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-Indian Diaspora in Transnational
Contexts — Introduction

William Safran, Ajaya Kumar Sahoo and
Brij V. Lal

The Indian diaspora has grown apace in the past three decades to
comprise more than 20 million people spread over all continents.
Although that figure is small compared to the more than a billion in-
habitants in the homeland, it has reached a critical mass in various
host countries. It has developed institutions, orientations, and patterns
of living specific to the institutional structures and socio-political
contexts of different hostlands. These patterns have been marked
not only by the influences of the hostland culture but by relations
-with the homeland. All the papers in this volume show two things:
that the consciousness of homeland is never completely missing, and
that the transnational context is part and parcel of diaspora and is,
indeed, implicit in its very definition.! In other words, those who
argue, like Paul Gilroy, that diaspora is merely “where it’s at”, are
wrong; but so are those, like Nina Glick-Schiller, who substitute
diaspora with transnational relations or transnationalism. This
introduction is divided into three parts. The first part will discuss
briefly the importance of diaspora and transnational studies in the
contemporary context; the second part will provide a brief overview
of Indian diaspora from historical to contemporary period; and the
third part will introduce the chapters in the volume.

Diaspora Studies

Since the Second World War, the world has experienced an unpre-
cedented increase in international migration. In 1990, the International
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Organization for Migration estimated that over 80 million migrants
had moved out of the country of their origin. Among them, 30 million
were said to be irregular migrants and another 15 million were
refugees or asylum seekers, By 1992, the number of migrants had
increased to 100 million, of which 20 million were refugees and
asylum seekers (Castles and Miller, 1993). The United Nations Popu-
lation Division in July 2002 estimated that there were 185 million
people living for 12 months or more outside their country of birth
or citizenship (http://www.un.org/esa/population/unpop.htrn). A
majority of them are international migrants who are potential im-
migrants in countries of thejr destination and who often converge
into diasporic communities,

The field of diaspora studies has undergone a fascinatingly com-
plex evolution in the last two decades. It has received considerable
attention by academicians, administrators, policy makers, social
workers and the media, and there has been a paradigm shift in the
analysis of immigrant ethnic minority communities to diaspora
discourse. The launch of the journal Diaspora: A Journal of Trans-
national Studies in 1991 has not only shown how the field has grown
over the years but also has brought into academic debate how the
different immigrant and ethpic communities can be categorised under
the rubric of ‘diasporic communities’.

Historically, the term ‘diaspora’ referred mainly to the dispersion
of Jews from their original homeland; it also referred to other two
classical or traditional diasporas such as Armeniang and Greeks.
William Safran (2005: 36) pointed out that “diaspora referred to a
very specific case — that of the exile of the Jews from the Holy Land
and their dispersal throughout several parts of the globe”. Referring
to the classical and traditiona] diasporas, Khachig T616lyan (2007: 648)
writes, “a diaspora was understood as a social formation engendered
by catastrophic violence or, at the very least, by coerced expulsion
from a homeland, followed by settlement in other countries and
among alien host societies, and, crucially, capped by generations
of survival as a distinct community that worked hard to maintain its
old identity or to create new ones that sustained its difference from
the host society”. However, today “the term refers not only to

such classic groups as Jews, Greeks and Armenians, but to much
wider categories which reflect processes of politically motivated
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uprooting and moving of populations, voluntary migr?ltion, globa:ll
communications and transport.... The term has acquired a broa
semantic domain and now encompasses a motiey array of groups
such as political refugees, alien resident§, guest workers, mnmg%'a‘nts;
expellees, ethnic .and racial minorities, overseas c()rnn:mn.1t11:135i
(Shuval, 2000: 41-42). As Rogers Brubaker (2005: 1?‘ _has rig _t y
pointed out, as the term has proliferated over the.years, its meaning
has been stretched to accommodate the va;iou§ intellectual, c].lltur’?l
and political agendas in the service of which it hzts been enhstc?d .
According to T6l6lyan (1991: 4), the term today sl?arets meanings
with a larger semantic domain that includes worfls like iminigrant,
expatriate, refugee, guest-worker, exile community, overseas com-
ity, ethnic community”. _ ’
muIl;linoras are undoubtedly a kind of ethnic group, and ethm.c
groups often find their origin in mjgratipn ﬂgws. But not every eth{nc
group forms a diaspora, nor do all immgraﬂons lead to the fo;naé;)n
of ethnic groups (Sheffer, 2003, cited in Amersf_oort, 20Q4. 3 )
Safran (1991: 83-84) analyses a variety of collective experiences in
terms of their similarity and difference from a defining model. He

defines diasporas as follows:

e They, or their ancestors, have been dispc_ersed from a sper_:lﬁc

original “center” to two or more peripheral, or foreign,
ions. .

. rTelig‘:y retain a collective memory, ViSiOl'.l, or myth about .I:helr
original homeland — its physical location, history, achieve-
ments, and, often enough, sufferings. o

o Their relationship with the dominant element of soc1§ty in the
hostland is complicated and often uneasy. They believe thz-lt
they are not, and perhaps cannot be, quIIy accepted. by their
host society and therefore feel partly alienated and insulated

. ']ir‘lcl):;/ ge gard their ancestral homeland as .their true, ideal home
and as the place to which they or their descendal?tfx would
(or should) eventually return — if and when conditions are
appropriate.

] T%:Eey I‘::ontinue to relate, personally or vi.cariously, to that
homeland in one way or another, and their ethnocommunal
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consciousness and solidarity, which reach across political
boundaries, are importantly defined in terms of the existence
of such a relationship. That relationship may include a col-
Iective commitment to the maintenance or restoration of
their original homeland and to it independence, safety, and
prosperity. The absence of such a relationship makes it difficult
to speak of transnationalism.

* They wish to survive as a distinct community — in most
instances as a minority — by maintaining and transmitting a
cultural and/or religious heritage derived from their ancestral
home and the symbols based on it. In so doing, they adapt to
hostland conditions and experiences to become themselves
centers of cultural creation and elaboration.,

¢ Their cultural, religious, economic, and/or political rela-
tionships with the homeland are reflected in a significant way
in their communal institutions.

