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Imagined Straits Settlements

—— Assimilation and Differentiation of the Baba Culture in Thailand ——

A 1 *
KATAOKA Tatsuki

This paper examines the identity formation and its logic of the Baba Chinese in Thailand. The Babas of
Thailand are unique in terms that, in Thailand, it has been assumed to be impossible for localized Chinese
to form a distinct ethnic category segregated both from host populations and new immigrants. The Baba
societies of Thailand (Bangkok and Phuket) have been formed by means of introduction of Chinese clerks,
miners, and traders from the then Straits Settlements in the process of Siam’s struggle for adaptation to the
British commercial hegemony in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. As a result of such historical
backgrounds, the term Baba in Thailand has functioned as a marker of foreignness (Straits Chinese-ness)
rather than localization. The Phuket Baba’s growing awareness of their cultural tradition in recent years
also focus on the Straits origin of their culture. A newly introduced name “Peranakan” is employed by the
local leaders to express the Phuket Baba’s connection with the Straits world as well as to demarcate their
distinctiveness vis-a-vis the Swatou Chinese in Bangkok, the most dominant Chinese group of Thailand.
The case study of the Baba culture of Thailand shows the dual dimension of Baba-Peranakan-ness, which
can contribute both to widening cultural distance from the host society by imagining a sub-region beyond
nation national boundaries and to expression of their legitimacy in a nation-state while remaining as a
unique foreign-originated component within the national culture.
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