
PROHIBITION OF INDENTURED LABOUR 

[ On 4th March 1912, Sir Guy Fleetwood Wilson, the VicerPresident, 
presiding, Gokhale moved a Resolution in the Imperidi Legislative 
Council, recommending the prohibition of the recruitment of Indian 
indentured labour. He spoke as fallows: ] 

Sir, I rise to move 
That this Council recommends to the Governor General in Council that the 

Government of India should now take the necessary steps to prohihit the 
recruitment of Indian labourers under contract of indenture, whether for 
employment at home or in any British Colony. 

Hon'ble Members will remember that two years ago this Council 
adopted a Resolution recommending that the Governor-General should 
obtain powers to prohibit the recruitment of indentured labour in this 
country for the Colony of Natal. The Government, who accepted that 
recommendation, gave effect to it by carrying through this Council 
the necessary empowering legislation, and the new law was put into 
operation on the 1st July last against Natal. I respectfully invite the 
Council today to go a step further and recommend that the system of 
indentured labour sho;ild now be abolished altogether. It is true that 
the Resolution of two years ago was adopted by this Council principally 
as a measure of retaliation rendered necessary by the continued indig-
nities and ill-treatment to which our countrymen were subjected in 
South Africa ; but my own view, expressed even then in this Council, 
was that apart from the question of retaliation the system should be 
abolished because it was wrong in itself. 

System Inherently Wrong and Objectionable 

I do not think it necessary to describe to this Council at any 
length what this system really is. Its principal features may roughly 
be stated to be six in number. Under this system, those who are 
recruited bind themselves, first, to go to a distant and unknown land, 
the language, usages and customs of which they do not know, and 
where they have no friends or relatives. Secondly, they bind themselves 
to work there for any employer to whom they may be allotted, whom 
they do not know and who does not know them, and in whose choice 
they have no voice. Thirdly, they bind themselves to live there on 
the estate of the employer, must not go anywhere without a special 
permit, and must do whatever tasks are assigned to them, no matter 
however irksome these may be. Fourthly, the binding is for a 
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certain fixed period, usually five years, during which time they cannot 
voluntarily withdraw from the contract and have no means of escaping 
from its hardships, however intolerable. Fifthly, they bind themselves 
to work during the period for a fixed wage, which invariably is lower, 
and in some cases very much lower, than the wage t)aid to free labour 
around them. And sixthly, and lastly, and this to my mind is the 
worst feature of the system, they are placed under a special law, never 
explained to them before they left the country, which is in a language 
which they do not understand, and which imposes on them a criminal 
liability for the most trivial breaches of the contract, in place of the 
civil liability which usually attaches to such breaches. Thus they 
are liable under this law to imprisonment with hard labour, which may 
extend to two and in some cases to three months, not only for fraud, 
not only for deception, but for negligence, for carelessness and—will 
the Council believe it ?— for even an impertinent word or gesture to 
the manager or his overseers. These, Sir, are the principal features of 
the system and when it is remembered that the victims of the system 
—I can call them by no other name—are generally simple, ignorant, 
illiterate, resourceless people belonging to the poorest classes of this 
country, and that they are induced to enter — or it would be more 
correct to say are entrapped into entering— into these agreements by 
the unscrupulous representations of wily professional recruiters, who 
are paid so much per head for the labour they supply and whose interest 
in them ceases the moment they are handed to the emigration agents, 
no fair-minded man will, I think, hesitate to say that the system is 
a monstrous system, iniquitous in itself, based on fraud and maintained 
by force, nor, will he, I think, demur to the statement that a system 
so wholly opposed to modern sentiments of justice and humanity 
is a grave blot on the civilization of any country that tolerates it. 

Origin and History of the Indentured System 

Let the Council glance briefly at the origin and the history of the 
system, and it will at once be struck by three facts which in them-
selves are a sufficient condemnation of the system. The first is, that 
this system of indentured labour came into existence to take the place 
of slave labour after the abolition of slavery. This is a fact admitted 
by everybody, and Lord Sanderson's Committee, ̂  whose report I have 

