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Approximately 37.6% of Fiji’s population is comprised of individuals that have 

Indian descent (2007 census). This is primarily due to the recruitment of Indian 

indentured servants to work on the sugar plantations of Fiji during British colonial 

rule in the 1880s. Many descendants of these servants have since moved to 

industrialized nations including the United States of America. The ethnic identity of 

this immigrant population and their children is hard to distinguish when taking into 

consideration the cross-cultural influences of both Indian and Fijian culture and there 

residence in the US. Factors that contribute to ethnic identity formation, such as: 

parent-child relationship, gender, language assimilation, co-ethnic members in 

community, and location of birth. A survey was conducted in order to learn about the 

variety of ethnic labels used by these individuals and assess their identity formation.  

A total of 14 different ethnic labels were provided, with the majority of individuals 

using ‘Indian’, ‘Asian’, or ‘Indo-’, to provide their ethnic identity. This thesis 

contributes to the general knowledge of Indo-Fijian identity.  
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Importance of Cultural Competence  

As a pre-medicine science student, I often get questions regarding the choice of my thesis 

topic. Why did I decide to take on a topic centered around ethnic studies, a field in which I have 

no coursework or research in? The world is diversifying due to increasing globalization of 

communication, trade, and labor practices. This leads to interconnectedness amongst various 

identities as we work together to accomplish collective societal goals. As the US becomes a more 

ethnically and racially diverse nation, health care systems and providers need to reflect on and 

respond to the varied perspectives, values, and beliefs of minority patients centered around their 

health and well-being. Due to multifactorial causes such as sociocultural barriers, minorities are 

more likely to suffer from health complications such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and 

asthma (Ananeh-Frempong, Betancourt, Carrillo & Green, 2003, 294). Failure to understand and 

manage sociocultural differences may have significant health consequences for minority groups.  

 Cultural competence acknowledges and validates the cultural characteristics, history, 

values, beliefs, and traditions of ethnic/cultural groups. It could also be used as a method to 

address racial/ethnic disparities in health in the US (Ananeh-Frempong, Betancourt, Carrillo & 

Green, 2003, 293-302). This includes working to acknowledge the differences between cultures, 

while not assigning a hierarchy of values to each one. With an emphasis on cultural competence 

interventions, this can facilitate the elimination of disparities and improve health care for all. 

Critical principles of cultural competence are valuing diversity, conducting cultural self-

assessments, understanding the dynamics of differences, institutionalizing cultural knowledge, 

and adapting to diversity.  

Medicine has the ultimate goal of alleviating pains and saving lives. In order to do this, 

the physicians are required to keep up to date on the latest scientific advancements while also 
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being an overall well-rounded person (Read, 2014). Cultural competence is becoming a 

necessary prerequisite to practice in the field of health. It is especially important because it 

provides the ability for systems to provide care to a diverse groups of patients, including tailoring 

delivery to meet patient’s social, cultural, and linguistic needs. It is a vehicle to increase access 

to quality care for all patient populations by providing the framework for trust in the patient-

physician relationship (Betancourt, Green & Carrillo, 2002, v).  

On the pursuit of becoming a physician, I have taken numerous courses preparing me to 

be competent in the many aspects of science. I have spent years studying the molecular 

interactions of DNA, the biochemical reactions that occur in the body, and the anatomy and 

physiology of vertebrates and invertebrates. While science is a critical aspect of medicine, I think 

that the studying and becoming competent in social science is just as important. Culture has the 

potential to influence an individual’s lifestyle, so it makes perfect sense to take it into 

consideration when healing them.  
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Definitions of Vocabulary 

Indo-Fijian: 

An ethnic label used to describe Fijian citizens who are fully/partially of Indian descent and can 

trace their heritage from various parts of the Indian subcontinent (Voigt-Graf, 2008, 81). This 

thesis will perform an exploration of the variety of ethnic labels used by individuals that 

currently live in America but were born in Fiji, or have parents that were born in Fiji who then 

migrated, while also having ancestors that were brought to Fiji via the Indian diaspora as 

indentured servants. For the purpose of this thesis, the label ‘Indo-Fijian’ will be used to refer to 

this group of individuals for the purpose of simplicity, while exploring what other labels are used 

and what factors may lead to such choices. This is not suggesting that this label is more 

politically correct than any other label.  

Ethnicity:  

Ethnicity refers to shared cultural practices, perspectives, and distinctions that set apart one 

group of people from another (CliffNotes editors). For the purpose of this thesis, ethnic identity 

is synonymous to ethnicity. The most common characteristics distinguishing various ethnic 

groups are ancestry, a sense of history, food, music, language, religion, and forms of dress. 

Example: An individual that was born and lives in Canada, but has Chinese immigrant parents, 

speaks Mandarin, is accustomed to eating Chinese food at home, and practices Chinese traditions 

will ethnically identify as Chinese -- even though their nationality is Canadian.  

Acculturation:       

Acculturation is the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result 

of contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual members (Berry, 2005, 698). 

