even to the total number of  immigrants, 
at the beginning were mostly workers earning a salary, as it 
has already been said, they progressed in their own businesses 
financed mainly with savings, amounts and sources being un-
known, they also developed industrial and agricultural enter-
prises of  greater capitalization and added value. 

97 In 1920 the total population was 894,669 people and the population den-
sity was 0.056 km2 per person, in May 1935 the population was 1,479,417 
people and the density was reduced to 0.034 km2 per person, in August 
1960 the population had increased to 3,047,107 people which reduced the 
population density to 0.017 km2 per person.
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The activation of  diplomatic relations with the Taiwanese 
government during the administration of  Dr. Joaquín Balaguer, 
was the turning point for the arrival of  a greater number of  Chi-
nese immigrants to the country during the 12 years (1966-1978) 
that the regime lasted, and for Chinese investment to multiply 
(Sang Ben, 2014).

The administration of  Don Antonio Guzmán Fernández 
further facilitated the entry into the country and nationaliza-
tion of  Chinese immigrants, the best example being that in four 
decrees that included 323 naturalized foreigners, 95% were of  
Chinese origin, which is why those who entered the country 
from 1979 to 1982 in number exceeded the 2,260 Chinese who 
arrived from 1939 to 1977. To attract Chinese capital, mainly 
to the construction sector, the government granted facilities to 
companies from the East (Sang Ben, 2014, pp. 76-77).

The first generation Chinese, who progressed in their own 
and other people’s businesses, with their savings financed their 
children’s studies in good schools, in universities in the coun-
try and abroad. The second and third generation are considered 
the largest group after the Haitians, the number is computed at 
50,000, 0.1% of  the total population, diversified, became own-
ers of  grocery stores, restaurants, laundries, pica pollos, motels, 
hotels, manufacturing companies in free trade zones and out-
side them, franchises of  Dominican-Chinese restaurants, Ex-
preso Jade, Palacio de Jade and Wok Chinese Bistró, business-
es in Chinatown in Santo Domingo. Also importers of  various 
goods from China.  

The second and third generation descendants of  Chinese 
reached a high standard of  living, the latter mastering two and 
three languages, some became interlocutors between the Do-
minican Republic and the Republic of  China, over the years 
the second economic, military and technological power in the 
world.

Considerable was the technological support to Dominican 
entrepreneurs by the government of  Taiwan, such as the high-
tech free zone located in the Cybernetic Park of  Santo Domingo 
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at a cost of  US$40 million in 2000, a project that was built on an 
area of  11.5 hectares owned by an important Chinese-Domini-
can executive named Andrew Leung. 

The total added value of  the Dominican economy benefited 
from the knowledge of  graduate students in computer science, 
mechanical industry, multimedia, systems development, elec-
tronics, among other specialties, were in high demand in the 
Dominican labor market. 

b) Calculation of  the total value added.
To know the contribution of  Chinese to the total GDP in 

2000 as wage earners and entrepreneurs in different sectors of  
the economy, as well as by direct investment and special pro-
grams of  the Taiwanese and Chinese governments, the value 
added was calculated from the production and induced demand 
effects, using the aforementioned multipliers from the 2007 In-
put-Output Table as explained below. 

In what follows, the production and induced demand effects 
are analysed to arrive at the total value added in 2000.

-Production Effect

The income earned by the Chinese community as wage work-
ers, by the investment they made financed primarily by their 
own savings, and by the Taiwanese and Chinese governments in 
2000 far exceeded the 1950 income calculated above. The differ-
ence is a measure of  the importance of  their economic presence 
during the forty-nine years of  the study. 

Specifically, with the support of  the direct and indirect mul-
tiplier of  investments extracted from the above-mentioned 2007 
Input-Output Table, and statistics on investment by the Chinese 
and the governments of  Taiwan and China, the remuneration 
of  Chinese immigrant workers was calculated at DOP$3,191 
million, equivalent to eighty-one tenths (0.81 percent) of  GDP 
in the year 2000. 

The profits made by the Chinese in business or the gross 
operating surplus was calculated at DOP$2,838 million, seven-
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ty-two tenths (0.72%) of  the GDP in 2000, higher than the tax 
paid on production amounting to DOP$3,053 million, equiv-
alent to seventy-eight tenths (0.78%) of  the GDP of  that year.

The comparative analysis of  the disaggregated value added 
incorporated by the Chinese to the total GDP in the years 1950 
and 2000 (Table No. 11 in the annex) provides the following 
information: 

One, the value added by the Chinese in 1950 ranged from 
DOP$0.552 million to DOP$1.152 million, and the contribu-
tion to GDP growth ranged from 0.510% to 1.066%. In 2000, 
the value added was DOP$10,359 million and the contribution 
to GDP growth was 2.065%. 

The increase in Chinese value added in 2000 over the 1950 
amount is explained by the investments of  Chinese entrepreneurs 
and those made by the governments of  Taiwan and China, which 
took place, as explained above, due to the implementation of  im-
portant structural reforms combined with political stability.

Let us compare the components of  aggregate values in 1950 
and 2000.

Two, the labor remuneration component of  Chinese value 
added in 1950 ranged from DOP$0.390 million to DOP$0.832 
million, increasing to DOP$3.191 million in 2000. 

Three, the profit component of  the Chinese as entrepreneurs, 
or gross operating surplus, ranged from DOP$0.09 million to 
DOP$0.2 billion in 1950, increasing to DOP$2,838 million in 
2000. The remarkable increase is consistent with the liberal eco-
nomic policy of  the governments described and analyzed above, 
which created incentives and conditions that were taken advan-
tage of  by private enterprise, including financing facilities in the 
Investment Fund for Economic Development (FIDE) and the 
Fund for Tourism Infrastructure (INFRATUR), departments 
that for many years operated in the Central Bank. 

Long-term and relatively low-cost financing facilities were 
essential for the establishment of  industrial parks and enterpris-
es to replace imports, to produce export goods and to develop 
hotels in tourist areas. 
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And four, the production tax collected by the government 
ranged from DOP$0.07 million to DOP$0.12 million in 1950, 
increasing to DOP$3,053 million in 2000. The increase in col-
lection is consistent with the increase in Chinese value added 
over the forty-nine-year history. 

To the benefits of  Chinese entrepreneurs or gross operating 
surplus we should add a positive effect for the Dominican labor 
force, that is, the jobs that were indirectly linked to the value 
added generated and incorporated into the total GDP, for each 
Chinese person working at the national level, complementary 
jobs were created, a calculation that was not made in this work.

Induced Demand Effect

The second economic effect is related to the consumption 
of  the Chinese and their relatives in the national territory, for 
which it was necessary to know, in the most credible way possi-
ble, the value of  their typical consumption basket. This basket 
was not estimated by the author of  this work, I substitute the 
information with consultations with Chinese of  different gen-
erations.

The national historiography sustains that one of  the charac-
teristics of  the Chinese is their discipline to consume and save, 
from which it is deduced that proportionally what they dedicat-
ed to consumption did not represent the most important part 
of  the salary mass, and that they privileged saving to create and 
expand their businesses.

To approximate the induced demand effect, deductions were 
made from the wage bill of  the Chinese as workers, specifically 
the percentage of  direct taxes they paid, the percentage of  social 
security expenditure and savings, the first two from secondary 
sources, and the savings from interviews with Chinese traders 
and second and third generation professionals. The discounts 
applied were as follows.

Social security costs: 3%.              
Tax on individuals and businesses: 27%.     
Savings: 30%.                                         
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Deducting these percentages from the total wage bill of  
DOP$3,191 million obtained by Chinese workers in 2000, the 
disposable income calculated for consumption was DOP$1,277 
million, or 0.37% of  the GDP for the year 2000.

Since in 1950 social security spending was covered by the 
government and Chinese migrants paid little or no taxes, at least 
there is no record that they actually did, the proportion they 
saved exceeded that of  2000. Specifically, of  the total wage bill 
received by the Chinese of  DOP$832,000, the income available 
for consumption was estimated at DOP$166,400, equivalent to 
0.304 percent of  GDP in 1950.

Without going into an exhaustive analysis and using the pro-
duction structure implicit in the 2007 Input-Output table, it was 
calculated that the Chinese should have increased the number 
of  people employed in their businesses, a calculation that was 
also not made in this paper.

-Total effect

Adding the production and induced demand effects, the re-
sult is that the generation and incorporation of  Chinese value 
added to the total GDP of  the national economy was comput-
ed at 2.065% of  GDP in 2000. As in 1950 it ranged between 
0.510% and 1.066% of  that year’s GDP, it means that during the 
years of  the second half  of  the 20th century there was a notable 
increase, between 1% and 1.56%, in the contribution of  the Chi-
nese to the growth of  total GDP. 

In 1950, the contribution of  Chinese value added to GDP 
growth, which increased by DOP$108.11 million in vol-
ume, 24.6% over 1949, ranged from DOP$552,000 to 1.066% 
(0.510%), the sum of  DOP$1,152 million. In 2000, the GDP in-
creased DOP$501.52 million with respect to 1999, and the Chi-
nese contributed DOP$10,359 million, equivalent to 2.065% of  
the increase in GDP in 2000 (Table No. 11 in the Annex).

It is reiterated that the significant increase in the Chinese 
contribution to the growth of  the economy in the forty-nine 
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years of  history, was supported by the accelerated evolution of  
domestic demand (consumption and investment), largely due 
to the Taiwanese government that as explained every four years 
specialized US$50 million for investment in productive sectors 
of  the national economy, in turn motivating Chinese private in-
vestors to establish themselves in the country, with investments 
in different sectors of  the economy. 

As already mentioned, the works executed with funds from 
the Taiwanese government were carried out by Chinese pro-
fessionals and companies contracted directly by the Taiwanese 
government, in some cases with qualities not offered by the Do-
minicans, which means that another benefit not computed was 
the transfer of  knowledge and technologies from Taiwan.

As for productivity gains due to the advice of  experts from 
Taiwan, the specific case of  the Juma Experimental Station in 
Bonao and the technical work of  Dr. Hsieh during the admin-
istration of  Don Antonio Guzmán Fernández (1978-1982) is 
cited as an example.  

The professional, who had been working in the country for 
eighteen years, contributed to the emergence of  the highly pro-
ductive Juma 57, Juma 58 and Juma rice varieties. In the 1970s, 
it was estimated that 60 percent of  the rice area used these va-
rieties, doubling rice production from 3 to 6 million quintals in 
ten years.  

Value added that the Chinese incorporated into total GDP 
in different sub-periods.

We know the precise data that the Chinese added value os-
cillated between DOP$552,000 and DOP$1,152,000 in 1950, 
and that it went up to DOP$10,359 million in 2000, what is 
unknown is how it behaved in different sub-periods during the 
forty-nine years of  history.

Table No. 5 in the annex provides statistical data related to 
the average annual growth of  real GDP and the economically 
active population for selected sub-periods, based on which the 
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contribution of  the Chinese was constructed (Table No. 12 in 
the annex). The procedure followed was to decompose the total 
GDP growth of  the second half  of  the 20th century, consider-
ing, on the one hand, the contribution of  the Chinese as work-
ers and, on the other hand, the contribution of  the rest of  the 
labor force according to the following expression: 

g(y) = w. g(x) + (1 - w). g (nx)   (1)
where:
g(y) is total real GDP growth
w is the contribution of  Chinese value added to total real 

GDP growth.
g(x) is the growth of  Chinese value added. 
g (nx) is the contribution of  the rest of  the labor force to total 

real GDP growth.
In any sub-period the growth rate of  Chinese value added 

(gx), congruent with the growth rate of  total real GDP g(y) in 
that sub-period, can be written as follows:

g (x) = (g (y) / w) ((1 - w) / w). g (nx)   (2)
This equation was used to solve for the growth rate of  Chi-

nese value added (gx) given the growth rate g (y) of  total real 
GDP in the sub-period.