1. This was a Committee appointed in March 1909 by Earl Crewe, the then 
Secretary or State for India, with Lord Sanderson as chairman, to consider the follow, 
ing questions; (a) the general question of emigration from India to the Crown 
Colonies; ^b) the particular Colonies in which Indian immigration may be most 
usefully encouraged, and ( c ) the general advantages to be reaped in each case 
(•i) by India itself ; and ( i i ) by each particular Colony, The Committee's report 
was submitted in April 1910. 
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before me, put it in the very forefront of its report. The second fact 
is that it is a system under which even the negro, only just then 
emancipated, scorned to come, but under which the free people of this 
country were placed. And, thirdly, what strikes one is that the con-
science of Government—and by Government I mean both the Govern-
ment of India and the Imperial Government — has been very uneasy 
throughout about this question, as may be seen from various inquiries 
ordered from time to titne into the working of the system, its repeated 
suspension for abuses, and its reluctant resumption under pressure 
from planters. The first, and in some respects the most important, 
inquiry that was held was due to the action that the Parliament in 
England took at the very start in this matter. As I have already 
mentioned, the system came into existence about the year 1834, after 
the abolition of slavery. In 1837 the matter attracted, the attention of 
Parliament, and in the debate on the question that followed, the system 
was denounced in strong terms by Lord Brougham^ and Mr. Buxton,^ 
and other great Englishmen of that time. The result was that the 
system was discontinued at once and an inquiry was ordered into its 
nature and working. A Committee of four gentlemen was appointed, 
who sat in Calcutta and considered the whole subject. The Committee, 
after a very careful investigation, submitted a majority and a minority 
report. Three members out of four condemned the system altogether, 
and urged that it should not be allowed to come into existence again. 
Only one member expressed himself in favour of reviving the system 
under certain safeguards which he suggested. The matter went back 
to Parliament; but the Parliament, already exhausted by the great effort 
that it had made in connection with the abolition of slavery and 
wearied by the constant wail of planters in regard to the ruin that 
was threatening them, ultimately followed in this case a somewhat 
extraordinary procedure and adopted the minority report of one 
member as against the majority report of three members. And this 
was done in a very thin House, only about 150 members being 
present. 

As a result of this vote, the system was allowed to be revived in 
the year 1842. The conscience of the Government, however, has 
continued troubled, and there have been, since then, numerous other 

1. Henry Peter Brougham (Baron Brougham and Vaux) (1778-1868), British 
statesman, lawyer, writer and orator.; Lord Chancellor (1830-34); supported the anti-
slavery movement; Lord Rector, Glasgow University, (1825) ; Chancellor, Edinburgh 
University,( 1860). 

2. Sir Thomas Powell Buxton ( 1786-1845), advocated prison reform, ( 1816-
20) ; advocated abolition of slavery in British dominions, (1822-33); advocated repres-
sion .of African slave trade and the Niger expedition ( 1839-40). 
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inquiries into the working of the system, resulting in its temporary-
suspension, followed unfortunately by its resumption again owing to 
the influence of the planters. I will give the Council a few instances. 
In Mauritius the system was introduced in 1834, was suspended in 
1837 on account of the debate in Parliament to which I have already 
referred, and was resumed in 1842, after that vote in the House of 
Commons. It was, however, suspended again in 1844, was resumed in 
1849, and was finally stopped last year ; at any rate, there is no more 
any identured immigration into Mauritius. In British Guiana, the 
system was suspended in 1838 under the action of the House of 
Com.mons ; it was resumed in 1844, was suspended again in 1848, and 
was resumed in 1858. In Trinidad, where it began in 1844, that is after 
the Parliamentary action I have spoken of, it was suspended in 1848 
and was resumed in 1851. In Jamaica it began in 1845, was suspended 
in 1848, resumed in i860, suspended again in 1863, resumed in 1869, 
suspended once more in 1876 and was resumed in 1878. I am omitting 
the latter suspensions and resumptions which were due to indentured 
labour not being temporarily required by the Colony,̂  In Natal, the 
system began in 1860, it was suspended in 1869 and was resumed in 
1873. Even in Assam, where the system was introduced in 1859, there 
were inquiries held in 1861,1868,1881 and 1895. I have not included 
in this list the last enquiry of 1906 *, because it was not undertaken to 
inquire into the abuses of the system. Now, Sir, these facts clearly 
show that the Government has been torn throughout between two sets 
of considerations—one, a natural feeling of sympathy for the material 
interests of the white planters, and the other a regard for the huma-
nitarian standards of administration which characterise all modern 
Governments, 