This can be further characterized by changes in one's culture, which occurs when people (mainly 
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immigrants and native-born minorities) acclimate to the dominant culture of a plural society 

(Sam, 2000, 5-25).  

Example: An immigrant child from Mexico retaining their culture and speaking their native 

tongue when at home, but speaking English (while their parents do not) and adopting mainstream 

society’s values and beliefs.  

Diaspora: 

Any people of ethnic population forced or induced to leave their homeland and disperse to other 

parts of the world. This can further be explained when thinking of diaspora as the results of 

imperial dominance and the displacements of people through slavery, indenturement, and 

settlement (Chiang, 2010, 36) 

Examples: African diaspora, Indian diaspora, Arab diaspora and Chinese diaspora.  

Twice-Migration: 

Twice-migration describes the movement of the ethnic Indians. These individuals were first 

dispersed from Indian to European colonies under the indenture system. Then, after the 

abolishment of the indenture system and generations later, they migrated again to more 

developed countries in the 20th century (Devi, 2012, 8-9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

 13 

Introduction:  

At a young age, I struggled to explain my ethnic identity when asked by others to label 

myself and share my heritage. It was a social construct that I failed to acknowledge until I 

attended elementary school and was surrounded by children that were incredibly different from 

me. Although I was born in the US and had never left at that point, I did not feel like I was 

American and I became conscious of the continuous microaggressions that I would be 

predisposed to during the remainder of my life. People would ask me, “what are you?” and I had 

no idea how to answer this or why they had the desire to ask me this. I felt marginalized and out 

of place to the point where people had to ask ‘what I was’ in order to categorize me. 

As I was being taught to practice Hinduism, speak Hindi, and wear traditional Indian 

garments, my dad told me stories about his life in Fiji as he sipped kava, an herbal root beverage 

that is traditionally prepared in the Pacific Islands. He told me that we were Fijian and not 

Indian, which contradicted with the younger me identifying as Indian. So much of our lifestyle 

was influenced by Indian ethnocultural characteristics, I was unable to comprehend how Fiji was 

somehow caught in the mix of my ethnic identity. We ate traditional curries with roti, we did not 

speak Fijian, our television had Indian soap operas not Fijian, and we went shopping at the 

Indian grocery stores.  

I came across a descent amount of Indians at school and occasionally in the media, who 

had similar Indian ethnocultural traits. I rarely came across individuals that were from Fiji let 

alone the Pacific Islands while I was at school, in the media, or even at the grocery store. This 

could have been partly due to the vast number of Indian immigrants in the US as compared to the 

sliver of Pacific Islander immigrants. Pacific Islander history was never acknowledged at school, 

while India was a common topic of study, making it feel irrelevant in the context of my life and 

society in general. This intensified my close identification as Indian. For these reasons, as I was 
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growing up, I never mentioned to anyone that my family migrated from Fiji. I simply said that I 

was Indian.  

It was not until later that I began to acknowledge Fiji as being apart of my complex 

ethnic identity. After I telling people that I was Indian, I would get questioned about what part of 

India my family was from. Awkwardly, I would have to tell them that I was actually from Fiji. 

This only caused more confusion regarding my ethnic identity, as I had no idea why I possessed 

so many Indian ethnocultural traits while no one in my family had traveled to Indian. This lead 

me to a path of self exploration in order to understand how Indians got to Fiji in the first place. I 

began to understand the influences that the Indian diaspora had in Fiji, and embraced the unique 

acculturation that took place generations before me.  

Throughout the course of my life I noticed family members and family friends ethnically 

identifying in a variety of ways, such as: Indian, Fijian, Indian Fijian, and Indo-Fijian. I brought 

up the topic at a family dinner, and there was no consensus on what our ethnic identity was. My 

parent’s generation, who were all born in Fiji, had different ways of ethnically identifying - as 

did my generation, which is comprised of the children of these immigrants who were born in 

America. Ethnic identity formation is a complex social construct which is a lifelong process that 

has many aspects contributing to it; because no two people have the same exact life experiences, 

I believe that there will be a variety of ways that individuals of Indian descent who are currently 

living in America and were born in Fiji or have parents that were born there ethnically identify. 

The following thesis will disaggregate the variety of ethnic labels that Indo-Fijians self identify 

with, while potentially finding patterns to better understand the process of identity formation and 

contribute to the knowledge of twice-migrant identity. 
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Background History: 

The emancipation of slaves in the British Empire occurred in 1833 (Rodriguez, 2011, 74-

76). While this abolishment was a pivotal point to the advancement of basic human rights, in 

order to satisfy the intensifying demand of agricultural labor, the Indian Indenture System began 

in Mauritius in 1834 and later ended in Fiji in 1916 (Naujoks, 2009). Since the 19th century, 

Indians have been dispersed onto every continent as well as on the islands in the Caribbean, 

Pacific and Indian oceans. The drifting away from their motherland occurred when over a 

million Indians were transported to various colonies of European power in order to work on the 

sugar plantation. Indians were dispersed onto European colonies such as Trinidad, Guyana, 