Assumptions were made about the value of  the contribution 
(w) of  Chinese value added and that of  the rest of  the labor 
force g(nx)) to total real GDP growth. For the value (w) we used 
2.065% which is the Chinese value added growth in 2000, and 
the difference between this value and the sub-period real GDP 
growth for the contribution to real GDP growth of  the rest of  
the population labor force.

It is important to indicate that for this last calculation there 
were two possibilities, on the one hand, to assume that labor 
productivity in the economy is constant, meaning that the value 
added increased linearly with the number of  workers or with 
the total population. And, on the other hand, that, for example, 
if  labor productivity increases 0.5% per year, the value added 
of  the rest of  the population grows 0.5% per year plus annual 
population growth. In this paper we took the first assumption.
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With equation (2) for selected sub-periods we calculated the 
average annual growth rate of  Chinese value added, congruent 
with the growth rate of  total real GDP. The results tell us that 
the average contribution of  Chinese value added to total real 
GDP growth remained around 1% during the selected sub-pe-
riods, average 1.032%, one-fifth of  the national value added, in 
the forty-nine years of  study (Table No. 12 in the appendix).

Main conclusions.

This paper computed the economic presence of  the Chinese 
in the Dominican Republic in 1950 and 2000, which multiplied 
3.5 times its total population, 12 times the Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) and 8.5 times the product per capita.

The Chinese community contributed to the expansion of  to-
tal real GDP volume and growth as part of  the labor force and 
as entrepreneurs in commerce, manufacturing, mining and oth-
ers. Their contribution to total real GDP ranged from 0.510% to 
1.066% in 1950, increasing to 2.065% in 2000, which compares 
favorably with the contribution between 0.80% and 1.30% of  
immigrant workers and entrepreneurs born in other countries 
and in the Dominican Republic, but of  foreign parents (Lizardo 
and Gratereaux, 2013). The contribution of  the Chinese to the 
economy was not homogeneous over time, as it can be seen by 
analyzing the results obtained for different sub-periods.

The increase in the contribution of  the Chinese to national 
value added is consistent with their increasingly productive in-
vestments in specific projects, including that of  the governments 
of  Taiwan and the Republic of  China, which increased sectoral 
productivity in the second half  of  the 20th century.

On the destination of  the added value of  the Chinese, all 
the components were multiplied, in 1950 the sum of  the remu-
nerations as workers mainly and taxes paid on the production, 
oscillated between 0.084 and 0.17% of  the GDP, which sup-
poses a proportion significantly superior to the gross surplus 
of  exploitation or benefits of  the Chinese as businessmen that 
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reached 0.017% of  the GDP. For the year 2000, the figures were 
significantly higher, at 1.174% and 0.79% of  GDP, respectively.

It is clear, then, that living and working in the country during 
the long period (1950-2000) under study, the Chinese engaged 
in increasingly higher value-added activities, which allowed 
them to integrate and achieve notoriety in Dominican society.

The results are also consistent with the liberal economic pol-
icy of  governments during the second half  of  the 20th century, 
when fiscal, exchange rate and administrative incentives grant-
ed by governments created the necessary conditions for a signif-
icant increase in private investment, which contributed to rais-
ing the aggregate return to capital in the Dominican economy.

The increase in the Chinese gross capital formation or profit 
component of  value added is in line with the famous U-curve, 
that income distribution is more egalitarian at the extreme stag-
es of  development, while it is more unequal at the medium level 
of  development (Kuznets, 1966). The Dominican Republic was 
in the process of  medium development during the fifty years of  
the second half  of  the twentieth century.
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Annexes

Table No. 1
Dominican Republic

Number of  establishments and
capital investment.

Years Number of  
establishments

Capital 
investment National Foreign

1940 1,815 14,386 4,311 2,295

1941 1,719 13,374 6,107 2,537

1942 1,997 14,597 8,200 3,270

1943 2,536 16,356 11,568 2,435

1944 2,905 17,852 12,816 5,040

1945 2,596 18,416 16,046 6,269

1946 2,988 22,563 17,169 8,241

1947 2,975 29,636 20,939 10,442

1948 3,013 31,161 23,017 9,607

1949 3,121 39,073 22,189 9,123

1950 3,398 40,343 26,062 9,303

1951 3,509 42,186 37,864 11,318

1952 3,622 47,674 39,542 11,599

1953 3,513 58,405 40,241 11,410

1954 3,400 60,368 48,002 12,142

1955 2,899 67,098 41,572 15,402

1956 2,890 67,948 43,625 14,378

1957 2,967 79,977 45,684 16,327

1958 2,888 85,946 50,059 17,576

1959 2,839 110,213 50,513 19,154

1960 2,411 120,336 53,029 17,143

1961 2,315 124,096 53,029 17,627

Source: (Cassá, 1998)
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Table No. 2
Dominican Republic

Total and economically active population
 by nationality

(1950, 1981 and 2002 Censuses)
(Quantity).

Economically active population

 Census  Total  
population Dominicans Foreigners

1950 2,135,872 802,625 22,982

1981 5,545,741 2,218,296 88,356

2002 8,562,541 3,425,016 96,229

Source: General Directorate of  Statistics.

Table No. 3
Dominican Republic

Economically active population
by nationality

Dominican and foreign, 
(1950 Census).

Total

Total 825,607

Dominican 802,625

Foreign 22,982

Source: National Statistical Office
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Table No. 4 
Dominican Republic

Income total employed population, of  
foreign and Chinese workers. 

Sectors

Income total 
employed 

population 
(Millions 

DOP$) 1950

Income of 
foreign wor-

kers 1950 
(Millions 
DOP$)

Proportion of 
foreign popu-

lation  
by sector (%)

Income of 
Chinese 
workers 

1960  
(Millions 
DOP$) 

Agriculture 
and livestock. 119,014.5 1159.0 19.4 161.41

Mining 1,937.0 215.0 3.6 29.95

Manufactures 105,763.6 274.8 4.6 38.27

Construction 24,220.3 1947.9 32.6 271.23

Trade 125.745.4 442.0 7.4 61.57

Other sectors 208,763.6 1,936 32.4 269.57

Total 585, 470.5 5,875 100.0 832.00

Source: Central Bank of  the Dominican Republic: Central Bank of  the 
Dominican Republic. Own calculations.

Table No. 5
Dominican Republic

Annual GDP growth rates,
EAP and Foreign Direct Investment/GDP ratio.

Period  Real 
GDP

 Real GDP 
per capita

EAP  
(Percentage)

Foreign  
investment/

GDP (Annual 
average)

1950-2000 5.23 2.72 3.10 1.88

1950-1958 6.43 6.43 0.49 0.90

1959-1968 3.24 0.24 2.75 1.25

1969-1973 11.29 5.84 4.64 3.79

1974-1978 5.01 0.50 5.53 1.79

1979-1991 2.93 0.59 3.71 1.32

1992-2000 6.49 2.27 2.75 3.53

Source: (Lizardo and Guzmán, 2003).
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Table No. 6
Dominican Republic

Population by sex, by census year
(1920 - 2010).

Year Total Men Women

1920 894,665 446,384 448,281

1935 1,479,417 750,704 728,713

1950 2,135,872 1,070,742 1,065,130

1960 3,047,070 1,535,820 1,511,250

1970 4,009,458 2,000,824 2,008,634

1981 5,545,741 2,793,884 2,751,857

1993 7,293,390 3,550,797 3,742,593

2002 8,562,541 4,265,216 4,297,325

2010 9,445,281 4,739,038 4,706,243

Source: National Bureau of  Statistics.

Table No. 7
Dominican Republic
Chinese immigrants.

Years Men Women Total Percentage 
(%)

Number 
of Chinese 
immigrants

1990 181,677 109,474 291,151 4.09 3,613

1995 198,842 124,539 323,381 4.16 4,013

2000 206,008 139,603 355,611 4.23 4,413

2005 228,180 147,821 376,001 4.19 2,920

2010 238,742 154,978 393,720 4.15 1,406

2015 353,448 195,841 549,289 5.50 3,776

2017 257,588 167,376 424,964 4.18 1,517

2019 365,201 202,387 567,648 5.53 3,902

Source: United Nations (UN).
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Table No. 8
Dominican Republic

Total population by sex, 
by country of  birth 

(1960 Census).

Country of birth Both Sexes Men Women

Total Population 3,047,070 1,535,820 1,511,250

Born in the country 3,002,370 1,502,690 1,499,680

Foreign-born of  which: 44,700 33,130 11,570

Haiti 29,500 23,330 6,170

Spain 4,060 2,500 1,560

Great Britain 2,020 1,610 410

Japan 1,200 680 520

Puerto Rico 1,160 680 480

English Antilles 1,130 830 300

United States of  America 870 440 430

Lebanon 620 350 270

China 600 470 130

English Guiana 420 390 30

France 340 190 150

Italy 320 230 90

Netherlands 240 120 120

Cuba 210 120 90

Netherlands Antilles 200 70 130

Syria 140 90 50

French Antilles 50 0 50

Jamaica 50 40 10

Virgin Island 20 20 0

Other countries 1,550 970 580

Source: National Bureau of  Statistics.
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Table No. 9
Dominican Republic

Total population by sex, 
by race 

(1960 Census).

Color Both Sexes Men Women

Total 3,047,070 1,535,820 1,511,250

White 489,580 231,510 258,070

Black 331,910 179,290 152,620

Mulatto 2,222,380 1,123,310 1,099,070

Yellow 3,200 1,710 1,490

Source: National Bureau of  Statistics.

Table 10
Dominican Republic 

Surface area and total population, 
according to the date of  each census 

from 1920 to 1960.
Date Area km2 Total population

August 7th, 1960 48,442.23 3,047,070

August 6th, 1950 48,442.23 2,135,872

May 13th, 1935 50,070.00 1,479,417

December 24th, 1920 50,070.00 894,665

Source: National Bureau of  Statistics.
Note: The data on territorial extension were provided by the University Car-
tographic Institute, based on the most recent compilations of  the country’s 
planimetric charts. The total area includes the area of  the national territory, 
48,279.32 km2, and the area of  the adjacent islands, 162.91 km2.
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Table No. 11
Chinese Value Added

Contribution to total real GDP growth
(Millions of  pesos and percentage of  GDP)

(1950 y 2000).

Value-added 
components

Calculations year 
1950 (in each sector 

the value added 
was multiplied by 
the proportion of 

Chinese workers in 
the total number of 

immigrants). 

Calculations 
year 1950 (Based 
on wage bill of 

Chinese workers 
and input-output 
table multipliers 

2007) 

Calculations year 
2000 (Based on 

the multipliers of 
the 2007 input- 
output table)

Remuneration
DOP$0.390 million 
(0.07 percent of  
GDP)

DOP$0.832 
million

DOP$3,191 
million (0.81  
percent of  GDP)

2. Gross  
Surplus of    
Exploitation

DOP$0.090 million 
(0.017 percent of  
GDP)

DOP$0.2 billion 
(0.0358 percent 
of  GDP)

DOP$2,838  
million (0.72  
percent of  GDP)

3. Taxes on 
Production

DOP$0.070 million 
(0.013 percent of  
GDP)

DOP$0.120 
(0.0214 percent 
of  GDP)

DOP$3,053  
million (0.78  
percent of  GDP)

4. Demand 
Effect Indu-
ced

DOP$1,277  
million (0.36  
percent of  GDP)

5. Value 
Added 
(1+2+3+4)

DOP$0.552 million DOP$1,152 
million DOP$10.359

6. GDP 
growth 

24.6 percent 
(1950/1949) 24.6 percent 8.12 percent

7. Chinese 
Value added 
contribution 
to growth of  
GDP in 1950.

0.510 percent 1.066 percent 2.065 percent

8. GDP prices 
constant) DOP$547.58 million DOP$547.58 

million DOP$360 billion

Source: Own calculations.
Note: 1950 GDP: DOP$547.58 million. Current GDP 2000: DOP$393,303.0 
million. Constant GDP in 2000: DOP$360,000 million. To deflate the cur-
rent GDP, the inflation rate of  9.02% for the year 2000 was used. The 1950 
figure is taken from Arturo Martínez Moya. Dominican Economic Growth 
1844-1950. The 2000 figure from the Central Bank’s website.
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In 1950, the contribution of  Chinese value added to GDP 
growth (aggregate product of  DOP$108.11 million, 24.6 percent 
over 1949) ranged from 0.510 percent (DOP$0.552 million) to 
1.066 percent (DOP$1,152 million). In 2000 the GDP increased 
DOP$501.52 million over the previous year. And the Chinese con-
tributed DOP$10,359 million, equivalent to 2.065 percent of  the 
increase in GDP.

