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Editorial Foreword

	This e-book is intended as a resource for scholarly study and for developing academic education programmes in Girmitiya Transcontinental Migration Studies.

	This volume brings together research on migration, archives, literature, identity, memory and restorative justice in the global Girmitiya world. It records the processes and outcomes of the International Symposium held from 10 to 12 September 2026 and organised by the Centre of Indian Languages, Jawaharlal Nehru University, and Foundation GIGA Rotterdam, The Netherlands.

	 

	Girmitiyalogy is an emerging paradigm for scholarly research and academic education concerning the transcontinental migration of Indian indentured labourers, their families in India and Girmitiya diaspora communities worldwide. It focuses on theory-building and practical application, supported by internationally recognised governance. This initiative forms part of the multi-year policy plan of the Foundation Girmitiyalogy Institute Global Applications in Rotterdam, The Netherlands.

	Jawaharlal Nehru University, particularly the scholars of the Centre of Indian Languages in New Delhi, has enabled Girmitiyalogy to present itself as a scholarly initiative. The University and its language centres are widely recognised for their work in languages, social sciences, international studies, science and culture. In this context, the Centre of Indian Languages provided valuable academic guidance and support for the international symposium. The Executive Board of Foundation GIGA is deeply grateful for this support.

	Professor Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey is a senior scholar at the Centre of Indian Languages, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. His academic work contributes to the study of Indian languages, literature, culture and social thought. He has guided students and researchers and has supported academic dialogue across linguistic, cultural and interdisciplinary fields. Professor Choubey has given valuable academic guidance to the international Girmitiyalogy initiative.

	Professor Choubey serves as Co-Convenor and academic partner to Professor Dr Harinandan Singh. Together, they supported the selection, review and organisation of papers with Dr Akash Mishra. Professor Choubey also supervised the three assistant professors, Dr Akash Mishra, Dr Devina Auchoybur and Dr Ajay Kumar Yadav, as they completed this work. On his initiative, Professor Singh delivered the Fourth JNU Professor Manager Pandey Memorial Social Science Lecture in 2026. The lecture reflects the vision, mission and aims of Girmitiyalogy. Professor Manager Pandey (1941–2022) was an eminent Hindi scholar, literary critic, teacher and translator. Born in Lohati village, Gopalganj district, Bihar, he served as Professor of Hindi and chairperson of the Centre of Indian Languages. His work showed that literature is inseparable from life. He encouraged young scholars to study history, language and culture with care and honesty. His life and work continue to inspire students and researchers.

	We also appreciate the valuable support of the assistant professors Dr Devina Auchoybur, Dr Akash Mishra and Dr Ajay Kumar Yadav, as well as the contributions of all the other scholars involved in this project, including Dr Binod Kumar Singh.

	The sixteen authors of the full papers are central to this achievement. We hope that this work pays tribute to the Indian indentured labourers and their descendants who have passed away, while recognising the continuing importance of their legacy to humanity. In this regard, Kaveri Roy’s paper proposes 15 September as an International Emigration Memorial Day for Indian indentured labourers.

	Finally, we thank the families whose love and care enabled all of us to work on the symposium and this e-book.

	On behalf of the Executive Board of the Foundation Girmitiyalogy Institute Global Applications, Rotterdam

	Dr. Mr. LL.M. Ramdhan
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Introduction

	More than a year after the Girmitiyalogy paradigm was coined on 15 May 2025, a series of online academic meetings was convened to develop the conceptual framework and structure of this interdisciplinary field of scholarly inquiry. These discussions followed an evaluation of my 15-day Masterclass, Digitalisation of Girmitiya Archives, at the University of Lucknow, India. Scholars from the University of Lucknow and Banaras Hindu University contributed to and supported the development of this emerging field.

	During this early phase, several non-governmental organisations also offered support. These included the Global Girmitiya Lineage Searching & Archive Center in Bishanpur, Bihar, India; the Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre; and the Asian Academy of Film & Television (AAFT) Marwah Studios in Noida Film City, Uttar Pradesh, India.

	After a year of development, academic relationships with scholars at Jawaharlal Nehru University led to a proposal to present Girmitiyalogy at a higher academic level. In this context, work to establish the Foundation Girmitiyalogy Institute Global Applications (Foundation GIGA) in Rotterdam was accelerated.

	Foundation GIGA, Rotterdam, supported the three-day International Symposium on Girmitiyalogy in academic collaboration with the Centre of Indian Languages, SLLCS, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. The organisers shared the view that the history of Indian indentured labour in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries requires serious, interdisciplinary and international study. The indenture system connected India transcontinentally with many parts of the world, including the Caribbean, South America, Africa, Europe and North America. This history involved recruitment in India, departure from ports, the crossing of the kala pani, plantation labour, settlement, return migration and later secondary migration. Its consequences remain visible in the identities, languages, family histories, literature, music, political participation and cultural heritage of Girmitiya descendants worldwide. These issues are central to the symposium.

	However, Foundation GIGA considered JNU and its Centre of Indian Languages to be appropriate academic partners. Language, literature, memory and cultural expression are essential sources for understanding the Girmitiya experience. Colonial archives provide important evidence, but they do not tell the whole story. Oral histories, songs, family memories, literary texts, religious practices and community collections are equally necessary for a fuller and more humane understanding of this transcontinental history.

	[image: Portrait accompanying the introduction of Professor Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey.]

	Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey, Senior Professor of Centre of Indian Languages, SLLCS, Jawaharlal Nehru University, JNU, New Delhi, India

	 

	JNU and its language centres are widely recognised for their work in languages, social sciences, international studies, science and culture. The symposium therefore brought together scholars, writers, researchers and descendants from India and the Global Girmitiya Community. It created a space for dialogue between history, literature, language studies, sociology, law, education, genealogy, migration studies, archival research and cultural heritage.

