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@AAARI-CUNY

The Localized History Project, housed at the Asian American/Asian Research Institute@CUNY, is a
youth led and community driven participatory history collective working to uplift working class,
solidarity-oriented, and peoples’ history of Asian American, Pacific Islander, and Native Hawaiian New
Yorkers. We are funded via City Council’s Educational Equity Action Plan to help produce New York City’s
first ever Asian American Studies program! 
Within our digital archive, we published exhibits researched, created, and written by New York City
youth researchers ages 16-22. These exhibits cover the histories of New York City’s specific and
emergent Asian American history. We uplift intersectional communities, including the Chinese Latino
diaspora, and the Indo-Caribbean diasporas of NYC. See our exhibits at
www.localizedhistoryproject.org, and follow us @LocalizedHistory! 

LOCALIZED HISTORY PROJECT TEAM
Shreya Sunderram (Director and Founder) 
Shreya is the founder and director of the Localized History Project, and a former NYC high school history teacher of six
years.  She founded LHP in response to her experiences in the history classroom and to create a space for teachers
and youth to produce more just, anti-colonial curricula. In addition to LHP, Shreya is a PhD Candidate at the CUNY
Graduate Center; her dissertation traces South Asian Diasporic counter-schooling movements in the US and UK.
Outside of LHP, Shreya loves reading fantasy and sci-fi books, and dog-watching in Prospect Park. 

Ravi Vora and Clarissa Kunizaki (Co-Youth Directors) 
Ravi is a high school senior and has been a member of LHP for over a year. He enjoys collaborating with fellow
researchers and learning about AAPI political movements. As Youth Co-Director of Policy Research & Advocacy, he
looks forward to working alongside policymakers and teachers to ensure that the archival projects are taught
effectively and critically. Clarissa is a high school senior and has been part of LHP since its inception. She enjoys
researching local histories centering AAPI diasporic identity and cross racial solidarity. As Youth Co-Director of
Community and Historical Research, she hopes to foster joy and exploration with fellow youth and community
members to uncover radical histories.

....and most importantly 

22 New York City public school
student Youth Researchers ages 16-22

from four boroughs, representing
South Asian, East Asian, Southeast

Asian, Indo-Caribbean, Central Asian,
and Pacific Islander identities. 

Eva Schmidt (Assistant Director, Youth Programming) 
Eva is LHP's Assistant Director of Youth Programming. Entering her
third year with the project, she is excited to continue to find ways to
amplify histories of AANHPI communities and peoples with our
youth researchers. Relocated from the Sonoran Desert, she is a
CUNY alum and is involved in the dance and theatre community
here in NYC!

Josie Naron (Archivist)
Josie is LHP's Archivist. She received her MA from NYU's Archives
and Public History program. Her work is interdisciplinary and draws
on oral history and public history, often focusing on the
intersections of social movements and the arts. Josie is a
transplanted Midwesterner who has called Brooklyn home for
almost 8 years. In her spare time, she loves watching the Mets
(mostly lose), caring for her adopted alley cat, and making zines. 

Ana Serna (Assistant Director, Community Organizing) 
Ana is LHP’s Assistant Director of Community Organizing. Ana is a
former labor organizer and grassroots archivist in Jackson Heights
and East Elmhurst. Her scholarly and community work focuses on
domestic worker organizing, transnational solidarity movements,
and activist storytelling in the Filipino diaspora of NYC.



Hi! Our names are Ravi and Clarissa. We are the Youth Directors of the Localized
History Project. The Localized History Project ethos is grounded in a love for
inclusivity and community. It centers young people  as pedagogues and as
agents of transformative change. We define localized history as histories
drawn from archives—both traditional and intimate, family oral histories,
and the memories of our neighborhoods, friends, and elders.  
Specifically, by learning histories relevant to students’ neighborhoods, families,
and identities, we are encouraged to challenge oppressive systems and build
equitable ones that better serve us all. Localized history challenges us to be
more connected to each other, and encourages us to participate in the world
around us. 
More than ever, we need to learn localized Asian American, Native Hawaiian,
and Pacific Islander history. As ethnic studies remains under attack,
implementing local Asian-American Pacific Islander studies into New York City
classrooms is essential. However, we do not believe in teaching a version of
AAPI Studies that pits us against other communities of color, or working class
New Yorkers. Thankfully, AAPI History has always been  that of labor organizing,
solidarity building, and collectivity.  Be it the 1998 Taxi Workers’ Strike,
exchanges between B.R. Ambedkar and W.E.B. Du Bois, the Chinatown Art
Brigade, labor of Filipino nurses and Vietnamese nail salon workers, or the
musical beats of Richmond Hill’s Indo-Carribean communities, we’ve
continued to make waves of influence locally and within broader global
lineages of resilience.
 

A NOTE FROM THE YOUTH DIRECTORS:   
WHY TEACH THIS HISTORY 

Thus, New York City is a historic site of
critical AAPI history, and we want this history
taught in our schools. Uplifting these
struggles for justice provides all of us
models for collective liberation. Moreover,
illuminating vibrant contributions of AAPI’s
combats notions of otherness and omission
of marginalized narratives. 
The AAPI community has and will continue
to be a powerful force in our nation and city.
We hope you will join us in honoring our
stories by bringing our youth-driven,
community led histories to life in your
classrooms. 

Thank you! 
Clarissa and Ravi 
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The exhibits included in this booklet  draw from frameworks and standards in
Global 10 curriculum, paritcularly those dealing with imperlaism, colonial violence
and coerced labor, and global resistance to colonization. Each of the exhibits trace

global phenomena like colonization, but end with a localized history connection.
The experts provided center the global history, but we encourage a deep dive into

the entire exhibit to learn the localized NY connection. 



10.4 IMPERIALISM: Western European interactions with Africa and Asia shifted from
limited regional contacts along the coast to greater influence and connections
throughout these regions. Competing industrialized states sought to control and
transport raw materials and create new markets across the world. (Standards: 2,
3, 4; Themes: MOV, TCC, GEO, GOV, EXCH)  

11.1 b  COLONIAL FOUNDATIONS: A number of factors influenced colonial economic
development, social structures, and labor systems, causing variation by region.
Students will examine the impacts of geographic factors on patterns of
settlement and the development of colonial economic systems. Students will
examine the factors influencing variations in colonial social structures and labor
systems. Students will analyze slavery as a deeply established component of the
colonial economic system and social structure, indentured servitude vs. slavery,
the increased concentrat

Indo-Trinidadian Music,Indo-Trinidadian Music,
Migration, and ResistanceMigration, and Resistance

in NYCin NYC

Indo-Trinidadian Music,
Migration, and Resistance

in NYC

EXCERPTED CHAPTERS AND SELECT RESOURCES FROM: 



Indo-Trinidadian Music, Migration, and Resistance in
NYC By: Guinevere Wolski

Enslaved laborers work the sugar cane harvest on a plantation in Trinidad, c. 1836.

Excerpt from: “What is Indenture?” 

In 1833, the British Parliament passed the Slavery Abolition Act, which formally ended slavery
in all British colonies. However, a new system of “apprenticeship” emerged in its stead, which
forced freed people to work for their former masters for an additional four years.1 Initially, this
system was intended to facilitate a smooth transition to a free economy. Instead, it served as
a “false promise for equality” and perpetuated slavery-like conditions until its complete
abolition in 1838.

Indian "coolie" workers, including men, women, and children, pose after their arrival in Trinidad, c. 1897.

After the legal abolition of slavery, the British sought to establish a new mode of cheap labor
to sustain plantation economies. This new practice was called indenture, a system of
contracted labor in which individuals agreed to work for a fixed period, usually five years, in
exchange for wages, housing, and eventual return passage.2 In practice, indenture functioned
as a new form of coercion that closely resembled slavery, but was still distinctly different.
Recruiters, known as arkatis, specifically targeted poor Indians living in rural regions such as
present-day Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, as well as parts of South India.3 After signing contracts
that they could not read and restricted by a law they could not understand, scholar Gaiutra
Bahadur explains that recruiters told workers they would be "sifting sugar" in a land where the
work was easy and the pay was high.4 The recruiters didn't mention the cutlasses, the mud, or
the back-breaking labor of the cane fields.5 They also told women that the colonies —
Demerara, Trinidad, Fiji — were just a short distance away, perhaps just past the next river,
rather than an ocean away from everything they knew.6 

Guinevere Wolski is a 16 year old student at Brooklyn Technical High School who is majoring
in Law and Society. Growing up in the NYC public school system, she noticed the lack of Indo-
Caribbean representation in the school curriculum. This prompted her interest in The
Localized History Project and contributing to NYC’s first AAPI curriculum as a Youth
Researcher. Outside of school she spends her time playing the harp for Brooklyn Tech’s
orchestra which sparked her interest in the role that music has played throughout history,
across various communities.