Table No. 12
Chinese value added incorporated into total GDP

(Average annual growth)
(in percent).

Selected 
periods

Average 
annual 

real GDP 
growth 

Average  
annual real 
GDP per 

 capita growth 

 ADP

Average annual 
growth of value 

added of the  
Chinese  

incorporated total 
GDP (*)

1950-1958 6.43 6.43 0.49 1.044

1959-1968 3.24 0.24 2.75 1.012

1969-1973 11.29 5.84 4.64 1.092

1974-1978 5.01 5.01 5.53 1.030

1979-1991 2.92 0.59 3.71 1.009

1992-2000 6.49 2.27 2.75 1.044

1950-2000 5.23 2.72 3.10 1.032

Source: Table No. 5 and own calculations.
(*) The following formula was used to compute Chinese value added in 
the sub-periods between 1950 and 2000:
g(y) = w. g(x) + (1 - w). g (nx)

Where: g(y) real GDP growth in the sub-period; w contribu-
tion of  Chinese value added to GDP growth in the sub-period; 
g(x) Chinese value added growth in the sub-period; g (nx) contri-
bution of  the rest of  the labor force to GDP growth in the sub-pe-
riod. The values used: w=2.065% growth rate of  Chinese value 
added in 2000; g (nx) The difference between 2.065% growth of  
Chinese value added and GDP growth in 2000 was used.  
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Graph No. 1
Real GDP, per capita and Foreign  

Investment/GDP Growth
(1950 - 2000)
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CHAPTER XVII

CHINA AND THE UNITED STATES: 
FROM CONFRONTATION TO  

UNAVOIDABLE COLLABORATION, 
1950-2021

DR. FRANCISCO A. SCARANO.
University of  Wisconsin-Madison (emeritus) fscarano@wisc.edu

The economic and military rise of  the People’s Republic of  
China has recently dominated the headlines regarding the bal-
ance of  power among the world’s major powers. The rise of  its 
national economy has been so rapid and the scope of  its global 
strategic plans so extraordinary that, according to experts, as 
early as 2028 the country could overtake the United States in 
economic and commercial power (Chinese economy, 2020). It 
is also expected that the military strength of  the two powers will 
be equalized in the near future, although this is not expected to 
happen as quickly.

Inconceivable in the not too distant past, these unusual de-
velopments mean that the world no longer has a single hege-
monic pole, as was the case at the end of  the Cold War. The 
fact that Russia, with its small population and weaker economy, 
still boasts enormous nuclear ballistic power makes this compe-
tition, at the turn of  the third decade of  the 21st century, one 
of  three world poles that are fairly balanced, if  not in terms of  
economics then in terms of  the power of  their armaments. If  
we add to this picture the recent cooperation agreements be-
tween China and Russia, the economic and military presence 
of  the European Union and other countries, organized by the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and a set of  co-
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operation treaties between certain nations (such as Japan) and 
the United States, we are witnessing a world which, as in the 
second half  of  the 20th century, could be divided into two large 
and heterogeneous competing camps. This time, however, it is 
not just a confrontation of  antithetical ideologies—capitalism 
vs. communism—that is driving the competition, but an intense 
economic and military rivalry between the world’s most power-
ful nations, all focused on increasing their influence across the 
globe. Arguably, raw power is the essential motivation for the 
struggle. At the head of  each of  these poles are China and the 
United States.

This new world of  warring factions and alliances did not 
come about suddenly. It had been taking shape since 1949, 
shortly after the end of  World War II, when a peasant revolu-
tion elevated Mao Zedong to power and established a commu-
nist government in the most populous nation on earth. Rivalry 
with the West, especially with the United States, went through 
phases, some of  them very difficult, from the Korean war to the 
economic competition at the beginning of  the current century. 
In between there have been periods of  intense ideological, eco-
nomic and diplomatic rivalry, and others of  tense alienation. As 
a result, the geopolitical configuration has undergone unexpect-
ed and profound alterations during the seventy years between 
1950 and 2020.

In this chapter we will focus on three fundamental junctures 
in Sino-US relations between 1950 and 2020. The first is the post-
World War II period beginning in 1945 and deepening during the 
Korean War (1950-1953). This conflict involved the two halves 
into which the peninsular nation had split after World War II: 
North Korea (together with its partners China and the Soviet 
Union) and South Korea (assisted by the United Nations and 
the United States). The second is between the 1960s and 1970s, 
a time of  Chinese withdrawal—even in its relationship with the 
Soviet Union—and of  maximum development of  Mao’s agrar-
ian communism, which culminated in the ominous Cultural 
Revolution from 1966 to 1976, the year Zedong died. It was the 
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phase of  the greatest Sino-US estrangement since the Korean 
conflict, but also of  an unexpected rapprochement between the 
powers. The third one comprises the phase of  economic strength 
and global peak of  the Chinese manufacturing-export complex, 
as well as the decline of  the U.S. counterpart. This stage can be 
dated back to China’s admission to the World Trade Organiza-
tion in 2001, although it obviously has deeper roots in time. As 
part of  the analysis of  this third juncture, we will concentrate on 
the economic competition between the two hegemonic powers 
in their current manifestations (year 2021), without neglecting 
the strategic-military competition that has also been unleashed 
in recent years.98  

First juncture: the Korean War (1950-53)

With the end of  World War II, the United States became ipso 
facto the most powerful and influential country in the capitalist 
world. The rise of  the Soviet Union and China to the first and 
second tiers—the other faction of  the planetary ideological con-
flict—would take a little longer but would be no less definite. 
Soviets would take time to recover from the ravages of  World 
War II, but by the 1950s their economy would be growing by 
leaps and bounds and some of  their scientific and technological 
achievements would rival those of  the United States. China, for 
its part, would be the third, the only one of  the three whose 
importance on the world stage would not depend so much on 
its economic strength—for the time being—as on its size and 
population. In 1949, at the end of  a fierce Civil War, the Peo-
ple’s Republic of  China was founded in a profoundly peasant 
society, and it was not until 1953 that the first Soviet-style Five-
Year Plan for the development of  its economy was adopted. Its 

98 We will leave aside the competition with the European Union because, 
although it is similar to that with the United States, it has a number of  
particularities.
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global economic presence would take time to materialize until 
at least the 1970s.

The Cold War between the Soviet Union and the United 
States overshadowed, to a certain extent, the latent Sino-Amer-
ican rivalry, whose true dimensions would take decades to be 
revealed. The enmity between the most recognized hegemons 
was intense, but it did not lead to direct combat between them, 
although it did lead to “hot wars” in the Third World channeled 
through proxies or surrogates. Paradoxically, Chinese interfer-
ence in the planetary conflict was not irrelevant, since, as will 
be seen, it took a leading role—and a “hot” one at that—in the 
largest conflicts in which the United States was fully involved: 
the Korean and Vietnam wars. Even so, these confrontations 
did not achieve the kind of  universal projection that the Sovi-
et-American rivalry acquired. 

Viewed as a whole, the rivalry between the strongest nuclear 
powers (the Soviets and the Americans) shaped the great inter-
national conflict of  the second half  of  the 20th century. Howev-
er, although there was no “cold war” of  equivalent duration or 
intensity between China and the United States, the formation 
of  the People’s Republic of  China and its immediate aftermath, 
the Korean War, marked an intense rivalry between the Asian 
giant and the North American power. Between 1949 and 1963, 
for example, the United States and its allies not only confronted 
China in the Korean War, as we will discuss below, but also car-
ried out an economic embargo against China, the consequences 
of  which were dire in that country. That economic “war” was 
partially successful in isolating China from large swaths of  the 
capitalist world, while promoting Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) control over economic activity at home. Finally, the em-
bargo was one of  the main reasons why China and the Soviet 
Union formed a close alliance that lasted until 1963 and gave 
the Cold War a very particular complexion, turning the Soviet 
conflict with the United States into a struggle more concentrat-
ed in Asia than in Europe (Guang Zhang, 2001).
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The beginning of  the Korean War dates back to the division 
of  the Korean peninsula into American and Soviet “occupation 
zones”—south and north, respectively—at the end of  World 
War II in 1945. With the failure to reach a reunification agree-
ment, the intensification of  global rivalry between the Soviet 
Union and the United States, and the triumph of  the commu-
nist revolution in China with the subsequent installation of  a 
communist government akin to that of  North Korea, the two 
Korean sides drifted further apart politically and ideologically. 
Hostility between them boiled over in 1950 when the North, 
under the leadership of  Kim Ilsung, invaded the South in an 
attempt to reunify the peninsula. The United States, supporting 
the young United Nations, sent troops to prevent Kim’s move, 
thus initiating an intense war that would last three years, but 
would not lead to a definitive solution. Although troops from at 
least eleven countries participated on the South’s side, the bulk 
of  the fighting was carried out by the United States and China. 
It was in Korea that these two nations met for the first time on 
the world stage.

The fighting between China and the United States was 
extremely bloody, but because of  the powers at the time and 
their leaders—Mao Zedong, Yossif  Stalin, Harry Truman and 
Dwight Eisenhower—it hardly went beyond the borders of  the 
peninsula. Had this happened and had the fighting spread in the 
direction of  Chinese or Soviet territories, it could have erupted 
into a more generalized war, which to many would have suggest-
ed the beginning of  World War III. However, with the memory 
of  World War II still fresh in their minds,  every effort was made 
to limit military operations to Korea. Even so, the casualties of  
the war were immense; it is estimated that between soldiers and 
civilians there were almost five million dead, half  of  them fel-
low Koreans from the peninsula. Historians agree that relative 
mortality was higher in this conflagration than in World War II 
or the Vietnam War (History.com Editors).
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The Korean War ended without winners or losers. The 1953 
Armistice fixed a Military Demarcation Line and created a De-
militarized Zone (or neutral strip) at the 38th parallel North, 
an area of  tense coexistence of  the enemy sides very close to 
the southern capital, Seoul. As no peace agreement was subse-
quently reached, for the next 68 years—up to the present—the 
two sides have been on a war footing. There is no peaceful end 
in sight to this situation, especially now that the sides diverge so 
widely in their economic and political systems.

Second juncture: from antagonism to “limited partnership” 
(1971-1989)99  

With the war on the Korean peninsula over, China and the 
United States went through a complicated phase of  diplomatic 
alienation, trade embargo, discord over the Republic of  China 
on Taiwan—a bitter rival of  the PRC and a strong ally of  the 
United States—and tense coexistence in the “club” of  nuclear 
powers, which the People’s Republic had joined in 1964 with 
its own inaugural nuclear explosion. All this took almost twen-
ty years to develop. Along with the tenacious rivalry between 
the United States and the Soviet Union, the Sino-American one 
gave the Cold War a sharp turn in the direction of  Asia. 