	The purpose was not only to remember the past but also to strengthen Girmitiyalogy as an interdisciplinary field of study and research. The symposium encouraged future cooperation between universities, archives, cultural institutions and descendant communities. It marked an important step towards archival justice, ancestral restoration, educational development and a deeper understanding of the transcontinental migration of Indian indentured labourers. This book presents the process and outcomes of the online international symposium.

	 

	Structure of the Book

	Chapter 1: Epistemology, Methodology and Human Resources

	This chapter outlines the epistemological and methodological foundations of Girmitiyalogy. It introduces the transcontinental and triadic approach to migration studies and presents the scholars, contributors and supporters involved in the symposium.

	Chapter 2: Symposium Reports and Review

	This chapter documents the organisation and proceedings of the three-day international symposium. It reviews its sessions, contributions and outcomes in relation to the theme Girmitiyalogy: Text, Theory and Literature.

	Chapter 3: Specific Characteristics of the First Migration and Analysis

	This chapter examines the migration of Indian indentured labourers from India to plantation colonies between 1834 and 1920. It considers recruitment, the girmit contract, oceanic displacement, plantation labour, settlement and the formation of Girmitiya communities.

	Chapter 4: Secondary Migration: Background and Characteristics and analysis

	This chapter explores the later migration of Girmitiya descendants from their first countries of settlement to other parts of the world. It considers migration routes, motivations and the ways in which migrants’ memories and cultural inheritances shape their identities and experiences.

	Chapter 5: Voices of Indian Scholars: Reframing Indian Indentured Labour

	This chapter examines the contributions of Indian scholars on the emigration of the Indian indentured labourers.

	Chapter 6: Concluding Remarks, Conclusions and Recommendations for Theory building and Education

	The final chapter draws together the volume’s central insights and conclusions. It offers recommendations for developing Girmitiyalogy, strengthening future research and supporting its integration into academic education.
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Chapter 1: Epistemology, Methodology and Human Resources

	¶1.001 In his inaugural address, Professor Dr Shardhanand H. Singh, founder of Girmitiyalogy, noted that decades of research had produced a substantial body of literature on Indian indentured labour. He stressed that this knowledge should not remain confined to libraries and museums. A central aim of the three-day symposium was to explore models and methods for developing academic theories about the transcontinental migration of Indian indentured labourers. The symposium examined the emigration of Indian indentured labourers during the post-slavery period, when they were recruited to provide labour for European plantation economies across several continents in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Its focus was Girmitiyalogy: Text, Theory and Literature.

	1.1 Epistemology and Methodology

	¶1.002 Foundation GIGA embraces Girmitiyalogy as an interdisciplinary field of scholarly study because its epistemological framework accommodates philosophical and other approaches to knowledge alongside empirical research into the social realities of the past, present and future. Within this framework, the paradigm of Itihāsa is given due consideration as a way of representing the history of Indian indentured labour, including through the perspectives of earlier generations of scholars.

	¶1.003 For this reason, Foundation GIGA adopts the approach of Transcontinental Migration Studies, using the triadic model to examine the First and Secondary Migrations in context. Many descendants of first-wave migrants later emigrated from the former colonial territories in which their ancestors had settled, moving to build new lives in Western societies across several continents during the post-colonial era.

	¶1.004 The First Migration refers to the organised movement of Indian indentured labourers from India to plantation colonies between 1834 and 1920. It was shaped by colonial demand for labour, the girmit contract, oceanic displacement and unequal power relations. This migration established the first Girmitiya diaspora communities in Mauritius, the Caribbean, Suriname, Fiji, South Africa and other colonial territories. Its principal characteristics included separation from ancestral villages, restricted freedom, plantation labour, cultural adaptation, family formation and the gradual emergence of new Indo-Girmitiya communities.

	¶1.005 Secondary Migration refers to the subsequent movement of descendants of indentured labourers from their original settlement societies to other countries. Unlike the First Migration, it generally took place under conditions of “legal freedom”. It was often motivated by education, employment, family reunification, political change, personal safety or the pursuit of social mobility. Examples include migration from Suriname to the Netherlands; from Guyana and Trinidad to the United Kingdom and North America; and from Fiji to Australia, New Zealand and Canada. The term “twice migration” refers to people who moved from their first country of immigration to another country. For example, contract labourers moved from British Guiana to Suriname.

	¶1.006 At the Transcontinental Migration Crossroads, several authors represent the histories of the First and Secondary Migrations. Secondary migrants carry memories and cultural inheritances associated with India, their first country of settlement and their new country of residence. This experience can produce a layered identity, described here as a “Girmitiya diaspora within the Indian diaspora”. Secondary Migration does not erase the first Girmitiya journey; rather, it extends the transcontinental trajectory through further processes and outcomes of migration.

	¶1.007 From a methodological point of view, Girmitiyalogy recognised a three-path model for considering and analysing transcontinental migration studies (2026). The three paths are:

	
		First Migration — प्रथम प्रवास (Pratham Pravās);

		Secondary Migration — द्वितीयक प्रवास (Dvitīyak Pravās); and

		¶1.008 Left behind or non-migration — अप्रवासी रिश्तेदार (Apravāsī Rishtedār).



	Within this framework, paper contributors are considered in three categories:

	
		Descendants who belong to the First Migration category;

		People who belong to the Secondary Migration category; and

		¶1.009 Indian scholars involved in the study of indentured labour and the transcontinental migration of the Girmitiya community.



	 

	1.2 Human Resources

	The organisation and implementation of the three-day symposium were made possible by the voluntary efforts of highly committed scholars. They are listed in three groups.

	A Paper Contributors

	The paper contributors were Miss Amanda Hansavathy, Dr Aniel Pahladsingh, Dr Kumar Mahabir, Dr Deepti Aggarwal, Dr Devina Auchoybur, Dr Akash Mishra, Dr Shuchi Gupta, Ms. Vidya Gangadeen Kismatali, Ms. Kaberi Chattopadhyay Roy, Ms. Shameen Thakur Rajvansi, Kennard Soleyn, Donald Lenroy Thomas, Dr Mohamed Keshavjee, Dr Primnath Gooptar, Dr Rashmi Chowbey, Ms. Sharmila Bhagoe-Ramratan, Dr Shardhanand Harinandan Singh and Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey. Dr Mr LL.M. Ramdhan, Pallavi Mishra and Pragati Panday are also listed. Their brief biographies are provided in Section 1.3.

