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Study on the cultural identity of the Chinese-Indians
in Kolkata, Sihui and Toronto

Xing Zhang

Department of South Asian Studies, Peking University, Beijing, China

ABSTRACT
Although the Chinese in Kolkata have preserved their Chinese identity, they
have been acculturated by various cultural elements from India. It is this
mixture of Chinese and Indian practices that gives them a unique cultural
identity. When members of this Chinese community in Kolkata and its vicinity
emigrated to Toronto or were forcibly deported to China in the aftermath of
the 1962 conflict, they carried with them, both knowingly and unknowingly,
some of these Chinese-Indian cultural traits. By focusing on the Chinese-
Indians living in different geographical and cultural settings, this essay exam-
ines the formation of a Chinese-Indian identity in Kolkata and its preservation
by some of those who are now residing in Sihui in China and in Toronto,
Canada. It also explains some of the main similarities and differences among
the three groups of Chinese-Indians. It concludes with an analysis of cultural
identity as it manifests among the Chinese-Indian communities.
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Introduction

Scholars from several disciplinary perspectives have discussed the issue of
ethnic and cultural identity among ‘diasporic’ and immigrant communities.
Hall (1990), for example, offers two ways of looking at cultural identity. ‘The
first position’, he writes, ‘defines “cultural identity” in terms of one, shared
culture, a sort of collective “one true self,” hiding inside the many other,
more superficial or artificially imposed “selves,” which people with a shared
history and ancestry hold common’ (Hall 1990, 223). The second definition,
Hall notes, recognises that ‘there are also critical points of deep and sig-
nificant difference which constitute “what we really are”; or rather – since
history has intervened – “what we have become”’ (225).1

This issue of defining cultural identity is relevant for examining who, in a
wider diasporic context, is ‘Chinese’ and, in a specifically Indian context, who
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is a ‘Chinese-Indian’ or ‘Indian-Chinese’.2 It should be noted, as Tan (2004,
26) points out, that there is a

distinction between cultural identity and ethnic identity. Ethnic identity refers
to ethnic identification with a particular ethnic category; cultural identity refers
to cultural expression. Individuals identifying with the same ethnic category
may emphasize different cultural traits in expressing their ethnic identity. An
approach to the study of ethnicity is to see how individuals identify them-
selves ethnically and then study how they express ethnic identity culturally; in
other words, how people use cultural features to express ethnic identity.

During the early history of China, the region around the Yellow River Valley
formed the core of Chinese civilisation. It was around this area, during most
part of the first millennium BCE, that the concept of a common culture,
comprising shared behaviours, institutions and beliefs, was formulated.3 This
is the place to which Han Chinese trace their descent, specifically to the
legendary Yellow Emperor. With the diffusion of the teachings of Confucius
during the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) and the standardisation of script
before that, a core Han Chinese culture emerged, ‘a unified culture’ that
‘provided standards according to which people identified themselves as
Chinese’ developed (Cohen 1994, 89). Cohen (1994, 94) explains how the
actions of the Chinese state, especially its emphasis on education and
examination system, led to the spread of core cultural values, rituals and
Confucian etiquette. He writes,

Rituals firmly linked China’s common people to a national culture through
their emulation of local elites. This process was facilitated by the local-level
social mobility that by late traditional times was institutionalized in many
different ways: through partible [sic] inheritance, the pronounced commoditi-
sation of land and other valued goods, the examination system, and the
strong deemphasis of hereditary status discriminations implied by all of
these. As to the elites, even those living in rural communities were immersed
in much larger social networks based on marriage, commercial ties, the
examination system, and many other elements. The social universe of the
elite was united by a culture largely colored by both etiquette and ritual
precisely because involvement in that culture had to be based primarily on
norms recognized and accepted in China as a whole.

Viewed thus, it was, at least in theory, these core cultural practices devel-
oped in ancient China that the Chinese immigrants carried with them to
foreign lands. However, as Tong and Chan (2001) have noted in their study,
explaining what constitutes ‘Chinese’ is not always obvious or easy for the
Chinese overseas. For these, mostly not from among the cultural elite,
Chinese identity, either self-perceived or imposed by others, could, rather,
be explained through physical features, biological descent, linguistic abil-
ities, cultural practices, etc. In their survey of the Chinese in Singapore, Tong
and Chan show that those who call themselves ‘Chinese’ are somewhat
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confused about what makes them Chinese. To illustrate this ambiguity, they
point out that when asked about the attributes of being Chinese, one of
their informants ‘was slightly stunned; except for the fact that he knew he
was “Chinese,” he confessed he could not articulate what it was that made
him Chinese’ (Tong and Chan 2001, 364).

