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Week Ten Lectures

The Global Rise of Indentured Labour
●

Over the course of the 19th Century, more and more workers from Asia, Africa,
and elsewhere migrated to the Caribbean (and elsewhere) to work as
indentured labourers.
○

●

Indentured labourers were ordinarily "free" workers who received a wage in addition to housing,
medical care, rations, clothes and transport.
■ Naturally, the quality of all of these varied from the best to the worst.

Most of these indentured labourers worked on plantations which were formerly
staffed by African-descended slaves.
○

Emancipation led many slaves to leave agricultural production altogether.

Indentured Labour in an Age of Imperialism
●

According to Northrup, "Governments chose to subsidize the cost of European
migration [to colonies], while requiring non-Europeans to repay their passage
in indenture, for reasons that included unconcealed racial preferences and
prejudices" (9).
○
○

●

The cost of the boat trip to the colony was deducted from the wages, making it take a very long
time for workers to accrue any sort of savings at all.
For this reason, a large amount of these indentured labourers chose to settle in their new
locations after the contract ended. This formed the early basis of the global Indian, Javanese,
Chinese, Liberian, and Japanese diaspora.

We must remember that it is not a coincidence that rise of imperialism
globally and the rise of indentured labour and the fall of "slavery" occured at
almost the same time. Indentured labour made is such that the profits from
the "plantation complex" continued to come in even after slavery ended,
facilitating European power and imperialism.

Were Contract/Indentured Workers "Slaves"?
●

●

We must recognize that "free" workers are still under quite a lot of constraints
which prevent them from experiencing true "freedom". This is the nature of
wage labour in general.
We also must distinguish between "free" migration and forced migration. Not
all indentured workers arrived at their place of work in a free manner. Some
were kidnapped (not as slaves), and very few actually knew what kind of work
they would do and what pay they would receive.
○

●

Furthermore, many indentured workers found out that what they were told in China or India
was not 100%

Quite often, the treatment of contract workers was very, very poor. Sometimes
just as bad as the treatment of slaves.
○

As Hu-Dehart notes regarding Chinese contract workers in Cuba: "The rules regarding corporal
punishment was lifted almost verbatim from those designed to discipline and punish slaves"
(43). Mortality rates on "coolie" ships were almost as high as slave ships.

Were Contract/Indentured Workers "Slaves"?
●

●

It is quite clear, as Hu-Dehart notes regarding Chinese in Cuba, that they were
not seen as "citizens" or "immigrants" by any means. Upon the termination of
their contract (which lasted up to 5 years), they were required to re-contract
with another employer, or leave Cuba within two months.
While contract and indentured labour does closely resemble slavery in some
key ways, there are notable differences.
○
○

●

First, some plantations (in Cuba and elsewhere), utilized slave labour and contract/indentured.
Second, and most importantly, they were allowed to leave after the expiry of their contract. This
might not have made their day-to-day life better, but in the long term it is significant.

Clarence-Smith, in his study of "perpetual indenture" in Sao Tome, notes that
sometimes former slave owners simply converted their slaves into "contract"
workers, paying them absolutely horrible wages, making slavery continue only
in slightly modified form. This led workers to resist the system just like slaves
had.

Were Contract/Indentured Workers "Slaves"?
●

At the end of the day, a Contract/Indentured worker is a specific kind of
proletarian, something a slave is not.
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Indentured Labour & the End of Slavery
●

Ironically, the emancipation of slaves and abolition of slavery was a fairly
unequal endeavour.
○

○

●

In 1833, when slaves were freed in the British colonies (mostly in the Caribbean), planters were
given financial compensation for ever slave they were "forced" to free. This averaged about
half of the purchase price of the slave (Northrup, p. 19).
In the same British colonies, emancipated former-slaves were forced to sign on with their
former owner for an "apprenticeship" for 4-6 years.
■ This required the ex-slaves to provide to their former masters 40.5 hours per week of
unpaid labour. And because they were no longer slaves, their former "masters" did not
need to provide food rations, housing, or clothing.

It is not surprising that the minute former slaves could leave the plantations,
they did. When land was available, they sought to provide for themselves
through subsistence farming. Others who could not do that went to towns or
to missionary stations. Others emigrated.

