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trINIDaD tO INDIa, 1838-1955

inTroducTion

For over three-quarters of a century (1838-1920), British, Danish, Dutch, 
and French governments transported an estimated 500,000 indentured Indian 
laborers from the Indian subcontinent to the caribbean.1 the laborers were 
distributed over British Guiana (238,960), trinidad (143,939), suriname 
(43,404), Guadeloupe (42,236), Jamaica (37,027), Martinique (25,404), 
French Guiana (8,500), Grenada (3,200), Belize (3,000), st. Vincent (2,472), 
st. lucia (2,300), st. Kitts (361), Nevis (342), and st. croix (325) (roopnarine 
2006a:6). the arrival of indentured laborers corresponded with a labor short-
age, arising from the abolition of slavery in the nineteenth-century caribbean 
and disjunctive colonial capitalist development in India. the indentured labor-
ers were drawn principally from north and south India and varied in age, gen-
der, religion, and language. the largest group was that of single young males 
between the ages of twenty and thirty, while families, children, and single 
women made up the minority. the female-male ratio of Indian migrants was 
as low as 3 to 100 but climbed gradually to 40 to 100 towards the end of the 
indentured service. the religious composition of the migrant group mirrored 
the religious distribution in India: 84 percent were Hindus while 16 percent 
were Muslims and other religions (Mohapatra 1995:231). the indentured 
laborers were recruited from principally the middle and lower castes. they 
spoke a variety of languages such as Bengali, Punjabi, Hindu, urdu, Oriya, 
Nepali, Gujerati, telugu, tamil, Oraons, santals, Vanga, radha, Varendra, 

1. I am grateful to Wenda stephenson, shelly anslyn-Jones, and celia Prince-richard 
at the university of the Virgin Islands library for locating and requesting material for this 
article. special thanks to Jennifer l. roopnarine for her comments and criticisms on the 
earlier draft of the article.
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rajbangshi, Magahi, Maithili, shadri, awadhi, Bhojpuri, eastern and Western 
Hindi, Bangaru, ajmeri, and tondai Nadu (Vertovec 1992:93).

the colonial Indian government agreed to send these indentured gir-
mityas (agreement-signers) or kismet (I will go) to labor overseas but was 
powerless in protecting them from abuses.  the most fundamental problem 
with the indenture system was that general welfare of Indian laborers was not 
of great concern to the caribbean planters. there emerged on the caribbean 
plantations a perfect divorce between power and responsibility. Without a 
doubt, the indenture system was designed to help the world capitalist econ-
omy in general and the planter class in particular, but not the indentured 
laborers, who were expected to be marginal beneficiaries of the indenture 
system. authors like Hugh tinker (1974), Keith laurence (1994), Brinsley 
samaroo (1982), Walton look lai (1993), Verene shepherd (1994), Basdeo 
Mangru (1987), and rosemarijn Hoefte (1998) have shown persuasively how 
indentured Indian laborers were kidnapped, lured, and duped into indentured 
service. these authors have also demonstrated how the indentured laborers 
were ridiculed and maltreated in the depot, on the sea voyage, on the sugar 
plantations as well as in their own isolated communities. restrictions were 
placed on the laborers’ mobility. the laborers were not allowed to leave the 
plantation without a pass. Moreover, the indentured laborers did not have the 
right to bargain for better wages or to refuse allocated work. even their right 
to a return passage to their native country was manipulated. ex-indentured 
Indian laborers were forced to contribute significantly to the cost of their 
return passage and were discouraged from taking the return passage at all, 
with the planters encouraging them to accept small parcels of land instead 
of it.

Despite these glaring irregularities, the colonial Indian government 
encouraged continuous emigration from India to the caribbean with super-
ficial modification. the Indian government promoted emigration mainly to 
provide job opportunities for its citizens and to generate revenues via remit-
tances. the Indian government insisted that it was better for India that ex-
indentured laborers return home with their savings and that their place in the 
caribbean be taken by others who were in need of employment.2  However, 
the government’s colonized status impaired its ability to carry out mandated 
responsibilities such as managing and monitoring indentured immigration 
regulations. the end result was an inefficient and ineffective supervised 
indenture system.3 sir William Des Voeux, a magistrate in British Guiana, 
espoused the idea that the magistrates, emigration agents, and the colonial 

2. British Parliamentary Papers (hereafter PP), 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part 
I: Report of the Committee on Emigration from India to the Crown Colonies and 
Protectorates (sanderson commission), p. 105.
3. Beaumont 1871, look lai 1993, roopnarine 2006a, shepherd 1994.
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governors were receptive and subservient to the views of planters and indif-
ferent to the plight of indentured servants. He stated furthermore that duties 
were cruelly neglected and justice was perverted in the colonies.4

critics like rosemarijn Hoefte (1987, 2005), Kusha Haraksingh (1987), 
Basdeo Mangru (1996), radica Mahase (2008), lomarsh roopnarine (2006a), 
among others, show that Indian laborers were abused in the caribbean but 
also argue that the laborers manipulated the indenture system, through tech-
niques of physical and psychological resistance, to their benefit. In particular, 
the argument is that peasant rebellions and resistances in colonial society 
could only be understood by looking at ordinary, everyday actions which are 
not blatant. therefore it is important to place peasants’ resistance within the 
realm of their own context and value system. the peasants’ art of resistance 
is camouflaged and their conformity as well as compliance to power is really 
the outer form of submission, when in actuality, underneath this behavior 
there is symbolic and ideological resistance (see scott 1985).

a similar analytical approach can be used to understand the under-
researched side of Indian social re-adjustment or the normal return to their 
social structure and material base as well as their remigration or the sec-
ond-term migration of ex-indentured laborers from India to the caribbean. 
throughout the indenture period, there was a small and continuous inflow 
of second- and third-term Indian indentured laborers from India to the 
caribbean. some migrants served five to fifteen years in the caribbean and 
returned to India but decided to go back to the caribbean. Other migrants 
served indenture in other parts of the world (Mauritius, Fiji, and Natal) and 
chose the caribbean instead of returning to their original indentured destina-
tions. these migratory dynamics make the indenture system more complex 
and, above all, pose some serious challenges to the existing scholarship on 
Indo-caribbean indenture. 

the fundamental scholarship on Indo-caribbean indenture reveals and 
replicates a historical analysis of a neoslave system. Indian indentured labor-
ers were perceived as victims and the powerful colonial regime as leaving 
no room for the struggle against diverse forms of institutional and ideo-
logical domination. Moreover, the literature reveals that indentured Indians 
were taken to the caribbean, manipulated to stay there, or returned to India 
when their contracts expired. although scholars acknowledge these views, 
questions about the Indian experience in the caribbean remain. Why would 
indentured servants continue to come to work in a system that repeatedly 
failed to protect them from the worst forms of abuse? Why were second- 
and third-term migrants so eager to come to the caribbean when the colo-
nial government did not actively promote their remigration? Full answers 