Explaining this sort of reaction, Tong and Chan write, ‘In fact, one char-
acteristic of our informants during the interviews, particularly the younger
ones, was the combination of deep confusion, painful self-examination, and
rationalisation when confronted with the exercise of defining their
Chineseness.’ They also note that there were ‘many inconsistencies and
contradictions’ among the respondents. ‘One English-educated Chinese infor-
mant’, they write, ‘claimed that the Chinese language is the central marker of
ethnic identity, but she herself does not speak Chinese at all. Yet she saw no
problem in calling herself Chinese’ (Tong and Chan 2001, 364–365).

The first-generation Chinese immigrants seem to be relatively clear
about their Chineseness. These people who were mostly from southern
China, identified with their place of origin and called themselves the
‘Tang people’ (tangren 唐人; i.e., people of the Tang dynasty, 618–907
CE, one of the golden ages of Chinese history). For them, Tong and Chan
(2001, 365) suggest, ‘ethnic identity is anchored in territoriality and
grounded in the historicity of China. Their sense of ethnicity is tied to
“place,” “locality,” or “community.”’

Tong and Chan (2001, 366) also examine the role of the state in ascribing
ethnic identity to the Chinese living in Singapore. The Singapore govern-
ment classifies people according to their race and ethnicity, which then
appear in their birth certificates and identity cards. Children of mixed
marriages are classified based on the father’s ethnicity. This official classifi-
cation has significant impact on the education choices of the children of
mixed marriages because, under the country’s educational system, they are
required to learn their ‘mother tongue’ according to the ascribed ethnic
identity.

The research undertaken by Tong and Chan (2001, 370) indicates that
most people considered birth and descent as the main criterion for
Chineseness. ‘If you are not born Chinese, you can’t become Chinese’,
one of their informants said. Some also considered appearance as another
main criterion. One person, arguing for this ‘decisive factor’, said, for
example, ‘I think as long as your face is Chinese, even if you do not
speak Chinese, you are still a Chinese’. Although other informants ques-
tioned why someone lacking knowledge of Chinese language and cus-
toms should be considered Chinese, saying ‘I think Chinese who do not
speak Chinese are not really Chinese Chinese’ (378), the authors came to
the following conclusion:
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Birth, appearance, and descent set the first parameters. A Chinese cannot
unbecome himself/herself racially. However, as we have tried to show in this
essay, there is still plenty of room left for the ethnic actor to move around.
Human agency is still very much alive and well. Now, is the ethnic actor free or
not free? Is ethnicity involuntary or voluntary? In the case of the Chinese in
Singapore, the answer is: It is not either/or; it is both. It is both non-negotiable
and negotiable. Ethnic actors have indeed increased their degree of freedom
over the years but are best reminded of the limits. (386)

The Chinese in India are just as ambiguous about what constitutes Chinese
identity; like some other groups in Southeast Asia, they too have suffered
political persecution and marginalisation, and in emigrating to a third
country or returning to China, they follow the patterns seen among other
immigrant Chinese communities. There is, however, a distinction between
those who settled in Kolkata and those who live/lived in other parts of India.
While those who live in other areas of Kolkata and India have had more
intimate interactions with the local host communities, the Chinese commu-
nity in Tangra, comprising mostly of Hakkas, rarely demonstrates assimila-
tion and acculturation, and is distinctive in regard to their preservation of
Chinese ethnic and cultural identities.

It must also be pointed out that unlike some other countries, such as
Singapore, India does not generally record the ethnic affiliation in its official
documents. Thus, there is an absence of state pressure to officially opt for a
certain ethnicity, which may have a bearing on the understanding of
‘Chineseness’ in India, but I shall not delve deeper into this matter in this
essay. In any case, similar to the Chinese communities overseas discussed
above, the Chinese in Kolkata also find it difficult to answer what makes
them Chinese. They likewise emphasise biological descent and ancestry, the
ability to speak a Chinese language and cultural practices and beliefs as the
main elements of their Chinese identity. But they also claim to be Indians at
the same time. For them, the Indian identity comes from the fact that they
were born in India and, in some cases, from their Indian citizenship. Thus,
they call themselves ‘Chinese-Indians’ or ‘Indian-Chinese’.

In this essay, I attempt to examine the complex issue of hybrid identity
among the Chinese in Kolkata. The term ‘Chinese-Indian’ (or ‘Indian-
Chinese’) not only is used by the people in this community, it also
describes the unique style of hybrid cuisine originating in Kolkata. While
it may be easy to identify the Chinese and Indian ingredients of this
hybrid cuisine, explaining who is a Chinese-Indian is an arduous task.
Matters have become more complex, because many Chinese from India
were deported to China during the India–China conflict in the early 1960s,
and a substantial number also emigrated to Canada during the 1970s and
1980s. These two groups are sometimes called ‘Chinese-Indian-Chinese’
and ‘Chinese-Indian-Canadians’, respectively. Such multi-hyphenated
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designations are not unique. Rather it is part of a common phenomenon
in a globalised world, where people migrate and remigrate within few
generations. In addition to explaining what the term ‘Chinese-Indian’
signifies to the Chinese immigrants in Kolkata and those now living in
China and Canada, I will also try to find the ‘Indian’ element(s) among
these three groups of Chinese-Indians.

