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FLEETING AGENCIES

This book offers a bold new perspective on the concept of agency and history of 

long-silenced coolie women—their role in the colonial economy and transnational 

movements.

The history of transnational labor has refused to acknowledge the 

importance and agency of women workers. In this landmark study, the author 

revises and decolonizes the history of transnational female plantation labor. 

This is the first book to examine the history of Indian coolie women who 

migrated to British Malaya and contributed to the Rubber Empire’s making.

The author disrupts the male-dominated narratives by focusing on gendered 

patterns of migration and showing how South Asian women labor migrants 

engaged with migration, interacted with other migrants, and negotiated 

colonial laws. In exploring the politicization of labor migration trends and 

gender relations in the colonial plantation society of British Malaya, it shows 

how the immigrant Indian coolie women manipulated colonial legal and 

administrative perceptions of Indian women, the gender-perspective roles 

within Indian societies, relations within patriarchal marriage institutions, and 

even the emerging Indian national independence movement in India  and 

Malaya, all to ensure their survival, escape from unfavourable relations and 

situations, and improve their lives. Through this study, the author introduces 

the concept of situational or fleeting agency to provide a nuanced understanding 

of the term “agency” within the contexts of subaltern and colonial histories.

Meticulously researched, Fleeting Agencies is a major contribution to labor 

migration history, inter-Asia history, and British Empire history.

Arunima Datta is Assistant Professor of History at Idaho State University, 

USA, where her research focuses on transnational labor migration, gender, and 

women’s history and Asian history.
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GLOBAL SOUTH ASIANS

Throughout the modern era, South Asia and South Asians have been entangled 

with global flows of goods, people and ideas. In the context of these globalised 

conditions, migrants from the subcontinent of India created some of the world’s 

most extensive and influential transnational networks. While operating within 

the constraints of imperial systems, they nevertheless made distinctive and 

important contributions to international trade, global cultures and transnational 

circuits of knowledge. This series seeks to explore these phenomena, placing 

labourers, traders, thinkers and activists at the centre of the analysis. Beginning 

with volumes that seek to radically reappraise indenture, the series will continue 

with books on the mobility of elite actors, including intellectuals, and their 

contributions to the global circulation of ideas and the evolution of political 

practice. It will highlight the creativity and agency of diasporic South Asians 

and illuminate the crucial role they played in the making of global histories. As 

such it sets out to challenge popular misconceptions and established scholarly 

narratives that too often cast South Asians as passive observers.
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