While the concept of diaspora has been subject to various inter-
Pretations, its geographical and territorial dimensions are clear.
According to Steven Vertovec (1997: 277) the term diaspora is often
applied to “describe practically any population that is considered
‘deterritorialized” or ‘transpational’ — that is, which has originated
in land other than that in which it currently resides, and whose
social, economic, and political networks cross the borders of nation
states or, indeed, span the globe”. Diasporas, although by definition
scattered apart geographically, are held together by factors such
as a common ethnic identity and a collective relation toward the
original homeland. Diaspora discourse is here to stay, thanks to
the recent advances in the fields of transportation and communi-
cations technology that has brought diaspora communities globally
dispersed closer to each other besides to their places of origin,
the ancestral land or motherland. The advent of the Internet has
contributed immensely to the growth of transnational networks,
diasporic imaginary, and virtual communities. There is revival of the
“local” in the global comiext, with the shrinking of space and time.
The processes of globalisation have been undergoing change over
time for centuries from silent trade and barter exchange, through
international trade and multinational corporations, to a free fiow of
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capital and culture beyond the boundaries of nation-states spanning
the globe. The last two decades of the twentieth _century I_1ave-p.ar—
ticularly ushered in a new paradigm of globalisation, miniaturising
space and time at the dawn of the twenty-first century. ’.I'he_ far-
reaching changes in technologies of transport and communications,
that followed the micro-electronic revolution, have already impacted
immensely on the way people think, work, and view the world.

Transnationalism

The relationship of any diaspora with the homeland/motherland
falls under the broader domain of international relations as it involves
at least two countries that formally permit their subjects to interact
with each other. Even in the absence of such formal understanding
and other constraints, relations of an imaginary kind could exist
through building structures and institutions that recreate the,ple.tges
of origin by diaspora communities. Today, diasporic comrflumtle:s
go beyond the host nation-state and motherland to network with their
communities dispersed around the globe. The emergence of' such
networking, cutting across several countries, is most appropriately
described by the term “transnationalism”,

“Transnationalism” generally implies migration of people across
the borders of one or more nations. It also refers to the deterritorialisation
of population along with their material and non-material cultural
commodities. As Portes ef al. (1999: 220) argue, “...in other areas
of human activity, transnationalism involves individuals, l:he1.r
networks of socjal relations, their communities, and broader insti-
tutionalized structures such as local and national governments”, The
term “transnationalism came into prominent use for the first time
in the study of international relations in the context of intema}tion.al
organisations, relations between non-governmental bodies in
particular” (Albrow, 1998, cited in Vertovec and Coben, 1999: XX).
In the field of international migration, the term developed rapidly
during the late 1990s. In fact, the terms such as “transnational
networks”, “transnational communities”, and “diasporas” are often used
interchangeably in many contemporary studies. For instance, Caroline
Knowles (2003: 155) argues that the concepts of diasporas and
transnationals are “not distinct but blend into each other in describing
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similar sets of people, circumstances and social processes” Trans-
national networks form a precondition to the emergence of trans-
national communities and the process of this transformation is
generally designated by “transnationalism”.

. An excellent analysis of this process is promoted by Portes (1997)
in his paper “Globalisation from Below: The Rise 01 Transnational
Commum'ties”. He states, quoting Basch ef al. (1994: 4), that trans-
nationalism is “a process by which immigrants forge and sustain
ml_ﬂti—stranded social relations that link together their societies of
origin and settlement. We call these processes ‘transnationalism’
(especially) to emphasise that many immigrants today build social
ﬁe].ds that cross geographic, cultural and political borders.” They
actively engage in multiple spheres of life in host countries as well
as in the countries of their origin. Such involvement is further
extended to include other countries too, where members of their
community are dispersed (see also Portes er al., 1999),

Peggy Levitt (1999: 4) has examined the significance of several
factors that have led to the emergence of transnational networks.
TheSt.E include: a) easy travel and communication; b) the increasing
role immigrants play in the countries of their origin to legitimise
themselves by providing service to migrants and their chiidren;
c) the increased importance of the receiving country states in the
economic and political futures of sending countries; d) the society
and political marginalisation of migrants in their host countries; and
e) migration within an ideological climate that favours pluralism
over the melting pot.

Besides the forces of globalisation, advancement in the tech-
{mlogies of travel, transport, and communications too play a key role
in thg emergence of transnational networks. Aeroplanes, telephones,
television, electronic mail, and the most versatile Internet with
online interaction, compress ‘time and space’ (Harvey, 1990} in a
magnitude never ever anticipated, have brought a sense of sustained
connectedness among the diasporic communities.

. Diaspora communities like the Chinese in Chinatowns or Indians
in their ethmic enciaves of ‘Little India’ the world over have built
homes away from home, but the transnational networks of the
contemporary era have facilitated members of these communities to
be here and there. The above-mentioned processes of globalisation
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and technological advancement have given rise to metworking
among the diaspora communities dispersed across the world. Hence,
there is an urgent need to re-examine and capture the emerging
phenomenon in transnational social spaces.

Transnational social spaces (see Basch ef al., 1994; Faist, 2000) or
social fields (see Levitt and Schiller, 2004) are constructed from the
transnational networks, which in turn are built upon transnational
family networks (interactions between members of a family living
in different couniries) as well as upon the networking of community
organisations (caste associations, religious institutions, for instance).
These networks enable immigrants to maintain simultaneous con-
nections with two or more nation-states. Further, these networks
are intensified as a result of globalisation, deterritorialisation, con-
tinuous circulation of people (such as labour), capital (especially the
role of the World Bank, thé International Monetary Fund, and the
World Trade Organization), and information (through the Internet
and other means of rapid communication) across countries. Such in-
tensified transnational networks constitute a single community with
global spread. As Kivisto (2001: 568) has mentioned, “transnational
immigrant social spaces require the creation of a new form of ethnic
community. What makes a diaspora different from the more familiar
form that typified immigrant enclaves in industrializing nations a
century ago is that it is located in a space that encompasses two
or more nation-states, a situation made possible by time-space
compression.” According to Thomas Faist (2000: 189), “whether
we talk of transnational social spaces, transnational social fields,
transnationalism or transnational social formations in international
migration systems, we usually refer to sustained ties of persons,
networks and organizations across the borders across multiple
nation-states, ranging from little to highly institutionalized forms”.
He further distinguishes between three types of transnational social
spaces: transnational kinship groups, transnational circuits, and trans-
national communities. And “diasporas”, according to him, tend to
constitute a specific type of transnational community.