Fieldwork and research methodology

For this study, I have used a number of textual materials in Chinese and
other languages that provide insights into the community. Also crucial were
my field trips to India, China and Canada, where I collected my information
by observing and participating in their activities, interviewing relevant peo-
ple and conducting surveys.

I visited Kolkata on three occasions to interview people within the
Chinese community and those who interacted with them. Since on all
three occasions I stayed with a Hakka family in Tangra, as a ‘participant
observer’, I have benefited tremendously from talking to people from a wide
range of backgrounds and living in different parts of the city. In addition to
interviewing and collecting documents from the Chinese community, I also
examined publications and reports at the National Library and the West
Bengal State Archives.

During my fieldwork in southern China, I interviewed people of Chinese
origin who had lived in Kolkata or other parts of India but left after the
border conflict between India and China in 1962. In Toronto, where there
are about 10,000 Chinese who emigrated from India, I interviewed members
of the Indian-Chinese Association and many others originally from Kolkata
who continue to meet regularly. These interviews allowed me gain insight
into the multifaceted and complex issue of identity among the Chinese who
lived in Kolkata and later emigrated to a third country.

Since this study deals with issues related to the cultural practices and
identity of the Chinese-Indians in Kolkata, Sihui and Toronto, I have pre-
sented my findings within an interdisciplinary framework. Although I have
pointed out some of the conceptual issues regarding the migration of the
Chinese and the arguments about what constitutes a Chinese identity, I
have tried not to force an overarching theory from anthropology, sociology
or psychology upon the data I have collected. The issues are so diverse and
multifaceted that they resist such categorisation. I find Hann’s (2009) argu-
ment about the needless ‘craving for Theory’ apt to describe my preference
to focus on empirical findings, rather than become a ‘purveyor of fashion-
able theory’ (Hann 2009, 141–142). In this context, Tan’s arguments about
the relationship between ethnic identity and cultural expression seem most
pertinent and offer a comparable framework to examine the cultural identity
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of the Chinese-Indians. This study is also inscribed within the context of the
history and experiences of other Chinese communities overseas.

A brief history of the Chinese community in Kolkata, India

Chinese immigrants started arriving in India in the late eighteenth century,
not long after Calcutta (now officially Kolkata) was established as the capital
of British India. It is said that the first Chinese settler was a tea trader, Yang
Dazhao, nicknamed Atchew, who established a sugar mill in the vicinity of
Kolkata in 1778 and later on brought in labourers from China to work for
him.4 The site, which became known as Achipur and lies about 30 kilometres
from south Kolkata, quickly attracted immigrants from politically unstable
regions of China. The Taiping Rebellion in the mid-nineteenth century, civil
wars in the early twentieth century and the Japanese invasion of China in
the late 1930s triggered more Chinese immigrations to India. Many of these
Chinese immigrants settled in central Kolkata, around the Bowbazar area,
where a ‘Chinatown’ emerged as early as the nineteenth century. In the mid-
1950s, the Chinese population in Kolkata peaked to about 15,000. Scattered
elsewhere in India were about 10,000 additional Chinese immigrants.5

Carpentry and tannery were the most common professions of the
Chinese immigrants living in India. Others worked as dentists, shoemakers,
restaurateurs, dry-cleaners and hairdressers. These immigrants were mostly
Cantonese and Hakkas, but there were also people from Hubei, Shandong
and Shanghai. Most of them settled in the Bowbazar area. In the early
twentieth century, some of the Hakkas moved to Tangra, in the suburbs of
the city, to engage in tannery work. The eating habits of the Chinese, their
work in the tanneries and the perception that they lived in unclean neigh-
bourhoods limited the interactions between the Chinese community and
the majority Bengali Hindu residents of Kolkata.

The deterioration of India–China relations in the late 1950s led to
increased police surveillance over the Chinese community. In 1961 and
1962, hundreds were charged with anti-Indian activities and sent to intern-
ment camps. About 3000 people were deported to Mainland China. The
Chinese population in India dwindled after the conflict. Many Chinese have
emigrated to Canada, Australia and the United States, and it is estimated
that there are now less than 4000 ethnic Chinese living in Kolkata.6

Being Chinese-Indian in Kolkata, India

A Bengali-language magazine pointed out recently that the Chinese in
Kolkata, when asked about their identity, stated that they were ‘Indians’,
but as far as their customs were concerned, they emphasised that they were
‘Chinese’.7 Some members of the Chinese immigrant community in India
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insist that they are Indians first. For instance, Paul Chung, the President of
the Indian Chinese Association for Culture, Welfare and Development in
Kolkata, insists on using the term ‘Indian-Chinese’ instead of ‘Chinese-
Indians’ when referring to the Chinese community in India. His cultural
practices and beliefs, however, barely show any trace of Indian influences,
except for the fact that he can converse in Hindi. For him, ‘Indian-Chinese’ is
a person with Indian nationality and Chinese ethnicity, a view seemingly
shared by many other Chinese in Kolkata.8

