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Identity and Indenture: Perspectives on
fndo-Caribbean Migrants

ANZALL N SINGH

The paser wili explore the experience of the twice-migiated

descemlent: of it e indentured Diaspora along with issues of 2xile,

rootlesiness, adenation, language and culture dislocétion,

margine lisaton &nd racial discrimination. The concept cf identity
becomes ve:yimportant while studying indenture literature priraerily
because it iooks ¢t varied ways in which one belongs to a natior.. The
notions of home are alsa 10 be looked at while we look at the rights and
duties that should be given to a citizen. Various literatures in English
have discussed -hese issues, but indeiture literature in particular
looks ai the otio. i of identity in respact of one being a citizen and the
rights for wiicn one has to fight to claim citizenship. Mating a
comprehensive siudy on how cultural identity is displaced, 2s vellas
discussing (ssues of adaptation and assimilation and the birth of a
cultura; hybridity as affective dimensions of migration, the pager wifl
analyse soc.o-cu'tural issues like place of origin, destination, resultant
identity. cultural continuity and change, as well as cultural identity and
integracion. Further, itwill research the impast of the indentured <ystem
on the politic al, siciai, historical, econemic and philosophical changes
that led to the second migration by projecting the stories of the 'wice-
migrated and by highlighting their sense of wanting to belong. The
paper wiil also show how the experience of displacement and
homelzssness 1:as been a source of unrelieved sadness and trauma
and has consequently given rise to a sociai formation inthe coiidren
of the inder:turea Diaspora.

Keywords. Indenture. Migration, Colonialist, Citizenship, Beionging,
identity, Hemelzssness :

‘Ona sad e anir g you ieave your broken herne: Aourrey inrclghing

rnonticules of mamon’ : ‘
- Salandra Nandan in Mioteriand

e history of incentie is uae of tre most signivicant evants o hirdian
emigration tat teok piace durng the sacond half of the ningteantn century of
tne Britist. colonial pariod. Afier th Aboiition of Siavery dunng the 18230z, an

Btish ooicoles. ia
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of iabour from its OOR) es.In
iving in the modarn day
Orissa were fraudulentls
labour on the pla

The labourer could ajso

nioranother term, The

\ S Unde d wages, free housing,
medical assistance a atwas written on

butthe practice was gif M whatwas promised. In reallty, the ife ofthe

indentured labourer (girmitiya) was so rigid that the indentisred system was

- 3lmost a new System of slavery (Tinker 77). The labourers were forced into at
«eastfive years ofharsh State-regulated labour and wers denied the rightto either
; chiangef;hefi'r employer or their employment mig-term. i

| d cosi( o year, they could not even ask foran increasein their -
iWages... .. A

{ndentured labour began as a term with a designated economic status but has
since been broadened to éncompass a human condition. ~
' Itis important to note hers that the indenture systemwas never meant to
£& permanent, It was, ‘mersly a convenient device to stem the economic
fiasmorrhaging of Caribbean plantations following the e
(3ingh X} The immigrants did not arrive in the new land wi
making it thelr permanent home. The long voyage on ships from the east coast
ofindia, across tha Indian and Atlantic Oceans to the Caribbean, was justthe
2 ing of the sengs of hamelessness and loss of identity that would plague the
“emes indians &% werl as their generations for all time. Even the twice-
7 geied of-enving would notbe spared the feelings of homelessness that came
HIG VN e oxile :

S el srevalin the Caribbean, the sense ofisolationfromﬂwehomeland
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“Lracetiute. Thedicolacement of language, dress, customs and food habits
o RERAGSC I Highlight the sense of alienation, The Caribbean was home 1o
4 lishesusaking Christian society which looked down upon the indentured

TINC AL A TAgANS', They were addressed in a derogatory manner as
iy, (Bings ¥ i1} The word is derived from the Tamil word, Kuli, whi_ch
EEs et Bugn «ocay, afer many generations, the discriminatory word remains
seedcaen ey, Bde Willaims, in his book, Inward Hunger: The Education
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of a Prime Ministe-, describe:s the advent of the scorned and ostracised coolie in
the Caribbean, Thereis no question that the Indian occupied the lowest rung of the
Ladder in Trinidad’ (21). Their progeny did not fare any better. Bomn to indentured
parents, led the children to have an exilic perspective that developed a double
consciousness, which in tury highlighted the memory of an imagined homeland
?nd played a big role n the longing to belong. Shunned by the natives as
0u§lders' and by their own ndian brethren in India as outcastes, the indenured
Indians in the Caritbear. wers literally and figuratively cast adrift. Merely crossing
the ‘kalapani’'was enough tc be turned an outcaste in the Hindu system.

