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The infrastructure of overseas Chinese society is a system of voluntary 
associations, which organize the political and socio-economic activities 
of Chinese communities in the host society. Maurice Freedman’s study of 
the Chinese community in Singapore suggested that population size and 
heterogeneity were critical in explaining the growth and diversity of overseas 
Chinese associations.1 However, W. E. Willmott found that the simplicity 
of Chinese organization in Phnom-Penh during the French occupation 
was due to the congregation system rather than the small demographic size, 
and the rise of many associations after the Second World War represented 
responses to the growth of Chinese nationalism and the influence of Western 
organizational concepts.2 Edgar Wickberg suggested that discrimination 
by the host society and continuing cultural influences from China played 
a major role in shaping Chinese organizational development in Canada.3 
These studies revealed that overseas Chinese communities in the world 
are fragmented societies of many associations. Each association or society 
tends to have its own leaders and functions autonomously. Differences in 
politics, personal conflicts, and group consolidation have been sources of 
tensions in inter-association relationships. In the past, Zhonghua Huiguan 
(commonly known in English as the Chinese Benevolent Association or 
CBA) was a community-wide organization in most large Chinatowns in 
North America. Its objective was to unite different Chinese associations and 
interest groups inside Chinatown and provide leadership in articulating 
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community concerns to Western society. In the past, CBA claimed to 
be the supreme ruling body of the Chinese people in its respective city 
and presumed to represent them to deal with the host society. Today its 
authority is rejected and its leadership challenged by many other Chinese 
organizations, especially those formed after the Second World War. This 
book uses the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA) 
in Victoria as a case study of Chinatown leadership, and organizational 
development in Canada.

Ethnic Leadership and Power

Studies on ethnic leadership, especially the elites in an ethnic group, 
are few in Canada. Kurt Lewin, a social psychologist, points out that an 
underprivileged group is likely to choose leaders whose economic success 
or professional attainments make them relatively acceptable outside the 
group.4 These ethnic leaders usually have little loyalty and may be eager to 
leave the group. Hence, Lewin is skeptical about their leadership because 
he feels that they may be “marginal” to their own groups and unreliable as 
strategists and spokespersons. However, Lewin’s hypothesis is inapplicable 
to Chinese leadership patterns in Canada because even peripheral leaders 
still rely on Chinatown and the Chinese community to sustain their 
representative role in the host society. Willmott has suggested that the 
more positions a community leader occupies, the greater his influence and 
power.5 This proposition does not hold if a Chinatown has been depopulated 
and its traditional associations are declining. If these associations no longer 
exert their power on the Chinese populace, the power and influence of 
their elite will wane. Fewer people will want to run in association elections. 
Hence, a particular leader ceases to be influential although he may hold 
several association positions. Robert Schulze, investigating the power 
structure of an American community, put forward the hypothesis that in 
a self-contained community, those persons who exercised major control 
over the community’s economic system would tend to be the same persons 
who exercised preponderant control over its socio-political system.6 With 
increasing urbanization, the local power structure would bifurcate — with 
those who exercised primary direction over its socio-political system no 
longer being the same set of persons who exercised primarily control over 
its economic system.
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In this book I attempt to test whether the bifurcation hypothesis is 
applicable to the CCBA leadership pattern in Victoria. The association was 
initially under the oligarchic control of a few wealthy merchants who were 
the “centre” of the Chinese community in Victoria and managed its socio-
economic and political system. Gradually CCBA became more pluralistic 
and was later run by representatives of county associations, then by many 
other types of organizations. In other words, the decision-making structure 
of Chinatown has changed from a monolithic to a polylithic model. In 
the monolithic decision-making structure, a small number of merchants 
at the top of the hierarchy have greater influence than those at middle or 
lower levels. They are influential in all issue areas. However, in a polylithic 
decision-making structure, no single power elite has a dominant influence 
in all issue areas such as education, hospital and housing. Each issue area 
is characterized by a more democratic decision-making structure. I use 
this monolithic-polylithic model to study the leadership pattern and power 
structure of Victoria CCBA.