From the late eighteenth century, the time they started settling in
Kolkata, until the early 1960s, the Chinese immigrants successfully preserved
their ‘Chinese’ identity through endogamy, especially within the same dia-
lect group, cultural practices, distinctive educational system, and confined
dwelling places. Interactions with the local Indian population were largely
limited to business dealings and other work-related activities. In fact, during
the early stages of their migration to India, the Chinese preferred, even in
their business dealings, to associate with the British living in India rather
than the locals.9 Most of these early immigrants were attracted to British
India for economic reasons and wanted to return to China after a few years.
There were others who regularly sojourned between China and India.
Indeed, a majority of early immigrants, mostly male labourers, saw India as
a temporary residence and not a new homeland.

During the early twentieth century, when chaotic situations caused by
civil wars in China also forced women and children to migrate to India, the
Chinese community in Kolkata was transformed dramatically. For the first
time, issues such as communal welfare, education and other social matters
became a concern for the community. Such concerns led to the establish-
ment of Chinese-medium schools, cultural associations, Chinese-language
newspaper offices and other institutions. Yet, even then, India was perceived
as a temporary dwelling place, as shown by the curricula of the Chinese-
medium schools established in Kolkata and other Indian cities, where all
courses were about China and the stated goal of education was to one day
return to China and contribute to the construction of the ‘Motherland’.10

The multicultural and multi-ethnic society of Kolkata was a favourable
ground for the Chinese to maintain their exclusivity and pursue their own
way of life without much interference by the British Government. And after
the independence of India in 1947, neither the West Bengal state nor the
central government made any efforts to assimilate the Chinese community.
The Chinese-medium schools were allowed to function, even though they
did not follow any of the existing Indian education systems. Officially,
however, there was ambiguity about the status of Chinese immigrants.
Many lived in India without any form of identification documents and
even those born in India did not have a clear idea about their citizenship
or nationality, or of new political concepts that came to the forefront in the
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postcolonial world. Intelligence files from the British and the post-indepen-
dence periods indicate that the government authorities perceived the
Chinese residing in India as foreign nationals (‘Chinese nationals’) to be
closely watched by police and intelligence officers.

This ambiguity in the official status of the individuals of Chinese descent
in India and their attempt to preserve their ‘Chinese’ identity proved dis-
astrous for the community during the India–China conflict in the early
1960s. It was more devastating for those who had applied for passports
from the embassy and consulates of the People’s Republic of China in India
(others had taken Taiwanese ‘citizenship’, or remained people with ‘no
nationality’), which had opened shortly after the establishment of diplomatic
relations between the PRC and India in 1950. When the relations between
the two countries deteriorated in the late 1950s, many of these individuals
were perceived as agents of Communist China and interned, and eventually
about 3000 of them were deported from India. The official letters exchanged
by the Indian and Chinese Governments regarding the treatment of these
immigrants show that both governments perceived Chinese immigrants as
Chinese nationals who had either lived in India for a long time or been born
in that country.11

In the days leading to the India–China conflict of 1962, the Indian
Government placed all immigrants of Chinese origin under the ‘Foreigners
Act’ and made it mandatory for them to register and report regularly to the
local police stations. It put various other restrictions on the Chinese, and
denied them employment in ‘sensitive’ government positions. Such actions
and policies forced a large number of Chinese immigrants to seek liveli-
hoods outside of India, especially in North America, and left a deep emo-
tional scar on them. Even though most had never thought of themselves as
Indian, the actions of the Indian Government made it apparent that they did
not belong to that country.

In Kolkata, the deportation and the later emigration of the Chinese
reduced their population from about 15,000 in the mid-1950s to fewer
than 4000 in recent years. This resulted in the closure of many of the
associations, Chinese-language newspapers and Chinese-medium schools
that were established in the first half of the twentieth century. The effect
has been more pronounced in Bowbazar Chinatown, where the decrease in
the Chinese population was accompanied by the influx of a large number of
Muslims from other parts of India. Construction of new buildings and urban
development projects have also transformed the space in which the Chinese
immigrants used to dwell and work. This change, however, has facilitated
interactions between the Chinese and other ethnic groups living in that
area. Some, including the two daughters of Paul Chung, married non-
Chinese, while others have gradually forgotten their Chinese language and
converse only in Hindi, English or Bengali. Although they may still be

8 X. ZHANG

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
 U

tr
ec

ht
] 

at
 2

1:
01

 1
7 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



practising Chinese traditions at home, such as ancestor worship and certain
rituals, outside they identify more closely with Indian culture, sports and
cuisine. In fact, one person from the Bowbazar area who went to Shenzhen
to work found that she was so different from the local Chinese that she
introduced herself as an ‘Indian’ to colleagues in Shenzhen.

