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MessAGe

Dr Jayati Bhattacharya’s book is a much-awaited work on the 

ethnic Indian business communities in Singapore. It analyses the 

subject comprehensively through different time periods and in 

different socio-political contexts. The book will make interesting 

reading beyond  academia and the business world.

On behalf of the Singapore Indian Chamber of Commerce 

and Industry, I would like to congratulate Dr Bhattacharya. I wish 

her good luck in her future academic endeavours.

R. Narayanmohan

Chairman

Singapore Indian Chamber of Commerce 

and Industry (SICCI)
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FoRewoRD

Since the pioneering work of Kernail Singh Sandhu and 

S. Arasaratnam, studies of Indian communities in Singapore (and 

Malaya/Malaysia) have grown significantly in scope and content. 

Even before “Diaspora Studies” became topical, a spate of scholarly 

and popular accounts, detailing the rich diversity and spread 

of overseas Indians in Southeast Asia, published in the 1970s 

and 1980s, has enriched our understanding of the movement 

to, settlement in, and socialization of Indian communities in 

their adopted homelands outside the Indian subcontinent. The 

monumental trailblazer, Indian Communities in Southeast Asia, 

edited by K.S. Sandhu and A. Mani (first published by the Institute 

of Southeast Asian Studies in 1993, and reprinted in 2006) marked 

a significant scholarly milestone in the development of the field 

by bringing together, in one volume, in-depth analyses of Indian 

communities settled in various parts of the region. This was 

followed in 2006 by the publication of the Encyclopedia of Indian 

Diaspora, produced by a group of scholars from the National 

University of Singapore, which is, to date, still probably the most 

comprehensive and authoritative account of the global South 

Asian Diaspora. Close at its heels was the sequel to the earlier 

book by ISEAS, Rising India and Indian Communities in East Asia, 

edited by K. Kesavapany, A. Mani and P. Ramasamy (published in 

2008), which provided scholarly perceptions of the changes and 

xiii
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transformations of Indians in East Asia with India’s economic 

rise. Scholars in Singapore have, in many respects, provided an 

intellectual lead on research on the Indian Diaspora.

Continuing in that tradition, this volume is a useful addition 

to the expanding literature on the Indian community in Singapore 

and its major contribution lies in the fact that it is perhaps the 

first to focus exclusively on the local Indian business community. 

Taking a long view of the historical association of Indian business 

communities with the development of Singapore, the author 

explains the roles played by these communities in the country’s 

modern economic history. Since its inception as a colonial port 

city, Singapore has attracted business and commercial classes to 

its shores. Among them were Indian trading communities, which 

already had their own long history of engagement with this part of 

the world. Setting up bases in Singapore, these commercial classes 

grew their businesses across the Indian Ocean through intricate 

and expanding trading networks, based mainly on family and 

kinship ties. The economic and social features of the commercial 

communities were, in the main, defined by the spaces and contexts 

of these transnational networks. This particular phenomenon is 

explained in this volume, which traces the evolution of the Indian 

business community and their commercial networks through a 

rich narrative of human and institutional accounts. Through these 

narratives, we have a well-told story of the manner in which 

business structures and practices have evolved in the changing 

contexts of Singapore’s development, from colony to nation-

state and global city. In the stories recounted in this study, the 

theme of adaptation features prominently. While staying true to 

their commercial calling, many enterprising business individuals 

and families were able to leverage on new opportunities, such as 

the economic rise of India, to grow and diversify their business 

portfolios. In this regard, the stories in this volume do not focus 

xiv	 Foreword
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on the familiar themes of migration and settlement; rather, they 

reveal new and interesting dimensions on social change, network 

negotiations, organizational evolution and business strategies.