According to Vertovec (2001: 575), “transnational connections
have considerable economic, socio-cultural and political impacts on
migrants, their families and collective groups, and the duai (or more!)
localities in which they variably dwell”. The economic impacts of
transnational migrant communities are extensive. The remittances
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and investments that flow between transnational migrants to their
families back home as well as the socio-cultural networks with
the motherland, as in the case of the Jewish, Chinese, and Indian
diasporas, are also interesting examples of transnational networks.
This sustained transnationalisation of migrant ties is currently on
a steep increase. Further, the global economy, along with inter-
national business operations and the acceptance of dual nationality
by hostland Sovernments, offers opportunities for promaotion of
transnational interactions. The modern modes of transportation and
communication, in combination wifh new international instimtions
of economic activity following globalisation, have accelerated the
immigrants’ involvement in the economic transactions that cross
borders of the countries of their origin and those-of their settlement.
Like the economic impacts of transnational migrations, the social,
cultural and political impacts too are considerable. As Vertovec
(2001: 575) pointed out, “many migrant communities maintain intense
linkages and exchanges between sending and receiving contexts
including marriage alliances, religious activity, media and commodity
consumption... The political impact of transnational phenomena takes
many forms especially with regard to ‘questions of citizenship’ and
‘homeland politics’.”

As mentioned earlier, revolutionary developments in the spheres
of transport and communications during the past decade have intro-
duced far-reaching changes in all societies, including the diasporic
communities dispersed in different countries away from their coun-
tries of origin. Insofar as the diasporic communities are concerned,
not only are the ties with the motherland reinforced and intensified but
they are extended to reach the members of their community settled
in many other parts of the world. These networks are transnational
in nature as they cut across not just the motherland and the country
of immigration but cover several nation-states where members of
the same diasporic community are dispersed. Unlike the earlier
motherland centred dyadic diasporic relations, diaspora communities
today have multiple centres of interaction.

A note of cantion is in order. Not all migrations have produced
diasporas, nor are all transnational groups necessarily diasporas.
For instance, the term cannot be applied to corporate personnel or
members of military units whose presence in a foreign country is
temporary and whose institutions are makeshift.

)
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I

The Indian Diaspora

Perhaps no other diaspora in the world is characterised by such

. - . - e’
diversity in its population as the Indian diaspora in terms of cultur

i igi nd other forms of social
including languages, regions, religions an : _
;Itlr(:;ﬁcftion ggrfigration from India too has been widely ::;’u:}cllc

. istori es, and conseguen
in terms of the historical context, causes, co ences o
igrati i h as the social characteristics suc]
migration from India as muc] ac cosuchas jevel
i lace of origin, and relig
of education, caste, gender, class, p ) n, an ous end
inguisti jati immigrants.? A brief history o
linguistic affiliation of these mmig Story O ancian
igrati f the world show how the Indian diasp
e oo iffomant 5o i ic and political contexts over
formed under different socio-economic and p . s over
i i ¢ : 203-4) have categorise
iod of time. Landy ef al. (2004 0 .
;ing?:n emigration, from the historical to the contemporary period,

into six broad phases:

a) merchants who went to East Africa or Southeast Asia before tl:e

16th century; b) migration of various groups (traders, fam;.)ers) rc;

neighbouring countries (Sri Lanka, Nepal); cl)\dmdgilitu:ﬁ llzac;feas

i i i ibbean, Fiji, Mauritiu ;
to colonial empires like the Cari y ! _ goals a8
igrati i kangani, maistry) to Sou
well as migration through middlemen ( et
i igrati j kers after the Second Wor!

Asia; d) migration of skilled wor Seco ' t

: i ; ation of contrac
ds the developed countries (UK); e) r_mgr‘
:A?c‘?;;ln;rs to the Gulf countries; and f)} recent migration of knowledge
workers to developed countries (USA).

Based on the above six categories of‘the history of Indialé
emigration, we briefly explain those under four broad patterns o
emigration:

Pre-colonial emigration; N
Ciﬁonial emigration that began in the 1830s to the British, French,

and Dutch colonies; . o
Post-colonial emigration to the industriaily developed countries;

and _
e Recent emigration to West Asia.

This introductory chapter will not discuss in detail the hi_story of
the Indian diaspora, since there is already a Iarge corpus of literature
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available on the topic. The main focus of this volume is on the trans-
national aspects of Indjan diaspora. As such, its aim is to present a
snapshot of Indian emigration to different parts of the world and to
provide background knowledge for students and scholars working
in the field of Indian diaspora. Tn the last section, we will introduce
the chapters in the volume.

Pre-colonial Emigration

In the Indian context, emigration has been a‘continuous process since
pre-colonial times when its purposes were for trade and the propa-
gation of religion. Historical and archival data suggest that Indian
emigration goes back to the first century AD when Indian princes,
priests, poets, and artisans migrated to Southeast Asian countries
(Suryanarayan, 2003). The carly emigration from India owed its
origins to the Buddhist missionaries, when the Hindu kingdoms of
medieval Southeast Asia attracted labour and craftsmen from India
during the sixteenth century. According to Vinay Lal (n.d.), “long
before the Mediterranean trading routes were established in the
early modern period, the Indian Ocean trading system facilitated
the migration of Indians to the east coast of Africa, Southeast Asia, and
the area that is now encompassed under the term Middle East”.
These trade contacts slowly developed, and thereby small colonies
established themselves in East Africa and Southeast Asia. Also
during this period, merchants from Gujarat, Bengal, and Tami] Nadu
settled in the great port cities of Southeast Asia, such as Malacca,
Acheh, Ternate, and Tidor. They gradually assimilated with the
local population (Suryanarayan, 2003; see also Rai, 2008). Claude
Markovits (2000) provides an excellent analysis of diasporic trading
networks of Hindu merchants from the towns of Shikarpur and
Hyderabad in the province of Sind, describing how they came to
control the trading networks throughout the world. In reference to
the case of Gujarati merchants and their trading networks, for
instance, Jha (2008: 38) pointed out that “the commercial activities
of Gujarati merchants developed much on overseas trade and
‘international’ contacts during the pre-modern period. The oceanic
networks in the Indian Ocean were old and we]l established, and for
centuries Gujarati merchants operated on these networks. ” However,

T
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large-scale migration of people from the Indian subconf:inf:nt intg
Southeast Asia began with the expansion of western coIoma1.1sm z;x; _
capitalism during the last two centuries (Sandhu and Mani, 1993:

xix; see also Kaur, 2008).