The situation is different for most of the Chinese immigrants living in the
Tangra area, the main dwelling place of the Chinese in India. The Hakkas,
who established tanneries and other leather businesses in this area, built a
walled community for themselves. Often, their residences are right above or
next to their tanneries. Tall walls separate the tannery-cum-residences of the
Chinese from other ethnic groups in the neighbourhood, and they barely
travel to other parts of the city or interact with other ethnic groups. They
still emphasise endogamy, the preservation of ‘Chinese’ traditions and cul-
tural values, and remain fearful of being assimilated into Indian society. Even
when they enjoy Indian snacks, Indian TV and films, they usually distance
themselves from local Indians and are critical of those who marry outside
the community.

However, even among the Tangra residents there are some who call
themselves ‘Chinese-Indians’ or ‘Indian-Chinese’ because they were born in
India. This is evident in a survey I conducted in Kolkata in August 2008 of
about 50 individuals of Chinese descent. Given a choice among ‘Chinese’,
‘Indian’, ‘Chinese-Indian’, ‘Indian-Chinese’, ‘Hakka’ and ‘Cantonese’ to
describe their ethnic identity, most of the respondents (40) picked
‘Chinese-Indian’ (15) or ‘Indian-Chinese’ (25). Five said that they were
‘Hakka’, two wrote that they were ‘Chinese’, and one answered that she
was an ‘Indian’. Most of those who picked ‘Chinese-Indian’ or ‘Indian-
Chinese’ explained that they chose the option because they were born in
India. They either ‘sometimes’ or ‘never/almost never’ attended Indian cul-
tural events or ceremonies but ‘often/always’ attend Chinese cultural events.
The common ‘Indian’ activity of these people was eating Indian food.

The survey above supports the point made at the beginning of this
section, i.e., that the ‘Indian’ part of the hybrid ‘Chinese-Indian’ or ‘Indian-
Chinese’ identity is frequently associated with the place of birth, possibly
also the nationality or citizenship acquired through birth in India. There are
very few Kolkata Chinese, who, due to mixed parentage and influence from
non-Chinese ethnic groups, have become ethnically or in appearance dif-
ferent from the majority in the community. Thus, the word ‘Chinese-Indian’
(or ‘Indian-Chinese’), in the context of Kolkata, could be used to describe (1)
individuals of Chinese descent who were born in India (and maybe hold
Indian citizenship); or (2) a handful of Chinese immigrants who have ethni-
cally assimilated into Indian society mostly because of mixed parentage. The
lifestyles of these two groups can vary significantly. While the former has
retained most of the practices and beliefs brought to India by previous
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generations and can usually speak their regional language, the latter cannot
speak any Chinese languages and seldom engage in traditional Chinese
religious and cultural activities.

Being Chinese-Indian in Sihui, China

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, many ethnic Chinese living in different
parts of India were rounded up and sent to internment camps, including
one at Deoli in Rajasthan. These people were charged with (or simply
suspected of) activities detrimental to the national security of India. From
the internment camps, about 3000 Chinese were taken to Chennai, in
southern India, where ships sent by the PRC Government waited to take
them to China. Many of them were born in India, had never been to China
and did not speak any Chinese languages. When they arrived at Chinese
ports, they were screened for transmittable diseases and, depending on the
local language they spoke (if any), housed in one of the nongchangs 農場

(farming villages) in the southern Chinese provinces of Guangxi, Guangdong
and Yunnan. While some of these so-called ‘Yindu guiqiao’ 印度歸僑

(returned overseas Chinese from India) continue to live in these villages,
others have resettled in their ancestral towns or relocated to various urban
cities around China.

Mr. Mao 毛 is one such person who lived in the Laibin nongchang 來賓農

場in Guangxi province after coming to China from India with his deported
parents. He explains how the Yindu guiqiao who later migrated to Hong
Kong have formed their own association and organise annual gatherings
where they sing Indian songs, dance and eat Indian food. Videos of the
gatherings are distributed among the community in Hong Kong and else-
where in China. Mr. Mao, who now lives in Guangzhou, also informed me
about Diwali celebrations that are organised at the Laibin nongchang. Here
too, the Yindu guiqiao engage in singing, dancing, making and eating Indian
food and reminiscing about their lives in India. Their children and grand-
children, some of whom were born in the nongchang, also participate in
these celebrations.

Mr. Mao’s description of these activities was confirmed by a group of
Yindu guiqiao I met in Sihui county, about 60 kilometres from Guangzhou.
During my 2-day fieldwork in the county in February 2009, I met about 12
individuals who had settled in the county after coming from India. The
chairman of the Sihui Qiaolian 四會僑聯 (Sihui overseas Chinese associa-
tion), a person named Chen Jianhua 陳建華, is himself a Yindu guiqiao.
Mr. Chen was born in Kolkata and studied at a local Chinese-medium
school until the sixth grade. He organised my meetings with other ‘retur-
nees’ from India, some of whom came from Kolkata, while others had
lived in the north-eastern regions of India. All of them were initially
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accommodated at the Yingde nongchang 英德農場 in Guangdong pro-
vince, where they lived for a number of years and even married other
Yindu guiqiao. Almost everyone I interviewed had fond memories of their
lives in India and was still concerned about the present situation in the
Indian city they came from. Mr. Chen, for example, called India his ‘second
home’. None of them have visited India after moving to China but most
hope that one day they will.