1.Fritz Blackwell, “The British Impact on India, 1700–1900,” Asia in World History: 1750-1914, Volume 13:2 (Fall 2008).
2.Tamanna Nangia, "Indian Rebellion of 1857," Encyclopedia Britannica March 30, 2026, 
3.Stanley A. Wolpert, “British Raj,” Encyclopedia Britannica, September 24, 2019. 
4.“British Economic Policy in India (1757-1857)," Drishti IAS, 2024
5.Amitav Ghosh, Smoke and Ashes: Opium's Hidden Histories, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2024.
6.Ruchi Vats, “Colonial Codification and Social Stratification: An Examination of British Interference With the Indian Caste

System,” African Journal of Biomedical Research, Vol. 27 No. 5S (2024).

https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-what-is-indenture-3
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-what-is-indenture-2
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-what-is-indenture-3
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-what-is-indenture-4
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-what-is-indenture-5
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-what-is-indenture-6


Indo-Trinidadian Music, Migration, and Resistance in
NYC By: Guinevere Wolski
Excerpt from: “What is Indenture?” 

1.James Latimer, "The Apprenticeship System in the British West Indies," The Journal of Negro Education, Vol. 33, No. 1
(Winter 1964).

2.Alison Klein, “Tangled Up: Gendered Nationhood in Indo- Caribbean Indenture Narratives,” Anthurium: a Caribbean
Studies Journal, Vol. 12, No. 2 (December 2015).

3.Sudipto Mitra, “Arkatis, Recruiters, Intermediaries: The People and Practices in Indentured Labour Recruitment in
Nineteenth Century India,” Royal Holloway Research Portal, May 28, 2024.

4.Gaiutra Bahadur, Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2016, p. 122.
5. Ibid., p. 100.
6. Ibid., p. 110.
7. Ibid., p. 128.
8. Ibid., p. 64.
9. Ibid., p. 64.

The ship's journey to British colonies like
Trinidad, Jamaica, Suriname, Guyana, and
South Africa was long and grueling. Mortality
rates on the ships were high: outbreaks of
diseases like cholera and measles were
common, sanitation was poor, and the women
were crammed together below decks. In the
cramped and humid spaces where they slept,
the women were also vulnerable to the gaze
and the grasp of the crew.  The ship was a
floating prison, but it was also a stage for a
new kind of intimacy. The journey across the
kala pani, or “black waters,” created a
powerful kinship among some indentured
laborers known as the jahajee bond.  This term
referred to the deep, familial relationships that
formed among laborers on the same voyage.

7

8

In Coolie Woman, Bahadur explains that the jahajee became more than a shipmate; he or
she became fictive kin, closer sometimes than blood relatives left behind. Laborers endured
inhumane ship conditions and emotional isolation which made survival dependent on one
another. Bahadur also notes that "the voyage stripped emigrants of caste and village
hierarchies, forcing new solidarities to merge from shared suffering."  This loss of caste
distinction was especially significant because the kala pani was then believed to sever one’s
place within traditional Indian society. For some, the jahajee bond replaced the social
structure they had lost and granted the means to preserve fragments of identity to combat
systems of erasure. Reflecting on this, the importance of jahajee extended far beyond the
ship itself. It became a foundation of Indo-Caribbean community, survival, and cultural
preservation.

9

Map of the islands in the West Indies under British colonial rule, c. 1835.



Indo-Trinidadian Music, Migration, and Resistance in
NYC By: Guinevere Wolski

Excerpt from: “Women in Indenture” 
For women, indenture carried its own unique dangers. They arrived as a minority within the
indentured migrant population, which contained a large gender disparity: a ratio of 4 men to
1 woman. Additionally, around two-thirds of indentured women were single women. This was
the result of colonial laws and patriarchal controls that restricted women’s mobility and
autonomy. While women were not universally prohibited from emigrating, social
expectations, familial control, and colonial regulation made migration far more difficult.
Recruiters and colonial officials often required proof of marital status or male consent, and
women who attempted to migrate independently faced heightened scrutiny and danger.1 
Consequently, the Indian Emigration Act of 1883 only
magnified these restrictions by increasing colonial
oversight over women’s mobility, targeting married
women who falsely claimed to be widows or single to
flee abusive marriages.2  This law subjected women to
invasive inspections and surveillance by authorities.
Officials frequently assumed that single women were
morally suspect, and used the law to police women’s
bodies and movements. These policies ensured that
women’s migration served plantation labor needs
while also limiting their autonomy. Similarly, the
Cantonment Act of 1864 also contributed to this
phenomenon by legalizing and supervising prostitution
near British military bases.3   This system
disproportionately targeted poor and marginalized
women, placing them under medical surveillance and
reinforcing the idea that women’s bodies were
resources to support imperial interests. The British
deliberately framed Indian women as “disorderly” or
“immoral” to justify their control.
Many women were misled and coerced through false promises of marriage, work, or family
reunification. In Coolie Woman, Gaiutra Bahadur defines the word "coolie" as “carry[ing] this
baggage of colonialism on its back. It bears the burdens of history.”4  To me, that perfectly
sums up the position of indentured women. They carried burdens. They had to meet the needs
of both Indian men and British men on the plantations. They were expected to perform both
plantation labor like cutting sugarcane with a cutlass, prepping the land for planting, and
cleaning and sorting the sugar cane stems and unpaid domestic labor like cooking meals,
maintaining the house, and family work.5  This transformed indenture into a uniquely gendered
form of labor by having women being seen as “housewives” instead of workers.6  Ultimately,
women faced violence and sexual exploitation at the hands of both managers and other
laborers.7  There was little to no legal accountability for this abuse, which became common
and embedded within the system. Women who resisted abuse or fled these violent
relationships were often punished instead of protected.8 Gender-based violence became a
tool used to maintain colonial authority, as well as plantation discipline.

A form documenting personal, caste, and health information for a
woman emigrating to Trinidad as an indentured laborer, c. 1890.

1.Gaiutra Bahadur, Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2016, p. 78.
2. Ibid., p. 77-78.
3. Ibid., p. 90.
4. Ibid., p. 30.
5. Ibid., p. 246-247.
6.Rhoda E. Reddock, Women, Labour and Politics in Trinidad and Tobago: A History, 'Brave Dange,' London: Zed Books, 1994.
7.Bahadur, p. 147.
8. Ibid., p. 88.

https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-1


Indo-Trinidadian Music, Migration, and Resistance in
NYC By: Guinevere Wolski
Excerpt from: “Women in Indenture” 
However, despite the dangers, single women did have the capacity to develop a newfound
sexual independence and explore constructs outside traditional norms. While many women
found loving relationships, this new autonomy was not seen as favorably by some migrant
men.9 For example, in 1880 (in Trinidad), men petitioned the British government with the help of
the Presbyterian Church to demand women be returned to their husbands' authority. British
colonial sexual stereotypes also impacted women’s autonomy by dictating the identity of all
indentured women. They were sexualized and branded as “subservient” and “meek.” In the
decades post-indenture, fewer women chose to career work in fields and instead leaned
toward entrepreneurial work or teaching. They also played a vital role in cultural preservation
throughout the diaspora.  

Maharani was a female laborer who traveled from India to the Caribbean during the late 19th
century. Her story is used to represent the thousands of overlooked experiences of Indian
women who faced sexual exploitation and harsh conditions during the system of indenture.
She remembers the drumbeats and described how her jahajis played music and danced
during their journey.10 While she did not cry, she recalled a “woeful parting” accompanied by
the harmonium and sarangi:

Listen, oh Indian, listen to the story of us emigres,
The emigres who cry constantly, tears flowing from their eyes.

When we left the ports of Calcutta and Bombay,
Brother left sister, mother left daughter.

In deep love of the mother country we cried;
Water flowed from our eyes . . .

Painful is our story, choking is our voice.

