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In a Georgia courtroom in 1909, Calcutta-born Abba Dolla pulled up his sleeve 
to show the underside of his forearm to the judge. Although the judge noted 
that Dolla was “dark,” the skin on his forearms “was sufficiently transparent 
for the blue color of the veins to show very clearly.” This allowed Dolla to 
prove “Caucasian” status and, consequently, gain US citizenship. Dolla had 
purchased a lot in a “whites only” cemetery, which strengthened his applica-
tion for citizenship. But Dolla lived in a black neighborhood in Savannah 
and had suggested two black friends as character witnesses. Dolla’s ability to 
navigate the arbitrary racial politics of the US court system runs parallel to his 
ability to navigate networks of support in Savannah’s black neighborhoods as 
well as global networks of trade that stretched from Georgia to Bengal. Like 
Dolla, South Asian laborers and thinkers in the United States at the turn of 
the twentieth century left few traces of their lives, but they participated quite 
centrally in networks that stretched across the United States and the world.

Three notable recent books chart this early diaspora: Vivek Bald’s Bengali 
Harlem, Nayan Shah’s Stranger Intimacy, and Nico Slate’s Colored Cosmopolitan-
ism. Bald focuses on Bengali Muslims in black neighborhoods in New York, 
New Orleans, and Detroit; Shah tracks the relationships that develop between 
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Punjabi migrant labor, poor white labor, and indigenous labor forces on the 
North American west coast; and Slate illuminates a shared struggle between 
black American and Indian anticolonial thinkers across the twentieth century. 
Though the three writers approach the period via different archival materials, 
all three reveal a history of a shared and global struggle against racial, imperial, 
sexual, and class injustice.

These new histories of early South Asian migration and circulation give a 
thick description of itinerant lives in the United States in the early decades 
of the twentieth century. On three different scales—from the intimate to the 
global—these histories trace communities’ attempts to support one another 
beyond or underneath the American and British Empires, and sketch alterna-
tive ethical and political projects enacted by those who have been neglected by 
the nation. The three texts under consideration advance the transnational turn 
that Janice Radway, in her presidential address at the 1998 American Studies 
Association meeting,1 noted as the most significant development in the field’s 
recent history. These works join, on the one hand, the critiques of national 
homogeneity made under the rubrics of identity politics and, on the other, 
the critiques of US homogeneity highlighted by the nation’s twentieth-century 
imperial practices. Such critiques make it difficult, Radway argued, to imagine 
a field of American studies that was loyal to any single imagined community. 
The figures under analysis in Slate, Shah, and Bald were active members in 
multiple affective communities, some of which stretch around the globe and 
some of which are within arm’s reach.

If these three texts challenge our assumptions about the homogeneity of 
migrant identity and neighborhoods of color, they should also challenge our 
assumptions about the conformity of experiences of transnationalism. Refuting 
simple celebrations of transnationalism (as well as daft critiques of globaliza-
tion), these books focus instead on the discordant and inconsonant effects of 
global migration, dialogue, and travel. Transnationalism’s twentieth-century 
history emerges as a complicated relationship of people not across states but 
within the fissures of borders.

Slate’s Colored Cosmopolitanism constructs a long history of activism beneath 
the color line, and catalogs the black Americans writing about, corresponding 
with, and acting with Indians from the turn of the century to the 1960s. “Col-
ored cosmopolitanism,” in Slate’s analysis, refers to the (not uncomplicated) 
political solidarity between black Americans and Indians. Slate’s archive of 
publications—W. E. B. Du Bois’s Crisis, M. K. Gandhi’s Young India, and many 
novels, essays, and pamphlets—contains a long list of familiar names, though 
names mostly associated with nationalist, rather than internationalist, causes. 
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The general contours of Slate’s long history are well known. Take, for ex-
ample, Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous tour of India in 1959 or the multiracial 
political romance in Du Bois’s 1928 Dark Princess. Homi Bhabha, Dohra 
Ahmad, Penny Von Eschen, Vijay Prashad, Brent Hayes Edwards, Bill Mullen, 
and others have demonstrated the long history of African American interest 
in affiliations beyond the nation, often with an eye to India. Black writers 
and artists were in perpetual search of colleagues and allies abroad, and such 
transnational collaboration often revealed itself in allusion, metaphor, and style.