Writing business history is never a simple enterprise. The 

writer who needs to ground the account on sources and data will 

be frustrated by the inevitable dearth of useful sources in the public 

domain. Understandably, family businesses tend to guard their 

privacy, and will not readily divulge trade practices and business 

strategies for public scrutiny. This current study has obviously 

encountered some of these difficulties. Still, the writer should 

be commended for presenting a useful and interesting narrative, 

combining the histories of individuals, families and organizations 

in place of a “dry as bones” data-dominated economic history. 

Set in the contexts of Singapore’s socio-economic development, 

this is a story of many parts: it is part social history; part business 

history; and part history of Singapore.

Tan Tai Yong

Professor of History

National University of Singapore

Foreword	 xv
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MessAGe

In mid-2007, Dr Jayati Bhattacharya had approached me with 

this research proposal. It looked like a difficult proposition in 

view of the limited available sources on the subject. Gradually, 

as she began exploring different avenues for source materials, 

we had further discussions and the proposition looked feasible. 

What has been achieved is an analysis of the broad history of 

Indian business communities in Singapore spanning roughly 

over a century and a half. The book is the coordination and 

contextualization of the thoughts and ideas of the participating 

businessmen and entrepreneurs who have lived through different 

phases of Singapore’s modern history. It is to Dr Bhattacharya’s 

credit that she has ventured into an area that none had done 

so in the past. A book-length study of this kind has not been 

attempted before.

In recent decades, especially with the dawn of the new century, 

Singapore-India relations have attained new heights with an 

intensity of bilateral exchanges on the political, economic and 

social fronts. Against this background, a study of the different 

aspects of the multi-dimensional facets of Singapore-India 

relations could not have been more opportune. The signing of 

the Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA) 

has further catapulted the volume of bilateral trade.

xvii
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If Indian liberalization programmes in the 1990s has ushered 

immense opportunities of development for Indians, both on their 

home ground as well as abroad, Singapore has ably managed to 

attract a large pool of professional and entrepreneurial talent to 

enhance its status as a knowledge-based economy. Singapore has 

also served as a base for Indian companies to expand their venture 

into the Asia-Pacific region. As such, the complementary policy 

initiatives of both the states have been advantageous to business 

communities on both sides and have catalyzed and contributed 

to the “rising Asia” phenomenon. These changing paradigms of 

thought and action have been addressed in this research work. 

This book could pave the way for further research on lesser-known 

aspects of such linkages and connectivities in Southeast Asia.

ISEAS is happy to support this work by a young scholar from 

India now settled in Singapore with her family.

K. Kesavapany

Director

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies

Singapore 

xviii	 Message
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�

INTRODUCTION

Conventional historiography has had a tendency of associating the 

migration patterns of Indians to considerations of amelioration of 

their livelihood standards that was facilitated by the mechanisms of 

a hegemonic colonial economy and administration. Traditionally, 

attention has been generally focused on that largest segment of 

the minority ethnic groups of the region, a large social component 

of which comprised of migrant labour. Contrary to popular belief, 

large scale transnational flows of capital, goods and people were 

often well-organized into efficient systems of networks through 

different phases in history. In spite of intra-community differences 

in matters of castes or religion, these transnational connections 

were carefully bound by kinship ties and community networks 

that facilitated their global outreach much before the colonists had 

appeared on the scene.1 Colonial intervention prompted them to 

reorganize and negotiate their business activities emerging out of 

opportunities and conveniences in the macroeconomic structure 

of colonial hegemony. Right from ancient times, Asia was in 

the throes of globalization that was demonstrated through the 

extensive trading systems within Asia, that is, China, Southeast 

Asia and India that extended as far as the trading systems of 

the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean territories. Asian states 

expeditiously demonstrated their capacity and capability to 

harness the benefits of globalization prior to the arrival of the 
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colonial rulers. In that context, it would be helpful to remember 