The phenomenon of power cannot be understood without reference 
to the political and cultural context within which it exists. Unlike other 
Chinatowns in Canada, the salient characteristics of the Chinatown power 
structure in Victoria has been its long-standing dominance by CCBA, 
which functioned like a “central government” for over two decades before 
establishment of the Chinese Consulate General in Canada in 1909. Since 
then, both the political and socio-economic development of Chinatown 
has shaped the style and character of CCBA leaderships. I examine the 
leadership patterns in the association during its 125-year history, assess 
the impact of leaders at the centre and those beyond the periphery of the 
Chinese community, study the association’s principal power or decision-
making roles, and explain the power conflicts within the community.

Names of Zhonghua Huiguan

This “umbrella” organization has different names in different Chinatowns, 
and sometimes at different times. For example, it is known as Zhonghua 
Huiguan in Victoria, Vancouver, Montreal, Winnipeg, San Francisco, 
Portland, and many other North American cities, but Zhonghua Gongsuo in 
Halifax, Moose Jaw, and London, Ontario, and Huaqiao Zonghui in Lima. 
In Edmonton, it was called Huaqiao Gongsuo before 1957 and Zhonghua 
Huiguan after that. The English translation of the association also differs. 
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For example, CBA is the English corporate name in Vancouver, Edmonton, 
and Portland. It is called the Chinese Community Centre in Hamilton, 
Toronto, and Ottawa, and the United Chinese Society in Honolulu. Both 
in Victoria and San Francisco, the association is called CCBA but San 
Francisco CCBA is more popularly known to the Western community as 
the Six Companies. Calgary’s Chinatown did not have a CBA although the 
Kacheng Zhonghua Xiehui (the United Calgary Chinese Association) was 
organized like a CBA in 1969, and represented 24 Chinese associations in 
Calgary.7 

Origins of CBAs in Canada

In the early 1950s, many CBAs in Chinatowns across Canada were defunct 
mainly because they had lost their importance in providing social and eco-
nomic services to Chinese residents. They no longer protect them against 
Western discrimination for several reasons: depopulation of Chinese resi-
dents in Chinatown, diminishing discrimination of Chinese by the host 
society, greater integration of local-born Chinese into Western society, and 
disunity in Chinese community because of there being two governments 
in China (on Taiwan and mainland China). Lee Tung Hoi, secretary of 
Victoria CCBA, listed 27 CBAs in Canada in 1967.8 He obtained the list 
from the CBA (National Headquarters) in Vancouver and did not contact 
these associations personally. He estimated that over half CBAs were not 
functioning.

From 1990 to 1994, I visited over 20 cities outside Victoria and found 
that 17 CBAs in 16 cities across Canada were still in operation (Vancouver’s 
Chinatown has two CBAs) (Table 1). I interviewed former and current 
officials and found that there was a dearth of written materials about the 
history of their associations. Information about their origins and structures 
are frequently vague and incomplete. Some CBAs in Canada have not kept 
old records. Some CBAs destroyed their records before or after May 1960 
when the Royal Canadian Mounted Police raided the associations to gather 
evidence against Chinese immigration racketeers. Some CBAs do keep 
old records but they have been misplaced and cannot be located. One or 
two CBAs still preserve their archives but their officials are unwilling to 
let outsiders to read them. I have also relied on reminiscences of Chinese 
old-timers who remember what the founders of the CBAs had told them. 
Some community leaders did not respond to my questions, and claimed 
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that they did not know or could not remember certain events, especially 
those related to internal dissension or inter-association rivalry. 

Suspicion of outsiders is a recognized cultural feature of the closed 
society of overseas Chinese. If a researcher wants to do an in-depth 

Table 1 Chinese Benevolent Associations in Canada in the early 1990s

Location Name Of Association Year Of 
Establishment

Victoria Victoria Zhonghua Huiguan (CCBA) 1884

Vancouver Vancouver Zhonghua Huiguan (CBA) 
Known as Vancouver Zhonghua Zonghuiguan  
[CBA (National Headquarters)], 1949–1978

1906

Montreal Mandike Zhonghua Huiguan (L’Association Chinoise 
de Montreal Inc.)

