
   Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia 

  Migration is at the heart of Asian history. For centuries, migrants 
have tracked the routes and seas of their ancestors – merchants, pil-
grims, soldiers, sailors – along the Silk Road and across the Indian 
Ocean and the China Sea. Over the last 150 years, however, migra-
tion within Asia and beyond has been greater than at any other time 
in history. 
  Sunil S. Amrith’s engaging and deeply informative book crosses 
a vast terrain, from the Middle East to India and China, tracing the 
history of modern migration against the background of empires, their 
dissolution, and the onset of modernity. Animated by the voices of 
Asian migrants, it tells the stories of those forced to fl ee from war and 
revolution, and those who left their homes and their families in search 
of a better life. 
  These stories of Asian diasporas can be joyful or poignant, but they 
all speak of an engagement with new landscapes and new peoples. 
Migration has been central to making Asian societies as complex and 
diverse as they are today. 

 SU N I L S.  A M R I T H is Senior Lecturer in History at Birkbeck College, 
University of London. He is the author of  Decolonizing International 
Health: India and Southeast Asia, 1930–65  (2006), and his articles have 
been published in numerous journals, such as the  American Historical 
Review  and  Past and Present .    

 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


 

New Approaches to Asian History 

 This dynamic new series will publish books on the milestones in Asian history, 
those that have come to defi ne particular periods or mark turning-points in 
the political, cultural, and social evolution of the region. Books are intended 
as introductions for students to be used in the classroom. They are written by 
scholars whose credentials are well established in their particular fi elds and 
who have, in many cases, taught the subject across a number of years. 

  Books in the Series 

 Judith M. Brown,  Global South Asians: Introducing the Modern Diaspora  
 Diana Lary,  China’s Republic  
 Peter A. Lorge,  The Asian Military Revolution: From Gunpowder to the Bomb  
 Ian Talbot and Gurharpal Singh,  The Partition of India  
 Stephen F. Dale,  The Muslim Empires of the Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals  
 Diana Lary,  The Chinese People at War    
 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


   For Ruth   
 
 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


 

 Migration and Diaspora in 
Modern Asia     

Sunil S.   Amrith

    University of London     

  

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


 

    CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS 
 Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, 
 Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi, Tokyo, Mexico City  

   Cambridge University Press  
 32 Avenue of the Americas,  New York, NY 10013-2473, USA  

  www.cambridge.org  
 Information on this title:  www.cambridge.org/9780521727020   

  ©  Cambridge University Press  2011    

  This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 
permission of Cambridge University Press.  

  First published  2011  

 Printed in the United States of America  

  A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.  

  Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data  
  Amrith, Sunil S., 1979– 

 Migration and diaspora in modern Asia / Sunil S. Amrith. 
 p. cm. – (New approaches to Asian history) 
Includes bibliographical references and index. 
ISBN 978-0-521-89835-5 (hardback) – ISBN 978-0-521-72702-0 (pbk.)
1. Asia – Emigration and immigration – History. 2. Asian diaspora. 3. Asians – 
Migrations. 4. Immigrants – Asia – History. 5. Refugees – Asia – History. I. Title. 
JV8490.A73 2011 
304.8095–dc22   2010031761 

 ISBN  978-0-521-89835-5  Hardback 
 ISBN  978-0-521-72702-0  Paperback  

  Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs 
for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication and does not 
guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.   

 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


vii

  Contents    

  List of Plates, Tables, and Maps   page    viii  
  Acknowledgements     xi  
  Select Timeline     xiii  
  Glossary     xvii    

    Introduction     1  

     1     Asia’s Great Migrations, 1850–1930     18  

     2     The Making of Asian Diasporas, 1850–1930     57  

     3     War, Revolution, and Refugees, 1930–1950     89  

     4     Migration, Development, and the Asian City, 
1950–1970     117  

     5     Asian Migrants in the Age of Globalization, 
1970–2010     151  

    Conclusion     193    

  Guide to Further Reading     201  
  Index     207     

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


viii

 List of Plates, Tables, and Maps   

  Plates 

  1.1     The SS ‘Benalder’ (1880)   page   26  
  1.2     Tamil Women on Maria Watta Estate (1895)     35  
  1.3     Boat Population of Canton, China (1900)     39  
  2.1     The Ginza, Tokyo (1904)     60  
  2.2     Malayan Pilgrims Return from Mecca (1949)     70  
  2.3     The Khoo Kongsi in Penang (2008)     78  
  2.4     The Ying Fo Hui Guan, Singapore (2010)     79  
  2.5     Chinese Girls’ School, Singapore (undated, c. early 