that even in the nineteenth century Asia contributed around 

one-third of the global economy.2

That the Indian business communities are a minority amongst 

a minority in the demographic structure of Southeast Asia cannot 

be contested, but their importance, both economically and 

socially, requires attention and consideration of greater analysis 

and research. For the people of the Indian subcontinent, the 

interregional spatial mobility had not been an introduction of the 

colonists — the traders, merchants, pilgrims and mariners were, in 

the words of Sugata Bose, tied to the world of the Indian Ocean 

“by webs of economic and cultural relationships” … with “flexible 

internal and external boundaries”.3 This book makes an effort to 

draw a linear narrative of the ethnic Indian business community 

through the generations, particularly since the coming of Raffles 

to the island, dealing with its heterogeneities and complexities in 

matters linguistic, economic and cultural, and attempts to situate 

them in the larger framework of the multicultural background 

in the Singapore milieu.

The study of annals and movements of business communities 

is a digression from the conventional paradigms of sociological 

and anthropological narratives of the diaspora, though also 

closely associated with the peoples’ movements in multifarious 

trajectories. It encompasses a broad organizational terrain of 

vertical and lateral networks4 that serves as forms of incorporation 

and integration in the host country and their relationship with 

the complexities of economic networks. Almost all voluntary 

mobilities could be related to better economic opportunities 

and is articulated through the flows of people, capital and, now, 

knowledge. The traditional paradigm of the exchanges of labour 

and capital has been shifted to the contemporary transnational 

global networks connecting the home country with economic 
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exchanges like remittances, commercial networks, investments 

or philanthropic sponsorships. In the circulation of population, 

money, goods and information, players have changed and global 

world of capital has shifted through generations.

I

Ancient Indian history is replete with numerous examples of 

explorers, traders and pilgrims between India and different 

parts of the world, almost since the age of Emperor Augustus in 

Rome (around 30 BC) when maritime trade flourished between 

Rome and India. The discovery of the Monsoons in AD 405 had 

encouraged and increased traffic of maritime commerce and 

political activities both in the Red Sea and the western coast of 

India as well as the Southeast Asia and the eastern coast. Ships 

sailed from the port of Tamralipti (a coastal area in modern West 

Bengal, India) to Suvarnabhumi (the land of gold; the Sanskrit 

name for modern Sumatra) through the Andaman Sea through 

the Ten Degree Channel in the winters to arrive in the west coast 

of Malaya.6 From there they sailed through the Straits of Malacca 

to lower Sumatra and Borneo. The items of trade included silk, 

textiles, spices, jewels, medicinal drugs, incense, china and glass, 

which were carried further westwards to the Arabian and Greek 

merchants. This is not to reiterate the geopolitical theory of 

the subcontinent’s hegemony from “Aden to Southeast Asia” in 

comparison to the later period of colonial suzerainty in a similar 

domain, used as a point of reference by some scholars to draw 

a similarity in ancient India7 with the British supremacy in the 

Indian Ocean. It might, however, be regarded as rather a broader 

aspect of cultural influences and interactions culminating from 

continuous trade exchanges for generations with the Southeast 

Asian states. There had been sporadic political engagements, but 
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the impact had been far more long-lasting and deep-rooted than 

any political invasions. Even in political dimensions, Indian rulers 

have, in certain cases carried out a policy of vassal states, granting 

autonomous power to the conquered both within the territorial 

borders of the subcontinent and elsewhere. The paradigm 

of comparative analysis between the much more politically 

belligerent and economically aggressive colonial rule with the 

approach of Indian influence rests on unsteady grounds.

