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Asians in Europe: Global Labour Migration and Transnational Communities

What did and do we understand under the term
âAsiansâ when we are talking about âAsians in Eu-
ropeâ? With this terminological question raised by the
keynote speaker DIRK HOERDER (Arizona) the Interna-
tional Conference âAsians in Europe: Global Labour Mi-
gration and Transnational Communitiesâ was opened on
14th September 2009 in the University of Salzburg. His-
torians, anthropologists and sociologists gathered to re-
think the current research on Asian migration to Europe.
By reflecting on the linguistically and geographically ori-
ented term âAsiansâ, the conference was aimed to offer
a historically differentiated view into the world of the
highly mobile and transnational Asian labour migrants
on the one hand and an interdisciplinary investigation of
a new paradigm, as Hoerder emphasized, âfor the present
with options and openness for the futureâ on the other.

In the opening speech, Hoerder briefly reviewed the
state of the research in regards to the global history of
âlabour migration systemâ with comparative aspects, in
which he criticized the designation of migrants by con-
tinents and argued for a transnational migration sys-
tem at global, national and local levels with acknowledg-
ing the complex backgrounds of Asian labour migrants.
He reminded the audience how arbitrarily and fiercely
the âethnic labelsâ can obscure our understanding of the
âimage of migrantsâ. Drawing more attention to internal
differentiation in terms of ethnicity, class, gender, as well
as chronology, Hoerder suggested that future research
should take into account complexities of migration and
their diverse interactions in particular historical, politi-
cal, commercial, intellectual and cultural contexts with

different empirical examples.

By presenting a very particular German art
of âVÃ¶lkerschauâ of the 19th century, WERNER
SCHWARZ (Vienna) illustrated how the western per-
ception of the âAsiansâ evolved in the course of inter-
action of the âSelfsâ with the exotic âOthersâ. Despite
the diverse and complex discourses with regard to these
performing âAsiansâ in terms of scientific research, edu-
cational values as well as entertainment, Schwarz argued
that this special form of representation did not create
new âimages of the Asiansâ, but popularized the percep-
tion of the exotic âAsiansâ in western society, which was
closely associated with âcolonizationâ and âracismâ.

Not only cultural but also economic factors play a
crucial role in the issue of global labour migration. Two
historical case studies of Chinese sailors in Rotterdam
and Hamburg between 1895 and 1950, as developed by
LARS AMENDA (OsnabrÃ¼ck), illustrated the fact that
historical development of the Chinese migration in con-
tinental Europe started with maritime labour in the late
19th century. Amenda also pointed out the close connec-
tion between the history of the Chinese migration and
the history of the imagination in the western world. By
examining the phenomenon that âthe Chineseâ in the
age of European maritime industry were colonially re-
ceived and imagined as âdocile and apolitical cooliesâ,
as the âyellow perilâ or as âridiculed, feminized and
entrepreneurial laundry menâ, Amenda emphasized the
need to ask question on how this spatial, economic and
ethnic concentration of Chinese sailors in several Euro-
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pean port cities enhanced this narrow perception and
imagination in the particular local context.

Another example of European local reaction toward
the Chinese sailors was presented by JOHN SEED (Roe-
hampton) in his study of Londonâs Chinatown from 1900
to 1940. Bearing the fact that there was no territori-
ally distinct and ethnically homogenous âChinatownâ
in Limehouse by the 1920s in London, Seed traced how
these riverside streets with their small Chinese settle-
ments became such a focus of (inter)national public at-
tention. Additionally, he demonstrated how the imag-
ined âChinatownâ was transformed by British journal-
ists and magistrates into a broader space for the inter-
play of sexuality, crimes and drugs. It was also inter-
sectedwith fears and frustration of local people about un-
employment, low wages and housing shortage. âChina-
townâ suddenly, as Seed addressed, turned into the most
exciting and dangerous âplacesâ in newspapers, novels
and movies, or even in official census data.

