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Abstract 
 

While the history of Indian indentureship has been expansively chronicled 
through plantation archives, ship registers, and colonial economic re-
ports, the narrative remains profoundly one-sided. This paper reclaims 
the forgotten counterpart to migration—the untold story of the families 
left behind in the villages of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. These were the 
mothers, wives, children, and elders who experienced the social, econom-
ic, and spiritual impact of mass male departure during British indenture-
ship. Their experiences, often concealed by silence and disgrace, repre-
sent the hidden dimension of the indentured servitude experience. Using 
oral history, archival evidence, and ethnographic reconstruction, the cur-
rent analysis will delve into the survival strategies that these families, 
with an emphasis on the women, utilized when confronted with social 
marginalization and economic devastation.  
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Introduction: The Unheard Echoes of Indenture 
 

The system of Indian indentureship—initiated in 1834 and lasting until 
1917—has been extensively examined as a form of post-slavery labour migra-
tion. More than 1.2 million Indians were transported to colonies such as Trini-
dad, Fiji, Mauritius, Guyana, and South Africa (Singha, 1998, 24). Alongside 
these migration patterns, a significant disruption occurred within the Indian 
countryside, specifically the departure of many men from eastern Uttar Pradesh 
and Bihar, which resulted in villages being left desolate because of the absence 
of working age men. 

The British archive is replete with records of contracts and voyages, but 
it remains silent on the social aftershocks left in the homeland. For every man 
or woman who boarded a ship in Calcutta, countless others—wives, children, 
and aging parents—were left to fend for themselves in the wake of disappear-
ance. Their lives were redefined by uncertainty, grief, and social stigma. 

This paper repositions these ‘non-migrants’ as the central subjects of in-
quiry. It seeks to reframe the geography of indentureship by giving special at-
tention to those who were left behind, moving the focus from the plantation 
fields of Caroni and Demerara to the courtyards and aangan of forgotten vil-
lages along the Ganges. In doing so, it reclaims their endurance as part of the 
diasporic imagination itself, revealing that migration’s trauma did not begin at 
sea—it began at home. 

 
The Demographic Disruption: When the Men Vanished 
 

The exodus of indentured men produced a demographic crisis of unprec-
edented magnitude in north India. In several districts, up to 70 percent of able-
bodied men between ages fifteen and forty were recruited or lured into inden-
ture (Srinivas, 1984, 57). Villages once dependent on cooperative labour sys-
tems such as hal-batai oand madad-majhuri—forms of reciprocal farming—
collapsed. Primarily concerned with revenue generation, the British colonial 
government undertook few efforts to mitigate this social vacuum. Taxation 
continued unabated, and the village patwari or revenue officer often exploited 
widows and abandoned families for unpaid dues. This demographic loss pro-
duced a triple crisis: economic (shortage of labour and income), emotional (ab-
sence of kin), and ritual (the disruption of caste purity through kala pani). 

Colonial records euphemistically termed these migrants ‘emigrants’, but 
in the moral geography of rural India, they were lost souls. The villages they 
left behind became shadowlands of grief—what one might call ‘absent villag-
es’. Here, the story of indenture was not about mobility but about paralysis: a 
society suspended between presence and disappearance. 
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Women and the Gendered Burden of Survival 
 

With men gone, women bore the full weight of survival. They tilled 
fields, managed debts, and raised children in a society that denied them legal or 
ritual authority. Their struggle was both economic and moral, for widow-
hood—actual or perceived—invited public contempt. 

Uma Chakravarti’s analysis of colonial patriarchy reveals how women 
became ‘the living casualties of the male economy of migration’ (Chakravarti, 
2003; 41, 67). Wives of indentured men were neither widows nor married 
women—they were liminal figures inhabiting social invisibility. Yet these 
women, denied caste-sanctioned labour, defied orthodoxy by engaging in man-
ual work. They entered the fields, bartered produce, or became itinerant ven-
dors. 

Women's labour, therefore, blurred the boundaries of purity and pollu-
tion, thereby subverting the caste system. This was survival through transgres-
sion. Their persistent perseverance challenged the gendered conventions of 
honour and sanctity, as these women deconstructed gendered ideas of honour 
and sanctity that had constrained them for centuries. 

The lives of both groups mirrored each other, as they were both trapped 
in the same colonial systems of extraction and abandonment. In contrast, while 
men experienced surveillance and discipline on plantations, women encoun-
tered social ostracism, isolation and starvation at home. Both bore the scars of 
empire—one on foreign soil, the other on native land. However, while men 
were subjected to surveillance and discipline on plantations, women at home 
faced social surveillance and stigma. 
 
The Children of Absence 
 

The disappearance of fathers plunged children into precarity. A signifi-
cant number were compelled into begari, a form of bonded labour, for local 
landowners, in return for grain or to settle debts. Colonial taxation and recur-
rent famines left families no choice but to pledge their children’s labour to sur-
vive. 