Above: A document in English and Hindi, listing the conditions of
indenture — including term of contract, pay, nature of labor, and
conditions for a return passage.

Left: A photograph showing two Indian women in Trinidad, West
Indies.

https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-9
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-music-migration-and-resistance-nyc/content#fn-chapter-women-in-indenture-10


Indo-Trinidadian Music, Migration, and Resistance in
NYC By: Guinevere Wolski
Excerpt from: “Women in Indenture” 

Doolarie's Story
The University of the West Indies in St. Augustine, Trinidad, possesses the transcript of an
unpublished oral history with a 109-year-old woman named Doolarie, who traveled from India
to Trinidad as an indentured laborer in 1913. Doolarie's interview is a rare first-hand account
that describes the degrading experience of indenture through the lens of a female laborer. She
described workers being loaded into trucks “like flour bags,” then taken to the plantation.
Women’s experiences in indenture have continuously remained hidden in the archives of
history: partly because of the low status they held, but also because of the gender imbalances
within indenture that pushed them out of the narrative entirely. 

Doolarie began her indenture contract on August 23, 1913, on the 26SS Sutliss. She explains the
major push factors for her leaving India: she had no one to stay with or support her in India,
and there was little to no accessible food. Doolarie was again quick to mention that for those
reasons, she would never go back. Her mother died in India, while her father died on the ship's
journey. Through times of loneliness and the unknown, Doolarie found herself praying every
night to her god, Bhagwan. She recalls the hard and grueling work she had to complete while in
Trinidad, and how she was paid “six dollars a night." Doolarie’s story is complex and incredibly
powerful. It highlights her struggle and resilience as a female laborer, as well as acknowledging
the lack of initiative to preserve stories like hers.

Doolarie was a woman, daughter, wife, mother, and orphan who was subjugated to the
injustices of indenture fueled by colonial exploitation. Her story cannot be forgotten. Likewise,
“No account of the coolie experience can ever be complete, for they are but the scraps of
history." (Dabydeen xi). 

1.Gaiutra Bahadur, Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2016, p. 78.↩
2. Ibid., p. 77-78.↩
3. Ibid., p. 90.↩
4. Ibid., p. 30.↩
5. Ibid., p. 246-247.↩
6.Rhoda E. Reddock, Women, Labour and Politics in Trinidad and Tobago: A History, 'Brave Dange,' London: Zed Books, 1994.↩
7.Bahadur, p. 147.↩
8.Ibid., p. 88.↩
9.Ibid., p. 244.↩

10. Ibid., p. 122-124.↩

Read Guinevere’s Full Historical Exhibit, which explores not only
the history of indenture, but the creation of an Indo Caribbean

music tradition and its journey to New York City, at
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/exhibits/indo-trinidadian-

music-migration-and-resistance-nyc
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primary sources:primary sources:primary sources:

A map of British India or "Hindoostan," divided into the different colonial
regions and territories, c. 1855. 

Image originally printed in J.H. Colton's Atlas of the World Illustrating Physical
and Political Geography, Vol 2. Made available in the public domain by

Wikimedia Commons. 



The proclamation to the "Princes, Chiefs, and People of India," issued by
Queen Victoria on 1 November 1858.

Document originally created by the Government of the Great Britain. Made
available in the public domain by Wikimedia Commons. 

https://localizedhistoryproject.org/items/58
https://localizedhistoryproject.org/items/58


Enslaved laborers work the sugar cane harvest on a plantation in
Trinidad, c. 1836.

Originally created by Richard Bridgens and published in West India
Scenery. Made available in the public domain by SLAVERY IMAGES:

A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the
Early African Diaspora



Indian "coolie" workers, including men, women, and children, pose
after their arrival in Trinidad, c. 1897.

Photographer unknown; made available in the public domain by
Wikimedia Commons.



Map of the islands in the West Indies under British colonial rule, c. 1835.

Map originally created for The Society for the Diffusion of Useful
Knowledge. Republished in the National Public Domain Archives, and
made available through the David Rumsey Historical Map Collection. 



A form documenting personal, caste, and health information for
a woman emigrating to Trinidad as an indentured laborer, c.

1890.

Document made accessible in the public domain by the National
Archives of Trinidad and Tobago.  



A document in English and Hindi, listing the conditions of indenture —
including term of contract, pay, nature of labor, and conditions for a

return passage.

Document held in the National Archives of the United Kingdom and
made available online via the London Museum. Rights status

unknown, but usable under Section 107 of the Copyright Act (Fair
Use).



A photograph showing two Indian women in Trinidad, West Indies.

Document made available online via the London Museum. Rights
status unknown, but reasonably Fair Use under Section 107 of the

Copyright Act.
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Cartwright, Mark. “The Fall of the British East India Company in the 19th Century.”
Brewminate, July 31, 2024.

Ghosh, Amitav. Smoke and Ashes: Opium's Hidden Histories. New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2024.

Henry, Frances, and Dwaine Plaza, eds. Carnival Is Woman: Feminism and
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secondary sources:secondary sources:secondary sources:
Niranjana, Tejaswini. Mobilizing India: Women, Music, and Migration Between India
and Trinidad. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006.

Ramsawak, Jessica. "Twice Migration and Indo-Caribbean American Identity
Politics." Political Science (Spring 2020).

Reddock, Rhoda E. Women, Labour and Politics in Trinidad and Tobago: A History,
'Brave Dange.' London: Zed Books, 1994.

Soka Tribe. “'Hands in de Air': Identifying a Black Caribbean Feminism in Soca
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Oral Histories:

Batchoo, Cintra. “Oral History with Cintra Batchoo” Interviewed by Guinevere
Wolski. 01/20/26. 10:21.

Batchoo, Vishnu. “Oral History with Vishnu Batchoo” Interviewed by Guinevere
Wolski. 01/25/26. 39:08.

Manuel, Peter. “Oral History with Dr. Manuel” Interviewed by Guinevere Wolski.
01/23/26. 14:18.

Wolski, Stefan. “Oral History with Stefan Wolski” Interviewed by Guinevere Wolski.
02/08/26. 05:36.



Grade 10 Global 
10.4 IMPERIALISM: Western European interactions with Africa and Asia shifted from
limited regional contacts along the coast to greater influence and connections
throughout these regions. Competing industrialized states sought to control and
transport raw materials and create new markets across the world. 
Grade 11 US History 
11.1 COLONIAL FOUNDATIONS (1607– 1763): European colonization in North America
prompted cultural contact and exchange between diverse peoples; cultural differences
and misunderstandings at times led to conflict. A variety of factors contributed to the
development of regional differences, including social and racial hierarchies, in colonial
America. 
11.4 d Racial and economic motives contributed to long-standing discrimination
against Mexican Americans and opposition to Chinese immigration.Students will
examine the contributions of Chinese to the national economy and reasons for nativist
opposition to their continued immigration (Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882). 

A Chinese LatinoA Chinese Latino  
Migration ArchiveMigration Archive
A Chinese Latino 

Migration Archive
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A Chinese Latino Migration Archive
By: Clarissa Kunizaki
Excerpt from: “The Global Coolie Trade” 

Historical Context
Understanding the historical context that shaped the
Chinese-Latino diaspora is essential. The contemporary
identities and experiences of Chinese-Latinos have
been profoundly influenced by global interactions and
historical events that are frequently overlooked.
Examining the Chinese coolie trade is a pivotal piece of
this narrative.
The abolition of slavery in the United States, marked by
the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 and the
passage of the 13th Amendment in 1865, was a
significant turning point for industries reliant on
enslaved labor. Alongside the 19th-century abolitionist
movement and the end of the Civil War, these events
served to shift global attitudes, morals, and political
views on enslavement. They also exposed many
contradictions: countries, like the United States and
Britain, that had legally abolished slavery, still needed
and wanted cheap and exploitable sources of labor
exported from abroad.
As slavery was slowly dismantled in the U.S. and South
America, European colonies and regions heavily reliant
on an enslaved labor force faced an urgent need to
replace their workers. The idea of "coolie" labor
replacing enslaved African-Americans had already
been raised during the Civil War, when southern
plantation owners echoed Caribbean plantations in
attempting to contract Chinese and Indian workers.1 In
the post-Civil War era, colonial European powers—such
as the British, French, Spanish, and Portuguese—
continued to seek out new forms of cheap and
exploitative labor, particularly for agriculture and
infrastructure projects.
While attempts were made to use existing populations,
such as European and Indigenous labor from the
Yucatán for sugar fields in Cuba, these efforts proved
unsuccessful. Eventually, colonial powers turned to Asia,
initiating what is now known as the global coolie trade. 

