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Chinese Migrants in the First World War
The Recruitment of Chinese Contract Laborers in Harbin by Russian Enterprises

Abstract

Although China maintained neutrality during most of the First World War, its citizens worked in a
variety of enterprises in the Entente countries replacing British, French and Russian men enlisted to
fight against Germany. The present paper focuses on the recruitment of Chinese contract laborers in
Northeast China by Russian enterprises in 1915-1917 and the policies of both receiving and contributing
nations in this period. The large labor shortages in many Russian enterprises during the First World War,
especially in railroad companies, required the Council of Ministers to lift previous restrictions on the
employment of foreigners from East Asian countries, and to promptly develop a system of recruitment of
large numbers of Chinese workers, including their transportation and employment. Russian enterprises’
agents, Chinese Eastern Railroad staff, Russian Consulate staff in Harbin and Chinese petty entrepre-
neurs worked together to recruit nearly 70,000 laborers in areas where sojourn to Russia and other
countries was a tradition long before the outbreak of the war. Although this system functioned quite
effectively during the initial period, it soon became apparent that Russian enterprises had not prepared
appropriately to receive large numbers of foreign workers, and Chinese petty entrepreneurs, who were
responsible not only for recruitment and transportation of laborers, but who had also agreed to supervise
their work during the whole period of contract, failed to manage this process successfully. Both factors
caused deaths and illnesses among laborers, leading to their escape from working sites and even assaults
on their supervisors. The Bolsheviks’ coup d’état and bankruptcy of many enterprises that employed
Chinese caused difficulties in laborers’ return to their homeland and even led to their involvement into
the Civil War.
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(i) PTUA. CIl6. (o v 7 ENLEESRASCGERE, 4> 7 b

« XFNT VY, 323-1-834, 154

B i TBREEZF—MmE oy 7icsd 2hEA, #fEA, BARABRE—] Mok
HEE, 20054F, 179 H. AL *bF o =700 EF T3 oy 7E#E A SCGEEO§
o7 &2/ DiE»RH 5 (llerpos AU Kuraitue B Poccun, CII6: «Bepecras,
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~NL Z &4t 2002 4E), 585 H.

fefiiL <5 (Larin 1995 : 859) 73, o v 7
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1916 £ 1 H» 5 1917 4E 5 H £ TIC 65,434 A
OHEABEDOLN, F—m vy Yo nyTH
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1000 ALLESED SN, TOFEEOE — 713
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OB E KT, BIEFRLCOVWTH S
(7 =Y T 72005:205). <0k izHE
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FREEAF 0 H RFIREER

HEPENRA I 5 o v T BRI B A
DOREZEEL, HEAGBHEOFEEZV
1EH, FTESAE T B EREE O B BN T W
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AETEICBIT 2RI OV CER L 5.

9, FEROBMTT TIThE 2 RSN
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LXAH-TcEWS (Larin 1995 © 857).
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il HEoATARESE GO E -
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(Petrov 2002 : 556).
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HHHEADOBSOEHFEAA & — D7 H)
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0, —EOIEEE, FE - EIEREOR
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FkL Tk,
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