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Diaspora: explaining a modern Filipino
phenomenon

T

he word ‘diaspora’ is undoubtedly one of the most
widely used terms these days. It commonly appears
in migration-related publications and articles. But
what does ‘diaspora’ really mean?

Clarifying the concept
Diaspora comes from the Greek verb speiro, meaning ‘to
sow,’ and the preposition dia, meaning ‘over’ (Blackwell
Encyclopaedia of Sociology). Based on this etymology,
diaspora refers to the sowing over, scattering, or dispersion
of a group of people mainly in terms of migration.
Its classic definition refers to a group of people or an
ethnic population living outside of their home country in
exile due to forced displacement. Thus, it is often used to
characterize the Jewish, Greek, and Armenian communities
living outside of their traditional homelands worldwide.
These groups are often cited in diaspora literature as some
of the most popular examples of classic diasporas. Based
on the work of Prof. William Safran, a sociologist at the
University of Colorado, the following are the distinct
characteristics of classic diasporas (Safran 1991):
z dispersal from a specific original location to one
or two locations;
z retention of a “collective memory, vision, or myth
about their original homeland”;
z feeling of alienation because of the belief that they
are not or cannot be fully accepted by their host
country;
z perception of their ancestral homeland as their
true home and the hope for return;
z
commitment to the maintenance and restoration
of their homeland and to its safety and prosperity;
and
z continued relations with their homeland.

...The use of ‘diaspora’ has been extended to
encompass ethnic or national groups of migrant
origin that are not necessarily displaced by force.
This broader definition includes the contemporary (modern) diaspora groups, in particular,
ate
ant
the economic migr
migrant
antss or those who migr
migrate
o find w
to another country tto
work
ork.
ork
Over time, the use of ‘diaspora’ has been extended to
encompass ethnic or national groups of migrant origin that
are not necessarily displaced by force. This broader
definition includes the contemporary (modern) diaspora
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typifies the Filipino diaspora that has emerged in the early
twentieth century and has multiplied in the past three
decades or so.
Prof. Gabriel Sheffer, a political scientist at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, has proposed a general definition
of modern diasporas: “they are ethnic minority groups of
migrant origins residing and acting in host countries but
maintaining strong sentimental and material links with their
countries of origin—their homeland” (Sheffer 1986) and
enumerated other distinct features of modern diasporas:
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Figure 1. Multinational transnational relationships

Source: Patel 2006, p. 153

z

the preservation of their ethnic or ethno-religious
identity and cultural solidarity;
z work with various aspects of their cultural, social,
economic, and political needs in a way that either
complements or conflicts with the activities of the
host government; and
z capability to mobilize within their host countries
to promote or defend their interest or that of their
homeland.
Based on Safran’s and Sheffer’s definitions of classic
and modern diasporas, respectively, the two appear the
same except that the classic diaspora has a temporalhistorical dimension as well as an emphasis on forced
displacement as a major factor for the growth of the
diaspora. Their common features are:
z physical detachment from their homeland;
z sustained connection with their homeland,
whether emotional or material;
z commitment to preserve their ethnic identity; and
z felt responsibility for the development of their
homeland.
It is therefore apparent that a diaspora is more than
being a migrant and has a deeper meaning. It encompasses
the set of institutions, beliefs, and traditions an ethnic
population is able to maintain or preserve while living
outside of its home country.

Diasporic groups and transnational migrants/
communities: are they the same?
Diaspora/diasporic groups/communities are often used
interchangeably with transnational migrants/communities.
In Figure 1 which illustrates the concept of multinational
transnational relationships, the term ‘diasporic group’ is
used. This suggests that
the concepts of transnational
groups/
communities and
diaspora are related.
But are they similar in
meaning?
C o n c e p t u a l l y,
they overlap, but
transnational groups
are broader than

It is therefore apparent that a diaspora is more
than being a migrant and has a deeper meaning.
It encompasses the set of institutions, beliefs,
and traditions an ethnic population is able to
maintain or preserve while living outside of its
home country.
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The most noticeable form of connection is still remittances, particularly the individual type.
Remittances are considered one of the most important financial transfers to developing countries
like the Philippines. In 2007, for instance, the total amount of remittances sent by Filipinos overseas
to families/relatives at home, as recorded by the Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP), was US$14.4
billion.