Jamaica, Grenada, East Africa, and Fiji. In 1879, British colonial rulers contracted individuals 

from India to Fiji to work as indentured servants on the sugar plantations. Once their five-year 

contracts were over, the servants were allowed to leave the island and return back to India at 

their own expense, however, many stayed in Fiji due to financial insecurities and a loss of 

connection to India (Devi, 2012, 33). The interactions between the Indian and Fijian people 

resulted in a “hybridity” of cultural identities where both intertwined to create a unique ethnicity 

(Lal, 2004, 316). Generations after the abolishment of indentured servants in 1916, racial tension 

and financial hardship caused Indo-Fijians to seek opportunities abroad and migrate to more 

developed countries such as North America, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia (Lal, 2003).   

The children of these immigrants are socialized into their parent’s traditional homeland 

culture while being simultaneously being exposed to the mainstream society of the country that 

they were born or raised in. A crucial entity in the acculturation process of these children is 

ethnic self-identification (Paat & Pellebon, 2012, 128). Ethnic identity is a complex social 

construct that captures a person’s perceptions, behaviors, feelings, heritage and sense of 

belonging to a group.  
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 While a variety of ethnic labels have been proposed to distinguish Fiji-born citizens of 

Indian descent from the Indigenous Fijian population, the Constitution of the Republic of Fiji 

states that Fijian is the nationality for all individuals born on the island. A clear consensus has 

not been reached to determine a politically correct label for this ethnicity. Ethnic identity 

formation is further complicated when taking into perspective the American-born generation 

whose immigrant parents were born in Fiji and have Indian descent. This thesis will explore the 

ethnic identity formation of individuals impacted by the Indian diaspora with Fiji as the hostland. 

A crucial focus will be on the twice-migration of these people to more developed countries and 

looking at the implications this has had on the formation of their identity as well as their 

children's. 

 

Indian Diaspora - European Colonialism  

 There are variety of causes of diaspora that include: imperialism, colonialism, business 

or trade, wars, unemployment, job opportunities, poverty, social and political stress (Hirsch, 

1982, 43). The Indian diaspora is customarily divided into two main waves of emigration 

including “overseas emigration in the 19th century” and the “20th century migration to 

industrially developed countries." This essentially refers to all persons of Indian descent living 

outside India, as long as they preserve some major Indian ethnocultural characteristics (Naujoks, 

2009). The Fiji Indian diaspora refers to people of Indian origin that left Fiji and primarily settles 

in Australia, New Zealand, United States and Canada.  

Fiji became a British Crown Colony in 1874 with Sir Arthur Gordon serving as the first 

governor. Prior to his appointed position in Fiji, he served as the governor of Trinidad (1866-

1879) and Mauritius (1871-1874) (Ramesh, 2004, 2). The island was already occupied by 
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indigenous Fijians, who are descendants of the Lapita people -- a group from eastern Indonesia 

or the Philippines, whose approximate arrival to Fiji dates back to the 2nd millennium B.C.E. It 

is hypothesized that they later interbred with Melanesians from the west and Polynesians from 

the east (Anderson & Clark, 2001, 77-88). 

 During the 1870s, moral and humanitarian questions were being introduced to the British 

public largely by the missionary objective of those working around the Pacific Ocean. This 

increased awareness of the potential that European presence could imply a threat to the very 

survival of indigenous culture of the colonies. With this, Gordon centered his policies around the 

preservation of the indigenous Fijian culture by incorporating authority to the already established 

traditional chiefs.  He enhanced their authority by making them responsible for tasks such as land 

distribution and the administration of a new law code based on Fijian customary law (Sohmer, 

1984, 140-154).  

In order to economically develop the colony for self-sufficiency, Gordon took advantage 

of Fiji’s soil and tropical climate and invited the Australian-owned Colonial Sugar Refinery to 

establish a sugar industry in 1881 (Devi, 2012, 20). The indigenous Fijians were prohibited from 

working on the plantations in order to “remain in their own traditional surroundings under the 

leadership of their chiefs, protected from the harmful effects of the external contact” (Lal, 2004). 

In need of dependable labor to build a large-scale sugar enterprise, Gordon drew upon his 

previous experience with Indian indentured servants in Mauritius and Trinidad. He sought Indian 

laborers for Fiji while acknowledging that Islander labor would not be able to meet the demands, 

as this also allowed the Fijian culture to evolve and prosper without contamination from 

plantation-worker lifestyle. Historians are unable to conclude why Gordon took a humanitarian 

approach and decided to work towards the preservation of the indigenous culture, while he 
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actively exploited thousands of Indian servants in order to develop the economy of Fiji (Sohmer, 

1984, 140-154). Around 60,500 Indians were brought to Fiji between the years 1879 and 1916 

under the Indentured Labor Agreement (Devi, 2012).  