4. PP, 1871, XX (c. 393-I), General Report of the Colonial Land and Emigration 
Commissioners, Treatment of Immigrants in British Guiana, p. 183.
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to these questions are missing, but an examination into them will provide 
a balanced view of Indo-caribbean indenture. the main objectives of this 
article are to examine the reasons why so many ex-indentured east Indian 
laborers returned home when they were induced to stay in the caribbean, to 
assess the re-adjustment problems they encountered in their homeland, and 
finally to analyze their reasons for migrating to the caribbean for a second 
and even third time. the focus of the article is really on the english-speaking 
caribbean, mainly British Guiana and trinidad. some supporting refer-
ences will be given to suriname and other caribbean islands where Indians 
were indentured. the sources were gathered from Indian record Office and 
the colonial record Office in london, the Guyana National archives, the 
university of the West Indies library in st. augustine, personal interviews, 
and from a systematic review of secondary sources.  

reaSonS for reTurning To india

the indenture system was intended to substitute the loss of slave labor in the 
nineteenth-century caribbean, as former slaves gradually drifted from the 
plantations for better opportunities elsewhere. the indenture system was thus 
expected to provide a temporary, not a permanent, labor force. Indeed, in the 
initial stages, the labor system proceeded as expected as indentured laborers 
were recycled from India to the caribbean for periods ranging from three to 
ten years. In the signed or finger-printed contracts, the laborers worked and 
returned when their service expired. the Indian government also insisted that 
migrants have the right to a return passage mainly to protect Indian laborers 
from abuses abroad.5

the planters’ desire to reduce costs, however, changed  the regular return 
of ex-indentured Indian laborers to their homeland. By the mid-1850s, the 
planters argued that east Indians should re-indenture for another five years, 
receive a $50 bounty and qualify for free return passages. the argument 
gained currency, and in British Guiana between 1850 and 1851, 2,210 Indians 
re-indentured and received bounties of $107,410 (roopnarine 2008:210)
while in trinidad in 1865, 5,920 Indians re-indentured and received boun-
ties of $291,800.6 a decade later, the planters again pushed for a change in 
the return policy, arguing for the right to a return passage to be exchanged 
for grants of land (about 10 acres) in the caribbean (roopnarine 2006b). 
the planters’ reasons for requesting the change of policy were that it was 

5. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part I: Report of the Committee on Emigration 
from India to the Crown Colonies and Protectorates (sanderson commission), p. 105.
6. PP, 1866, XVI (3341), Twenty-sixth General Report of the Colonial Land and 
Emigration Commissioners, Irish university Press, p. 28.
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too expensive to send back indentured laborers and that it made little sense 
to invest in indentured laborers and then send them back home so quickly. 
they also insisted that the regular return of Indians was draining the labor 
market and demanding large sums of money. For example, in British Guiana, 
the amount paid for return passages of Indian immigrants from 1850 to 1870 
was $478,217 and in Jamaica between 1891 and 18957 22,710ƒ were paid 
(shepherd 1985:21). they insisted that these sums of money be spent in the 
caribbean colonies, not India (roopnarine 2008).  

the main reason, however, for not sending back ex-indentured Indian 
laborers was to avoid financial responsibility. this became more evident 
when the planters influenced the colonial officialdom to change the laws 
to suit their needs. law 12 of 1879, section I, was introduced stating that 
returnees had to contribute one-fourth of the passage money for males and 
one-sixth for females. this law was subsequently amended by law 2 of 1899, 
which increased the portion of passage money payable by immigrants by 
one-half for males and one-third for females. Destitute or disabled migrants 
with dependents were entitled to a free return passage. this remained in 
effect until the end of the indenture system in 1920.8

In spite of the planters’ determination to encourage Indian laborers to 
stay in Karma Bhumi (“land of work”; the caribbean), an estimated 175,000 
of 500,000 indentured Indians brought to the caribbean from 1838 to 1920 
returned to their Janma Bhumi (“land of birth”; India). the return rate was 
around 8 percent a year and some laborers contributed to or paid their pas-
sage in full. the following table provides a sample of returnees during the 
first half of the indenture system.

table 1. return Migration from British Guiana, Jamaica, and trinidad to calcutta, 1850-
1869

colony Period adults children Infants total Deaths landed
B.Guiana 1850-69 5,435 702 168 6,305 379 5,547
Jamaica 1853-58 1,459 182 81 1,722 54 1,670
trinidad 1851-69 3,082 425 66 3,573 164 3,439

source: PP, 1870 (c. 196), Thirtieth General Report of the Colonial Land and Emigration 
Commissioners, appendix no. 23, p. 92.

7. PP, 1871, XX (c. 393-I), General Report of the Colonial Land and Emigration 
Commissioners, Treatment of Immigrants in British Guiana, p. 183.
8. PP, 1910, XXVIl (cd. 5192-5194), Part III: Report of the Committee on the 
Emigration, appendix: British Guiana, return Passage, paragraph no. 119, 13, and appen-
dix Jamaica, p. 75.
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D.W.D. comins (1893b:26) reported that from 1850-91, 12,082 Indians 
returned from trinidad to India. the statistics for the Immigration agent 
General report of 1881 indicate that from 1843 to 1881, 17,235 Indians left 
British Guiana for India. From the same colony in 1929, 520 Indians departed 
from Georgetown for calcutta.9

the ex-indentured Indian laborers differed in the time they spent in the 
caribbean, how they adapted to plantation life, their age and gender, whether 
they were entitled to a free return passage, and in their reasons for returning. 
an example of their heterogeneity is the 865 passengers who, in 1936, sailed 
on the Ganges from Georgetown to calcutta. Fifteen of them were given pas-
sages after ten years in British Guiana, 576 went back with assisted passages, 
17 paid their own passage, and 257 were sent back as paupers. the ages of 
these returnees were as follows: 89 persons were under the age of ten; 89 
between 11 and 20 years, 39 between 21 and 30 years, 43 between 31 and 40 
years, 351 between 41 and 50 years, 202 between 51 and 60 years, and 52 
over 60 years.10

the ex-indentured laborers’ reasons for returning were not clear mainly 
since we did not hear from ex-indentured laborers themselves. However, we 
can make speculations from colonial records, dispositions, and from the con-
temporary voices of caribbean Indian descendants.11  there were indentured 
servants who had served their terms of contract either for the first or second 
term and were entitled by law to a free return passage, at least until the 1890s, 
to India. these migrants wished to return because they were interested in 
using the indenture system to earn wages and did not develop any permanent 
attachments to the caribbean. Many of these migrants may have had a bad 
experience with the indenture system in that they were not entirely aware of 
true nature of the labor rules and expectations. Perhaps some of them were 
even duped into coming to the caribbean and were just waiting for their con-
tract to expire so they could leave. Many secondary sources show that some 
Indians left under a false pretext (Mangru 1987, shepherd 1994). 