Clarissa Kunizaki is a senior in high school and a founding member of the Localized History Project. As the
Youth Co-Director of Community and Historical Research, she seeks to foster joy and exploration with peers
to uncover radical histories. Clarissa is particularly interested in research areas that cover diaspora,
solidarity, and gender. Her favorite historical year is 1968. 

“Abolition of Slavery The Glorious 1st of August” 

“Collection box for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society” 

This system, characterized by the mass migration of indentured Asian workers to fill labor
shortages in European colonies, led to the emergence of a new diaspora. Among the affected
communities were South Asians, whose descendants are now often referred to as Indo-
Caribbeans, and the Chinese. Both groups have significantly influenced the culture and history
of the Americas and the United States through various waves of migration. The exploitation of
Chinese laborers during this period has come to be known as the Chinese coolie trade.

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/coolie
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/abolition/
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/abolition/


A Chinese Latino Migration Archive
By: Clarissa Kunizaki

Chinese laborers were seen as a preferable alternative to the
freed Black workers for a number of reasons, many rooted in
racist tropes. Evelyn Hu-DeHart and Kathleen López, who have
extensively studied Chinese-Latino history, explain that "white
planters and officials perceived Asian migrants as more
industrious, more economical, and less threatening than
Africans."2 The two historians also note that many planters and
officials hoped that Asian workers would come to occupy a sort
of in-between position in Latin American racial hierarchies,
somewhere between the top (white) and the bottom (African
and indigenous), and that this could have a "civilizing" influence
on Black and indigenous workers. In many cases, Chinese
workers were contracted to replace recently emancipated
slaves. Consequently, regions like Cuba, heavily reliant on sugar
production, became dependent on the exploitation of Chinese
workers to sustain their economies.

"Tenencia de Gobierno de Jaruco"

List of Contracted Chinese Workers From
the Ship "Mourne de Nantes"

Excerpt from: “The Global Coolie Trade” 
Recruitment and Journeys of Chinese Coolies
While some Chinese laborers arrived to the Americans
voluntarily, the majority were victims of kidnapping or deceptive
labor recruitment practices.  It is important to note that most
laborers were young men; Chinese women made up a very
small minority in the Chinese coolie trade. Before embarking on
their journey to Latin America, laborers were held in barracoons,
similar to those used in the Atlantic Slave Trade that confined
enslaved African people. Traveling on former African slave ships,
Chinese laborers being sent to places like Cuba and Peru were
kept below decks with armed officers who enforced strict
corporal punishment. Conditions on the ships were overcrowded
and unsanitary, leading to high mortality rates among
documented voyages.

1

Although the coolie trade differed from slavery in its legal
framework — compared to chattel slavery, which allowed for the
enslavement of children born to enslaved people and extended
ownership until death — the experiences of Chinese coolies can
be seen as paralleling the exploitative conditions faced by
enslaved Black people. Legally classified as indentured servants,
Chinese coolies signed contracts, written in both Spanish and
Chinese, committing to work for eight years upon their arrival in
the Americas. Many were promised a monthly wage of four
dollars, along with food, shelter, clothing, and medical care.
Some historians argue that these contracts were primarily
designed to distinguish indentured labor from the now-illegal
slave trade, despite the fact that the conditions endured were
strikingly similar to those of enslavement.
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The first image below shows a Chinese man being forced onto a
ship bound for Cuba. The second depicts a scene titled "Latrines as
prison," illustrating recruiting agents who used humiliating,
coercive means to "voluntarily" compel Chinese workers to sign an
employment contract.
Roux explains that the format and style of the pamphlet is heavily
influenced by the Yuli Chaozhuan (Jade Calendar Manuscript), a
renowned moral text depicting severe punishments for sinners in
Buddhist hells. Roux describes the piece below as picturing
“refining sugar with human bones.” This death penalty scene
represents the height of horror in Cuba’s sugar plantations. The
concept depicted was all the more unbearable for the Chinese of
the 19th century, whose rituals of the dead included preserving the
body of the deceased and returning them, if far from home, to be
buried in their native land.
Roux stresses the intended purpose of the pamphlet: as a warning.
He notes that that “the author adopted a similar approach to
better serve his purpose and thus reach as wide a readership as
possible: the texts and illustrations depict Cuba and Peru as
terrestrial hells and expose the means not to sink into it.” Although
the pamphlet initially sold widely in bookstores across southern
China, its success was fleeting. Spanish representatives in the Qing
Empire demanded its censorship to prevent any potential anti-
Western sentiment, and the pamphlet was taken out of print
circulation.
Fortunately, several copies were rediscovered in recent years,
where they had languished unnoticed in a handful of European
and American libraries for over a century. Roux emphasizes the
significance of this rediscovery for historians, noting that the
illustrations offers "new primary material for understanding the
coolie slave trade, as well as offering insights into various aspects
of Chinese society" during the period.

Labor Conditions in Latin America
Once laborers arrived in the Americas, the horrific conditions
experienced on their voyage did not improve. Coolie laborers
faced grueling work in plantations, guano pits, and infrastructure
projects, abuse by project overseers, and harsh living and weather
conditions.1 Estimates suggest that between 1847 and 1874, the
mortality rate for Chinese laborers ranged from fifty to sixty
percent. In Peru, between 1849 and 1876, nearly half of the Chinese
population aged nine to forty died from exhaustion, suicide, or ill-
treatment.2
The pamphlet “Illustrated Description of the Living Hells,”
published in 1875 by a prominent Cantonese publisher, vividly
depicts the harsh conditions endured by coolies. Senior Lecturer
Pierre-Emmanuel Roux of the University of Paris delivered a lecture
on the publication, exploring its significance and highlighting
ongoing kidnappings, mistreatment, and deaths of Chinese
laborers.3 Roux describes the piece as a means to draw attention
to a new form of slavery that persisted even after its supposed
abolition in the Americas.

https://people.reed.edu/~brashiek/scrolls/JadeRecords/index.html
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Chinese Coolie Resistance
The verb mutiny refers to rising against or refusing to obey authority. Despite Western
stereotypes of Asian people as passive and submissive, often perpetuated by the
model minority myth, our community has a long history of resistance. During the period
of the Chinese coolie trade, several documented mutinies occurred against oppressive
conditions.
Two illustrations by Edgar Holden from Harper’s Monthly Magazine in 1864 depict a
rebellion aboard a ship carrying Chinese laborers from Macau to Cuba: the illustration
above depicts Chinese coolies preparing to mutiny, while the illustration below depicts
rebelling laborers writing their demands in the blood of those who had fallen before
them during the mutiny.
Although the revolt was ultimately unsuccessful, these images challenge the notion of
Chinese laborers as passive victims and reveal their agency in the face of adversity.
Moreover, resistance continued beyond shipboard mutinies. In Latin America, Chinese
laborers faced severe control through debt bondage and harsh physical punishment
but continued to resist. On plantations, many coolies employed tactics similar to those
of enslaved African-Americans: confronting Chinese contractors, stealing, escaping,
faking illness, striking, and disrupting production to protest their unfair conditions. In
some cases, they also formed cross-racial alliances with African workers.
Because written accounts of the mistreatment within the coolie trade had been
suppressed, as in the case of “Illustrated Description of the Living Hells,” public
awareness of the extent of the abusive practices was low. This began to change in the
1870s. In 1872, Chinese coolies on the Peruvian ship María Luz escaped while docked in a
Japanese port and reported their mistreatment to military authorities, who ultimately
found that the conditions aboard the ship were on par with enslavement.4 In 1874,
government officials dispatched by the Qing dynasty to Peru and Cuba, among other
locations, found evidence of widespread abuse. These two events were critical to
putting the spotlight on and ultimately ending the exploitative trade, as international
pressure mounted. 
The question then became, what would happen to the Chinese workers who lived in
places like Peru or Cuba? 

A magazine illustration of coolie rebellion below deck, c. 1864. An illustration depicting the aftermath of a coolie
rebellion below deck, as men write their demands in

the blood of their fallen comrades, c. 1864.