Colonial Emigration

It was only in the mid-nineteenth and ez}rly twentieth cennnlt?s:, in
the wake of European imperialist expansion, that fu_rther cond1t1on;
for the emigration of large numbers of Indians .to dlffe:rent parts o
the world were created. New plantations and industrial and com-
mercial ventures in European colonies created the geed for }a_r%e
supplies of labour; and with the abolition _of slavery in the Br1g;3,
French, and Dutch colonies, Tespectively, in 1834,_ 1846, and 1873,
there were severe shortages of labourers to work 1_n the sugz?r, tga,
coffee, cocoa, and rubber plantations in the colo_mes. Looking 0;
alternative sources of labour, aside from the Afnc.:an ex-slavez _an
European immigrants, the colonial govern,l’nent u_nported I l;ans
under the designation of “indentured labou1: . Tl}e md.ent.urf{ labour
system “took a variety of forms, typically articulating with mdlgeno_ttlli
social relations, but generally was a contractual arrangement wi
penal sanctions whereby workers agreed to passage to and emplf(i)y—
ment in a foreign country under specified terms, usual}y fo_r vi
to ten years” (Goss and Lindquist, 2000: 38_9). The emigration od
indentured labour started during the late eighteenth century an
continued up to the early twentieth century. Thousands of Incclhans
emigrated to East and South Africa (see I\'/-I'orns, 19-56.; I ayawaér. inz;,
1968), Mauritius (see Carter, 1994), Fiji (see Gillion, 195 ; La_,
2008; Srebrnik, 2008), and the Caribbean (se.e Clarkfe, 198.6, al,
1993) under this system. A brief overview of this colonial emigration
is gi w.
° gliﬁznh}:;ilgn presence in East Africa dates bach to tI.m first cent}lry
AD when merchants from India had trade connection w1th_ East :Afnca.
As Jones (2007: 17) writes, “the baginning of the Asian 'dlaspor.a
in East Africa may be imagined as a shrewd and.self—.servmg qu-
nessman traversing the Indian Ocean in both. directions, 100k.1ng
out to sea rather than in to land — a dynamic a{ld cosmopoh?an
figure that is not entirely displaced by the experiences of Indian
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indentured labourers™. They were mostly from the Gujarati-speaking
areas of Kathiawad and Cutch on the north-western coast of India
(Mortis, 1956: 194), and played a significant role in the economic
development of that region both before and during European colonial
rule (Mehta, 2001). By the middle of the twentieth century, the Indian
community started to increase in large numbers as a resuit of several
developments under British rule. For instance, the large-scale
“influx of Indians began with the building of the Uganda Railway
which was started in 1896. They were recruited as labourers for
the construction of railways because of the absence of local labour,
and after the work had been completed they were permitted to
remain” (Martin, 1953: 233). Referring to the socio-cultural life
of Indians in Bast Africa, Stephen Morris writes, “the Indians who
came to Africa were in a sense a selected group. They were selected

by geographical pProximity to comvenient ports in India and their -

position in their society at home. Representatives of various Muslim
sects and Hindu sects came to East Africa, and in coming they had
necessarily to alter many of the distinguishing marks and much of
the behaviours which had characterized them as castes and sects at
home” (1956: 197).