Many figures in Colored Cosmopolitanism were prolific writers of literary 
texts, but Slate’s analysis more often focuses on their letters and articles. His 
extensive catalog of conversations between black and South Asian intellectuals 
throughout the twentieth century reveals a spectrum of attempts to theorize 
and enact political solidarity among “the darker races.” In some cases, Slate 
argues, “racial diplomacy” promoted alliances that unintentionally rigidified 
racial difference. In other cases, “colored cosmopolitanism” promoted a unity 
between black Americans and Indians “not of sameness of but of similitude” 
(244). Thus “colored cosmopolitanism” names the infrequent but important 
political confluence of anticolonial and antiracist thought that produces soli-
darity among the colonized and the racially oppressed. The “colored cosmo-
politans” therefore participate in a lineage of radical political interpretation 
that views various oppressions as inextricably linked, and the consequent fight 
against them as necessarily intertwined. 

Slate’s history demonstrates how cosmopolitanism’s similitude often pivoted 
on an imaginative act of translation between the United States and India: the 
“racial diplomacy” of Marcus Garvey’s pan-Islamism and pan-Africanism, 
Booker T. Washington’s “ashram” at Tuskegee, and Lala Lajpat Rai’s socio-
logical “colour-caste” analysis in the US South. Indeed, Slate’s long history of 
“colored cosmopolitanism” highlights the imaginative difficulty of translating 
or aligning two politically different forms of injustice and oppression: racism 
and racial segregation in the United States and that of British imperialism in 
India. There were substantial obstacles to imagining the fights against these 
two injustices as philosophically related, and no guarantee at the time that 
such a political project could be envisioned.

Many Indians, for various politically prudent reasons, believed the popular 
scientific racial theory of a shared Aryan ancestry and thus were disinclined to 
align with “the darker races.” Many black Americans were quick to critique 
the Indian caste system as a mode of social oppression as equally arbitrary as 
racism in the United States (and many Indians, including Gandhi, refused to 
make this equation). The particular structures of violence were also different 
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and thus required different responses. The unlikelihood of envisioning colored 
cosmopolitanism testifies to the philosophical generosity of those in Slate’s 
celebratory catalog.

Du Bois, Kamaladevi Chattopadhyaya, King, and Gandhi are hardly minor 
figures, but they are generally relegated to nationalist histories. As Slate’s bib-
liography demonstrates, nationalist accounts fail to show the extensive reach 
of these figures’ work as well as their political imaginations. Slate’s emphasis 
on the connections and conversations between important black antiracist in-
tellectuals and South Asian anticolonialist writers, by contrast, highlights an 
alternative imagined political community beyond the state. 

South Asian negotiations of the color line on US soil, however, were con-
siderably more complicated. Bald’s Bengali Harlem recovers the histories of 
South Asian immigrants in predominately black communities in New York, 
New Orleans, and Detroit. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, a global 
network of merchants, ship-jumpers, and migrant laborers stretched from the 
east coast of British India (now India and Bangladesh) to the east coast of the 
United States. These Bengali peddlers, unlike other Indian merchants (pre-
dominately Sindhi in Bald’s account), operated beyond the expansive reach of 
the British Empire. As these predominately Muslim Bengali merchants plied 
their wares along the streets of major white tourist destinations and urban 
power centers, they settled into these cities’ black neighborhoods: Harlem, 
Tremé, and Black Bottom.