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mutiny
https://densho.org/catalyst/inventing-the-model-minority-a-critical-timeline-and-reading-list/?utm_source=google_cpc&utm_medium=ad_grant&utm_campaign=cbc_ggrant_CBCGrant%7CBlogMXC&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=16643093703&gbraid=0AAAAADoXvXUV9s5bBKac6YhaEzosflJf3&gclid=Cj0KCQjw5onGBhDeARIsAFK6QJbEYu4FXg1WyINx1X7D_TESs9OdSSLDNQIfqJMu8jPXjkqVNRFd9uQaAlkcEALw_wcB
https://www.leidenspecialcollectionsblog.nl/articles/the-illustrated-description-of-the-living-hells#6053
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The Aftermath of the Coolie Trade
After completing their contracts, many Chinese laborers who had
been part of the coolie trade moved to major cities and began
integrating into local communities. For instance, in Lima, Peru, some
Chinese men found work as domestic servants or artisans, and
some married native Peruvians. This led to the emergence of new
mixed-race identities as early as the 1850s. This social integration
did not take place without backlash: as the Chinese diaspora
continued to spread and blend into communities across the United
States and the Americas, sinophobia — an irrational and often racist
fear or dislike of China, Chinese people, and Chinese culture —
became increasingly prominent.

Justina Hwang of Brown University notes, “While the coolies were
referred to as raza amarilla, china, chinos de la Gran China, chinos
del imperio celeste, Celestes, or Nación asiática in respectful terms,
and los amarillos or Macacos in less polite terms, their mixed-race
offspring, who began appearing around 1870, were not assigned any
specific name or racial category until the twentieth century.” Hwang
explains that the lack of a precise racial classification for Chinese-
Peruvians, a practice that had been common since the early
colonial era, was used to further marginalize this group and signal
their exclusion from broader Peruvian society. Moreover, discourse
surrounding new racial mixing between Chinese immigrants and
other ethnic groups in Peru often emphasized the foreignness and
"unassimilable" nature of Chinese-Peruvians, framing them as
inherently distinct from Indigenous and mestizo populations.

Chinese laborers pick cotton at the foot of the
Andes, c. 1890.

Violent Responses to Integration
In addition to the interpersonal and institutional racism Chinese immigrants faced in their new communities,
there were also documented events in which Chinese immigrants experienced racially charged violence. One of
the most notable instances of such an event was the Torreón Massacre, which happened in the Mexican city of
Torreón, Coahuilla, in 1911. Leading up to the massacre, locals in Torreón were pitted against the Chinese
population, with local community members scapegoating the Chinese population for stealing the jobs of Mexican
women, particularly in the laundry business. Chinese workers and business owners were portrayed as “dangerous
competitors” of the local people, and were attacked for the fact the Chinese population had a strong presence in
the grocery, vegetable, and gardening industry. Other anti-Chinese ideas were fueled by accusations of Chinese
men “vying for the affection and companionship of local women.” The language used to incite this violence
echoes many Black Americans' experiences in the Jim Crow South, particularly anxieties over racial mixing and
economic/social advancement, as well as the racist attacks many Chinese immigrants to America would
experience in the late 19th century. 
A total of 303 Chinese people were murdered in the Torreón Massacre. In the linked video, Dr. Mónica Cinco
Basurto, who is of Chinese descent and has been an active member of the Chinese-Mexican community,
discusses the violent incident and the experiences of her family as Chinese-Mexicans. Despite hardships due to
racial violence and discrimination, by the late 19th and early 20th centuries, perceptions of Chinese Latinos began
to shift as immigrants increasingly integrated into their new homes. In Cuba, Chinese immigrants faced less
institutionalized discrimination compared to other Latin American regions. Although stereotypes associated with
the "perpetual foreigner" concept persisted, Chinese Cubans' participation in the Cuban wars for independence
from 1868-1898, their successful formation of cross-racial alliances, and the Cuban republic's professed
dedication to an ideal of racial democracy created conditions for their inclusion into the national citizenry. Dr.
Kathleen M. López explores these ideas further in her book Chinese Cubans: A Transnational History.
In Peru, while some Chinese immigrants became prominent planters, artisans, or merchants, most established
small businesses, such as stores, restaurants, and vegetable stands. Chinese immigrants opened affordable
fondas (small eateries) in Lima as early as the 1860s, catering to working-class locals. By the 1920s, these fondas
evolved into chifas: larger, more popular establishments that served as gathering places for celebrations within
both Chinese and Peruvian communities. Today, chifas are an integral part of Peruvian cuisine and are
celebrated for their unique blend of cultures. Chinese-Peruvians further solidified their place in Peruvian society by
creating native-place associations and converting to Catholicism, thus forging meaningful and inclusive spaces
within their communities — some of which still persist to this day.

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/sinophobia
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mestizo
https://www.youtube.com/embed/Ft60Mkh4fK0
https://www.pewresearch.org/race-and-ethnicity/2023/11/30/asian-americans-and-the-forever-foreigner-stereotype/
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In addition to the established system of coolie labor, racist American immigration laws also contributed to an
influx of Chinese immigrants into Latin America. Anxieties over increased Chinese immigration to the United States
had been rising since the 1850s, when many Chinese workers first came to the West Coast to work on railroad
infrastructure or mining projects. Many white workers would not work for the low wages that Chinese laborers
would accept out of necessity, heightening the perception that Chinese immigrants were "stealing jobs."1 A variety
of factors — social and cultural prejudices, economic anxieties, and racism masked in the language of morality —
led to citizens and lawmakers alike working for decades to prevent Chinese naturalization.2

State governments, like California in 1879, had enacted their own restrictions on how Chinese workers could live,
work, and gain citizenship, but nothing was passed on a national level until 1882. In 1882, Congress passed the
Chinese Exclusion Act, the first law to specifically target immigration from a specific ethnic group. These
restrictions were reinforced over decades to come: 1888's Scott Act prohibited reentry to the United States after
visiting China, while 1892's Geary Act extended the suspension of all new visas for Chinese workers for another
ten-year period. Together, these pieces of legislation reveal a post-Civil War nation's anxieties over an
increasingly non-white workforce attempting to find new opportunities on its shores.
Given the legal difficulties of immigrating to America and the intense prejudice experienced by those who did,
Latin American countries became a popular and viable alternative for the Chinese diaspora. New Chinese-Latino
communities quickly began to grow in countries such as Peru and Venezuela, with smaller groups in other Latin
countries like Ecuador. However, Chinese immigrants still often encountered discrimination and prejudice in Latin
America, facing segregated living conditions and discriminatory laws.

“Chinese miners” 

My own great-great-grandfathers immigrated from Canton, China, to Ecuador, shortly after the passage of the
Chinese Exclusion Act. Seeking new opportunities in the midst of economic and social instability, Rafael Chan Lee
Si, my grandmother’s paternal grandfather, came from Kwangtung (now Guangzhou), Canton, China. He settled
in the coastal areas of Ecuador, married an Ecuadorian woman, and had ten children, one of whom I am named
after: Clarisa. Below are the only photos of documents my grandmother still has in her possession. She was told
this was everything Rafael had brought with him and received through his migration journey. We are still unsure
what the Chinese text is, as well as who exactly is pictured.

In the 1940s, Rafael created a very successful soda bar and restaurant called Salon Chán, also known as Chán
Chán. I've been told that Rafael was one of the first to master European-style ice cream in Guayaquil, where my
family is from, and that he was a member of the Chinese Colony, then the leading Chinese association in town. My
grandmother told me Rafael had to change his last name to “Durango” because the name belonged to a priest
that helped sponsor his arrival. However, my cousin told me this change was involuntary; “Because of immigration
laws, he changed his last name, so it was to be some sort of Spanish last name in order to be accepted into the
country. It was a law in the city. The last name Durango is not originally Chinese, but the family took that last
name. For example, there are many Chinese descendants who have the last name Cruz, which means cross in
English but is cross in Spanish. The other last name is Diaz, which is also a Latino last name, but they had to take
that last name to circumvent the immigration laws in Ecuador.” The reason for this name change is disputed in
my family, but I think both possibilities reveal a lot about the need for assimilation among immigrants in
“adjusting” to new spaces.

Family Photos Contributed by Clarissa Kunizaki.