1912

Winnipeg Mainsheng Zhonghua Huiguan (CBA of Manitoba) 1919

Regina Shasheng Leizhenda Zhonghua Gongsuo  
(CBA of Regina in Saskatchewan Province)

c1920s

Edmonton Huaqiao Gongsuo (Chinese Public Benevolent 
Association)

1929

Halifax Xiacheng Zhonghua Gongsuo (CBA of Halifax) 1934

Saskatoon CBA of Saskatoon c1940s

Toronto Ansheng Zhonghua Zonghuiguan (Chinese 
Community Centre of Ontario)

1945

Prince George Zhonghua Huiguan (CBA) 1946

Moose Jaw Wucheng Zhonghua Gongsuo (CBA of Moose Jaw) 1946

Ottawa Jiajing Zhonghua Huiguan (Chinese Community 
Association of Ottawa)

1946

Hamilton Kanwendun Zhonghua Huiguan (Chinese Community 
Centre Association of Hamilton-Wentworth)

1946

Kingston Jingshidunbu Zhonghua Huiguan (CBA of Kingston) 1946

London Zhonghua Gongsuo (CBA of London) 1946

Quebec City Gubibu Zhonghua Huiguan (Asociación de  
Bienfaisance Chinoise de Quebec Inc.)

1946

Duncan Dangjin Huaqiao Gongsuo (Duncan Chinese 
Community Association)

1961

Vancouver Quanjia Zhonghua Zonghuiguan (Chinese Benevolent 
Association of Canada)

1978
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study of a city’s CBA, he or she has to live there for a long time, become 
acquainted with a wide circle in the Chinese community, and develop close 
rapport with CBA officials and other community leaders. Having gained 
their trust, a researcher may obtain the available archival materials and 
inside information about the community and its organizations. The origins 
and functions of CBAs vary a great deal from one Chinatown to another. 
Their organizational history and structure are even more complicated and 
diversified. Because of time constraint and insufficient research funds, I 
stayed only briefly in each Chinatown across Canada. Based on scattered 
references and intermittent interviews over five years, I gleaned bits of 
information about the origins of 17 CBAs in cities outside Victoria.

Victoria CCBA, established in 1884, is the first Chinese community-
wide organization in Canada. Vancouver CBA was established in 1896 but 
was in embryo for a decade until it was officially established in 1906 by 
Yip Sang (Yip Chun Tin), Lee Sai Fan, Wong Yuk Shan, Loo Yang Kiu and 
a few other prominent merchants.9 Without drawing up a constitution, it 
followed the constitution of Victoria CCBA in election, organization, and 
welfare activities. 

The Canadian government still enforced a discriminatory policy on 
Chinese immigration even after it abolished the Chinese Exclusion Act on 
14 May 1947. Foon Sien (alias Wong Mun Po), president of Vancouver 
CBA, took up the fight against these regulations. In 1949, the name of 
Vancouver CBA was changed to Quanjia Zhonghua Zonghuiguan (meaning 
Pan-Canada Chinese Benevolent Association Headquarters); its English 
name is the Chinese Benevolent Association (National Headquarters).10 

This name enabled Foon Sien to claim in Ottawa that “CBA(NH) is a 
representative body of Chinese across Canada.”11 In fact, the board of the 
directors of CBA(NH) was not elected by CBAs in other cities. It was not a 
legal national organization since it was not registered with the Registrar of 
Companies. Nevertheless, Chinese people in Canada accepted CBA(NH) 
as their representative mainly because of Wong’s dedication in fighting 
against discriminatory regulations. CBA(NH) executive committee had 
three co-chairmen: one from Kuomintang (KMT), one from the Chinese 
Freemasons and a third from either the Chinese Workers Association or 
the Hoy Sun Association. As Wong was a prominent leader both in the 
Chinese Workers Association and in Hoy Sun Association, he played an 
important role in minimizing the conflicts between the pro-Taiwan KMT 
and the pro-China Freemason members.
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Throughout the late 1960s, CBA(NH) was increasingly dominated by 
KMT members and concerned more with the anti-Beijing movement than 
with local issues that affected Chinatown and the welfare of the Chinese 
community in Vancouver. After Canada recognized the People’s Republic 
of China in 1970, CBA(NH) held a national conference in June 1971 and 
changed its constitution. Before 1971, 41 of the 61 CBA(NH) directors were 
appointed by Chinese organizations in Vancouver and the remaining 20 
directors were elected by members at the annual national convention.12 At 
the 1971 national conference it was decided that (a) Chinese organizations 
in Vancouver could send only non-voting observers to the convention; 
(b) voting privileges were reserved for delegates from Vancouver CBA 
and CBAs in other cities in Canada; (c) delegates to the convention must 
support and recognize the Taiwan government as the sole legal government 
of China; (d) CBA(NH) would permanently fly the flag of Taiwan; and (e) 
the national convention would be held once every three years instead of 
annually.13 Many young directors who were educated in Canada did not 
approve the conference’s decision and resigned from CBA(NH).14 Many 
Chinese associations in Vancouver and other cities also did not recognize 
CBA(NH) as the official voice of Chinese in Canada, and considered it a 
national vehicle for anti-Beijing propaganda in Canada. In spite of protests 
in Vancouver against CBA (NH), many CBAs in other cities which were 
controlled by KMT members, still considered it as the Head of CBAs in 
Canada.