The history of Indian Ppresence in South Africa goes back to the
seventeenth century; however, it was only during the mid-nineteenth
Century that large-scale emigration took place under the indentured
System, which was first used in Mauritius mn 1834, then in the West
Indies, followed by Natal in 1860. “A tripartite agreement between
the governments of India, Natal and Great Britain facilitated the
arrival of Indian agricultural labourers for an initial period of five
years.... The late 1870s saw the arrival of a new class of Indians — the
so-called ‘passenger’ Indians, who were mainly traders, mostly
Muslims, and were often referred to incorrectly as Arabs. They traded
in Indian goods and found a ready market in the indentured migrants”
(Landy et al., 2004: 205). Among these indentured emigrants, two-
thirds were Tamil and Telugu-speaking Hindus from the then Madras
Presidency as well as from Mysore and surrounding areas, and the
rest of the migrants from eastern Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West
Bengal. Most of these emigrants were illiterate, but they carried
with them the memories of their rich traditions, customs, and rituals
which they preserved even during the difficult periods of indentured
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life in plantations (MEA, 2001: 76). Accorc‘[-ing to‘ the.199,6”census,
there were almost 1.1 million South African ° Ix?dlans . Tl}ey
make up less than 3 percent of the total South African population
et al., 2004: 205). o
(L?;lg}i{an indentured labour went to the British West Indies imme-
diately after the abolition of slavery in 1838. By 1917, when the
indentured labour system was abolished, 241_,(?00 and 145',000
labourers had arrived in British Guiana and Trinidad, respegtwgly
(Mohapatra, 1995). According to Peter Manuel, most of the immi-
grants who came to the Caribbean “were lowe.r-caste peasants from
the Bhojpuri-speaking region of what is now Bihar apd eastern ‘Uu_:ar
Pradesh. Although many of them returned to India, the mapmy
remained in the Caribbean, and their descendants now c01.1$t1tute
the largest ethnic groups=in Trinidad, G1.1yana, and Sun.name,
outnumbering their Afro-Caribbean compatriots, and accounting for
about twenty percent of the English-speaking West Indian po_pulatlon
as a whole” (Manuel, 1997/1998: 18). Despite harsh working con-
ditions in the plantations, Indians successfully transp:‘lanted their
cultural traditions in the Caribbean and brought a “completely
new culture where religion, language and social customs marked
their unique identity” (Naidu, 2007). Today the desc?ndants of the
indentured workers are spread over the WhOlt.?, Cé.ll:lbb‘eall space,
forming a majority in Guyana and substantial minorities in Trinidad
and Tobago as well as Suriname (Basdeo and Sama:roo, 2008: 98.).
In sum, the colonial emigration of Indians to the diffc?ren.t countries
of Africa and the Caribbean had similar features of Indian indentured
labourers. During the colonial period, Calcutta‘anc‘i Madras were Fhe
chief points of embarkation, and the major districts for recr:mt‘mg
labour included Tamil and Telugu populations and the d;str}cts
of Bhojpuri region of eastern Uttar Pradesh and northern_ Bihar
(Daniels, 1989; Mayer, 1973; Laxmi Narayan, 2005). Approximately
1.5 million Indians crossed the Indian Ocean under .contracts of
indenture, including 61,000 to Fiji from 1879 to 191§ (Tinker, 1974).
Various factors pushed Indian migrants into seekmg employment
under indenture. The first was the destruction of the Indian village and
cottage industry, which resulted in unemployfnent and extreme
poverty. The West, on the other hand, was becoming affiuent beca}use
of industrial development. Second, all colonial masters found Indians
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skilful, bardworking, and useful, so that the British, the French, the
Dutch, and the Portuguese all took Indian skilled labour for, the
dev‘elopmem of plantations and the agricultural economies of their
terr'ltones. Upon their arrival in the Colonies, the immigrants were
assigned to plantations to which they were “bound” for five or more
years. They lived there in isolated and insulated conditions. Although
they were promised fair wages and a return voyage to II;dia in ei—
change.for a predetermined number of years spent working in the
colonies, poverty and the desire to build a new life ensured that ve
fe“'; I{:f the.se indentured labourers ever returned to India i
“he mugration of Indians to Sri Lanka, Bur :
during the British period was different from earliI:: ’nnz?fglfat?gz;ayl:
alsq bresents a marked difference in contrast to the African a;nd
Caribbean countries (Tayawardena, 1968). All the emigrants {o Sri
Lank'fl and Malaya were from the southern parts of India and were
recruited by a headman known as kangani. “Bach kangani recruited
a score or more of men belonging mainly to his own caste and kin
g_roup...Often the kangani was a man with some capital who lent
his foll_owers the expense of travelling to, and settling down on
plantation” (Jayawardena, 1968: 433). The demand for south Indi’aui1
Iab_ourers was based on the fact that they were more docile and
reliable. The Indians under this system worked on the tea, coffee
and rubbf':r plantations. “The peak of kangani-assisted rec’ruilmen;
occfurred m the 1910s, when about 50,000 to 80,000 Indian workers
arnyed per annum ” (Kaur, 2008: 80). Jain (1970) has estimated that
during the period 1852 and 1937, approximately 1.5 million Indiam;
went io Ceylon, 2 million to Malaya, and 2.5 million to Burma
They “formed an important minority in Burma and Malaya where;
they filled a critical need in the urban mamufacturing sector (Burma)
and the plax?tation sector (Malaya)” (Kaur, 2006: 425). After 1920s
the kangani emigration (totalling around 6 million) gradually gavc;

way to individual or unrecruited free miorati
P Tatlo :
demand for Indian labour. gration due fo the fall in

Post-colonial Emigration

Tl}e pqst—World War II scenario has changed the whole international
migration process by affecting every migrant country, and India was

Indian Diaspora in Transnational Contexts — Infroduction  xxi

not far behind. During this period migration was directed towards
developed countries, and the migrants were, for the most. part,
talented professionals, skilled labourers, and entrepreneurs from the
peripheral colonial and underdeveloped countries besides Anglo-
Indians. This post-war migration was totally different from the
earlier migration of indentured, kangani, and other forms of labour
migration. During this period, large-scale migration of Indians took
place to the developed countries such as the United States (US),
United Kingdom (UK), Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. Indians
from other parts of the world, especially from the former colonies,
also started entering these countries. They were labelled as “twice
migrants” (see Bhachu, 1985).
The first phase of Indian settlement in the US began in the
nineteenth century, but ‘as-a-result of tightened immigration legis-
lation, displacements, and voluntary refurn movements to India, the
community almost ceased to exist after the Second World War. Only
since the reformation of the irumigration laws of the US in 1965 have
people from South Asia in general, and India in particular, gone to
the US in greater numbers (Gottschlich, 2008: 156). The new im-
migrants who have migrated to the US since 1965 were different in
many respects from the nineteenth century old immigrants with whom
Americans were most familiar (Lessinger, 1995: 5). They included
members of the educated and professional elite such as engineers,
scientists, and doctors as well as accountants and businessmen. This
pattern of emigration of Indian professionals was triggered by the
availability of jobs for trained engineers, physicians, and scientists,
by the promise of a materially superior lifestyle, and also by a
shortage of medical personnel and engineers in the US until the
mid-1970s (Chacko, 2007: 133). There are also immigrants who
were admitted under family reunification categories. These new im-
migrants have challenged the “established American conceptions of
race and ethnicity since many of them hail from areas of the world
where groups are categorized on the basis of very different criteria”
(Kurien, 2005: 436).

The Indian presence is particularly important in the UK. The
Indian population has been a part of Britain for almost three centuries
(Laxmi Narayan, 2005). For instance, the Parsi community of Gujarat
and the Bengali community arrived in Britain in the eighteenth
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and nineteenth centuries as i
: i qualified lawyers, doctors, and fes-
s1onals to settle down in the _UK (MEA, 2001: 122). Ho,wevef r:ilfcse