some ex-indentured laborers came to the caribbean to work and save 
enough money to buy a piece of land, rejoin their waiting families, and settle 
in their village in India (roopnarine 2006b:320). Others were transmigra-
tory migrants, that is, they were aware that the indenture system provided 
job opportunities elsewhere. these ex-indentured laborers were returning 

9. Annual Report of the Agent-General (hereafter aIG), 1881, British Guiana: Report 
of the Immigration Agent General for British Guiana for the Year 1880, Demerara, p. 6.
10. aIG, 1937, British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for British 
Guiana for the Year 1936, pp. 3-4.
11. In a personal interview with Brinsley samaroo in early July 2008, he says that the 
post-indenture returnees did voice their desire to return to India. Dr. samaroo recorded 
this information in a book he recently helped to edit and publish.  see Dabydeen 2007.
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home to contract themselves to another colony. For example, in 1920, 44 
ex-indentured laborers from Natal, south africa arrived in British Guiana to 
work on the sugar plantations.12 

On almost every return ship from the caribbean to India, there were pau-
pers, invalids, and insane, who unfortunately had no choice but to return 
because the colonies did not want them because of the economic liability they 
represented, and because for the most part, they were entitled to a free pas-
sage back to India as stipulated in the labor contracts. For instance, in 1929, 
on the return ship the Sutlej from Georgetown to India with 520 ex-indentured 
laborers, there were 97 paupers.13 some Hindu ex-indentured laborers wanted 
to spend their last years meditating (sanyasi) and eventually to die in their 
homeland (samaroo 1982:52). contemporary ethnographic research supports 
the view that caribbean Hindu Indians continue to display religious nostalgia 
for India with regard to birth and death rites there. there has been an eternal 
call for the Ganges among Indians in the caribbean, especially in the later 
stages of their life (Dabydeen et al. 2007:xlvii-lxi; rajkumar 1951:36). 

there were also Indians who wanted to leave because of economic hard-
ships and appalling working conditions in the caribbean, as the Moyne 
commission’s report of 1930 testifies (Dabydeen et al. 2007:xlvii-lxi; 
rajkumar 1951:52). some ex-indentured laborers mistakenly believed that 
India had achieved independence and wanted to return to a free India (roop-
narine 2006b:320). Moreover, by the 1940s, ethnic tensions between the 
africans and Indians had reached a breaking point in British Guiana as the 
country was moving towards independence (Dabydeen et al. 2007:lii-liii). 
Many Indians feared living in an independent nation dominated by afro-
caribbeans and therefore chose to return to India. Finally, some Indians 
returned home simply because “there is no place like home”.14

still, many Indians returned because they had saved enough money in 
the caribbean and were ready to take these savings back with them to India. 
the opportunity to save and remit money and jewelry was, after all, one 
main reason that pushed Indians to leave their homeland and work in the 
caribbean. On the ship Malabar, which sailed from British Guiana to India 
in 1879, the statistics showed that ex-indentured Indians took back with them 
savings of $43, 477, and a jewel worth of $49, 477. the average remittance 

12. aIG, 1921, British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 
1920, p. 1.
13. aIG, 1930, British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 
1929, p. 2.
14. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Mr. Francis Evelyn Mohammed Hosein, Minutes of evidence, July 16, 1909, 
paragraph no. 9730, p. 313.
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was £27, 12s, 3p.15 the immigration agent James crosby of British Guiana 
reported that from November 1850 to December 1877 twenty-seven ships 
sailed from British Guiana to the Port of calcutta with 9, 833 Indians and 
among them 5, 680 deposited $903, 556, an average of $159.00. From the 
same colony but to the Port of Madras, from 1851 to 1859, seven ships took 
1, 444 Indians and among them 333 deposited a total of $56, 525, which is 
an average of $169.00 per person.16 the following table shows how much 
savings individual ex-indentured Indians took with them from the ship the 
Ganges, which traveled from British Guiana in 1907.

table 2. savings taken Back from British Guiana to India in 1907

Name Gender Occupation residence total savings ($)
rampersad male driver Pouderoyen 1,100
Jasoda female weeder albouystown 750
Beharry male shovelman Peter’s Hall 600
Badlu male barber Blairmont 420
Bebidin male goldsmith Port Mourant 420
shewbahadur male shovelman Bath 400
Pargasia female weeder ruimveldt 360
Dheunki male shovelman albion 310
Debaran male shovelman albion 300
ramdari male weeder albion 300
Jhakri male weeder No. 59 Village 250
ramkali female weeder albion 225
Kaino sing male shovelman enmore 220
Gonesh male shovelman Bath 209

source: aIG, 1907, British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 
1906-7, Demerara, pp. 10-11.

some interesting observations may be gleaned from these data. these 
figures do not include material savings, such as jewelry, which means that 
Indians might have taken back more savings than documented. Oliver 
William Warner, the Protector of Immigrants for trinidad, told the sanderson 
commission that returned Indians did not declare large quantities of jew-

15. IaG, 1880, British Guiana, Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 
1879, Demerara, p. 7.
16. aIG, 1878, British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 
1877, royal Gazette, Demerara, p. vi.
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elry but stuck them in belts around their waist.17 Furthermore, on an aver-
age, more males than females returned to India with savings. this was not 
unusual since fewer women were associated with the indenture system. 
Women might also have had a lesser desire to go back home since it was 
believed that they came to the caribbean to emancipate themselves (emmer 
1986), perhaps never to return to India. the savings that Indians earned did 
not come solely from indentured service but from other occupations like 
shop-keeping, money-lending, cow-keeping, and cane-farming.18 Finally, the 
data is not representative of all returned migrants. Many did go back with 
enough savings to justify their stay in the caribbean. a majority, however, 
went back with average of $300-500 after being in the caribbean for about 
three to ten years, if not more. Other ex-indentured servants went back penni-
less. One has to take into consideration that indentured Indian laborers were 
earning on an average about 25 to 30 cents a day. 

