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Ten

people in-Between

There is a small Indian community in Canberra where I live. It is a 
replica of Indian communities found in many western countries.  
It has its temples, mosques, churches; its spice and grocery shops and 

video outlets, restaurants and takeaway joints. It has its voluntary organisations 
pursuing a variety of social and cultural objectives. Occasional classes are 
held to re-acquaint children with the culture of their parents or grandparents. 
Festivals, such as Diwali and Dasherra, Eid and Prophet Mohammed’s birthday 
are celebrated with appropriate aplomb. Cultural evenings, of songs and music, 
form a regular part of the community’s social calendar. Ancient prejudices and 
modern greed are alive and well, causing fissures and frictions which enliven the 
social life of its members.

No migrant community is complete without a newsletter, and the Canberra 
Indians have several, both the electronic as well as the conventional variety, 
disseminating news about cultural events, soliciting contributions for this cause 
or that, announcing news of death, birth and marriages. Some offer longer 
reflections. Here is an excerpt, which provides the text for may paper. ‘Like an 
overflowing container, Indians have spilled all over the world,’ says the writer. 
‘This spilling,’ he continues with becoming modesty, ‘has been by and large to 
the benefit of the world.’ He goes on:

We Indians are found in every corner of the world. One in every 
five human beings on this planet is an Indian. From Australia 
to Alaska and Britain to Bahrain, we are proudly carrying the 
flag of Indian culture and civilisation along with idlis, dosas and 
chicken curry. They say that when Hillary and Tenzing reached 
the peak of Mt Everest, they were served hot parathas and cold 
lassi at Bhappe da Dhaba. Hillary was so enthralled by these that 
he climbed Mt Everest twice. It is rumoured that the pathfinder 
on Mars found the thousand year relics of Patel the Motel among 
the rocks. You can find a Fiji Indian running an Indian grocery 
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shop on the North Pole selling spices, rice, atta and dhal, along 
with copies of Hindi movies boldly labelled ‘Pirated.’1 

It is true that Indians are found nearly everywhere in the world. In 1980, ancient 
history now, the Calcutta newspaper, The Statesman, claimed that there were, in 
fact, only five countries where Indians had ‘not yet chosen to stay.’2 These were 
Cape Verde Island, Guinea Bissau, Mauritania, North Korea, and Romania! 
This is impressive statistics about a people long regarded as landlubbers, bound 
to home and hearth by caste strictures forbidding the crossing of the dreaded 
kala pani, dark, pollution-producing sea. But despite its wide spread, the Indian 
diaspora is not nearly as large as other diasporas. In 1990, 8.6 million Indians 
were living outside the subcontinent, roughly one percent of the population 
living at home. By contrast, 11 million Jews lived outside Israel, compared to 3.5 
million within it, while 22 million Chinese lived outside China compared to one 
billion at home.3

The claim about the popularity of Indian cuisine is also (partly) true. Even 
where Indian people themselves might not be welcomed, their food is. In 
Suva, Fiji, you will not find many mainstreams indigenous Fijian restaurant, 
even though Fijians now constitute more than half the population. You 
will, however, find Indian and Chinese restaurants in all the major urban 
centres. In Trinidad and Guyana, Indian ‘busup-shut’ and ‘dhall-puris’ are 
the standard fare in urban areas. In Paramaribo, Surinam, the most popular 
eating place in town is ‘Roopram’s Rotishop.’ So Indian food, especially of the 
non-vegetarian variety, is well on its way to becoming a regular fare in most 
countries with Indian populations. In this respect, in the friendly competition 
of the culinary stakes, the Indian and Chinese communities are rivals. May 
this rivalry long continue.   

But other assertions in the passage quoted above are more problematic and 
would bear closer scrutiny. I want to preface what follows by noting some of the 
conceptual difficulties involved in using such an encompassing term as ‘Indian’ 
to describe a literal and symbolic community of people who share a common 
ancestral culture. A Patel or a Punjabi or a peasant from Fiji, are not all peas in 
the same pod. I want to suggest a more complex, socially, occupationally and 
genealogically differentiated category. I conceive of social and cultural identity as 
‘multiply inflected and continuously reproduced,’ to use the words of Aisha Khan, 
who goes on to argue that diaspora studies generally ‘reflect the recognition that 
stability in points of origin, finality of destinations, and coherence of identities are 
notions that have all been questioned and reassessed in recent scholarship.’4 This 
leads me to the second point about the nature and meaning of the relationship 
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that diasporic Indians have with India, that is, whether all overseas Indians 
‘are proudly carrying the flag of Indian culture and civilisation,’ or whether the 
relationship admits to a more complex reading. 

The Indian diaspora, like most other movements and displacement of people, 
is the product of many causes and many crossings over an extended period of 
time. Historians differ over the precise timing and nature of the different phases 
of Indian migration, but for my purposes, three will do. The first phase occurs 
in the pre-European age, involving long distance trading voyages across the 
Indian Ocean to the east coast of Africa and, closer to home, Southeast Asia. 
Impelled by missionary zeal or the imperatives of commerce and trade, voluntary 
and individualistic in nature, the impact of the early excursions survive now in 
cultural and historical relics and in the archives of deep time.

