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Preface

In the collective imagination of Indo-Surinamese, who refer to themselves as
Hindostanis, their ancestors were transported from British India to the Surinamese
plantations after an exhausting voyage where they were treated and exploited just as
in slavery. Nevertheless, they remained in Suriname to make the best of it. And they
succeeded because otherwise we, the third, fourth or fifth generation of Hindostanis,
would not have existed. The Hindostanis migrated to the city, became proud citizens
of Suriname, integrated well and prospered through education and entrepreneur-
ship. Striking in this narrative is the absence of peasants, a segment of the popula-
tion that was so naturally present in Surinamese society for more than a century.
That is my main motive for writing this book.

This book was published in Dutch in 2020 as Miskend Verleden. Hindostaanse
boeren in Suriname 1889—1980. Hilversum: Verloren van Themaat. Because inter-
national colleagues often inquire about a book dealing with Hindostanis in Suriname,
and a book about the Hindostani peasantry is lacking, I decided to publish an English
version. The Dutch version has been revised and shortened for an English audience.
The present book may be considered supplementary to an analysis of the cultural
and political history of Hindostanis, Multiple Homemaking. The Ethnic Condition
in Indian Diaspora Societies (London/New York: Routledge 2020), that deals with
different topics concerning homemaking of the Hindostani community.

The book is based on several sources. The most important were the annual
reports of the colonial administration, Surinaamsch Verslag, and the reports of the
Ministry of Agriculture and Economic Affairs (LEZ, whose name changed a few
times) and the Landbouwproefstation, a research department of the LEZ.
The reports of these agencies were highly irregular. That is reflected in the discon-
tinuity of years or the absence of a publication year. In the text, however, the sources
are mentioned as precisely as possible.

The Dutch manuscript was commented upon by quite a few Dutch and Hindostani
scholars. Their comments could be divided into those with which I immediately
agreed, those that enforced a reformulation and those with which I did not agree at
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all or for which I offered an explanation. It was striking that there were two dividing
lines between the Hindostanis and the native Dutch colleagues. The Hindostanis
had no need for details of the lives of individual peasants. In contrast, the native
Dutch, with one exception, suggested detailing the hardship of peasants. This differ-
ence in preferences can probably be understood from the fact that the Hindostani
co-readers came from the world of peasants or were still familiar with it, sometimes
remotely. In that case, the desire of the native Dutch readers to specify the individual
peasants’ life stems from curiosity and a lack of knowledge rather than from an
academic need to place the peasants’ lifeworld at the centre of this work.

However, I acknowledge that this lifeworld is important in a treatise on peasant
history. But although remarks on the lifeworld are scattered throughout the various
chapters, I did not find enough material to describe peasant life in detail in the vari-
ous time periods. Unlike the situation of indentured labourers, who had formal
rights and regulators, about whom much was also written, there is little material on
peasants. For these reasons, I have used photographs, supplemented by observa-
tions, statistics and conclusions from various rapporteurs, to depict peasant life, or
aspects of it, in the relevant time period.

The second dividing line between the two categories of co-readers was that most
native Dutchmen liked to see a comparison between Hindostani, Javanese and
Creole peasants. As tempting as this suggestion is, the question is what such a
comparison would yield. It would perhaps satisfy curiosity, but not advance my
research goal. Worse, I think such an extension would shift my perspective because
it would presuppose a different research design. For this reason, I ignored this
suggestion.

In short, although I have been unable to agree with all comments and could not
satisfy all my readers, I have taken them seriously by incorporating them or by
explicitly explaining my position. The input of the co-readers has improved the
manuscript, for which I thank them. My thanks also extend to Thys Verloren van
Themaat, the publisher of the Dutch edition, for designing the register of names and
subjects.

This publication was supported by a financial contribution from Professor van
Winter Fonds.