Well-established trade routes, both through the land and the 

sea formed the major source of connectivity for economic, political 

and cultural exchanges for the Indian subcontinent throughout 

the world. Added to it was the political patronage and expansion 

from different regions and times. In the North, the Kushanas 

had a formidable influence in many parts of China that had 

helped to build extensive trade networks. Besides, the famous Silk 

route took back trade linkages to two millennia. The Cholas of 

South India had promoted a flourishing maritime trade with the 

Malaya archipelago8 and thus encouraged economic and cultural 

exchanges. Their political pursuits took them as far as Sri Vijaya 

(modern day Indonesia) and beyond. The existence of merchant 

guilds and several edicts and inscriptions in South India depicting 

rules and norms laid down for foreign merchants9 directly reveal 

the extent of trading facilities and practices enjoyed by the foreign 

merchants. The spread of Hinduism and Buddhism in ancient 

India to Southeast and East Asia and its consequent acculturation 

also played a significant role in the Indian influence over a large 

part of Asia. With a wide network of well-established trade routes, 

both by land and sea, it seems that the interaction and trading 

activities had never ceased, but the dimensions became different. 

With the onset of colonization from seventeenth and eighteenth 

century onwards, the nature and style of indigenous rules and 

norms gave way to a more imposed and westernized structural 
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framework of operations. “Indian” and “Indianness” in the Asian 

perspective, suddenly changed its meaning to cater to the trends 

of modern colonization and imperialism.

In the circulation of populations across the Indian Ocean, 

there were constant efforts at integration and consolidation 

which resulted in unique manifestations, both in the economic 

and cultural dimensions. In the present context of the Indian 

business diaspora in Singapore, the complexities and overlapping 

interests of different groups of traders and businessmen form 

an interesting study in terms of the various aspects of these 

trading bodies, their methods of operation and their trade links, 

both within and outside Singapore and also their mobility and 

progress, both in terms of business and social status. This work is 

an attempt to bring forth certain aspects of the Indian linkages 

to Southeast Asia, particularly Singapore, deconstructing the 

acclimatized notion of earlier Indian presence, more simplistically 

put in the conventional history of Singapore solely as either 

convicts or indentured labour. As it has been generally believed, 

“Wherever the system exists, there the Indians are only known 

as coolies, no matter what their position might be.”10 While the 

presence of Indian labourers was an undeniable truth, it need 

not obliterate the constant presence in Singapore and other 

parts of Southeast Asia of traders and merchants from different 

regions of India. The symbolic story of Narayana Pillai (refer to 

Chapter 1 for further details) starts with the arrival of Raffles 

into the island nation. The establishment and development of 

a trading port here by the British undoubtedly facilitated the 

activities of the Indian merchants and traders, but this was only 

a part and process of continuity established long before in the 

region. Referring to the Indian Ocean economy involving the 

Indian and the Chinese participation in trade and finance, Rajat 

Kanta Ray, in one of his essays, argues that it formed “a distinct 
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international system that never lost its identity in the larger 

dominant world system of the West.”11 The existence of this 

indigenous system of networks and business operation is further 

exemplified in Claude Markovits’ work on the Sindhi merchant 

community.12 Scholars like Rajeswary Ampalavanar Brown has 

also had considerable researches on Indian participation in the 

Asian business networks as well, both of them emphasizing on 

the indigenous connections and commercial links that was well 

synchronized and efficient.13

The present research forms an initial attempt to situate 

Indian business communities in Singapore in the course of their 

negotiation with the political, economic and social forces at 

different periods of time in the island nation, and thus makes an 

effort to contest the “myth” in the context of the composition 

of the Indian diaspora. It makes a modest beginning in terms of 

addressing the vast scope of scholarship that exists in the relatively 

unexploited terrain in the study of diasporic Indian business 

communities beyond the conventional constructed notions of the 

demographic structure in the gradual growth and development 

of the communities in different parts of Southeast Asia. There 

have been only a few researches which are devoted to the study 

of the Asian systems of trade networks through the lenses of a 

less Euro-centric vision. Takeshi Hamashita has rightly argued 

that the formation and functioning of the Asian trade networks 

had been propelled by forces emerging from within Asia and 

not essentially “formed” by the impact of Western hegemony, 

but rather “organized” and developed by them to an extent.14 

Chandra Jayawardena, while making a survey of the migratory 

Indians contends that the “development of colonial economies 

also created several commercial and petty industrial opportunities 

at those points where the Western capitalist economy articulated 

with the indigenous rural economy.”15 Both the Indians and the 
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Chinese commercial migrants had been able to tap these lucrative 