According to Vancouver CBA’s constitution which was registered with 
the provincial government in 1933, any Chinese aged over 18 could pay a 
member fee of $1 and become a member. (Vancouver CBA was renamed 
CBA(NH) unofficially in 1949 but its official constitution remained 
unchanged). As CBA(NH) prepared to hold its election in January 1978, 
many Chinese applied for membership in order to challenge its revised 
constitution which was illegally created in 1971.15 When their applications 
were rejected by CBA(NH) executives , 35 Chinese organizations and 1,000 
Chinese individuals in Vancouver formed a Committee to Democratize 
the CBA on 4 December 1977.16 The Committee, headed by Victor Li as 
president, and Bill Yee as vice-president, took CBA(NH) executives to court 
for planning to hold a general election in January 1978 without following 
the registered constitution. After the court case was won, thousands of 
Chinese in Canada applied for membership in CBA(NH). On 29 October 
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1978, an election was held and a new group of young people were elected 
as board directors. The organization’s name was then changed back to 
Vancouver CBA.

Defeated CBA (NH) executives moved out of the association building 
at 108 East Pender Street. In December 1978, they established another 
association, namely, the Chinese Benevolent Association of Canada 
(CBAC) at 537 Main Street which was recognized by a few CBAs in other 
cities. Hence, there are two CBAs in Vancouver: the Vancouver CBA, 
which recognizes the People’s Republic of China, and the CBAC, which 
recognizes the Republic of China in Taiwan.

In other Canadian cities, several CBAs grew out of Huaqiao Juri 
Jiuguohui (meaning, Overseas Chinese Resisting Japan and Saving the 
Nation Association). In English, it was known as the Chinese National 
Salvation Bureau which was formed after the Japanese invaded Manchuria 
in 1931. For instance, the Chinese community in Toronto organized 
Kangri Jiuguohui (Resisting Japan and Saving the Nation Association) in 
1931. Soon after it was formed, similar associations were set up in Windsor 
and Sudbury which asked the Toronto association to coordinate all the 
fund-raising and resistance to Japan campaigns in Ontario.17 Accordingly, 
the Toronto association was renamed Ansheng Huaqiao Tongyi Kangri 
Jiuguohui (Ontario Overseas Chinese United Association to Resist Japan 
and Save the Nation). This umbrella organization was reorganized on 29 
November 1945 as Ansheng Zhonghua Zonghuiguan (Chinese Community 
Centre of Ontario Incorporation).18 Similarly, Kangri Jiuguohui was formed 
in Moose Jaw during the war and renamed Wucheng Zhonghua Gongsuo 
(CBA of Moose Jaw) in 1946.19 In the 1930s , an Anti-Japanese Association 
was formed in Ottawa and was renamed Jiajing Zhonghua Huiguan 
(Chinese Community Association of Ottawa) after the war was over.20 
In Prince George, the Chinese National Salvation Bureau was formed in 
1937 and renamed CBA in 1946.21 In the early days, KMT members were 
responsible for the organization of several Zhonghua Huiguan (CBA) in 
small Chinatowns where Chinese were few in number and most were 
KMT adherents. For example, the KMT branch in Winnipeg established 
Zhonghua Huiguan in 1919. The KMT and CBA there had always been 
run by interlocking directorships.22 In Kingston, KMT members organized 
the Anti-Japanese Association in the late 1930s, renamed as Jingshidunbu 
Zhonghua Huiguan (CBA of Kingston) after the war and run by KMT 
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members.23 Similarly, both the KMT branch in Hamilton and Quebec 
City established an Anti-Japanese Association in the 1930s. After the war, 
the association in Hamilton was renamed Kanwendun Zhonghua Huiguan 
(Chinese Community Centre Association of Hamilton-Wentworth) in 
Hamilton,24 and the association in Quebec City was renamed Gubibu 
Zhonghua Huiguan (Association de Bienfaisance Chinoise de Quebec Inc. 
or CBA of Quebec).25 Similarly, KMT members in London organized the 
Anti-Japanese Association during the early 1940s and renamed it Zhonghua 
Gongsuo (CBA of London) after the war.26