Rotterdam, The Netherlands Ruben Gowricharn
May 2024
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Chapter 1 )
Peasants in Girmitiya Scholarship e

Abstract This chapter argues that Girmitiya scholarship suffers from three blind
spots: it has ignored the period when British Indians were primarily peasants. That
is remarkable because it was precisely during this phase that their ethnic community
formation matured and formed the basis for their further cultural, economic and
political development. Second, it has overlooked that the workers experienced three
distinct transformations: from various groups directly and indirectly involved in
agriculture in British India to plantation workers, from plantation workers to peas-
ants in Suriname, and from peasants to ‘urbanites’. Third, Girmitiya scholarship has
ignored the sacrifices made by the labourers and peasants. That neglect entail a
distorted view of Girmitiya history. The central hypothesis outlined in this chapter
is that possessing agricultural knowledge and skills to practise agriculture has deter-
mined the three transformations of the British Indians. They could survive and be
successful because the agricultural knowledge and skills could be mobilised by the
ethnic group.

Keywords Girmitiyas - Peasants - Ethnic community - Transformations -
Agricultural knowledge and skills

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, British Indian indentured labourers were
recruited for work on plantations and sometimes for other work such as the con-
struction of public works in South and East Africa. A characteristic feature of this
indentured labourer system was that violations of the contract provisions were pun-
ishable by law, the so-called ‘Poenal Sanction’. The countries that received the most
indentured labourers were Sri Lanka, Guyana, Trinidad, Suriname, Mauritius, Fiji,
Reunion, Guadeloupe, Martinique and some smaller territories, and South Africa.
Clarke et al. (1990, p. 9) present numbers of emigrants that amount to 1.4 million.
However, Mishra (2015, p. 372), taking into account the number of predomi-
nantly South Asian labourers who migrated to Myanmar and Malaya, stated that the
number of labourers increased by 6 million. Bates (2017, p. 9) cautioned that the
majority of these ‘Asian labourers’ returned home, although substantial proportions
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settled in the societies they visited for work. The Caribbean societies had a reverse
experience as the majority settled in the colonies (De Klerk 1953; Laurence 1994).

The fate of these labourers had been discussed by numerous authors (scholars,
politicians and officials) but only became widely known with the publication of
Hugh Tinker’s influential book A New System of Slavery: The Export of Indian
Labour Overseas 1830—1920 (1974). Tinker situated the indentured system in the
historical context that was dominated by the abolitionist movement. Every form of
bonded labour was related to, or compared with, the recent abolished slavery. It was
not surprising that Tinker’s central proposition was that slavery was continued with
the indentured labour system, albeit in a new form.

Politically and scientifically, the indentured labour system had proponents and
opponents as early as the colonial period (for discussions on this, see Eltis 2002;
Munro 2014; Northrup 1995). Proponents in this debate argued that while the sys-
tem of indentured labour had imperfections, the advantages of indentured labour
(providing and securing labour for the plantations, thus fixing labour costs) out-
weighed the disadvantages. Opponents argued that contract labour was a new form
of slavery. Since then, research on the emigration of British Indians has focused
heavily on the plight of indentured labourers on the plantations. These studies
addressed issues such as working conditions on the plantations, exploitation, remu-
neration, arbitrariness in the distribution of tasks, abuse of women, the health status
of the workers, the application of penal provisions and the return to British India.

Some of the studies went beyond immigration and worker life on the plantations
and discussed the social and political integration of the indentured into their new
country. This is the case, for example, with the studies of De Klerk (1953) and
Laurence (1994), by far the most thorough studies of the immigration of British
Indian indentured in Suriname and in Trinidad and Guyana, respectively. Nath’s
(1950/1970) book promises to deal with the history of British Indians and their
descendants, but predominantly discusses immigration. The focus on labour immi-
gration hardly differs outside the Caribbean, particularly in Fiji, Mauritius and
South Africa (Carter 1995; Freund 1995; Lal 1983, 1992, 2000).

The historical development of the indentured labourers in the various plantation
colonies, increasingly referred to as ‘Girmityas’ (‘Girmitya’, also written
‘Girmitiya’, is the Bhojpuri word for people under contract; see Lal 1983, pp. 9-11),
is largely similar in the countries mentioned. Nuances aside, it can be summarised
as follows: the British Indian indentured labourers were brought into the plantation
colonies exhausted, often misled and exploited, but nevertheless managed to sur-
vive. After their contract period, they seized the opportunity to settle as part-time or
full-time peasants on land provided to them by the plantation owner or the govern-
ment. Later they moved to the cities, where they received education and excelled in
prestigious professions, in politics and in business. In other words, the poor inden-
tured worker from British India had become a successful immigrant. He was cele-
brated as a hero, described in many volumes, often illustrated with photographs of
some prominent descendants. Significant titles such as From British Indian Emigrant
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to Citizen of Suriname (Azimullah et al. 1963) and Arising from Bondage (Ramdin
2000), referring to Trinidad and Guyana, are telling.

