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Aims and goals of presentation

Compare and contrast histories of and works on 

the Chinese in the Caribbean and the 

Philippines

Look for meaningful connections for further 

studies



Mitzi Espinosa from Cuba

Juan Tam from Panama

Robert Lee and Walton Look Lai from Trinidad and Tobago



Chinese in Cuba – Spanish colonial period

 Spanish colony from 1492 to 1898

 Chinese labor brought in from 

Guangdong starting in 1847 to 

work in sugar plantations

 40,327 Chinese in 1877, with 99.84 

percent consisting of males

 Profession – laborers, merchants, 

students, and other professions

 Havana’s Chinatown consisted of 

6 blocks



Chinese Cubans in the 20th century

 Cuba became U.S. colony in 1898-1902

 Cuban Republic (1902-1959) – Chinese immigration restricted

 Associations such as triads and political groups (mainly Guomindang-

affiliated) formed, e.g. Casino Chung Wah (1847)

 Population decreased due to economic downturn; rise of 

intermarriages

 1920s-1940s – purging of left-leaning members from associations

 Three local-born Chinese Cubans Armando Choy Rodriguez, Gustavo 

Chui Beltran, and Moisés Sío Wong, participated in the Fidel Castro-led 

1959 Revolution

 Many Chinese Cubans moved to Miami, New York, and other parts of 

the Caribbean and Latin America after 1959

 China-Cuba relations strained due to increasing ties with Russia



Armando Choy Rodriguez, Gustavo Chui 

Beltran, and Moisés Sío Wong



Chinese Cubans today

Revival of China-Cuba relations in the 1980s

Chinese Cuban community: Less than 100, 

consisting of chinos naturales (native Chinese) 

and descendientes (descendants), i.e. children, 

grandchildren, and great-grandchildren of 

native Chinese from earlier waves of migration. 

Casino Chung Wah, from predominantly China-

born or “pure” Chinese members to Chinese of 

mixed descent 

Revitalization of Barrio Chino 



Scenes from Cuba’s Chinese community



Scenes from Cuba’s Chinese community



Scenes from Chinese Cuban 

Community



Brief Historical Background of Panama
 Spain colonized Panama in 1538, and ruled it 

through the Vice Royalty of Peru until 1821

 Became part of the Republic of Gran Colombia, 
consisting also of Nueva Granada, Ecuador, and 
Venezuela 

 In 1831, Gran Colombia was dissolved and both 
Panama and Nueva Granada became the 
Republic of Colombia

 With the help of the United States, it seceded 
from Colombia and became independent in 
1903  

 United States controlled 10-mile (16 km) by 50-
mile (80 km) long zone to build the Panama 
Canal

 The Canal, 52 miles (83 km) long was 
administered by the U.S. as an unincorporated 
territory “in perpetuity” until in 1977 treaty was 
signed to transfer Canal from to Panama on 
December 31, 1999 

 From 1968 to 1989, Panama was ruled by two 
dictators, Omar Torrijos and later on Manuel 
Noriega, whose regime ended with the U.S. 
invasion of Panama and his arrest 



Chinese in Panama

 The documented arrival of Chinese migrants to Panama in 1854, with 705 men, to 

build the first trans-isthmian Panamanian railroad 

 With end of the “coolie” trade in 1874, those who came after consisted mostly of 

“free men” of traders, farmers, shopkeepers, and fishermen

 U.S. influence discouraged Chinese immigration 

 Chinese women only came in larger numbers in the 1920s 

 Toward the end of the Noriega military dictatorship, the smuggling of Chinese 

became an enormous business, with revenues of up to 200 million dollars

 Population of the Chinese in Panama today = 7 percent of total of 4.1 million, thus 

numbering around 280,000 

 Up until 2017, Panama maintained ties with Taiwan, but under the presidency of Juan 

Carlos Varela, ties with China established

 Investments in China pouring in



Chinese Panamanian 

Community and Identity 
 The Sociedad Anti-China (Anti-Chinese Society) established in 1923, the Acción Communal 

(Community Action) was organized to press for more anti-Chinese official policies. 