opportunities successfully and “provided the entrepreneurs who 

settled in the nooks and crannies of the colonial economies”.16

Set in the paradigm of continuity and connectivity of the 

South Asian trade network with Southeast Asia and the world, 

this research work looks at the colonial and the post-independent 

phase in Singapore, recognizing the long-lasting presence of 

the Indians in the commercial world and the metamorphosis 

that it underwent at subsequent stages of nation-building and 

globalization. The chosen form of multiculturalism in the post-

colonial phase, as in Singapore, promoted, as Clammer suggests, a 

“blending of differences and co-existence of alternatives within the 

same spatial contexts”.17 The Indian business communities then 

faced the challenges of restructuring themselves in the national 

framework of industrialization and technical innovations. It might 

be interesting to note how with all distinct and quite complex 

characteristics of the different ethnic bodies, they could apparently 

position themselves, parallel with other groups, within the larger 

framework of the Singaporean system.18 The policy initiatives 

and the integrative approach of the Singaporean Government 

helped maintain the diasporic networks and retention of cultural 

roots, and at the same time fitting well with the multi-ethnicity 

propagated since the post-independence years. The present 

discussion on Indian business communities have, however, 

often been situated in the larger social and political context of 

the Indian communities to help provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of their changing rhetoric in geopolitical and 

sociocultural dimensions.

With the new waves of globalization, condensed geopolitical 

boundaries and increasing influence of consumer capitalism, there 

have been further challenges of negotiations in the circulatory 

movements of a mobile diaspora within Asia and beyond. The 
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rise of post-colonial deconstruction and post-modern trends in 

Asian historiography and contemporary transnationalism has 

been notions that are well-accepted and deal with the mobile 

groups of people across fluid boundaries facilitated by the high 

technological innovations. Steven Vertovec has thus defined the 

present phenomenon:

Transnationalism describes a condition in which, despite great 

distances and notwithstanding the presence of international 

borders (and all the laws, regulations and national narratives 

they present), certain kinds of relationships have been globally 

intensified and now take place paradoxically in a planet 

— spanning yet common — however virtual — arena of 

activity.19

Similar notions on issues of migration and territorial spaces 

associated with it have been in resonance with Robin Cohen who 

has pointed out that “transnational bonds no longer have to be 

cemented by migration or by exclusive territorial claims.”20 The 

concepts of “shared imagination” and common consciousness 

of the diasporic overtures have been complemented by global 

economic networks, the transnational corporations (TNCs) and 

the multinational corporations (MNCs) resulting in the new 

cultural dynamism.

The twenty-first century phenomenon, surfacing from 

the post-Cold War days, attempts to disseminate and diffuse 

commercial linkages beyond geographical boundaries with 

the emergence of the “knowledge economy”.21 The bulk of 

economic productivity and wealth in contemporary times has 

been generated by knowledge, which has transcended beyond 

political boundaries to capture the expansive world market 

and integrate production through means of global networks, 

almost defying “state surveillance”.22 Rather, the national policy 

initiatives of different emerging economies have been modified 
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to circumvent this development and have encouraged a greater 

global integration. The Indian diaspora has come to be an active 

participant in this global phenomenon, which coincides well 

with the “Rise of Asia” and transmigrational mobility in the 

interplay of Asian market forces. This has generated a new growth 

trajectory in the plethora of commercial activities, which has 

little resemblance to the traditional position of the community 

in Singapore as well as in the rest of Southeast Asia. Building on 

the threads of historical connectivity and shifting through the 

various phases of market functions in Asian history, the growth 

trajectory of the Indian communities has gone much beyond the 

conventional diasporic thought processes and myth of shared 

homeland and spaces. The emerging diasporic consciousness is 

more about “multiplicity of histories, ‘communities’ and selves 

…”23 and the new “transnational imaginary”.24 The entrepreneurial 

fluidity across the boundaries and increasing global virtual 

connectivity has prompted it to be more a matter of conveniences 

than compulsions.

