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woman ¢ 4}% in /rm//a, Is con/[/nep/ to a coup/e O/[ p/aq:, 0/[ which the
greatest /s no ;[—//'rm/u /[enf/va/ at all

C. ‘L: Anc]rews

Between 1884 and 1925 over 300 Indian immigrants in Fiji committed
suicide." Most were indentured labourers brought to the islands between
1879 and 1916.2 Suicide, as Table 1 shows,’ was a relatively minor cause of
death among the Fiji Indians. From the turn of the century to the end of
indenture in 1920, it accounted, on the average, for only 5% of all deaths of
indentured Indians; even atits peak, suicides never claimed more than 0.2%
of the total adult Indian population in any one given year. Yet the suicides
attracted wide attention within Fiji as well as in India. This was mainly due
to the well-publicized fact that the Fiji Indian suicide rate during the first
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decade and a half of this century was the highest among all Indian labour
importing colonies in Africa and the West Indies and much higher than in India
itself. Thus in 1900, while the suicide rate in India varied between 0.046 per
thousand in Madras and 0.054 per thousand in the United Provinces, the two
principal regions of Indian indentured labour supply throughout the world,
among Fiji Indians it reached 0.780 per thousand. Ten years later it climbed to
0.831 per thousand.* The suicide rate among Indian immigrants in Trinidad and
Jamaica in the same period, on the other hand, averaged 0.4 per thousand, and
in British Guiana 0.1 per thousand.” These statistics made a serious moral
indictment of the indenture system in Fiji and provided, according to K. L.
Gillion, 'one of the most important arguments' for the anti-indenture activists in
India and elsewhere in their battle to abolish the indenture system altogether.®
The majority of those who committed suicides were males. Of the 291 suicides
entered in the Register of Deaths of Indian Immigrants,” 259 were males and only 32
females. The suicide rate among adult men was twice that among women: 0.14
per thousand to 0.07 per thousand.® This glaring statistical disproportion, as well
as the uncommon spectacle of men rather than women committing suicide, as
was the pattern in India, reflected what for most contemporary observers of
indenture at the turn of this century as well as modern scholars,” was the
primary cause of the Fiji Indian suicides: the persistent paucity of women on the
plantations. Even as late as 1912, after over 30 years of indenture, the proportion
of indentured adult Indian females to 100 Indian males in Fiji was only 43.17.1°
The intense competition for the women among the indentured men eager to put
down roots in theirnew home, the observers asserted, provided the main reason
for male suicides in Fiji. A wife, wrote C. F. Andrews, the Indian nationalist
sympathiser, after an independent fact-finding tour of Fiji in 1916, 'is a matter for
huckstering and bargaining, for fighting and suicides, for jealousy and murder.
The proportion of murders, suicides, and other crimes in this country, arising out
of sexual relations is nothing less than appalling'."! The Agent General of
Immigration, Fiji's top colonial official responsible for the protection and welfare
of the Indian indentured labourers, agreed. He wrote in 1909 that the ‘number of
cases in which the cause of suicides appears attributable to sexual jealousy is as
usual large. It is connected with the disproportion of the sexes at present existing
on most plantations and the consequent facility with which women abandon
partners to whom they are bound by no legal ties for those who offer better
inducement'”” Unable to obtain or, worse still, keep their women, who
supposedly exploited their sexuality to promote their own material interests, the
men—so the argument ran—descended into despondency and melancholia and
committed suicide. Or, alternatively, they murdered their women first and then
took their own lives. Between 1885 and 1920, 96 indentured immigrants in Fiji
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were murdered of whom 68 were women and only 28 men." The main cause of
the murder of the indentured women was their alleged infidelity which is
regarded as one of the most reprehensible misdeeds in Indian society and is
punishableby death." The plantation lines where the indentured labourers were
housed, Andrews heard, were like a poultry yard of quickly shifting loyalties,
indiscriminate, promiscuous sexuality and general moral collapse, and this
description, he wrote, was 'painfully accurate of much that we were obliged to
see and hear'
Table 1
Main Causes of Death in the
Fiji Indian Indentured Community, 1900-1915

Causes 1900 1901 11902 ; 1904 ; 1905 {1906 | 1907 | 1908 | 1909
Anaemia 4 8 - - - 6 2 5 4
Diarrhoea 3 8 7 3 - - - 8 15
Dysentery 10 22 12 17 391 52 28 24 28
Tuberculosis 191 18§ 17 9 5] 15 20 5 16
Syphilis 2 3 3 2 6 4 7 5 1
Debility 2 3 1 1 3] 12 1 2 6
Respiratory ailments 121 10} 17 27 521 35 24 14 5
Circulatory ailments 3 7 3 12 9 2 4 13 5
Digestive ailments 10} 10| 13 32 151 29 30 12 11
Suicides 8 61 11 7 14 8 17 12 8
Other 671 80| 57 73 791 901 134} 193} 148
Total 140} 175] 141 | 183 | 222| 253 | 267 293 247
Total Indent. adult pop. 4731 16618 | 7170 | 8591 | 8684 {9350 {10182 {10255 |10374
Mortality Rate (%) 29512641961 213] 256 2.7} 262]| 2.86] 238
Causes 1910 1911 ] 1912 ] 1913 | 1914 | 1915 {Total %
Anaemia 5 2 7 8 9 9 69 16
Diarrhoea - 9 - - - - 53 1.3
Dysentery 83 69 63 55 24 20 546} 131
Tuberculosis - 68 72 55 67 271 414| 10.0
Syphilis 11 4 4 4 2 - 581 1.3
Debility 13 6 7 - - - 571 13
Respiratory ailments 104 18 15 22 15 21 391 94
Circulatory ailments 18 10 24 20 13 21| 164| 4.0
Digestive ailments 47 29 27 25 16 10] 316 7.6
Suicides 11 18 23 22 12 241 201} 51
Other 183 149 189) 161 142f 137) 1882 453
Total 476 382 431 372| 300 1269|4151 1100.0
Total Indent. adult pop [ 10961 | 12526 | 13167 | 13617 | 13074 | 11922 -
Mortality Rate 434] 3.04 32| 2731 229 225

