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Abstract

Gaiutra Bahadur’s Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture (2013) is
categorized as nonfiction, yet its narrative strategy, speculative recon-
struction, and emotional depth position it within the broader framework
of Girmitiya fiction. This paper argues that Coolie Woman operates as
a hybrid text—interweaving historical documentation with creative non-
fiction techniques—to revive the erased voices of Indian indentured
women. By centering the life of Bahadur’s great-grandmother, Sujaria,
and embedding her story within the collective experience of girmitiyas,
the work functions as a literary intervention into colonial historiog-
raphy. It employs themes common to Girmitiya fiction: exile, displace-
ment, gendered violence, and cultural hybridity, making it an essential
text in the canon of Indian diasporic literature. Between 1838 and 1917,
more than 500,000 Indians were transported as indentured laborers—
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Coolies —to plantations in the British Caribbean, Fiji, Mauritius, South
Africa, and elsewhere. Though extensively documented in colonial rec-
ords, the subjective experiences of these laborers, especially women,
were often erased or distorted. In Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of In-
denture, Gaiutra Bahadur recovers the life of her great-grandmother,
Sujaria, an indentured woman sent to British Guiana in 1903. While
formally nonfiction, the book blurs the line between history and fiction
by using imaginative reconstruction, literary narration, and speculative
interpretation. Coolie Woman functions as Girmitiya fiction, not be-
cause it invents facts, but because it adopts literary techniques to re-
claim historically silenced narratives. It shares thematic, structural, and
emotional affinities with fictional works about the indenture system, and
in doing so, asserts the role of imagination in the service of historical
Justice.

Key words: The Odyssey of Indenture, indentured laborers, girmitiyas,
Neoslavery, diasporic literature.

Introduction

Gaiutra Bahadur’s Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture (2013) oc-
cupies a unique place in diasporic literature. Though categorized as nonfiction,
the work operates on a liminal boundary between history and fiction. Through
narrative strategies often associated with the novel—such as scene recreation,
internal monologue, and emotional speculation—Bahadur breathes life into the
historical silences surrounding indentured women. By doing so, Coolie Woman
can be read as a form of Girmitiya fiction, serving the same cultural and liter-
ary functions: recovery of memory, critique of colonialism, and the formation
of diasporic identity.

Between 1834 and 1920, over 1.2 million Indians were taken as inden-
tured laborers to European colonies. The term Girmitiya derives from the cor-
rupted form of ‘agreement’—the contractual promise under which Indians
were transported, often deceitfully, to work under harsh conditions on sugar
plantations. Girmitiya fiction reconstructs this neglected history, providing per-
sonal and collective narratives that challenge official colonial records. These
fictional works reclaim agency and voice for a community long marginalized
in both historical and literary discourse.

Girmitiya fiction offers a poignant literary window into the experiences of
Indian indentured laborers transported to colonial plantations across the globe.
This paper examines the thematic and narrative strategies used in Girmitiya fic-
tion to represent the trauma of displacement, the cultural hybridity that
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emerged from diaspora life, and the enduring legacy of colonialism. Through a
study of selected texts such as Coolie Woman by Gaiutra Bahadur, this paper
explores how fiction serves as both a tool of memory and a site of resistance.

Bahadur’s self-described methodology embraces what Saidiya Hartman
calls ‘critical fabulation’—a method of narrating history by creatively filling
archival gaps. She writes: ‘She may have left because she was pregnant. She
may have been raped. I do not know’ (Bahadur, 2013:8). These ‘may have’
phrases serve as a recurring narrative device, acknowledging the limits of his-
torical certainty while inviting readers to engage empathetically with possibili-
ties of experience. In doing so, Bahadur creates a fictional space within a non-
fictional framework. This aligns with the function of fiction in Girmitiya litera-
ture, where invented stories become conduits for collective historical truths. In
texts like V.S. Naipaul’s 4 House for Mr. Biswas or Brinsley Samaroo’s writ-
ings on Kala Pani, fiction compensates for what history cannot fully capture:
emotional truths, internal conflicts, and cultural fragmentation.

One of the most prominent tropes in Girmitiya literature is the crossing of
the Kala Pani—the dark waters that metaphorically and ritually separated Indi-
an laborers from caste, kin, and homeland. Sujaria’s journey across the ocean is
rendered not just as physical migration but as ontological rupture: ‘By crossing
the sea, she had crossed a line between lives, between identities’ (Bahadur,
2013: 45).

In Girmitiya fiction, this liminal space is often associated with spiritual
death or cultural rebirth. Bahadur taps into this imagery, linking Sujaria’s indi-
vidual journey to the collective trauma of the diaspora.