Two middle-aged Cantonese women named Tan Enmei 譚恩美 and Zhou
Yulian 周玉蓮 stood out from the other Yindu guiqiao I met during my field
trip. They used to live in north-eastern India, and enthusiastically express
their liking for India, despite the fact that they were deported from that
country. Zhou Yulian does not speak Mandarin and prefers to talk in
Cantonese or Hindi. Her husband, whom I interviewed on the phone,
knows Bengali as well as Hindi. Tan Enmei pointed out that she and Zhou
Yulian frequently cook Indian food, with spices brought from Hong Kong
and converse in Hindi. They also have a collection of Hindi films on VCDs
and DVDs and Tan Enmei even tries to teach Hindi words to her grand-
daughter. Both of them want to go back to India, not necessarily to resettle
there, but to relive their old memories. Others I interviewed in Sihui do not
show similar affection and longing for India, although they meet occasion-
ally and talk in Indian languages. They seem to belong to a third category of
Chinese-Indians: those, such as Chen Jianhua, who were born in India and
now live in China, hold Chinese citizenship, have integrated into the Chinese
society and have more or less disassociated themselves from their Indian
past.

Tan Enmei and Zhou Yulian, on the other hand, have genuinely incorpo-
rated Indian cultural elements into their daily routines. For them, unlike
those in Kolkata who call themselves ‘Chinese-Indians’ or ‘Indian-Chinese’
only because of their Indian citizenship, the Indian connection is more than
just their birth and experience in that country. They seem to have been
acculturated by the Indian society before coming to China. Even after over
45 years in China, they are still attempting to come to terms with their
Chinese surroundings, and striving to preserve Indian customs, practices and
memories. Thus, they, and perhaps also some of those celebrating Diwali in
the nongchang, would come under a fourth category of ‘Chinese-Indians’:
those who were born in India and are trying to live an Indian life in a
Chinese county or village as Chinese citizens.

Being Chinese-Indians in Toronto, Canada

Unlike a majority of the Yindu guiqiao in China, the Chinese from India who
went to Toronto were not forced to leave the country. They voluntarily
emigrated to Canada, to move away from the treatment of the Chinese by
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the Indian Government and the restrictions on employment opportunities,
and to find better prospects and livelihood.12

In the early 1980s, when the Chinese from India arrived in Toronto, they
were given accommodation in a public housing project in the St. Jamestown
neighbourhood, near the Toronto Chinatown.13 Since the buildings in the
project were painted in red, the dwelling is remembered as the ‘Red
Buildings’ and ‘a place where the history of the Chinese-Indian-Canadians
began’. There were numerous Hakka families from Kolkata who lived in this
project, so much so that Oxfeld (1993, 251) comments that the ‘social life in
St. Jamestown might partly replicate that of Dhapa’. When they were able to
afford their own accommodation in Toronto, most of these Kolkata Chinese
decided to relocate to the Brimley McCown neighbourhood in the eastern
suburbs of the city known as Scarborough. Some in the community call the
neighbourhood ‘Second Dhapa’ because of the concentration of the Hakka
migrants from Kolkata. However, it is neither as cohesive nor as culturally
vibrant as the neighbourhood in Kolkata.

Today, Toronto has about 10,000 Chinese who have emigrated from
India, more than the population of the Chinese settled in Kolkata. Oxfeld
(1993, 244) has noted that the ‘most important social ties’ of these people in
Toronto were and still are with other Kolkata Chinese, ‘either those who
have migrated and live in Canada, or those who remain in India’. Indeed,
there are at least three associations that foster such social links among the
Kolkata Chinese living in Toronto: the Yinhua Association, founded in 1990
and the most active of them; the Meizhou Association of Eastern Canada,
established in 1998; and the Hakka Helping Hands, which started operating
in 2000.14

There are also other social activities that bring the Chinese immigrants
from Kolkata and elsewhere in India together every week. On every
Wednesday and Friday, from 9 am to midnight, Kolkata Chinese, most of
them in their 40s and 50s, meet at a Tim Horton’s coffee shop and discuss
miscellaneous topics that are often related to their lives in Toronto and
sometimes also focus on India. On Saturdays, older men in their 60s have a
similar gathering from 7 am. Women immigrants in the same age group
meet from 9 am onwards. Often there are 30–40 people who attend these
gatherings and enjoy Indian desserts and snacks.