t0 - N
“c;w ﬂ;:e?nlfg];; ]:htsf:’ zal;e of ethnic violence in those countries. Thege
ad considerable expertise in trade and b i
l'f:hil most' recent migration of Indians to the UK mainly conlfi]sl:: Srfi.’
; 111% e?l ;Eéﬁds v.;;)rkerfl .such as IT experts, doctors, nurses teachers
_ - AAcCording to the 2001 census, the Indj , ion
Is the largest single ethnic minori in Britain, mepins o
Inority group in Britain, maki
;10%2-3]:1%1:; q;z;]rter of the total minority ethnic population (Robilxligsol;p
- : - 1€y are considered hard-workin |
. ey are consid g and success
in sp'1te 'of racial discrimination and disadvantage, the Indiaflllﬂc’:cilil(—i
1I;’Jumty is ifound to be progressively better off than other groups i
ritish society (Barn, 2008: 194), srotsin
w “Izna ﬂ;e t(:jase of Canada, _the first decade of the twentieth century
s tgeeasezoirg\%ﬂl clmdf Il‘;han immigration (Petros, 1993: 475). But
or ar, the Canadian immiorati icti
gration restr
y;xl'e i'g.,radu::flly If)ose'ned and legislation in 1962 and 1967 ségzltzg—s
virerz fi];erai;set:;un mnmigration. Prior to 1962, most of the immigrants
m the Punjab region and settled in th ince i iti
Columbia. But thereafter the i more halanged, mepmon
. ¢ influx was more balanced m
‘ : ,» made u
;): people fr.om every nglonal, linguistic, and accupational group
. é)risented in India. Besides Sikhs from Punjab, Hindus from Gujaratp
mbay, and Delhi, Christians from Kera] ’ i ’
bay, . a and Parsis from Bomb,
too immigrated to Canada during thi i ol
. g this period. In the multicy]
society of Canada, Indians toda i igni opottion
Canada, Y comstitute a significant i
of the total Immigrants and eme, ; rosrons
ligr tged to be one of the most pros erou
::Se;d;?;ei avmt};)le Emority’ that enjoyed much highlt:r 1&1;31 01SC
1 the other immigrants in Canada. The j
globalisation and transnationali fan commmunies o
sm on the Indian co ities i
Canada has also become evid ment of yheid
ent through the develo i
forms of cultural forms, blendin Rion 3 L
, blend i i
diasporic s form mg elements from Indian and Indian
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Migration of Indians to Australia can be categorised under three
broad waves. The first wave of migration began during the early part
of the twentieth century, when both Australia and India were under
British colonial rule, and most of them belonged to the Sikh com-
munity. The Sikhs mainly moved to Australia to work on the banana
plantations in Southern Queensland (MEA, 2001). The second wave
started after 1947 when India achieved independence, and a large
number of British and Anglo-Indians joined in this migratory flow.
The relaxation of the restrictive immigration policy by the Australian
authorities in 1966 led to a marked rise in migration to Australia.
The third wave of Indian emigration to Australia occurred about

25 years ago, after Australia abandoned its “Whites Only” policy.

When the policy was abolished, many white-collar workers and

professionals, most of them-originating from Punjab and Gujarat,

came to settle in Australia (Helweg, 1992). The big influx of Indians
began with the revolution in communication technology (IT boom),
when a large number of computer software professionals started
migrating to Australia from 1976 onwards. The current waves of Indian
immigration consist largely of engineers, toolmakers, doctors, and
smdents. It may be mentioned here that Gujarati business families
from Africa, Indo-Fijians from Fiji, and the second-generation
relatives of Indians are also in this flow (see Voigt-Graf, 2005).

The Indian emigration to New Zealand has a long history, way
back to the nineteenth century. And since their arrival, “they have
established an ‘Indian’ identity based on occupational activities
which they typically undertook and on the regions of India from
which they originated” (Friesen, 2008: 45). The first Indian to
enter into New Zealand was a Goan, Edward Peters. “His gold
prospecting facilitated a mid-nineteenth century gold-rush upon
which Otago’s early economic wealth was built. Peters has received
little mention by historians and instead the accolades have gone
to a Buropean, Gabriel Read” (Leckie, 1998: 163). However, it
was only “after the implementation of a new immigration policy
in 1987 which emphasized education, skills and investment capital
in the selection of migrants” (Friesen, 2008: 48} that this immigrant
community’s numbers increased considerably (Johnsom, 2007)
and became the second largest ethnicity within the Asian com-
munity after the Chinese, and the couniry’s third largest minority
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](3Je ?:lsfesolngagr;d Flggms: » 2005). Indians who migrated to New Zealand
e 198171ac1 thelr...':l_ncestral roots either in Gujarat or Punjab.
: T R Ipdo—F131ans, another branch of the Indian diaspora

€gan to enter into New Zealand, in the wake of two military’

1990s, and this, once i
08, ¢ 5 again, accelerated after another atte
nationalist coup in 2000 (Friesen, 2008: 48). e
- t{]n f:tzlntras.t to the ex-indentured Ppopulations, Indian immigrants
i Eslil:; us;:nally cj;lsveloped countries today have been able to maintain
€ ties with India because of their i

: ecau: comparative affluence,
ggrr::l‘eglz a}'rangements, km'shlp networks, religious affiliations
Iarg;; num}t; ﬁl?r?ts well linked to their places of origin, since a

Ol Indians are still first-generation mj ,
factor that has enabled i e s wih st
overseas Indians to maintain ties wi i
: I with th

homeland is the flow of their remittances and investments. .

Recent Emigration to Wesy Asia

Indian Diaspora in Transnational Contexts

Ind.la(Ile haYe migrated .to different parts of the world at different
gs?.o 8 glf tm}e. They migrated to British, French, and Dutch colonies
g the mineteenth and early twentieth centuries as indentured
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and kangani labourers, and today they constitute the Old Diaspora
(Bhat, 2003). They also migrated to industrially developed coun-
tries of Europe and North America during the post-colonial era
as skilled workers and professionals and thus constitute the New
Diaspora. The latter continues to have close contact with the families
and relatives back home. Indians today have been successful in forming
their local, international, formal, and informal networks by contacting
with their kin around the globe. Their networks are channelled
through various mechanisms, such as regular communications over
telephone, visits and correspondence, remittances, the Internet, and
sending and receiving videos on family events and other celebrations.
While the New Diaspora has retained a vibrant relationship with
family and community in India, the majority of the Old Diaspora has
lost contact with the motherland. In the course of their long journey
by ship to distant destinations, the unknown co-passengers became
“jahaji bhai” [literally meaning “ship brother[s]”, a brotherly affinity
-owing to travelling together. As Landy ef al. (2004: 207) write:

During the journey migrants became jahaji-bhai (ship mates), which
created a new ‘kinship’ based on the memory of the journey on the
same ship, without any attention to caste or religion. The bonds were
so strong that marriage between children of jahaji was likened to
incest. Alongside the referent of the village and the region had arisen
a new referent without any specific location (a ship). This was the
first mutation in the geographical identity, the first identity marker
net connected to the origin in India. However, the memory of the

journey faded away for succeeding generations.

