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Creating a New Cultural Identity: 
India-related Religious Practices among 
the Chinese Community in Kolkata∗

Zhang Xing

Already in the nineteenth century, the Chinese immigrants had built several Chinese temples in Kolkata. 
These temples, including those dedicated to Tianhou and Guanyin, served not only as religious shrines but 
also meeting places for the community. This article outlines some of the unique, and hitherto unexamined, 
religious practices among the Kolkata Chinese. Specifi cally, it focuses on the venerations of the Atchew, 
perceived to be the fi rst Chinese immigrant in India, the medium known as Lady Shou and the Indian 
Goddess Kali. While other religious beliefs among the Kolkata Chinese indicate the preservation of Chinese 
heritage and identity, these unique practices show the process of acculturation and the creation of a new 
mixed,Chinese–Indian identity.

INTRODUCTION

The religious practices such as the worship of god of wealth, Caishen; the Goddess 
Tianhou, also known as Mazu; and the bodhisattva, Guanyin, among the Kolkata 

∗This article is based on fi eldwork conducted from January to April and August in 2008, in South Asia’s 
only Chinatown in Kolkata, India, as part of a study on the Chinese community there. I am grateful to 
the Gottlieb Daimler- und Karl Benz-Stiftung and Martin Luther University, Halle-Wittenberg, Germany, 
for supporting the research and fi eldwork upon which this article is based. I also wish to thank Professor 
Dr Rahul Peter Das for his guidance and help during my fi eldwork. An earlier version of this article was 
presented at the Fourth Biennial International Conference of the Indian Association for Asian & Pacifi c 
Studies, held at Viswabharati University, Santiniketan, 22–24 August 2008.
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Chinese suggest a continuation of Chinese traditions and belief systems.1 While these 
practices play a crucial role in preserving the Chinese identity of the Kolkata Chinese, 
the India-related elements that have permeated these practices give the community a 
distinct character. In this article, I will focus on these unique India-related elements 
that have become part of the religious lives of the Kolkata Chinese. It specifi cally 
outlines three such cases: the veneration of Atchew, the legendary ‘fi rst’ Chinese 
immigrant to India; the practice of divination at the Taishou gong (Taishou temple); 
and the worship of the Indian Goddess Kali (Ka–lı–). The study of these unique beliefs 
indicates the complex, multifaceted and both Chinese and Indian identities of the 
Chinese community in Kolkata. 

THE VENERATION OF ATCHEW

It is said that in the late eighteenth century, a Chinese tea trader called Yang Dazhao 
(Cantonese: Yong Tai Chow),2 from the province of Guangdong wandered into the 
coastal region of Bengal in search of profi t. Although he quickly realised that selling 
the merchandise he brought would yield handsome profi t, Atchew3 decided to 
present the goods to local offi cials with the hope of obtaining larger remunerations. 
His decision seems to have paid off. British records indicate that Warren Hastings, 
the Governor-General of India from 1773 to 1786, granted 650 bigha–s4 of land to 
Atchew for a yearly rent of Rs 45 (Bose 1934). Atchew, who had initially wanted 
to alternate between China and India, decided to settle down in Bengal, and established 
a sugar mill on the land given to him. He then started bringing Chinese labourers to 
work for him at the sugar mill. After the death of Atchew in 1783, this place became 
known as Achipur (A

–
cchipur).

Today, almost every Chinese resident of Kolkata and elsewhere in India attempts 
to visit Achipur to pay respect to this ‘fi rst’ immigrant from China. At a horseshoe 
shaped tomb belonging to Atchew, the visitors light incense and offer food, as they 

1 For a detailed study of the religious practices among the Kolkata Chinese, see Zhang 2008.
2 Although members of the Chinese community in Kolkata mostly speak Hakka or Cantonese, I use 

Mandarin pronunciations and the Hanyu Pinyin system to transcribe Chinese names because most of my 
interviews in Kolkata were conducted in Mandarin. When possible, I have inserted the relevant Cantonese 
or Hakka pronunciations in parenthesis. 

3 The British name Atchew appears to have been derived from his nickname, A. Zhao. There are also 
references to him as Acchi. To avoid confusion, the British reading of his name is used in this article. 

4 Bigha– is a unit of measurement of area of a land, commonly used in Nepal, Bangladesh and a few 
states of India like West Bengal, Assam, Bihar, Gujarat, etc. The bigha– varies in size from one region to 
another. Sources have given measurements that range from 1,500 to 6,771 square metres. In West Bengal, 
the bigha– equals about 1,333.33 square metres.
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Figure 1
Tomb of Atchew in Achipur, West Bengal

Source: The photograph is by the author.

usually do to show respect to their dead ancestors (Figure 1). The tomb is patterned on 
the graves found in southern China and built according to the geomantic (fengshui) 
beliefs of the Chinese. The tomb was reconstructed in 2004 by the Yixing huiguan 
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(Yixing guild), the oldest Cantonese guild in Kolkata dating to 1838.5 The Yixing 
huiguan also manages the veneration ceremonies that take place during the fi rst month 
of the Chinese lunar year. The fi rst month of the Chinese lunar year, which is marked 
by New Year festivities, is the time when the Chinese show reverence to ancestors. 