Considering the socioeconomic evolution of  China and the 
United States since World War II, it is not surprising that they 
remained so far apart from each other. Their political and eco-
nomic systems were in conflict. Now, to fully understand this 
rupture, one must take a brief  look at the development of  com-
munism in its highest expressions: the People’s Republic of  Chi-
na and the Soviet Union. The former, under Mao, had turned 
towards a communism very different from the Marxism-Lenin-
ism of  the Soviets. In Maoism, the peasantry had become the 
vanguard of  the transition to communism. By contrast, that his-
torical role would have been played in the Soviet Union by the 

99 I take this timely phrase from Yafeng Xia (Xia, 2006, p. 2).
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industrial working class. These ideological differences were one 
of  the reasons why the two great communist nations began to 
move away from each other in the late 1950s, and even more 
so during the 1960s. Other differences arose after the Soviet re-
gime, under Nikita Khrushchev, adopted accommodating po-
sitions towards the West, preferring to negotiate its differences 
with the capitalist nations and thus avoid a conflict that could 
turn into a nuclear conflagration. Mao, for whom communism 
had to be implacable in its opposition to the United States and 
its allies, condemned Soviet “revisionism” and its “soft” atti-
tude toward Western nations. This difference drove a widening 
historical wedge between the two great communist powers.

The Sino-Soviet split dragged on into the late 1960s and early 
1970s when Maoism took a radical turn. Feeling vulnerable in 
leadership, Mao initiated the Great Proletarian Cultural Revo-
lution, a purge of  “revisionists” averse to the leader’s teachings. 
He organized a Red Guard and “rebel groups” throughout the 
country with the aim of  identifying revisionists and carrying out 
the purge. Subjects who were “bourgeois” or “residues of  capi-
talism” were forced to work in the countryside, where they were 
indoctrinated with Mao’s teachings, now compiled in a Little 
Red Book. More than 17 million urban youth were dispatched 
to rural areas to be “re-educated” by poor and middle-income 
peasants (Thornton, 2019, p. 60). 

It is difficult to quantify the pain caused by the Cultural Rev-
olution on the Chinese people. Political scientist Lynn T. White 
III introduces the question in this way:

Major national officials have said that about one hundred million 
people (one-tenth of  the country’s population) suffered in the Cul-
tural Revolution. Some were victimized directly; others, by asso-
ciation with close relatives. Some say that twenty million people 
died in the Cultural Revolution. A much lower estimate of  fatalities 
(by a Western scholar who successfully debunks inflated casualty 
figures in Chinese campaigns) numbers the death at about one mil-
lion. But as this same, more conservative estimator points out: “The 
Cultural Revolution, even aside from its deaths, was a tragedy of  
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immense proportions, devastating in its impact on the Chinese peo-
ple (White, 1989, pp. 6-7)100   

Whatever the actual number of  deaths,  it is indisputable 
that the Cultural Revolution caused enormous dislocations in 
Chinese society. Internationally, it distanced the country from 
the concert of  nations and, the United States in particular, al-
though it proved to be a paradigm to imitate in some countries 
on the road to socialism, such as Cuba,  at least for several years 
(Cheng, 1998). 

The ice between the China and the United States was finally 
broken when a U.S. table tennis team attended an international 
tournament in Beijing in April 1971. The table tennis players 
turned out to be a good excuse to start a conversation with Chi-
na. They became the sharp wedge the Americans intended to 
drive between the Chinese and the Soviets, calculated to bene-
fit the Americans in their Vietnam War, from which they were 
already exhausted. On the basis of  documentation uncovered 
years later, some historians claim that there had been a desire in 
the U.S. administration for years to initiate relations with China 
and that the Ping-pong Diplomacy was but an opportune chan-
nel (Tucker, 2005). 

Three months after the tournament, in July 1971, Secretary of  
State Henry Kissinger secretly traveled to China, holding meet-
ings at the highest level. The Secretary of  State’s visit paved the 
way for Washington to recognize the PRC government, which it 
had not done since it was founded in 1949, granting the Taiwan 
government sole recognition instead. The cycle of  rapproche-
ment reached its peak when U.S. President Richard M. Nixon 
visited the Chinese capital in February 1972. During the week-
long visit he met with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai (Premier) 
and began to thaw the relationship. The process culminated in 
1979 under the administration of  U.S. President Jimmy Carter, 

100 The conservative scholar alluded to in this quote is Stephen Rosskam 
Shalom.
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when diplomatic relations between the two nations were nor-
malized. On that occasion, the Americans recognized Beijing 
as the capital of  China, a role they had previously granted to 
Taipei, Taiwan’s main city. 

Meanwhile, Chinese relations with the Soviet Union re-
mained antagonistic after relations with the United States be-
came normal. The schism between the two communist powers 
had already shaped a three-camp Cold War, a tripolar geopolitics 
(China-US-Soviet Union) from which each side would achieve 
concrete results—some for the better, some not—between the 
1960s and the collapse of  the Soviet Union in 1991. 

Starting in the 1980s and having already overcome the ex-
treme Maoism of  the Cultural Revolution, the new Chinese 
leadership, led at first by Deng Xiaoping (leader between 1978 
and 1989), used the tripolarity of  the Cold War to steer the 
country towards modernization (economic, above all), propos-
ing the model of  a socialist market economy (Jianwen, 1996). 
This conception of  the national economy “would be character-
ized by the predominance of  public ownership combined with 
free competition among enterprises and capital allocation by 
the market” (Brødsgaard & Rutten, 2017, p. 95). For its part, 
the United States used rapprochement with China as a recourse 
against the Soviet Union, which, at least in part, would thus 
enter a destructive spiral during the 1980s that would end sev-
en decades of  communist rule by the beginning of  the next 
decade.101  

However, the economic liberalization introduced during the 
1980s did not extend to politics and human rights. In 1989, thou-
sands of  young students protested for democratic and human 
rights in many Chinese cities. In the capital, Beijing, protesters 
held marches, agitations, hunger strikes and other demonstra-
tions. Finally, they occupied Tiananmen Square, the symbolic 
core of  Chinese political power. The Tiananmen protests lasted 

101 Of  course, there were many other reasons for the Soviet debacle. We 
mention here only the role played by the Sino-US relationship.
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for weeks, from their start on April 15 until June 4, when the 
army swooped down on the protesters with infantry and cavalry 
troops, firing on those gathered and killing between 300 (the 
official count) and 1,000 (Amnesty International’s version) peo-
ple. After the Tiananmen Square Massacre, the pro-democracy 
movement was dislocated and the CCP was able to concentrate 
more power than before in its leadership and senior cadres.

The Tiananmen Massacre has been remembered in multiple 
ways throughout the world and remains an important reference 
point for advocates of  Chinese political liberalization. Few have 
been as insightful as Marilyn Chin, a prominent Sino-American 
poet, in a poem entitled Tiananmen, the Aftermath dedicated to 
the Chinese Democratic Movement:

 
There was blood and guts all over the road.
I said I’m sorry, darling, and rolled over,
expecting the slate to be clean; but she came,
she who was never alive became resurrected.
 I saw her in a dream... a young woman in a qipao.102  
 Bespectacled, forever lingering, thriving
on the other side of  the world, walking in my soles
as I walked, crying in my voice as I cried. When
she arrived, I felt my knuckles in her knock,
her light looming over the city’s great hollows.

Hope lies within another country’s semaphores.
The Goddess of  Liberty, the Statue of  Mercy—
we have it all wrong—big boy, how we choose to love,
 how we choose to destroy, says Zhuangzi103, is written
 in heaven—but leave the innocent ones alone,
those alive, yet stillborn, undead, yet waiting
in a fitful sleep undeserved of  an awakening. (Chin, 1991). 

102 Gala dress
103 Chinese philosopher of  the 4th century BCE.
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Third juncture: the fierce competition for world economic 
supremacy (1991-2021) 

While during the first two phases examined in this essay, Chi-
na and the United States engaged in a bloody war and then, after 
more than twenty years of  estrangement, normalized their dip-
lomatic relations, the third—the most recent one, which reaches 
the present—marks a tenacious competition for the first stage of  
the world economy. In this phase, the most populous country on 
earth becomes the world exporter par excellence, the leader in 
international trade, and finally challenges the United States as 
the country with the highest gross domestic product (GDP). Yet, 
because of  its huge population, which in 2020 was about 1.45 
billion people—compare that to 330 in the United States and 
448 in the entire European Union—China’s per capita income is 
still very low and does not compete with that of  most developed 
countries. At the same time, China is launching costly initiatives 
aimed at achieving strategic, not just economic, parity with the 
United States. By 2021, China’s strategy to become the Asian 
and Third World hegemon is shaping up as a plan that could be 
realized in a fairly short term.

The current economic competition between the two nations 
has a common origin in processes dating back at least to the 
1980s. The fundamental conjunctures of  that decade—a se-
vere global recession accompanied by high rates of  inflation, 
unsustainable debt in many developing countries, subsequent 
currency crises and arms competition, among other factors—
convinced many that liberalization, especially economic liber-
alization, was the inevitable solution. The neoliberal consensus 
pushed by the centers of  capitalist power, from the great nations 
of  the North to institutions such as the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank, put market solutions first in order to 
replace the state-owned and controlled remedies of  yesteryear. 
It is likely that the struggle for liberalization influenced the Chi-
nese Communist Party in a very peculiar way. The latter, as we 
have seen, chose to rationalize the economy through privately 
owned enterprises, all within a political framework strictly con-
trolled by the single party.
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At the beginning of  the new century, the legal and institu-
tional foundations that would enable China to raise its interna-
tional economic position were laid. Since 1986, China had par-
ticipated, albeit only as an observer, in the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which set the rules to be followed 
by most of  the world’s nations in their trade relations. Having 
been one of  the founding nations of  GATT, China had been 
excluded in 1950 in favor of  Taiwan. This agreement was the 
predecessor of  the World Trade Organization (WTO), which 
came into force in 1995. China was not initially welcomed into 
the WTO. However, after much lobbying, the country obtained 
full membership in 2001. This was a very significant step, as 
it allowed the world’s most populous nation to regularize its 
trade relations with dozens of  countries, including the largest 
and most powerful. 

Source: Shatz, 2016). Based on data from the World Bank. 

Note: Portion of  world GDP, in 2016 dollars. “BIRS” is the abbreviation 
for the whole of  Brazil, India, Russia and South Africa. “Rest of  world” is 
a conglomerate of  the remaining countries.
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Product (GDP)
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Since that time, but especially after 2004-05, the Chinese 
economy has been growing steadily relative to other nations in 
the world. Graph 1 (below) summarizes the relative levels of  
gross domestic product worldwide between 1991 and 2014, di-
vided by individual countries or groups of  countries.

The graph clearly exhibits three phenomena: 1) that the ex-
pansion of  the so-called BIRS nations (Brazil, India, Russia 
and South Africa together), as well as China and the remaining 
countries has resulted in their grabbing an increasing share of  
the gross domestic product of  the world economy, at the ex-
pense of  a relative reduction of  that of  the developed countries 
(the United States, the European Union and Japan); 2) that of  
the fastest growing countries, China is the one that has expand-
ed the most, by a significant margin; and 3) that of  the devel-
oped countries that have declined the most in relative terms, 
Japan and the European Union occupy the top two places.

The changes evident in the graph merit a closer look. For, in 
doing so, it is evident that the growth of  China and other devel-
oping countries has not eroded the U.S. slice as much as that of  
other developed nations. For example, the decline in the U.S. 
share of  world GDP during those thirteen years (1991-2014) 
was only 3.5 percent (Shatz, 2016, p. 46). The decline in the 
shares of  the European Union (9.1 percent) and Japan (7.2+ 
percent) turned out to be more severe. Now, since the latter two 
groups of  nations are U.S. allies, it is perhaps more accurate to 
say that the figures point to a fundamental global realignment 
of  wealth, at least in its early stages. 