While scholarly attention has largely focused on the lives of indentured labour-
ers, there has been a staggering lack of interest in the period when British Indians
were primarily agriculturalists. That period lasted nearly a century and included
several generations, the first of which consisted of peasants who used to be planta-
tion labourers. The lack of attention given to British Indian peasants is remarkable
because it was precisely during this phase that their ethnic community formation
matured and formed the basis for their further cultural, economic and political
development. This lack of scholarly attention to the British Indian peasants and their
agrarian descendants may qualify as a blind spot in the historiography of Hindostani
peasants.

The Girmitiya scholarship harbours a second blind spot. It has overlooked the
fact that the workers experienced three distinct transformations. The first was the
transformation of various groups directly and indirectly involved in agriculture in
British India to plantation workers, the second was from plantation workers to peas-
ants in Suriname, and the third was from farmers to ‘urbanites’. The individuals
involved in the first transformation consisted of peasants, land labourers, artisans
and other occupational groups embedded in agriculture (De Klerk 1953, pp. 98-112).
By far the majority of studies have addressed only the first transformation, specifi-
cally recruitment in British India and life on the plantations in the various overseas
colonies. This book broadens the focus to three transformations. By connecting the
three transformations, this book purports to make clear that there is an economic
and sociocultural continuity between the origin of the indentured labourers, the
establishment as peasants in the colonies and the transformation to urbanites.

A third blind spot consists of ignoring the sacrifices made by the indentured
labourers. This ‘price of progress’ is not limited to the plantation workers but
includes the first generation of peasants who were previously labourers. Since this
generation, whose settlement was substantial, several generations have populated
the agricultural sector in Suriname. Because life spans before and at the beginning
of the twentieth century were short and health was poor, peasants died earlier. The
price they paid consisted not only of lost lives but also their long-term suffering.
Unfortunately, this price hardly comes into the picture except as juicy narration or
in music, and then in a limited form, because existing research focuses mainly on
progress (Choenni 2016, pp. 646-658).

This book aims to analyse the history of the Girmitiya peasants in Suriname, a
former Dutch colony that harbours descendants of British Indian indentured labour-
ers. It uses the term ‘British Indian peasants’ because the first generation of immi-
grants were largely British subjects. Even in the Surinamese literature on agriculture,
they were mainly referred to as ‘British Indians’. In 1927, these immigrants and
their descendants received Dutch citizenship. From that period, the term ‘Dutch’ or
‘Surinamese peasants’ (because British India is a country like the Netherlands and
Suriname) could be used, but they will be referred to as ‘Hindostani’ or ‘Girmitiya
peasants’. The first label is because members of the ethnic community called them-
selves ‘Hindostanis’, while the second label is current in Girmitiya scholarship.
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To survive on plantations and as peasants, knowledge is required of the agricul-
tural process. Agrarian knowledge is embodied in peasants and consists of knowl-
edge of the soil and climate, as well as cultivation, conservation, processing,
preparation and consumption of the product. The concept of human capital fits the
requirement of knowledge. It refers to individuals’ investment in education through
which they increase labour productivity in order to earn a steady or higher income
in the future (Becker 1964). As this knowledge relates to the agricultural sector, I
call it ‘agricultural human capital’ (Gowricharn 2020).

Agricultural human capital is not an individual but a collective asset of the farm-
ing community. Human capital in its modern usage is acquired individually through
education and training, while agrarian human capital is acquired through traditional
transfer (a kind of ‘training on the job’), habit and routine in the lived world.
Therefore, agricultural human capital can also be referred to as ‘collective’ or ‘com-
munal’ capital. Cooperation is characteristic of agricultural human capital. It takes
shape through traditions and collective habits and is often decisive in sustaining
itself, especially in peak periods of planting and harvesting, as has often been
observed.