	 

	B Supporters and Observers

	
		Dr Sudheer Pratap Singh, Hindi critic and professor at JNU.

		Dr Shoba Sivsankaran, French scholar and professor at JNU.

		Dr Ajay Kumar Dubey, social scientist and professor at JNU.

		Dr Onkar Nath Upadhyay, English critic and former professor of English at the University of Lucknow.

		Dr Upul Ranjith, writer and professor at Kelaniya University, Sri Lanka.

		Dr Ramprasad Bhatt, critic, linguist and professor at the University of Hamburg, Germany.

		Dr Ashish Agnihotri, French critic and professor at JNU.

		Mrityunjay Kumar Singh, eminent Hindi writer and former Director General of Police, West Bengal.

		Dr Hitendra Patel, historian and professor at Ravindra Bharati University, Kolkata.

		Dr Binod Kumar Singh, social activist and former Government of India official.

		Mr. Niketsing Arvinsing, poet and Hindi faculty member at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute, Mokka, Mauritius.

		Dr Ajay Kumar Yadav, young critic and assistant professor at the University of Delhi.

		Mr Abhishek Pandey, young scholar at JNU.

		Mr. Dheeresh Tiwari, young scholar at JNU.

		Dr Priyanka Kumari, young critic and assistant professor at JPNU, Chapra, Bihar.

		Mr Ganeshi Lal, young critic at JNU.

		Mr Abhishek Pandey, young scholar at JNU.

		Mr. Dheeresh Tiwari, young scholar at JNU.

		Miss Shalima Mohammed, associated with Girmitiyalogy and co-director of ICC.

		Dr Binod Kumar Singh, Chairman of CCLASC, Bishanpur, Bihar.



	 

	C Symposium Implementation Team

	Chairpersons, moderators and rapporteurs for the symposium sessions

	The three-day symposium comprised six 90-minute sessions, each with an assigned chairperson, moderator and rapporteur.

	Session 1

	
		Chairperson: Shalima Mohammad, associated with Girmitiyalogy and co-director of ICC

		Moderator: Dr Akash Mishra

		Rapporteur: Niketsing Arvinsing



	Session 2

	
		Chairperson: Mrityunjay Kumar Singh

		Moderator: Dr Ajay Kumar Yadav

		Rapporteur: Niketsing Arvinsing



	Session 3

	
		Chairperson: Prof. Ghanshyam

		Moderator: Abhishek Pandey

		Rapporteur: Niketsing Arvinsing



	Session 4

	
		Chairperson: Prof. Devendra Kumar Choubey

		Moderator: Ganeshi Lal

		Rapporteur: Niketsing Arvinsing



	 

	Session 5

	
		Chairperson: Prof. Onkar Nath Upadhyay

		Moderator: Dheeresh Tiwari

		Rapporteur: Niketsing Arvinsing



	Session 6

	
		Chairperson: Dr Shardhanand Harinandan Singh

		Moderator: Dr Devina

		Rapporteur: Niketsing Arvinsing



	Closing remarks: Dr Binod Kumar, Chairperson of GGLASC

	 

	1.3 Brief Biographies of the Team of Paper Contributors and Presenters

	The contributors were selected following the publication of the Call for Papers flyer on social media in May 2026. Three papers are from the online audience.

	1. Dr Akash Mishra — Lucknow, India

	Dr Akash Mishra is an assistant professor of English at Rama Degree College in Lucknow and coordinator of Girmitiyalogy Applications in India. His abstract, “Memory and Migration: Archival Narratives of Girmitiya Struggles in Fiji and Mauritius,” examines the relationship between official records, family memories and cultural practices. His presentation showed why archives and oral histories should be read together.

	 


2. Professor Dr Harinandan Singh Shardhanand — Suriname / Netherlands

	Keynote speaker

	Singh is the founder of Girmitiyalogy and Founding Chancellor of Foundation GIGA Rotterdam. His abstract, “Girmitiyalogy: An Interdisciplinary Epistemology Framing as an Emerging Academic Discipline of the Global Girmitiya Community,” presents Girmitiyalogy as a new interdisciplinary academic field. His work connects history, genealogy, identity, archives and transcontinental migration studies.

	He presented his paper at the Fourth JNU Professor Manager Pandey Memorial Social Science Lecture in 2026. The lecture reflected the vision, mission and aims of Girmitiyalogy. Professor Manager Pandey (1941–2022) was an eminent Hindi scholar, literary critic, teacher and translator at the Centre of Indian Languages, SLLCS, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India.

	3. Dr Devina Auchoybur — Mauritius / Shimla, India

	Dr Devina Auchoybur, originally from Mauritius and now based in Shimla, India, is an assistant professor at St Bede’s College and a scholar of Hindi, diaspora, culture and literature. Her abstract, “‘Immigrant Society’: Meaning, Concept, History and Culture: A Study of the Indian Indentured Diaspora,” examines how displaced communities build family life, language, memory and cultural identity, with particular attention to Mauritius as a multicultural society.

	4. Dr Aniel Pahladsingh — Suriname / Netherlands

	Dr Aniel Pahladsingh is a legal scholar from Suriname and the Netherlands, specialising in European law, international law, human rights and migration law. His abstract, “Legal Case Study: British-Indian Indentured Labour in Suriname (1873–1916): Forced Labour, Compulsory Labour and the Need for Girmitiyalogy,” examines indenture through contemporary labour and human-rights concepts. It distinguishes between slavery, forced labour, compulsory labour and free labour.

	5. Dr Kumar Mahabir, PhD — Trinidad and Tobago

	Guest speaker, Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre (ICC).