The Indian mercantile communities, even prior to the colonial 

times, had been a heterogeneous group representing a wide range 

of commercial activities from peddling to highly developed 

regional and international trading and finance operations. In 

spite of the heterogeneity, as Claude Markovits points out, there 

was a general pattern in the operational mechanisms where great 

importance was given to the family and there was a “predominant 

role of the banias”,25 the merchant caste of the Hindus and the 

Jains. One of the notable attributes of the existing system was the 

institution of guilds,26 which were strong associations of ethnic 

merchants bonded with well-defined codes of conduct (this was 

much before the evolution of the Chambers of Commerce). 

There was also the unique system of hundi, the indigenous bills 

of exchange and the highly organized system of circulating credit 

facilities among the ethnic merchant bodies. These clearly reflected 
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the existence of sophisticated and efficient regional mercantile 

entities as well as the successful functioning of the intra-ethnic 

networking of these communities. Some of these ethnic bodies 

like the Gujaratis, the Sindhis, the Chettiars and eventually the 

Punjabis (the Punjabis came much later than the others) looked 

beyond the seas from early times and became dominant trading 

and commercial groups in the Southeast Asian waters. The spread 

of British colonial wings in these waters facilitated the commercial 

exchanges with similar administrative structures, communication 

networks and infrastructural facilities on the one hand, but at the 

same time marginalizing the indigenous, self-sufficient networks 

with the over-looming economic and political hegemony on 

the other. The network of migratory Indian merchant bodies, 

according to some scholars, “operated outside the purview or 

interest of the colonial state”.27 However, it might be argued 

that they remained effective in the inland distribution system of 

manufactured goods, expanding the market for the colonialists in 

the hinterland trade, interacting with them at some nodal points 

and entrepot ports. While the Indians, pushed to the periphery, 

set to modify, recast and negotiate their entity with the needs of 

time, history was being re-written with Western notions gradually 

altering the established equations of the indigenous merchant 

diasporas and dynamic Oriental uniqueness, partly due to their 

inability to comprehend the complexities involved and partly 

ignoring them with hegemonic assertiveness.28

Set in the retrospect of colonialism, the history of Indians in 

Singapore is as old as the coming of Raffles to this island in 1819. 

Indian immigration mostly continued through import of Tamil 

labour to toil on public works, ports and plantations. Labourers 

continued to be a major element of the community and even in 

1957 about 44 per cent of working Indians on the island were 

labourers.29 However, there were other groups, one comprising 
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of the English-educated middle class employed in clerical and 

technical positions, the other consisting of highly professional 

individuals earning high remunerations. Yet another group existed 

— the commercial sector, comprising of capitalists, entrepreneurs, 

middle-level traders as well as small hawkers and peddlers. The 

heterogeneity of their activities as well as their diverse ethno-

linguistic genealogy has facilitated to portray the image of the 

group as “communities” rather than loosely generalizing it with 

an imposed homogeneity. Even in contemporary parlance, where 

one might argue about a homogeneous entrepreneurial zeal 

and considerable social mobility, there has been witnessed an 

inescapable divide in the mindset of the different generations of 

ethnic Indian business migrants in Singapore, and the existing 

contested beliefs and convictions within the community cannot 

be ignored. At the same time, there are certain elements of 

cohesion from the broader perspective of diasporic connectivity 

with the Indian subcontinent — the “unity in diversity” factor, 

which imparts an external homogeneity to ethnic Indian roots. 

With this duality and ambivalence, one is tempted to use the 

reference of both “the community” and “communities” as and 

when applicable.