Due to being isolated from the indigenous population while years of plantation work 

carried on, acculturation was postponed until the abolishment of indenturement. This allowed 

them to continue the practice of ancient Indian culture and provided the platform for the Indian-

ethnic influence that is currently so heavily integrated into modern-day Fiji. While assimilation 

was not occurring between the Indian and Fijian cultures, there was acculturation between the 

laborers on the plantations; leading to an inter-Indian acculturation. The laborers were from a 

variety of regions in India, each with their own dialect of Hindi (Devi, 2012, 39). With time 

passing, linguistic evolution took its course and the new dialect of Fiji Hindi was formed. This 

dialect took bits from many Northern Indian languages and allowed the laborers and modern day 

Indo-Fijians to converse in one cohesive language. Among language, other aspects of Indian 

culture that adapted with indenturement include religion, food and music.  

One of the major shifts was the discrediting of the Indian caste system. In India, the caste 

system promoted social segregation based on what caste level an individual was born into. This 

dictated who they would marry, what kind of jobs they would be able to obtain, the overall 

lifestyle that they would live, and who they were allowed to socialize with. Once in Fiji, the caste 

system became disintegrated. Regardless of the caste an individual belonged to, everyone was 

contracted to work on the sugar plantations for the same wage. Everyone had the same living 

conditions and went to work with each other, while the disproportionate male to female ratio lead 

to inter-caste marriage -- something that was unthinkable in India at the time (Lal, 2004, 12-13). 
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After five years of serving their contract, the Indentured Labor Agreement allowed 

individuals to return back to India at their own expense. The laborers lived on inadequate diets 

due to being underpaid, which caused sickness, and eventually a large gap in work attendance 

causing reduced pay (Lal, 2004, 11). If financial insecurities disabled their return, they were 

entitled to a free-return passage after the completion of ten continuous years of labor which they 

had two years to claim. Having lost all connections to India due to the lack of communication 

mediums at the time, perhaps having grown a family on the island and adapting to where they 

resided for the past ten years, many of the immigrants decided to stay in Fiji.  

The indentured system was abolished in 1916 and left a large portion of Indians in Fiji. 

Indo-Fijians currently make up about 37% of the population in Fiji (FBoS). As the years past, the 

ratio of Fiji-born Indians and Indian-born began to increase. In 1911, only 27% of the 40,286 

Indians were Fiji-born. Ten years later in 1921, that percentage increased to 44% of the 60,634 

Indians being born in Fiji (Lal, 2004, 22). The descendants of these migrants, though preserving 

and practicing their traditional Indian culture and Hindu religion, knew no home other than Fiji. 

The formation of their identity was simultaneously impacted by having a Fijian nationality with 

an Indian ethnocultural traits which had been influenced by the Pacific Islands.  

 

From Immigration to Emigration  

With the increasing number of Fiji-born Indians after the end of the indentured system, 

most of the Indians in Fiji lost touch with the land that their ancestors originated from. This new 

generation was born and raised in Fiji, went to school there and had a sense of national pride for 

what was their home -- as India became increasingly unapproachable and out of scope in 

reference to their day to day lives. After the abolishment of the indentured system, the free Indo-
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Fijians settled primarily on the two main islands of Viti Levu and Vanua Levu (Lal, 2003). The 

Indians in Fiji became a growing social and economical force with skills that quickly replicated 

to organize into other sectors once the shackles of indenturement were removed. By 1945, the 

demographics showed the outnumbering of indigenous Fijian by Indo-Fijians, a trend that held 

and reversed in the late 1980s (Lal, 2003). 

Fiji gained its independence from the United Kingdom in 1970. Around this time were 

evident manifestation in both political and social forms of the tensions that existed between the 

indigenous Fijian and the Indo-Fijian ethnic groups (Naujoks, 2009). Previously having an 

indigenous-led Conservative government, the parliamentary elections in April 1987 resulted in a 

multiethnic labor-led coalition that consisted greatly of Indo-Fijians (Ramesh, 2004, 1-5). The 

first coup took place in May 1987 which deposed of Bavadra. The second coup took place in 

September of the same year and ended the Fijian Monarchy. Rabuka claimed the military coup 

was fueled by immense racial pressure, and fears that an Indo-Fijian dominated cabinet would be 

unable to respect indigenous Fijian interests (Narayan, 2008). This intensified the racial tensions 

between the two groups.          

Racial tension manifested in not only political forms. In the late 1990s, agricultural leases 

of native lands began to expire (Lal, 2003). Despite making lease payments and providing labor 

for the farms, many Indigenous landowners evicted the predominantly Indo-Fijian tenants from 

their land. They either refused the renewal request, or increased the cost for the land. Unable or 

unwilling to meet new terms and conditions, tenants left to start life anew in another place, often 

as strangers, while their recently vacated land reverted back to an unproductive plot of land. 

Religious attacks were simultaneously being made against non-Christian religions, where 
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temples and mosques were broken into. Money and offerings that were placed in the temple were 

stolen, and religious idols were broken (Devi, 2012, 63).  