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese-exclusion-act
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese-exclusion-act
https://immigrationhistory.org/item/scott-act/
https://immigrationhistory.org/item/geary-act/
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Chán Chán was “the place to go” in the city, attracting notable visitors like Pelé. Although
photographs of these visits once existed, they are long gone. Chán Chán was ideally located just two
blocks from Guayaquil's City Hall, making it a popular meeting spot, and it thrived for nearly half a
century. My great-grandfather, Ramon, ran the business with his family until his death in 1986, when
it was converted into a restaurant serving a mix of local Creole and Chinese cuisine. One popular
dish, "3 en 1," combined fried rice, lo mein, and a fried wonton, and was highly demanded. The
restaurant operated until 2001, when rising living costs and Ecuador's dollarization crisis made
sustaining the family business unsustainable. Until that time, it was known as Res Chan.

In the 1940s, Rafael created a very successful soda bar and restaurant
called Salon Chán, also known as Chán Chán. I've been told that Rafael
was one of the first to master European-style ice cream in Guayaquil,
where my family is from, and that he was a member of the Chinese
Colony, then the leading Chinese association in town. My grandmother
told me Rafael had to change his last name to “Durango” because the
name belonged to a priest that helped sponsor his arrival. However, my
cousin told me this change was involuntary; “Because of immigration
laws, he changed his last name, so it was to be some sort of Spanish
last name in order to be accepted into the country. It was a law in the
city. The last name Durango is not originally Chinese, but the family
took that last name. For example, there are many Chinese descendants
who have the last name Cruz, which means cross in English but is cross
in Spanish. The other last name is Diaz, which is also a Latino last name,
but they had to take that last name to circumvent the immigration
laws in Ecuador.” The reason for this name change is disputed in my
family, but I think both possibilities reveal a lot about the need for
assimilation among immigrants in “adjusting” to new spaces.

In my home country, Ecuador, my cousins have told me that Chinese
cuisine is often considered a staple family-style food. This is partly
because of the large portions and the strong love of rice among
Chinese Ecuadorians. A popular dish, chaulafan — a fried rice typically
mixed with protein like chicken, beef, pork, shrimp, or a combination —
is especially well-liked throughout the country. In a call with my cousin,
who ironically goes by the nickname “Chino,” he told me “everywhere
our ancestors went, they left for us a legacy of hard work and
intelligence. Despite criminalization processes in those years, they bear
great examples of resilience.” For me, Chino-Latino restaurants are so
meaningful because they are a manifestation of my own ancestry.
They are also particularly significant in their success and contribution
to local culture in New York City.
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Family Oral Histories
Oral history can be a great way for anyone interested in filling gaps in the historical record
with memories and materials from your own family. I found the story of my family history
unexplained and completely missing from my history classrooms. In tracing my family's
migration patterns, speaking with family members, and gathering primary sources, I
encountered many different threads of global histories. In gaining a better understanding of
overarching global history, I was able to better understand my family's place in it.
Platica 1: A Chinese-Dominican Perspective 
How did Chinese immigrants, like your ancestors, contribute to their local community in
Latin America?
I can speak of my family. At some point everyone came over from China—great-
grandparents,grandparents, etcetera. My grandmother told stories of making pilones to sell
on the street, which are small red colored sugar suckers on a paper stick. My great
grandfather, adoptive actually, had a little money, which would explain why he was able to
migrate away and start a business. My mother had to labor for my grandparents’s
supermarket at no pay. They were mean people… One of the reasons my grandparents
were so nasty is they wanted my father to work for them too. My father wanted to go to
medical school instead, and he did. They hated that. Challenge to their authority I guess.
Schooling in the Dominican Republic was very cheap so my father could go without
parental support. However, to buy books, my mother worked on the side to make money.
She sewed clothes, she made flowers out of paper and sold them on the street. My mother
came from a poor family so she has been working full time since age twelve. No school.
How has your family’s Chinese Latino background influenced your identity and sense of
belonging in New York City?
When I first came to the USA I felt very very Dominican. This faded as the years passed and
I became more and more Americanized. It bothers me sometimes when people just see
me as Chinese. I don’t know why. It feels like someone trying to claim 1/99th Cherokee
blood. The thing is, I was born in the DR and I went to school there until the 7th grade. That’s
enough to learn a lot of things and form half of an identity. It is muddled because I came to
the USA right in the middle of this identity formation. I think growing up in a poorer country
gives one a different perspective than American born people in many things, and that’s
more important than any “Chinese-Latino” thing. Water was not potable, you had to get
bottled water or boil it. Electricity was not stable so you had to get food every day. “Wet
markets,” with the stink of chicken feces and blood.I  was twice a minority. I’ve always been
a minority. 
Any closing thoughts?
Culture is who you are. The United States focuses a lot on race because for many people
race is culture. This is of course not the case when you see Gen one and a half, Gen two
Americans with foreign-born parents.People resist thinking this because you are reminded
of how different you are growing up by cruel schoolyards. This is a sort of internalized
racism that makes you think race is so important, because it's what made you different as
you grew up. Nature vs nurture is of course a very old argument. Sometimes they catch
some monsters that seemed to have perfect childhoods, for example. The reason I mention
this is in case it helps any young people growing up struggling to figure out who they are.
Your experiences shape who you are and how you behave towards others. Your schooling
and parents have ingrained thoughts in you at an early age that you don't question.
If you speak several languages, try counting from 1 to 10. When you're tired I will bet you
revert to the language you were first taught to count, even if you barely speak it now.
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Illustration by Edgar Holden, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. Access
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Underwood & Underwood, New York Public Library Digital Collections.
Access provided by Wikicommons. c. 1900.



“Chinese miners” 

Harper’s Weekly, access provided via Library of Congress. c. 1857. 
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New York City Indian Intellectuals:

1900s Radical Anti-Colonialism
10.4 IMPERIALISM: Western European interactions with Africa and Asia shifted
from limited regional contacts along the coast to greater influence and
connections throughout these regions. Competing industrialized states
sought to control and transport raw materials and create new markets
across the world. 
-10.4 b Those who faced being colonized engaged in varying forms of
resistance and adaptation. 
10.7 DECOLONIZATION AND NATIONALISM (1900–2000): Nationalist and
decolonization movements employed a variety of methods, including
nonviolent resistance and armed struggle. Tensions and conflicts often
continued after independence as new challenges arose. 
(Standards: 2, 3, 4, 5; Themes: TCC, GEO, SOC, GOV, CIV,) 