II

Construction of the hypothesis has followed a pattern of a 

storyline with occasional vignettes of small details and mundane 

trade practices, which has been significant and helpful in the 

course of the narration. Kishore Mahbubani in his book writes, 

“Most people relate to human stories, not to statistics.”30 One 

could opine that narratives are sometimes more significant 

than mere statistical figures. However, the sparse statistical data 

within the study has not always been intentional. The dearth of 
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adequate statistical information has made scholarship undertaken 

in this area of study a complex proposition, which has been 

well-accepted by historians and other researchers working in 

this area, motivating them to look for circumstantial evidences, 

oral history sources and other sources of information to support 

their hypothesis.

Whereas European companies and countries contain rich 

sources amenable to statistical treatment, that is not the case 

for many economies in the Indian Ocean and the China Sea. 

That explains why many …authors use biographical sources 

and anthropological research to fortify their cases. However, to 

dismiss their findings because of lack of statistical information 

would be a serious mistake.31

The methodology for the research has been based on relevant, 

though inadequate archival materials, several newspaper articles, 

oral history sources, related secondary sources and extensive 

conversations with the members of the business communities. 

The available sources at the British libraries and archives could 

not be used due to several constraints as also the exhaustive use 

of Tamil publications. However, Some Tamil and Sindhi primary 

and secondary sources have been translated and utilized in the 

hypothesis. About fifty interviews and short conversations have 

been conducted covering different sectors of trade as well as from 

different levels of economic strata. However, there were limitations 

regarding the interviewees’ willingness to converse and their 

extremely guarded approach. The websites of the related business 

organizations have also been used quite liberally, especially for 

the case studies to obtain information regarding their enterprises. 

The names of a few individual entrepreneurs and their business 

concerns have been mentioned in the research work, sometimes 

with some details. These have been done indiscriminately 

with no deliberate attempt to highlight any particular firm or 
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person, but to exemplify the hypothetical analysis and fit the 

narration into the thread of continuity of different generations 

of businessmen and enterprises. Besides, the mention of specific 

personal narratives also helped the study to be more informative 

on the entrepreneurial ventures of the community. However, this 

work does not serve as a directory of business names but rather 

analyses and theorises different perspectives on the community 

as a whole.

The term “Indian”, used in the research had been initially 

applied to people from all over the subcontinent, not really 

conforming to the political distinctions and barriers. As regards 

the social construct in the colonial days, the affiliation and 

allegiance of community sentiments of the ethnic Indians was 

more linguistically based, as was often witnessed in the sub-

community stratification of the enclave structure in the island 

nation. Thus, in this study, for earlier times, the term, “Indian” 

has been used in accommodating, on many occasions, the larger 

populace of the subcontinent. However, in the post-Partition 

era, that is, beyond 1947, identification of an Indian has been 

confined within the Indian political boundaries, lest it offends 

different national sentiments.

This book is divided into two parts. The first part deals with a 

connecting narrative of three different phases of time — colonial, 

post-independence and contemporary, which are dealt with in the 

first three chapters. Even though a rigid timeline has not been 

drawn, the period from the coming of Raffles to Singapore, that is, 

1819 to the recent year of 2008 has mainly been in focus in the 

research. The first chapter deals with situating the Indian business 

migrants under colonial hegemony in their structural landscapes 

and their intra-ethnic networks as well as interaction with the 

colonial economy until 1963. However, while discussing several 

ethnic groups of trading and merchant bodies, references have 

also been made to the contemporary context of their situation, 
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without which the discussion would have remained abrupt and 