Principal Objections lo fhe System 

I have so far dealt with facts connected with this question that 
lie on the surface. I will now deal in greater detail with the principal 
objections to the system, and will then say a word about the arguments 
used in its favour by its supporters. The principal objections to the 

1. The inquiry was by a committee appointed by the Government of India in 
February 1905 " to consider the question o£ recruitment of labour for the tea gardens 
of Assam. " Mr. B. Robertson, i.c.s., was President of the Committee which 
submitted its report six months later. The appointment of the Committee was as a 
result of the request of the India Tea Association "for an inquiry into the measures 
necessary to obtain a full supply of labour for the Upper Assam Valley before the 
withdrawal of the Act from these districts was carried out " . The Act referred to 
was Act VI of 1901, which empowered " a Local Government, with the previous 
sanctions of the Governor-General in Coiincil, " to " prohibit unlicensed recruiting 
in any area " . 
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system are roughly five. The first 'is naturally its utter inequity. 
Sir, whatever view one may take of the agreements into which these 
poor people are made to enter under the system, to dignify them by 
the name of ' fair contract' is to misuse the English language. For 
the stream is poisoned at its very source. It is significant that nobody 
has a good word to say for the professional recruiters who entrap and 
entice away these poor people. The recruiters are admittedly men 
who are generally ignorant and unscrupulous, and who, with the 
exception of perhaps a very few, have never been to tho colonies for 
which they recruit, and who, being paid so much per head, try by 
hook or by crook to get into their meshes as many persons as they can. 
The Government of India stand aside on the plea that it is a fair 
contract between the emigrant and his future employer! Sir, 
how can a contract be called a fair contract, the two 
parties to which are most unequally matched ? How can it 
be a fair contract when one party to it is absolutely in a state 
of ignorance and helplessness, and the other party—the powerful 
party—takes care that it shall not know how much it is undertaking 
to abide by. Take, for instance, the penal nature of the contract. 
The terms that are explained to the emigrants, when they enter into 
indenture, never include a statement of the penal nature of the law 
under which they have to live. Here, in volume III of the Sanderson 
Committee's report the Council will find the agreements for the differ-
ent colonies reproduced. There is not a word here about the penal 
liabilities thrown on the poor creatures by the special laws under which 
they must live in the several colonies. If this single fact is explained 
to them before they agree to emigrate, namely, that they would be 
placed in the colonies not under the ordinary civil law for the enforce-
ment of the contract but under a special penal law rendering them 
liable to imprisonment with hard labour even for trivial faults, I should 
like to see how many even of such ignorant, resourceless people agree 
to go to these distant places. I say, therefore, that the stream is 
poisoned at the source; that it is not a fair contract; that it is a con-
tract between two parties that are absolutely unequally matched, a 
contract vitiated by the fact that most important facts in connection 
with it are kept from the knowledge of one party. 

Safeguards Illusory and Ineffective 
In this country, Sir, the Government have from time to time 

enacted laws for the special protection of the peasantry. In the 
Bombay Presidency, for instance, we have the Dekkhan Agricultu-
rists' Belief Act In the Punjab some time ago legislation was passed 
restricting the right of the agriculturist to alienate land. The theory 
that underlies such legislation is that persons who are ignorant and 