unfortunately, remitted money did not always reach the designees. When 
Indians left their homeland they were told that if they were to die in the 
caribbean the facilities were there to transfer their savings and properties to 
their families in India.19 However, some designees were not found because 
their villages had vanished in natural disasters, or because they had died. 
Other designees were constantly on the move looking for jobs and were diffi-
cult to trace. Part of the problem was also manufactured by the colonial offi-
cials. Names and places were misspelled and mismatched. colonel Duncan 
G. Pitcher revealed that the agents sometimes had balances on their hands 
because the spelling of the names was so “transmogrified between the reg-
istration and the departure for the colonies that it was no wonder they could 
not find the villages.”20

17. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Mr. Oliver Warner, Minutes of Evidence, March 26, 1909, paragraph no. 587, 
p. 25.
18. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Mr. Oliver Warner, Minutes of Evidence, March 26, 1909, paragraph no. 588, 
p. 25.
19. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Mr. Oliver Warner, March 26, 1909, paragraph no. 720, p. 30.
20. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Colonel Duncan G. Pitcher, Minutes of Evidence, June 7, 1909, paragraph 
no. 4775, p. 176.
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readJuSTmenT challengeS in india

Indian social structure, and its transferal to the caribbean, plays a crucial role 
in understanding the readjustment challenges return Indian laborers faced in 
India. William J. Duiker and Jackson J. spielvogel (2007:43-47) insist that 
the aryan invaders imposed in India the rigid caste system that persists with 
only minor changes down to the present day. subsequently, caste was formed 
and dictated by, and functioned according to the laws of Manu, which is 
really a theoretical treatise on the social order of Hinduism from the point 
view of the Brahmans. 

there are thousands of castes and subcastes (jati) in India. caste, how-
ever, is traditionally ranked within four varnas: Brahmin (priests), Kshatriya 
(rulers and warriors), Vaisyas (merchants, agriculturalists, and tradesmen), 
and sudras (laborers).  caste is essentially an enclosed form of social stratifi-
cation which orders its members according to skin color or parental religion, 
insists on endogamy, and guards against ritual pollution by restricting contact 
between members of different castes (senart 1930:94). caste revolves around 
separation, internal cohesion, interdependence, hierarchy, ritual purity, and 
pollution. louis Dumont (1980) argues that caste has been so fundamental 
to the core cultural values of India’s traditions and civilization that every 
other entity, including politics, was subjected to its dominance. according 
to Dumont, caste is a religious system that has survived unchanged from the 
ancient times.

recent scholars like Bernard cohn (1996) and Nicholas Dirks (1987) have 
challenged such essentialist views of caste. they have questioned how much 
of the Indian caste system has been really a continuation of ancient social 
practices, whether it was instead a result of British colonial rule. In other 
words, was caste in India invented by British colonialism and Orientalism?  
cohn argues that India was reconfigured to meet the expectations of British 
colonialism so that the colonizer would have absolute control and command. 
India, he wrote, was redefined by the British to be a place of rules and orders, 
and when this was achieved to the satisfaction of the colonizers, Indians had 
to conform to these constructions (cohn 1996:162). this was done through 
colonial census-takers, language, and legislation. caste was, therefore, a 
colonial invention. Dirks also argues in his two classic studies, The Hollow 
Crown: Ethnohistory of an Indian Kingdom (1987) and Castes of Mind: 
Colonialism and the Making of Modern India (2001) that caste was a not a 
basic core value of ancient India, but a colonial invention. Before the British 
entered India, caste had more functions than just upholding religious and 
social orders. It was central to the political process that shaped precolonial 
India. caste was not the only form of social identity. Other significant units 
of identification existed, such as the region, the village, and the residential 
temple community. Dirks (1987, 2001) posits that caste was a product of colo-
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nial knowledge, a conscious design of British colonial policy in India. the 
British used caste to organize India’s diverse social groups to benefit them-
selves, mainly to have control over India’s population and resources. susan 
Bayly (1999:365) concludes that “no one model or explanatory formula can 
account for either the durability or the dynamism of caste.” It appears, how-
ever, that caste has hybrid origins, particularly during the period of British 
colonial rule, in India. caste was started and shaped by Indian civilization 
and was transformed, or even solidified, under British colonialism.

What happened to the Indian caste structure in the caribbean? Was caste 
sustained, transformed, or did it disappear? Was caste reinvented in the 
caribbean the same way that cohn and Dirks say it was for colonial India?  
the answer to these questions lies in an examination of the types of caste 
that were brought to the caribbean. the indentured laborers were recruited 
mainly from north-west Provinces, Oudh, Fyzabad, Gonda, and Basti in the 
united Province. a majority were from the middle and low castes, although 
a small but significant number of Hindus came from the upper caste. the 
following Indian immigration report in 1873-74 shows categories of caste 
among caribbean indentured Indians. 

table 3. caste categories among caribbean Indentured Indians

caste and religion British caribbean French caribbean Dutch caribbean
Hindus, Brahmins, 
high castes 1,454 410 514

agriculturalists 3,281 799 1,012
artisans 875 292 255
low castes 4,951 1,249 1,158
Muslims 1,845 467 580
christians 28 1 4
total 12,434 3,218 3,523

source: India Emigration Proceedings, Annual Reports of the Protector of Emigrants at 
Calcutta for 1873-74, (December 1874, no.1), p. 363.

Bridget Brereton (1974:26) shows for trinidad that the Brahmin and 
other high castes were 18 percent, artisan 8.5 percent, agricultural castes 32 
percent, and low castes 41.5 percent. For Guyana, raymond smith (1959:34-
39) suggests that high caste were 13.6 percent; artisan 8.5 percent; low castes 
31.1 percent.  these figures may not be totally accurate simply because some 
indentured servants falsified their caste status to gain a new higher status in 
the caribbean, although it was not easy to gain this higher status (clarke 
1967:177).
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the caste system in the caribbean has received substantial attention and 
practically all studies have agreed that caste was transformed and virtually 
disappeared (Davids 1964:383-96; Nevadomsky 1980:434-36; Niehoff & 
Niehoff 1960). ravindra K. Jain (2004:180) writes that removing Indians 
from their home and placing them as individual indentured laborers in for-
eign colonies “struck a deathblow to caste as a traditional functional system 
of social stratification in the new setting.” the caste system began to break 
down in the holding depot in India and on the voyage to the caribbean. all 
Indian emigrants, regardless of caste, were huddled together in a small space 
and were forced to share food and intermix (speckmann 1965). Western-
oriented plantation work routine paid scant attention to caste rules based 
on purity and interdependence. christian missionary efforts, especially by 
the Presbyterians, aimed at the conversion of Indians from Hinduism to 
christianity, sped up the transformation of the caste structure. the influence 
of missionary activities was more profound in the school system, despite 
resistance from the Brahmins and Indian leaders. unstable family patterns, 
that is, a skewed sex ratio, the distance between India and the caribbean, 
the cultural differences between the east and West, and the religious and 
linguistic diversity of the immigrants and their different geographical origins 
contributed to the overall breakdown of the caste system in the caribbean.21 