Under a new system of slavery called “indenture labour” invented
by the British colonialists, the Indian diaspora communities formed
during the colonial era were totally denied access even to their own
folk attached to different plantations, let alone any access to the
then existing means of transportation and communication to engage
with the motherland. The post-colonial emigrants, in contrast, not
only enjoyed the advantage of being professionally trained, middle
class, Anglophone Indians, but aiso earned an adequate income
that could facilitate visits and frequent communication with their
place of origin. The recent advancement in technologies of travel,
transport, commmuuication, information, and Internet has contributed
immensely to the growth of transnational networks and virtual
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communities. With the shrinking of space and time, there ig revival
of. the }ocal in a global context. At the same time, the transnational
migration “triggers a range of feelings, including fear, nostalgia
anguish, exile, trauma, and sense of loss longing for the hbmeland,
on the one hand, and the need to adfust, assimilate or integrate anci
to connect globally, on the other. This has an impact on successive
generan.ons due to narratives told by individuals and parents in
the family and in communities. It influences the way children are
brought up as ethnic communities are forged in the post-migration
country” (Gopalkrishnan and Babacan, 2007: 508).

I
Introducing the Chapters

This edited collection studies the Indian diaspora from the ground
up. St?veral gf the papers are based on personal interviews in selected
Amerlca‘n .cxties. They explore problems encountered in attempts
it negotiating an identity that is a balance of “Americarmess” and
Indlagness ”. In so doing, the chapters address questions frequently
posed in connection with diasporas worldwide: How are diasporas
formed? How do their members relate to their hostland, and how
do they r.esolve the tension between the need to adjust to their new
su{rc?undmgs and to preserve their cultural identities? What roles do
rehglon, language, class, and race play in this process? And what is
the impact of diasporas on their anterior homeland?
The study by Smitha Radhakrishnan on the “Global Indian Middle
Class”, which focuses on the Indian diaspora in the United States
suggests two important aspects of diaspora: its upward mobility iI;

a pluralistic hostland, and the transformative function of a high-

technology culture. There has developed “global Indianness” marked
by a growing transmational interaction, in particular between the
United States and Indja (and more specifically between the Silicon
Valley and Bangalore). One manifestation of this is the value attached
by grgduates of Indian schools of technology to spending some time
studying in North America or Western Burope. This interchange
pas led to a reversal of the brain drain and contributed to changes
In the structure of the homeland society toward a progressive
embourgeoisement and to the growth of a consumer culture.
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The embourgeoisement of the Indian diaspora has altered the
status of women as they benefit from gender equality while they try,
at the same time, to maintain as much of the homeland culture is
possible in foreign surroundings. It is noted, interestingly, that while
Indian women in the diaspora have been taking full advantage of the
gender revolution, they remain conservative in matters of religion
and family. Finally, there has been a homogenisation of sub-national
identities in the diaspora in favour of a pan-Indian identity (which
suggests an interesting parallel with other diasporas, such as those of
the Armenians, Hispanics, and Jews, whose internal differences ofien
become less relevant in a hostland context), and a “long-distance”
nationalism that may be associated with the support of the Hindu
nationalist movement.

Sunil Bhatia’s study, “9/11 and the Indian Diaspora: Narratives

of Race, Place, and Immigrant Identity”, is narrowly focused on
second-generation Indians in the metropolitan area of Greater New
York. It has two major themes: a) the rejection of a universally valid
model of acculturation (if there is such a thing); and b) the importance
of critical events in shaping collective identities. The author cites a
number of factors that are conducive to the creation and maintenance
of diaspora identities and that impede assimilation into the host
society: increasing globalisation, massive migration flows, frequent
border crossings, and the creation of muitinational economic units.
In addition, there is a demographic element of particular relevance to
the Indian diaspora: the growth of the Indian population in the United
States has reached a density that has changed the character of diaspora
leadership and changed the nature of the Indian diaspora from pariah
to a self-respecting bourgeoisie including high-tech professionals who
are aware of their relatively privileged economic status.