With little prospects of advancement for themselves and their children, Indo-Fijians 

began to move to developed countries such as the United States of America, Canada, and 

Australia. Between the years of 1978 and 1986, Fijian citizens emigrated out of Fiji at an annual 

average rate of 2,300. This increased to an annual rate of 5,005 between 1987 and 1996. Between 

the three-year span of 1997 and 2000, 16,825 people migrated. In the 1990s, 90% of emigrants 

out of Fiji were of Indian-descent (Lal, 2003).  
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Ethnic Identity 

After the end of the indentured system, most of the Indians in Fiji had lost touch with the 

land that their ancestors originated from. This new generation was born and raised in Fiji, 

attended school there and had a sense of national pride for what was their home -- while India 

was unapproachable and out of scope in reference to their day to day lives (Lal, 2003). This 

brings up the question of how this population of individuals ethnically self-identifies.  

Ethnic identity, often associated with culture, is a complex social construct that could 

take years of self-exploration in order to become fully aware of. The retention and preservation 

of a culture is greatly dependent on those identifying to be apart of it. Claiming to a specific 

identity gives a sense of clarity and placement in society (Umana-Taylor, 2003, 4-5). Also, 

research shows that there is a positive correlation with ethnic identity and positive self esteem 

(Phinney, 1991, 193-208). It has the potential to influence an individual’s lifestyle in the context 

of what they eat, what language they speak, what traditions they follow, and their overall 

perception and lens with which they view the world.  

 When asking my cousin, who was born and is currently residing in Fiji what her 

ethnicity was, she replied ‘Fijian.’ She worked hard throughout school to obtain the best grades 

possible in order to alleviate her family of the financial burden that would be associated with her 

pursuing college. Many of the scholarships she wanted to apply for were restricted to funding 

exclusively the education of those that were indigenous Fijians. This was hard for her to accept, 

noting that she identified very closely as a Fijian. She was born on the island, as were her parent, 

grandparent, and great grandparents. She was unable to pinpoint the reason as to why her ethnic 

identity was something that others did not agree on.  
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Etymologically, the word ‘identity’ is derived from the Latin root ‘idem’, meaning the 

‘sameness and continuity’. The Oxford English Dictionary gives the following meanings of 

‘identity’:  

1. The quality or condition of being the same in substance, composition, nature, properties, 

or in particular qualities under consideration, absolute or essential sameness; oneness.  

2. The condition or fact that a person or thing is itself and not something else. 

As I was growing up, I looked to other family members for guidance when 

comprehending my own ethnic identity. I heard a variety of labels, such as: Indian, Fijian, Fiji 

Indian, Indo-Fijian and Pacific Islander. The label ‘Indo-Fijian’ has been popularized by many 

Pacific Island historians, such as Adrian Mayer and Brij Lal. It was also used in public speeches 

by Fiji’s vice president from 2004 to 2006, Joni Madraiwiwi. 

 Ethnic identity is especially important for the children of immigrants (Paat & Pellebon, 

2012, 127-145). It serves as a crucial social construct in the acculturation process for these 

children -- who are simultaneously a part of the mainstream society of which they are being 

exposed to as they attend school and watch televisions and the culture of which their parents are 

from. The extent to which immigrant children develop a preference for a particular ethnic 

affiliation is contingent upon various element.  
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Models of Ethnic Identity Formation of Immigrant Children 

In order to better understand the formation of ethnic identity for immigrant in their new 

host country, the following three models were investigated which have been proposed by 

scholars (Porter & Washington, 1993). The first model suggests a linear assimilation, where 

there is a direct negative relationship between increase acculturation and loss or weakening of 

ethnic identity. This suggest that those that are more acculturated to the host land's culture are 

less likely to identify with their own ethnic or cultural group.  

The second model advocates two different continua, in which the host culture 

characterizes one end and the immigrant’s culture constitutes another end. With this, there is a 

range in the attachment to the two cultures. This spectrum makes it possible for individuals to 

retain their ancestral culture while adapting to the host culture.  

The third model is multidimensional and suggest that acculturation is a multifaceted or 

complex issue in which retention of cultural behaviors varies from one situation to another 

depending on the contextual factors that one is exposed to. This suggest that an individual may 

choose to identify more closely as a specific identity based on the context of the situation or 

where they situated in a specific point in their lives.  

While exploring the different ways that Indo-Fijians residing in America ethnically 

identify, this thesis does not aim to prove or disprove any of the models above. Instead, the 

models will be used to guide the analysis of collected data, in hopes of finding correlations and 

patterns regarding the ways that the labels are used. I acknowledge that research participants may 

either clearly fit into one of these models, not fit into one whatsoever, or have never thought 

critically about identity besides when they occasionally fill out important documents. 
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Potential Factor Influencing Ethnic Identity Formation  

Family dynamic and parent-child relationship:  

The Segmented Assimilation Theory (Portes & Zhou, 1993, 74-96) states that there are 

three possible outcomes of assimilation which are dependent on the parent-child relationship. 