The second phase of systematic organized labour migration was the result of 
European commercial and colonial expansion in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
The third phase, a product of imperial relationships and the opportunities 
for migration, education and settlement which it offered, is by and large a 
phenomenon of the 20th century. The British Commonwealth, particularly 
the United Kingdom, was the main destination of the Indian elite. The United 
States and Canada and to a lesser extent Australia and New Zealand followed 
later, and then in much smaller (but now increasing) numbers. The emigrants 
were well-to-do or well connected, and migrated freely and voluntarily. The 
contact with the motherland was maintained and nourished through arranged 
marriages and regular visits. These, especially the more recent migrants, are the 
true ‘non-resident Indians.’

Another kind of Indian ‘diaspora’ has begun to emerge recently whose 
precise character and orientation is difficult to ascertain but which is likely to 
become an important part of the larger diasporic mosaic this century. This is the 
diaspora of the ‘twice banished,’ descendants of Indian settlers in the plantation 
colonies in the West Indies, Fiji, Mauritius, Africa, and parts of Southeast Asia. 
Although ancestrally Indian, they are products of many influences, western and 
others peculiar to the region of residence. (In the case of Fiji, for instance, Indian, 
Oceanic and Western, in the Caribbean, Indian, Black and Western). Forced 
by political turbulence and repression at home—Idi Amin in Uganda, Sitiveni 
Rabuka in Fiji, Forbes Burnham in Guyana—or because of a search of better 
prospects, the descendants of the pioneer Indian settlers in the tropical colonies 
now make home in Canada, the United States, Australasia and Europe. They 
acknowledge their Indian roots and can identify with the broad contours of 
Indian culture, but they are also acutely aware of their separate non-Indianness 
as well. Questions of ‘culture,’ ‘homeland,’ ‘territoriality,’ ‘nation’ so intimately 
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tied to the a diasporic identity, always problematic even at the best of times, 
acquire a particular niche in their psyche.    

I do not want to dwell on the trials and tribulations of this group, of which 
I myself am a part, but of their founding ancestors who left India during the 
second phase of migration from the subcontinent, a direct product of European 
colonial and commercial expansion in the 19th century. It began with the large 
scale migration of Indian indentured labour to the ‘King Sugar’ colonies of Natal, 
Mauritius, Guyana, Trinidad, Surinam, Fiji and, under slightly different system, 
to countries in Southeast Asia. Begun in 1834 to meet the shortage of labour 
following the abolition of slavery in the British Empire, indentured emigration 
transported nearly 1.3 million Indian people to the distant colonies until all 
emigration ceased in 1916.5 

Indenture was a grand but ultimately flawed labour experiment. But it was a 
unique system, different from the various patterns of Chinese labour migration 
to Southeast Asia. The system was government regulated and supervised, for 
the emigrants were British subjects departing for employment under a five year 
contract.6 That contract stipulated the terms and conditions of employment in 
the colonies, remuneration for the labour of the emigrants, state responsibility 
for provision of medical and housing facilities, rations for a specified period of 
time. The immigrants would work for five and half days a week on plantation 
and manufacturing work, for which adult males would be receive 12 pennies 
and women nine, and they would receive rations for six months on a scale 
prescribed by the government. Not surprisingly, these promises were seldom 
fulfilled, leading to grave abuses in the system, but at least on paper—and in fact 
more than on paper—the colonial governments were held accountable by the 
government of India for the performance or non-performance of the contracts.

One important feature of Indian indentured migration was the provision of 
a free return passage to all emigrants who had completed ten years of industrial 
residence in the colonies; they could return at their own expense after five. 
Colonial governments and planters everywhere protested and pleaded with 
India to revoke the provision. After having incurred huge expenses, they wanted 
the Indians to remain to provide a settled pool of cheap labour for the labour-
intensive sugar economy. The Government of India refused to oblige, for to have 
done so would have been an act of deception. Many emigrants returned. Up to 
1870, 21 per cent had returned. From Fiji nearly 24, 000 of the 60,000 migrants 
went back. But the majority stayed on, encouraged by the availability of new 
opportunities, and inertia. In the course of time, sojourners became settlers. 

The rights and interests of these settlers were protected in legislation, at least 
on paper. First, the government of India insisted that its indentured subjects 
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be allowed to enjoy the same rights and privileges as other subjects resident 
in the colonies. It was a requirement repeated over time. All the colonies 
were required to submit annual reports to both the Government of India and 
to the India Office in London. When exceptional abuses came to light, India 
intervened with the threat of cancelling emigration. The threat was effective. 
Official enquires were instituted, which brought some amelioration. By the 
beginning of the 20th century, Indian public opinion began to take interest in 
the affairs of the indentured Indians.7 Their reports and comments, coinciding 
with a resurgence of Indian nationalism, galvanized Indian public opinion which 
eventually ended the indenture system. In the colonies, an extensive machinery 
supervised indentured labour, consisting of resident inspectors of immigrants, 
medical officers and others. At the apex of the system was the Agent General of 
Immigration, a colonial official who represented the concern of the immigrants 
in the Legislative Council. Not all officials were effective or sympathetic, but 
neither were they all invariably callous and colluding with the planters. 