Gendered Violence and Social Erasure

Bahadur’s narrative focus on the indentured woman fills a critical gap in
both historical scholarship and fictional representation. While male indentured
experiences are often dramatized in novels, the female perspective remains un-
derrepresented. Bahadur notes: ‘Of every hundred passengers aboard ships
from Calcutta to the Caribbean, only twenty-five were women’ (2013: 73).
These women were vulnerable to rape, exploitation, domestic violence, and so-
cial ostracism, both on the ships and on the plantations. In reconstructing
Sujaria’s likely experiences, Bahadur provides what most Girmitiya fiction
omits: a deep engagement with the layered suffering and strength of women.
Her narrative resonates with fictional works like Coolie Woman'’s Song, a poet-
ic cycle by Rajkumari Singh, and Bitter Sugar by Avinash Singh—both of
which explore women’s agency amid systemic violence.
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Another key aspect of Girmitiya fiction is the intergenerational search
for identity. Bahadur’s personal quest to uncover her ancestor’s story mirrors
narrative arcs in Indo-Caribbean novels where descendants attempt to recon-
struct broken lineages. The author positions herself as a bridge between past
and present, saying: ‘I was trying to reclaim a history that I had never lived but
that had shaped me profoundly’ (Bahadur, 2013: 12). This echoes diasporic
novels such as The Swinging Bridge by Ramabai Espinet and 4 House for Mr.
Biswas, in which characters grapple with fractured cultural inheritances and the
legacy of indenture.

Bahadur’s narrative performs a restorative function, stitching together
not just her grandmother’s life but the broader archipelago of memory that
connects Indian indenture to global diasporas.

Style, Language, and Literary Craft

Although working within a historical frame, Bahadur’s prose is lyrical,
evocative, and layered with metaphor—hallmarks of literary fiction. Consider
this passage: ‘In a society that had lost its caste and its gods in the crossing,
women became the new ground for honor and shame’ (Bahadur, 2013: 85).
Such lines elevate the text beyond reportage or academic history. Her use of
symbolism (the sea, the contract, the body), vivid sensory description, and
emotive narration place the text within a literary lineage of fiction writers con-
fronting postcolonial identity and memory.

Coolie Woman as Resistance Literature

By centering a woman whose voice was systematically erased, Baha-
dur’s work functions as resistance literature, in the spirit of what Gayatri
Spivak calls ‘speaking for the subaltern’ (Gayatri Spivak, 1988). Though
Sujaria never leaves behind a diary, letter, or memoir, her story is told through
archival recovery and narrative empathy. In this way, Coolie Woman shares the
purpose of Girmitiya fiction: to contest colonial narratives, rehumanize inden-
tured laborers, and reclaim agency for those denied it. Fictional or not, the text
disrupts the epistemological authority of the colonial archive.

Narrative Reconstruction as Fictional Technique

Bahadur explicitly acknowledges the fragmentary nature of colonial ar-
chives, particularly when it comes to the lives of poor, illiterate women like her
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great-grandmother. In the absence of documented evidence, she uses narrative
speculation to reconstruct likely scenarios. The ‘she may have been’ approach
has been discussed above.

The indenture system was a replacement for slavery in the British Em-
pire post-abolition, functioning with similar coercive and exploitative mecha-
nisms. Girmitiya fiction began to emerge as descendants of these laborers
started writing about their heritage, combining oral histories with creative sto-
rytelling. Writers from Fiji, Trinidad, Mauritius, and the Indian subcontinent
have contributed to this body of literature.

Notable early works include: The Cane is Bitter by Ronald Segal — a
semi-fictional account based on real plantation life; Bitter Sugar by Avinash
Singh — a novel set in colonial Fiji, and Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Inden-
ture by Gaiutra Bahadur. Though nonfictional, Coolie Woman uses narrative
techniques akin to fiction to reconstruct the life of the author's grandmother.

Major Themes in Girmitiya Fiction:
I identify 5 major themes in Girmitiya fictiin. These are:

Displacement and Dislocation: Characters often experience profound loss of
homeland and identity. They grapple with the trauma of being severed from
India and forced into an alien environment. Fiction explores how myth,
memory, and oral culture help characters maintain a connection to their roots.

Indenture as Neoslavery: Many narratives highlight the physical brutality,
sexual exploitation (especially of women), and racial discrimination faced by
Girmityas, drawing parallels between indenture and slavery.

Gender and Resistance: Women in Girmitiya fiction are not merely passive
victims. Works like Coolie Woman highlight female agency, endurance, and
the unique gendered trauma they faced—such as rape, widowhood, and social
ostracization.