Q.-45 
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resourceless, do not stand on terms of equality with those who'are 
well-to-do and who possess knowledge, and that a contract between 
two such parties is not necessarily a fair contract. The State, there-
fore, has a right to look into such contracts carefully,' to go behind^ 
them, so to say, for the purpose, and then decide how far they should 
be enforced. If this is the case where only civil liability attaches to 
contracts, how much more should that-be the case where penal liability 
is thrown on the party—and that the weaker party—under the con-
tract ? I therefore say that this system is altogether iniquitous. The 
apologists of the system, however, urge that there are safeguards 
provided to prevent hardship and injustice to the emigrants when they 
go to their respective colonies; two such safeguards are spacially 
mentioned ; one is that in eveiy colony there is an officer known as 
the Protector of Immigrants, specially to look after the interests 
of indentured immigrants. And secondly, there are the Magistrates 
to give the protection of the law to the immigrants against any cruelty 
that may be practised on them by their employers. Sir, these safeguards 
look all right on paper; in actual practice, however, both are found to 
be more or less illusory. These men—the Protectors and'the Magistrates 
=—are officers of the Colonial Governments. They belong lo the same 
class to which the planters belong. They are generally one in sympathy 
and in interests with the planters; and it is not in ordinary human 
nature that they should care to displease those with whom they have to 
live, with whom they have to mix socially,—and all this for granting 
protection to the poor, ignorant people from a distant land, in whom 
their interest is purely official. Sir, if the Council has aiiy doubt in 
the matter, let it turn, to the evidence that is contained in the second 
volume of the Sanderson Committee's Raport. I invite the Council to 
go through the evidence of,a Protector named Commander Coombs; 
I must also ask you to read the evidence of another witness who had 
once been a Protector, named Mr. Hill; and I lastly ask you to go 
through the evidence of a Magistrate from Mauritius, a gentleman 
named Mr. Bateson. Commander Coombs was Protector of Immi-
grants in Trinidad in the West Indies; Mr. Hill was a Protector 
in the Straits Settlements, that is on this side nearer home; and Mr. 
Bateson was a Magistrate in Mauritius. Of the three witnesses. 
Commander Coombs is frankly a friend of the planters; he makes no 
secret of the fact, that he is there nominally as a Protector of the 
Imnligrants, but really to see that they do the work for which they are 
taken to the colony. It comes out in the cross-examination of this 
gentleman that he is himself a planter, and one can easily see where 
his sympathies must be on account of his position as a planter.' Of 
course he takes care to say that he himself does not employ indentured 
labour, but ' he is obviously very much alive to the difficulties of the 
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planters in that place. This gentleman use3 the word ' we' when he 
has occasion to speak of the planters. Thus in explaining how he 
deals with.coolies, who complain that they cannot do the work, he 
says; ' We send for them, and we tell ' them that they have been 
brought to this colony for doing their work; and if they do not choose 
to do so, they will have to do work for government for nothing in 
jail; and it is left for them to choose either the one or the other !' The 
whole evidence of this witness shows an attitude of complete identifica-
tion with the interests of the planters and of h'bstllity to the interests 
of the immigrants, and it is an irony that he should have the title of 
Protector of Immigrants. 

The other Protector I have mentioned, Mr. Hill, is of another type 
altogether — a very rare type, but a typa that does honour to the 
English name.' In spite of the fact that socially and in other ways his 
life was bound .up with that of the community in whose midst he was 
placed, he stood up boldly in defence of the interests of the immigrants 
and tHe'reby incurred the serious displeasure of the planters. And what 
was the result ? He was removed from his office before his term had 
expired. He.found that the mortality among the indentured population 
in the Straits Settlements inhis time was very high, and he drew the 
attention of the planters to that and insisted on their carrying out 
strictly the terms of the ordinances concerning the health of indentured 
labourers. The answer of the planters was to remove him from his office, 

-and to appoint another in his place, even before the expiry of the time 
for which his appointment was made. And because he was a-strong 
man, who would not take such treatment lying down, the Colony had 
to pay him £3,500, being his salary for the unexpired period for which 
he should have held office. They paid him the full salary for the unex-
pired period, because they thought that that was a smaller evil to them 
tlian his being there to protect the interests of the immigrants. 

The third witness, to whose evidence I call the attention of the 
Council, is a Magistrate from Mauritius—Mr. Bateson. I have already 
told you how these poor creatures are lial'le to be punished with hard 
labour for the most trivial faults—even for an impertinent word or for 
an impertinent gesture. Mr. Bateson speaks out strongly against this. 
It is impossible for me with the limited titJie at my disposal to read to 
the Council any portions of this important evidence, but I must ask 
Hon'ble Members to mark specially two or three of Mr. Bateson's state-
ments. In one place, he says, ' the -systenfl resolved itself into this — 
that I was merely a machine for sending people to prison.' In another 
place he says, ' there is absolutely no chance of the coolie being 
able to produce any evidence in his own favour; the other coolies are 
afraid to give evidence; they have to work under the very employer 
against whom they may be called upon to give evidence.' He says 
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that even if a coolie came before him with marks of physical violencSe 
on his body, it was practically impossible to convict the person 
charged with assaults for want of corroborative evidence. Then he 
says, ' it was a most painful sight to him to see people handcuffed and 
marched to prison in batches for the most trivial faults.' Well, I do 
not wish to dwell at greater length on this evidence ; but those who 
will go through it will know what value to attach to the statement 
that the presence of the Magistrate in these Colonies is a safeguard to 
the coolies against ill-treatment. So much then about the illusory 
nature of the safeguards. 