Another feature unique to indenture was the fixed ratio of men to women 
in the emigrating population. The ratio evolved gradually. Before the 1860s, the 
situation varied, but after the 1870s, the Government of India insisted that 40 
women accompany every 100 men on each shipment. The colonies complained 
about the extra cost of paying for (women) labourers who might more likely 
become a burden than an asset, and recruiters complained of difficulties in 
recruiting them. Once again, though, India was adamant, and in most cases, the 
ratio was met, and not necessarily through coercion or kidnapping either. In the 
late 19th century, women from depressed rural areas of eastern Uttar Pradesh 
were on the move in search of employment, and it was from this uprooted 
mass that the migrants came.8 The government’s stipulation ameliorated what 
would have been a major social problem, but disparity in the sex ratio, while 
it lasted, caused uncertainty and instability in Indian social and married life. 
Nonetheless, the presence of women on the plantations helped the community 
retain a semblance of its cultural and social identity.

There is another feature of indentured emigration worth noting. The people 
who migrated were essentially non-literate labourers and petty cultivators, 
essentially representing a fair cross-section of rural India. The Patels and the 
Punjabis, the traders and the artisans, came much later or, in the case of East 
Africa, went either as temporary workers or as fortune-seeking free migrants. 
The impression that the quotation gives, and which many visitors have, of 
Indians as wealthy traders and entrepreneurs is misleading. In fact, long after 
indenture ended, the bulk of the descendants of the girmitiyas remained on 
the farm, as cultivators of rice, sugar, cotton, bananas and other commercial 
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crops, as employees of plantation companies and as general casual labourers. 
Their visibility in the commercial and professional sector came much later, 
accompanied unsurprisingly by envy and suspicion of those whose dominance 
their efforts challenged.

Like the Indians, the Chinese have a long, almost unbroken, record of migration 
to neighbouring countries as sojourners in search of better opportunities. This 
migration, like its Indian counterpart, is divided into several phases. The first, 
from the seventh to the sixteenth centuries, the intra-Asian phase, commercial in 
nature and often officially sponsored, was confined to the neighbouring region in 
Southeast Asia B Formosa, the Malay Peninsula, the Philippines and the Dutch 
East Indies. The second phase, from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, 
was also intra-Asian in scope, but stimulated by the entry of European powers 
in the intra-Asian trade sphere, with increased numbers of merchants, artisans, 
miners and agricultural workers going to the Philippines, Java, West Borneo, 
Sumatra, Thailand and the Malay Peninsula.9

In the third phase, during the nineteenth century, the Chinese, while 
expanding within Asia, branched out voluntarily as individuals to other areas, to 
such far away places as Fiji in the late 19th century, where they set up as retailers 
and rural shop keepers, often marrying into the indigenous communities. Some 
left for the Caribbean from the 1890s to the 1940s, and many of the present day 
Caribbean Chinese are descended from this group. However, the Chinese were 
vastly outnumbered by Indian indentured migrants.

Both the experience as well as the structure of Chinese and Indian indentured 
migration differed in significant respects. As already noted, the Indian indenture 
system was state sponsored and regulated. The Chinese indenture had its own 
unique characteristics which distinguished it from its Indian counterpart. Lai 
has identified six differences between Chinese and Indian patterns of indentured 
migration.10 There was no provision for a return passage back to China after the 
end of the five year term, as there was in the case of the Indians. The contracts 
the Chinese had were less standardized than the contracts of Indian indenture, 
leading to confusion and misinterpretation. The Chinese contracts provided for a 
seven and half hour workday, while for Indians in Trinidad it was nine hours and 
seven hours in Guyana. The Chinese could have repayable loan advances as well 
as country payments for accompanying family members, whereas the Indians 
did not. The Indian indentured labourers were given rations for a limited period 
upon arrival in the colonies, after which they were expected to pay their own 
expenses, whereas Chinese indentured workers were sometimes allowed rations 
as well as wages and other benefits, including small garden grounds. Perhaps the 
most important difference was that Chinese women were not allowed to enter 
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into contracts of indenture. Instead, they entered into contracts of residence 
which bound them to designated plantations for five years where they lived but 
where they were not obliged to work. Indian indentured women, on the other 
hand, were brought to the colonies as indentured workers in their own right 
and employed on the plantations as such. This complicated family life, imposed 
additional hardships on women and contributed to the neglect of young children, 
producing high, heart-rending mortality rates in the late 19th century. 