Note: 'Other’ includes injuries, violence, various diseases and unspecified causes.



218 veil o{: dishonour

So widely held was this view among males of all classes and races that
it was often assumed, without supporting empirical evidence, that there
was direct causal relationship between suicide and sexual jealousy. Indeed,
the sexual jealousy argument exercised such a pervasive influence that men
charged with the murder of their wives sometimes even had their death
sentence commuted to life imprisonment.'® There is no reason to doubt that
sexual jealousy, arising out of a disproportionate sex ratio, did play a part.
But the uncritical application of a blanket generalization, created and
sustained by men, has led to the neglect of material that suggests other
causes and motives for suicide—factors which point to the dislocation
caused by emigration and to the structure of the plantation system itself. It
is argued here that the emphasis on sexual jealousy as the main reason for
Indian suicides is misleading; sexual jealousy was a symptom rather than
the cause of the problems thatbedevilled indenture. Instead, it is suggested
thatit was the disturbance of the 'integrative institutions' of society—family,
marriage, caste, kinship and religion—that was the underlying cause of
suicide and other ills afflicting the Indian indentured population in Fiji.
Indirectly, this paper contributes to the debate on the nature of the
indenture experience in Fiji, resurrected in the late 1970s and early 1980s
as a by-product of the centennial celebration of the arrival of Indians in the
islands. It also emphasises the need to examine critically the rhetorical
'indenture as slavery' argument initiated by Hugh Tinker's recent
revisionist studies.” Indenture was undeniably a harsh and brutalizing
experience, but it was not uniformly so for all segments of the indentured
population. :

An abnormal sex ratio was inherent in the indenture system under
which the Indian immigrants were brought to Fiji."® During the first phase
of indentured emigration before the 1860s there were few specific
regulations governing the recruitment and shipment of indentured
emigrants, especially with respect to the sex ratio in the emigrating
indentured population. The Government of India was content to let the
laws of supply and demand govern recruitment of indentured labour. It
changed this policy around 1870 with the advent of the second phase of
indentured emigration. The passage of comprehensive new legislation, the
Emigration Act XXII of 1882, signalled a greater willingness on the part of
the Government of India to involve itself in the supervision of emigration
matters. Among other things, it now insisted that in the case of all the
colonies except Mauritius (which already had a large resident Indian
population), 40 females should accompany 100 males on each shipment
leaving India. The Government of India was prompted to act on this issue
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after persistent reports of deteriorating social and moral conditions among
its Indian subjects living in the colonies. Complementing this concern were
requests from some colonies, such as British Guiana, for more family
migration to create a locally settled pool of dependable labour. It was
hoped that the emergence of a local Indian population would discourage
time-expired immigrants from exercising their right to an optional free
return passage back to India after 10 years of residence in the colonies.
Labourers with families and a stake in the colony were likely to be a more
passive labour force, not prepared to jeopardize their already precarious
situation. Recruiters in India complained of the difficulty of obtaining the
requisite number of indentured women, and even some Fiji planters
protested, unable or unwilling to look beyond their annual balance sheets.
However, the Government of India remained adamant and the stipulated
quota was always met.”” Without such determined intervention, problems
caused by the disparity of the sexes on the colonial plantations would have
been graver than they already were. The fixed quota for women was a
salutary move unparalleled in any other contemporary scheme of labour
migration .

For most colonial officials, problems arising out of sexual imbalance in
the indentured population were greatly aggravated by the supposed
'immoral’ character of the Indian indentured women.?® This was a subject
upon which there was wide consensus among men of all races and classes.
Nothing could be done, wrote the Fiji Agent General of Immigration in
1902, 'to suppress an evil which springs from a deficiency of a woman'?
Walter Gill, an Australian overseer who saw the last days of indenture in
Fiji, wrote that the Hindu woman was 'as joyously amoral as a doe rabbit.
She took her lovers as a ship takes rough seas; surging up to one who
would smother her, then tossing him aside, thirsting for the next. In the
strong cruel light of the tropics, the elfin promise of her said: ‘Stop me and
buy one'.** Andrews expressed moral indignation: 'The Hindu woman in
this country is like a rudderless vessel with its masts broken being whirled
down the rapids of a great river without any controlling hand. She passes
from one man to another, and has lost even the sense of shame in doing
50'? An indentured male labourer, echoing a widely held prejudice,
concurred, recounting: 'Our women have lost all shame; they change their
husbands as they change their dress'.?* Indeed, so low was their esteem for
the indentured women that, writes Chandra Jayawardena, 'many regarded
marriage with women they met in Fiji as a temporary convenience they
would disown when they returned to India'.® Most, of course, did not
return and in time temporary liaisons of convenience became permanent
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arrangements. '