Appalling Human Misery 
My third objection to this system is the vast and teiTible amount 

of suffering that it has caused during the 75 years that it has been in 
existence. Sir, it is difficult to speak in terms of due restraint on this 
point. Even the hardest heart must melt to think of this phase of the 
question. I will not speak now of the imprisonments with hard labour 
endured for trivial faults; I will not speak of personal violence which 
in some cases has been proved and very many cases could not be 
proved, though alleged. I will not speak of the bitterness engendered 
in the minds of thousands when they realised that they had been 
deceived, that they had been entrapped, and that there was no escape 
for them. I will not speak of the homesick feeling, destroying their 
interest in life. These are all serious matters that could be charged 
against the system. But more serious even than these is the heavy 
mortality that has prevailed in the past in all colonies under the system, 
a mortality which has been examined from time to time by Commis-
sions of Inquiiy and which has been established beyond doubt—a 
mortality for which indentured emigration was prohibited to Federated 
Malay States only last year, and which even today is admitted to 
exist in certain districts of Assam amongst the statute labourers. 
Then, the numerous suicides which have resulted from the system—poor 
innocent people preferring death with their own hands to life under 
it—are a ghastly feature of the system. And, Sir, last, but not 
least, the unutterable tragedy and pathos of men and women, at a dista-
nce of thousands of miles from their homes, knowing full well that the 
vast sea rolled between them and their native country, starting actu-
ally to walk back to their country, imagining in their simplicity and 
ignorance that there must be a. land route somewhere, and either 
caught on their way and forcibly taken back to the life from which 
they were fleeing or else devoured by wild beasts or perishing of 
hunger and cold; all this, Sir, constituted a sum total of human misery 
which is appalling to contemplate, and which will be a standing wit-
ness against the system for all time. It is true that things are some-
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what better now, but they cannot be very much better under a system 
which has inherent characteristics such as those that I have described. 
Moreover, as Lord Curzon^ said in this Council in 1901, ' even if such 
cases have occurred only in a few instances, the very fact that such 
cases can occur under the system constitutes a severe condemnation 
of the system.' 

Frightful Immoralify Insepar'abte Iroriri fhe Sysfem 

Sir, my fourth objection to the system is the frightful immorality 
that is inseparable from it. This is a fact which has been admitted 
by everybody, among others by the Government of India and by the 
Sanderson Committee. The Committee, who deal with all other phases 
of the indenture question, carefully avoid making any recommenda-
tion as to how the frightful immorality involved in the system may 
be remedied. Under the law, every hundred male indentured labourers 
must be accompanied by 40 females. Now very few respectable women 
can be got to go these long distances; our men themselves do not 
really care to go, much less do the women. The statutory number, 
therefore, is made up by the recruiters, and, as admitted by the Govern-
ment of India in one of their despatches to the Secretary of State, by 
including in it women of admittedly loose morals, with results in the 
colonies which one had better leave to the imagination of the Council 
than describe. Sir, this frightful immorality has characterized the 
system from the very first. As Mr. Jenkins, who was afterwards first 
Agent General of Canada, said in 1870, ' the women are not recruited 
for any special work, and they certainly are not taken there for 
ornamental purposes ' He also speaks of the immoral relations existing 
not only between many of these women and the men for whom they 
are taken from this country, but also between them and some of the 
planters themselves and their overseers. It is a shocking affair 
altogether, a considerable part of the population in some of these 
colonies being practically illegitimate in its origin. , 

My last objection to the system is that it is degrading to the 
people of India from a national point of view. I do not think I need 
really say much on this aspect of the question. Wherever the system 
exists, there the Indians are only known as coolies, no matter what 
their position may be. Now, Sir, there are disabilities enough in all 
conscience attaching to our position in this country. And I ask, why 
must this additional brand be put upon our brow before the rest of the 
civilized world ? I am sure, if only the Government will exercise a 
little imagination and realise our feeling in the matter, it will see the 
necessity of abolishing the system as soon as possible. 