Both the Chinese as well as the indentured Indian communities bore the brunt 
of the brutalizing routine of the plantation regime. Indeed, the plantation was 
the site of massive social and cultural transformation for both the communities. 
Smaller in number and strong in the early phase of indentured emigration to the 
West Indies, the Chinese were, on the whole, well received by the planters, and 
commended in official reports for their industry, thrift and law-abiding nature. 
The British Guinea Commission noted in 1871:

The Chinese labourer possesses greater intelligence than either the 
Indian or the Negro, and is much quicker at learning to manage 
machinery than either of them. He is also very careful and neat in 
his work in the field or buildings; is much more independent than 
the Coolie, and is not easily led away by discontented persons; 
rarely making a frivolous complaint…Possessing a keen sense of 
justice where his own rights are concerned, he is very capable of 
strong resentment that appears to him unjust.11

This is from the perspective of officials and says little about the inner personal 
costs of work. In fact, physical abuse of the labourers was common, and the high 
level of stress and anxiety starkly indexed in high suicide rates, drug addiction, 
unlawful desertion and unauthorized absence from work, deliberate acts of 
vandalism against plantation property and in occasional strikes. 

The fundamental difference between Chinese and Indian experiences was that 
in the West Indies by the 1870s, the heyday of the Chinese was over, replaced by 
indentured Indians who became the backbone of the sugar plantation economy. 
For this reason, they were more deeply affected by the rigours of the plantation 
economy. Indeed, in some places, such as Guyana, the Indians continued to 
depend on the nexus of the plantation economy for their survival well into the 
middle decades of the 20th century. Even when the Indians were freed from 
indenture, they continued to do agricultural work, remaining in rural areas 
as cane and rice growers, field labourers and mill hands. The drift towards the 
urban areas and into the skilled professions came later, and much more slowly. 
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In contrast, many Chinese left the confines of the plantations as soon as 
they were eligible and went into other professions, quicker in some colonies 
than in others.12 In Trinidad, many entered the retail trade, while others became 
domestic servants, hawkers, cocoa and coconut growers, jewellers, saw millers, 
landlords, rum distillers and smugglers and owners of the hardware business. 
They did well, some exceptionally so, such as Wong Yan-Sau in British Guiana 
and John Ho-a-Shoo whose three sons attended the University of Edinburgh in 
the early 1990s and whose daughter, Asin, became a Fellow of the Royal College 
of Surgeons before settling in Hong Kong in 1915.

But any hope that this success might encourage the development of a larger 
Chinese community in the West Indies failed to materialise. On the contrary, 
the Chinese population continued to decline throughout the latter half of the 
19th century. Despite some (half-hearted) attempts, there was no fresh injection 
of migrants from China once the system of Indian indentured emigration took 
root. Its success spelt the end of the Chinese experiment. Many Chinese did not 
marry, or had no children even when they entered into common law unions. 
Another reason for the decline was the mobility of the Chinese who dispersed 
to other parts of the Caribbean which seemed more commercially lucrative. 
Some returned to China, perhaps the most notable of them being Eugene 
Chen, a lawyer, who became Sun Yet Sen’s foreign affairs advisor and personal 
secretary from 1912-1925, and a member of the Kuomintang Central Executive 
Committee. The Indians, on the other hand, were less occupationally mobile 
and certainly less prone to migration than the Chinese. About a quarter of the 
indentured Indians and their families and even descendants returned to India.

The Chinese and the Indians also differed in their approach to, and enthusiasm 
for, integration, into their host societies. The former responded to opportunities 
for integration more readily than the latter for a number of reasons, including 
the small size of the community, the great distance from China, the absence of 
regular cultural contact with the ancestral homeland and the realities in their 
new homeland. One of these realities was the paucity of Chinese women, and the 
willingness of Chinese men to form liaisons with local women, thereby lessening 
the potential for antipathy towards them. So intermarriage was a function of 
both necessity as well as choice. Overtime, a sizeable and important mixed race 
Chinese community developed, speaking the local language and often adopting 
anglicized names for the sake of convenience. Another facilitator of assimilation 
was the Chinese non-reluctance to convert to Christianity. The 1891 Trinidad 
census showed that 914 of the 1,006 Chinese had converted to the new faith, 
with the majority belonging to the Church of England, followed, in that order, 
by Roman Catholicism, Presbyterianism, and the Wesleyan Church. Still, despite 
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these developments, there was no wholesale rejection of things Chinese. As Lai 
points out:

Local-born Chinese ties to the homeland diminished progressively 
with the generational factor, even though Chinese ethnicity as a 
binding within the Chinese community was retained, but varying 
a great deal with individual families and diluted over time by 
the process of creolization/Americanization, cultural and racial. 
However, the China link remained, and indeed never died, side by 
side with the assimilation and creolization process.13

With the indentured Indians in the West Indies and elsewhere, the process of 
assimilation was much slower and much more measured. Indenture involved both 
fragmentation as well as reconstitution. Perhaps the great casualty of indentured 
migration was the caste system whose strict rules of social relationships, pollution 
and purity and other ritual strictures fell by the wayside on the long voyage to the 
colonies and, even more forcefully, on the plantations whose daily routine of labour 
and systems of reward acknowledged individual enterprise and initiative and not 
divinely sanctioned status. Another factor of importance was the background 
of the workers, who came from the middle to lower social and economic strata, 
people of the ‘Little Tradition,’ in Milton Singer’s words, unversed in the higher, 
sacred texts of Hinduism. The absence of cultural leadership created confusion 
and hardship. The indifference of the colonial regime and the determination of 
the planters to keep the Indians in the labour force helped matters little.