The conclusion should be, therefore, not that the relative eco-
nomic power of  the United States has declined, but that, on 
the whole, the capitalist economies that have driven the glob-
al recovery since the Second World War (from 1945 onwards) 
have been declining significantly in the face of  the dynamism 
of  the Chinese economy and those of  the BRIS nations and 
other countries. Since 2014 some of  these trends have become 
even more acute, doing so in 2020 especially, the year in which 
the COVID-19 pandemic severely affected the economies of  the 
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United States and the European Union, without impacting Chi-
na’s economy in quite the same way.104 It is true, however, that 
as international trade suddenly fell in the first quarter of  2020, 
China’s economy was hit hard by the sudden drop in demand 
for its products. The Chinese may have averted the worse of  
the pandemic’s effects on public health but could not evade its 
worldwide economic impact.

The relative rise in China’s gross domestic product and the 
country’s subsequent rise in the rankings of  all nations must 
be placed in a fundamental context: the comparative political 
economy of  the early 21st century. On the one hand, a social-
ist market economy, such as China’s, operating within a politi-
cal system of  undisputed authority and command, can achieve 
faster and, arguably, more far-reaching results. In contrast, in 
liberal capitalism, centralized planning is itself  often limited. 
The system harbors a challenge to planning that leads demo-
cratic systems to proceed rather slowly and even105 zigzag in 
their tasks. To see the challenges presented by liberal capitalism, 
one need only look at the enormous difficulty that politicians in 
the United States have encountered in reforming the fractured 
immigration regime or investing—in the richest country on the 
planet—in essential infrastructure projects. 

Because of  this role of  the political economy in a highly cen-
tralized system, as well as the enormous accumulation of  capital 
in China over the last two decades, its investments in developing 
nations—mainly African and Asian, but also Latin American—

104 It should be noted that, despite what is stated in this sentence, until 
the global pandemic of  2020, the United States had recorded more robust 
economic growth than most Western economies. A very strong recovery is 
predicted as soon as the pandemic is brought under control.
105 China’s economic progress over the last twenty years has no guarantee 
of  long-term sustainability. Economists point to Japan as an example of  
a country whose destiny, until the 1980s, seemed to be unlimited, and yet 
its economy went into a long slumber from which it has found it difficult 
to emerge.
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have skyrocketed. China’s unprecedented expansion since its 
entry into the WTO has allowed it to play the role of  a major 
investor in large infrastructure works and mineral extraction. As 
early as 2008, British economist Chris Alden concluded that the 
impact of  Chinese investment was enormous in Africa: 

Highly competitive and heavily state-supported,” he said, 
“Chinese international companies are embarking on an acquisi-
tion campaign that is capturing key resources and market share 
across the developing world. In many respects, it is Africa, with 
its rich natural resources and under-exploited markets, that is 
serving as a testing ground for new Chinese international com-
panies (Alden, 2008). 

The last dozen years have only accelerated these trends, 
which have manifested themselves in other parts of  the world, 
as we have seen. In the Western Hemisphere—the historic back-
yard of  U.S. and European capital—Chinese investments have 
begun to challenge those from these two sources, although they 
are still nowhere near the size of  the former. In 2010, for exam-
ple, China directed some $15 billion to Latin America, but this 
represented only 9 percent of  foreign direct investment in the 
region (Kotschwar, Moran, & Muir, 2012). The total continued 
to rise in subsequent years, reaching $106 (sum of  all direct in-
vestments in the region) in 2016.

Initially, China’s economic presence in developing countries 
with a large amount of  natural resources was aimed at guaran-
teeing its access to these resources. In recent years, this presence 
has diversified; today (2021) it is directed towards the operation 
and maintenance of  companies, both public and private, as well 
as towards manufacturing. China’s economic power is thus per-
ceived in the potential it has to generate profits, no longer only 
to ensure a stable supply of  primary resources to the country’s 
economy.
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have looked at three fundamental junctures 
in the relationship between the United States and China since 
1950. In the course of  just seven decades, these nations have 
gone through periods of  warlike confrontation, alienation or 
estrangement, tentative reunion and, finally, fierce competition 
for a predominant place on the world stage. Both confrontation 
and competition on the economic plane have been nourished by 
the old ideological conflict between capitalism and communism, 
one of  the fundamental axes of  the twentieth century world-
wide. However, this conflict has not been able to conceal anoth-
er: military competition, which is more acute and challenging 
than before at the height of  the third decade of  the 21st century.

The solution to this challenge will have much to do with the 
future of  the planet. We can conceive of  a competition that in-
cludes a high level of  collaboration among the powers, which 
would involve, of  course, the participation of  other poles: Rus-
sia, the European Union, Japan, the BRISs, the developing na-
tions—now enjoying a larger slice of  the world economy—all 
operating within a framework of  dialogue and understanding, 
such as that provided by the United Nations. The existential 
challenges of  climate change and global health crises, among 
others, demand that such a world of  partnerships be born now. 
The alternative is unthinkable.
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CHAPTER XVIII
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People who are professionally engaged in social communica-
tion work hard to transmit information and opinions to their var-
ious audiences. At the same time that they inform, through dif-
ferent media, about different topics, they also persuade, through 
the exposition of  their arguments and points of  view about the 
social, economic, political and cultural dynamics to the different 
conglomerates with which they relate directly or indirectly on a 
daily basis.

Those who work systematically in the field of  communica-
tion are frequently in contact with various social groups, given 
the nature of  their work, which involves seeking information and 
conducting research on various topics. Undoubtedly, these inter-
actions contribute to the forging of  opinions that later condition 
the ways in which they influence the formation of  public opinion, 
which, according to the Real Academia de la Lengua dictionary, is 
the feeling of  society about certain issues through the interrela-
tion between the criteria and activities of  a social structure. It is 
also recognized that communicators base their perspectives on the 
observation and analysis of  reality and their readings of  events 
and milestones related to the topics of  their interest and the social 
work that involves various actors, communities and countries. 
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Therefore, the perceptions and opinions that communicators 
forge about various aspects of  the economic, social and cultural 
events that take place in the countries they influence are of  great 
importance. Consequently, and given the importance placed on 
these professionals of  social communication, in order to prepare 
this essay, based on research on the prevailing perceptions of  the 
Chinese community in various countries in the Americas, several 
questions were asked to journalists and communicators who prac-
tice their profession on a constant basis and exercise leadership, 
through the dissemination of  their news and opinion pieces in 
various newspapers and magazines, print and digital, radio, tele-
vision and other media developed through social networks, from 
the boom in information technology that continues to impact the 
world and transform the way humanity communicates.

In this sense, ten communicators from certain countries with 
coasts on the Caribbean Sea, such as the Dominican Republic, the 
United States, Colombia, Venezuela, Panama, Mexico and Hai-
ti, where migrations from China have been registered at various 
times in their history, and these have given rise to the settlement 
of  communities that undoubtedly exert influences where they live, 
work and develop, and also cause perceptions and opinions with 
their behavior in their relations with the national populations.

In most cases, they are individuals with extensive experience 
in journalism and social communication. Each person agreed to 
answer a questionnaire, aimed at extracting valuable information 
about their approaches to the behavior of  the Chinese community 
in nations located in the Greater Caribbean, their contributions and 
other aspects related to their presence in Latin American territories. 

It is worth noting that each professional interviewed answered 
written questions that gave them the opportunity to respond in 
an explanatory and argumentative way about some aspects and 
others in a closed way, with a yes or no. In some cases, the an-
swers were extensive and well argued, which have contributed to 
increase the richness of  the research results presented in this text. 
Only two of  the interviewees provided precise details about the 
number of  members of  the Chinese community in their countries, 
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in this case Venezuela and Haiti, and the places they have chosen 
to live. They also provided other information about the communi-
ty’s way of  life.

In a general sense, there were undoubtedly more favorable re-
sponses to the prevailing positive image of  the Chinese commu-
nity in the aforementioned nations. However, some negative per-
ceptions were also openly expressed, mainly related to the results 
of  Chinese business activities or to certain attitudes attributed to 
members of  the community.

Some referred to the impact that this migration has had on the 
economy, culture, language and other aspects of  the life of  their 
peoples. Two of  the interviewees specifically mentioned the al-
leged poor quality of  certain Chinese products offered in Latin 
America. However, one of  the professionals stressed that this per-
ception has been slowly transforming with the arrival of  Chinese 
mobile phone brands such as Xiaomi and Huawei, which have 
been well received for their optimal performance. 

It is also noteworthy the perception that the Chinese are a 
closed community, with the majority expressing that they do not 
have close relationships with its members. However, two inter-
viewees said that they have close relationships with the Chinese 
and expressed themselves in very complimentary terms. One of  
the professionals even stated that she has found the relationship 
“very interesting and rewarding” and praised them as admirable 
people, with an extraordinary capacity for work, great determina-
tion, talent and perseverance. 

All interviewees acknowledged in their responses that mem-
bers of  the Chinese community in their countries are admired as 
professionals and businesspeople, but their opinions were divid-
ed when they expressed their perceptions related to interracial 
marriages. 

In favor of  the Chinese community, roughly speaking, the 
industriousness of  the Chinese, their high sense of  family unity, 
dedication to study and work, intelligence and great skills were 
especially highlighted. A negative aspect highlighted by one of  the 
interviewees was their fondness for gambling. 
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Most of  the journalists answered that Chinese migrations ar-
rived in their countries in the first decades of  the 20th century, and 
only a few referred to the arrival of  certain groups of  travelers at 
the end of  the 19th century, as happened in some Latin American 
countries. 

Some were unable to provide any dates or periods related to 
the arrival of  Chinese immigrants in their countries and suggest-
ed that research was needed. However, one of  the interviewees, 
Marcos Hernández Valerio from Mexico, stated that, according to 
the historiography, Chinese immigrants arrived by boat to trade in 
New Spain in colonial times. 

It is striking that, although the communicators questioned ex-
pressed strong opinions about the Chinese community, the major-
ity said that they are not close to this conglomerate, and therefore 
it could be inferred that they have a perception formed largely 
from a distance and that it is based in part on the readings of  the 
content published in print media or received through digital and 
electronic channels about this group.

In the same way, it can be inferred that the equidistance that 
they maintain from their eastern congeners is largely due to the 
fact that these form a closed community, to which there are not 
many possibilities of  access, beyond the proximity that can be 
originated in the interrelation that takes place in the commercial 
and productive activities.

In general terms, the identity brand of  the Chinese was at-
tributed especially to their gastronomy, which is undoubtedly very 
much appreciated by all those interviewed, and which has given 
the Chinese their fame. They were also linked to the restaurant 
business, supermarkets and other types of  small establishments, 
although some of  those interviewed highlighted the substantial 
Chinese investment in large projects developed in recent years, 
mainly in Venezuela and Panama. 

Only two of  the professionals interviewed, Dominicans Ana 
Milita Lora and Bienvenido Álvarez-Vega, related identity brand-
ing to certain personal qualities of  Asians and certain behaviors. 
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For example, Lora praised the Chinese for their intelligence and 
great abilities. For his part, Alvarez-Vega said that the Chinese can 
be identified by their industriousness, their inbred practices, family 
sense and love of  gambling. 

On the other hand, only two interviewees (one Panamanian 
and one Venezuelan) highlighted the impact that the massive ap-
plication of  Chinese vaccines against COVID-19 has already had 
in the field of  perceptions of  the foreign community, which has 
unquestionably brought to the forefront the contributions of  the 
Eastern country to combat the devastating pandemic that has af-
fected health, the economy and other facets of  life globally. Also, 
one of  the interviewees (Panamanian journalist Errol Caballero) 
mentioned the origin of  the coronavirus, first detected in the city 
of  Wuhan, China in a superficial manner.  

In addition, the issue of  the effectiveness and quality of  the 
Chinese vaccine was highlighted by one of  the Venezuelan spe-
cialists, who reasoned that there is a certain distrust on the part of  
some sectors of  society regarding the SinoPharm vaccine against 
COVID-19, as well as against Sputnik V, although he explained 
the statement by arguing that, as happens in other countries and 
with other vaccines, opinions differ greatly. 

There was another aspect of  significant relevance highlighted 
by some of  the interviewees. Namely, the diplomatic and trade re-
lations between China and other countries such as Venezuela and 
Panama, which also has an impact on the perceptions generated 
by the foreign community in various countries.  