BrijV. Lalin Chalo Jahaji, writes, ‘Once they had served their inder ture,

me Ind[ans were left to their own devices.’ (58) Whenthe indenture system was
discontinuedin 1920, a major population of the girmitiyas chose to stay onin their
new ‘home’. Retuming to India was nota

n option for many as they had been
dispossessed of their homes in their native villages. Staying on in Trin dad
presented problems of its own. The natives were suspicious of the integration

and assimilatior of the Indians and muted hostility and contempt characterised
relations between them. ‘In Trinidad, Indians “strenuously objected” to
intermarriage with blacks.’

The indenturec lzbourers themselves lived in a crisis, caught betvween

the demands ¢f twc worlds, one which they had left and to which they

could not “eturn anc the other where they had come for a short time and
stayed lorger than tiey had expected or waniec. The ironic thing is that
acentury later, that tension between alienation and attachment still animates

the lives of many overseas Indians. (Lal 59)

Jahaji, Frank Birbalsingh's anthology contains potent narratives or. the
Indo-Caribbean indentured experience. Itfocuses on the issues of immigration
as well as the ‘outsider’ experience of the Indo-Caribbear Diaspora. The stories
throw light on the ar.gst cfthe twice-migrants and showcase their experience as
one beset with the anxiety of d splacement and finally of disillusionment. The Job
Interview by Christine Singh, -ealistically illustrates the pathos and predicam.ant
faced by the protagonist, Kris. a twice-migrant whose grandparents hailad f om
Indla and were indenture 1ta = piantation in Trinidad. His parente moved to LUK
before he was bom. The co:rustor facad by nim over his status—wiiethar b s '3
acitizen or an immig-ani- s breught out clearly and evacatvely througr his fza ing
of being alienated and exiled nwhat he considers his ‘hame-‘; Ths \ques‘ti':.n»:-:
underlying the stcry reémuin uianswered Ui the end—Kris wor dars, Whztiz
pintof origin™ Whers di - cal home? (172) .

The migratcr ¢ ocess of toe twice-migrants is comprax., & 3
twe courses ¢ direclion—"i fisthai; e migration ofthe.r anesioe o i e

to the Carbbezr: ano the ¢ e d, the aigration oftheir parz it frarathe waibozar

&
iy other countrias, "Maviohs 3) Thair experience emphasizas the iss.:

! { T ~eiiatiney b atior mivel AR g Am e e
rigrancy arc a'sn evalis &3 veirriepoiating interrogating sndasagatieg
cultural constyaie e i sidire e s raercengs of & neyr F b e art
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Their questfor ahome

, f00ts, identity and balong; ipi
V t:avma that lgaves adeep psychological stycar that no grgggrrﬁgf ;fé?;ﬁm
: ’.“.; fFCU'(U‘raUOI’! “an overcome. Brinsley Samaroo suggests in India in the
A{f Dean, 'The Weshndlan East Indians will be neither West Indian nor East
ieian until they first of all come to terms with themselves: and this process
c3rainly involves an understanding of their Indian connection'(44). The exilic

;-iarsp.ectivg references the rise of a different poetics showcasing how the memory
07an imagined homeland piays a big role in the longing to belong.