For all this, though, there never was a complete breakdown of Indian social 
and cultural institutions on the plantations. The Indians developed a new 
culture, drawn from surviving fragments of the past and interweaving them 
with what they encountered in the colonies. As Leo Despres has written, there 
was continuity ‘not only because the indentures had certain rights, but also 
because the immigration and labour laws which defined those rights served to 
confine the new immigrants to ethnic ghettos. As new indentures arrived in one 
wave after another for almost three-quarters of a century, they were mixed with 
those who came earlier. This served to reinforce traditional habits and customs 
and contributed to a continuity of cultural patterning.’14 The contrast with the 
Chinese experience was marked.

Women played a critical role in the reconstitution and maintenance of 
Indian culture. As Jeremy Poynting writes, women were ‘the main preservers 
of Indian domestic culture,’ which, he argues, was ‘initially the principal means 
whereby Indians maintained their identity.’15 We should be careful not to 



148

i n t e r s e c t i o n s

blame the Indian women for the cultural and racial exclusiveness of the Indian 
society. The women were not instigators of this, but a part of a larger process of 
reconstitution. An important point to bear in mind is that unlike the Chinese, 
Indian men were never able to develop a collegial relationship with the local 
communities they encountered in the colonies. Part of this was due to the large 
size of their community which did not require interaction with outsiders. Partly 
also, they sometimes competed for similar jobs, which created friction. Cultural 
prejudice also played a part. The Indian immigrants in Fiji called the indigenous 
Fijians ‘junglis,’ bushmen lacking culture and sophistication while for their part, 
the Fijians saw little to admire in the ‘Kai Idia’ beasts of burden. In Guyana, 
the Blacks saw the Indians as unfortunate victims while they themselves were 
convinced that they ‘enjoyed a superior position to the East Indian.’ In Trinidad, 
Indians ‘strenuously objected’ to intermarriage with Blacks, and in Jamaica the 
Indians called them ‘kafari’ which means an infidel.

Religion also helped to maintain and reinforce Indian cultural identity 
among overseas Indians. From very early on, the migrants seemed determined 
to preserve their religion to provide support and solidarity among themselves. In 
the words of Roy Glasgow, ‘the Indian’s emphasis upon the values and worth-
whileness of his culture was really a mode of expression of his desire to be treated 
on terms of equality within the Guyanese universe.’16 In Fiji by the 1890s, the 
indentured labourers on the plantations were reading all the texts of popular 
Hinduism circulating in the Indo-Gangetic plains, the most important of all 
being the Ramayana, whose epic story of Lord Rama’s banishment stuck a 
particular chord with the migrants. Rama was exiled for fourteen years for no 
fault of his own, but he did return: good eventually triumphed over evil. His 
story gave the indentured labourers hope that they, too, one day would triumph 
over their ordeals. Besides reading the religious texts, Indians in all the colonies 
celebrated Hindu and Muslim festivals such as Diwali, Holi, Eid and Mohurram.

Unlike the Chinese, the Indians did not embrace Christianity in 
large numbers. This was not for lack of trying on the part of the Christian 
missionaries, such as the Methodists in Fiji and the Presbyterians in the 
Caribbean. Christianity failed to impress the Indians for a number of reasons. 
The Indian immigrants, even though themselves illiterate, showed pride, often 
exaggerated pride, in their own culture and traditions, and the community 
was large enough to support institutions and practices which contributed to 
the retention of their culture. Within a few decades of settlement, Indian 
communities everywhere had their own temples and places of prayer and 
worship. They also established social and cultural institutions—the Arya 
Samaj, the Sanatan Dharam Sabhas, the Mandalis—which sustained their 
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culture. There was also the added fact of Christianity being identified in the 
indentured labourers‘ mind with the religion of their oppressors, the colonial 
officials and the planters. And so, for a variety of factors, Christianity remained 
a minor religion among the Indians.