These men operated on the fringes of state citizenship, but they functioned 
quite centrally in multiple overlapping networks of informal support. These 
included global trade networks, on the one hand, and local communities of 
color, on the other. Friends in these local communities occasionally became 
spouses and business partners. Such overlapping networks made it possible 
for Bengali migrants to be flexible in navigating racism, which asserted itself 
unevenly and unpredictably. The bureaucratization of racial categories—and 
the arbitrary distribution of state privileges associated with each category—af-
forded these Bengali men occasional chances to pass as white and black, claim 
citizenship (either as Aryan or, more creatively, as Puerto Rican), or strategically 
feign ignorance about local customs. Even so, and for the same reasons, their 
social, political, and financial lives remained uncertain. 

By the 1920s a small but not insignificant community of Bengali men had 
married into Puerto Rican, Creole, and black communities in cities across the 
eastern United States. Their lives were by no means stable, cultural translation 
was never perfect, and racial solidarity was a continually difficult negotiation. 
Nevertheless, everyday negotiations of city space and interactions across com-
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munities produced a consciousness, however fleeting, of shared experiences 
of exclusionary nationalism and racism. The best record of these interactions 
is Amir Haider Khan’s 1942 Chains to Lose, an account of Khan’s travels and 
political activity in the United States, written from an Indian jail cell. Khan 
moves among the Bengali Muslim diaspora in New York and Detroit before 
joining the Friends of Freedom for India in the 1920s. Khan’s political awak-
ening came from friendships produced in unexpected encounters with Irish 
shipmates, Sikh Ghadr party members, Egyptian nationalists, feminists, and 
black laborers. Khan’s combination of unapologetic accounts of US racism and 
damning critiques of British imperialism affirms that such encounters were 
crucial to developing an unsentimental global political imaginary. 

Bald concludes Bengali Harlem with oral histories collected from a small 
number of people of Bengali descent still living in Harlem today. These oral 
histories (collected also for Bald’s forthcoming complementary documentary, In 
Search of Bengali Harlem) of restaurateurs, halal street vendors, and community 
organizers reconstruct a community whose physical signs are no longer evident. 
In them, Bengali–African American and Bengali–Puerto Rican children recall 
the flexibility of growing up speaking multiple languages, but also the difficulty 
of growing up between multiple cultures. 

At the same time as Bengali Harlem’s emergence, a sizable wave of Punjabi 
(predominately Sikh and Muslim) migrant labor arrived in California, Wash-
ington, Oregon, and British Columbia. This “Tide of Turbans” (hyperbolically 
forecasted by the popular periodical Forum in 1910) joined itinerant labor 
forces across the rural North American west. Early South Asian migration 
to and along the west coast coincided with the westward expansion of the 
United States and Canada, the concomitant expansion of exclusionary state 
practices, and capital’s divide-and-conquer strategy of controlling labor. In 
1907 heightened racial tensions between poor white and South Asian laborers 
broke out into a riot in the small town of Bellingham, Washington. Almost 
five hundred white workers beat or chased their South Asian colleagues out 
of town. Even while deploring the vigilante mob, state officials suggested that 
the South Asian way of life was irreconcilable to US society. 

The Bellingham Riots are a relatively well-documented moment of early 
migrant encounters with the geographically expanding and ethnically nar-
rowing state at the beginning of the twentieth century. In Stranger Intimacy, 
Nayan Shah pieces together the quotidian affiliations between nonwhite 
migrant laborers by tracing the moments when those laborers collided, with 
often tragic results, with US and Canadian legal systems. Shah’s archive con-
sists of court records that construct a twofold history of itinerant practices, 
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largely unintelligible to the state, and of state actions to restrict those practices. 
Shah first tracks the practices of national inclusion alongside the practices of 
heteronormative sexual and social relationships. By tracing the emergence of 
an interest in maintaining masculinity, Shah demonstrates how male honor 
and authority was racialized in order to normalize violent white mobs while 
rendering Punjabi men dangerous and incontrovertibly foreign. As the South 
Asian population increased in the west, public spaces became sites of possible 
surveillance and state regulation. The legal archive’s seemingly infinite accounts 
of sodomy and public indecency attest to how the state regulated the behavior 
of its nonwhite noncitizens. Overt as well as ambiguous sexual encounters be-
tween men, especially of different races, threatened the stability of heterosexual 
gender roles and were cause for police intervention. 