One overlooked reason for the disappearance of caste in the caribbean 
has been the initiatives of Indian migrants themselves through conscious 
motivations. Bayly (1999:154-55) demonstrates that by the nineteenth cen-
tury Indian caste was viewed as “incubus” which considered caste as a per-
nicious force, the “golden chain,” which regarded caste as a spiritual entity, 
and “corporation” which saw caste as jati, an ethnographic fact of Indian life 
and a source of historical national strength. Whether in real life the average 
Indian lived in accordance with Bayly’s theoretical categorization is not pre-
cisely known. But what is certain is that Indians who left for the caribbean 
realized that the caste system was not a fixed social structure, but they did 
not have the power to challenge and change it.  they did realize that caste 
was a major obstacle to freedom, personal growth and development, and 
that above all, it was caste restrictions that pushed them to the caribbean. 
therefore, whenever opportunities surfaced, Indians attempted to redefine 
the caste structure in the caribbean:

In an environment where conditions and thought patterns of life were 
changing and memories and identities were being re-evaluated and re-
constructed one would expect the dissonant and dissident low-caste 
Indians to be diametrically opposed to the consecrative and ceremonial 
caste ideologies of patriotism. Indeed, there was the development of a sub-

21. Hoefte 1998, schwartz 1967, singer 1967, smith & Jayawardena 1967.
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culture within a sub-culture in which the semi-free play of polarities and 
pluralities repeatedly characterized indentured communities. low caste 
servants grabbed the slightest opportunity, though within certain limita-
tions, to abandon the traditional caste system and adapt semi-Western 
ways. (roopnarine 2006a:71)

the process of caste disappearance was gradual. By two decades after the 
collapse of the indenture system (1920), caste existed only in symbolic forms. 
What emerged were two interesting phenomena. the first was a reversal of 
the caste system to a point where it can be argued that Indians re-entered into 
a new caste structure in the caribbean. the low caste became the best work-
ers, the middle caste the good workers, and the upper caste the worst workers 
(Moore 1977:98). this caste reversal can be described as the de-institution-
alization and re-institutionalization of the caribbean Indian social structure 
according to plantation system expectations (Jain 2004:108). the upper caste 
was perceived to resist work, to stir riots, and to question the food while the 
lower and middle caste followed and obeyed, for the most part, indenture 
rules and regulations. the second was that the caste system was transformed 
into two extreme forms: high and low nation, reflected more racial class 
characteristics (Jain 2004:181). the Brahmin influence, however, still per-
sisted (Van der Veer & Vertevoc 1991).

By the end of the indenture system, the social structure of the caribbean 
Indian population was markedly different from that in their homeland. the 
caste structure diluted and began to share Indian-caribbean bred social char-
acteristics. trinidadian historian Brinsley samaroo (1982:59) states that

the caste system was replaced by a bond forged by common experience 
of life in the compound in calcutta prior to departure for the colonies as 
well as shared happy and unhappy moments on the ocean crossing. this 
“brother hood of the boat” (Jahagi Bhai) formed a new bond among immi-
grants which cut across caste/religious barriers and persists even today 
among the descendants of the original “jahagis.” 

alongside these changes there was the arrival of fresh migrants or casuals 
who brought with them the caste social structure. though the new arrivals 
entered a predominantly Hindu environment as opposed to a creole com-
munity, it was different from India. these individuals, over time, without 
even realizing it, either rejected creolization, adjusting or assimilating to 
the changing caste system. the changes exemplified a sort of hybridization 
of Indian social structure and locality, a mixture of caste and class and a 
mixture of India and the caribbean. the planters, on their part, were cogni-
zant of these internal dynamics and used them to maintain control over the 
indentured Indians. On other occasions, it was convenient for the planters to 
lump all Indians into one community on the premise that this community was 
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developing and defending its own interests. therefore, the internal changes, 
as far as is known, were not fully documented. the consequence is that we 
cannot say precisely what percentage of indentured Indians lived by their 
changed social structure. the ex-indentured laborers, however, spent enough 
time in the caribbean to witness and experience a different social structure 
from their homeland. their re-adjustment to home then has to be analyzed 
within the framework of how they were perceived by their own communities 
in India and by their caribbean experience, especially those who returned as 
late as in the 1950s. the last return ship, the Resurgent, left British Guiana in 
1955 with 235 returnees.

Hindu customs in India dictated that crossing kala pani was a curse, to be 
punished with caste expulsion.  the fundamental view of those indentured 
laborers who had gone to the caribbean was that they had violated the caste 
rules.22 However, the injunction against sea travel was applied mainly to the 
higher caste. to nineteenth-century Indians, sea travel meant a movement 
from a shared community to an uncertain distant place which represented 
pain and suffering. the ex-indentured Indian laborers on their return to India 
were seen and treated like tapuhas, strange island people. Mahatma Gandhi 
commented that these people were social lepers who did not even know the 
language of the people: 

they all looked famished. their lot is the lowest ebb of human misery. 
the fact that the majority of these men are colonial born aggravates their 
misery … these men are neither Indian nor colonial. they have no Indian 
culture in the foreign land they go to, save what they picked up from their 
uncultured half-dis-Indianised parents. they are colonial in that they are 
debarred access to the colonial, i.e., Western culture. they are therefore 
out of the frying pan into the fire. there, at least they had some money 
and a kind of a home. Here they are social lepers, not even knowing the 
language of the people.23

this is an overstatement since Indians were returning to a familiar environ-
ment. But certainly caribbean Indian-born children would have encountered 
problems of adjustment to an unfamiliar social caste system, especially in 
light of their caribbean christianization experience. this is not to say that 
caribbean Indians were living in a fluid class system. to be sure, they were 
living in a hierarchical social structure that stratified or relegated them to 

22. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Mr. Oliver Warner, Minutes of Evidence, March 29, 1909, paragraph no. 711, 
pp. 29-30.
23. Bhawani D. sannyasi & Benardsidas chaturvedi, 1931. A Report on the Emigrants 
Repatriated to India under the Assisted Emigration Scheme from South Africa and On the 
Problems of Return Emigrants from All Colonies, calcutta: Prabasi Press, p. 9.
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the basement, or the lowest rung, of caribbean society.  there were, how-
ever, some differences. their caribbean experience instilled a new or an 
alternative sense of identity (class) among them. Put differently, Indians had 
adopted or modeled their behavior on european ideals, which were obviously 
inconsistent with the traditional social customs and expectations of village 
life in India. Indeed, caribbean Indian-born children generally chafed at the 
caste-ridden social structure around them. some Indians in suriname did not 
go back to India because of their caribbean-born children.24 Nevertheless, 
there was a steady return of Indian laborers. For example, 5,580 colonial or 
caribbean-born children were taken by their parents from British Guiana 
from 1871 to 1890 (comins 1893c:46). these children certainly encoun-
tered problems of social adjustment in an environment where caste rules 
were firmly entrenched. to bolster the argument to have Indians remain in 
the caribbean instead of sending them back to India, the colonial authorities 
claimed that the children in particular were at a major disadvantage when it 
came to learning new customs and ways (comins 1893c:46). 