It is interesting to note that of  the ten journalists and commu-
nicators interviewed, only two revealed that they have been to 
China, and therefore it is inferred that they have had more direct 
contact with people from that country, at least in the vast territory 
of  the Asian continent. 
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Opinions of the professionals interviewed 

Specifically, Dominicans Bienvenido Álvarez-Vega, Ana Mit-
ila Lora, Ramón Colombo and Julio C. Malone, resident in the 
United States, agreed to answer the questionnaire. Also, Tania 
Cobos from Colombia, Sergio Rodríguez Gelfenstein and Andrés 
Bansart from Venezuela, Errol Caballero from Panama, Marcos 
Hernández Valerio from Mexico and Johanne Dimanche from 
Haiti. 

Among the first to respond to the questionnaire was veteran 
Dominican journalist Bienvenido Álvarez-Vega,106 who currently 
serves as director of  the Hoy newspaper and was the founder and 
director of  the now defunct El siglo newspaper.

In this regard, Alvarez-Vega, author of  the book Prensa escrita y 
estructura de poder en la República Dominicana, said: “I have no nega-
tive perceptions of  the Chinese I know and those I have seen since 
my childhood in mostly commercial activities”.

At the same time, the communicator replied that the Chinese 
he has met and those he has “seen at work have left him with the 
impression that they are very hard-working, endogamous, studi-
ous people with a strong sense of  family”.

When asked how much he knows about the Chinese communi-
ty in his country (Dominican Republic), the communicator said: 
“I have not had a close relationship with the Chinese community 
although I have had close relationships with Chinese people in 
particular. I am friends with Chinese and descendants of  Chinese 
dedicated to academic life, music, diplomacy and business.

In relation to certain assumptions of  the story about the arriv-
al of  the Chinese in Dominican territory, journalist Alvarez-Vega 
said: 

The respected historian Frank Moya Pons has written that ‘the Chi-
nese are among the groups of  people without history in the Domin-
ican Republic’. So far it is only known that the first Chinese citizens 
came from Cuba between 1853-1884. It seems that they originally 

106 Alvarez-Vega answered the questionnaire on April 13, 2021.
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worked in the sugar industry. Be that as it may, today the Chinese 
community is relatively large, and they are found in almost all eco-
nomic sectors.

When answering the question as to whether there is any identi-
fying mark of  the Chinese community, Álvarez-Vega said he high-
lighted several positive aspects and a negative one that he has had 
the opportunity to perceive. “Well, the Chinese can be identified 
by their industriousness, their endogamic practice, their family 
sense, their love of  gambling and because they prefer food and 
entertainment businesses,” he argued. 

As to whether he has had any contact with the foreign commu-
nity, he referred to the answer to question number three (see annex 
III), to which he had already responded that he has not had close 
contact with this conglomerate, although he has had close contact 
with Chinese in particular, since he is friends with Chinese and 
descendants of  Chinese dedicated to academic life, music, diplo-
macy and business.

In the category concerning the purpose of  detecting certain 
negative and positive perceptions about the Chinese community, 
in which there is the option of  answering with a yes or no, the 
communicator Álvarez-Vega answered with a no to the points 
about the aspects linked to the existence of  racism towards the 
Chinese, such as the prejudice that may exist against them, the 
fear of  the unknown that these foreigners may cause and the xe-
nophobia that they may generate. 

In the same way, the expert said that he has perceived Euro-
centrism from the upper classes. As to whether the community is 
admired for its professionals and traders and for interracial mar-
riages, the journalist chose not to answer.

Another prominent Dominican media figure who answered 
the questionnaire on the Chinese community is Ana Mitila Lora, 
a107 long-time reporter and renowned television commentator, 
who received the Arturo J. Pellerano Alfau Award for Excellence 

107 Lora responded to the questionnaire on June 9, 2021.
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in Journalism in 1998 for a series of  reports on corruption in 
the Dominican Republic. She also won the Golden Caonabo 
Award from the Association of  Journalists and Writers in 2013 
and was celebrated at the Fourth Forum on Journalistic Ethics 
at the Catholic University of  Santo Domingo in 2013. She is 
the author of  the book Memoria del siglo, and currently works on 
the television program El Despertador, of  the SIN group. 

When asked if  she has negative perceptions of  the com-
munity, the journalist simply answered: “To be honest, yes, I 
have had negative perceptions” but she also answered in the 
affirmative when asked if  she has positive perceptions of  the 
community.

As for how much she knows about the Chinese community 
in her country, she answered: “I know little about the Chinese 
community, except for three or four families. Regarding the pe-
riod in which the Chinese settled in her country, the Domin-
ican Republic, Lora answered that she understands that they 
began to arrive between the 1920s and 1930s. 

To the question of  whether there is an identifying mark of  
the Chinese community in his country, he said emphatically: 
“They are usually owners of  restaurants, motels, jewelry stores, 
shops. The intelligence and great skills in whatever they resolve 
to do could be their identity mark”. When asked if  she has had 
any contact with the Chinese community, she answered that 
she has and that it has been “very interesting and gratifying”. 
“They are admirable people, with an extraordinary capacity for 
work, and great determination, talent and perseverance,” she 
added.

As for other questions seeking more specific perceptions 
about the community, Lora said she has not found any mani-
festations of  racism toward the Chinese. Nor has she observed 
prejudice or a negative perception of  the community. However, 
she answered yes when asked if  the Chinese arouse fear of  the 
unknown. Likewise, she said that she does not see any manifes-
tations of  xenophobia towards the community and answered 
positively as to whether she observes Eurocentrism of  the up-
per classes. 
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Similarly, the journalist responded positively when asked if  the 
community is admired for its professionals and businesspeople 
and for interracial marriages.

On the other hand, Julio C. Malone, a108 journalist based in the 
United States, where he publishes in various media, including the 
Los Angeles Times, on national and international political issues, 
answered the questionnaire.

When asked the first question about whether he has negative 
perceptions, Malone, author of  the books Sammy Sosa in 9 In-
nings and 9 Ejemplos Excepcionales y una Mujer Extraordinaria, said, 
“On the contrary, I have not seen a Chinese beggar, a Chinese 
drunkard, or a Chinese thief”. From that answer, one can deduce 
that he perceives members of  the Chinese community as industri-
ous, honest and austere people. 

As for the positive perceptions, he emphasized them by say-
ing: “Of course they are, they are the best example of  work in the 
country. I have never seen a ‘lazy Chinese’”. To the next question 
about how much he knows about the Chinese community, the 
communicator answered: “I have superficial relations with very 
few. I know something, not much”.

In addition, Malone clearly stated that he lacks data related 
to the historical period when the Chinese arrived in his country 
of  origin, the Dominican Republic or the settlement of  the Chi-
nese in the United States. Likewise, for this informant, the identity 
mark of  the Chinese is determined by their food and dedication to 
the restaurant business, for which they are famous.

Malone chose not to answer when asked if  he has had any ap-
proach to the Chinese community, so he was unable to share his 
experience in that regard.

In relation to the questions aimed at gathering information on 
specific aspects of  perceptions, the journalist answered that he has 
not observed any manifestations of  racism towards the Chinese; 
also he has not noticed a prevailing negative perception of  this 

108 Malone answered the questionnaire on June 28, 2021.
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community. Likewise, he answered no when asked if  the members 
of  the Chinese conglomerate arouse fear of  the unknown and if  
there is xenophobia towards them.

On the contrary, he answered with a yes when asked if  there is 
Eurocentrism in the upper classes, and he also answered yes when 
asked if  members of  the community are admired for their profes-
sionals and businesspeople and for interracial marriages.

Another journalist interviewed was Ramón Colombo, a109 re-
nowned radio and television reporter and commentator, who has 
published thousands of  reports, interviews and commentaries in 
the Mexican and Dominican media. He was awarded the 2018 
Caonabo de Oro Award. His column Un minuto has been one of  
the most read in the history of  Dominican journalism. 

Colombo, author of  the three-volume book Memoria de los años 
duros, plainly answered with a no when asked if  he has negative 
perceptions of  the Chinese community and yes when asked if  he 
has positive ones.

As for how well he knows the Chinese community, he indi-
cated that he knows it moderately, and referring to the period in 
which, according to historiography, the immigrants arrived, the 
communicator places their arrival in the early twentieth century, 
without elaborating on the details.

Moreover, for Colombo, the identity mark of  the referred com-
munity is essentially linked to its gastronomy.

When asked if  he has had any approach to the community 
and if  his experience has been positive or negative, he answered.  
“Very positive. My experience includes an eleven-day visit to Chi-
na in 2001, at the invitation of  the Dominican-Chinese Friendship 
Society”.

On the other hand, journalist Ramón Colombo stated that he 
has not perceived racism or xenophobia towards the Chinese. He 
also answered no when asked about whether the Chinese gener-
ate fear of  the unknown. On the other hand, he considered that 

109 Colombo responded to the questionnaire on 26 June 2021.
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they do provoke Eurocentrism in the upper classes, cause admi-
ration as professionals and traders and interracial marriages are 
appreciated.

Other points of view

Among the group of  professionals consulted was Tania Cobos, 
a110 Colombian journalist, PhD in Communication and professor 
at the Technological University of  Bolivar in Cartagena de Indias, 
who also expressed her views on the Chinese community. 

This communicator also has a PhD in Communication and 
Journalism from the Autonomous University of  Barcelona, 
Spain. In addition, she is a professor in the Social Communica-
tion program at the Universidad Tecnologica de Bolívar (in Cartagena 
de Indias, Colombia) and is a researcher in the area of  Journalism 
and New Media and in Japanese animation studies. 

On the subject, she said that on the Colombian Caribbean coast 
she has not heard of  any negative perceptions of  the Chinese com-
munity, but she has perceived mockery, an aspect on which no one 
else expressed an opinion in this research.  

The communicator presented some cases as arguments for her 
interesting statement. 

For example, they would ask a Chinese person how to use insults 
in their language and then use them against them (not always of  
course), or say that they cook cat meat in their restaurants (the Chi-
nese community, as in other countries, is characterized mainly by 
the opening of  Chinese food restaurants) because in China they 
eat dogs, monkeys and other animals that are not consumed in the 
Colombian Caribbean coast.

She also referred to other pejorative remarks.  

Also comments like ‘what China exports the most are Chinese’ to 
refer to the strong migration of  Chinese nationals from this coun-
try, but they do not ‘mix’ with locals, they marry among themselves 

110 Cobos submitted his responses on June 8, 2021.
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(in general the community is perceived as hermetic, they are not 
seen in other contexts besides restaurants). 

She added: “From personal experience I have seen that the 
younger generations are the ones who speak Spanish, the older 
ones don’t, or speak it very poorly.

On a more general level, she said that products coming from 
China “are synonymous with low quality, although this has been 
slowly changing with the arrival of  Chinese mobile brands such as 
Xiaomi and Huawei that meet the requirements of  being equip-
ment that work well and are not expensive”. 

Likewise, Cobos said that positive perceptions related to the 
Chinese community are associated with its gastronomy. 

Chinese food is perceived as good (its seasoning and healthy qual-
ity: cereal, meats, vegetables), nice (in the sense of  abundant) and 
cheap (quite affordable), and there is food for all socioeconomic 
strata. Apart from this, I don’t know any other fact, that the Chinese 
community is hermetic, you don’t see them in other places than the 
restaurants they open.

she indicated that there is also a perception that presents the 
Chinese as very hard-working people, since they are permanently 
working in their restaurants. 

“There is also a good perception of  technology being imported 
from China, in the prospect of  Huawei and Xiaomi mobiles,” he 
said.