20th century)     80  
  2.6     Mariamman Temple, Penang (2009)     83  
  2.7     Image of Mazu, Temple of Heavenly Blessings, 

Singapore (2010)     85  
  3.1     Group Photograph of Singapore Overseas Chinese 

Association (1937)     102  
  5.1     Construction Site in Dubai (2008)     163  
  5.2     Vendor of Calling Cards in Singapore (2010)     180  
  5.3     Remittance Centre, Singapore (2010)     182  
  5.4     Migrant Family’s House in Rural Kerala (2008)     183  
  C.1     Food Stall in Singapore (c. 2010)     199  

   Tables 

  1.1     Indian and Chinese Migration to Southeast Asia, 
1891–1938     30  

  3.1     Wartime Refugees in China, 1937–1945     100  
  5.1     Population of Asia’s ‘Mega-Cities’     157  
  5.2     Estimated Stocks of Migrant Workers in Asia     168  

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


Plates, Tables, and Maps ix

   Maps 

  1     Routes of Migration in Asia, c. 1870–1930     xix  
  2     Routes of Migration in Asia, c. 1980–2010     xix  
  3     India     xx  
  4     China     xx  
  5     Southeast Asia     xxi     
 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


xi

 Acknowledgements   

 This is a history of migration in modern Asia, written for anyone com-
ing to the subject for the fi rst time, and with students particularly in 
mind. It has its origins in a course I have taught at Birkbeck College 
since 2006. I have gained much from my diverse group of adult stu-
dents at Birkbeck, and this book refl ects what I have learned from many 
classroom discussions. 

 At Birkbeck, I would particularly like to thank Hilary Sapire, Chandak 
Sengoopta, and Naoko Shimazu for their solidarity: working with them 
is a pleasure and an education. I completed the book during a sabbatical 
year at Harvard University. I am grateful to Emma Rothschild for mak-
ing this possible and for her unfailing support and intellectual example 
over many years. Tim Harper inspired many of the ideas in this book, 
and I owe a great deal to his friendship and kindness, as I do to the 
warm encouragement of Sugata Bose. 

 I am grateful to the staff of the following libraries and archives for 
their assistance and expertise: the British Library in London; Harvard 
University’s Widener Memorial Library; the library of Singapore’s 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS); the National Archives 
of Singapore; the National Archives of India; and the Nehru Memorial 
Library. I acknowledge the generous fi nancial support of the British 
Academy in the form of a Large Research Grant, and travel grants from 
Birkbeck College and the University of London’s Central Research 
Fund. 

 I would like to express my appreciation and thanks to the following 
for kindly granting me permission to use photographic and archival 
material: National Archives of Singapore, for  Plates 1.1 ,  2.2 , and  3.1 ; 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., Prints & Photographs Division, 
for  Plates 1.2 ,  1.3 ,  2.1 , and  2.5 ; and Wellcome Library, London, for the 
cover illustration. 

 The four anonymous readers of the original proposal, and in par-
ticular the reader who commented on the fi nished manuscript, pro-
vided invaluable comments. For discussions that have helped to shape 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


Acknowledgementsxii

my ideas, I am grateful to Seema Alavi, Christopher Bayly, Chua Ai 
Lin, Mark Frost, Henrietta Harrison, Sumit Mandal, Ian Miller, Kavita 
Sivaramakrishnan, Michael Szonyi, A.R. Venkatachalapathy, and Kirsty 
Walker. It has been a great pleasure working with Cambridge University 
Press commissioning editor Marigold Acland, whose support and 
enthusiasm have made this book possible. I would like also to thank Joy 
Mizan for her work in bringing it to production, and Ronald Cohen for 
his stellar editorial work on the manuscript. 