This form of child bondage perpetuated the structural logic of indenture-
ship. Arnold (1988: 89) points out that famine and debt combined to form a 
self-perpetuating pattern of reliance, effectively resulting in a form of forced 
labour, though without a legally binding agreement. For these children, the Ar-
kathiya—the recruiter—became a haunting figure even in absence, a spectre of 
betrayal. 

Oral songs from Bhojpuri villages recorded in the 20th century preserve 
this memory: 
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Baba samundar par, hum khet me kaam kare, 

Angna me roye maiyya, hum jhut bole re. 
(Father is across the ocean, I labour in the field, 

Mother cries in the courtyard, I live by lies.) 
 

Such verses encode generational trauma. The children of absence became bear-
ers of silence—a silence transmitted across generations, reaching even today’s 
diaspora as an unspoken melancholy. 
 
The Elderly and the Return to Subsistence 
 

The elderly—parents and grandparents of indentured migrants—faced a 
grim reversal of fortune. In the joint family system, the elderly were to be 
cared for by sons and daughters-in-law. With sons gone and remittances rare, 
many elders returned to subsistence agriculture or begging. 

In order to survive, they depended on ancestral knowledge, which in-
cluded cultivating hardy crops, like millet and gram, on poor soil, implement-
ing rainwater harvesting strategies, and utilizing herbal medicine when colonial 
medical aid was out of reach. These strategies, often dismissed by colonial ad-
ministrators as ‘primitive’, were acts of resistance to dependency. 

In villages such as Saran and Chhapra, elders kept alive genealogies and 
oral records of the departed—reciting their names during rituals even when 
caste orthodoxy forbade it. This was their way of keeping the absent present, of 
restoring cosmic balance to the disrupted kul (lineage). 

Their endurance represents not resignation but cultural resilience. As one 
oral informant pointed out, they were regarded as ‘the keepers of shadows’, the 
ones who worked to keep memory alive, even when people were gone. 

 
Stigma and the Social Death of Families 
 

Beyond hunger and poverty lay an insidious social death. The kala pani 
taboo—the crossing of the black waters—was viewed in orthodox Hinduism as 
a rupture from purity and caste. Those who crossed, and their kin, were be-
lieved to lose their ritual standing. 

Families of indentured men faced public ostracism. Daughters were 
deemed unmarriageable, priests refused to perform rites, and neighbours 
avoided shared wells or meals. Money that arrived from overseas was catego-
rized as jutha, a term that implied the funds were polluted or unclean. This 
form of exclusion weaponized religion to reinforce caste hegemony. 

Radhika Singha documents instances where returning migrants were 
forced to perform humiliating purification rituals, including costly shud-
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dhikaran ceremonies (Singha 1998: 97). Some refused, choosing exile over 
submission. In one recorded oral history from Bhojpur, a man named Balram 
Singh returned from Trinidad only to find his family’s house burned by upper-
caste neighbours who claimed his wealth was ‘unclean’. 

Stigma thus extended indentureship’s violence beyond the colonial 
sphere into the intimate fabric of rural society. The kala pani became not just a 
sea but a psychological border—dividing purity from pollution, belonging 
from banishment. 
 
The Invisible Widow and the Gendering of Loss 
 

The figure of the invisible widow embodies the intersection of gender, 
caste, and colonialism. She is neither dead nor living within social structures, 
her husband’s fate unknown, her own identity suspended. 

Bhojpuri folklore preserves her in fragments—a woman who refuses to 
adorn herself, who eats last, who avoids the gaze of the village. Yet many 
transformed this grief into new forms of power. Excluded from patriarchal 
norms, they became ojha (healers), dai (midwives), and katha-vachak (oral sto-
rytellers). Their marginality gave them access to spiritual authority denied to 
‘pure’ women. 

Gayatri Spivak’s question—'Can the subaltern speak?’—finds an answer 
here: they did speak, not in the colonial archive but through ritual and folklore 
(Spivak, 1988). In reciting biraha songs of longing, they transformed private 
loss into collective lamentation. 

In addition, these women were drawn to the Kabir Panth and Satnami 
movement, both of which were reformist sects because they did not believe in 
caste and gender hierarchies. Their participation was both religious and politi-
cal—a reimagining of belonging outside orthodox Brahmanism. 

Thus, the ‘invisible widow’ becomes a radical subject—one who re-
claims agency through cultural reinvention. 
 
Women’s Innovation: The Birth of Informal Economies 
 

In the absence of men and the economic void that created, women took 
the lead in establishing local industries and systems of bartering which sup-
ported the survival of many villages. These were not marginal activities, but 
creative economic revolutions born of desperation. 

Women repurposed agricultural by-products: crafting ropes, baskets, and 
mats from jute and banana fibre (Banerjee, 2017: 3); producing uplā (cow-
dung fuel cakes) and selling them in weekly markets (Chakravarti 2003: 67); 
reusing cloth to make quilts and rugs (Roy, 2012: 211). Each act exemplified 
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what Leach terms ‘subsistence innovation under constraint’ (Leach, 88). 

Their homes became micro-factories, their aangan transformed into 
workshops of survival. Women developed coded languages related to finance, 
incorporating economic cues into everyday speech, a custom that continued in-
to Indo-Caribbean homes, where women later took charge of sou-sou systems 
as well as community loans (Reddock, 1994: 102). 