When asked about their cultural identity, most respondents point to their
Indian birthplace, Chinese ethnicity and Canadian citizenship. Linda Liu
explained, ‘I am a CIBC – Canadian India-born-Chinese. I have three iden-
tities. I am proud to be a Canadian, to be Indian born and to be a Chinese’.
Another respondent, Steven Huang says, ‘I am a Chinese first, Indian second,
then Canadian’. He admits that he calls himself Indian because he was born
there; otherwise he thinks he is more influenced by Canadian society than
either Chinese or Indian. For Kwai-Yun Li, the author of The Last Dragon
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Dance: Chinatown Stories, the Indian elements in her ‘triple identity’ include
India as the birthplace, her liking for Indian food and movies and her ability
to speak an Indian language.

But there are other individuals who are bitter about their experience in
India. One person I interviewed was born in China but grew up in India; she
later migrated to Taiwan, before moving to Canada. When asked if she would
call herself Chinese-Indian or Chinese-Indian-Canadian, she replied that she
was just a Chinese. The Indian Government had refused to give her citizenship
or a passport, so, she asked, why would she call herself an Indian? Chiu (2003,
100), who undertook an excellent comparative study of the Indian-Chinese
and Caribbean-Chinese in Toronto observed similar resentment. Two of her
respondents, Mark and Monica, gave the following answers, respectively:

Considering the past (Sino-Indian conflict), India is not a good place for the
Chinese. Even though I was born in India, I wasn’t treated as an Indian citizen,
but a second-class citizen. . .. I know a lot of university graduates who didn’t
get jobs because they were Chinese-Indian.

There was no protection for visible minorities like us. We were a visible
minority. Discriminatory actions were taken by local politicians and police
officers that made us stand out.

In fact, during my field trip in Toronto, I found that many of my interviewees
were reluctant to acknowledge that they had come to Canada from India,
even though they admitted India as their birthplace. Even among the former
Chinese residents of Kolkata who gather weekly at Tim Horton’s, India is not
the main theme of their conversations. They rather seek to socialise with
people who have lived in the same space. The fact that this space happened
to be in India does not necessarily appeal to them.

Conclusion

For the Chinese whose families have lived in India for over 200 years,
‘Chinese-Indian’ (or ‘Indian-Chinese’) is just one of many identities. For
those who call themselves ‘Chinese-Indians’, the word ‘Indian’ generally
indicates the birthplace rather than ethnic assimilation, acculturation or
integration of the Chinese within the local society of Kolkata or other
regions of India. Even though for the most part of their history, the
Chinese in Kolkata tried to preserve their distinctiveness and distance them-
selves from the local Indian society, they cannot deny that they were born in
India. As Liang (n.d.) has explained, they were fearful of becoming Indian,
and it is possible that the birthplace explanation is used to minimise their
association with India.15

This is evident from the Chinese who have emigrated from India to
Toronto. Although they usually avoid references to India in their social
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interactions with each other, it is the ties formed in an Indian city that
knit them together. In fact, when they find it difficult to adjust to life in
Toronto, the place they return to is India. Even for marital relations,
prospective brides and grooms are sought in Tangra rather than in
China.16 However, this might be due to the fact that Tangra is perceived
as an exclusive settlement that preserves Chinese culture and heritage,
with limited, if any, impact from the surrounding Indian society. It can
therefore be argued that the links that those in Canada maintain are not
with India per se, but with a specific neighbourhood of Kolkata inhabited
by the Chinese. It is also true that the ‘Chinese-Indians’ living in Toronto,
like many Chinese residing in Tangra, reveal little influence of Indian
society and culture.17 There are some who can speak Indian languages,
enjoy eating Indian food and have Indian friends, but these are not
sufficient traits to indicate any profound Indian impact on their lives. In
their case, ‘Chinese-Indian’ means, as they themselves explain it, an
ethnic Chinese born in India.

There is another dimension to this explanation, relating to how the
Indian people and Indian Government perceive the ethnic Chinese. The
India–China conflict clearly revealed that the Indian Government (and to
some extent, the people) saw them as outsiders. Oxfeld (1993, 38) has
argued that they are perhaps the most marginalised immigrant group in
India.18 ‘Their status as foreigners associated with a country that has
been engaged in hostilities against India’, she writes, ‘combined with
their association with a particularly degraded occupation (leather mak-
ing), lend a certain uniqueness to their role and give them even more of
an outsider status than other migrants to Kolkata’. Indeed, if the
Chinese, particularly those in Tangra, have segregated themselves
from the Indian society, the Indian Government and people have also
contributed to this isolation by preventing them from integrating into
the Indian society and workforce. Thus, specifying India as their birth-
place may be the only way the hybrid identity could be explained by
those in Kolkata and Toronto.