Indentured Labour & the End of Slavery
●

So what did planters do with the financial compensation they received from
their former slaves?
○

○

●

First, they began to bring in indentured workers from India, Java, China, and elsewhere. This
process began just before slavery ended, but it picked up quickly as slaves were emancipated.
This eased the transition from slave labour to "free" labour on plantations.
Second, they invested in technological innovations. Over the course of the twentieth century,
sugar plantations and other plantations used new and improved kinds of machinery to make the
production of sugar more profitable and less labour intensive. (also note Guano)
■ This also decreased the purchase price of sugar, making consumption increase.
■ Remember our term "price elasticity of sugar"

Especially with regards to the West Indies (Caribbean), Indian indentured
workers were more common. While the Chinese workers were often viewed as
more reliable, they were more expensive to recruit.
○

Also, India was a colony of Britain, so the English had power over these people , unlike China,
which was an independent kingdom.

Why Indentured/Contract Workers?
●

●

First, ex-slaves simply did not want to be near the plantations. Sugar plantations
were associated with dehumanization, slavery, unfair "apprentice" contracts, and
low pay. They were hard to keep as labourers once freedom was earned.
Second, according to Northrop, "Thus the key issue in the West Indies, as in Peru
and southern Africa, was why an intercontinental labor migration took place
when a regional one might have sufficed (and later did so). The answer is not
indentured laborers' greater productivity. Indeed, most planters were convinced
that their indentured Indian laborers were less productive than the Creole
Africans they supplanted. Nor was indentured labor necessarily cheaper once
the considerable recruitment costs were taken into consideration. The key factor
may have been that the terms of the indentured contract allowed for much
greater control of the labor force" (33).

Case Study: Suriname
●
●

Suriname (a Dutch Sugar Colony), ended slavery in 1863, enforcing a ten year
transition "apprenticeship" period for former slaves.
Three Weeks before this period ended, the Dutch state brought in shipments of
(British) Indian indentured labourers to fill the ranks of the former-slaves who
were sure to leave the plantations.
○

●

In Surinamese contexts, Indian labourers are known as "Hindustani" as opposed to "Javanese".

The Indian workers, because they were British subjects, could appeal to the
British council against the Dutch when they felt mistreated. Gradually, the
Dutch in Suriname switched to Javanese indentured workers (from the Dutch
colony Indonesia), who could not complain.
○
○

Working conditions were lousy, fines and prison sentences could be levied for damaging a tool or
machinery, drunkenness, desertion, or absences.
A Pass-System (just like in Namibia) was in place as well.

Case Study: Suriname
●

●

Mandurs, or labour drivers/overseers, would maintain work discipline. These
were often Creole Surinamese, and they would have to maintain work
discipline. They were naturally hated by their peers, and they were constantly
threatened by the employer to maintain discipline or join the ranks themselves.
Workers did not sit idly and accept their position. They resisted as best they
could, through violent and non-violent means.
○

●

This could be through satire, work slowdowns, abscondment (joining maroon communities), and
setting fire to cane fields. Ironically, all of these were strategies of slaves.

Many feared that Nationalism could become a form of resistance as well. After
all, Gandhi started his political movements campaigning for Indian indentured
workers in Natal, South Africa. Anton de Kom was Suriname's version of him.

Case Study: Suriname
●
●

From the 1920s, Bauxite, a mineral containing Aluminum, gradually began
replacing sugar as the main economic activity of Suriname.
From the 1920s as well, Javanese indentured workers began to form the basis
of the mine's labour force at Moengo (a mine deep in the Suriname jungle).
○

●

Indentured labour on the mine was generally preferred to the plantation, as pay
and working conditions were better, even if life was isolated in the Jungle.
○
○

●

Moengo at the time was owned by Alcoa, a giant North American mining firm.

Many left the plantations, both general workers and overseers/drivers, as mine life and pay was
better than the horrors of plantation life.
It was noticed in 1970 that almost all of the Javanese employees of Moengo mine were children
of plantation workers.

Nevertheless, just like in Namibia, while the mines payed more, life was not
always great, as there was a lot of disciplinary measures taken and restrictions
on movement.

Indentured Labour and Abolition
●

According
to
Northrop
(p.
141),
"A long-standing debate about freedom and equality shaped the official
decisions that ended indentured labor. The debate had begun with the
abolitionists' prolonged campaign against slavery. They had argued that free
labor would be superior in both morality and productivity. When the former
slaves' own ideas of freedom led them to desert the plantation system in many
key British colonies, the new indentured labor was organized, in part at least,
as an alternative mechanism for demonstrating the abolitionists' second
premise. In some ways the new system had never escaped from its origins as a
marriage of high moral expectations with the grim practical realities of
plantation labor."

