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Abstract:
This paper focuses on introducing Indian Diaspora as Forced Diaspora along with various natures of Indian Diaspora.
Indians were forced to accept indentured labour which was considered a new system of slavery. Along with Forced
Diaspora, various aspects of Indian Diaspora like Indian Diaspora as Victim Diaspora, Labour Diaspora and Cultural
Diaspora were also thoroughly discussed. These distinctions of Diaspora were based on Robin Cohen’s Global
Diasporas. Peggy Mohan’sJahajin and GaiutraBahadur’sCoolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture present us numerous
accounts of how Indians were forced to take up indentured labour and thus victimized during Colonial rule. Bharati
Mukherjee’s Desirable Daughters and The Immigrant of ManjuKapur show how the immigrants accept the culture of the
foreign land in course of time which is discussed as Cultural Diaspora.

KEY WORDS: Diaspora, Indentured labour, Forced Diaspora, victimization, Cultural Diaspora, migration,
labour.

Introduction:
The word Diaspora is derived from the Greek verb
speiro (to sow) and the preposition dia(over).
Diaspora signifies banishment and trauma where an
individual lives in exile and dreams of his
homeland. Along with the development of
civilization, people from various parts of the globe
have been exploring various landscapes to enjoy a
better living. This ranges from man’s greediness to
occupy huge mass of land to man’s struggle for
survival. From the wars of Alexander to the recent
migration of Syrians to various European countries
to earn their daily bread lists out various reasons
involved in migration which leads to
diasporicconsciousness in the course of time. It
remains ever fresh in the memories of the migrants
in the form of practicing their religion, preserving
their language, following their customs and
traditions of their home, reciting their folklore,
through movies etc. When Indians were migrated as
indentured labour to various colonies of British,
they carried ‘Ramayana’, the Holy Scripture along
with them. The Indian indentured labour compared
their exile with Rama leaving his kingdom to spend
fourteen years in forest obeying to the word he had

given to his father. Even today, the diasporic
consciousness remains in Indian migrants in various
forms like constructing temples, celebrating Indian
festivals and by watching Bollywood and
vernacular movies. All these practices keep the
diasporic consciousness of Indians fresh in their
memories.

Depending on the nature and reasons of migration,
Robin Cohen, a historian classified the world
Diasporas into five categories. He placed Africans
and Armenians in the category of Victim Diaspora,
British were kept under Imperial Diaspora, Indians
were classified as Labour Diaspora, Chinese and
Lebanese were placed under Trade Diaspora and
Caribbean was characterized as Cultural Diaspora.
Cohen made these distinctions based on the
circumstances that had driven various groups of
people to accept their migration willingly or
forcibly. After making these distinctions the author
had also made it clear that he did not agree to keep
a nation in the circle of one particular Diaspora. It is
true that the nature of Diaspora of various sections
of people had been changed over time. Chinese
were categorized under trade Diaspora but they
worked as indentured labour also. Jews were also
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considered as victimized but they had the history of
trade with various countries from centuries together.
It is true that the nature of Diaspora has been
changed with the change of global conditions.

Nature of Indian Diaspora
“The typology I have proposed- victim,

labour, trade, imperial and cultural diasporas- is
more unambiguous than the history and
development of diasporas suggest. Some groups
take dual or multiple forms; others change their
character overtime” Robin Cohen

Indians began their migration as indentured labour
nearly two hundred years ago but now they have
become the part of the culture of various countries.
Indians were migrated forcibly to various countries
as indentured labour. In contrast to this, after two
hundred years, Indians have become the natives of
the places where they were treated as slaves. In the
countries like Fiji and Mauritius Indians are in
administration. Desirable Daughters written by
Bharati Mukherjee portrayed an Indian born woman
who had become a pure American in her thought
and action.

Indian Diaspora as Victim Diaspora
Indentured labour is a new system of slavery- Hugh
Tinker

With the abolition of slavery, Indians were
employed in British Plantations from 1830s to about
1920 as cheap labour. The labour that was
transported had no rights to demand their rightful
wages. Coolie Woman gives the complete account
of how Indian labour was subjected to gruesome
abnormal and pathetic conditions from the
beginning of their journey to their lives in colonies.
The voyage itself was piteous. There was no
hygienic environment in the ship. The Indians who
were migrated became the victims of many
contagious diseases during their voyage. Some fell
seriously ill and some died because of the absence
of healthy environment and necessary medicine.
GaiutraBahadur gives the account of Cholera
outbreak in the vessel “The Hesperus”. This
resulted in the loss of the lives of ten immigrants.
This information was traced from the dairy of
Richmond, the doctor assigned to the vessel, dated
8 September, 1837. “Soon she had to contend with
Cholera outbreak that claimed the lives of ten
emigrants who died in feverish fits, their tongues

blackened, lips desperately dry, and bowels
contorted (Coolie Woman, 42).