	Dr Kumar Mahabir is a senior lecturer at the University of Guyana and founder of the Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre. His abstract, “Voyages of Change: Girmitiya Experiences and Diasporic Memory in the Caribbean,” explores how descendants of Indians created new forms of family, faith, language and belonging. His work brings together history, sociology, literature, oral history and cultural memory.

	6. Dr Shuchi Gupta — Uttar Pradesh, India

	Dr Shuchi Gupta is an Indologist, cultural documentarian and chairperson of ISAASC Trust in Meerut. Her abstract, “Aurality and Belonging: How Indian Film and Music Shape Hybrid Identity and Culture in the Global Girmitiya Community,” examines bhajans, Bhojpuri songs, film music and local musical traditions. Her presentation showed how sound can become an archive of emotion, language and heritage.

	7. Amanda Hansavathy — Saint Lucia / London

	Amanda Hansavathy is a researcher and creative practitioner at the Royal College of Art. Her abstract, “Disrupting the Colonial Text: Madanm Coolie and Her Radical Ancestral Reclamation,” draws on family archives, oral history, film, painting and performance. Her work challenges colonial silence and creates new paths for ancestral recovery.

	8. Kaberi Chattopadhyay Roy — Kolkata, India

	Ms Kaberi Chattopadhyay Roy is a deputy general manager at Syama Prasad Mookerjee Port, Kolkata. Her abstract, “15 September 1834: A Proposal for International Indenture Labour Day,” examines the first contracts signed by Indian labourers and the departure of the ship Atlas. Her paper proposes an annual International Day of Remembrance, education and family-history research.

	9. Dr Deepti Aggarwal — Haryana, India

	Dr Deepti Aggarwal is a diaspora scholar, writer, artist and guest faculty member at the University of Delhi. Her abstract, “Girmit Hindi: A Global View of Language, Memory and Cultural Survival: A Fieldwork-Based Study,” examines Hindi-based language traditions in several Girmitiya countries and shows how these languages preserve cultural knowledge and community memory.

	10. Mr Lenroy Thomas Donald — St Vincent and the Grenadines

	Mr Lenroy Thomas Donald is an executive committee member of the St Vincent and the Grenadines Indian Heritage Foundation. His abstract, “Reparations for Descendants of Indentured Workers: Towards Archival Justice, Genealogical Justice and Historical Responsibility,” argues for restoring access to ancestral records and family histories. It proposes the Commonwealth Indenture Records Initiative for preservation, digitalisation and education.

	11. Ms. Shameen Thakur-Rajbansi — South Africa

	Ms. Shameen Thakur-Rajbansi is a political leader, pharmacist and policy advocate from South Africa. Her abstract, “Politics as a Means of Survival: Political Participation and the Emancipation of South African Girmitiya Descendants through the Lens of Girmitiyalogy,” examines political participation as a path towards dignity, citizenship and community development. Her presentation links the legacy of indenture to democratic representation and social inclusion.

	12. Ms. Vidya Parbati Gangadeen — United Kingdom / Trinidad and Tobago

	Ms. Vidya Parbati Gangadeen’s ancestry research has taken her from the United Kingdom and Trinidad and Tobago to India and The National Archives in Kew. Her abstract, “Reconnecting Fragmented Pasts: Girmitiyalogy and the Quest for Ancestral Identity in the Global Indian Diaspora,” combines autoethnography, genealogy and archival research. It calls for international cooperation and digitised archives to help descendants recover their family histories.

	13. Ms. Sharmila Ramratan Bhagoe — Suriname

	Ms. Sharmila Ramratan Bhagoe is a Hindi writer, poet, former Hindi teacher and cultural advocate from Suriname. Her abstract, “Hindi and Sarnami as Pillars of Identity and Cultural Preservation among the Youth in Suriname,” explores the role of Hindi and Sarnami in cultural memory and identity formation. Her presentation showed that both languages strengthen heritage, citizenship and social harmony.

	14. Dr Rashmi Choubey — India

	Dr Rashmi Choubey is a historian and independent writer based at JNU in New Delhi. She edits Itihāsa Samachar and chairs the Creative History Trust. Her abstract, “The Diasporic Mind: The Case of Mauritius,” examines how literature, Bhojpuri folk songs and memory shape the cultural life of Girmitiya descendants in Mauritius. Her work presents diaspora identity as a living process of memory, creativity and multilingual citizenship.

	15. Kennard (Ken) Soleyn — St Vincent and the Grenadines

	Kennard Soleyn presented “Secondary Migration from the Indo-Caribbean to New York City”. He explored the migration of Indo-Caribbean communities to New York from the 1960s onwards. His paper considered cultural preservation, hybrid identity and community resilience.

	A retired engineer and business manager, he is also a social-justice advocate and STEM tutor. His ancestral roots connect him with indentured labourers from Benares and Punjab.

	16. Dr Mohamed M. Keshavjee — United Kingdom / South Africa

	Dr Keshavjee presented “Ancestral Roots Remain an Emotional and Complex Journey for Descendants of Indian Indentured Labourers”. His paper examined the challenges of tracing the family histories and ancestral villages of Girmitiya. He called for archival justice, digital research and cooperation among universities and diaspora organisations.

	He is an internationally recognised lawyer, mediator and specialist in Islamic law. Dr Keshavjee received the Gandhi–King–Ikeda Peace Award for his work on peace and human rights.

	17. Dr Primnath Gooptar — Trinidad and Tobago

	Dr Gooptar presented “The Other Side of the Kala Pani: Survival, Absence and Resilience Among Those Left Behind”. He focused on the families and villages in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh from which migrants departed. His work reveals the grief, poverty and family separation experienced by those who remained behind, as well as their resilience.

	He is a writer, biographer, cultural promoter and former school principal. He holds a PhD in Cultural Studies and has written sixteen books.