 My greatest debts are to my family. My parents, Jairam and Shantha 
Amrith, have always taken a keen interest in my work; I am sure their 
lives’ journeys sparked my interest in migration in the fi rst place. I 
share an interest in migration with my sister, Megha Amrith, who is 
an anthropologist. I have learned much from her work, and I draw a 
great deal of inspiration from her example. My wife, Ruth Coffey, con-
tributed many ideas to the design of this book; she accompanied me on 
photographic expeditions and brought to the project the sheer range 
of her enthusiasms. But the book is dedicated to her for other, more 
important, reasons.  
 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


xiii

  Select Timeline   

  1405–33 Admiral Zheng He’s naval expeditions to Southeast Asia 
and Indian Ocean 

 1498  Vasco da Gama reaches India 
 1511  Portuguese conquest of Melaka 
 1521  First Spanish expedition to the Philippines 
 1619  Dutch East India Company establishes a base at Batavia 
 1644  Manchu conquest of China, establishing the Qing 

dynasty (1644–1912) 
 1720  Establishment of small Chinese agricultural settlements 

on Sumatra 
 1740  Massacre of Chinese residents in Batavia 
 1757  Battle of Plassey. English East India Company takes 

control of Bengal 
 1786  British settlement in Penang 
 1819  British settlement in Singapore 
 1834  Beginning of Indian indentured migration overseas 
 1837  Abolition of slavery in the British Empire 
 1839–42  First Opium War 
 1845  Peninsular & Oriental Mail Service crosses Indian Ocean 

to Singapore 
 1851–64  Taiping Rebellion 
 1853  Inauguration of the Great Indian Peninsular Railway 
 1856–60  Second Opium War 
 1857  Indian Mutiny–Rebellion 
 1858  Establishment of Crown Rule in India 
 1867  Meiji Restoration in Japan 
 1869  Opening of the Suez Canal 
 1870s  British penetration into Malay Peninsula 
 1870s  Massive increase in Indian and Chinese emigration to 

Southeast Asia 
 1876–79  Famines in India and China 
 1878  First Chinese overseas consulate – in Singapore 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


Select Timelinexiv

 1885  Completion of British conquest of Burma. Increase in 
Indian migration follows 

 1893  Offi cial end of Chinese ban on overseas migration 
 1895  Formation of the Federated Malay States 
 1895  First Sino-Japanese war. Japanese colonization of 

Taiwan 
 1896  First Chinese students arrive in Japan 
 1896–1902  Famines in India and China 
 1898–1902  Construction and opening of Manchurian Railway 
 1905  Japanese military victory over Russia 
 1910  Japanese colonization of Korea 
 1910–17  Indentured labour abolished in the British Empire 
 1911  Chinese Revolution 
 1922  Indian Emigration Act seeks closer control over overseas 

migration from India 
 1926–27  Peak years of Indian and Chinese migration to Southeast 

Asia 
 1929  Wall Street crash precipitates global economic crisis 
 1930  British Malaya begins to enforce immigration restrictions 
 1930–31  Saya San Rebellion in Burma 
 1931  Japanese conquest of Manchuria 
 1932  Discovery of oil in Bahrain. Small-scale fl ows of migrant 

labour begin. 
 1934–45  Chinese Communist Party’s ‘Long March’ 
 1937–45  Second Sino-Japanese War 
 1941–45  Japanese conquest of Southeast Asia. Second World War 

in the Pacifi c 
 1942  Indian refugee exodus from Burma 
 1943–44  Bengal famine 
 1945–49  Chinese Civil War 
 1945–49  Indonesian Revolution. Republic of Indonesia 

inaugurated in 1949 
 1945–54  Vietnamese declaration of independence and war of 

independence. French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 
 1946  Independence of the Philippines 
 1947  Partition of India. Independence of India and Pakistan 
 1948  Independence of Burma 
 1948  Independence of Sri Lanka 
 1948  Communist insurrection and declaration of Emergency 

in British Malaya 
 1949  Communist victory in Chinese Civil War. Inauguration 

of People’s Republic of China and establishment of 
nationalist state on Taiwan 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