e The stpny opens with Kris being offered a summer job atIBM, London.
=uilding up on his background, Singh narrates how Kris, while growing up, had
J3€n smbarrassed and annoyed with the West Indian liltin his mother's speech.
E;c:n ime he would pointout to his mother that she was Trinidadian while he was
Sritish, the refrain would be, ‘Eh, eh, how come yuh is English? Ah tell yuh
areacy - yuhis Trinidadian jus’ like me!” (157) When he turned nine, ‘Krishna’
{ne Hindu nams with which he had been christened at birth), consciously started
caling himself 'Kris'. The change inname was necessitated by the fundamental
JHeston cfidenrtity and was a bid for adaptation and assimilation in the country in
which he had been born, and to which he thought he belonged. However, his
ctizenship has always remained under question. His grandparents were from
india. they had migrated to Trinidad as indentured labour; his parents were
Tinidadian who had moved to the UK, and he had been born in the UK and had
s0enihis whols lif2 there. He was English but the British considered him an
ndian, the Indians sonsidered him Trinidadian and the Trinidadians considered
~m either English or Indian. The ignorance and indifference of the people he
considers friends resultsin the creation of stereotypes whereas the loss of shared
enicity with the Indians creates a vacuumin Kris' mind. Caught between the
demends of two worlds, one which his grandparents and parents had left, and to
which they could not return, and the other where they had come and stayed longer
than they were wanted. ‘The ironic thing is that a century later, that tension
tetween alienation and attachment still animates the lives of many overseas
indiens.” (Lal 58} Kris is caught in the vortex of identity reconstruction and
aculitraion.
His schooimates and friends are ignorant and indiffarent in their perception
“he misferical and contemporary social struggles faced by his people. Using the
s0nveue offlashbeck Christine Singh explores the textures of Indian culture
~rorg peonte of indian origin and the difficulties they continue to encounter as
-onunties in adifferentiand. In school, Kris chooses Football over Cricket 2
“wovethetarncys his father. He wants his son to play Cricket as it was ‘in his
rartage (158 Howevar, even though Kris is a good football piayer, heis made
i the bench and nevar allowed to play any match. The author suggests

P T e ]

=Zizm as the uncerlying cause for this discrimination. As a thirteen-year-old, he

Q!
PSR

fronn

'aces aparadox and reaiises that, finding friends is like fighting a losing battle.’
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The 'milk chocolaie’ Kris nas ¢ rown us receiving ‘a stare, z giggle or sometin'es
even a shove againsta oasl’ (162).

When his father puts himin a West indian socia! group so that he can
make friends, Kris is. perlexed at finding that everyone there was ‘olack witf
frizzy hair'(163). When he see s anothar Indian boy and tries to connectwith h .
he is shunned anc treatec as &1 outceste by the latter, -

“Yuh said y 1h was Er glish. “ou doan soun’ like & Trir: to me.

| was born here but 11y parents are from there.

Well, | was borr: there, an | (7irk this group is for chiidran from

there.” (164)

This exchanga illustates na «tark manner, the loss of shared ethnicity with “he
Indians. Cut loose and setadr ft, the homeland is lost to the twice-migrants.

When he tries to correct his friend’s girl friend, Sara, that he is not fram
India, she ends up being confusad by what she considers a convoluted explanation
of Indian indenture, anc the Zaribbean plantations. ‘I ain’t from India. vy
grandparents were, but ry family’s f-om Trinidad.” He insists on being cal ed
British. ‘| wasborntere. |ar notan :immigrant’ (165). Finally, atthe end of nis
tether and backed by alifetime faced rasolving the crisis of identity and belonging.
Kris explodes on 3a-a, ‘Yaur cauntry grabbed up cheap Indian labour and stuck
them intheir colonies.. Dic you  precioJs country notteach you that in your history
lessons? We were drageed, vhipped, beaten and killed, just so your cour try
could getrich.” (189" This explisive encounter leaves him anxious and confus:d.
He starts to question his icentit, on the way to the interview. As is the fate of otrier
Indo-Caribbean’s, Kris ‘comes face-to-face with the void again, with a sense of
emptiness compourided by hzlplessness’ (Mishra 82).

During the course o the interview, Kris relieves the sense of exile énd
alienation that has plagued all t 10se who have faced a double migration. On being
asked whether he is from Deprford, he responds after a lot of thinking, I de liva in
Depford, and I've never I ved anywhare else. Butthat's notvhere |amfrom.’
Urged to answer where he; actually comes from, and taunted that itis not a diffisult
question to answer, Kris answers furtively ‘| really don'tknow.” This poignant and
evocative answer cepturss the very sssence of loss that is inharent ic the twises
migrants.

Tha paper disc .ss€s various works that iliustrate ard discuss varivus
issues on cultural hyaridi-y; how one constantly juggles between adapting to the
idea of citizenship of the migrarad land from the idea of being a neglected citizen cf
the motherland. Thus, the nev, floati »g identity of the migrated citizen affects the
socio-poiiticai and econc nis j;ersoeciivas. They olten.neglect ine marginalized
sections of scciety that erg waiting ¢ beiong. In this way, the charactersof the
indentured Diaspora offer 2 sig vifican: ielo of study to research scholars of literaurs
and culiure siudies.
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