The first is labeled as upward assimilation. This model suggests that the children and their 

parent’s are assimilating into the dominant culture at the same pace, with the end result being 

that offspring of immigrants are bound to lose their cultural distinctiveness over time and 

become indistinguishable from mainstream society. This model does not occur very often 

because immigrant usually select fragments of the dominant culture that fits their belief while 

preserving their original culture (Suarez-Orozco, M. & Suarez-Orozco, C., 2001, 599-602). The 

second model is labeled as downward assimilation, and takes place when the children adapt to 

the dominant society faster than their parents while perceiving their parent’s culture as inferior. 

This can cause a breakdown in the communication between the family. The final model is 

labeled as selective acculturation, where the child adapts some of the dominant culture and 

linguistic skills, but maintains their parent’s traditional customs. This requires a high parental 

monitoring and continuous emphasis on tradition cultural values on a regular basis.  

I have encountered all three of these models on a personal basis as I have observed family 

members and family friends. I believe that this theory, explaining that identity formation is 

influenced by the dynamics of the family, is a crucial aspect when taking Indo-Fijian identity 

formation into consideration.  
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Gender:  

Gender differences may also create different paths in ethnic identity formation and the 

acculturation process. In traditional Indo-Fijian household, women are socialized to be 

homemakers and wives, regulating them to subordinate positions of the gender hierarchy. This 

may contradict with the mainstream culture and perception of the roles of women, making a 

female less likely to identify as their ethnic culture; or it might do the opposite and the 

socialization may stick onto the female as she continues to fulfill her family’s expectations. 

Females often display higher levels of depression than their male counterparts amongst 

immigrant children (Kaspar, Noh, Speechley & Wu, 1992, 578-582). Conversely, males are often 

expected to maintain their family names and are given more freedom and autonomy, which may 

make them more likely to closely identify with their ethnic culture. According to the literature, in 

general, girls are more likely to identify with their parents’ country of origin or to adopt a 

bicultural or hyphenated identity (Dion, K.K. & Dion, K.L., 2001). Boys, on the contrary, are 

more inclined to identify with their ethnic identities or unhyphenated identities (Rumbaut, 1994). 

 

Language Assimilation:  

Learning and speaking English is a crucial aspect of being integrated into the US society 

(Pat & Pellebon, 2012). This allows immigrants and their children the opportunity to an 

education and sound employment. A barrier may be created between family members and 

immigrant children if the children have lost their native tongue, causing a breakage of family 

relationships.  Having a loss is fluency of the ethnic language may interfere with one’s ethnic 

participation and identity formation. In general, children that grow up with English spoken as the 
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primary language are more likely to loose their ethnic language faster, and convert to only 

speaking English (Paat & Pellebon, 2012). 

 

Co-Ethnic Members: 

The existence of a high concentration of co-ethnic members in the area where the 

immigrants have moved to may influence and increase the retention of ethnic identity and ethnic 

language. A high concentration of co-ethnic members may lead to ethnic grocery store, 

organizations, and temples — all things that would allow immigrants to preserve aspects of their 

culture. I grew up in Hillsboro, Oregon which had other Indo-Fijians but not enough to become 

an ethnic enclave. My parents had immigrant friends that were from Fiji, while I was able to 

bond with their children that were born in America just like I was (or had moved at a very young 

age). The formation of a Fiji Association of Oregon took place and held annual events for 

immigrant families to come together for a night, which included dinner, performances, and 

dancing. The formation and retention of my identity as well as my parents may have looked 

completely different if we had resided in an area with no ethnic Indians.  

 

School:  

School can function as the first institution of socialization into the mainstream culture for 

many immigrant children. When a child is the only one of a specific ethnicity in the entire 

school, it may be hard for them to feel a sense of belonging. This could potentially lead to the 

child more closely adhering to their ethnic culture, or the opposite can occur, where the child 

begins to think that the dominant culture to superior than that of their parents. In order to 

promote cultural differences, educate the children among the dominant culture, diversity-
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awareness programs could be implemented in order to show support for the immigrant children 

of diverse backgrounds. Additionally, teachers should be willing to develop a relationship with 

the immigrant parents and acknowledge that they are most likely unfamiliar with the US school 

system. With the incorporation of immigrant parents in the parent-teacher community, parents 

may become more involved in the early academic life of their children.  

 

Location of Birth:  

The location of birth on an individual could impact the formation of their identity. An 

individual that was born in the US, despite practicing an ethnic culture, may feel more inclined to 

identify as their nationality if it was in the place that they were born — which may lead to a 

decrease in ethnic identification since their everyday life occurs in the US. Someone that was 

born in Fiji, but migrated to the US at a very young age, may similarly identify closely with the 

dominant culture. Conversely, someone that was born and raised in Fiji, and migrated to the US 

as a young adult or later may identify closely with their ethnic culture and express a sense of 

pride for their home. They may also have a harder time assimilating to the dominant culture for 

reasons such as language barriers and different perspectives.  