The prevailing stereotypes of the social origins of the indentured women
sustained these derogatory views. It was widely held, and in some
prejudiced circles still is, that the women who came to Fiji were prostitutes
or others who had fallen in social esteem or lived on the fringes of rural
Indian society. Invariably, the view went, they were from the lowest strata
of Indian society, used to poverty and ill treatment and lax in their moral
and sexual standards. These views are so exaggerated as to be untruthful
The fact was that the indentured women came fromall strata of rural Indian
society and from all major castes, high and low. Thus, 4.1% were Brahmans,
9% Kshattriyas, 34.1% middling castes, 29.1% lower castes, 2.8% tribals and
16.8% Muslims.” Further, either because of desertion by their husbands,
widowhood, poverty or an unceasing round of domestic turmoil, large
numbers of women were leaving their homes in the depressed districts of
the eastern United Provinces (UP) to seek employment elsewhere. In 1901
women constituted 56% of the entire UP emigrant population in Bengal,
and 40% of the UP indentured population in the Assam tea gardens.” Fifty
four per cent of Fiji's female indentured population had already been
uprooted before they were recruited, a third of them as members of nuclear
or joint families.” How many of them were prostitutes? This question will
never be answered satisfactorily. Andrews estimated about 20% of the
women to be of 'bad character' though he does not tell us how he arrived
at this figure or what he meant by bad character. He further ventured the
opinion that 'the number of prostitutes recruited [for Fiji] must have been
.. . perhaps in excess of Natal, or elsewhere’, and went on to suggest that
this probably explained why the Fiji Indians had a higher suicide rate than
expatriate Indian communities elsewhere.*® Gillion remarks more aptly
there were few professional prostitutes in the emigrating population 'for
these had no incentive to emigrate'.* Emigration was, in fact, considered an
'honourable alternative' to prostitution.

The Euro-Australasian view of the indentured women, and indeed the
indentured population generally, is at least explicable in the light of the
prevailing racial ideologies of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The
Indian indentured labourers were simply categorized as a people 'of
emotional temperament (who) have low moral standards, [are] prone to
trickery, and under certain excitement to crimes of violence, even under the
discipline of s continuous labour'.* The uncharitable Indian males' view of
the indentured women is more complex. It was partly a manifestation of
their low social self esteem as people and partly a reflection of their failure
to resurrect their traditionally dominant role on the plantations and in the
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wider Fijian society. Frequently, indentured Indian men evinced a
proprietorial attitude toward 'their' women and some even saw their wives
as their chattels. Unable to have their way, some men resorted to bizarre
behaviour. In 1909 a man disfigured a woman's face by cutting her nose
and cheek because the woman, whose husband had been dead five weeks,
refused to live with him.*® Another murdered a woman in anger and
frustration because he was unable to entice her away from her husband
whom he perceived as a ‘'mere lad'.* In 1915 a frustrated husband brutally
attacked his young wife of 10 years of age when he was unable to take her
away from her parents, and later committed suicide. This case led the
governor to conclude aptly that ‘unless we know Hindu laws and customs,
and the Indian mind, it is impossible to understand'the cause of such
senseless violence in the Indian community'.%

Animportant part of the problem was that the indentured women in Fiji
were expected by Indian men to follow the age-old ideals of Indian
womanhood: silent acceptance of fate, glorification of motherhood and
virginity, deference to male authority and, above all, worship of the
husband. Tulsidas's Ramcharitramanas, which defined the spiritual universe
of the orthodox Hindus, and was the most popular religious text on the
plantations, provides a clear picture of the dependence of the wife on the
husband: ~

My Lord, the mother, father and son,
Receive their lots by merit won;

The brother and the sister find

The portions to their deeds assigned.
The wife alone what'er await,

Must share on earth her husband's fate;
So now the King's command which sends
Thee to the wild, to me extends.

The wife can find no refuge, none,

In father, mother, self or son:

Both here, and when they vanish hence,
Her husband is her sole defence.*

The women's subordinate role, sanctioned by the sages of Indian
civilization as well as the religious scriptures, was reinforced by their early
marriage” and the patrilineal and patriarchal structure of agrarian Indian
society. Men owned both the means of production as well as the labour of
their women. But Fiji was not India; emigration and indenture dramatically
re-structured the women's position and thence their relationship with men.
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The institutions which enforced women's subjection, such as kinship
networks, had little jurisdiction in the domestic affairs of the indentured
population. Indenture promoted a new egalitarian ethos and a freer society
that respected individual initiative. Women were employed as individual
labourers and were thus cash wage earners in their own right. Control over
their own hard-earned income gave the women a measure of power and
economic and social independence to fashion their own individual destiny.
And, not surprisingly, when circumstances demanded, they were not afraid
to leave their husbands. Ammakanna, who had left her quarrelsome
husband, told the official investigating her husband's suicide on 30 January
1917: 'We were married five years ago. We had quarrelled constantly. He
had complained constantly of my shortcomings as a housekeeper. He
placed a rope on the beam of our room a fortnight ago when I expostulated
with him'.*® There were others who left with their share of the earnings and
jewellery when domestic life became constantly embroiled in tension and
torment, or when their own lives were endangered.”