	18. Dr Mr LL.M. Ramdhan

	Dr Ramdhan was born in Nickerie, Suriname, on 23 February 1958. He moved to the Netherlands in 1980 and earned a master’s degree in Dutch law from the University of Amsterdam in 1997. He was admitted as a lawyer in August 1997 and completed a Grotius postgraduate specialisation in criminal law in 2002. Dr Ramdhan practises independently in Amsterdam under the name Ramdhan Advocaten, specialising in criminal and immigration law. He also writes legal and public commentaries on Surinamese constitutional, political and rule-of-law matters. His research examines how historical colonial labour systems may be understood under international criminal law, with particular attention to British Indian indentured labour in Suriname. He received an honorary doctorate in 2024 and is an executive board member of Foundation GIGA.

	19. Pallavi Mishra

	Miss Pallavi Mishra is a PhD research scholar in the Department of Sociology at the University of Lucknow, India. Her paper examines the historical problem of families “left behind” in India when indentured migrants departed for plantation colonies and considers how descendants in former European colonies may reconnect with those histories. It reads selected scholarship on Indian indenture, gender, Bhojpuri migration, return migration, and homeland memory as a connected field rather than as separate national narratives.

	20 Pragati Panday

	Pragati Pandey has completed a master's in economics from the University of Lucknow and has a keen interest in research in the same field; that's why I am currently pursuing a PhD in Economics with a specialization in Environmental Economics. I also want to engage in welfare activities for Society; hence, I have joined the trust "Indian Research Society of Girmitiyalogy" as an active member, and I will actively participate in its activities. Her paper develops an economic history research agenda on the households that remained in India when a son, brother, or husband departed under indenture to plantation colonies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

	Concluding Remarks

	This chapter has established the epistemological and methodological foundations of Girmitiyalogy as an emerging interdisciplinary field within Transcontinental Migration Studies. It has also introduced the international scholars, contributors and supporting participants whose academic engagement and voluntary commitment made the three-day symposium possible.

	A central consideration is that the history of Indian indentured labour cannot be adequately understood through colonial archives, migration statistics or literary representations alone. It requires an integrated approach that brings together historical documentation, oral traditions, family memories, genealogical investigations, cultural expressions, legal perspectives and the lived experiences of successive generations. Within this approach, the Itihāsa paradigm offers an additional perspective for recognising historical knowledge and memories that have often remained outside conventional academic narratives.

	The proposed triadic model of transcontinental migration provides an analytical framework for examining three interconnected historical and social categories: First Migration, Secondary Migration and Non-migrated Relatives in India. Particular attention is directed towards the third category, comprising the parents, spouses, children, siblings and other relatives who remained in India following the departure of indentured labourers. Their experiences of separation, economic hardship, social adjustment and intergenerational consequences deserve systematic academic investigation alongside those of the migrants and their descendants.

	The diversity of the symposium contributors demonstrates the potential of Girmitiyalogy to connect history, sociology, economics, law, literature, cultural studies, genealogy and education. Their contributions also reveal opportunities for comparative research across Girmitiya societies and for renewed academic engagement with the ancestral regions of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and other parts of India.

	For Foundation GIGA, the symposium represents an important step towards transforming historical knowledge into a structured programme of academic research, theory development and educational application. Its future priorities include archival digitalisation, ancestral reconnection, the investigation of historical injustices, the development of university curricula and international institutional cooperation.

	The essential challenge for Girmitiyalogy is therefore not merely to preserve the history of indentureship, but to develop a scientifically grounded understanding of its transcontinental consequences for migrants, their descendants and the families left behind in India.

	The following chapters build upon this foundation by examining the symposium proceedings and the scholarly papers through the perspectives of the First and Secondary Migrations and their wider implications for Girmitiyalogy as an emerging academic discipline.

	 


Chapter 2 Symposium Reports and Epistemological Review

	 

	¶2.001 Reporters: Ajay Kumar Yadav, Assistant Professor, University of Delhi; Aravind Singh Nekit Singh, Mauritius; and Divya Prakash, Betul, Madhya Pradesh.

	Presenters:

	¶2.002 Miss Amanda Hansavathy, Dr Aniel Pahladsingh, Dr. Kumar Mahabir, Dr. Deepti Aggarwal, Dr. Devina Auchoybur, Dr. Akash Mishra, Dr. Shuchi Gupta, miss Vidya Gangadeen Kismatali, miss Kaberi Chattopadhyay Roy, miss Shameen Thakur Rajvansi (absent), sir Kennard Soleyn, sir Donald Lenroy Thomas, Dr. Mohamed Keshavjee, Dr. Primnath Gooptar, Dr Rashmi Chowbey, miss Sharmila Bhagoe - Ramratan, Dr Shardhanand Harinandan Singh, Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey.

	¶2.003 The international online symposium on the history, experiences and literature of indentured labour migration from India in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was held from 10 to 12 September 2026. Jointly convened by Foundation GIGA in the Netherlands and the Centre of Indian Languages at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), India, it examined the theme “Girmitiyalogy: Text, Theory and Literature”. Its stated purpose was to move beyond the accumulation of historical material and to consider how that knowledge could support theory-building, research and higher education in Girmitiyalogy. For the three days six sessions were organised.

	 

	Day One 10 September 2026

	 

	Session 1 Opening ceremony and the Professor Manager Pandey Memorial Lecture

	¶2.004 Dr. Akash Mishra, the symposium’s general coordinator, opened the programme and welcomed participants joining from the Caribbean, Europe, Asia and elsewhere. He described the gathering as a homecoming and a bridge between shared histories and a global future. He said the symposium would address literature, historical archives, cultural preservation and changing identities, while recognising the labour and suffering of the people who had built societies across the oceans. He also introduced the conveners, Professor Dr Shardhanand Harinandan Singh, founder of Girmitiyalogy and Foundation GIGA in Rotterdam, and Professor Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey of JNU’s Centre of Indian Languages.

	¶2.005 The first-day session was chaired by Ms. Shalima Mohammed, associated with GIGA and co-director of the Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre. She emphasised that Girmitiya society had to be understood through its ideas as well as its lived experiences.

	¶2.006 Professor Sudheer Pratap Singh, Chairperson of the Centre of Indian Languages at JNU, welcomed the participants and underlined the academic importance of studying Girmitiya society.