 
Connection with Homeland:  

Transnational migrants are heavily connected to their homeland while simultaneously 

living in the country that they migrated to. This may look like an individual remaining in close 

contact with their family that is still living in Fiji as they frequently send money and gifts. This 

connection back to the homeland inclines them to return back and visit. As they have 

relationships that connect them to two different countries the acculturation into the dominant 
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culture may never fully take place. This suggest a model of increase retention of ethnic identity, 

compared to an individual that migrated to a new country and cut off all ties to their home 

country.  

Method: 

 In order to investigate the identity formation and different ethnic labels used by Indo-

Fijians, a short 13-question Qualtrics survey was used to conduct the study. The survey was 

distributed to my family member and family friends via Facebook. Because of my close personal 

relationship with these people, I knew that they were either born in Fiji or their parents were. The 

actual survey description did not include the label ‘Indo-Fijian’ in it, for this may have skewed 

the data and caused participants to use that as their ethnicity because it was in sight. Figure 1 

shows the question flow of the provided survey. The purpose of the questions were to investigate 

whether or not certain factors influence the way that the individual ethnically identified. Figure 2 

depicts the ranking question, which allowed individuals to rank the ethnic labels based on how 

closely they identified with them. This question occurred after a page break from the free 

response ethnicity portion to discourage bias that may have formed from participants seeing the 

ethnic labels and then choosing that.  
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Figure 1. Questions that were included in the Qualtrics survey sent out via Facebook.  



   
 

 31 

 

 Figure 2. Ranking question. Participants were asked to rank the five     

ethnic labels with how often they identify with it.  

 

 

 

The last question asked participants, “Over the course of your life, has the way that you 

ethnically identified ever changed? (At one point in your life, you used one specific label, and 

now you use another).” Available answers were: yes, no, and unable to answer.  
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Results 

 A total of 40 responses were analyzed from the survey. The range of ages from the respondents 

is 18 to 52, with the average age at 27.  Approximately 38% of respondents were male while 

63% were females. 

 

Ethnic labels 

 A total of 14 different ethnic labels were provided, as shown in Figure 3. Those 

responses were then categorically group together based on similarities within the labels (Figure 

4). For example, the label ‘Fijian Indian’ was grouped into both the ‘Fijian’ category and the 

‘Indian” category. The response ‘religion’ was grouped into ‘Hindu/Religion.” About 45% of 

responses regarding ethnic identity included: Indian, Indo-, or Asian, while only 6% identified as 

America.  

Responses from the ranking question are analyzed in Figure 6. The figure shows that 

majority of individuals always identified as Indian, while the majority of individuals never 

identified as American. 

 

Figure 3. Frequency distribution of ethnic 
label responses by participants. The most 
common response was ‘Indian,’ followed 
by Pacific Islander.  
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Figure 4. The different ethnic labels provided by 

participants were then categorically grouped 

together based on the possession of specific terms. 

Majority of the ethnic labels referred to Indian or 

Pacific Islander culture.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Word 

cloud illustrating the 

frequency 

distribution of 

ethnicity responses.  
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 Figure 6. Results of these 5 ethnic labels being ranked as either being always, occasionally, or 

never identify with.  

 

Connection to Fiji:  

 Of the 18 respondents who were born in Fiji, all of them had travelled back to Fiji. 89% 

of participants indicated that they currently remain in contact with Fiji. The other 11% consisted 

of 4 respondents, 3 of those were born in the US. 65% of Indo-Fijians interact with other Indo-

Fijians in America at least a few times per month or more (Figure 8).  

 

Figure 7. Responses from participants indicating how often they interact with other Indo-Fijians 
in the US.  
 Never 1-5 times per year Once a month A few times per 

month  
Everyday  

Frequency 
of 

interaction  

0 9 4 12 13 
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Gender and Identity Fluidity:  

Far more females participated in this survey compared to males. Of the 24% respondents that 

indicated the way that they ethnically identified had changed throughout the duration of their 

life, 89% of of the respondents were women (Figure 5).  

Figure 8. A cross tabulation of the respondents that indicated that their ethnic identity has 

differed and gender.  
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Discussion:  

 Undoubtedly, this study provides evidence that there is a variety of ways that Indo-Fijians 

residing in America ethnically identify. Due to the limitation of a small sample size, concrete 

correlations could not be inferred based on the obtained data. Also, the study is not 

representative of all Indo-Fijians residing in America because the participants were family 

members and family friends, all which were living within a 200-mile radius from me. These 

people are more inclined to have the same experiences compared to an Indo-Fijian immigrant 

that lives in an ethnic enclave or a place that has a lower ethnic concentration. Ideally, this study 

would be done in collaboration with another individual who has Facebook friends that meet the 

same criteria to be a participant, but living some where other than Oregon.  Perhaps with a larger 

and more representative sample, correlations could be made based on age, gender, language-

assimilation or co-ethnic interactions and how that ultimately influences the formation of ethnic 

identity.  