Were indentured women really as disregarding of the sanctity of
marriage and family and other cherished institutions of traditional Indian
society as their male critics alleged them to be? The women's perspective
is absent in the written records where, for the most part, their faces are
shrouded by a veil of dishonour drawn by men. Even the oral evidence is
tinged with bias against women. Hence, any approximation of their views
can be gained only by an assessment of the conditions which confronted
women in the colony. The indentured women were totally at the mercy of
the overseers, most of whom were young unmarried white males, and the
Indian sirdars (foremen) who supervised their daily work. They allocated
the tasks and frequently harassed, even assaulted, women who refused
their sexual advances,® especially on remote and infrequently inspected
plantations and others under corrupt management. Further, the indentured
women had the freedom neither to refuse a partner chosen for them by the
employer nor the solicitations of influential men living in the plantation
lines. As a small and generally powerless minority, they had little choice to
be ‘moral'.

There were other factors which compounded the women's weak
position. The colonial government did not recognize traditional Indian
marriages conducted by Hindu and Muslim priests until after the turn of
the century. The aggrieved parties, both males and females, thus could not
have recourse to a court of law to sue for separation or a fair settlement, for
example, where marriages were conducted in the traditional manner. In the
Indian community itself, women's chances of a sympathetic hearing were
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undermined at the outset, given the prevailing chmate of opmlon about
their moral character.

Placing the blame for marital instability on women does not take into
account the role of certain traditional Indian institutions which were
transplanted on the plantations and which occasionally aggravated the
problem. For instance, not all marital relationships were monogamous.
Among some castes in India, the institution of polyandry was socially
sanctioned and practised widely, and it was resurrected on some of the
plantations, partially to cope with the added pressure of the scarcity of
women. Extra-marital relations and the practice of a woman and her
children passing from the household of one man to another also existed on
some plantations.*’ Sometimes, out of duress or greed, some men even
forced their wives to have sexual relations with other men, especially the
sirdar. In Tavua an investigation into a double case of murder and suicide
revealed the common practice, or so the investigating official thought, of
the 'husband [being] a consenting [initiating?] party to the wife prostituting
herself'.*? Blinded by disillusion, the men seldom questioned their own
morality or that of the social system under which they lived; instead, they
blamed the women when things turned sour. But ultimately, the women's
selfhood was seriously assaulted, as has been said generally of women in
such circumstances, ‘not just by the actions, hostilities, or indifference of
men, but by the institutions of law, invested as they were with the majesty
of the state, the formidability of the male jurists and lawyers, and the
unbroken faith of the public'.®

Sexual jealousy became from the very start a catch-all phrase to account
for most suicides even where the motives were not clearly ascertainable.
Thus, an official investigating a suicide in 1889 commented: 'I can form no
idea of the deceased's reason for committing suicide. Probably he had none
unless his two women were annoying him'.* In 1904, out of a total of eight
suicides, in only two were women held responsible as the main cause. In
the rest 'actual motives are not apparent’, but the official went on to assert
nevertheless that 'they are, however, generally attributable to quarrels and
jealousy arising out of sex relationships'.** In 1912 the investigation of 23
cases of suicide revealed varied motives, but 'it is probable that in the
majority of the cases, sexual jealousy was the principal cause'.*

The accuracy of such sweeping generalizations is difficult to ascertain
because suicides were so poorly investigated. Two typical entries in the
Annual Report for 1912 are as follows: 'Umrao, registered no. 40428,
indentured to Rarawai, deserted after murderous attack on wife: body
found hanging in the bush’, and Dasary Virasami, registered no. 18241,
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Etoko, good worker, no cause ascribed—recently arrived on
plantation’.“Fortunately a few cases were more fully documented either
because of the circumstances surrounding the suicide or because of the
diligence of the local officials. These are available in the archival files, and
they give us reason to treat sweeping generalizations about the role of
sexual jealousy with some caution. The two following cases underline this
point. At the preliminary enquiry into the suicide of Ramdin (on Viti
plantation in 1909), sexual jealousy was presented as the main cause.”® The
Inspector of Immigrants concluded that the reason for the suicide 'was the
conduct of the woman with whom he [the deceased] was cohabiting who
intended to leave him for a man named Telhu Singh'. The sirdar was able
to coerce a sufficient number of witnesses to corroborate this view. The real
reason, however, was quite different. The Stipendiary Magistrate ended his
detailed enquiry with the conclusion that Ramdin had committed suicide
because of the sirdar’s 'abuse and threats uttered on the day of the suicide
of a thrashing with a belt when he returned to the lines, as a consequence
of which the deceased, who had only been some six weeks in the country,
was frightened to return to the lines and at the close of the day, hung
himself'. There was no sexual jealousy involved; Ramdin's wife, Gaura,
firmly denied the allegation that she had frequently quarrelled with her
husband or that she intended to live with Telhu Singh. T had no wish to
live with any other man' was her simple testimony to the enquiry. Telhu
Singh himself denied ever being intimate with Gaura. The witnesses who
had earlier corroborated the sirdar’s account confessed that they had lied
because they were threatened by the sirdar and feared reprisal. One witness
recalled the sirdar’s threat to the effect that 'two or more salas [bastards?]
will commit suicide also [if they reported]: you will be no more loss to Mr.
Hutchins than his pubic hairs'.