All this would have made acculturation easier, except for a crucial
event, the bombing of the World Trade Center towers in New York
in 2001. Before that event, Indianness was not regarded as “foreign”
by many Americans; indeed, some Indians considered themselves
“white Americans”. Thereafter, Indians became increasingly the
objects of stereotyping, suspicion, and racism. Indians are no longer
as comfortable with non-Indians as they were before, and they have
developed a defensive posture. In view of the fact that “there is a
conflation of South Asian Muslims and Arabs with terrorism and
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Isl.?umc fundamentalism” and that, as a consequence, ail South
Asians are regarded with suspicion, Indians have been’attem tin,
to S‘hOW that. they are not Arabs (or Mauslims). Sikhs are es f:cL;allg
subject to discrimination and hate crimes because of their I;urbany
a1.1d pearfts. To counteract this, Sikh leaders are emphasisin. “thai
Sikhism is a Peaceful religion founded in oppasition to Islamg”
_Pawan Dhingra’s paper entitled “Committed to Ethnicity éo
mitted tC? America” calls attention to the problem of deﬁning’ ethII:i];
boum.iane.s for those born in the diaspora but unwilling, or unable
to relinquish their “primordial” identities. Based on inte,rviews wit];
second-generation Indian youth as well as Indian ethnic leaders the
paper makes_an important point in distinguishing between ada tz;tion
and mtegratlon: and between the political and the socio—cﬂltural
;:oclil}mumty: Dhmgra‘focuses specifically on the attempt of diaspora
ndians to 11'1tegrate 1nte the hostland socially, economically, and
Pohncally without abandoning Indian identity — in short, to inte’ rate
mfo the ..ytate (i.e., to the political system) but not illt(,) the ngtion
(\_n'ewed in ethpic terms). This is the sort of position that a French
citizen of Jacobin conviction would find untenable, if not unintelligible
but tl?at wo_uld a_ccord comfortably with the plu;alist ideal of a%iem—’
1c;n:ratlc Society in America as expressed three generations ago b
] andolph‘ Bourne and Horace Kallen. The tolerant attitudes prevaili :
in the Umfed States, a settler nation, make such a distinction possiblllmlfr
yet, as thls_ paper points out, “few feel completely at home in thc;
Umte.d Statés” in a racial, ethnic, and religious sense, a situation that
explalfis why ethnic ties are maintained both locaily (;nfranationall' )
a:nd with the homeland (supranationally). The cultivation of famif
ties apd the ‘a.ssociation with Indian religious and cultural organisationz
;I;ﬂé 11‘11 addltlf)n, ix‘l‘teraction with other Asians, have provided Indian
" aut:)c;a:)]; ;lth a “safe space” from racism and given them a degree
. Dlimgra refers to two expre.ssions of identification with the
omeland on the part of the Indian diaspora in the United States
911 the one hand, American democracy and pluralism have Ied to E-l
progressive critique” of the homeland by second-generation diaspora:
on -the other_ hand, racial discrimination, negative stereotypin, pan(i
racial profiling have prevented full assimilation into the hosgtiand
strengthened endogamy, and led to a “conservative defense” of the;
homeland. Moreover, the growing commitment to “multiculturalism”
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in the United States, which brings with it the expectation that groups
know a great deal about their homelands, contributes to the need for
an “authentic ethnicity”. Of equal importance is a continuing belief in
the importance of primordial ties. By asserting ties of ethnicity, religion,
custom, and kinship, Indians also assert pan-ethnic commitments with
other Asians, and thus become more “American”.
The paper by Gauri Bhattacharya, “The Indian Diaspora in
New York City: Cultural Identities and Transnational Relations”,
points to the complexity of Indian diaspora identities: some regard
themselves primarily as Indians, while others identify as members
of the Indian diaspora, and still others, as Indian-born Americans.
In addition, there are class identities. There has been a continuing
atternpt to reconstruct India’s hierarchical class system in the New
York City diaspora. This attempt does not always succeed, for it
is counterbalanced by an important reality in Western hostlands:
the predominance of the merit-based Gesellschaft model of social
relations over the ascriptively based Gemeinschaft. Many members
of the Indian diaspora have adopted, and successfully adapted to, the
American upward-mobility model; they have achieved professional
and economical success, which has enabled them to get integrated
into American society and take advantage of the ease of travel to go
back and forth to India to reconnect with their roots.

The attitudes of the Indians in New York toward their homeland
and the diaspora are affected by their members’ personal histories,
including their origins in a particular Indian subcommunity. As has
been pointed out in this as well as in several of the other articles,
there is a “fusion” of ethnic subcommunities in the diaspora that
does not obtain in the homeland. At the same time, there are culmral
variations within the diaspora that refiect different origins, like Indian
or Caribbean. These differences are often reflected in the existence
of separate neighbourhoods in New York (a situation that is com-
parable (o that of other diasporas: distinct neighbourhoods of East
European and German Jews; and of Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and
Haitians). The Indian government is interested in maintaining ties
with all the components of the Indian diaspora, which explains why,
in 2006, it initiated a program of providing overseas citizenship for
people of Indian origin (similar rights have been provided by the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), Israel, Croatia, and Armenia

to their diasporas}.
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Dia(;,‘arme’l’l VPig.t-Gr'af’s paper, “Transnationalism and the Indo-Fijian
. pora , distinguishes between two Indian diaspora communities:

;Edgle;ur(?d ser;rants. India has tended to maintain a greater interest
ering relations with members of th,
' e former groy h
relatively well-to-do and wh intaj ke with ther
0 have maintained active links wi i
_ . with their
homeland. In contrast, the relationship of members of the latter group

well: e.g., West Indian Afric
, ans and European Jews i i
States, e!nd East African Sikhs in the UniteélJ Kingdom i e United
. alinzslliﬁerestl_ng ﬂilinding is that Indians in Fiji are 'not quite the
0s¢ I the homeland. This applies i i
relations: the differences in cas o veligion ot o
: te, language, and religion th
relations in India are not replj in Fiji, atercommun
_ plicated in Fiji, where int
relations are more amicable It i ; - Unil too
- It applies also to culture. Untl
or three generations ago, Indian o Fiji ware
. , culture and language in Fiij
replenished with the arrival of immij : melhad.
! : ITiva mmigrants from the homeland
_but w1t'h the decline of linmigraats the language spoken in Fiji ha;

of democracy in Fiji, the Indi

( Tacy i , an government h,

mterfere in its internal political affairs 7 been relutant to
Pablo Bose’s paper entitled “H, .

0 Bosc ome and Away” looks at India j
c?(x)lselcgon with a more general theme — that of the place of diaspora ::11
agre :ub Se;ﬁit‘)plmgﬁlt. _Although diaspora remittances to the homeland

1al, the 1mpact of the former goes far be
of yond them,
Among the many other contributions to the homeland are development
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aid, the spread of Western-influenced condominium projects, and
land speculation (which often enough results in the displacement of
the poor). There are also cultural influences, marked, for example,
by the growing importance of “non-resident” Indians in Bollywood
films, both as subjects and as audience. The internal social structure
of diasporas, their positioning within a hostland, and their linkages
to homelands in the context of a globalising world raise questions
about the evolving meanings of community, identity, citizenship,
and, indeed, the nation-state.

All the contributions in this collection, while analysing the
peculiarities of the Indian diaspora, also show what that diaspora
has in common with others: the existence of continuing economic,
cultural, and familial connections between diaspora and homeland;
a tension between the desife to adapt to the hostland’s political,
economic, and social norms and the desire to maintain a distinct
collective identity; and the development of diaspora institutions that
seek to perpetuate aspecis of homeland culture and society, moderated
by the fashioning of forms of culture and social patterns that depart
in one way or another from those of the homeland.

Notes

[1] The six chapters in this volume were first pubiished as a special issue in
the Journal of Intercuitural Studies (Volume 29, Issue 1, 2008).
[2] See The Encyclopedia of Indian Diaspora (Lal et al. 2006) for an overall

discussion on Indian diaspora.
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