At least two CBAs were formed initially with the objective of uniting 
the divided Chinese community in Chinatown. In the 1900s, about 90% of 
the Chinese in Montreal were surnamed Tam, Wong, and Lee and inter-
clan conflicts were frequent. Soon after the Republic of China was formed 
in 1912, the Chinese consul in Ottawa visited Montreal’s Chinatown and 
helped the Chinese form a CBA.27 Six directors, two from each clan, ran 
the association. When a dispute between two clans happened, it would be 
taken to CBA where the two directors from the third clan would resolve the 
conflict. Many Chinese in Montreal were not pleased that CBA directors 
were elected by only three clans. Hence, in February 1915, the Chinese 
consul suggested that the board of directors would have one member from 
each of the five clans (Tam, Wong, Lee, Chan, Woo, and Ng), one member 
of an association such as the Chee Kung Tong and Constitution Party, and 
any Chinese who made an annual donation of $2 to the association.28 

Similarly, the divided Chinese community in Edmonton led to 
formation of a CBA. The KMT branch there was divided into left-wing 
and right-wing KMT factions in 1927, both of which claimed for the 
branch’s funds.29 As many members of the Chinese Dramatic Club, the 
Mah Society, Wong’s Benevolent Association, and the Gee Poy Kuo Tong 
in Edmonton’s Chinatown were also KMT members, the entire community 
split into two factions. Some community-minded KMT members such as 
Charlie Yat Wah, Lim Hing Yee, Henry Mah, and Gordon Chan tried to 
reunite the divided community by forming Huaqiao Gongsuo (Chinese 
Public Benevolence Association) in 1929 and extended its service to the 
Chinese people in northern Alberta, Yukon, and the Northwest Territories, 
where no Chinese organizations existed. This new organization was run by 
representatives from all Chinese organizations in Edmonton. It had been 
active in raising funds to help the poor and unemployed in Chinatown 
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and to help China to fight the Japanese. In the 1950s it worked closely 
with CBAs in other Chinatowns to fight for equal treatment of Chinese 
immigrants. In September 1957, Huaqiao Gongsuo was reorganized, and 
renamed Dianwendun Zhonghua Huiguan (CBA of Edmonton).30 

Two CBAs were formed with the primary objective of helping the 
poor and unemployed. In Regina, many Chinese were unemployed during 
the late 1920s and had nowhere to go. Accordingly Zhonghua Huiguan was 
established and rented a hut on Broad Street so that unemployed Chinese 
had a social gathering place.31 Similarly, many elderly Chinese in Halifax 
were single and poor during the economic depression of the 1930s. When 
they died, there was no one to look after their burials. Hence the Chinese 
community established Xiacheng Zhonghua Gongsuo (CBA of Halifax) in 
February 1934 to collect donations and purchase burial plots in the city’s 
cemetery for deceased Chinese.32 

In Duncan, the Duncan Chinese Language School was destroyed 
by a fire in 1947. A group of conscientious native-born youths and new 
immigrants re-established the Chinese Language School in 1961. At the 
same time, they formed Dangjin Huaqiao Gongsuo (Duncan Chinese 
Community Association) to serve the community.33 In Saskatoon, it is 
unknown when CBA in Saskatoon was established. In August 1990, I 
interviewed Fay Foo, CBA vice-president. He did not know the history and 
referred me to Chuck Chuen Seto, a former official of CBA in the 1960s. He 
said that CBA was organized probably by KMT people during the Second 
World War.34 However, Daniel C.M. Mack, a former CBA president, said 
that someone from Vancouver moved to Saskatoon and found that there 
was not a single association to represent the Chinese in the city. So, he 
started CBA to speak for the Chinese community.35 In 1963, CBA bought a 
lot on the 19th Street at F Avenue and bought an adjoining lot in 1984. The 
two lots were later merged, and CBA ran a Chinese school there.36
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