The other example is the suicide of Biram Enkayya.*” The mvestlgahng
official was uncertain about the motive but noted nevertheless that
Enkayyawas 'a somewhat miserable person, often laid up with sores on his
feet. He was usually working with women'. However this version was
contradicted by a fellow worker who testified that the sirdar had beaten
Enkayya 'with a stick about a fathom long. He fell down and the overseer
came and told him to keep quiet and not to cry’. Hurt and depressed about
the future, Enkayya hanged himself. How typical are these accounts about
widespread violence by those in authority we do not know from the
available records, but in the general context of the indenture experience in
Fiji, they are likely to be more than merely isolated incidents. At least one
official noted:



chalo jahaji 225

Assaults on indentured immigrants by persons in authority are far too
numerous; an immigrant, especially a new arrival, is easily intimidated, and
may have great difficulty in conducting his case. Several suicides were
reported during 1905 of indentured immigrants. In most cases they were
recent arrivals, and it appeared that in more than one case, ill-usage by a
sirdar was alleged as the cause of suicide.”

The disproportionate sex ratio on the plantations did contribute to
marital instability, but emphasis on this factor distracts attention from other
aspects of plantation life that contributed to the problem. New evidence
from hitherto unused sources suggests other reasons and motives for
suicides. The basic raw data on Indian deaths in Fiji is available in the
Register of Deaths of Indian Immigrants mentioned above. All the statistics
presented here were extracted from this source. The serial numbers of the
deceased immigrants were used to trace their Emigration Passes,”
documents that contain the most comprehensive data on their social and
demographic background. Using these two sources together, it became
possible for the first time to compile the life histories of the deceased
immigrants, from the moment they left their villages to the moment they
committed suicide. Presented below are the main results of the analysis of
these sources.

Table2 , based on figures in the Register of Deaths, provides a decennial
breakdown of suicides in Fiji.

Table 2
Decennial Breakdown of Suicides in Fiji
Year Number % of Total Suicides %/Indian Pop.
1884-1890 16 55 0.083
1891-1900 36 124 0.93
1901-1910 97 33.3 0.10
1911-1920 130 44.7 0.15
1921-1925 12 44.1 -
291 100.0

Itis clear that the bulk of the suicides (82.1 %) were committed after the
turn of the century. At first glance this trend appears surprising. By 1900
indenture had been in existence in Fiji for over two decades. Improvements
had taken place in the working and living conditions on the plantations.
The terrible mortality rates of the 1890s were slowing down although not
completely checked, and the worst disease-ridden days of the 1890s were
over. Yet the suiciderate climbed to unprecedented heights. These increases
were not the result of a sudden acceleration of sexual jealousy on the
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plantations but were, instead, caused by the arrival of South Indian
indentured immigrants after the turn of the century. For reasons discussed
later, they committed suicide in numbers far out of proportion to their
population size in the colony. Between 1911 and 1920, for example, South
Indians accounted for 56.9 % of all the Indian suicides.

Most of the immigrants who committed suicide were in the prime of life,
as Table 3 shows.*”

Table 3
Sex, Age and Suicide
Age unknown |11-20 |21-30 |31-40 }41-50 |51-60
Male 13 24 165 46 10 1
Female 2 6 14 7. 3 -
Total 15 30 179 53 13 1

Moreover, over a half (161 or 55.3%) of all suicides were males who had left
as single immigrants from India. Because few depot marriages occurred in
Calcutta or Madras or on the voyage,” it is reasonable to assume that they
arrived in Fiji single, and that their first few years on the plantations would
have been spent as single labourers. Only 15 of the male suicides (5.15%)
had emigrated as married individuals. In the remaining 115 cases (39.52%),
the marital status of the immigrants was not stated on the Emigration Pass.
This could mean two things: either these men were not married which was
generally the case, or they had deserted their wives or left them behind in
the care of their tended family in India. But even if we assume, for the sake
of argument, that these 115 cases were married individuals, the prominence
that contemporary officials gave to sexual jealousy and wife-snatching
remains open to debate.

It should perhaps be pointed out that the pattern of single young men,
and to a lesser extent women, committing suicide when faced with
unaccustomed problems in unfamiliar surroundings, without the support
of family and the guiding hand of an established community, is a fairly
universal one. In his classic study, Suicide, Durkheim suggests that the
institution of family provides immunity against suicides. 'Far from dense
[extended?] families being a sort of unnecessary luxury appropriate only to
the rich, they are actually an indispensable staff of daily life’.> The actual
or threatened absence of the family in the lives of deeply depressed young
individuals, together with all the disorganization that emigration and
indenture caused, probably aggravated the sense of 'anomie' and alienation,
both conducive to suicide. This theory is supported by recent studies of
suicide among immigrants in the United States. Howard 1. Kushner
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suggests a possible correlation between migration and suicide:

Migrants are both deserting and deserted. Migration itself may be a strategy
of risk-taking pursued by some who feel particularly self-destructive.
Migrants tended and tend to be people in search of self-transformation. To
the extent that such a change is either restricted or impossible, the guilt for
having rejected past values and rituals is intensified as the dream of
self-transformation fades.”

The feeling of alienation, he goes on to suggest, is exacerbated where the
ritual and social structures of support, which enable migrants to deal with
loss, have been abandoned and are not easily replaced.