Note about language: In this exhibit, we often use the term South Asian as an acknowledgment that the
migrants, seafarers, and activists included in this exhibit came from throughout the various regions of present-
day India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. These were largely men of Sikh, Punjabi, and Bengali Muslim descent. Many
were Punjabi (present day India or Pakistan), or Bengali (present day Bangladesh, or West Bengal in India). We
use South Asian because at the time of their migration, they would have held many identities: as British Indian
subjects in the eyes of the Empire, as beholden to their village or community in their own eyes, and as
Hindus/Hindoos in the eyes of the American state. Many would have been internal migrants within the Indian
subcontinent prior to their voyage to the United States. We use South Asian as a container for this complexity,
while acknowledging its inherent contradictions and oversimplifications.
Historical Context
At the turn of the twentieth century, an influx of South Asians immigrated to the United States and Canada,
seeking new opportunities and escaping political and social repression under the thumb of British colonial rule.
Many of these immigrants were Sikh, Hindu, and Muslim men from the present-day Punjab region. Some had
experience with farming and tending land, and were drawn to the West Coast’s vast expanse of land — and its
need for labor. Others came to the United States as political refugees, fleeing persecution from the British Empire.
Who were these men? What were their political beliefs? How did they experience race and class in an American
context, and how did they think and write about it?
Amidst man-made famine, new land rent policies, and shifts from British slavery to systems of indenture, South
Asians began to look for pathways out of British India, which included migration to the United States. South
Asians migrated to the West Coast, finding opportunities from Washington to California in farming, mining,
logging, and other fields. In California’s Central Valley, South Asian men worked alongside other communities of
color: largely Black, Mexican, indigenous, and Japanese. Gendered immigration restrictions that made it difficult
for South Asian women to accompany their family members or spouses, but many male South Asian immigrants
found new romantic relationships stateside with Mexican women, creating a new, place-specific California
Punjabi-Mexican culture.
As the South Asian migrant population grew, anti-Indian prejudice swelled. State officials in California petitioned
for immigration restrictions to expand to discriminate against incoming South Asians, citing their “illiteracy,” the
lack of employment opportunities, and their likelihood to become “public charges.” The charges of “illiteracy”
ring especially hollow when considering that many South Asian men in this period migrated to America
specifically to access American higher education. 
Nevertheless, in the early 1900s, the United States did indeed shift the framework of their discriminatory
immigration policies to address the new influx of South Asians. Over the decades of the late 1800s, in a familiar
pattern — first with Chinese immigrant laborers, then Japanese immigrant laborers — waves of workers came to
explore opportunities, then as they established themselves in the United States, found their communities barred
or heavily restricted from legal immigration. In the early 1900s, the United States applied its framework of
discriminatory immigration policies to address the new influx of South Asians. You can read more about
discriminatory immigration laws, and violence against the South Asian community in fellow LHP Youth
Researcher Arun’s exhibit.
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fellow researchers and learning about AAPI political movements. As Youth Co-Director of Policy Research &
Advocacy, he looks forward to working alongside policymakers and teachers to ensure that the archival
projects are taught effectively and critically.
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Why NYC?
To understand why such an influx of South Asian revolutionaries came to New York City, we must
understand why they fled India in the first place. After the First War of Indian Independence in 1857, the
British grew hypervigilant of the organizing efforts of Indian freedom fighters. In 1907, the passage of
the Prevention of Seditious Meetings Act sought to crack down on public meetings and assemblies,
particularly focusing on nationalist movement gatherings. The new law permitted the British to deport
anyone stirring revolutionary sentiments — and, by design, created an atmosphere of fear.
Prevention of Seditious Meetings Act, 1907.
Many members of South Asian nationalist movements had already been wary of British political
surveillance and fled to Europe, specifically Paris and London. There, they established new institutions,
like Shyamaji Krishnavarma’s London-based India House: a short-lived but highly influential hub for
student revolutionaries from then-British India to live, create community, and exchange ideas in the
heart of the British empire. Founded in 1905, India House had the appearance of a placid student
residence hall. But its peaceful brick exterior was not reflective of the revolutionary activity within its
walls. Under Krishnavarma’s direction, India House became the meeting space of the Indian Home
Rule Society, as well as the publishing home of The Indian Sociologist. The space was explicitly tailored
toward young South Asian students and activists, who debated, wrote, and organized for Indian self-
rule and the end of British colonial rule. It was an intensely influential space for many who would
emerge as key thinkers and political figures in the decades to follow. 
However, political surveillance was inescapable. Even purely intellectual activities — reading groups,
publishing journals, distributing pamphlets — were seen as an immediate threat that must be crushed.
India House also had many members who believed in the potential of revolutionary violence, including
bomb-making and armed resistance. In 1909, a member of the revolutionary movement and a
frequent attendee of India House’s programs, Madan Lal Dhingra, assassinated the political aide-de-
camp of the Secretary of State of India. This would ultimately prove to be the end of India House in
London, as Lal Dhingra’s act spurred an intense police crackdown on the space. Many, like
Krishnavarma himself, had already moved on from London to other cities, like Paris. Others took this
moment as a chance to move even further afield: to New York City.
Establishing a Base
At the turn of the 20th century, New York City developed a reputation for anti-imperialist political
activism, spread both through on-the-ground organizing and through print. Alongside the growing
American Anti-Imperialist League, many immigrant and minority groups within the city had already
established small enclaves and print outlets with common goals of progressing their decolonial
causes. Once resettled in New York, Indians similarly needed hubs to collaborate and communicate
their individual ideas for liberation. Recalling their experiences abroad, they decided to emulate the
model that Krishnavarma’s India House had pioneered in London. Along with a center akin to India
House, three organizations were established to further the broader movement’s objectives: the Pan-
Aryan Association, Indo-American National Association in New York, and Society for the Advancement
of India.
The Indian Freedom movement on the East Coast primarily tasked itself with garnering sympathy for
the Indian cause from the American people. Many individuals within this movement determined that
the most effective way they could do this was through writing and mass publication, some of which
were born out of particular instances of cross-racial solidarity. These key figures and publications,
discussed further in the next sections, are important examples of anti-colonial organizing and political
thought in the 20th century.
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Das then moved to Seattle, then ventured across the country to attend Norwich University, a military institution in
Vermont. There, he was closely surveilled by British, Canadian, and American intelligence officials, who warned
the university of Hindu “agitators” and ultimately had Das expelled for his anti-British rhetoric. Finally, Das arrived
in New York City, where he revived his Free Hindusthan and published alongside prominent Irish-American
nationalist George Freeman’s Gaelic American. This alliance was particularly alarming for British intelligence
officials, understanding the mass movement potential that an alliance between Irish and Indian communities
could have.
The Free Hindusthan
First published by Taraknath Das in 1908, the Free Hindusthan shed light on the struggles of Indians under British
colonialism. Issues often contained graphic images of malnourished Indian children and updated readers on
key developments of the anti-colonial movement. In one of his earliest pieces, Das asserted the right to Indian
independence, writing, “We have no room to live as human beings under the British flag either at home or
abroad. Great Britain's present aspiration is to hold India under subjugation forever.” Much of Das’ work had
broader anti-imperialist connections, and the Free Hindusthan shared printing press space with the New York-
based Gaelic American, a similar publication working for freedom from British tyranny. Scholar of the Ghadar
Party Maia Ramnath notes in her book Haj to Utopia that “the first two issues of Free Hindusthan had arrived
enclosed inside a copy of the [Gaelic American], even before the partnership officially began.” Jointly, the two
publications declared that “…resistance to tyranny is service to humanity and a necessity of civilization.”

New York City Indian Intellectuals: 1900s Radical Anti-
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Born in 1884 in Calcutta, India, Taraknath Das was a pioneering anti-colonial activist
deeply immersed in the struggle against imperialist British rule. He was recruited into an
anti-British activist group as a college student in Calcutta, then fled to Japan, fearing
arrest. After continuing to organize students at the University of Tokyo against the British,
British authorities demanded his extradition. Instead, Das sought political asylum in the
United States. Shortly after arriving, he enrolled at the University of California, Berkeley,
and acquired a job as an interpreter at a federal immigration office. The INS (United
States Immigration and Naturalization Service) assigned Das to a post in Vancouver,
British Columbia.
Indian immigration was severely restricted at this time — not strictly through law, but
through various bureaucratic and racialized mechanisms. The INS’ expectation was that
Das would act as a gatekeeper, keeping potential South Asian immigrants from crossing
the border from Canada into the United States. Instead, Das helped coach many
prospective Indian-American citizens through the bureaucratic intricacies of their
naturalization exams. At the same time, Das began his publication, the Free Hindusthan,
which warned of continued injustices in India and the need to resist Indian exclusion in
North American society. Threatened with the loss of his job if he continued publishing
the Free Hindustan, Das chose political integrity and to keep his publication. 