the long-term residents, in particular, who had spent at least ten years in 
the caribbean faced adjustment challenges in their homeland. For example, 
from 1871 to 1890, 125 ex-indentured Indian laborers spent anywhere from 
22 to 44 years in British Guiana (comins 1893c:46). spending so much time 
in a foreign land with little meaningful contact with “home” and where there 
were, at least in theory, no caste rules or where the customs and cultures were 
different from those “back home,” would certainly have caused some basic 
changes in their mannerisms, speech, and eating habits. some ex-indentured 
laborers indeed acquired a taste for rum, meat, and fish in their sojourn in 
the caribbean:

In the new and rapidly changing caribbean environment the Indian, quite 
often without realizing it, became a different person. His language was 
now interspersed with english, spanish and French patois words, his diet 
now had more meat and fish in it, he had become used to cheap and very 
available rum in the sugar island and the ruggedness of plantation life had 
made him a more aggressive person. (samaroo 1982:61)

the newly acquired habits and changing social values coupled with the 
exposure to a different flexible social structure, and the low caste’s economic 
opportunities, in particular, were inconsistent with Indian caste rules. these 
ex-indentured Indians were seen as strangers or misfits in their villages. even 
their children could not find marriage partners. comins (1893c:12) remarked 

24. PP, 1915, XlVII (cd. 7744), Report on the Condition of Indian Immigrants in Four 
British Colonies (Trinidad, British Guiana, Jamaica and Fiji) and in the Dutch Colony of 
Surinam (McNeill-lal report), p. 168.
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that ex-indentured Indians were going back to the misery they fled and were 
disgusted with the inferior positions and low wages they earned as “com-
mon coolies.” Oliver Warner noticed a marked difference between an Indian 
leaving India and returning. He explained that when an Indian arrived in the 
caribbean he normally stooped to the feet of authority figures but when an 
Indian left the caribbean he would say, “How do you do?”25 

re-integration or a normal return into the respective caste was possible 
but costly. the ex-indentured laborers could have re-claimed their caste 
status through a purification ceremony. the ceremony was very expensive 
mainly because the ex-indentured laborer had to give a substantial amount 
of his savings for a feast for the priests and other respected village members. 
an immigration report in 1881 stated that 

return immigrants frequently dissipate the bulk of their savings shortly 
after in India, feeding their ‘Gurus’ [spiritual advisers] and feasting their 
friends. relatives innumerable, with the most remote claims to kinship 
appear when least expected, on the arrival of a well-to-do Indian in his 
native ‘bustee’ [village] and hard earned savings are soon squandered in 
vain oblations to the family penates and ‘barra khanas’26 to his kindred.27 

some ex-indentured Indians did not return to their villages but stayed in the 
urban sprawl of calcutta mainly to conceal their sojourn in the caribbean. 
they stayed away from their villages to avoid caste exclusion and family 
members who wanted to swindle them of their savings. Others changed or 
terminated their caribbean relationship. For example, one high-caste woman 
married a low-caste man in the caribbean and lived with him for ten years. 
upon their return to India, the woman said “you low-caste man; I will have 
nothing more to do with you.”28

25. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Mr. Oliver Warner, Minutes of evidence, March 26, 1909, paragraph no. 
711, pp. 29-30.
26. Bara khana is a big meal usually given by the lower castes to their upper-caste villag-
ers in expiation of an obligation, and in this case, for cleansing after crossing the kala pani.
27. IaG, 1882, British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 
1881, Demerara, p. 5.
28. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
Testimony of Sir Neville Lubbock, Minutes of evidence, May 5, 1909, paragraph no. 2611, 
pp. 94-95.
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table 4. Indians who Migrated for the second time under Indenture from another colony 
to British Guiana in 1881

colonies adults Minors Infants total
Demerara 127 37 3 167
Jamaica 21 4 0 25
trinidad 16 1 0 17
Mauritius 14 3 0 17
st. Vincent 7 3 1 11
reunion 4 1 0 5
suriname 4 1 0 5
total 193 50 4 247

source: British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 1881, 
1882, p. 5.

table 5. Indians who Migrated to British Guiana for the second time under Indenture 
between 1872 and 1881

Year   adults   Minors     Infants         total
1872 not given  not given   not given 56
1873 not given  not given   not given 92
1874 72 0 29 101
1875 55 7 1 63
1876 82 24 8 114
1877 96 13 15 124
1878 132 18 0 150
1879 224 45 10 279
1880 208 47 4 259
1881 193 50 4 247

source: British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 1881, 
1882, p. 5.

remigraTion To The cariBBean

How many ex-indentured Indian laborers migrated to the caribbean or from 
other colonies for the second and even third time is not precisely known. 
remigration was nonetheless continuous. If we calculate that remigra-
tion began in the 1860s and ended in 1920 averaging around 200 a year, 
based on scattered archival information and statistics for British Guiana 
(laurence 1994, look lai 1993), the estimated number of remigrants would 
be around 40,000 to 50,000 for all colonies. We took into consideration that 
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migration was of a smaller scale and spanned shorter periods on other islands 
(Grenada, st. lucia, st. Vincent, st. Kitts, and st. croix, for example). Forty 
to fifty thousand remigrants were a significant figure when considering that 
500,000 left India, 350,000 stayed in the caribbean, and 175,000 went back 
to India. equally interesting is that an unknown number of intended remi-
grants were rejected, which means that the remigration figure could have 
been over 75,000 if immigration was not strictly regulated for second-term 
migrants. the preceding tables provide some insight into how many Indians 
returned to the caribbean in 1882, to British Guiana from 1872-81, and to 
trinidad from 1877-92 for the second time.

the emigration agent for British Guiana stated that 1,949 persons who 
had previously been in the colony remigrated between 1880 and 1890 and 
advised that twice that number would have returned had they proved eligible 
(comins 1893c:10). a similar remark was made in trinidad where the yearly 
average number who returned and remigrated to trinidad during the same 
period was 42 (comins 1893c:11). the West Indian committee, writing to 
the colonial Office in 1876, stated that 

a considerable number of those who do return to India merely go on a visit 
and remigrate a second time to the colonies. In one of the ships this season 
there were no less than 87 of such people coming to trinidad for the sec-
ond time, and some of these paid their own passages. (comins 1893c:11)