The most telling evidence against the sexual jealousy argument is the
fact that the majority of the individuals who committed suicide in Fiji did
sosoon after arriving in the colony. As Table 4 shows,” three quarters of all
the suicides were committed within five years of arrival in the country.
Perhaps more significantly, it is interesting to note that a quarter of all the
suicides took place within the first six months of the immigrants reaching
the colony. Clearly, the first encounter with the new environment must
have been a traumatic and alienating experience for many. The process of
social disorganization began much earlier, on the overland journey to the
embarkation depots in Calcutta and Madras; it continued on the
claustrophobic sea journey that could last up to three months before the
introduction of steamships after the turn of the century. On the plantations,
the disruption of traditional social institutions, family life, caste affiliations,
kinship patterns and religious values—all of which gave the individuals a
sense of identity and security—continued. The work routine was relentless:
from dawn to dusk, five and a half days a week all year round. Hard
physical labour itself was not a novel experience to the immigrants, most
of whom came from a labouring background. What was new was the
absence of any respite from an endless round of repetitive work and an
almost total lack of freedom. The sudden realization that an intended
sojourn in Fiji would in all likelihood become permanent exile could have
been unbearable for some immigrants. There was no possibility of escape
from the five years of servitude, nor ordinarily was it possible to change
one's employer. Rigid enforcement of penal sanctions for even minor
breaches of the labour contract ensured compliance. Magistrates stuck to
the letter, rather than the spirit, of the law, whatever the provocation, with
the result that articulate employers always had the upper hand, obtaining
an astonishingly high level of prosecution, in most years over 75%.”” And,
the wider social environment outside the plantations did not offer attractive
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prospects for relaxation or escape, which invariably ended in capture, trial,
fine and an extension of indenture. The following observation is apt:

The immigrants find themselves in small groups in a strange and very
sparsely populated country. Labourers on many estates cannot during
holidays or weekends exchange the monotony of their daily lives for the
social attractions of an Indian town or village in the vicinity. The few Fijian
villages could have no attraction for Indians, who regarded their amiable
and interesting but rather primitive inhabitants as ‘jungalis’ (bush people).”

Table 4
Suicide and Time Lag

Months Females | Males Total | Percentage
0-6 3 62 65 22.3
7-12 3 20 23 7.9
13-18 - 20 20 6.9
19-24 3 16 - 19 6.9
25-30 3 16 19 6.5
31-36 4 16 20 6.9
37-42 1 9 10 34
43-48 2 11 13 46
49-54 2 14 16 5.5
55-60 1 10 11 38
61-72 1 15 16 55
9 years 2 17 19 6.5
12 years 3 20 23 7.9
Unknown 4 13 17 5.8
32 259 291 100.0

Further, a 'free' Fiji Indian society emerging from the debris of indenture
was, outside the established centres in south eastern Viti Levu, socially and
geographically dispersed and primarily functional in nature, and thus not
always in a position to provide cultural sustenance to the immigrants still
on the plantations. For the beleaguered and the most vulnerable there were,
evidently, few avenues for escape. But not all immigrants suffered equally.
Those who served on smaller plantations, or were fortunate in having good
managers and overseers, or found domestic and other supervisory work,
generally fared better than the field labourers. Life was marginally more
attractive in the more settled older plantation neighbourhoods. Certain
areas gained particular notoriety. Colonial Sugar Refining Company
plantations in Ba and Lautoka in western Viti Levu and Labasa in Vanua
Levu were especially notorious for the ill-treatment of indentured
labourers. There in 1904, for example, the percentage of prosecution for
labour offences in relation to the total indentured population ranged from
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25% to 42% for men and 22% to 33% for women. Infrequent inspections and
rigid enforcement of penal sanctions, even for minor breaches of labour
laws, were common because these were in the interest of the employers. As
Gillion writes, 'The paid overseer had little latitude and prosecuted
automatically since the company wanted extensions'.” Such a situation was
naturally conducive to a greater loss of self respect and inner helplessness
among the immigrants, especially those on remote, far-flung plantations.
The Register of Death figures for these three areas show that they
accounted altogether for 127 or 43.64% of all the Indian suicides.

Not all the different caste groups—over 200 of which were represented
in the emigrating indentured population—felt the hardships of the
plantation with the same intensity. Table 5% shows a significant, though not
conclusive, correlation between the suicide rate and the caste background
of the immigrants.

Table 5
Caste Background and Suicide -
Group Total Pop. % Rate
Emigrating | Females | Suicide | 1000/yr
Thakur 3416 24.7 25 0.18
Brahman 1535 33.2 8 0.13
Jat 708 85 7 0.25
Kurmi 2307 26.3 8 0.09
Kori 1942 29.0 9 0.12
Chamar 6087 352 18 0.07
Ahir 4197 26.9 23 0.14
Muslims 5455 34.9 16 0.07
South Indians 13511 28.1 98 0.37

There is an appreciable difference in the suicide rate of the lower castes
(Chamars) and the middling and higher castes (Jats, Brahmans and
Thakurs). The internal variations within these categories—the extremely
high rate of suicide among Jats and relatively low rate among
Brahmans—can only be noted but not explained because of the absence of
data. The broader differences between high and low castes can perhaps be
explained in social and economic terms. Chamars, to take the example of
the most prominent of the lower castes who emigrated to Fiji, were tanners
by traditional occupation, owned little land or other property and
constituted a permanent part of the large and mobile landless labouring
population in rural India in the 19th century at least. They were thus no
newcomers to strenuous labour, even of the most demanding type.
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Occupying the lowest place in the traditional Hindu caste hierarchy, they
must have found the new environment in Fiji more humane; it rewarded
individual achievement instead of celebrating divinely preordained social
hierarchy. The presence of a relatively large community of their caste may
have helped to provide the Chamars with a sense of group identity that
cushioned the effects of precipitate change. The disruption of caste and
commensality rules must have been a welcome change for them. Their
family life was probably more stable. Of the total female population who
emigrated to Fiji from North India, the largest numbers (16%) were
Chamars.* And finally more Chamar families emigrated: altogether 823
families or 17.8% of all indentured families leaving from Calcutta.®?