Moving from the past to the present, BRUCE LEIMSI-
DOR (Venice) brought the recent development of Afghan
migration into Europe to the agenda. In his paper, Leim-
sidor pointed out the difficulties in understanding this
specificmigration from a European perspective. Through
his long-time study on the Afghan migrants, Leimsidor
argued that the obstacle to fit the Afghanmigration in the
established European legal, political, and intellectual sys-
tems lies essentially on the diversity and complexity of
the Afghan migration into Europe, which are featured by
the highly interwoven flows of legal and illegal migrants,
mixed population of minors and adults, as well as en-
tangled identities in terms of nationality, ethnicity, and
tribal belongings. By addressing the problem, Leimsidor
urged to develop apposite methodological and strategic
approaches to cope with these complex phenomena of
Afghan migration into Europe.

Against the backdrop of transnationalism GERTRUD
HÃWELMEIER (Berlin) emphasized the need to inves-
tigate the migration movement and its multilateral na-
tional contexts in peopleâs economic, political and so-
cial activities without neglecting the significance of bor-
der regimes and state policies in controlling and regu-
lating the movement. In her study about the transna-
tional Vietnamese in Germany after 1950, she examined
specifically the economic activities of transnational Viet-
namese, which were not only restricted by the work-
ing and migration conditions in Germany, but also were
deeply involved in the political affairs, local economic
market and family structure in Vietnam. The transna-

tional migration, as HÃ¼welmeier argued, was essen-
tially located in a highly interwoven complexity which
extended between the institutional control of the mi-
grants on the one hand and the individual ability in creat-
ing opportunities in a foreign society as well as in home
communities on the other.

In his presentation on the Indian migrants in Austria,
BERNHARD FUCHS (Vienna) highly acknowledged the
diversity of the Indians living in Austria in terms of occu-
pations, castes and religions as well as lifestyles, which
is to a great degree impacted by the complexities rooted
inside India and its transnational diasporas. He argued
that, despite the popularizing Indian cultural elements
in publicity, such as Bollywood movies, Yoga, and In-
dian food, the real image of the Indian community re-
mains vague and mostly simplified in public perception.
Such ambivalence, as he argued, is likely to cause unex-
pected imaginary of the community in the host society,
for instance, the case of Ravidassia Temple incident in Vi-
enna, which created a strong image of the Indian associ-
ated with terrorism. Unlike the Indian, TERESA BURIAN
(Salzburg) depicted a relative positive image of the Philip-
pines in Austria. Beginning with the women labour im-
migration in the 1970s, the Philippine community in Aus-
tria has developed into a hybrid groupwith people of var-
ious migration backgrounds and of complex citizenships,
which, as Burian argued, raised difficulties in defining
them with current category system. Also, Burian em-
phasized the obstacle in analyzing the Philippines with
applying the conventional nation-state paradigm due to
the transnational feature of this group.

The comparative case studies conducted by THOMAS
HERDIN (Salzburg) on the âopenness to the worldâ of the
Chinese in Shanghai and Beijing today and the cultural
experience of a group of Chinese exchange students in
Austria, illustrated a very contradictory conclusion about
the imaginary and the real perception as regards to global
migration. Herdin argued that such contradiction is to a
great extent shaped by the simplification and generaliza-
tion of migration experience, which is usually connected
to âstereotypeâ, âracialismâ and âdiscriminationâ.

The common awareness of the complexity and diver-
sity of the Asians in Europe gave rise to an extensive
and vibrant discussion on preferred theoretical as well as
methodological shifts in order to cope with these com-
plex phenomena of Asian migration into Europe. Exist-
ing terminologies such as âcosmopolitismâ, âtranscultur-
alityâ and âtransnationalismâ were critically discussed
by the participants. While it was questioned whether
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the term âtransnationalismâ stresses too much the role
of ânationâ or âstateâ and its regulations of the eth-
nic groups, âcosmopolitismâ and âtransculturalityâ were
also conformed to their weak links to border controls as
well as (bio)political, economic and social power struc-
ture behind âgoing globalâ. Further work has to be con-
ducted with more attention to the heterogeneous facets
of the Asian migration in a global context.
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