	¶2.007 Professor Dr Shardhanand H. Singh, Founder of Girmitiyalogy Institute Global Applications (GIGA), addressed the Fourth Professor Manager Pandey Memorial Social Science Lecture.

	 

	Professor Dr Shardhanand H. Singh

	¶2.008 At first, he pointed out that universities and researchers worldwide had produced a substantial body of work on Indian indentured laborers and their descendants, including archival records, digital materials, memories, and research findings. This accumulated knowledge, he suggested, could contribute to a future Girmitiya Encyclopedia. He argued, however, that the symposium’s particular task was to develop a conceptual and institutional framework for research and higher education. Singh presented Girmitiyalogy as an interdisciplinary framework and an emerging academic field concerned with the Global Girmitiya Community. He situated the field at the intersection of migration, community formation, literature, identity and historical memory. The migration of Indians to countries of settlement during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, he argued, was a major historical process that merited study in its own right. Although much earlier research had been shaped by colonial and imperial perspectives, migration had also created new communities, identities, forms of literature and ways of thinking.

	¶2.009 Girmitiyalogy offered a broader perspective on migration, communities and literature, while providing a conceptual foundation for the study of migrant communities. It also called for renewed attention to historical memory through the study of official archives alongside oral histories, family records, family histories and life stories. These sources could help explain how identities had formed within dispersed and fragmented Girmitiya communities, and how descendants might reconnect with their ancestral villages, families and cultural heritage. He also identified reconnection with ancestral roots, reparative justice, secondary migration, and curriculum development as priorities for the next three years. Moreover, he mentioned that Itihāsa should be recognized as a field of knowledge that accorded due place to Girmitiya histories, memories, and intellectual contributions in India and internationally.

	¶2.010 Concerning the Professor Manager Pandey Memorial Lecture. Singh added that Professor Manager Pandey was no longer physically with us, but his intellectual legacy remained a reminder that new ways of thinking could give fresh direction to research our history. Recalling Professor Pandey’s engagement with literature, social justice, democracy and the dignity of ordinary people, Singh argued that this legacy offered a valuable point of reference for bringing neglected histories into academic discussion and for shaping the future study of the Global Girmitiya Community, too.

	¶2.011 Professor Singh concluded his address by thanking Professor Choubey, Dr Rashmi Choubey and the departmental team. He also acknowledged the scholars and institutions that had supported the development of Girmitiyalogy and its applications. He also recognised the pioneering individuals and institutions that had voluntarily supported the Girmitiyalogy movement from its beginning: Dr Binod Kumar Singh, Chair of GGLASC, Madhubani; Professor Dr Renuka Khanna, Professor Dr Archana Tewari and Emeritus Professor Dr Onkar Nath Upadhyay of Lucknow University; Professor Dr Ghan Shyam of Banaras Hindu University; Ms. Shalima Mohamed and Dr Kumar Mahabir, Co-Directors of the Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre; Ms. Shameen Thakur Rajvansi of South Africa; Miss Vidya Gangadeen of Trinidad and Tobago; and Mr Chandan Kumar Singh, Co-Founder of GGLASC.

	¶2.012 Due to the organisation and implementation of this online symposium, he gratefully recognised:

	¶2.013 - Dr Devina Auchoybur of St Bede’s College, Shimla, originally from Mauritius;

	¶2.014 - Dr Ajay Kumar Yadav of Satyawati College, University of Delhi; and

	¶2.015 - Dr Akash Mishra of Rama Degree College, Lucknow University, Coordinator of Girmitiyalogy Applications.

	¶2.016 Professor Singh then turned to the central subject of his paper. Because of the time limit, he concluded his presentation by referring to his recent book, “Girmitiyalogy at the Crossroads of Transcontinental Migration Studies”. This is a textbook that sets out the field’s principal terms and central questions, as well as principles for developing research, digitised archives and curricula for higher education.

	 

	Professor Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey

	¶2.017 Professor Dr Devendra Kumar Choubey, Centre of Indian Languages, SLLCS, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India, delivered the Report on the Concept Note, Book Release and Guest Address

	¶2.018 During the inaugural session, Professor and author Devendra Choubey presented the symposium’s concept note. He described the large-scale migration of Girmitiyas from India during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a history of separation and displacement. The session also included the launch of Yah Wah Desh to Nahin; Itihas ki Sarhadein.

	¶2.019 In his guest address, entitled “Searching the Context of Marginality in Girmitiya Societies: Text, Literature and Theory,” Prof. Choubey examined the historical and social context of marginality through Girmitiya literature, focusing particularly on Lal Pasina, a novel by Mauritian writer Abhimanyu Unnuth.

	¶2.020 Prof. Choubey situated the migration of indentured labourers from India to countries such as Mauritius, Suriname and Trinidad within the history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. He argued that this migration, which took place first under the East India Company and later under the British Raj, did more than establish diasporic communities: it gave rise to a distinct socio-cultural reality, Girmitiya society. The descendants of indentured labourers, he observed, continue to carry a profound sense of historical displacement.

	¶2.021 He traced how individual experiences of loss became part of collective life. The sorrow of separation became part of shared social memory; the arduous journey became a common historical experience; and individual lives contributed to a collective community identity. Stories and songs rooted in personal experience became part of oral traditions through which the community remembers and recounts its past.

	¶2.022 Prof. Choubey identified social unease, emotional detachment from ancestral roots, divided or dual identities, and the trauma of migration and prolonged servitude as recurring features of Girmitiya experience. He connected these experiences with the community’s historical struggle to move from the margins towards the social mainstream. Over time, he argued, this struggle became embedded in the collective consciousness of Girmitiya society.

	¶2.023 He also emphasised that migration involved more than a change in geographical location. It initiated an ongoing process of cultural deconstruction and reconstruction, affecting individuals and communities across generations. This process could continue for centuries, while those living through it might not recognise their place within its longer historical course.