There was one other difference between the Indian and the Chinese 
communities. It has already been pointed out that the Chinese were more 
mobile occupationally as well as geographically. Their pragmatic decision to 
embrace assimilation improved their chances of success. But the mobility of the 
Indians was curtailed. In the case of Fiji, this was by law. Governor Sir Arthur 
Gordon’s policies effectively kept the two main races separate and apart. The 
Fijians lived in the subsistence sector for most of the 20th century, while the 
Indians lived in scattered settlements in the sugar cane belts of the country. 
Legislation restricted Fijian mobility and prevented Indians from settling in the 
vicinity of Fijian villages. Separate schools were established for Fijian, Indian 
and European children. In politics, too, communal rolls provided for racially 
segregated representation in the colonial legislature. So the gulf between the 
different communities that resulted from culture, language and religion, was 
exacerbated by government policy and practice, with each community leaning 
on its own cultural and spiritual resources for success.

In time, the Indian communities in the ‘King Sugar’ colonies increased 
in size. In Mauritius, Fiji, Guyana and Trinidad, they became the dominant 
community in the decades following the end of indenture in 1920. Numerical 
increase and permanent settlement led to the demand for political representation 
which, in turn, led to the creation of political structures providing for various 
degrees and forms of political representation—limited franchise, communal 
representation, nomination—with the colonial government retaining the 
ultimate authority. Nonetheless, for all its imperfections, even the limited 
political representation enabled the representation of Indian concerns at the 
highest levels of government.17

In addition to political representation, the Indian community was able to 
mobilize its own cultural and economic resources for the purposes of education 
and social progress, tasks neglected by colonial governments keen to keep 
the Indians tied to land. Voluntary organisations were formed and cultural 
institutions established: the Arya Samaj, the Sanatan Dharam, Sangam, the 
Muslim League. Temples were built, schools established through the keenness of 
parents eager to escape the vicious cycle of poverty and the degradation of menial 
labour. These initiatives halted cultural deracination and laid the foundation of 
social and cultural development, the indifference and importunity of the colonial 
governments notwithstanding.
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The indenture system regulated one kind of Indian labour migration. The 
other, which dominated in Southeast Asia was, was the Kangani system.18 Most 
of the recruits under this system came from South India, and the numbers were 
large: between 1852 and 1937, 2, 595,000 Indian immigrants went to Burma, 
1,529,000 to Ceylon and 1,189,000 to Malaya. The kanganis (or maistries in the 
case of Burma) were often experienced and trusted employees of the plantation or 
the estate who were dispatched to recruit labourers in their villages. The kanganis 
not only recruited the labourers, but at work also acted as intermediaries between 
the employees and the employers, with concomitant opportunities that this 
position brought to them. The absence of comprehensive protective legislation 
and written and legally enforceable contracts enhanced their position. Nalini 
Ranjan Chakravarti argues that in this respect, the kangani system was worse 
than its indentured counterpart.19

Among the Southeast countries, Malaya was the largest employer of South 
Indian indentured labour, importing, between 1844 and 1910, some 250,000 
labourers. But this indenture differed in form, if not in spirit, from the indenture 
system discussed above. In the case of Malaya, the recruitment was carried out by 
speculators and private agents of employers, while licensed agents appointed by 
government officials carried out recruitment for the sugar colonies. The contract 
of service for Malaya was for three years, for the sugar colonies five; and it was 
not always a written, legally enforceable document. Another difference was that 
while the emigration agents for the sugar colonies bore the cost of transporting 
the recruits, the cost for Malaya was borne by the workers themselves, paid 
over time from their wages. And finally, because indentured emigration to the 
sugar colonies was state regulated, the government of India was in a position to 
demand the fulfilment of the terms and conditions specified in the Emigration 
Act, but the informal, non-written nature of the arrangements in Malaya did not 
permit close scrutiny. India could not, for example, enforce the sex-ratio of men 
to women that it could for the sugar colonies. 

The indentured diaspora has spawned a diaspora of its own, with large 
numbers of Indo-Caribbeans and Indo-Fijians and other Indian communities 
now living in the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand and the 
United Kingdom. The people are twice removed form India. Most have never 
been to India. Many, especially in the West Indies, have lost the language, and 
have adopted western values and adapted to the demands and necessities of living 
in multicultural societies. A great deal of the imaginative literature produced 
particularly in the Caribbean deals with the troubled and often tumultuous 
relationship the people of Indian descent have had with the countries of their 
birth where they faced years of exclusion from power and discrimination in 
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the public sector. Yet, while seeking to understand their relationship with their 
current homeland, they also attempt to come to terms with their own ancestral 
culture. The task is not easy. 

This leads directly to the claim in the quotation about overseas Indians 
‘proudly carrying the flag of Indian culture and civilisation.’ This assertion raises 
further questions. Which Indian culture, which civilization? Which overseas 
Indians? The indentured labourers took with them Singer’s ‘Little tradition’ 
of Hinduism, that is, essentially folk culture of northern and southern India. 
The girmitiyas themselves were largely illiterate, from cultivating and labouring 
classes, young. The culture they resuscitated after the ravages of the long sea 
voyage and the rigours of the plantations was cobbled together from many 
fragments, a culture in which the recognised social institutions of Indian society, 
most especially the caste system, had no place. The plantation regime was a great 
leveller of hierarchy and status, rewarding workers for the quality and quantity of 
their effort and not for their traditional status. The more recent Indian migrants 
to western countries, the literate professional classes, come generally from the 
‘Great tradition’ of Indian society. The Bhagvada Gita rather than the Ramayana 
is likely to be their text. The two do not mix easily.