Among higher castes, on the other hand, the process of disruption was
perhaps more keenly felt. Outnumbered in an alien environment, socially
and economically weak, deprived of the support of the paraphernalia of
culture and religion that had buttressed their traditional position in village
India, they suffered more from the cultural upheaval and change that
emigration brought about. The ritual prescriptions regarding endogamy,
untouchability and commensality wereirrelevant or impossible to maintain
in the new context. Nor was it possible to check bogus claims of high status
among the lower castes. The levelling tendencies of the plantation and the
realization that they shared a common destiny as 'coolies’ with their lower
~ caste compatriots was perhaps a truth more difficult for them to accept than
it may have been for others. In 1890, Manesa, a Rajput (warrior caste) on
Navuso plantation, committed suicide because he was unable to face the
'indignity' of physical labour, especially when men of lower caste status
were put in positions of authority. He is reported to have told a friend
before his death: 'Here a man with a small amount of knowledge is made
a sirdar while another with good education has to do hard manual labour,
like myself'.® The plantation manager thought well of Manesa and was
even vaguely aware of his desire for some form of supervisory work, but
since the indentured labourer's pride prevented him from raising the
subject, nothing was done.

South Indians were widely believed to be ‘more prone to suicide' than
the rest of the indentured population, and officials frequently commented
on their perpetually despondent attitude, a tendency to long bouts of
nostalgia and homesickness. The Agent General of Immigration wrote in
1907 that the Madrasi immigrant was 'easily depressed and disposed to
suicide'.® Three years later, the Stipendiary Magistrate of Lautoka
concluded that the Madrasis are 'given to suicide for very slight reasons,
despondency, homesickness and such like'.®® The South Indians, however,



chalo jaiﬁaji 231

had their own reasons. One was their feeling of deception (or
misunderstanding according to the immigration officials) regarding the
nature and mode of employment they were promised before leaving India.
Many maintained adamantly that they had been promised jobs as clerks,
interpreters, teachers, policemen, soldiers and other such non-agricultural
occupations. Some remonstrated, correctly, that they were not fully
apprised of the details of indenture such as the inability to change
employers, the penal sanctions for breaches of the labour laws and the cost
of living in Fiji.* The Stipendiary Magistrate of Lautoka wrote in 1903:

The new Madrasi coolies gave a lot of trouble during the month. It occupied
a lot of time and infinite trouble during the month to make them thoroughly
understand their contract with the company. One man produced the
Agreement signed by the coolie in India and stated that there was nothing
in the Tamil translation about task work. He also stated that the work which
would be required of them was not properly explained to them before
leaving. I had subsequently to somewhat severely punish some of these
people for absolutely refusing to work.?

The unbending attitude of the Magistrate was grounded in his firm
belief in the sanctity of the contract and the assumption that the labourers
had entered into it voluntarily. The possibility that there may have been, as
there evidently was, some deception and fraud involved in the recruitment
procedures did not enter his mind. He wrote: I can only assume as before
stated that they, one and all, perfectly understand the terms and conditions
of their contract and the pains and penalties attaching thereto for non-
fulfilment'. For those who complained of deception and failed to getredress
of their grievance through legal channels, few other means were open.
Some tried to desert the plantations hoping, strangely, to reach India on
foot, but more often than not they ended up in a Fijian koro (village) from
where they were promptly returned to the authorities for punishment.”®
Some preferred death to continued plantation employment. One South
Indian committed suicide after only seven days on the plantation because
he 'despaired at what confronted him in the shape of work’, while another
committed suicide after complaining in vain 'about the hardness of work
and his inability to do the same'.® Another immigrant 'carried a cord with
him for weeks and threatened to take his life because he did not wish to
work'.”°

The South Indians also laboured under a number of disabilities. As
recent arrivals (after 1903), they were sent to newer areas to open up lands
for cultivation, away from the more settled Indian communities. There,
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problems resulting out of isolation and loneliness were compounded by the
unsupervised conduct of the overseers and sirdars. Inspections were
infrequent, assaults and general evasion of indenture regulations common.
And in such cases charges against sirdars and overseers did not often stick
‘on account of the witnesses being either talked over or threatened before
the hearing'.”!