These informal economies blurred the boundary between necessity and 
resistance. In transforming waste into value, women defied both colonial ne-
glect and patriarchal exclusion from property ownership. 

Their creativity anticipated modern microfinance models, long before the 
term existed. In this sense, the Indian village woman was the first ‘micro-
entrepreneur’ of the indenture era. 
 
The Mitti ke Bank: The Village Banking Revolution 
 

Among the most remarkable responses to economic displacement was 
the Mitti ke Bank—the ‘earthen pot bank’. Women, lacking formal access to 
finance, used clay pots to store coins, grain, and small valuables. These were 
hidden in rafters, buried under hearths, or sealed in walls. 

Each pot represented a micro-capital system governed by trust, secrecy, 
and ritual. The pots would only be opened in times of extreme need, specifical-
ly during instances of famine, the celebration of marriage, or when illness 
struck. This networked saving system paralleled Caribbean sou-sou and Afri-
can esusu models, emphasizing communal reliability over institutional credit. 

Barbara Harriss-White notes that these early informal economies repre-
sented ‘autonomous zones of female finance’ outside the male-dominated cash 
economy (Harriss-White, 2003: 112). In villages where landlords controlled 
credit, the Mitti ke Bank became a silent revolution—a reassertion of women’s 
economic sovereignty. 

The system also evolved into dhikuti or rotating savings collectives, 
where women contributed small amounts weekly, and each received a lump 
sum in turn. Although they operated using gossip networks and kinship bonds, 
rather than legal contracts, these collectives, surprisingly, functioned with a no-
table degree of efficiency. 

Through these systems, women created an indigenous economic archi-
tecture of resilience, rooted in reciprocity rather than exploitation. 
 
Sacred Sabotage: The Politics of Ritual Resistance 
 

When direct rebellion was impossible, women turned ritual into re-
sistance. They employed what James Scott called ‘weapons of the weak’—acts 
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of subtle subversion within everyday life (Scott, 29). One such tactic, remem-
bered in oral accounts as Sacred Sabotage, inverted the language of purity. 
Women ‘polluted’ land or property seized by oppressive landlords by burying 
menstrual cloths, cow bones, or beef fragments, rendering the land ritually un-
touchable. This symbolic pollution halted land use and humiliated oppressors 
who depended on caste sanctity for authority (Roy, 2012: 254). 

These acts redefined the moral order. Purity—once used to suppress—
became a tool of liberation. Such ritual subversions resonate with Caribbean 
practices of obeah and jharay-phoonk, where marginalized women used spir-
itual power to resist domination. 

The politics of Sacred Sabotage thus links the Indian village to the plan-
tation diaspora: both used faith, ritual, and coded defiance to subvert empire. In 
this light, the women left behind were not merely survivors—they were insur-
gents of faith, transforming their marginalization into moral protest. 

 
Memory, Silence, and the Moral Debt of History 
 

The silence surrounding these families is not absence—it is erasure. Co-
lonial archives prioritized ship manifests and labour contracts, not the emotion-
al wreckage left behind. Yet, within the oral traditions of Bhojpuri women—
the sohar, biraha, and chaita songs—survive fragments of their pain. 

Memory here functions as resistance. The act of remembering those who 
never left, who suffered invisibly, is itself a moral reconstruction of history. 
Their endurance preserved the social fabric of villages ravaged by migration. 

Diasporic descendants, particularly in the Caribbean, inherit this double 
memory: one of displacement and another of abandonment. The trauma of the 
families left behind constitutes the submerged layer of Indo-Caribbean identi-
ty—a ‘root beneath the root’, to borrow Édouard Glissant’s metaphor of creo-
lized memory. 

Recovering these stories is not merely an academic task but an ethical 
one. It demands that we reinsert the invisible subjects of history into the moral 
consciousness of the diaspora. 
 
Conclusion: Reclaiming the Other Half 
 

The story of Indian indentureship is incomplete without those who 
stayed. The diasporic world is subtly built on a hidden foundation that is com-
prised of their endurance, which is quiet, inventive, and frequently goes 
unacknowledged. Their fortitude forms the hidden foundation of the diasporic 
world. Even as the indentured endured the journey across vast oceans and set-
tled on plantations in the diaspora, with the aim of creating new lives, their 
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families remained behind, and after suffering, began diligently adapting and 
working to build new and sustainable environments for their survival at home. 
The Mitti ke Bank, the invisible widow, and the Sacred Sabotage are not pe-
ripheral anecdotes; they are central to understanding the moral geography of 
indenture. 

As scholars and descendants, we owe these survivors remembrance. 
Their creativity under duress, their transformation of stigma into strength, rep-
resents the deepest continuity between India and its diaspora. The Arkathiya 
Crossings thus remind us: not all journeys are physical. Some unfold in si-
lence, in endurance, in the art of surviving absence. To honour them is to com-
plete the map of our memory—to see that the other side of the kala pani begins 
not at the sea, but in the hearts of those who were left behind. 
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