When asked how much she knows about the Chinese commu-
nity in her country (Colombia), Cobos answered: 

Well, about the Chinese community per se, understood as the mi-
grants who come to settle here, I don’t know how much is known 
about it outside of  what I mentioned about the restaurants, just 
because they are hermetic. Lately what is known is external data 
that comes from the news of  Chinese companies investing in public 
works in Colombia.

Concerning data provided by history about when the Chinese 
settled in her country, she responded that the Chinese are said to 
have entered the Colombian Caribbean coast through the mari-
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time dock of  Puerto Colombia (Atlántico) “when it was working 
at the time and many migrants arrived there. However, Cobos said 
she does not know the exact dates when the waves of  Chinese 
migrants arrived, although she said there must have been some.

In response to the question regarding whether the community 
has any identifying marks, she answered, “Chinese food, defi-
nitely”. She expressed that her approach to the community has 
come about just because of  the restaurants and recounted her 
experience: 

I would go with my family to certain ones, so much so that we 
became regular customers, and there we realized that, for example, 
the younger generations were the ones who spoke Spanish well, 
the older ones did not (we met a guy who worked at night in the 
restaurant as a waiter, but during the day he worked in an office of  a 
local company), as well as the fact that the children one sometimes 
saw were children of  Chinese fathers and mothers. However, this 
approach was temporary, and then it was lost.

Cobos also answered the questions aimed to detect specific per-
ceptions.  In that sense, she answered negatively when questioned 
about whether she had observed racism towards the Chinese. Sim-
ilarly, she expressed herself  when asked if  she had detected preju-
dice, such as a permanent negative perception. 

She also answered no to the question of  whether the Chinese 
arouse fear of  the unknown and xenophobia. Likewise, she an-
swered no when asked if  there is any Eurocentrism of the upper 
classes. Instead, she noted that there is a strong admiration for the 
Chinese as workers. 

She also notes that the Chinese do not marry people from 
outside their community, a behavior that was also highlighted by 
Dominican journalist Bienvenido Álvarez-Vega, who said that 
Asians are recognized by their endogamous practice, referring to 
marriage, union or reproduction between individuals of  common 
ancestry, whether from the same family, lineage or religious, eth-
nic or geographical group. 

Another expert who answered the questionnaire was the ac-
credited professional Sergio Rodríguez Gelfenstein, winner of  the 
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2016 National Journalism111 Award of  Venezuela. He holds a de-
gree in International Studies, a master’s degree in International 
and Global Relations, a PhD in Political Studies and has an exten-
sive and varied essayistic and journalistic work. He has published 
16 books, as well as numerous articles and essays in almost 20 
magazines in Venezuela, Mexico, Chile, Peru, Brazil, Argentina 
and the Dominican Republic, among other countries. In addition, 
he has coordinated, compiled and participated in several collec-
tive publications in approximately ten countries in Latin America 
and Europe. Since 2016, he is a visiting researcher at the Graduate 
School of  Shanghai University, China.

When asked the question, the specialist responded that he does 
not have negative perceptions about the Chinese community in his 
country, Venezuela, and that he has a positive view of  it.

When asked how much he knows about the Chinese commu-
nity in his country, he said that “only through their commercial 
activities or restaurants” and that its members “are very her-
metic”.

Regarding the period when Chinese migrants arrived in Vene-
zuela, he said that this happened in the second decade of  the 20th 
century, and that they moved to his country from Panama.

He said that, from his point of  view, the identity mark of  the 
Chinese community in Venezuela is linked to the small shops, su-
permarkets, hardware stores, hardware stores and restaurants run 
by its members. 

As for the question related to whether he has had any approach 
to the Chinese community, Rodriguez Gelfenstein replied that he 
has not.

Regarding the inquiries aimed at catching specific perceptions 
related to different aspects, he answered “no” when asked wheth-
er he had observed racism towards the Chinese.  However, he said 
that he had detected prejudice towards the Chinese community 
and negative perceptions. Likewise, he answered no to the ques-

111 Rodriguez Gelfenstein answered the questionnaire on 22 June 2021.
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tion of  whether this conglomerate arouses fear of  the unknown 
and xenophobia. 

In the same way, he responded positively as to whether Eu-
rocentrism of the upper classes is registered and to the question 
about the admiration of  the Chinese as professionals and traders. 
On the other hand, he expressed a no in reference to the negative 
perceptions that interracial marriages can generate. 

The questionnaire was also answered by another Venezuelan. 
He is Andrés Bansart , writer, columnist and a profound connois-
seur of  the Latin American reality. He is the author of  several 
books of  essays and literature, including Ecosocialistmo, Cuentos ne-
gristas, El Caribe: identidad cultural y desarrollo, El negro en la literatura 
hispanoamericana: bibliografía y hemerografía and Memorias de olvido, 
among others. 

On the question whether the Chinese may be perceived in a 
negative way, he said: “I don’t think that, at any time, there were 
hostile attitudes against the Chinese in Venezuela. When you see 
someone with slanted eyes, you call them Chinese, but this does 
not show contempt or rejection”.

He noted that: 

Currently, there is a certain mistrust in some sectors of  society re-
garding the SinoPharm vaccine against Covid, as well as against 
Sputnik V. However, as in other countries and with other vaccines, 
opinions differ widely. In this case, political opinions are mixed 
with this new problem (the pandemic).  

In addition, he highlighted aspects linked to the positive per-
ception of  the Chinese conglomerate. “ Chinese are appreciated 
above all in the field of  restaurants. There are not as many Chinese 
restaurants in Caracas as in Lima, for example, but Venezuelans 
usually like this cuisine and inter-individual relations are normal”. 

As for his knowledge of  the Chinese community, he replied: “I 
know no more or less about it than any ordinary citizen”.

The professional also gave his point of  view in relation to what 
history recalls about the arrival of  the Chinese in his country, Ven-
ezuela. He said that there would have been a certain immigration, 
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relatively slow, which began in 1947 and increased in the 70s when 
Venezuela was a country with many economic opportunities. 

He explained that:

Most of  the immigrants who arrived in Venezuela came from Co-
lombia, Spain, Italy and Portugal. Most of  the Colombians work 
as laborers or service workers. The Italians have an important place 
in construction. The Portuguese work in the produce shops and 
bakeries they own. Contemporary immigration began in the middle 
of  the 20th century and lasted for several decades. There were also 
people from several countries in the region who came for politi-
cal reasons, such as the dictatorships in Chile, Argentina and other 
countries. Venezuela has always been a country of  immigration.

He also said that for the past few years and increasingly, “to the 
point of  becoming a tragedy,” there has been a massive emigration 
of  Venezuelans and foreigners who used to live in Venezuela. 

Regarding the links between the states, he said that diplomatic 
relations were established in August 1944 and that the People’s 
Republic of  China was recognized by Venezuela in 1974. Before 
1999, only one Venezuelan president, Luis Herrera Campins, had 
traveled to China, and this happened in 1981.   

According to Bansart, Chinese have been settling in Venezuela 
since 1947. In addition, he explained that subsequently, there was 
a totally different immigration since the beginning of  the 21st cen-
tury, due to the cooperative relations that prevail today between 
China and Venezuela.

He said the number of  Chinese immigrants increased in the 
1970s, when Venezuela was a rich country, thanks to its well-
known oil production. 

The number of  Chinese living in Venezuela is around 60,000. Most 
of  them have settled in Caracas, but some have settled in other cities 
like Maracay, Maracaibo or Barcelona. They don’t live collectively 
like the Chinatowns in other countries... They own supermarkets, 
traditional food restaurants and other businesses. Currently, the 
Chinese Venezuelans are more or less 400,000.

He also argued that, in the mid-1980s, the Venezuelan econo-
my weakened into an increasingly severe crisis. 
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From his point of  view, concerning the Chinese presence in 
Venezuela, there is a phenomenon that is not directly related to 
spontaneous and individual immigration. Since the presidency of  
Hugo Chávez (1999), relations between the People’s Republic of  
China and the Bolivarian Republic of  Venezuela have grown tre-
mendously. 

To highlight the significance of  these trade links, he said:

Before 1999, Sino-Venezuelan trade represented less than US$500 
million and, ten years later, it reached US$7.5 billion. Thus, China 
became Venezuela’s second largest trading partner, while Venezue-
la became China’s largest investment destination in Latin America.  

He further stated that:

Various bilateral agreements have led to China’s multibillion-dol-
lar investment in Venezuela and Venezuela increased its exports 
of  oil and other resources to China. Tensions between China and 
the U.S. have been no stranger to this phenomenon, as has Hugo 
Chavez’s desire to distance the country from the United States. 
In this sense, there have been multiple visits by the Venezuelan 
president to China. 

He said that in 2007 a Sino-Venezuelan fund was created, 
which made it possible for Venezuela to receive 43 billion dollars, 
followed by a dramatic increase in Chinese imports in the Bolivar-
ian Republic. 

He explained that: 

On the planes between Paris and Caracas, one saw more and more 
Chinese. At first, they were single men who probably made round 
trips between the two countries, but little by little, we saw women 
and children. So, it was a question of  immigration. Perhaps these 
travelers did not always settle permanently in Venezuela, but there 
was still a certain migratory movement. 

According to Bansart, after the death of  President Hugo 
Chávez on March 5, 2013, China continued to support Venezuela 
and, as seen with Russia and other countries, accused the United 
States of  interfering in Venezuela’s internal affairs and systemati-
cally sabotaging its economy.
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In relation to the question about whether there is any identify-
ing mark of  the Chinese community in Venezuela, he answered: 
“I don’t know”. And as for whether he has had any approach to 
the Chinese community, he replied that he has not. 

However, the specialist has not perceived negative attitudes to-
wards the Chinese community, nor does he believe that it gener-
ates fear of  the unknown or feelings of  xenophobia. On the other 
hand, he has perceived Eurocentrism in the upper classes, and 
with respect to the point about the admiration that the conglom-
erate can generate, he affirms that “people appreciate Chinese 
restaurants above all”. As for interracial marriages in Venezuela, 
he stated that he does not believe that there are many and that he 
does not have statistics on the subject.    

Panamanian journalist Errol Caballero112, who is part of  the 
Concolón collective and has been editor of  the newspaper La Es-
trella de Panamá and Portada magazine and has collaborated with 
local and international media such as NBC, Divergentes, Diners, 
Soho, TVN Noticias, Mundo Social, Destino Panamá and Sapiens, 
among others, also responded to the interview. She has also writ-
ten articles and reports on issues of  transparency, human rights, 
health and environment for Concolón magazine, in alliance with 
Connectas, a regional initiative to promote investigative journal-
ism. He has received six awards for his journalistic work, includ-
ing five local awards and one honorable mention, and first place 
in the COVID-19 reporting contest run by the International Cen-
ter for Journalists in the category of  Transparency, Crime and 
Corruption. 

Asked if  he has negative perceptions about the Chinese pres-
ence in Panama, Caballero replied: “Very few, no more than those 
usually attributed to any group that comes from abroad.

Similarly, he answered the question about whether he has posi-
tive perceptions about the eastern conglomerate based in Panama.  
In this order, he said “yes, of  course”, and he argued that: 

112 Caballero answered the questionnaire on July 19, 2021.



Opinions of  communication leaders of  the Greater Caribbean about Chinese presence...

PERCEPTION OF THE CHINESE PRESENCE  |  941

The Chinese influence has permeated Panamanian culture through-
out the more than 165 years of  its presence in the isthmus. From 
Anglicisms that are part of  everyday lexicon to dishes that have 
been incorporated into the diet of  Panamanians, such as hampao or 
siu mai, the legacy of  the Chinese is undeniable.

He recalled that from the beginning of  the Chinese arrival 
to Panama “they were linked to projects that ended up defin-
ing the strategic role that Panama was called to play in global 
logistics, such as the construction of  the interoceanic railroad 
and the canal”.

In addition, he argued, “Today, Chinese are immersed in the 
economic life of  the country, a commercial activity that ranges 
from grocery stores and restaurants to transnationals involved in 
the port sector and in state megaprojects.

