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9
Coolie
Kornel Chang

The etymology of the word “coolie” was for a long 

time thought to have Tamil— kuli (wages)— Urdu— quli 

(hireling)— or Chinese— kuli (bitter strength)— origins 

(Tinker 1974; Tsai 1976; Irick 1982; M. Jung 2006). More 

recently, Mae Ngai (2015) has traced the word’s origins 

to a European neologism that was first employed by 

sixteenth- century Portuguese to describe common 

native workers on the Indian subcontinent. By the 

mid- nineteenth century, “coolie” came to be applied 

specifically to indentured laborers from China and India 

who were being contracted out to colonial plantations 

in Southeast Asia and the Americas (Hu- DeHart 1992; 

W. Lai 1993; Yun 2008). This shift in meaning was 

inextricably bound up with the abolition of slavery 

and deepening Euro- American imperial incursions 

into the Asia- Pacific world. Intensifying Euro- American 

encroachments in the region generated widening 

imperial networks through which people from China 

and South Asia were forcibly transported across the 

Atlantic to constitute a new colonial labor force in the 

Americas. As Lisa Lowe has noted, the introduction of 

the coolie trade in the nineteenth century “marked 

a significant . . . shift in the management of race and 

labor in the colonies” (2005, 193).

In the United States, charges of coolieism mainly 

fixated on Chinese laborers who were being imported 

to the Americas to take the place of formerly enslaved 

Africans. The coolie entered the American mainstream 

vernacular by way of political debates over free and slave 

labor in the mid- nineteenth century (M. Jung 2006). 

Prior to emancipation, pro-  and antislavery ideologues 

both considered the Chinese coolie a coerced and de-

graded figure, but they mobilized this knowledge to ad-

vocate diametrically opposed positions on the slavery 

question, with southern slaveholders citing the evils 

of the Chinese coolie system to uphold the moral supe-

riority of slavery while abolitionists conflated the Chi-

nese “coolie” with slavery. This consensus around what 

and who constituted a “coolie” produced a national 

agreement— the 1862 act to prohibit the coolie trade— 

that suppressed the importation of Chinese coolie la-

bor. Carrying the law’s premise to its logical conclusion, 

white labor restrictionists on the West Coast pushed for 

Chinese exclusion a decade and a half later, insisting 

that all Chinese, as living embodiments of the coolie, 

should be excluded (Saxton 1971; Chang 2012).

Advocates for Chinese immigration challenged the 

reasoning that made the Chinese synonymous with ser-

vitude. In his 1889 essay “The Chinese Must Stay,” Chi-

nese American intellectual and activist Yan Phou Lee 

declared the Chinese in the United States definitively 

“not coolies.” Emphasizing their volition and agency, he 

insisted Chinese migrants “all came voluntarily . . . and 

their purpose in leaving their homes and friends was to 

get honest work” (476). In taking this line of argument, 

Lee sought to counter the dominant image of the Chi-

nese as slavish laborers who worked and lived cheaply, 

which justified their exclusion from the body politic. 

But if the Chinese were not coolies, the question of what 

or who was a coolie remained unanswered in Lee’s spir-

ited defense, thus leaving the terms of the debate intact.

Early scholarly writings on Chinese immigration re-

produced this binary framing of the “coolie” question. 

The publication of Gunther Barth’s Bitter Strength reig-

nited the debate about whether or not Chinese immi-

grants in the United States were in fact “coolies” (Barth 
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1964). Operating from sociologist Robert Park’s concept 

of the race relations cycle, Barth concluded that Chi-

nese immigrants experienced greater difficulty integrat-

ing into American society because they had migrated to 

the United States under coercion, and thus, unlike Eu-

ropeans, did not possess a self that was capable of be-

ing free. This condition of servitude, along with their 

perpetual sojourning, accounted for their marginaliza-

tion and exclusion from mainstream (white) American 

society.

By the 1980s, scholars, especially in the emerging 

field of Asian American studies, contested Barth’s char-

acterization of the Chinese and his implication that 

they were responsible (at least in part) for their isolation 

and alienation. They identified both structural and pop-

ular forms of white racism that segregated Chinese im-

migrants into ethnic ghettos, relegated them to the bot-

tom of a racially stratified labor market, and excluded 

them socially and culturally from white American soci-

ety. Like earlier advocates of the Chinese, these scholars 

also challenged Barth’s thesis by insisting that Chinese 

migrants were not coolies. In attempting to establish 

the voluntary nature of Chinese immigration to the 

United States, they drew a sharp distinction between 

labor systems in North America and those in Latin 

America and the Caribbean. On colonial plantations in 

Cuba and Peru, they argued, the Chinese were formally 

indentured laborers and thus endured slavelike condi-

tions; in the industrial wage- system of the United States 

and Canada, on the other hand, the Chinese may have 

been lowly workers but they were “free” immigrant la-

borers. In this way, scholars in U.S. immigration history 

and Asian American studies debated the issue almost ex-

actly along the same lines as their historical actors.

Critiquing the terms of the debate, Moon- Ho Jung, 

in Coolies and Cane, forcefully asserted: “No one, in the 

United States or the Caribbean, was really a coolie, but 

Asian workers were surely racialized as coolies across 

the world, including the United States” (2006, 6). By 

maintaining that the Chinese in the United States were 

immigrants, and not coolies, Asian American scholars, 

Jung argued, unwittingly reified coolies and reproduced 

U.S. exceptionalism by giving credence to the myth of 

an immigrant nation. Contrasting labor relations in the 

United States to the coolie system in the Caribbean and 

Latin America gave the illusion that the management 

of the North American capitalist economy was enlight-

ened and its system of wage labor was based on volun-

tary exchange, free from coercion.

To get beyond the stalled and stale debate on whether 

or not Chinese were coolies in the United States, Moon-

 Ho Jung, Lisa Lowe, and Mae Ngai have attended to the 

varied and contradictory work an imagined “coolie” 

performed in service to nation and empire, showing 

how it was generative of universalist liberal thought, 

from the “rights of man” to ideas of free labor, trade, 

and mobility. From their perspective, the “coolie” was 

not so much a person or thing as an ideational construct 

that simultaneously expressed and projected Euro- 

American imperial visions, myths, and fantasies. This 

was not to deny that many Chinese (and other Asian) 

laborers were exploited for their labor and held in con-

ditions of bondage, but so were other groups who yet 

were never identified as coolies. Recognizing the term 

as more of a “product of the imaginers rather than the 

imagined,” as Jung exhorts (2006, 6), allows us see the 

“coolie” as an artifice of nation and empire that helped 

to produce American exceptionalism and sanitize U.S. 

imperial ventures in the Americas and across the Pacific 

as “humanitarian” projects.
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