From 1882 to 1892, 141 men, 97 women, 25 boys, 20 girls, and 4 infants, 
a total of 276 remigrants paid or deposited 8,386 pounds, 11 shillings and 
9 pence in calcutta to be refunded to them in trinidad (comins 1893b:25). 
as late as in 1921, 270 second-time migrants returned to British Guiana and 

table 6. (2,358) Indians who Migrated from other colonies to trinidad for the second 
time under Indenture between 1877 and 1892 

colonies total colonies total
trinidad 757 assam 2
Demerara 591 Natal 149
Mauritius 148 suriname 232

st. Vincent 88 Bourbon, Martinique, 
Guadeloupe 129

Jamaica 182 st. lucia 24
Grenada 4 Fiji 45
rangoon 6 cayenne 1

source: comins 1983b:25.
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44 were from Natal, south africa.29 the sanderson committee reported 
that hundreds of Indians did remigrate yearly, “some avowedly [openly] as 
re-migrants others unavowedly [secretly].” the committee reported that in 
1914, 88 persons had remigrated to trinidad.30  In fact, trinidad was the 
popular destination.

Why did Indians remigrate to the caribbean? their continuous migration 
to the caribbean was driven by the socioeconomic problems at home, even 
if leaving these circumstances behind meant traveling over high seas, violat-
ing caste rules, and working under appalling conditions. Indians remigrated 
because they considered the caribbean, despite its authoritarian structures, to 
be materially and economically superior to their homeland. the Indian immi-
gration proceedings for 1874 reveal that 96 Indians were found willing to 
return to Demerara for a second time because of the high remuneration in the 
caribbean.31 likewise, rosemarijn Hoefte (1998:65) states that 150 Indians 
were willing to remigrate to suriname. their remigration to suriname and 
other caribbean islands was encouraged by private organizations and by the 
planter class to boost caribbean Indian settlement schemes and to avail the 
planter class of financial repatriation responsibilities as well as to provide 
them with a cheap, regular labor force. Moreover, Indians realized that, apart 
from land acquisition opportunities, possibilities existed for the transplanta-
tion of their homeland culture and customs to the caribbean. therefore those 
who benefited from the plantation system in the caribbean returned to India 
half-heartedly. they used the free return passage “for the purpose of a plea-
sure trip and a few months’ freedom from work on good and plentiful food,” 
and if eligible, would remigrate to the caribbean (comins 1893c:11). Other 
Indians returned to India to see their families and friends and then departed 
for the caribbean on the first ship they could locate (comins 1893c:11-12). 
this movement from the caribbean to India for the sake of visiting occurred 
after the 1890s and was not common. However, the movement shows that 
Indians were not totally locked in the plantation system. Does this movement 
constitute another side of the indentured Indians’ experience?

the acculturation, or forced cultural changes, and assimilation, or adapted 
cultural ways, determined Indian remigration to the caribbean. One source 
claims that when Indians arrived in the caribbean they were 

29. IaG, 1922, British Guiana: Report of the Immigration Agent General for the Year 
1920, Demerara, pp. 1-2.
30. PP, 1915, XlVII (cd. 7744), Report on the Condition of Indian Immigrants in Four 
British Colonies (Trinidad, British Guiana, Jamaica and Fiji) and in the Dutch Colony of 
Surinam (McNeill-lal report), p. 322.
31. India Immigration Proceedings, 1884. Proceedings of the Department of Revenue, 
Agriculture and Commerce, Pros. No. 1 Annual Reports of the Protector of Emigrants for 
1873-74, December, p. 346.
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raw, ignorant and unskilled, often unused to manual labor; prejudiced, 
lazy, unable to take care of themselves, and prone to diseases; depressed 
and careless for the reasons which have induced them to leave their home-
land and at finding themselves in a new country amid strange surround-
ings. (comins 1893c:11-12)

after serving their terms of service, “Indians acquired habits of indus-
try engendered by steady work, accumulated wealth, obtained agricultural 
skills, and assimilated to the laws and customs of the caribbean” (comins 
1893c:12). remigration to the caribbean was dictated by the liberal and 
assimilating effects of the plantation system. these views, of course, were 
echoed by the planter class which intended to promote indentured emigra-
tion. But they nonetheless revealed a transformation in Indian laborers who 
had gone to the caribbean. upon arrival in India they realized an option or 
alternative to their inflexible village social structure was possible. One colo-
nial official supported this view and claimed that ex-indentured Indians after 
a few months in their homeland knew “that their best interests and advan-
tages lie in the colony they left” (comins 1893c:11-13).

the principal reasons for Indians’ migrating to the caribbean for the sec-
ond time were similar to those that drove them out of their villages in the 
initial or first migration phase. Indians were pushed by British colonialism, 
natural disasters, and civil wars, deceptive recruitment practices, socioeco-
nomic oppression and restriction, caste rules, and world capitalism, and they 
were pulled by job opportunities in the caribbean. the major difference 
between the first and second migration was that in the former case Indians 
were not fully aware of the indenture irregularities. Yet in the second migra-
tion phase, Indians made conscious efforts to come to the caribbean. Oliver 
Warner punctuated this point in front of the sanderson commission:

If you see an emigrant ship leaving calcutta, and if you watch the coolies’ 
faces as they go on that ship, they are in fear and trembling the whole time. 
It is quite a mistaken idea that they are cheering on going off, and so glad 
to go. a certain percentage of them, those who have been before and know 
what the colony is, are delighted, and you will see them cheering, but the 
ordinary coolie who just goes on board ship does not like it at all.32

the argument can be made that the desperate, unchanging conditions in 
India and job opportunities in the caribbean caused ex-indentured Indians 
to re-indenture themselves overseas. It appears, however, that the caribbean 

32. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration 
Testimony of Mr. Oliver Warner, Minutes of evidence, March 26, 1909, paragraph no. 
706, p. 29.
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plantation system offered more opportunities for personal and even family 
advancement than India. the planters certainly encouraged and supported 
this process by inducing Indians to settle in the caribbean by rewarding 
them financially and granting them landownership. But marked differences 
between India and the caribbean also allowed the laborers to make their indi-
vidual choices with regard to upward social and economic mobility. 