The second half of Stranger Intimacy tracks the legal apparatus’s interest 
in legitimate forms of intimacy as the organizing principle of civil society. 
Increased regulations for sodomy allowed the state to define “consensual” and 
“natural” sex acts to correspond to established categories of race, ethnicity, 
age, and morality. Similarly, the state’s interest in regulating marriage allowed 
it to consolidate citizenship around fixed notions of heterosexuality and mo-
nogamy. Shah demonstrates how the range of morally acceptable forms of 
intimacy decreased, and, subsequently, norms of national belonging in the 
United States and Canada grew fixed and increasingly exclusionary. By the 
1920s the bureaucracy of immigration operated with a narrow sense of intimate 
and affective relationships. With other institutions’ biopolitical concern for 
importation of disease and pseudoscientific fascination with the immigrant’s 
body, immigration agencies increasingly identified South Asians as pollutive, 
deviant, and unassimilable. 

At the same time, Shah’s legal archive—an extensive collection of state ar-
chives and publications—also gushes with an astounding range of voices the 
state sought to quash. In every analysis, Shah carefully shows the contestation 
between the state’s regulation of behavior and the alternative modes of affilia-
tion that allegedly deviant behaviors suggested. At the same moment the state 
sought to regulate sexual relationships between migrant workers, such sexual 
relationships offered new modes of ephemeral intimacy between strangers in a 
place that was foreign to both Anglo-Saxon men and their Punjabi coworkers. 
While the predominately white nation sought to ensure a rigid heteronormativ-
ity, migrant workers were frequently expressing, underneath its nose, practices 
of a queerer camaraderie and mutual care. For South Asian migrant workers, 
as for many other itinerant figures, such practices were far from straightfor-
ward, and perhaps improvisational, as rural life and itinerancy in the early 
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twentieth century necessitated homosocial intimacies among strangers, with 
few models of how such intimacies could be enacted. Shah’s interest in these 
transient intimacies reveals a multitude of practices of kinship and friendship 
that compete with the state’s interest in exclusion and stable identities. In Shah’s 
analysis, “stranger intimacy” acts as a way to understand the contingent practices 
transient men enacted to survive beyond the basic sociality of migrant labor. 
This included global avenues of communication that reached from California 
to Punjab, and it also included moments of silent friendship between men. 
Most moments of intimacy among strangers, Shah notes, most likely occurred 
off the legal record. Nevertheless, these common structures of feeling among 
men, in spite (or perhaps because) of their possible threat to gender roles and 
white masculinity, offered laborers much-needed affective support in the face 
of material and financial poverty.

Because all three books till new theoretical terrain on the grounds of nation-
state exclusion and extranational solidarity, it is easy to forget the most concrete 
contribution they all make to twentieth-century US history: the haphazardly 
documented and astoundingly underappreciated history of South Asian dias-
poras before 1965. These diasporas were multiple, but rarely overlapped. They 
included migrant and itinerant labor forces, political refugees and anticolonial 
agitators, and elite Anglophone writers and intellectuals. By affirming the 
complexity of these diasporas, these three books give a much-needed account 
of the full socioeconomic range of South Asians living in the United States and 
the precarious forms of political life made available to them by the uneasily 
intersecting rules of two empires—one emerging, the other declining.