 The data shows that many individuals identified as Indian, or mentioned it within their 

ethnic identification. This provides evidence that there remains a continuous emergence of 

Indian ethnocultural influence in these people's lives, despite have gone through two phases of 

diaspora and thus being apart of this twice-migrant scheme. This raises the question of where 

exactly this influence came from. While the Indians initially dispersed to Fiji over a century ago, 

the culture was maintained and has lead to a heavy integration of Indian culture in modern day 

Fiji -- in some parts of Fiji, it seems as if it is a ‘little India.’ This could contribute to retention of 

Indian culture, or perhaps it was further enhanced once the immigrants came to America. With 

the Indian diaspora being greatly dispersed throughout North America, there is the potential that 

Indo-Fijian interactions with Indian immigrants in their new homeland causes a retention of 

Indian culture and thus influenced the formation of identity. From personal experience, once I 
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got into college I joined the Indian Student Association on campus and became actively involved 

in traditional Indian dance, which I had never done before. My interactions with Indian 

immigrant college students has allowed me to find more similarities between our cultures than 

differences. I was able to connect more with the Indian Student Association on campus than the 

Pacific Islander Club.  

Conversely, many respondents referred to Fiji or the Pacific Islands as being apart of 

their identity. This makes sense when taking into consideration the fact that many these people 

were either born in Fiji or have parents that were born there. It is also a way to set an individual 

apart from the majority of Indian migrants in America. It is where the rest of their family is, and 

many have transnational relationships in Fiji and not India.  

American was least identified as amongst participants. This was particularly interesting to 

me considering that all of these people are residing in America, but it says a lot about the 

assimilation of these first and second generation individuals into the mainstream society. 

Majority of these individuals do not identify as America. A question that this brings up is how 

will the ethnic identity of these people look as the generations progress -- will ethnic identity be 

similarly maintained? Or will an assimilation occur as the Fiji became apart of the ancestral past?  

An ethnic identity response that took me off guard was ‘religion’ and ‘Hinduism.’ At first 

I considered throwing out these responses completely. With the definition that I gave of 

ethnicity, however, it makes sense to provide religion as ethnicity. Hinduism is often seen as a 

lifestyle, it is a form of faith that influences what a person eats, who they marry, what they name 

their children, and their overall perspective and lenses with which they see the world. Hinduism 

originated in India, and the responses of these individuals presenting their religion as their 

ethnicity indicates the influence of India on Indo-Fijian culture that is still present.  
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The ethnic label with the second largest ‘I NEVER identify as this’ ranking was ‘Indo-

Fijian.’ This took surprised me because it is often how I identify. I choose to identify as Indo-

Fijian because it acknowledges the acculturation of the Indian and Fijian cultures. So seeing data 

that indicated that not many people are as fond with this label led me to question why. According 

to some culture analyst, a hyphenated identity such as Indo-America, Indo-Canadian, Indo-

Caribbean, can be a sign of acceptance of marginalization in regards to the dominant culture 

(Hirsch, 1982). Due to racial tensions in Fiji, a hyphen-identity may not be widely accepted.  
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Conclusion:  

 Throughout this thesis I have learned a great deal about myself, my family, Indo-Fijian 

culture and the concepts regarding identity formation. I have realized that ethnic identity is an 

even more complex topic than what I had originally thought of it as. Simple correlations are 

difficult to find due to the variability of humans and the way that position themselves in society. 

Each individual perceives and values culture in a different, making it hard to create models 

regarding their ethnic identity formation.  

 For future studies, I suggest the usage of a larger sample size. Also, this sample should 

not simply be on the friend’s list of the researcher, but instead include Indo-Fijians that are 

widely distributed throughout America. The survey could be more detailed, asking participants 

question about what aspects of both Indian and Fijian culture they have adapted to their lives in 

order to get a better understanding of the influences this has had on their identity. Another 

section of the survey could be a ranking of factors that have most influenced their identity 

formation, such as: gender, language, school, media, co-ethnic relationships, family, and 

relationships with parents. Other factors to explore that could influence ethnic identity formation 

include education level and the concept of colorism.   

 For a large scale project, it would be interesting to see how people from different former 

European colonies (such as East Africa and Trinidad and Tobago) that were impacted by the 

Indian indentured system currently ethnically identify. By doing a cross-cultural analysis, 

potential data can suggest how Indian culture was differently preserved in these colonies.  

 In the end, identity formation of Indo-Fijians residing in America is a complex topic 

which I believe is not frequently thought about. Going into this project, I had no background in 

the social sciences and I knew that this would require me to do a lot of research on my own. As 

this project went on, the amount of factors in which I became aware of that contribute to ethnic 
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identity increased. Each individual has a set of unique qualities and experiences which aid in 

their identity formation. Easily, a scholar could devote their entire academic career to 

researching the multifactor formation of ethnic identity. While the common individual may never 

critically think about identity formation and ethnicity preservation, it is important to consider as 

generations progress. It cultivates appreciation and preservation of a unique ethnic culture that 

has transformed over generations.  
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