The process of cultural reconstitution took place everywhere, but its exact 
nature depended on a number of conditions.20 One was the timing of the 
migration. The earlier migrants, particularly those who left India before the 
1870s, faced greater difficulties in retaining their ancestral culture. Another 
important variable was the distance between India and the colonies where the 
indentured labourers went. As a general rule, the further away the colony, the 
less the contact with India and consequently lesser knowledge of the ancestral 
country. The policy of the colonial power and the role and influence of agents 
of western influence—Christianity, for example—also played an important 
role in determining the nature of the ‘Indian’ society that eventually emerged 
in the colonies. What was retained and what was jettisoned depended on these 
factors. The exact nature of the reconstituted society depended on the conditions 
in each colony. Each indentured Indian community developed its own unique 
relationship with and view of India.

Let me illustrate this by comparing the Fijian experience with that of 
Trinidad. What most strikes the casual visitor to these two island nations both 
with substantial Indian communities is the difference in the degree to which 
one has retained its Indian culture, and the other lost it. In Fiji, a significant 
proportion of the population reads and understands Hindi. There are 24 hour 
Hindi radio stations and there are Hindi newspapers. Hindi is one of the three 
official languages recognized by the constitution. Hinduism and Islam are the 
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major religions of the Indian community, with only a small fraction professing 
Christianity. There is regular contact with India through periodic visit to the 
island by Indian religious missionaries and artists. In Trinidad few people speak 
Hindi, although many regret its loss and are now trying to learn the language. 
English is the primary language of most Indians. The Presbyterian mission was 
able to convert more Indians to its faith than the Methodist church was able to 
do in Fiji. Trinidadian Indians follow Hindi music and Bollywood cinema, but 
without understanding the language. 

There are many reasons for the differences between Trinidad and Fiji. 
Indentured emigration to Fiji began much later, in 1879, by when there was 
an already well established Indian community in Trinidad. India showed far 
greater interest in Fiji than it did in other colonies, partly because of reports of 
greater abuses of Indian labourers on the Colonial Sugar Refining Company 
plantations. The Christian missions were not able to penetrate the Fijian Indian 
community to the extent they did the Trinidadian Indian partly because they 
concentrated their efforts on the indigenous Fijians and partly because of the stiff 
resistance of the Indians to the overtures of the new faith. The colonial policy 
towards the Indian community in Fiji forced the Fiji Indians to rely on their 
own efforts, which encouraged the retention of Indian culture. The emergence of 
voluntary social and cultural organisations from very early on also contributed 
towards that end. In Trinidad, the absence of an indigenous community, with 
its own demands and needs which the colonial government was obligated to 
respect—as it had to in Fiji—produced its own effects.  

There is, thus, diversity, even among the indentured populations coming from 
a similar ancestral stock in India and with a shared history of servitude. But the 
diversity between the descendants of indentured migrants and the ‘indigenous’ 
Indians living in the West is greater, producing friction and misunderstanding. 
The sub-continental Indians, with little experience of the ‘Little Tradition’, 
remark patronizingly on the folkloric and rustic nature of many overseas Indian 
customs and rituals. The put-down is offensive and deeply hurtful to the overseas 
Indians who value these rituals as their cherished badges of cultural identity as 
‘Indians.’ For many sub-continental Indians, the cultural rituals and ceremonies 
of the descendants of indentured Indians smack of archaic relics of a past which 
has vanished beyond recall in modern India. Modern India, they say, has moved 
on, while the overseas Indians are trapped in a vanishing past. 

For their part, the overseas Indians decry what they see as retrograde 
aspects of Indian culture. For example, most see the caste system as a deeply 
oppressive and degrading social system with no redeeming features for those at 
the lower rungs of society and thankful that caste has disappeared in overseas 
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Indian communities. Other things cause bemusement as well, among them the 
Indian practice of arranged marriages, and the elaborate rituals of negotiation 
that accompany them. The Indian attachment to status, hierarchy, protocol, 
tradition, superstition—addiction to horoscope and astrology, for instance—sits 
uneasily with the overseas Indian preference for individualism, egalitarianism, a 
zest for living here and now, impatience with protocol. The intensity and violence 
of religious conflict on the Indian subcontinent confounds overseas Indians who 
have learnt to practice the virtues of religious pluralism.