 First half of the 20th century, anti-Chinese movements spread also in other Latin American and 
Caribbean countries

 Chinese Panamanian community built transnational connections throughout the Americas, and 

took more active roles in Panamanian politics by running for office and getting elected 

 1950s to the early 1980s Chinese immigrants to Panama trickled, mostly from Hong Kong or 
Taiwan

 Chinese immigration from mainland China picked up during Noriega’s time in the 1990s, as a 
stepping stone to the United States

 Those who came from Hong Kong or mainland China mainly of Hakka origin, and had to pay 
their way to get to Panama

 A large number of women also came during this period 

 Currently, tensions between local Chinese and the new immigrants, as Panama has attracted 
many Chinese from other parts of the world, including China, because of its strong economy 



Chinese Panamanian 

Community and Identity 

 Main associations-native place associations, started in the 1890s, lineage to 

Guangdong. 

 The five largest native place associations in Panama are the Fa Yin, Gou Kong Chow 

(Say Yap), Chung San, Sam Yap, and Hok San association, with Fa Yin as the largest 

 Immigrant community most active in these associations, while the local born join 

organizations that are more bicultural and bilingual

 Asociación China de Panamá (Chinese Association of Panama)- the umbrella 

organization of different Panamanian-Chinese groups, whether religious or secular

 This organization has a wide transnational network as well, not only with organizations in 

China or Taiwan but also those in Central and Latin America, particularly the Federación

de Asociaciones Chinas de Centroamérica y Panamá (Federation of Chinese 

Associations of Central America and Panama). 



Scenes from the Chinese Panamanian community

Old and New Chinatowns







Trinidad and Tobago –

a Spanish, French, British colony

 Four waves of migration 1806; 1850s and 
1860s; the latter part of the 19th to the first 
half of the 20th century; 1960s

 Main language among Chinese is 
Cantonese followed by Swatow, which is a 
dialect of Teochew

 Anti-Chinese sentiment grew in the 1900s. 
Newspapers started publishing articles 
pushing for the limitation of their 
immigration into the country

 The Chinese National Association and the 
Chinese Commercial Association were 
formed in 1917 and consisted of mostly 
locally born Chinese Trinidadians and 
Trinidadians.



Chinese in Trinidad and Tobago
 In 1920s, majority of around 366,000 people made up of a minority of white people (mainly British 

and French) and a majority black population

 Most Chinese who came were male and intermarried with local black or “colored” women, giving 
rise to a generation of “mixed” children, and an ethnicity that was more “Western Indian” 

 In the 20th century, due to rise of nationalism and improvement of transport, many men chose to 
“order” a bride from China or keep a bride in China and one in Trinidad, giving rise to dual families

 From 1945 on, split between “FOBs” (Fresh Off the Boat) and native born

 Chinese Society formed in order to preserve their own culture as more 2nd 3rd generation were 
becoming more “native” 

 In the 1970s on, efforts made toward becoming more Trinidadian

 Many mixed-race Chinese Trinidadians were able to break into the white upper/upper-middle class 
society; more Westernized; middle and upper middle class

 Black Trinidadians see them as “honorary” whites

 Black Power Revolution sought to institute social change in a society that was seen as unjust and 
prejudiced against the blacks; Chinese were accused of being part of the ruling power

 In terms of occupation, many became merchants and were able to send their children elsewhere 
to study, mainly China, Britain, U.S., or Canada

 Of the 4,000 Chinese Trinidadians today, some of them are first-generation immigrants; but most are 
of mixed heritage, or are second or third generation



Some tensions between locals and ”Chinese” 
 The numbers are dwindling, as it is difficult for Chinese immigrants to obtain residency in 

Trinidad and Tobago

 Increasing tension, brought about by a video in 2015 someone took of some of them 

catching dogs and eating them. 

 The health minister Fuad Khan at the time said that “We don’t know what they serve in 

Chinese restaurants.” 

 This unleashed a protest from the Chinese Trinidadian community and he had to apologize; 

he and his staff had to go to a Chinese restaurant, complete with media coverage, to tell the 

people that it was safe to eat in these restaurants.



Chinese Trinidadian Society







Conclusions, Questions, and Directions

Cuba, Panama, Trinidad, and the Philippines: former 

colonies 

 The “minority” status of the Chinese within colonial and 

post-colonial states

Continuing impact: this time China and U.S. 

Factors affecting the relationship between “old-timers” and 

“new-comers”— race relations, relationship with China, 

U.S., economic and political situation

Chinese diasporic communities negotiate their identities

More studies about the Chinese in the Philippines that is 

transnational, hemispheric