The Girmitiya peasants became part of an ethnic community. Most definitions of
ethnic groups go back to Max Weber (1978, p. 389), who defined ethnic groups as
people that entertain a subjective belief in their common descent, be it a physical
type, customs or both, or because of memories of colonisation and migration. The
belief must be important for group formation, whereas it does not matter whether an
objective blood relationship exists. Unlike professionals and sportsmen, people are
born into an ethnic group, grow up in it and acquire a collective and individual cul-
tural identity (Hale 2004). In most Caribbean countries, as well as in plural societies
like Singapore, ethnicity and race coincide. Despite his opinion that ethnic groups
will become dissolved in the modernisation process, Max Weber (1978) believed
that an ethnic bond is something like a family because of the emotional attachment
to the group. He used the term ‘family resemblance’. The notion of a family resem-
blance was developed by Edward Shils (1957) into the term ‘primordial bond’ or
‘ties’. Later, Geertz (1971) further developed this concept into ‘primordial loyal-
ties’. He argued that primordial loyalties were rooted in race, creed, region, lan-
guage, religion and the like.

The recruited British Indians did not yet constitute an ethnic group in India. They
did possess some commonalities such as appearance, country of origin and arrival
and the like, but there were regional differences in terms of language, religion, ritu-
als, morals and customs. Mayer (1966, p. 97) called such a group an ‘interactive
quasi-group’, which he described as a collection of people that ‘possesses a degree
of organisation, but is nevertheless not a group’. The group is thus yet to emerge.

Ethnicity also comprises productive forces; examples include the Protestant
work ethic addressed by Weber (1904), arguing that a strong work ethos combined
with thrift explained the rise of capitalism. Another ‘interconnectedness’ between
economics and culture (or ethnicity) can be found in what is referred to as ‘local
knowledge’ (Geertz 1983, p. VIII): this is knowledge that cannot be generalised, for
example because the knowledge is specific—think of weather conditions, types of
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soil, agricultural practices, cultivation and the use of traditional medicine and pow-
erful herbs. When local knowledge is embodied and peasants are bearers of that
knowledge, it becomes agrarian human capital. Hence, the knowledge (including
the skill to operate labour instruments) belongs to the productive forces and is part
of the ethnic community. The ethnic bonding, representing a moral community, also
accounts for cultural incentives to mobilise resources (Carrier 2018), including
labour, seeds, instruments, draft animals and money.

The productive forces, reflecting the economic capability, were part of the cul-
ture of the peasants. These elements of culture and economy are essential to hold
your own in society. What is special about this perspective is that the production
capacity of the peasants was a collective force, not an individual one as is often
postulated in conventional economics (Udehn 2002). So by culture here is meant
not the arts and literary expressions but all the knowledge, routines and skills that
make production possible. Culture is by definition a collective asset, and in this
book it is relevant only when it is intertwined with the economy. This is not to say
that other dimensions of culture are not relevant, but in this work they are of little
significance.

The absence of scholarly attention to the peasants is reflected in the three blind
spots mentioned earlier. These are: the disregard for the origins of the ethnic group
and its connection to the productive capacity of the peasants; the disregard for the
three transformations that British Indian peasants went through historically, so that
continuity and ruptures are not adequately portrayed; and the disregard for the price
that peasants and their descendants paid to give later generations a better future.
This book thus emerges from a composite problem in the historiography of
Hindostanis and cannot be captured in a central research question.

On the basis of the problems outlined above, I arrive at three objectives:

1. To explain how ethnic group formation was related to the economic position of
British Indians and thus determined the productive capacity of the peasants.

2. To make an analysis of the three transformations to show the historical changes
and thus the continuity and fractures.