Most of the work on the South Asian diaspora in the United States focuses 
on immigrants who arrived in the United States after the Hart-Celler Act in 
1965, which abolished bans and quotas on immigration from Asia and Africa. 
Works by Inderpal Grewal and Lisa Lowe, among others, assert the histori-
cally and relationally specific identities that form and complicate the modes 
of national and ethnic belonging.2 The wave of South Asian migration made 
possible by the Hart-Celler Act moved within the strained political environ-
ments of national independence and global Cold War suspicion. The focus on 
the post-1965 diaspora, nevertheless, has overshadowed a longer and quieter 
history of South Asian movement to and within the borders of the United 
States. This earlier diaspora was mostly illicit and low-skilled, as opposed to 
the more affluent and occupationally “desirable” legal immigration of South 
Asians to the United States after 1965. The earlier wave of “Sikhs, swamis, 
students, and spies” (so named by Har Dayal, writing from California in 1909) 
navigated tenuous relationships with both the British Raj and the increasingly 
xenophobic and imperial United States.3
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It is only somewhat curious, then, that all three books use the word uncover 
to describe their archival method, though their materials differ substantially. 
All three books trace what Bald calls “lost histories of South Asian America,” 
though “lost” is only partly correct. Shah relies on US state archives and court 
records, and most of Slate’s materials were widely circulated and well preserved. 
It seems more accurate—and more appropriately damning of the lack of re-
lated research—to claim that these histories remained unconstructed in plain 
sight. Du Bois publicized Gandhi’s and Tagore’s messages of support in the 
Crisis, and state archives, though scattered, offer a detailed history of exclu-
sion, surveillance, and regulation of immigrant populations at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. Bald’s community of Bengalis left a remarkably thin 
paper trail, because of a combination of nonliteracy and intentional practices 
of avoiding the state’s record. 

Even still, describing these histories as “lost” actually reflects the linger-
ing absence of histories that highlight the porous boundaries of the United 
States (and Canada) in the early twentieth century, as well as histories of the 
communities that moved within and beyond these boundaries. The intima-
cies, affinities, and affiliations active between people and communities in the 
early twentieth century trouble easy claims of homogeneity, autonomy, ethnic 
identity, location, and precarity. Harlem was not exclusively black; identity was 
porous and navigable; and a worker’s precarious frontier life might be temporar-
ily ameliorated by the comfort of strangers. These books provide new histories 
of diaspora, migration, and Asian American identity that will help us better 
integrate the question of “ethnic America” with the broader, global history of 
anticolonial and antiracist struggle. Slate, Bald, and Shah trace a genealogy 
of those who imagined or enacted anti-imperial or queer alternatives. These 
books represent an emergent dialogue about the long history of interethnic 
and interracial solidarities made possible by intersections of transnational 
circuits on US ground.

The current academic fascination with American transnationalism is not 
new. It is the product of tellingly parallel conjunctures that these books’ archives 
are located primarily in the interwar period, when discussions of transnational-
ism were equally in vogue. Under the surprisingly frequent question of how 
to live ethically in a modern, multiethnic, post–World War world, popular 
philosophers and writers from the early twentieth century often offered the 
terms trans-national and cosmopolitan. In his 1916 Atlantic Monthly essay 
“Trans-National America,” the progressive writer Randolph Bourne defended 
an aggressive multiculturalism against advocates for melting-pot assimilation. 
Arguing that America should serve as the home for those with “spiritual coun-
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tries” elsewhere, Bourne wrote that the best future for America was to become 
“not a nationality but a transnationality, a weaving back and forth, with the 
other lands, of many threads of all sizes and colors.”4 Bourne imagined the 
United States as a land of overlapping global communities; globally itinerant 
communities quietly enacted it. 

Bourne was not alone in affirming transnationality in a time of increasing 
xenophobia. In an edited collection ten years later, Du Bois, freshly returned 
from his first trip to West Africa, promoted the transnational circulation of 
music as the roots of a new ethical civilization. A few pages later, Dhan Gopal 
Mukerji offered Gandhi as the model for ethical practice.5 Ethical and political 
thought during this period emerges, quite literally, from a world of circulating 
ideas and political networks. These ideas were hopeful, optimistic, and excit-
ing: they concerned encounters with difference, increased ability to travel, and 
increased financial ability to move globally. But such thought was also produced 
in the shadow of an increasingly brutal British Raj, and particularly virulent 
strains of nationalisms growing around the world, including the United States.