Indian Diaspora as Labour Diaspora
“Most indentured labourers (about 1.4 million in
all) were recruited from India. The extensive
movement of Indians to faraway tropical plantations
provides an instructive reminder of how far the
planters were prepared to go in keeping their two
desiderata for profitable production- abundant land
and cheap labour” (Global Diasporas, 60). Nearly
200 years ago Indians were migrated to the British
colonies as cheap labour. The wages that were
offered by the owners of plantations were better
than what they were earning in their home land.
Indians were migrated to British colonies as cheap
labour to work in Sugar and Cotton Plantations.
Sugar plantations employed more number of labour
from India than the Cotton Plantations. Between
1834 and 1880 thirteen lakh sixty one thousand four
hundred and thirty one Indians were migrated to
British plantations in Mauritius, Fiji, British
Guiana, Trinidad, Jamaica etc as Indentured
Labour.

Indian Diaspora as Cultural Diaspora
In The Immigrant Nina and Ananda are the prime
characters. Ananda practices as Dentist in Canada.
Nina is married to Ananda and leaves to Canada to
live along with him. They both belong to Brahmin
community. Non vegetarian food is strictly
prohibited among Brahmins. Ananda tries his best
to continue his practice of vegetarianism but his
work schedule doesn’t permit him to continue his
practice staunchly. So he shifts to non vegetarian
food. Though eating non vegetarian is also seen in
Indian culture, a Brahmin eating meat is an odd
thing in Indian society but Western society doesn’t
have such reservations about food habits. The
protagonist says, “ She was there as Ananda’s wife ,
as his responsibility a vegetarian, who needed to
acquire the food habits of the West in order to adapt
comfortably.” (‘The Immigrant, 134).

Indian Diaspora as Forced Diaspora
They beat us with a cane. Lifting us over their
heads,

They threw us on the floor;

In abusive language, they called us sala and other
names- (Coolie Woman, 44)

In his book ‘Social Contract’ Jean Jacques
Rousseau says that man is born free but everywhere
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he is in chains. This statement is apt for the Indian
indentured labour who worked in the plantations of
British colonies. The year 1833 marked a great shift
in the course of human civilization. The parliament
of United Kingdom passed the Slavery Abolition
Act 1833 to put an end to slavery throughout the
British Empire. This resulted in a great loss to
plantation owners because till then they were
enjoying huge profits without paying wages to
Blacks. Now it had become burden to the plantation
owners to recruit employees for higher wages which
can diminish their profits. So they looked towards
Asian and African countries for the cheap labour.
This is called indentured labour and this practice
continued for almost a century from 1830s to 1920.
Several factors pushed Indians to accept indentured
labour.

The greediness of plantation owners
Indentured labour was all about exploitation. The
labours that were recruited for indenture did not
enjoy any rights. They were treated as subjects but
not as workers. The plantation owners did not
provide rightful pay to the indentured labour as they
were promised during the time of their recruitment.
They appointed local agents to recruit labour at
cheaper price from India. The local agents forced
the people to join as indentured labour by giving
false information about their wages and working
conditions. These indentured labours were grossly
betrayed by the local agents. In Indentured Labor in
the Age of Imperialism, 1834-1922 written by
David Northrop, the author put forwards an
instance. On a fateful day in the year 1870,
Mohammad Sharif who served in Indian army, was
roaming on the streets of Lucknow. He was
identified as an able man to work at colonial
plantations in British Guiana. The local agent
recruited him by offering two rupees per day. Sharif
was compromised with he pay and travelled to
British Guiana but as discussed in the contract, he
was offered only ten annas per day instead of two
rupees on which they had made the agreement.

The indentured labour was not offered a protective
journey. The voyage of Indian indentured labour
can be compared to the voyage of Africans when
they were forcibly transported to America on
Atlantic Ocean. The labour were not provided
hygienic environment. Jahajin by Peggy Mohan
and ‘Coolie Woman written by GaiutraBahadur
presented the clear picture of the nature of transport

and the physical illness the migrants were
succumbed to, especially contagious diseases. More
over the compartments in the train they travelled in
were not spacious. The people had to sit all the time
even during the nights. They did not have enough
space to sleep in the nights. They were forced to sit
and sleep as they did not have enough place to rest
their spine. When it rained heavily, all their
belongings got wet. Their clothes, their food and
everything they possessed got wet. The people were
almost struggling to survive in the train during that
fateful time. “They were just staring, not talking
and their eyes were looking wide and stupid, like
they were in a trance, like there was nothing in front
of them. Only space.” (Jahajin, 22)