Near Atchew’s tomb is perhaps the oldest Chinese temple in India. The temple is 
dedicated to Bogong and Bopo (God and Goddess of Earth) (Figure 2).6 It is said that 

Figure 2
The Temple of the God and Goddess of Earth at Achipur

Source: The photograph is by the author.

5 Huiguans were Chinese merchant guilds that played important social, cultural and economic roles in 
the lives of the people in major Chinese cities and the coastal regions, especially during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. Among the overseas Chinese communities, huiguans were, as Liu (1988: 9) points out, 
‘association[s] of persons of common geographic background in a place away from their home territory.’ 
In foreign lands, these associations provided or organised places for lodging, community gatherings and 
celebrations, and religious rituals and ceremonies. Some of them also operated as unoffi cial courtrooms 
where members of the overseas Chinese community could settle their legal disputes. In Kolkata, there are 
fi ve such huiguans, all belonging to the Cantonese migrants and named after specifi c regions in Guangdong 
province. These are the Yixing (Ye Hing), Nanshun (Nam Soon), Dong’an (Toong Oon), Siyi (Sea Ip) 
and Huining (Wei Ning) huiguans. Since the buildings where these huiguans are located (on Black Burn 
Street in the Bowbazar neighbourhood) also house shrines devoted to Chinese deities, they are usually 
called ‘churches’. 

6 Also known as Tudigong (God of Earth) and Tudipo (Goddess of Earth).

 at SUNY MAIN LIBRARY on March 14, 2015chr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://chr.sagepub.com/


India-related Religious Practices among the Chinese in Kolkata 57

China Report 45, 1 (2009): 53–63           

Atchew himself brought the idols of Bogong and Bopo (Cantonese: Ba Kun–Ba Bo) 
to India after he had settled in Achipur. The installation of Bogong and Bopo signifi es 
the establishment of a new Chinese settlement. The two deities are supposed to 
protect the Chinese settlers and bring peace and happiness to them in a new land. 
The Bogong–Bopo temple at Achipur is perceived to be the protector of all Chinese 
settlements in India, especially in Kolkata. Therefore, even though almost every 
Chinese household in Kolkata has images of Bogong–Bopo that they venerate daily, 
yearly pilgrimage to the Bogong–Bopo temple in Achipur is of utmost importance to 
the whole Chinese community.

The veneration of Atchew, a historical fi gure, is signifi cant to the Chinese residents of 
Kolkata because, obviously, they perceive him as their collective ancestor, the founding 
father of the community in India. In other words, the Chinese residents trace their 
history back to Atchew. According to Chinese tradition, which dates back to at least 
the Shang dynasty, ancestors are supposed to have signifi cant control over the lives 
of the living. While remembering and worshiping them results in good fortune and 
wealth, neglecting them supposedly brings wrath and bad luck. The veneration of 
ancestors—by cleaning their tombs, making offerings of food and other objects, and 
lighting incense—has been a common practice of the Chinese for centuries. 

Thus, on one hand, the veneration of Atchew demonstrates the continuation of the 
Chinese tradition of ancestor worship. On the other hand, the veneration of Atchew 
is also connected to the origins of the Chinese community in Kolkata. Indeed, the 
veneration and honour bestowed on Atchew underscores both the Chinese and the 
Chinese–Indian identities of the community. Similarly, the worship of Bogong and 
Bopo in Achipur also indicates how the community has blended Chinese beliefs with 
their history in India. 

THE TAISHOU TEMPLE

The Taishou temple (Hakka: Tai Sau Koung) located in Tangra, Kolkata, is perhaps 
the most fascinating religious institution frequented by the Chinese community 
in the city (Figure 3). The altar on the ground fl oor of the temple has an idol and 
a large framed photograph of Lady Huang Xie Shou (Hakka: Wong Hsieh Sau) 
(Figure 4). Lady Shou (literally, ‘longevity’) is supposed to have worked as a sprit 
medium in one of the villages of the Mei County in Guangdong province of China. 
Placed on a chair and a desk, placed on the right side of the altar, are framed pictures 
of Lady Liao Li Qiu (Hakka: Liao Lee Chiu), who migrated to Kolkata more than fi fty 
years ago.7 The fi rst fl oor of the temple has a shrine dedicated to the Jade Emperor, 