Within the Indian community itself, the South Indians were the victims
of cultural and ethnic stereotypes of the North Indians who displayed all
the traditional Aryan prejudices towards the Dravidian South Indians.
Their generally smaller physique and darker skin, their different customs
and unfamiliar tongues, were all subjects for North Indians' disparaging
cultural comment and patronizing humour. This practice continues to the
present day, though in a much more muted form. Extensive social
intercourse and intermarriage between North and South Indians are still
uncommon. The cultural prejudices had their roots in the basic Hindu
religious texts recited on the plantations on Sundays and holidays.
Tulsidas's Ramcharitramanas reinforced existing attitudes. Thebook is based
on the story of the trials of exiled Lord Rama, a king of Northern India, and
his eventual victory over the demon-king Ravana of Sri Lanka. The latter's
followers, supposedly ancestral cousins of the South Indians, were
portrayed as lesser human beings. Oral tradition has it that on some of the
plantations South Indians were allowed the part of monkeys in Rama's
army in the annual Ramlila festivals. The South Indians, then, grappled
with two problems: the rigour of plantation work and the social oppression
of the dominant North Indian Hindu consciousness. The stress showed in
their higher suicide rate.

Besides the North-South division, there were differences in suicide rate
along religious lines as well. Among the Hindus, the suicide rate was
almost twice that among the Muslims, 4.5 per thousand to 2.9 per
thousand.”? These differences cannot be accounted for in terms of
employment practices on the plantations, for all immigrants were worked
and housed together with no special recognition of their caste, religion or
social status. Rather, the difference was a function of the cultural meaning
of suicide among Hindus and Muslims as well as of the social evolution of
the two communities in Fiji. For Muslims suicide is a grave sin. It is an act
of rebellion against the divine will of Allah, a defiance of divinely
sanctioned kismet or preordained destiny. One Islamic tradition, according
to Riaz Hassan, attributes to the Prophet Mohammed the view that
'‘whosoever shall kill himself shall suffer in the fire of hell and shall be
excluded from heaven forever'. Hassan further suggests that the ‘ethical
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influence of Islam, in its sense of obligation to make the acceptance of
Providence the cardinal factor in obedience to Allah, has been an effective
determinant of conduct, and its doctrine of future retribution has been
efficacious in strengthening this virtue of active resignation to the will of
Allah'.” Complementing this theological injunction against self-inflicted
death was the fact that the Muslims, as a minority group within the Fiji
Indian community, were able to preserve theirreligious and cultural values
to a far greater degree than the Hindus. Andrews observed of the Muslims:
‘They held together more, and even though they did not observe, to any
great extent, the stated hours of prayer, yet they were proud of the fact that
they were Musulmans, and this gave them a dignity of their own'.”

Hinduism, on the other hand, does not have a clearly defined position
on the moral problems arising out of self-induced death.” The Rig Veda has
an ambivalent position on suicide; later Upanishads appear, with some
exceptions, to have censured the practice; while the Dharmasastras viewed
suicide by poisoning, fire, hanging, drowning, jumping off a cliff or tree
with disfavour but not social-religious suicide such as Suttee or drowning
at the confluence of sacred rivers. Thus Brahmans suffering from disease or
great misfortune were allowed, at various times in Indian history, to take
their own lives. For death, after all, did not mean the end of life according
to the law of karma or transmigration; it simply meant passage into another
life the form of which was determined by one's deeds in this one. As a verse
in one of the Upanishads puts it: Tt is the body that dies when left by the self;
the self does not die'. The tenets of Hinduism could thus be extended to
rationalize suicide as an escape from narak or the hell of indenture. Added
to this was the fact that the organizational structure of Hinduism, sustained
by temples and priests and embroidered in a rich tapestry of rituals and
ceremonies, could not be maintained during the indenture period. And
religion occupied, as it still does today, a central place in the lives of
Hindus, especially of the higher castes. Andrews captures the spiritual
poverty of Hindu life in Fiji thus:

Everything that could be recognized as Hindu has departed, and with this,
the religious spirit has departed also. The yearly round of sacred festivals,
which form so much of the brightness of a Hindu woman's life in India, is
confined to a couple of days, of which the greatest is no Hindu festival atall.
The impoverishment of life, which has taken place, can hardly be
understood in all its pathos, except by Hindus themselves . . . Hindu
degradation could go no lower.”

Death by suicide is a problem that almost defies accurate analysis. It is



234 veil o]t dishonour

seldom possible to understand the true intentions behind the act, a problem
that has been noted from the very beginning of the study of the subject.
Durkheim wrote: 'Intent is too intimate a thing to be interpreted by another.
It even escapes self observation'.”” Karl Meninger, another leading theorist,
agreed: 'The analysis of motive is made difficult not only because of the
untrustworthiness of conscious and obvious motives but especially by
reason of the fact that a successful suicide is beyond study'.”® And yet the
astonishingly self -confident colonial officials in Fiji, themselves a world
removed from the cultural and social life of the indentured labourers,
seized upon a single factor and blamed sexual jealousy, arising out of the
supposed immoral character of the indentured women, as the main cause
of suicide among the Indians. This singular emphasis is questionable, and
evidence points directly to the social and cultural disorganization and
violence thatemigration and indenture entailed. There was sexual jealousy
on the Fiji plantations, as it is bound to be present in any comparable
situation of abnormal sex ratio. But suicide on the part of the Indian
indentured labourers represented something more: it was both a cry of
despair and an act of protest directed ultimately at the principles and ethics
of the indenture system itself. In its own way, suicide was a rational and
understandable response to a terrible and alienating situation. As Arthur
Schopenhauer has written: 'It will generally be found that as soon as the
terrors of life reach the point where they outweigh the terrors of death, a
man will putan end to hislife'.”” It would seem that the 300 Indian men and
women in Fiji who committed suicide had reached that point.
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