irrelevant. Similarly, many of the enterprises that have been 

discussed in the second chapter had its genesis in the earlier 

period; however, the period of their progress and prominence 

had been the post-independence era. Thus, compartmentalizing 

the different periods along with the enterprises, in a very strict 

sense of the term, could not be followed. In the second chapter, 

the business migrants are shown to have had to re-negotiate 

their space under the new political and economic order in the 

post-independent period in Singapore, with rapid strides in 

industrialization, technological innovations and competition in 

a free market economy leading to subsequent diversification by 

traditional merchant bodies. In the third chapter, another phase 

begins with the end of the Cold War, which witnessed a re-shuffle 

in the economies and political affiliations in Asia as in the rest 

of the world. It also saw the phenomenal rise of two developing 

nations in Asia — China and, within a decade, India. These 

global changes brought about a reorientation of the geopolitical 

scenario in Asia thereby bringing about an enhancement of 

bilateral relations between Singapore and India, ushering in a 

new period of economic transition amongst the ethnic Indian 

business communities. There has been an influx of a number of 

Indian companies into Singapore, who are subsidiaries and arms 

of their Indian counterparts, but conform to Singapore’s legal 

conditions, thus forming a part of the Indian business diaspora. 

The third chapter examines the transition both in terms of current 

economic progress and new trends in migration.

The second part of the book attempts to deal with various 

associations and enterprises that have evolved over the time 

period mentioned in the first section. It begins with Chapter 4, 

looking at the various ethnic Indian business organizations that 

have developed in Singapore to give voice to diverse interest 
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groups. It engages with numerous associations and networking 

bodies established by the various regional groups at different 

periods of time, with Singapore Indian Chamber of Commerce 

and Industry (SICCI) eventually emerging as the most prominent 

one, but also examines the relations between them and their 

relevance to the bigger Singaporean community on the whole. 

Efforts have also been made to look at their interrelationships 

with similar organizations of other ethnic groups. The narrative 

brings the development of the Indian business communities 

into contemporary times in a macro-level study of interregional 

human interactions, which facilitates ascertaining their identities 

from the dynamics of the larger Singaporean community. The 

power relations that have developed have also helped to catalyse 

conciliation with resurgent political and economic forces of 

South Asia.

The second chapter in the second section, that is, Chapter 5 

is based on three different case studies relating to the research 

hypothesis. They represent three different kinds of enterprises 

which characterize their uniqueness in different areas of business 

activity (this had further elaboration in Chapter 5) and signify the 

diversity of operations of the Indian business communities. The 

first case is based on the Kewalram Chanrai Group — one which 

has diversified and transformed their business from a traditional 

family-held organization to a globalized entity spanning a period 

of about a century and a half, and which has successfully embraced 

the style of professional management. The second study represents 

a popular name in the retail sector, Mustafa, which has been 

immensely successful and achieved a kind of popularity that 

has made it one of the prominent places of tourist interest in 

Singapore, and the third represents a new generation enterprise, 

Chemoil, a listed company in the Singapore SGX, which has 

been, perhaps, one of the important global front runners in their 
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business sector. Sometimes, direct interviews and opinions could 

not be attained due to unavoidable circumstances. It was, however, 

not absolutely indispensable in the present context of research, 

though it would have certainly been helpful with additional 

information. The writing for the case studies has been mostly 

based on extensive materials available in the public domain and 

based on author’s interpretation and understanding. What was 

more important in context was to track their growth trajectory 

under different circumstances and periods of time.

The Indian business communities have quite firmly 

disseminated and embedded themselves in the Southeast Asian 

region through generations of interactions, circular migration 

and cultural integration. States like Singapore have emerged out 

of immigrant communities with distinct cultural manifestations 

in spite of mosaic demography on the one hand, and new layers 

of transnational networks with shift in organizational paradigms 

and globalized policy initiatives of different nation-states, shifts in 

global capital and fluidity of national borders on the other. This 

has resulted in a new trajectory of growth and entrepreneurial 

initiatives in the economy across the boundaries both within Asia 

and outside its periphery. Within the framework of contemporary 

discourse, the “old” and the “new” migrants have to deal with 

“cooperation and incorporations”, “resistances and rejections” or 

“exchanges and exclusions”32 in the landscape of intra-diaspora 

interactions. The transition and the transnational connections 

present an interesting context in the study of the Indian business 

communities in the region.
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