7 These two people are also called Huang Xie Shou Mei (Wong Hsieh Sau Moi) and Liao Li Qiu Mei 
(Liao Lee Chiu Moi). The word ‘Mei’ (‘Moi’) at the end of their names means ‘younger sister’, commonly 
used by the Hakka elders to refer to young, usually unmarried, women. Huang and Liao were the last names 
of the husbands of the two women, whose maiden names would have been Xie Shou and Li Qiu.
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the ruler of Chinese heaven. On top of the temple entrance are images related to 
Buddhism, including King Ashoka’s emblem (Figure 3).8 

It is said that Lady Shou used to answer people’s questions about their future by 
communicating with the Jade Emperor.9 After her death, people in the village erected 
a temple dedicated to her and continued to seek her spiritual guidance. When Lady 
Liao Li Qiu migrated to India, she brought a photograph of Lady Shou and installed it 
in her home in Bowbazar neighbourhood of Kolkata. The cult of Lady Shou was thus 
transmitted from China to India. Soon, Lady Qiu’s home attracted large number of 
followers seeking the medium’s help in fi nding their future. Qiu’s home also became a 
place for the Hakkas, Cantonese and other Chinese residents to congregate and share 
a common belief in divination, which like ancestor worship is an ancient Chinese 
tradition.

Figure 3
The Taishou Temple in Tangra, Kolkata

Source: The photograph is by the author.

8 These images may have been engraved on the entrance of the temple because most people who frequent 
the temple, and those who sponsored it, practice Buddhism. In fact, Buddhist ceremonies are often held 
at this temple.

9 Mediums, in southern China, are also known to have served as healers, writers of protective talisman 
and performer of various folk rituals and ceremonies. For details, see Dean (1993). On how a historical 
fi gure has in another case become a deity, see Baptandier (1996).
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Figure 4
The Altar inside the Taishou Temple with Idol and Picture of Lady Shou 

(Pictures of Lady Qiu are placed on the chair and desk on the right side of the altar)

Source: The photograph is by the author.

In 1982, some time after the death of Lady Qiu, her children and other followers 
built a temple in Tangra and installed not only a picture and idol of the medium but 
also placed, around the altar, pictures and a wooden tablet dedicated to Lady Qiu. 
Now, at the Taishou temple, people venerate Lady Shou, Lady Qiu and the Jade 
Emperor. While most followers come to the temple to divine their futures, usually by 
using divination sticks that are commonly used in Chinese Buddhist temples, other 
religious ceremonies are also conducted in this temple. In fact, every month there is 
at least one religious event that is scheduled at the temple. Usually paper gifts, made 
by local Indian craftsmen, are offered to the deities in the temple. 

Similar to the ceremonies at Achipur, the venerations at Taishou temple indicate 
the merging of local folk beliefs of the Chinese migrants with an immigrant who lived 
in India. While the divination rituals performed at the temple are commonly found in 
various parts of China, the incorporation of Lady Qiu, a common immigrant to India, 
into the pantheon is unique to the experiences of the Chinese–Indian community of 
Kolkata. Unlike the venerations at Achipur, however, the Taishou temple is visited 
by and known only to the Kolkata Chinese. For those who live in Kolkata, it has 
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added a new dimension to their cultural life that connects to both their Chinese 
heritage and the place they live. 

THE VENERATION OF INDIAN GODDESS KALI

The impact of Indian beliefs on the religious practices of Chinese community in India 
is best visible in the worship of the Hindu, and especially Bengali, Goddess Kali. In 
the 1940s and 1950s, the Chinese residents of Kolkata used to frequent the Kali 
temple in Kalighat and make offerings of goats and other animals to the goddess (Ali 
1982: 95). These visitors, mostly women, perceived Kali as a fertility goddess. In fact, 
the reason the Chinese in Kolkata were attracted to Kali, and not any other Indian 
god or goddesses, may have been due to the fact that they did not have a fertility deity 
in their pantheon. 

In the early part of 1970s, one of the Chinese residents of Kolkata decided to build 
a Hindu temple in Tangra. The man’s name was Li Quansheng (Hakka: Lei Kyun 
Sang), a Burmese who was ‘sold’ to a local Hakka family.10 Teaming up with a Bihari, 
Li built a small Kali temple in a place that used to be dumping ground for local 
tanneries (Figure 5).11 The Chinese residents from Tangra who previously visited the 
Kalighat temple found this small temple a better alternative and donated money for 
its maintenance. 

