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Dedicated to my friends Susan and Maurits



This book is based on two projects: ‘BIDESIA – Exhibition and Research on  
the Dynamics of Migration, Social Development and Cultural Identity’ 
and ‘Migration and Cultural Traditions of Bhojpuri Region’. It has drawn 
from the significant research and academic contribution of Maurits Has-
sankhan, Narinder Mohkamsingh, Elizabeth den Boer, and Sahiensha 
Ramdas (Suriname), Susan Legene and Chitra Gajadin (the Netherlands), 
and Mousumi Majumder and Nivedita Singh (India).

Chapter 1 (Who Migrated and why: the bidesia story) evolved from 
the Indian Report.

Chapter 2 (Bidesia and settlement histories in Suriname) evolved  
from sections of the Suriname report of the Bidesia project (by Maurits 
Hassankhan and team) published in the resource book Kahe Gaile Bides 
(Allahabad: Mango Books, 2010).

Chapter 3 (Double migration and the process of readjustment) evolved 
from sections of the Netherlands report of the Bidesia project (by Chitra 
Gajadin) published in the resource book Kahe Gaile Bides (Allahabad: 
Mango Books, 2010).

Chapter 4 (Bidesia folk culture in the triangle) evolved from a com-
bination of India and the Netherlands reports and a section of the Suri-
namese reports (by Narinder Mohkamsingh and Sahiensha Ramdas) 
of the Bidesia project published in the resource book Kahe Gaile Bides  
(Allahabad: Mango Books, 2010).

Chapter 5 (Still they are migrating) evolved from the Indian Report.



Kai Kehli Chukwa Ki Choral Mulukwa Tu?
Kehal Na Dilwa Ke Halia Balmua
(What crime have I committed that you left the country and 
did not tell me your feelings before leaving?)

– Bhikhari Thakur, Bidesia (Yadav and Sinha 2005: 37)
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This second edition of the book Culture and Emotional Economy of Migra-
tion is being published to mark the 100th anniversary of the ‘indentured 
system’ that came to an end in 1917. As part of this system, within a period 
of 80–90 years, about two million Indian contractual labourers (a form of 
slavery) were sent to work in the plantations owned by European masters. 
Indian migrant labourers were sent to 19 countries worldwide within 
this system. With the emergence of colonialism, labourers were brought 
in to work globally in various plantations, first as slaves, and after the abo-
lition of slavery, as indentured labourers, especially from India at cheap 
rates. These indentured labourers were made to do backbreaking work, 
often in inhuman conditions. Within the indentured system of migra-
tion, labourers that were sent to Mauritius, Suriname, South Africa, and 
other countries as migrants forcefully or willingly is a matter of debate 
amongst historians. Some argue that these were forced migrations; others 
find evidences wherein families willingly accepted the indentured system 
without any coercion. It is difficult to say which of these two positions 
is correct. It may be that both schools of historians are partly correct. 
Another possibility is that the majority were forced and allured into the 
system, while a few others might have accepted it willingly. But one thing 
is certain – migration caused separations of families. Somewhere wives 
were left behind; somewhere it were mothers, sisters, sons or fathers – 
each of them pining for the ones who were snatched, taken away or had 
left on their own to faraway lands. These created emotional, social, cul-
tural and other problems in homelands and at destinations. Old families 
were left behind, broken, while new families were created. A large num-
ber of these migrant labourers returned to India after their ‘contract’ was 
served. The returned migrants told of the miseries and inhuman work-
ing conditions in the plantations at the destinations. Most of them faced 
many hardships in India. But their narratives became the fountainhead 
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of protests and revolutions, inspiring the nationalist leaders to raise their 
voices against the indentured system in India.

In the Indian nationalist movement, leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, Bal 
Gangadhar Tilak and many others inspired by them, including Banarsi-
das Chaturvedi, Bhawani Dayal Sanyasi, linked the issue of indentured 
system with the national movement to create a mass uprising against it. 
Pressure was created on the English colonial system to end this prac-
tice. Many petitions were sent to the British then. The labourers who 
had gone to work in the plantations, and the ill treatment meted out to 
them by the colonial masters, became a major issue. Litterateurs of that 
period like Premchand, Shivpujan Sahay, Maithili Sharan Gupt, Siyaram 
Sharan Gupt and others wrote about it. Magazines like Pravasi Bharat 
were being launched. Articles on the indentured system found place in 
newspapers and publications like Pratap, Himalaya, Dainik Deshbhandu, as 
well as others. As a result, the British government was forced to set up 
various committees from time to time to review the indentured system. 
The conditions of the plantation labourers, their living conditions, were 
also being studied. After several complex problems and over time, a deci-
sion was taken to put an end to the indentured system.

By this time, two million people had been displaced from India. They 
carried many aspects of Indian and folk cultural traditions. At the same 
time, they created synergy with the cultural traditions at the destinations 
and created a new culture. Not only this, those that they had left behind 
in India, their memories, tears, aspirations, gave birth to a new culture of 
rural India.

A large part of this book has been developed from the India, Suriname 
and the Netherland reports of the Bidesia project. The culture, cultural 
history and cultural capital that developed because of the indentured sys-
tem comprises this study. It is relevant that on the occasion of the end 
of the indentured system, this edition of the book be brought out based 
on the study and analysis of the migration process and cultural produce.