Alongside Du Bois, Rai had famously declared at a New York City event, “the problem of the Hindu and
of the Negro and cognate problems are not local, but world problems.” He continued on, skewering the
United States for its supposedly democratic founding principles but its long list of historical wrongs:
including but not limited to the institution of slavery, the genocide of Native Americans, and
imperialism in South America and the Phillipines. By 1918, Rai had become thoroughly disillusioned with
the hypocrisy of American liberalism and decided to return to India. In a final speech, he criticized the
country’s contradicting notions of exceptionalism and racism, declaring to a white audience, “God has
not given you a charter, because you are white people, to go and exploit the people of Asia and
Africa.”
Young India
Young India was Lajpat Rai’s publication from around the same period as the Free Hindusthan. Rather
than purely sharing information regarding the movement, Rai intended to actively garner sympathy
from the American people for the Indian home-rule cause. The publication looked at very specific
injustices suffered by Indians, from the problem of dangerously low salt consumption per individual to
the high tariffs destroying industries. Rai often used an economic lens to better explain the struggles of
Indians, and also did not shy away from addressing gender inequalities. Due to his close relationship
with W. E. B. Du Bois, Rai often took excerpts from the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People’s journal and published them in Young India.
Rai’s publication helped to reshape the dialogue surrounding British colonialism in the United States.
Prior to Young India’s creation, the majority of information Americans received about India came from
British propaganda. Due to his deep understanding of American doctrines, principles, and values, Rai
was able to garner sympathy for the Indian cause. Rai also bridged the gap between Indian
nationalism and American progressivism, equating their importance and forging important relations
with figures from the Black Civil Rights Movement, labor organizers, and women's suffrage leaders.
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Lajpat Rai, a prominent Indian nationalist, first came to the United
States during World War I, fearing prosecution for his anti-British
activism in India.
In the US, Rai was particularly alarmed by the prejudice that existed
against Indian immigrants and wanted to empower the community
to defend themselves and to educate others about their struggles.
To do so, Rai began educating young Indians on the principles of
home rule: the growing movement to bring awareness to India’s
right to self-rule. From late 1914 to mid-1915, he embarked on a
speaking tour across the nation on the plight of Indians, attributing
his people’s struggles to the British's longstanding history of
colonialism and unchecked exploitation. In October 1917, he founded
the India Home Rule League in New York alongside a new monthly
publication, Young India. His work garnered the support of four US
senators, including Joseph McCormick of Illinois, who pledged his
support to Rai for “rendering a valuable service in acquainting the
people of America with the grave problems which confronted the
people of India.” 
As Rai spent more time in the United States while in political exile, he
became better acquainted with its unique systems of race and
power. Intrigued by the nascent Black Civil Rights Movement in the
early 20th century, Rai became friends and intellectual comrades
with W. E. B. Du Bois. Rai’s writings from this period often stress the
similarities between Blackness in an American context and the
Indian caste system, and draw transnational connections between
the colonial economic foundations of both nations. In his 1916
travelogue, The United States of America: A Hindu’s Impressions and
a Study, Rai details the colonial underpinnings of the United States
and emphasizes the parallels between Black and Indian
movements for full and equal rights.
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Any anti-colonial efforts — and particularly those that crossed racial lines to emphasize solidarity, like
Rai and Du Bois’s collective efforts — were met with political repression. Fearing the movement that
could emerge from this cross-racial solidarity, imperialist powers, especially the British and their allies,
took many actions to restrict the efforts of Indian activists within the United States borders. C.R.
Cleveland, the British director of the Department of Criminal Intelligence, requested the American
consulate in Calcutta intervene to suppress the Indian nationalists circumventing sedition laws by
publishing their anti-colonial papers in the US. While this specific request was rejected by the US State
Department, the consul general began questioning United States-bound South Asian immigrants “to
determine whether they were in sympathy with sedition in India or not.” On U.S. soil, the British distinctly
feared New York City, seeing it as a key ground of Irish-Indian collaboration. The Irish were described
by British intelligence as “ready to take up any movement likely to embarrass the British Government,”
and likely to forge political alliances with immigrating Indians. 
Consequently, even though many dissident South Asians arrived in the United States with hopes of
escaping or avoiding British political surveillance, they were systematically profiled, questioned, and
punished by American officials at the recommendation of British intelligence. The British’s requests
were particularly appealing to the US intelligence community, playing into their fear that Indian
revolutionaries fighting for home rule could inspire similar sentiments in the United States’ colonized
Philippines. Both British and American colonial regimes feared rebellion in their profitable colonies:
suppression of anti-colonial thought and activism was, to them, necessary, to avoid the entire system
toppling to the ground. By the end of World War I, the effects of the government’s repression were
widespread. The Justice Department ordered Lajpat Rai to stop circulating anti-British materials, even
those printed within the United States. And the New York Times, alongside other large publications,
stopped covering the work of prominent activists, preventing the spread of information about the
Indian independence movement.
The West Coast Shift
By the mid-1910s, as the East Coast movement began to fizzle out, a new political movement emerged
across the country in San Francisco: the Ghadar Party. A coalition built from Punjabi Sikh agricultural
workers and manual laborers, newly immigrated South Asians, and many of the Bengali and Punjabi
thinkers that had first honed their ideas in the pages of Young India or Free Hindusthan, the Ghadar
Party tied together decolonial freedom struggles across nations. As a result, the West Coast became a
vibrant hub of South Asian political activity, as the base that intellectuals such as Das and Rai had
long hoped to form with their publications gradually took root. Through their publication, Ghadar,
Ghadar Party activists grew their base, vocally addressed the violent racism and labor exploitation
that many immigrants experienced upon arrival in the United States, and wrote for a membership
both local and global. They were also able to shift the center of Home Rule organizing by tying
together their present conditions in America and former treatment in then-British India, continuing the
fight against colonialism and progressing the interests of the South Asian diaspora. Though their
journeys through New York might have been brief, anticolonial South Asian intellectuals like Rai, Das,
and many others had a profound impact on the years of struggle that would continue.

New York City Indian Intellectuals: 1900s Radical Anti-
Colonialism
By: Ravi Vora 

Excerpt from: “British, Canadian, and American Collusion” 

https://www.saada.org/tides/article/the-ghadar-party


Historical Context:
Karen Leonard, Making Ethnic Choices: California's Punjabi Mexican Americans (1992)
Seema Sohi, Echoes of Mutiny: Race, Surveillance, and Indian Anticolonialism in North
America (2014)
Moon-Ho Jung, Menace to Empire: Anticolonial Solidarities and the Transpacific Origins of
the US Security State (2023)
Joan Jensen, Passage from India: Asian Indian Immigrants in North America (1988)
South Asian Organizing in the US:
Manan Desai, The United States of India: Anticolonial Literature and Transnational
Refraction (2020)
Avinash Hingorani, A Clash of Color: Dialogues on Race, Caste, and Solidarity in the United
States and India (2024)
Ayushia Neogi, “How Does it Feel to be a Solution?: How South Asian Migration from 1885 to
1923 Created a Modern South Asian ‘Other’ Used to Promote Conservative Rhetoric” (2021)
The Shift to NYC:
Maia Ramnath, Haj to Utopia: How the Ghadar Movement Charted Global Radicalism and
Attempted to Overthrow the British Empire (2011)
Taraknath Das:
Tapan Mukherjee, Taraknath Das: Life and Letters of a Revolutionary in Exile (1998)
Lajpat Rai:
Andrea Slater, "W.E.B. Du Bois' Transnationalism: Building a Collective Identity among the
American Negro and the Asian Indian" (2011)
J.S. Grewal and Indu Banga, eds., Lala Lajpat Rai in Retrospect: Political, Economic, Social,
and Cultural Concerns (2000)
Bill Mullen and Cathryn Watson, W.E.B. Du Bois on Asia: Crossing the World Color Line (2005)
Collusions:
Harish Puri, Ghadar Movement: Ideology, Organisation, and Strategy (1993)
Seema Sohi, "Archives of Anticolonialism, Surveillance, and Solidarities: Tracing Early South
Asian American Histories of Activism" (2024) 
Seema Sohi, "The Ghadar Party" (2018)

Endnotes

New York City Indian Intellectuals: 1900s Radical Anti-
Colonialism
By: Ravi Vora 



resources:resources:resources:
New York City Indian

Intellectuals: 1900s Radical 
Anti-Colonialism



The Free Hindusthan (November-December, 1908)

Image courtesy of SAADA (South Asian American Digital Archive) via
Norwich University, c. 1908.
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A group of Sikh men pose in a California photo studio
 

California State Library, c. 1910.



“Our First Invasion by Hindus and Mohammedans” 

San Francisco Sunday Call, access provided by SAADA. Article originally
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Photograph of a banquet given in honor of Lala Lajpat Rai 

The Hindusthanee Student, access provided by SAADA via Wikicommons
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“Oriental Students at U.C. Form Association” 
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Text of the Prevention of Seditious Meetings Act 

Law drafted in 1907. Made available online by India Code: Digital Repository
of All Central and State Acts. 



Front entrance of India House

Image courtesy of Gujarat Samachar News, c. 2023.



Portrait photograph of Taraknath Das 

Image courtesy of SAADA, date unknown. 

Taraknath Das as a cadet at Norwich University Military College 

Image courtesy of Norwich University Archives and Special Collections, c.
1908-1909.



Portrait photograph of Lajpat Rai

Portrait initially published in Young India, made available through SAADA,
and accessed through Wikicommons public domain. c. 1920. 



Front page of the second issue of the Punjabi edition of Ghadar

Image courtesy of Wikicommons public domain, c. 1913. 
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