After the death of Li Quansheng, his son, Li Zhiquan (Hakka: Lei Zi Cyun), 
continued to look after the temple and claimed himself to be a devotee of Goddess 
Kali. He arranged for a Brahman to conduct daily rituals at the temple. On the 
fi rst and fi fteenth days of every month, he organises special ceremonies ( pu–ja–s) 
which attract local Chinese residents and brings in large amount of donations. The 
festivities are especially grand on the day of Kalipuja, when the turnout at this small 
temple is large and includes both Chinese and Indian residents of Tangra.12 In 1997, 
Mr Guo Rensheng (Hakka: Gwok Jan Sing), a Chinese resident of Tangra, provided 
funds for the renovation of the temple and turned it into one of the most beautiful 
structures in the neighbourhood.13 It merged local Indian (Bangali) temple style with 

10 A Chinese resident of Tangra narrated this story of Mr Li’s arrival in Kolkata to me. Although such 
instances of the sale of a child to Chinese families in Kolkata was rare, there may have been a similar case 
where a local Chinese community obtained a child after paying his Burmese parents.

11 Some accounts of the early construction of the temple note that initially only a śivali ga was erected 
at the site. According to these accounts, the idols of Kali were added later.

12 A report in 1998 indicated that one in ten Chinese residents of Kolkata attended the ceremony to 
worship Goddess Kali. See http://www.ucanews.com/1998/10/19/buddhists-christians-of-chinese-ancestry-
join-hindu-festival/ (assessed 4 September 2008).

13 The UCANews account reports that Mr Guo (Kuo Yen Sin), the owner of a local tannery, donated 
the money to reconstruct the temple because he had, after three rejections, managed to get his visa for 
Canada.
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Chinese architectural tradition. Mr Guo also donated the three idols (two of Kali and 
one of Shiva) that are now housed in the temple (Figure 6).

The worship of Kali is a clear indication of how Indic infl uences, albeit in limited 
form, have penetrated the religious beliefs of the Chinese community in Kolkata. It 
adds an Indian identity to the migrant population that has largely been able to maintain 
its traditional Chinese belief system. Unlike the two examples given earlier, the Indian 
element in this case is entirely of local origin. In fact, it is perhaps the only instance 
when the Chinese community in Kolkata has accepted an Indian deity without any 
modifi cations, although it must be pointed out that some Chinese perceive Kali as a 
bodhisattva or a wish-fulfi lling deity. The temple is also a place where local Hindus 
and ethnic Chinese residents of Tangra come together to share a common religious 
belief in Kali. 

CONCLUSION

There are other important aspects of religious practices among the Chinese–Indian 
community in Kolkata that have not been discussed in this article. This includes the 

Figure 5
The Chinese Kali Temple in Tangra, Kolkata

Source: The photograph is by the author.
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practice and popularity of Christianity. Most of the Christians among the Chinese 
community of Kolkata converted after coming to India. Their conversion is closely 
linked to the economic and educational needs of the community. Similarly, there were 
also some Chinese residents of Kolkata who converted to Islam and later migrated 
to Saudi Arabia (Ali 1982: 88–89). But, the three cases discussed earlier suffi ce to 
underscore the ways in which unique, India-related beliefs have become part of the 
religious system and daily life of the Chinese in Kolkata. It has created a new layer of 
religious identity for the Kolkata Chinese. Intriguingly, the practices referred to earlier 
cut across religious borders, since Chinese nominally of different religions take part in 
them. This raises interesting questions regarding the concept of religious identity.

The religious activities at Achipur and Taishou temple maintain many of the 
Chinese beliefs in ancestor worship and divination. These beliefs are intimately linked 
to the ways in which the Chinese residents in Kolkata maintain their ethnic identity. 
At both Achipur and at the Taishou temple, activities are more than just individual 
venerations. Rather, it seems that they involve the larger community and people from 
different linguistic groups. The same seems to be true of the rituals at the Kali temple. 
Indeed, while there are linguistic, regional and other differences among the Chinese in 
Kolkata, they share these common religious beliefs. It is important to note that the 

Figure 6 
Idols of Kali and Shiva inside the Chinese Kali Temple

Source: The photograph is by the author.
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three traditions that have been described originated from people coming from three 
different regions of China: Achipur was set up by the Cantonese, Taishou temple by 
a Hakka and the Kali temple was initiated by a Burmese–Chinese. In other words, 
these religious activities, in addition to preserving the ethnic identity of the Chinese 
residents, also contribute to bringing together the community. 

Each of the practices outlined are unique to the Chinese community in Kolkata. 
They are related to the history and experiences of the community in India. While the 
venerations at Achipur are connected to the community’s origins in India, the Taishou 
temple commemorates the contribution of an ordinary Chinese immigrant in India. 
The worship of Kali is indicative of the community’s willingness to incorporate Indian 
tradition into its religious system. In the context of the wider history of the overseas 
Chinese, this mixture of Chinese and India-related beliefs gives the community a 
distinct cultural identity. But, it is perhaps one of the many identities they have acquired 
over the course of over two hundred years in Kolkata. 
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