By contract, the situation of those who were deported to China in the
1960s is more complex. Life in India ended abruptly for them. When they
arrived in China, their economic living conditions were not as good as in
India. Thus, despite the internment and deportation, some of them have
fond memories of India and Indian customs, some of which they try to
replicate even today. For some of these Yindu guiqiao, ‘Chinese-Indian’
signifies more than just Chinese ethnicity and India as only a birthplace.
They demonstrate an affective and cultural attachment to India. Many
who feel this way were not residing in Kolkata before they were
deported. Unlike in Kolkata, where pressure from the community pre-
vented frequent interactions with local Indians, in other parts of India
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such exchanges were thriving. These interactions between the immi-
grants and members of the host community might be the source of
such fond memories of India and this different sense of being Chinese-
Indian, and many of those Chinese-Indians seem to have had a sense of
belonging that they are trying to find again in China.

Given the complex interpretation of what constitutes ‘Chineseness’ or
a ‘Chinese identity’, it is too simplistic to impose a fixed identity upon the
Chinese-Indians. There are many who have the physical attributes of a
‘Chinese’, but cannot speak or read Chinese. There are also others, such
as Paul Chung, who are more attached to India and prefer to highlight
their nationality rather than their ethnicity. While the process of assimila-
tion might have been limited, it is clear that the Chinese in Kolkata, both
in Bowbazar and Tangra, have been influenced by Indian society and
culture. Although the incorporation of these practices does not meet the
definition of ‘localisation’, they are examples of various kinds of hybrid-
ities that exist among the Chinese-Indians in Kolkata. This hybridity and
the link to Kolkata become more noticeable when they move to a third
country.

Similar to other Chinese overseas communities, the issue of Chinese and
sub-ethnic identities, their formation, evolution and preservation among the
Kolkata Chinese is complex. But for them, the ways they have preserved
their cultural identity, the extent of localisation, the issues of ‘multiple
identity’ and the ‘processes of identification’ are not a major concern. The
concept of ‘identity’ did not exist among the Chinese until the twentieth
century; therefore, defining who is ‘Chinese’ is perhaps a difficult question to
answer. The data collected seems to show that, though a sense of
‘Chineseness’ is definitely present among the Chinese-Indians, this does
not translate into identification with an overarching Chinese entity, but
rather with ‘regional’ or ‘local’ factors.

Among the three groups of Chinese this essay examines, while some of
the respondents were able to describe their identity, most of them
struggled with varied concepts of the identity. As a consequence, one
might be inclined to see the question of identity as an academic meta-
discourse disassociated from ground realities rather than a real, lived
experience. Even though I myself have adhered to this discourse and
taken pains to point out how ‘identity’ is preserved and perpetuated, I
cannot but admit to ending up with more questions than answers. In
particular, the clear-cut categories established by theoretical considera-
tions were not found on the ground. While there is no doubt that the
Kolkata Chinese are unique in the sense that they are Kolkata Chinese
with particular characteristics, which I have been able to observe and
describe, it nonetheless remains unclear whether these characteristics are
enough to identify a particular ‘identity’.
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Notes

1. Chinese scholars in their study of the Chinese overseas also frequently use
Stuart Hall’s views on identity. See, for example, Liu Hong (2007).

2. While the term ‘Chinese-Indian’ emphasises the Chinese ethnicity of these
people, ‘Indian-Chinese’ highlights their Indian nationality, which they were
able to acquire in the 1990s. In this study, I have used ‘Chinese-Indian’ as
the term for the ethnic Chinese who have resided in Kolkata for several
generations or migrated to India before 1962; some of these people may
have acquired Indian citizenship, others have passports that belong to a
third country such as Canada. I also prefer to use the term ‘Chinese-Indian’,
instead of ‘Indian-Chinese’, because of the importance the preservation of
‘Chinese identity’ seems to play in this community.

3. Cohen (1994, 89).
4. Even if Atchew’s being the very first Chinese settler in Kolkata might be a

legend, he is at the very least the first for whom we have clear documentary
evidence.

5. Huaqiao zhi bianzuan weiyuanhui 華僑志編纂委員會 (1962, 34–39).
6. On the present situation, Dutta (2003): 169 states: ‘Today, most of the com-

munity are Indian citizens’.
7. Unfortunately, I do not have the publication details for this article, which was

given to me by a Chinese in Kolkata.
8. Interview on 23 January 2008.
9. See Liang (October-December 2007, 397–410).

10. I have discussed this issue in detail in Zhang (2010).
11. For a detailed study of this issue, see Leng and Cohen (1972, 268–320).
12. Chiu (2003).
13. Oxfeld (1993).
14. Chiu (2003, 34–36).
15. Liang (n.d.)
16. Oxfeld (2005, 17–33).
17. It might be argued, though, that the predominance of choosing spouses from

not only the same ethnic background, but even from the same locality of
origin, shows similarities to Indian marital preferences and could therefore
show Indian influence. However, such practices are not only Indian, but also
Chinese, thus allowing no sweeping generalisations as to possible influencing.
In fact, such influence would have to be specifically proven. Until and unless
this is done, we can do no more than adhere to the conclusion drawn above.

18. This may, however, be debated by drawing attention to the descendants of
Black African slaves, particularly in western India. This issue needs to be
studied comparatively.
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