He also highlighted the impact of  companies such as Fermín 
Chan, S.A., one of  the pioneers of  the textile industry in Panama, 
which is widely known for making school uniforms. 

When asked how much he knows about the Chinese commu-
nity in his country, he said that there was a spike in news related 
to it five years ago, with the formal start of  diplomatic relations, 
the visit of  President Xi Jinping, and the announcement of  the 
construction of  a new diplomatic headquarters, which has not yet 
materialized.

He argued that: 

During the pandemic, as it is logical, most of  the information dis-
seminated alluded to the COVID-19 pandemic and the origin of  
the virus. As a journalist, I had to write articles on the history of  
the Chinese presence in Panama, a subject that has been extensively 
documented. 

Regarding historical information about when the Chinese set-
tled in the Central American country, Caballero replied: “The first 
Chinese immigrants settled in Panama in the second half  of  the 
19th century.  

The specialist has realized that there is an identity mark of  the 
Chinese in his country. He explained that:
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Yes, in the popular neighborhoods there is always a chinito, small 
shops that sell groceries and various objects. Also common are fon-
das that serve the popular Chinese breakfasts, laundromats, hard-
ware stores and electronics stores or cell phone sales and repair.

When asked if  he has had any contact with the Chinese com-
munity, he said that he has and stated about his experience:  

At my daughter’s school there are several children who are of  Asian 
descent. Before the pandemic, I had the opportunity to meet some 
of  them and spend time with their parents in school activities. I 
have always been impressed by their hard work and the way they 
raise their children to be independent and responsible individuals.  

When asked about the prevailing positive and negative percep-
tions on specific aspects, he replied that he had not observed any 
racism against the Chinese. On the other hand, he perceived that 
certain prejudices prevailed in some sectors. 

Likewise, he answered no to the question of  whether this con-
glomerate arouses fear of  the unknown and feelings of  xenopho-
bia. In the same way, he answered no to the question of  whether 
there is Eurocentrism of the upper classes and answered yes to the 
question about the admiration of  the Chinese as professionals and 
traders. On the other hand, he said yes in response to the positive 
perceptions that interracial marriages can generate.

Marcos Hernández Valerio, a113 Mexican journalist and writer 
with a long career in the media, expressed his views on the Chi-
nese community in his country of  residence, Mexico.

Hernández Valerio is a graduate of  the Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México with degrees in Law and Communication 
Sciences and has been practicing journalism since 1990. He has 
several specializations on journalism in conflict zones, taught by 
the Ministry of  Defense of  Israel, and police journalism at the 
Institute of  Investigations of  the Attorney General’s Office of  
Mexico City. In 2011, Random House published his book entitled 
El Caníbal de la Guerrero y Otros Demonios de la Ciudad, an attrac-

113 Hernandez Valerio responded to the questionnaire on July 21, 2021.
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tive compilation of  reports on the most notorious cases of  police 
journalism and the red note in Mexico in recent years. This book 
explores, from the perspectives of  criminological journalism, the 
most relevant profiles and cases of  street crime.

Hernández Valerio has extensive experience in journalism, 
as he was a reporter for the newspaper and Impacto magazine; 
editor of  the magazine Quehacer Político; editor-in-chief  of  the 
newspaper México Hoy, and editor of  the political section of  the 
newspaper Unomásuno and has worked as an executive in the 
communication areas of  various state agencies. Currently, he 
collaborates weekly with the column Charlas de Taberna in the 
radio station NQ 90.1 FM and 640 AM Tulancingo, which also 
has its own news portal.114  

When asked about the negative perceptions in Mexico about 
the Chinese community, he clearly stated that they are related 
to the type of  Chinese products that are offered in his country. 
“Yes, in my country, which is Mexico, a great variety of  Chinese 
goods are sold. They are of  low denomination, but of  poor qual-
ity. In addition, many articles are imitations, which is known 
here as ‘piracy’”. 

As for the positive perceptions generated by the Chinese com-
munity, he said: “Yes, the Chinese in Mexico are hard-working, 
they have restaurants, and their food is delicious.  

When asked how much he knows about the Chinese commu-
nity in his country, he said: 

In Mexico City there is a community, which is called Chinatown, 
located in the center of  the capital, they are well known for their 
carnival, when they celebrate the new year. In this place there are 
restaurants and shops. Although, I repeat, articles of  lousy quality.

Regarding historical accounts of  the arrival of  Chinese immi-
grants to Mexico, he said: 

114 See https://www.cursorenlanoticia.com.mx/; https://latitudmegalo-
polis.com/ and https://mexicoenterate.com/.
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It is said that since colonial times, in 1565, the Chinese came to 
Mexico in several ships to trade in New Spain. They arrived at the 
ports of  Acapulco (Guerrero), Bahía de Banderas (Nayarit), San 
Blas (Nayarit) and Cabo San Lucas (Baja California Sur). This 
route of  merchants who came twice a year was called Nao de la 
China. Perhaps at that time they did not settle, but there was al-
ready commercial contact between them and New Spain.

From his point of  view, the identity mark of  the Chinese is 
linked to “their restaurants and their articles sold in the streets at 
low cost and of  terrible quality”. 

Like most of  the journalists and communicators interviewed, 
Valerio Hernández said that he has not been close to the Chinese 
community.

When asked to elaborate on the issue of  positive and nega-
tive perceptions on specific aspects, he replied that he had not ob-
served any racism against the Chinese. On the other hand, he did 
perceive that certain prejudices prevail in some segments.

He also answered no to the question of  whether the Chinese 
community generates fear of  the unknown and xenophobia, as 
well as whether Eurocentrism of the upper classes is observed and 
answered yes to the question about the admiration of  the Chinese 
as professionals and traders. However, he said yes in response to 
the positive perceptions that interracial marriages can generate.

In addition, the questionnaire was answered by Haitian jour-
nalist Johanne Dimanche115, who is also a social worker. To enrich 
the perspective of  the historical account of  the arrival of  the Chi-
nese in Haiti, she contributed some information prepared by her 
experienced Haitian colleague Ives Marie Chanel.

Dimanche, who studied social communication in the Domin-
ican Republic, says that in her country of  origin there is no nega-
tive perception of  the Chinese community and that the few Asians 
who have settled in Haiti have always been involved in the food 
business, such as restaurants and bakeries, among others.

115 Dimanche responded to the questionnaire on 29 July 2021.
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When asked if  she had negative perceptions about the Chinese 
community, she said that she did not. On the question of  whether 
she has positive perceptions, she said: “Yes, because the Chinese 
are generators of  wealth, Chinese culture is one of  the oldest and 
having the presence of  the Chinese community in a country will 
always be beneficial.

As has been the case with other interviewees, Dimanche ex-
pressed she does not know much about the Chinese community.

She further argued her response: 

[...] the Chinese are not talkative, but in the past, there were some 
Chinese relatives in the north of  Haiti, especially in Cap Haitien, 
they had a food business such as a bakery, and also in the Haitian 
capital, in Port-au-Prince, there were those who had a restaurant 
business.

When asked about Haitian history’s account of  the arrival of  
Chinese immigrants, she said, “I don’t know exactly when they 
settled, we would have to do more research, but today there is no 
longer a Chinese community in Haiti as there used to be; most of  
them were present in Haiti until the 1970s.

However, Dimanche later provided notes written by her jour-
nalist colleague Ives Marie Chanel: 

There is no precise date for the Chinese presence in Haiti. However, 
a certain Chinese presence was noted in Haiti during the 1970s. We 
do not know if  these Chinese came from the Republic of  China 
(which was unlikely due to the anti-communism of  the dictators 
Francois (1957-1971) and Jean Claude Duvalier (1971-1986). Chi-
nese nationals, few in comparison to the Italians, French, Syrians 
and Lebanese, had settled in the country’s second city of  Cap-Haï-
tien and worked in catering and pastry making. (Chanel. Interview. 
July 29, 2021). 

She also states: 

In 1996, the governments of  Haiti and the People’s Republic of  
China signed an agreement establishing the ‘trade development 
office’ in the two capitals, respectively. Since the signing of  that 
agreement, exchanges between the two countries in the commer-
cial, educational and cultural fields have multiplied. In 2018, the 
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Sino-Haitian trade volume reached 694 million US dollars, while 
the two countries still do not have diplomatic relations. 

Marie Chanel said that in 2010 there were about 200 Chinese 
living in Port-au-Prince, Haiti’s capital, that two Chinese compa-
nies operate in the infrastructure sector and that one or two Chi-
nese restaurants operate in the city, but that this foreign presence 
has disappeared in the provinces. She noted that, in the past, “the 
Chinese were perceived as poor people in Haiti, but respected for 
their ability to work.

According to Chanel, the Asian presence in the country has 
changed. “Koreans and Filipinos outnumber the number of  Chi-
nese present in Haiti. Koreans and Filipinos are recruited in fac-
tories, particularly in free trade zones. Filipinos are also employed 
in supermarkets”.  

She said that in 1996, the governments of  Haiti and the Peo-
ple’s Republic of  China signed an agreement establishing a trade 
development office in the two capitals, respectively. 

Since the signing of  the agreement, trade, educational and cultural 
exchanges between the two countries have multiplied. In 2018, the 
Sino-Haitian trade volume reached 694 million US dollars, while 
the two countries still do not have diplomatic relations.

On the subject of  the Chinese community’s brand identity, Di-
manche also linked it to its renowned cuisine, although she argued 
that there are currently few Chinese restaurants in Haiti. 

Responding to the question asking if  there has been any ap-
proach to the Chinese community, she answered in the affirmative 
and spoke enthusiastically about the Chinese. “Yes, they are excel-
lent workers and businesspeople.” 

She also responded that she has not witnessed racism towards 
the Chinese in Haiti, nor prejudices or expressions of  xenophobia. 
Likewise, she has not perceived that the community arouses fear 
of  the unknown or seen signs of  Eurocentrism in the upper classes.

The Haitian communicator answered in the affirmative when 
asked if  the foreign community is admired for its professionals 
and businesspeople and also for interracial marriages.
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Annexes

I. Fact sheet of the research on the perception of the Chinese 
presence in the Greater Caribbean.  

Goal Collect and analyze the views of  opi-
nion leaders from various countries of  
the Greater Caribbean on the Chinese 
presence in their areas of  influence.

Universe Professionals (men and women) who 
practice communication.

Number of  respondents 10 

Methodology Questionnaire and discourse analysis 

Period From April to July 2021

II. Interview questionnaire. 

Name: 

Brief  biography:

III. Perception of the Chinese presence in your country. 

1. Do you have negative perceptions? 

2. Do you have positive perceptions?

3. How much do you know about the Chinese community 
in your country?

4. According to history, when did the Chinese settle in your 
country?

5. Is there any identity mark of  the Chinese community in 
your country?

6. Have you had any approach to the Chinese community? 
If  yes, what has the experience been like?
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Categories
Negative and positive perceptions of  the Chinese community 

(You can answer with yes or no)

Racism 
towards 
Chinese

Prejudice. 
There has 
always 
been a 
negative 
perception

Inspire 
Fear of  the 
unknown

Xenopho-
bia

Eurocen-
trism of  
the upper 
classes

Admiration 
as profes-
sionals and 
traders. 
Interracial 
marriages

IV. List of opinion leaders and communicators interviewed. 

Name Country
Date  

answer  
submission 

Bienvenido Álvarez-Vega Dominican Republic 13/4/2021

Ana Mitila Lora Dominican Republic 9/6/2021

Ramón Colombo Dominican Republic 26/6/2021

Julio C. Malone USA 28/6/2021

Andrés Bansart Venezuela 14/6/2021

Sergio Rodríguez Gelfenstein Venezuela 22/6/2021

Tania Cobos Colombia 8/6/2021

Errol Caballero Panama 20/7/2021

Marcos Valerio Hernández Mexico 21/7/2021

Johanne Dimanche Haiti 29/7/2021
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