Displacement and Resilience: The Cultural Legacy of Indian Indentured
Labour

The History and Resilience of Indian Indentured
Labourers

The history of Indian indentured labourers is
one of displacement, survival, and cultural
reinvention. With the abolition of slavery in 1834, the
British colonial economy urgently needed a new
labour force for plantations in the Caribbean,
Mauritius, Fiji, and Africa. The solution was the
indenture system, which transported over 1.3 million
Indians between 1834 and 1917 under harsh
contractual terms. Often called “a new system of
slavery” (Tinker), indenture was marked by
exploitation but also became a crucible where
migrants forged resilient diasporic cultures rooted in
memory, migration, and the sacred.

Crossing the kala pani—the “black
waters”—was more than a physical journey; it
symbolised exile from cultural and spiritual worlds. In
many Hindu traditions, sea travel was polluting,
making migration a rupture of both identity and faith.
Yet this rupture also created space for renewal. As Brij
V. Lal notes, the indentured were compelled to
“remake the self in alien environments.” Carrying
little materially, migrants drew instead on intangible
legacies—songs, stories, scriptures, and rituals—to
rebuild a sense of belonging abroad.
Memory as Survival

For the indentured, memory was not simply a
record of the past but a living force shaping identity.
Stuart Hall reminds us that cultural identity is a
“positioning,” and memory provided precisely such
positioning in alien worlds. Bhojpuri folk songs,
devotional hymns, and oral storytelling became
vehicles through which fragments of home were
preserved and reimagined. Women’s songs, in
particular, served as repositories of grief and
resilience, transforming individual suffering into
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shared narrative resistance. In this way, oral traditions
became communal acts of solidarity, where workers
turned paininto cultural continuity.

Storytelling also played a vital role in cultural
preservation. Tales of Rama, Sita, and Hanuman were
recited in plantation barracks, offering moral
guidance and symbolic parallels to exile. As Vijay
Mishra observes, the Ramayana became more than
scripture; it was “a map of cultural survival.” The epic’s
stories of displacement and endurance resonated
deeply with migrants, turning memory into a resource
for resilience.

The Sacred as Anchor

Religion was central to sustaining diasporic
identity. Migrants often carried small texts like the
Ramcharitmanas or Bhagavad Gita, but even without
physical books, collective memory allowed oral
recitations and ritual observances. Temples and
shrines, built from simple materials, became spiritual
centres. Festivals such as Diwali, Holi, and Muharram
provided continuity with Indian traditions while
adapting to new environments. These rituals were
not only devotional but also acts of cultural assertion
under colonial scrutiny. As Marina Carter notes, to
practise faith under watchful colonial eyes was itself a
declaration of survival.

The sacred also enabled intergenerational
transmission. Children born in diaspora, with no
direct ties to India, absorbed cultural identity through
lullabies, recitations, and rituals. Even when
languages like Bhojpuri and Awadhi underwent
creolisation, they remained carriers of memory and
devotion, ensuring continuity across generations.
Steven Vertovec observes that faith provided order in
the chaos of displacement, making religion
inseparable from endurance.
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Hybridity and Adaptation

Diasporic culture was not static but dynamic,
adapting Indian traditions to new realities. Muharram
in Trinidad, for instance, evolved into Hosay, a
syncretic festival uniting Hindus, Muslims, and Afro-
Caribbean communities. Wedding songs retained
their Bhojpuri roots but incorporated local rhythms.
These hybrid practices reflected resilience, not
cultural loss. As Lomarsh Roopnarine argues,
hybridity was a strategy of adaptation and renewal,
allowing communities to flourish despite adversity.

Colonial authorities often underestimated this
cultural strength, assuming ties to India would fade.
Yet indentured communities actively reshaped their
identities, ensuring that traditions were not merely
preserved but reworked to suit diasporic life. As Brij
Lal explains, indenture became a crucible where faith,
culture, and memory were reconfigured for survival.

Conclusion

The story of Indian indentured labourers is not
just one of hardship but also of remarkable cultural
resilience. Memory preserved fragments of the
homeland and turned them into narratives of
solidarity. The sacred anchored communities,
transforming rituals into languages of endurance.
Intergenerational transmission and hybrid cultural
practices ensured that diasporic identities evolved
rather than vanished. In James Clifford’s words,
diaspora survives not through geography but through
the transmission of memory and ritual across
generations.

Thus, the endurance of the indentured was
more than physical; it was cultural, rooted in sacred
memory and creative adaptation. Their legacy
demonstrates how displacement can produce not
only trauma but also renewal, transforming exile into
a space of survival, identity, and cultural innovation.
The resilience of Indian indentured labourers remains
a testament to the enduring power of memory and
faithin shaping diasporic life.
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