India’s relationship with overseas Indians has gone through several phases 
over the last century. In the 19th century, there was little public awareness of, 
or agitation about, the emigration of Indian indentured labourers, beyond the 
occasional comment about abuses in the recruitment system. It was an age of 
ignorance and darkness. That changed in the early years of this century, partly 
because Mahatma Gandhi’s struggles in South Africa brought the overseas Indian 
question on to a broader public stage. From this flowed a number of enquiries, 
official and non-official, on the conditions on the Fijian plantations. Reports 
by sympathetic missionaries such as JW Burton and harrowing accounts by 
indentured labourer Totaram Sanadhya contributed to the end of the indenture 
system. The Indian interest was partly fuelled by the sense that treatment meted 
out to the indentured labourers was a reflection of India’s lowly position in the 
international community.

The second phase, of more sustained Indian interest in the life of the overseas 
Indians, followed the end of indenture in 1920. Once the Indians had decided 
to settle in the colonies to which their forbears had migrated, the question of the 
political status of the Indians came to the fore. That is, what kind of arrangements 
would be appropriate which would retain political power in the hands of the 
colonial government while providing a semblance of representation to the 
Indians. India’s intervention proved decisive at critical points. In the case of Fiji, 
for example, it was India’s intervention which secured the Indian community 
political representation which the colonial government was reluctant to grant. 
India’s support for common roll, however, was not successful. Similarly, Indian 
pressure on the land question helped, in part, to resolve the perennially thorny 
land question, forcing the colonial government to enact legislation regularising 
land leases to Indian tenants. India felt a degree of moral and political obligation 
to keep a sympathetic eye on Indians overseas.

When India gained its independence, the situation changed from one of 
active concern about the welfare of overseas Indians to one of passive interest. 
India understandably became preoccupied with the problems and challenges 
that independence brought. In foreign policy, India championed the cause of 
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non-alignment and the interests of the Third World, and concerns of overseas 
Indians were seen and assessed in that light. Overseas Indians: that is how India 
began to see the people it had previously viewed as Indians overseas. Nehru 
explicitly asked the overseas Indians to identify closely with the interests and 
aspirations of the countries of their residence, and cease looking at India as 
their ‘motherland.’ This pragmatic and sensible advice underlined a reality the 
overseas Indians had come to accept themselves. So beyond private advice or 
legal assistance in constitutional negotiations at the time of independence, India 
became a silent player.

The third stage came with the independence of the former sugar colonies, a 
process which began in the late 1950s and the early 1960s. During this phase, 
the overseas Indian communities began consciously to think about their place, 
their roles and responsibilities as citizens of new countries. In many cases, 
they were in the vanguard of the movement for independence though in many 
places—Guyana, Fiji—they were fated to spend considerable periods of time in 
the political wilderness. India was represented in these newly emerging nations 
through high commissions, but otherwise the contact was limited to a few visiting 
cultural performers. Gradually, the ‘overseas’ Indians became Indo-Fijians, Indo-
Guyanese and Indo-Trinidadians, the shift encapsulating a new, hyphernated 
identity. Retention or accentuation of Indian culture was interpreted as an index 
of unassimilability of the people, beyond the recognition of a few festivals as 
national holidays. Increasing influence of western culture, ideas and institutions 
also produced its effects.

Nonetheless, the link with India, however tenuous, still persists. The 
overseas Indians cannot comprehend the intensity of caste or religious conflict 
on the Indian subcontinent. They lament the absence of Indian civic pride, the 
degradation of the Indian environment, but they find it difficult to be indifferent 
to India. VS Naipaul’s troubled and tumultuous relationship with India reflects, 
I think, a fairly common pattern of response.21 Brinsley Samaroo’s observation 
is equally apt that overseas Indians, no matter where they are or how long they 
have been away from India, cannot escape the legacy of their Indian heritage. 
They will have to come to terms with it. The hyphernated nature of their cultural 
identity will not be easily erased.22   

I would like to end this discussion with some personal reflections which, I think, 
reflect wider and widely held concerns. The overseas Indians should acknowledge 
that they carry in their minds images of India, derived from mythological dramas 
and fantasy films, or from fragments of culture that survived the crossing, and 
that these do not necessarily reflect the reality of India. That India has moved 
on. It is no longer simply the land of Mahatma Gandhi or Jawaharlal Nehru. 
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The classical heritage of music, art, literature and philosophical thought co-exist 
with the froth of popular, westernized culture. That the land of their ancestors is 
scarred with the remains of religious and social conflict and violence beyond their 
imaginative understanding. Nor should they expect India to waive the magic 
wand on their behalf in international diplomacy, and expect its intervention to 
produce a favourable outcome for them on every occasion. 

Sub-continental Indians, too, would need to re-define their attitude to the 
overseas Indians. They are not children of some lesser gods, culturally deficient 
and deformed, who inhabit the remote, unlovely fringes of Indian culture and 
civilization. They are a people with a distinct cultural identity which derives from 
India, but is not confined to it. Their culture is a confluence of many influences. 
Overseas Indians cherish the Indian part of their heritage, they want to nurture 
it, nourish it with new inputs, but it can be done within the context of existing 
realities. They are a people caught in-between.




