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VIJAYALAKSHMI TEELOCK
Mauritian indenture: an overview of the historiography

Indentured labour migration in the nineteenth century Indian Ocean
was the most important labour movement to occur at that time. Nearly
two million people left India to work on plantations in the Indian Ocean,
Pacific, and Adlantic regions. The early historiography of indenture was
characterised by, for the most part, system-focused and survey-type stud-
ies, essentially by Western scholars, such as Cumpston and Tinker.! In
India, a pool of Indian historians between the 1950s and the 1970s wrote
histories of indenture based almost entirely on secondary sources. Some
were imbued with a strong degree of patriotism and belief that India, as a
regional power, had some responsibility towards overseas Indians.

In addition to these earlier studies focussed on the mechanisms of
indentured recruitment, on the legal framework of indenture, the structure
of the migration processes, statistics and economic history, there arose also
a focus on “agency” and its supposed confirmation that indentured labour-
ers were not to be viewed as “victims”. Northrup acknowledged that while
he found it difficult to liken indentured servitude to slavery, it was a sort
of “voluntary bondage”.? How voluntary this was is still open to debate, as
far as Mauritius is concerned, as indentured workers were unequal players
in a game where the other players were men in power in London, Paris,
Calcutta, Georgetown or Port Louis and their fate already decided. Land-
ownership, education and resultant socio-economic mobility are forwarded
as evidence of “agency” for Mauritian indentured labourers, but the sad
and neglected truth is, that the majority of the indentured in Mauritius
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either did not survive their indenture or left Mauritius at the end of their
contract. Their history has yet to be researched and written.

There are many avenues for new and further research that remain open.
For example, up to now, no in-depth demographic study had been under-
taken to quantify the actual numbers arriving, departing, and settling down
in Mauritius. Exact proportions of who came, from where in terms of caste
status, gender, regional origin have not advanced much from the original
studies by Carter and Deerpalsing.? It is also only in last few years that the
ending of indenture has aroused some interest and this, mainly as a result
of the commemoration of the ending of indenture in the British Empire in
1917. There have also been too few works on gender issues and on family
under indenture in Mauritius. While notarial and official records reveal
something of their material condition, they do not enlighten us much on
the psychosocial state of the women. The debate whether the paucity of
women gave them more power and “enhanced their independence” is also
far from over.*

The role of local, Indian and metropolitan capital in shaping Mauritian
economic and social history was a hitherto neglected field of study, but
Richard Allen’ began to fill this gap. However, new scholars have not con-
tinued this work. Also required are local regional studies: as Shepherd® has
pointed out, the degree of insertion of Indians does not only depend on
absolute figures but in the extent of dispersal in the country. In Mauritius,
though the geographical spaces have somewhat become blurred, the inte-
rior of rural districts are still overwhelmingly populated by people of inden-
tured origin and thus able to maintain social and cultural cohesiveness.

Today, in Mauritius, the focus has shifted towards studying the experi-
ences of indentured labourers, their settlement and the nature and extent of
their integration. The consequences of immigrants settling down were the
emergence of a local population with Indian roots and their gradual entry
into all spheres of social, economic, cultural and political life of Mauritius.
Comparative studies with the Caribbean and elsewhere need, however,
to emerge and take into account strategic parameters such as the inden-
tured workers’ numerical proportion in the host country, local and global
economic factors, the relative proximity to the country of origin and the
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existence or not of an indigenous population. These are key determinants
of the success of the indentured’s insertion into the host society and the fate
of the descendants in those societies. The analysis of the shift of immigrants
from that status to that of settler and citizen needs to be dealt with in a
most “sensitive” manner as local situations are heavily influenced by politi-
cal events and the steady departure of descendants of indentured labourers
from host country. Whether “all diasporas are unhappy” is the next great
question future historians cannot afford to ignore.”

Vijayalakshmi Teelock (University of Mauritius)
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