diaspora (Braziel and Mannur 2003). Drawing from the
concept of transnationalism or the process by which
migrants forge and sustain multiple social relations across
borders (Basch et al. 1994), transnational groups/
communities is a general term used to describe migrants
and the multistranded ties transcending national
boundaries that they build and maintain in a globalized
setting. Diaspora, on the other hand, may be regarded as
a subset of transnationalism. It is a kind of transnationalism
that has a particular focus on maintaining ties with the
country or origin or the homeland.

Forms of diaspora-homeland connection:
some Filipino examples
There are various forms of connection between diasporic
groups and their homeland.
A study by Johnson and Sedaca (2004 as cited in de
Ferranti and Ody 2007) gave five different forms or “models
of interaction”:
z individual remittances
z collective remittances for community development
z diaspora business and investment
z diaspora-based investment instruments
z knowledge transfer
The most noticeable form of connection is still
remittances, particularly the individual type. Remittances
are considered one of the most important financial transfers

to developing countries like the Philippines. In
2007, for instance, the total amount of
remittances sent by Filipinos overseas to families/
relatives at home, as recorded by the Bangko
Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP), was US$14.4 billion.
The enormity of the amount has been noted in
surveys on globalization as “remittances being
the only bright spot in the Philippines right now”
(Aldaba and Opiniano 2008).
Over the years, however, collective
remittances from diaspora organizations for
community development have also intensified.
For this type, hometown associations have
increasingly been active in promoting community
development in their home countries by way of providing
investments for local infrastructure development (de
Ferranti and Ody 2007). In the Philippines, the work of the
Ayala Foundation USA Initiatives in recent years has aimed
to “create opportunities that facilitate meaningful
contributions of Filipino migrants in the United Sates to
the Philippine social development initiatives” and
exemplifies this emerging model of interaction between
Filipino groups of migrants in a particular “host” country
and their “homeland.”
Meanwhile, diaspora business and investment shows
that the economic and social capital of diasporic groups
can be tapped for the benefit of their homeland. For
example, overseas Filipinos’ network can widen market
access of Filipino firms and SMEs exporting certain
products and services.
Diaspora-based investment instruments are also an
emerging form of diaspora-homeland connection. Two
models exist: (1) the mutual fund or “country fund,” which
promotes equity investments among diaspora members
and is run by professional managers, and (2) the sovereign
diaspora bond, which is issued by national governments
or a private corporation to raise funds from members of
the diaspora for development programs in the home
country (de Ferranti and Ody 2007). Israel pioneered this
instrument in 1951to engage their Jewish diaspora while
India started to adopt it in 1991. It is said that the combined
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total of sovereign diaspora bonds
issued by both countries has
reached $35 to $40 billion as of
2007 (Ketkar and Ratha 2007). Early
last year, the Philippines has started
to offer diaspora bonds (or “OFW
bonds”) initially to its overseas
Filipino workers (OFWs) in Hong
Kong through state-owned Land
Bank of the Philippines, with
assistance from the HSBC
(Philippine Daily Inquirer December
31, 2008). The government is again
seriously considering to issue OFW
bonds in 2009, this time to OFWs
in other countries where many of
them are located, such as the
Middle East.
Finally, knowledge transfer/
exchange is another form of
diaspora-homeland connection. As
Merz et al. (2007) have noted, diaspora giving could also
be in the form of nonmaterial flows of knowledge, skills,
connections, attitudes, and values. In particular, knowledge
transfer addresses the loss of skills and knowledge
experienced by many developing countries as a result of
the increasing immigration of highly skilled people. In the
Philippines, the Transfer of Knowledge through Expatriate
Professionals, the Balik Scientist program and the Science
and Technology Advisory Council are some of the programs
implemented to engage highly skilled Filipinos living abroad
in their homeland’s development. N
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