	¶2.024 To convey the material and embodied dimensions of this history, Prof. Choubey urged researchers to look beyond formal academic settings and engage with the conditions endured by Girmitiya ancestors. He evoked the midday heat and the arduous labour and journeys associated with their lives as indentured workers. In this context, he presented Lal Pasina as a significant literary work that offers an empathetic and poignant account of the community’s painful historical journey.

	¶2.025 Prof. Choubey welcomed the symposium’s effort to develop theoretical approaches to literature produced by Girmitiya and other diasporic communities. He noted that Girmitiyalogy, the framework propounded by Prof. Shardhanand Harinandan Singh, offered a way to interpret this literature in relation to the lived experiences from which it emerged. He regarded it as an important methodology for examining the social and cultural structures of these communities.

	¶2.026 He brought migration history, collective memory, social marginality and literary expression into a shared discussion. It highlighted the value of reading Girmitiya texts both as literature and as sources for examining displacement, identity, social change and the intergenerational effects of indenture.

	¶2.027 Literary reference: Abhimanyu Unnuth’s Lal Pasina was first published in Hindi by Rajkamal Prakashan, Delhi, in 1977. The novel has also been translated into English and French. Its English translation, Blood Red Sweat, was published by Prabhat Prakashan, Delhi, in 2023. A Hindi edition has been available from Radhakrishna Prakashan since 2020.

	¶2.028 his international gathering brings together scholars and experts from India and the wider Global Girmitiya Community. We seek to establish Itihāsa as a respected field of knowledge: a field that gives proper place to the histories, memories and intellectual contributions of Girmitiya descendants in India and across the world.

	¶2.029 Our hopes are high, and so is our vision for the future. Jawaharlal Nehru University is therefore playing a pioneering role by introducing this new subject to the academic world.

	¶2.030 Dr Kumar Mahabir, Director of the Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre in Trinidad and Tobago, contributed as guest speaker.

	¶2.031 The emerging interdisciplinary field of Girmitiyalogy is an exciting development for those of us who have dedicated much of our academic effort to Indian indentureship and diaspora studies. This necessary progression has come about largely through the foundational work of scholars in the Caribbean who have toiled in this field for so long.

	¶2.032 Caribbean scholarship on indentureship and related subjects has a deep and lengthy history. While it extends well beyond the last fifty years, a number of major local scholars rose to prominence during that period through their significant contributions to the study and preservation of indentureship history. They include the late historian Professor Brinsley Samaroo of Trinidad and Tobago and Professor David Dabydeen of Guyana.

	¶2.033 In Trinidad and Tobago, Samaroo's work formed part of a substantial body of scholarship. Bridget Brereton, Kusha Haraksingh and Gerad Tikasingh are some of the many others who produced important work on topics such as race relations, Indian culture and political consciousness. Rhoda Reddock helped bring the experiences of Indian women into greater scholarly focus, while Patricia Mohammed was influential in developing the field of Indo-Caribbean Gender Studies, a line of work followed by Dr Gabrielle Hosein and Guyanese scholar Dr Lisa Outar.

	¶2.034 The University of the West Indies, St Augustine Campus, was perhaps the first Caribbean institution to organise conferences dedicated to indentureship and Indian diaspora themes, and in subsequent conferences, it regularly expanded the scope of these events. Since then, many others have done likewise. Professor Brinsley Samaroo was a pioneer in bringing scholars and scholarship together on such platforms, where cooperation and education were encouraged.

	¶2.035 One of my own contributions to oral history in Trinidad is my book The Still Cry: Personal Accounts of East Indians in Trinidad and Tobago During Indentureship, 1845-1917 (1985), in which I captured and preserved the rare, unfiltered testimonies given by surviving ex-indentured Girmitiyas themselves, in their own words and language, about recruitment, the voyages, plantation work, and life beyond indentureship.

	¶2.036 In Guyana, we find no less a tradition of scholarship, with prominent scholars including Clem Seecharan, Lomarsh Roopnarine, Basdeo Mangru and Baytoram Ramharack. Between them, they have extensively examined topics of indentureship and belonging, such as Indian participation in Guyanese society and politics, life on the sugar estates, resistance, accommodation, migration and identity. Meanwhile, Gaiutra Bahadur, with her book Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture (2014), brought the history of indentured women into sharper focus by tracing her great-grandmother's story alongside the experiences of other indentured women.

	¶2.037 Jamaica, too, has developed a significant body of scholarship despite its much smaller Indian population. Allen S. Ehrlich conducted research there in the 1960s and 1970s, while Ajai and Laxmi Mansingh documented Indian heritage and Indo-Jamaican cultural life. Verene Shepherd subsequently brought much of this scholarship together in Transients to Settlers: The Experience of Indians in Jamaica, 1845–1950 (1994) and Maharani’s Misery (2002).

	¶2.038 Indian indentureship also reached some of the smaller Caribbean territories where Indian communities can still be found today. In St Vincent, which received fewer than 3,000 indentured Indians over a twenty-year period, Dr Arnold Thomas and Lenroy Thomas have diligently researched this history while advocating for remembrance and recognition and promoting Indo-Caribbean culture. In 2012, a conference was held there, co-organised by me through the Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre (ICC). Similar conferences were held in Belize in 2014 and Grenada in 2016.

	¶2.039 In the French Caribbean islands, the Indian-born French geographer Singaravelou produced an early study of the Indian population in Guadeloupe, Les Indiens de la Guadeloupe (1975). Other scholars and writers followed, including Ernest Moutoussamy, Dany Bébel-Gisler and Jean S. Sahaï. In Martinique, researchers who published on Indians include Camille Moutoussamy, Gilbert Francis Ponaman, Maurice Virassamy, Gerry L’Étang and Lucienne Sacarabany.

	¶2.040 Suriname has likewise produced a substantial body of scholarship on its Hindostani population and the legacy of indentureship. Maurits Hassankhan, Chan Choenni, Ruben Gowricharn and others have made important contributions to the history of Indian immigration. Dr Hassankhan has also pioneered various conferences that have promoted new perspectives and approaches in the study of forced and free migration and their impact on society. By bringing scholars together from various parts of the world – senior scholars as well as new promising talents – these conferences have stimulated an exchange of ideas, set up new networks and strengthened existing ones.