The conditions on voyage were also gruesome.
Contagious diseases were quiet common. Women
were molested sexually by the ship crew men or by
the doctor on duty on the ship. Poverty and
emptiness forced them to get tempted to the lust of
the sexual manias just for a one-night-delicious
meal. The circumstances at plantations were pitiful.
Most of the indentured Indians were moved into the
slave barracks of the former African slaves. They
were forced to work for unlimited hours, they were
not allowed to leave plantation without a valid pass.
They were not allowed to take another employment.
If any mistake committed by the Indian labour was
treated harshly. “No doubt indentured women
realized that planters wanted them not for their
wombs, but their backs- to raise and bend them,
whacking at weeds in indentured service, and to lie
flat on them, in sexual service.” (Coolie Woman P-
87)

Keeping all these accounts into consideration,
Tinker characterized Indentured labour as a new
system of slavery. The way recruiters betrayed the
Indians to recruit for Indentured labour is clearly
seen in the folklore of coolies. “The recruiter is a
cursed and vilified figure. The cry of one song is:
Oh recruiter, your heart is deceitful/ your speech is
full of lies!/ tender may be your voice, articulate
and seemingly/ logical/ but it is used to defame and
destroy/” (Coolie Woman, 38 )

The prevailing rigid customs in India
India is the land of multiple customs and traditions.
During the time of indenture, caste system was
strictly practiced. Indian migration started very
lately when compared to the migration of people of
other countries because Indians considered crossing
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the ocean is directly proportional to loosing the
caste. Though crossing the ocean was considered a
sin, during the unavoidable circumstances the
people of India thought out of the box and took the
decision to cross the black waters. The recruiters
did not consider the caste lines while recruiting.
People of all the crafts were recruited. Among the
people who were recruited, there were untouchables
who were considered low caste and there were
Brahmins who were considered the upper caste.
Untouchables opted to move into indenture because
they were unable to lead a peaceful, secured and
profitable life in India because of the customs of the
caste. Many women from Brahmin community also
opted to work as indentured labour in order to
escape the clutches of patriarchal system prevailed
in India. The upper caste people found an excuse to
work as indentured labour by arguing that religious
tradition allowed travel for merit. The great
grandmother of the author of ‘Coolie Woman’
GaiutraBahadur was one among those Brahmin
women who did not care the rules of the caste. The
unity among the people of different castes which
were absent in India was made possible in
plantation. The upper caste people who kept the low
caste at distance were now mingling with every
person ignoring their caste. They were closely
intimating with untouchable women also. They
were ready to enjoy sexual intercourse and enter
into marriage relation with untouchable women also
because of the drastic difference between male and
female sex ratio in plantations.

Physical abuse was a routine affair in the
plantations. Many married men who accepted
indentured labour left their wives in India and went
alone to plantations. There they needed the services
and company of women. Some involved in sexual
intercourse with African women but that number
was very less. Most of the men married Indian
women but when infidelity and faithfulness came
into question, the men used to abuse women
physically on a large scale.

Famine, landlessness and unemployment are the
other major reasons for indenture. Jahajin of Peggy
Mohan gives a substantial picture of how the
economical condition led various groups of people
to choose indenture. United Province and Bihar
became the grave victims of the drastic famine in
1860s. This condition left the people in thick
starvation. The new land tenure laws brought by the

British colonial government made a huge number of
peasants landless. The impact of industrial
revolution was huge. India used to receive a variety
of imports from British at very cheaper price which
left lot of people in unemployment. All these factors
motivated different sections of people to opt for
indenture though crossing black waters were
considered loosing caste. The people needed
survival and they wanted to live.

Conclusion
Depending on the various circumstances

Indian immigrants have gone through in the last 200
hundred years, the mode of Diaspora has been
changed. Indians were initially forced to accept the
migration because of the betrayal and wickedness of
the recruiters, the greediness of Colonial Plantation
Owners and the devastating economical and social
conditions prevailed in India during the Colonial
rule. The works of GaiutraBahadur and Peggy
Mohan; Coole Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture
and Jahajinr respectively, assert that Indians were
forced in many ways at every stage of their
indentured; beginning from their voyage to work in
the plantations from which they could not escape.
The prevailing social and economical piteous
circumstances left no room for Indians to think in
another possible way to live in the home land. They
were forced to accept their fate and led the life of
slavery not less than the Africans had led
previously.
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