This book is now with you. Please feel free to provide me with feed-
back and comments of this edition. It would help me improve it further.
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This book explores the making of the culture of migration from the 
past to the present. The major happening that played a crucial role in the 
formation of the culture of migration was indentured migration (1873–
1916) from the Bhojpuri region of India. Today also the phenomenon of 
migration is visible in those villages from where indentured migration 
took place in the past. The longue dureé of the culture of migration consists 
of indentured past and contemporary migration to cities like Mumbai, 
Ahmedabad, Surat, Gaziabad and other big cities. This book explores the 
bidesia bhav and emotional history of migration in the homeland and 
destination while looking at the formation and function of the culture 
of migration.

In the pre-colonial period when the European world was extend-
ing its domain across the globe through its colonies, it needed a huge 
source of cheap and abundant labour to work in the sugar, coffee, jute 
and other plantations in these colonies. After the abolition of slavery, it 
found this source of labour in the Bhojpuri region of India. Between the 
mid-nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, a large number 
of indentured labourers were sent from this region to various European 
colonies like Suriname, Mauritius, Fiji, Guyana and Trinidad, under an 
agreement signed between the British government and the governments 
of other colonial countries like Holland and France. Although many 
labourers returned to India after the expiry of their contract, a sizeable 
number remained behind even after these countries were decolonized, 
and their descendants now form a significant minority group there. This 
can be evidenced from the fact that in Suriname the Hindustani popula-
tion numbers some 150,000 today while the population of Hindustanis 
who migrated to Holland when the Surinamese attained independence 
in 1975 is around 100,000.

The Surinamese Hindustanis and the Dutch Hindustanis have now 
imbibed the culture and heritage of their destination countries, but they 
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have also preserved the language and culture of their ancestors who 
migrated from India long ago. This culture is the common heritage of 
the Surinamese Hindustanis, the Dutch Hindustanis and the Bhojpuris of 
India. That this common culture has withstood the test of time can be evi-
denced from the fact that even after so many generations one can observe 
a striking similarity in the oral culture of these three sets of people.
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This book is an offshoot of two research projects, that is ‘BIDESIA – 
Exhibition and Research on the Dynamics of Migration, Social Develop-
ment and Cultural Identity in the Bhojpuri Region of India, in Suriname 
and the Netherlands’ and ‘Migration and Cultural Traditions of Bhojpuri 
Region: A Research and Documentation Programme’ sponsored by the 
Tata Trusts, Mumbai. BIDESIA was an international exhibition and cul-
tural exchange project launched in 2005 involving three institutes and 
museums in the three countries concerned, namely India, Suriname and 
the Netherlands, and was designed with the aim of documenting the 
common cultural heritage of these three sets of people sharing a com-
mon descent. The project resulted in the publication of three country 
reports. The Bidesia Resource Book Kahe Gaile Bides: Why Did You Go 
Overseas? was published in 2010 by Mango Press, Allahabad, India. The 
contents of the resource book were compiled and edited by Mousumi 
Majumder. The editorial board comprised Badri Narayan Tiwari (India), 
Maurits Hassankhan (Suriname) and Susan Legene (the Netherlands) 
with contributions by Badri Narayan Tiwari and Nivedita Singh (India),  
Narinder Mohkamsingh, Elizabeth den Boer, Sahiensha Ramdas and 
Maurits Hassankhan (Suriname) and Chitra Gajadin (The Netherlands). 
The Netherlands Country report entitled ‘A Silenced History: Hindu-
stani Migration to Suriname and Holland’ prepared by Chitra Gajadin  
was printed in October 2005 by KIT.  The Surinamese report was pre-
pared by Maurits Hassankhan and was printed in 2008. The project 
‘Migration and Cultural Traditions of Bhojpuri Region’ was launched in 
2013 as a humble endeavour to trace, preserve and provide an acknowl-
edged platform to several unsung rural poets, folk story tellers, singers and 
performers who stood strongly against the winds of change. The materials 
and the empirical data base generated during the second ongoing project 
provide a rich relevant research base for the book.
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1

The abolition of slavery from the world was an 1833 Act of the Par-
liament of the United Kingdom ending slavery throughout the British 
Empire. This gave birth to a new kind of forced servitude, the inden-
tured labourers, where consent was often tricked. Recent studies treat 
this practice as human trafficking. There was a growing demand of cheap 
labour in the European (United Kingdom, France and the Netherlands) 
colonies such as in the Caribbean countries like Suriname, Fiji, Guyana, 
and Trinidad. The cheap labours were made to work in sugarcane, cof-
fee, cocoa, jute and other plantations owned by the colonial powers. The 
Bhojpuri region was viewed by the Britishers as a potential source of 
cheap labour (Majumder: 11). The emigration timeline from the Bho-
jpuri region records state that it started in 1834 to Mauritius. Four years 
later, in 1838, it continued to happen in Guiana and in 1845 to other 
British Caribbean colonies (ibid).

This region had a history of migration from the Moghul period that 
followed through in the armies of the Raj. The surplus labour that were 
in the armies some 500 years ago, provided the necessary push factor for 
the emigration of indentured labourers. The aftermath of the 1857 revo-
lution had plunged the region into deep distress and penury. Its resources 
were drained, as hunger and starvation held its vice grip on the peo-
ple. This was exacerbated by repeated droughts and famines that brought 
about unemployment, acute poverty and destitution. The menfolk were 
forced to leave their home and hearths.

The pull factor was employment opportunities in distant lands (read 
Caribbean countries). The agreements between the British government 
and the governments of the Netherland and France provided the silver 
lining to the people steeped in poverty.

The period between the late 19th and the early 20th centuries wit-
nessed a huge exodus, as able-bodied men left the shores of India. The 
emigrations were primarily from the Bhojpuri region, but it also included 

INTRODUCTION