Select Timeline xv

 1955–59  Construction of Bhilai steel plant in India 
 1957–65  Independence of Malaya in 1957. Malaya becomes 

Malaysia with the addition of Singapore, Sabah, and 
Sarawak in 1963. Singapore becomes an independent 
city-state in 1965 

 1958–61  China’s Great Leap Forward, resulting in mass famine 
 1962  Military coup in Burma 
 1964  India–Sri Lanka accord on ‘repatriation’ of Tamils 
 1965  Indonesian military coup installs General Suharto. Mass 

killings 
 1966–76  Chinese Cultural Revolution 
 1969  ‘Racial riots’ in Malaysia 
 1971  Formation of Bangladesh. India-Pakistan war 
 1973  Oil crisis as OPEC increases price of oil 
 1973  Beginning of large-scale migration from South Asia to 

the Gulf states 
 1975  Fall of Saigon. American exit from Vietnam. Beginning 

of refugee crisis of Vietnamese ‘boat people’ (through 
1990s) 

 1975–79  Pol Pot regime carries out Cambodian genocide, which 
ends with Vietnamese invasion 

 1978  Chinese economic reforms begin 
 1979  Islamic Revolution in Iran 
 1979  Russian invasion of Afghanistan. Beginning of Afghan 

refugee outfl ow 
 1983  Anti-Tamil pogroms in Sri Lanka 
 1991  Beginning of economic liberalization in India 
 1997–98  Asian fi nancial crisis 
 2001–  US-led invasion of Afghanistan 
 2008  Collapse of Lehman Brothers bank sparks global 

fi nancial crisis 
 2009  Sri Lankan military defeats the Liberation Tigers of 

Tamil Eelam    

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020


xvii

                              Glossary    

   Baba  (m.)/ Nyonya  (f.)      Local-born Chinese in Singapore and 
Malaysia: the descendents of early Chinese 
settlers who married local women and 
adapted aspects of local cultural practice.   

   bumiputera       ‘Son of the soil’: political term for indigenous 
inhabitants of the Malay Peninsula, primarily 
ethnic Malays.   

   dalit       Preferred modern term for low-caste or 
‘untouchable’ groups in India, used as 
a term of self-description by many such 
communities.   

   hajj       Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca.   
   hawala       Informal, trust-based remittance networks 

that have existed for hundreds of years across 
the Indian Ocean.   

   hukou       Chinese system of residential permits 
introduced in the 1950s.   

   kangany       Tamil term for an existing plantation worker/
foreman who returned home to recruit 
workers on commission.   

   kongsi/gongsi       Overseas Chinese brotherhood of labourers 
and capitalists.   

   laoxiang       Chinese for homeland or ‘home place’.   
   maistry       Term used in colonial Burma for ‘ kangany ’.   
   mestizo       In this book, refers to mixed Chinese/Filipino 

community, predominantly Catholic.   
   mui tsai       ‘Little sister’ in Cantonese: a form of 

domestic service in China, and among 
overseas Chinese communities, not easily 
distinguished from adoption.   

   Nanyang       Chinese term for Southeast Asia (‘Southern 
Ocean’).   
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Glossaryxviii

   Peranakan       Indonesian term for descendents of early 
Chinese settlers who had married local 
women and adopted elements of indigenous 
culture.   

   sardar       Used widely in South Asian languages to 
denote a ‘leader’; in this book, usually a 
labour boss/foreman.   

   totok       Used in colonial Indonesia to refer to recent 
immigrants (‘pure Chinese’) from China, 
distinguished from the Peranakan.   

   Transmigrasi       Indonesian programme of planned internal 
resettlement from Java to Sumatra and outer 
islands.   

   zifa       ‘Self-starters’: voluntary Chinese migrants to 
Manchuria.        
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 Map 5.      Southeast Asia  

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-72702-0 - Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia
Sunil S. Amrith
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521727020