Cultural Syncretism and Identity: Girmitiya communities adapted and sur-
vived by creating syncretic cultures—blending Bhojpuri, Awadhi, Tamil, and
other Indian traditions with Caribbean, African, and colonial influences. Fic-
tional characters often embody these hybrid identities.

Intergenerational Memory and Diasporic Identity: Later generations of Gir-
mityas struggle with questions of belonging. Are they Indian, Fijian, Trinidadi-
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an, or something else? Fiction explores these tensions between inherited
memory and contemporary reality.

Narrative Techniques and Stylistic Features

Native dialects have been used such as Bhojpuri or Caribbean Creole to
represent authenticity. Magical realism, also is used as seen in some Caribbean
literature, to blend myth and history. Non-linear narratives, reflect fragmented
memories and diasporic identity. Oral storytelling traditions, are used which in-
fluence the voice and structure of many novels. Reading Coolie Woman as a
form of Girmitiya fiction emphasizes the fluid boundaries between history and
storytelling in postcolonial literature.

For communities whose histories were erased or distorted by colonial-
ism, the imaginative act becomes a necessary tool for reclaiming identity. Ba-
hadur’s work is therefore part of a larger literary movement to resurrect and re-
humanize the Girmitya experience. Gaiutra Bahadur's Coolie Woman (2013),
though nonfiction, reads like fiction and uses narrative imagination to recon-
struct the silences in indenture records, especially concerning women. The
work blends biography, memoir, and archival history to challenge colonial
erasure. While fact-based, Coolie Woman employs many literary features typi-
cal of fiction, such as:

e Characterization: Sujaria, despite the gaps in her story, is treated like
a literary character with emotional depth and narrative arc.

e Narrative voice: Bahadur’s personal, reflective tone evokes the inti-
macy of a novel.

e Imagery and Symbolism: The recurring motif of the Kala Pani be-
comes a metaphor for death, loss, and transformation.

e Non-linear structure: The book shifts between past and present, mem-
oir and history, echoing the fragmented temporalities of diasporic fic-
tion.

Displacement and Exile: Sujaria's journey across the Kala Pani mirrors the
foundational trauma of all Girmitiya narratives: severance from homeland,
caste, and identity. Bahadur highlights how this voyage involved not just geo-
graphic, but ontological dislocation—Iloss of name, history, and personhood.

Gendered Violence and Silencing: Unlike much Girmitiya fiction, which
tends to foreground male laborers, Bahadur centers on the female experience of
indenture—exploring how women were subject to sexual exploitation, coer-
cion, and patriarchal judgment. The story of Sujaria becomes a symbol for
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thousands of unnamed women whose histories were reduced to lines in coloni-
al logs.

Intergenerational Memory and Diasporic Identity: Bahadur, a descendant of
Girmityas, travels back through both geography and time to piece together her
ancestry. This reflexive narrative mirrors many diasporic novels where the pro-
tagonist seeks identity through ancestral recovery. Like in works by Naipaul or
Anita Desai, the personal becomes political, and memory becomes a form of
resistance.

Colonial Violence and Bureaucratic Dehumanization: Bahadur deconstructs
colonial archives, showing how administrative language masked cruelty and
trauma. She ‘reads against the grain’ of official records, turning statistics into
stories—a hallmark of Girmitiya fiction.

Conclusion

Girmitiya fiction is not only a genre of historical remembrance but also a
form of cultural resistance. By narrating the silenced stories of indentured la-
borers, these works challenge dominant colonial narratives and help diasporic
communities reclaim their identities. As global interest in postcolonial and di-
asporic literature grows, Girmitiya fiction offers rich insights into the legacy of
migration, memory, and survival. Though, not fiction in a strict generic sense,
Coolie Woman uses the imaginative techniques of the novel to challenge the
limits of colonial historiography. As such, it deserves to be studied alongside
canonical Girmitiya fiction. It contributes not only to historical understanding
but also to the ethical and emotional dimensions of diasporic memory. Baha-
dur’s work is a literary act of resistance—against silence, against erasure, and
against the imperial claim to truth.

Coolie Woman challenges the traditional boundaries between history and
fiction, biography and collective memory. By fusing archival research with lit-
erary narration, Bahadur crafts a story that is true in feeling if not always in
fact. Its emotional resonance, thematic depth, and commitment to historical re-
covery place it firmly within the canon of Girmitiya literature—not in spite of
its nonfiction form, but because of its imaginative reconstruction. To read
Coolie Woman as Girmitiya fiction is not to question its factual integrity, but to
recognize the literary strategies employed to illuminate lives otherwise lost in
silence. In doing so, Bahadur affirms that the act of storytelling is itself a form
of justice.
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