Although Slate occasionally reminds us of the political difficulty of enact-
ing “colored cosmopolitanism,” the general tone of his book is indefatigably 
optimistic. Slate seems determined to reconcile messy and troubling politi-
cal projects with more cleanly ethical ones. Slate thus wishes away Gandhi’s 
troubling views on black South Africans in Satyagraha in South Africa (1928) 
by pointing out his progressive notes on Booker T. Washington, for example. 
Gandhi, on the other hand, recorded with equal pleasure his political successes 
and his philosophical failures. It seems more provocative—and more in line 
with Gandhi’s political project—to celebrate the frequent irreconcilability of 
Gandhi’s multiple views. Maintaining the irreconcilability of these thinkers’ 
multiple projects allows us to better appreciate the immense difficulty of soli-
darity underneath the color line. 

In contrast, Shah and Bald highlight the challenges to uncomplicated 
political unity. Black merchants and South Asian merchants competed for 
space, housing, and legitimacy in Harlem. The processes of state and capital-
ist control and exclusion often forced immigrants to act aggressively toward 
other immigrants, even if (or perhaps because) they recognized their shared 
provisional status. The variety of responses to Katherine Mayo’s 1927 polemical 
book Mother India, from Mukerji’s A Son of Mother India Answers (1928) to 
Kanhayalal Gauba’s Uncle Sham (1929), suggests a general discomfort about 
comparing injustices. Violence is equally transnational: the Black Panthers were 
as influential for the Dalit Panthers as Gandhi was for King. Creating com-
munities of strangers is necessarily hard work, and a community of strangers 
isn’t necessarily a peaceful utopia. 
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Indeed, many such alternatively imagined communities were not successful. 
The most exciting movements to align against oppression were cacophonous 
and expansive, but they often occurred under the nose of the state. To their 
credit and their detriment, such political movements were ephemeral; in this 
sense, Bald’s description of “lost” and the methodological process of “uncover-
ing” take on new valences. Indeed, what are “lost” are the political possibilities 
of intimacy and affiliation among people to whom national affiliations were 
systematically denied. 

Without romanticizing poverty and abjection, these books force us to 
consider modes of precarity that were not only dangerous but also generative. 
All three books conclude by suggesting the possibility of locating ethical and 
political possibilities from this transnational moment. Shah’s “stranger inti-
macy” locates within everyday encounters the chance for “egalitarian social and 
political arenas, ethics, and associations,” which “can produce fresh ways of 
seeing, knowing, and organizing social, cultural, and political worlds” beyond 
the normative (273). Slate’s “colored cosmopolitanism,” similarly, imagines a 
different world (“a world of colored folk,” as Kautilya describes it to Matthew 
in Dark Princess). Anticolonialism and antiracism frequently shared not only 
the political goal of liberation but also a distinctively ethical distaste for state-
based politics. A “minor cosmopolitanism” between and under the borders of 
the state begins to account for this lost imaginative stance.6 Bald’s conclusion is 
the most direct of the three: we need to recover quotidian xenophilic encounters 
not simply because they might otherwise be forgotten but because they orient 
us toward alternative futures and “larger political solidarities” (229). 

In this sense, these books suggest a politics for the present that had been 
available to those on whose backs a globalizing America was being built. The 
cosmopolitanism that these histories offer is neither optimistic nor easy. Such 
projects are difficult precisely because they emerge from under oppressive 
conditions and, moreover, refuse to deny the injustices that fundamentally 
structure their possibility. In this sense, these three accounts rely on the general 
postcolonial stance, indebted to Frantz Fanon, to “create a new man” from the 
“wretched of the earth.” Working within the grand proclamations from the 
left for multitudes and occupations, we might also appreciate the possibilities 
of a quieter, queerer, and more intimate form of stranger collectivity. In the 
search for newly uncovered models for possible political solidarity, we could 
do much worse than the ones presented here. 
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