	¶2.041 It is from Suriname that a scholar particularly central to this conference has emerged: Dr Shardhanand Harinandan Singh, who has articulated and given the name Girmitiyalogy to this emerging interdisciplinary field of study. His work provides a conceptual framework through which the diverse histories, experiences and legacies of Indian indentureship can be understood as part of a connected global story.

	¶2.042 Taken together, this scholarship has clearly been multifaceted, examining Indians as participants in Caribbean society and nation-building; their economic contributions, education and social mobility; religious and cultural transformation; literature and cultural production; and family and community. Women and gender studies, oral history and memory studies have also assumed increasing importance. The Caribbean contribution has extended beyond academic books and papers, with writers, poets and filmmakers bringing these histories to wider audiences and helping to amplify the visibility of Indians in a region where they have often been an overlooked minority.

	¶2.043 The Indo-Caribbean Cultural Centre’s Thought Leaders’ Forum, co-directed by myself and Shalima Mohammed, has been conducting weekly webinars on topics relevant to Indo-Caribbeans and the wider diaspora for over six years. At the time of this conference, we have held these webinars on Zoom and livestreamed on YouTube every Sunday for 328 unbroken, continuous weeks, featuring over 1,300 presenters speaking on 328 topics. In effect, the forum has provided a continuing platform for global knowledge-sharing and new ideas.

	¶2.044 Among the work still to be done with ICC and others is the campaign for reparations for those who were victims of the deceptive indentureship system. We urge academics, lawyers and others in this field to consider how they can contribute to the discussion and to advocacy for reparative justice.

	 

	Dr. Shoba Sivsankaran, French Scholar and Professor at JNU

	¶2.045 Professor Dr Shoba Sivsankaran, Dean, School of Language, Literature and Culture Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, Guest Address

	¶2.046 Respected Chair, Professor Sudheer Pratap Singh, Professor Shardhanand Harinandan Singh, Professor Devendra Kumar Choubey, distinguished scholars, researchers, writers, colleagues, and participants joining us from India and different parts of the world.

	¶2.047 It is a privilege and a pleasure to be part of this Online International Symposium on “Indenture Migration in 19–20th Century from India,” organised around the very important theme “Girmityalogy: Text, Theory and Literature.” At the very outset, I would like to congratulate the organisers, particularly the Girmityalogy Foundation, and all the scholars associated with this initiative for creating an important international platform where history, literature, memory and lived experience can come together.

	¶2.048 The history of indenture migration is not merely a history of movement from one geographical location to another. It is a history of human displacement, labour, aspiration, suffering, separation, resilience and cultural transformation. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, thousands of Indians traveled under the indenture system to different parts of the world, including Mauritius, Trinidad and Tobago, Suriname, Fiji, Guyana and South Africa.

	¶2.049 They carried very little material wealth with them. But they carried something much more enduring—their languages, memories, songs, religious practices, stories, customs and cultural traditions. Therefore, when we discuss indenture migration, we are not simply discussing the movement of labour. We are discussing the movement of culture itself. And this is precisely where the idea of Girmityalogy becomes particularly significant.

	¶2.050 Girmityalogy encourages us to think about indenture not merely through official archives and colonial administrative documents, but also through the cultural and literary traces left by migrants and their descendants. The word “girmit” itself carries a history. It emerged from the local pronunciation of the English word “agreement”, but gradually it became much more than an administrative term. It came to represent an entire historical experience—a lived experience of migration, labour, separation, uncertainty and survival.

	¶2.051 And this experience has been preserved not only in government records but also in oral histories, autobiographical narratives, poetry, novels, folk songs, religious texts, family memories and community practices.

	¶2.052 This is why the theme “Text, Theory and Literature” is so important. Literature allows us to enter the emotional and human dimensions of history. A colonial document may tell us how many labourers were transported to a particular colony. But literature can ask very different questions: Who were these people? What were their dreams? What did they leave behind? What did they lose? What did they remember? And how did they reconstruct their lives in unfamiliar lands?

	¶2.053 These questions take us beyond statistics. They bring us closer to the human experience of migration. But here, I would like to make one further suggestion about how we understand Girmityalogy. Girmityalogy should not be understood only as the study of those who left India. It should also include the study of those who were left behind.

	¶2.054 This is an aspect that deserves much greater attention. When an individual left his or her village and crossed the oceans, the experience of migration did not belong only to the person who travelled. There were parents, spouses, children, brothers, sisters and other members of the family who remained behind. Their lives were also transformed by that departure.

	¶2.055 We often ask: What happened to the migrant? But we should also ask: What happened to the family that waited? What kind of memories did they preserve? What anxieties did they experience? What emotional wounds did separation create?

	¶2.056 What did it mean for a mother when her son left? What did it mean for a wife when her husband departed for an unknown land? What did it mean for children who grew up without one of their parents? These questions open another important dimension of the history of indenture—the history of separation.

	¶2.057 Therefore, the history of indenture should include not only the history of those who crossed the oceans, but also the history of those who remained on the other side. The migrant and the family left behind are part of the same historical story. In this sense, Girmityalogy can become a study not only of migration, but also of memory, absence, longing, waiting and emotional loss. It can help us explore the experiences of families and communities whose voices may not always appear in official colonial archives.

	¶2.058 A family story, an old letter, a folk song, a ritual, a memory passed from one generation to another, all of these can become important sources for understanding this history. This brings us back to the question of the archive. I believe that one of the major challenges before contemporary scholarships is to broaden our understanding of what constitutes an archive.

	¶2.059 The archive should not be limited to official documents. A song sung by a migrant community, a Bhojpuri or Awadhi oral tradition, a family story, a religious practice, a festival, a novel or a poem can also function as an archive of memory. Such cultural archives are particularly important because many migrant histories were either inadequately documented
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