3. To detail the sacrifices the Girmitiyas—Ilabourers, peasants and their
descendants—made.

The working hypothesis of this book is that possession of the agricultural knowl-
edge and skills to practise agriculture determined the three transformations of the
British Indians. This economic capability could only be mobilised by an ethnic
group because the productive forces were contained within it. Thus, in this perspec-
tive, ethnic group formation is the independent variable and economic performance
is the dependent variable. The distinction is analytical because the productive forces
were inextricably intertwined with culture. However, ethnic group formation was
not a simple reproduction of the culture, as it also included the modified ethnic
institutions and group culture. These are small and large adjustments that are typical
of migrants when they try to build a new life as a group in a foreign country
(Alexander et al. 2018; Gowricharn 2013).
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What does the working hypothesis explain? First, that there is a link between
group culture and the agrarian economy. The British Indians harnessed productive
forces that were inherent in group culture. Therefore, these forces could only be
mobilised as a group. Second, that the recruitment of the labour force for Suriname
was motivated not only by the substitution of slave labour, as several authors have
argued (Bhagwanbali 1996; De Klerk 1953; Snellen 1933), but also by the agricul-
tural human capital of the workers. Third, that the three transformations were not
isolated phenomena but had a continuous line of immigration, colonisation and
urbanisation. The first two transformations were made possible by agrarian produc-
tive forces, while the third originated because this capital became obsolete. Thus, all
three transformations had more or less the same causal forces.

Theoretically, the three transformations are approached through three different
conceptual lenses. The first transformation to workers is known as ‘proletarianisa-
tion’. It is a process that Karl Marx (1867) referred to in the first part of Capital I as
a form of ‘primitive accumulation’. In Marx’s depiction, peasants in seventeenth-
century England were violently separated from their land. That generated two
effects. First, the expropriation of peasants’ land led to small pieces of land being
merged into larger plots and exploited by an agrarian capitalist class. The second
effect was the emergence of a class of people without land, who were thus forced to
work elsewhere. The job seekers—in fact, the labouring class—were absorbed into
the then-expanding industrialisation. Proletarianisation does not need to be accom-
panied by physical violence, however. When peasants suffer misfortune because the
harvest fails, life becomes more expensive; or because their land may be too small
to feed all the family members, the agrarian enterprise must close and members of
the peasant family are forced to work wholly or partially as wage labourers.

The second transformation, from workers to peasants, is known as ‘peasantisa-
tion’. The English-language literature distinguishes between peasants and farmers
(Goodman and Redclift 1981). Generally, the former term refers to small agricultur-
ists who produce mainly for their own consumption, but recent scholarship dis-
closes a wide variety of peasants in disparate historical contexts (Service, year
unknown). Farmers, on the other hand, are agriculturalists who produce for the mar-
ket, specialise in a limited number of products and are largely incorporated into the
cash economy. The distinction between farmers and peasants is typological; in prac-
tice, they are hard to find in ‘pure’ form. This is mainly because today’s economies
are highly monetised, requiring every peasant to sell in order to buy other products
with the money earned.

The third transformation concerns the migration of peasants to the city. This
transformation has been captured by the concept of mobilities (Schiller and Salazar
2013; Sheller 2014). The concept does not refer to social rise or fall as in classical
sociology, but the coherence between various changes. These include the changing
relationship between mobility and immobility (i.e. the left behinds), between local
and transnational connections, between being rooted in a particular area and devel-
oping a cosmopolitan orientation. Mobilities also include the various transforma-
tions as they occur in migration: the spatial mobility from one place to another, the
social ascent from one environment to another, the economic change of
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occupations, the political shifts, and the many large and small cultural changes. The
disadvantage of this concept is that it puts very different changes under one umbrella
and tries to ‘capture’ a cocktail of phenomena (Sheller 2014). The advantage, how-
ever, is that the various changes can be viewed in conjunction with each other.

A brief word on the choice of Suriname. The transformation from worker to
peasant has not been completed in all plantation economies. In Jamaica, for exam-
ple, where land was scarce because the planters had a claim on it or because it was
not suitable for farming, British Indians were largely assimilated (Shepherd 1993).
In most other countries, the land was there but access was intentionally kept
restricted to force workers to work as part-timers on the plantations (Allen 1999;
Gowricharn 2013; Lal 2000). Of all the countries mentioned, the transformation
from labourer to farmer was most complete in Suriname. This was because the plan-
tation sector hardly existed after the 1920s. As a result, land was abundantly avail-
able and the government was able to encourage the settlement of immigrants.
Because Suriname had the most complete development of the peasantry, it is there-
fore the most suitable object for studying its transformations.