Of paramount importance was that every indentured laborer entered the 
caribbean on an equal footing regardless of religion, caste, or gender, some-
thing most indentured laborers had never before experienced. this equality 
was undermined on the plantations but also allowed the low-caste Indians 
to improve their status through indentured service. Many Indians also could 
not feed themselves because of hardships and famine in India. the caribbean 
planters did not provide adequate rations for their indentured servants, but 
starvation and famine, at least to the same degree as in India, was unknown in 
the caribbean. equally important was that the position of indentured servants 
was not static, with firm boundaries, in particular, that of the ex-indentured 
laborers, after indentured emancipation. they had, at least in theory, access to 
the same opportunities as other ethnic groups in the caribbean. Furthermore, 
the caribbean plantation system, including its authoritative and repressive 
characteristics, did not allow occupational roles to revolve around caste. 
even land purchase shows no significant difference between the high and 
low caste. lesley Potter (1989) shows that among the east Indian population 
in British Guiana, caste was not an important determinant for land acqui-
sition. Walton look lai, in his book, Indentured Labor, Caribbean Sugar 
(1993), did not even mention caste as a characteristic for land settlement or 
land acquisition. actually, statistics for land acquisition based on caste are 
hard to find. the freedom from caste restrictions was one reason that Indians 
were able to achieve a measure of success in the caribbean. these character-
istics certainly encouraged remigration to the caribbean.

the colonial authorities, however, were very skeptical of second-term 
migrants. the planters generally informed emigration agencies in India not 
to recruit migrants who had indentured to the caribbean. able-bodied indi-
viduals capable of performing well under harsh tropical conditions were 
preferred. a returnee at the age of thirty-five was considered too old to remi-
grate.33 some discretion was used if remigrants were married. Older workers 
were a burden or a liability to the plantation system. Intended second-term 
migrants were refused and rejected on “account of old age or some bodily 
infirmity” (comins 1893c:9).

33. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration. 
Testimony of Mr. Arthur Marsden, Minutes of evidence, June 10, 1909, paragraph no. 
4935-4942, p. 181.
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the planters were also concerned that remigrants were the “old soldiers” 
likely to protest plantation conditions, and their re-entry to the caribbean 
was discouraged. arthur Marsden, a colonial official, said to the sanderson 
commission that the returnees generally gave more trouble, knew too much 
about the colony, and asserted themselves more vigorously. He stated further 
that if returnees were not prosperous in the colonies they would not send 
them back under indenture.34 the position of the colonial authorities towards 
second-time migrants was as follows:

return coolies re-emigrating are not much in favor among emigration 
agents, either because they have grown too old, or on account of the trou-
ble they often cause among the new coolies by bad advice and in other 
ways presuming on their superior knowledge and experience. unless they 
are particularly strong and good laborers, the emigration agents reject 
them, and if the number thus rejected were added to those who return to 
the colony, the total would be much larger. (comins 1893c:10)

concluSion

an analysis of the repatriation, readjustment, and second-term migration 
of ex-indentured laborers from British Guiana and trinidad from 1838-
1955 shows an unusual but under-researched migration dynamic of Indo-
caribbean indenture. Much attention has been given to Indian indentured 
laborers’ arrival in and departure from India to the caribbean and back to 
India but the re-adjustment to their home and migration from India to the 
caribbean for the second time has been largely ignored in Indo-caribbean 
literature. Yet, second-term migration does not only challenge the neoslave 
scholarship of Indo-caribbean indenture but forces us to seek an answer for 
or to understand why streams of remigrants would want to come to work in 
the caribbean under an oppressive labor system. Indeed, remigration does 
not support the view that the indenture system was totally oppressive. In fact, 
it reveals that the system was also semi-free which provided opportunities 
for personal, familial, and community reconstruction, adaptation, and above 
all, advancement. 

Why Indians migrated for a second and even third time to the caribbean 
is complex and multifaceted. two broad but interrelated characteristics are 
responsible for the remigration of Indians to the caribbean: their caribbean 
indentured experience and the inflexible social and economic structure in 
India. those who remigrated for the second reason were not expected to 

34. PP, 1910, XXVII (cd. 5192-94), Part II: Report of the Committee on Emigration, 
paragraph no. 4849, p. 181.
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be permanent settlers in the caribbean but temporary laborers until some 
solutions were found for the loss of slave labor. the indenture system stipu-
lated that Indians work for three to ten years and return home. the colo-
nized Indian government insisted on this ordinance mainly to protect Indians 
abroad and to bring badly needed revenues to India. special circumstances, 
however, emerged to challenge the very nature of indenture while Indians 
were in the caribbean. the planters argued for the abolishment of the labor-
ers’ right to a free return passage and to exchange it for the granting of small 
parcels of land so that these Indians would be transformed from sojourners 
to permanent settlers in the caribbean. the impetus for the radical change 
of policy was to avoid financial responsibility and to provide a permanent 
cheap labor supply for the planter class. remigration to the caribbean then 
was interconnected with the planters’ aim to settle Indians in the region. 
the eventual settlement of Indians, which began after the 1870s, provided a 
domain or domicile for remigrants. Had it not been for the permanent settle-
ment schemes there might not have been any remigration to the caribbean. 
the second-term migrants came to the caribbean to stay and to start a new 
life to which, for the most part, they were accustomed, or with which they 
were familiar. Indeed, they were able to transplant, secure, and sustain their 
culture in the caribbean amid westernization.

the caribbean experience, despite its authoritarian and repressive char-
acteristics, transformed indentured Indians. Many became harsher from plan-
tation labor; many acquired new eating habits, eating fish and meat as well 
as consuming alcohol; many paid little attention to caste rules and embraced 
religion liberally; many were exposed to christian missionary conversion 
efforts. Interestingly, these “Western habits” were not enforced or enhanced 
by the plantation system, but by Indians themselves. low-caste Indians, for 
instance, were more than eager to dispel the restrictive caste system and 
accept the flexible caribbean class system. Problems arose, however, when 
these new behaviors were taken to India.

the Indian social structure was not even remotely open to anything dif-
ferent from its core values. social rules or customs that revolved around 
pure versus impure, high versus low caste, male versus female authority, 
extended versus traditional family patterns, and traditional versus modern 
had not changed since Indians departed for the caribbean. return migrants, 
whether culturally transformed or not, violated caste rules. travel overseas 
was a serious violation to be punished with caste expulsion. return migrants 
had the option to be reinstated into their respective caste through an expen-
sive ceremony. However, many could not afford it, or they dismissed the 
ceremony. Other return migrants were rejected by their families for fear 
that they would share in the returnees’ disgrace. caribbean-born children 
and long-term return residents had a particularly difficult time accepting the 
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strict Indian social customs. For these reasons, remigration to the caribbean 
occurred in spite of the planters’ conservative policy of limited acceptance.
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