1.1 The Structure of This Book

The periodisation begins in 1880 when the first batch of Girmitiyas had served their
contract and were able to settle themselves as peasants. For several reasons, the
peasants were marginalised and moved to the city, where they were employed in the
public sector. Around 1980, the Hindostani peasant ceased to exist. Based on these
considerations, I mark the period to be studied as from 1880 to 1980.

The theoretical concepts aim to capture the basic theoretical relation between
ethnicity and productive forces. The importance of theoretical concepts is that data
can be framed and understood, that the concepts point to specific developments and
that comparisons can be made with corresponding developments elsewhere. The
theoretical concepts in this book have primarily a pointing function, i.e. they are a
lens, and they are not intended to produce new theoretical insights but rather point
at a direction to look at as Blumer (1954) has suggested. The use of theoretical con-
cepts also prevents the reader from being overwhelmed by a lot of data that, although
interesting, do not lead anywhere.

Each chapter is historically delineated, discusses a specific topic and has a sepa-
rate framework for analysing and interpreting developments. That framework is
found in the chapter’s introduction and is evaluated each time in the conclusion of
the same chapter. Thus, each chapter can also be read separately.

The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 covers the period 1873—1920 in which
the supply of labourers and most of the returns took place. It is also the period when
the community building emerged and workers maintained and updated their agricul-
tural knowledge and skills. These developments are described in three chapters. The
central topics in this part are the conditions under which the workers were recruited
in British India, shipped to Suriname and put to work on the plantations, and how,
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in this process, the first beginnings of ethnic communalisation arose (Chap. 2). The
experiences on the plantations, measured by the harshness of the labour process, the
earning capacity and the amount of savings, were strongly determined by physical
conditions, the regime on the plantations and family formation (Chap. 3). Through
various adaptations, a plantation culture emerged that would characterise the British
Indian community. Out of the many ways to depict a culture, I chose the reproduc-
tion of rituals in the lived culture, the erosion of the caste system and gender inequal-
ity, expressions of emotions and interracial relations (Chap. 4). The chapters of this
first part analyse the initial transformation from agriculturalists in British India to
wage labourers in Suriname as a cultural and economic process. The central point
in this part is that the workers began to develop an ethnic community and managed
to retain their agricultural knowledge and skills. These two realities were closely
intertwined from the beginning.

The second part covers the period from 1895, the beginning of the colonisation
policy, to 1950 when rice production was modernised. Central topics include the
emergence of the preconditions for peasant settlement, particularly the closure of
plantations that set labour and land free and enabled the rise of a small peasant sec-
tor (Chap. 5). Contrary to a strong current in the Girmitiya literature about planta-
tion labourers, the experiences on the plantation were an important push factor
toward settling outside. That process went hand in hand with making a home by
expanding the ethnic group, rearranging the agricultural landscape and developing
a rice economy. This part also explores the connection between the productive
resources of the ethnic group—particularly the use of agricultural knowledge that
was available in the community and cooperation among peasants—and economic
performance (Chap. 6). Moreover, these developments did not prevent increasing
numbers of British Indians from seeking refuge outside agriculture. This profes-
sional differentiation was observable in both districts and the cities (Chap. 7).

Part three covers the period 1950-1980. It discusses the forces that undermined
the hitherto productive link between ethnic community and rice economy. These
consisted mainly of persistent poverty, mechanised rice farming, Western-oriented
education and migration to the city. As mechanised rice farming did not lead to
financial independence for Hindostani peasants, their migration from the districts to
the city continued (Chap. 8). The weakening of ethnic cohesion was hardly addressed
by the Verenigde Hindostaanse Partij (VHP, United Hindostani Party) that repre-
sented the community. This was partly because mechanised agriculture had been
conceived by the Netherlands and partly because the VHP was led by an urban-
oriented elite. However, many district residents practised agriculture as a secondary
activity, held white-collar jobs and developed an urban lifestyle (Chap. 9). The peas-
antry shrank even more rapidly on the eve of independence in 1975 when many half
and whole rice producers left with their families for the Netherlands. This develop-
ment did not stop until 1980 when family reunification came to an end (Chap. 10).
The concluding chapter evaluates the objectives of this book by highlighting the
main findings.
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