1. see toot-note on p. 97. 
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Usual Arguments for the System Unconvincing 

I will now turn for a moment to the arguments which are usually 
adduced in favour of this system. Briefly they are three. First of 
all it is said that without this system of indentured labour, the sugar 
and other industries in many of the colonies will cease to exist; the 
second argument is that, under the system of indenture, a certain 
number of Indians make remittances to this country and thus a 
certain amount of money is received here; and thirdly, that a number 
of these men, after completing their indenture, settle down in the 
colonies, become prosperous and attain a status which they could 
never attain in this country. Now, Sir, so far as the iirst argument 
is concerned, I may brush it aside at once; it does not concern us nor 
does it concern the Government of India, who are here to promote 
oia- interests. If the planters cannot carry on their sugar or other, 
industries without a continuance of this pernicious system, the 
sooner those industries cease to exist, the better. As regards the 
remittances made, or the amounts brought to this country 'by 
returned emigrants, considering that these people have been 
for five years under indenture, the savings are really very small. 
The average savings brought to India are about Rs. l50 per head; in a 
few cases, the amount may be higher, Rs. 200 or so, but the average 
is about Rs. 150. Now Rs. 150, saved in five years, means only Rs. 30 
a year or Rs. 2-S a month. This is not very much after all. The mill-
hands in Bombay, for instance, can save much more than that. Again, 
what about those who save nothing, are broken down in health and 
spirits, and either perish in the colonies or else are sent back to this 
country, mere wrecks of their former selves ? Finally, as regards those 
who settle down in the colonies and prosper, in the first place, the 
number of such persons is very small; and secondly, even they have 
to go through a system with which aire associated all the degradation 
and misery of ,which I have spoken. When these things are considered, 
it must be admitted that even if a few persons prosper under that 
system after the completion of their indenture, the price that has to be 
paid for such prosperity is far too great. 

Present Extent of the Evil 

Sir, I will now briefly refer to the extent of this evil, as it exists at 
the present moment. I will not deal with the case of those colonies 
where indentured labour once flourished but has now been stopped. 
In four French colonies and one English colony it has been stopped on 
account of abuses; in one English colony it has been discontinued for 
economic reasons, and in another it has been prohibited as a measure 
of retaliation. But the system still prevails in, three British colonies 
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in the West Indies, namely, British Guiana, Trinidad and Jamaica, 
and in one Dutch colony named Surinam, about which, however, under 
our rules 1 am precluded from saying anything. Then it exists in Fiji, 
a Crown colony in Australasia ; there is also a small supply of inden-
tured labour to the Straits Settlements; and last, there are four or five 
districts in the Upper Valley of Assam where the system is still in 
iorce. The annual supply to the different colonies comes to a little 
less than 3,000 in the case of Fiji; about 600 to Jamaica; and nearly 
3,000 to Trinidad; and about 3,200 to British Guiana. In Assam 
the whole labour force is about 800,000, of which the indentured 
labourers are now only about 20,000. Now taking Assam first—and 
here I would like to express ray obligations to the Hon'ble Mr. Glark^ 
for his courtesy in having a note on the subject specially, drawn up 
for me in his office, giving me uptodate information on the subject-^ 
1 understand that the Government have decided to stop the system of 
indenture altogether there from next year. The Hon'ble Sir Charles 
Bayley^ stated the other day in one of his speeches in East Bengal 
that, from July 1st of next year, this system would cease to exist in 
Assam. Probably the Hon'ble Member in charge of the Department 
of Commerce arid Industry will also make a statement on tlie subject 
today. As the system will be discontinued from next year in Assam, 
I do not wish to say anything more about that here. I would, however, 
like to point out that the Committee, appointed in 1906, recommended 
the complete stoppage,of indentured labour in Assam in the course of 
five years. They would have liked to stop it earlier, but they did not 
want to inconvenience the planters, and therefore they suggested an 
interval of five years. According to that, the system should have been 
discontinued in 1911. And I should like to know why it has been 
allowed to go on for two years more. That is, however, comparatively 
a small matter. But, Sir, if the Government has decided to stop the 
system in As&m, where its working can be watched under its own 
eyes, I cannot see why it should be allowed to continue in the case of 
distant colonies, where there can be no such supervision. The position of 
those who urge the abolition of the system becomes now all the stronger 
on account of the Government contemplating its abolition'in Assam. 

Question of Re-indenfure 
Then, Sir, there is the question of re-indenture in three colonies— 

in Natal, to which indentured emigration has now been prohibited, in 
Mauritius, where it has stopped of itsdf owing to economic 

1. see foot-note 3 on p. 324. 
2. Lt.-Governor, Eastern Bengal and Assam, (1911) ; Lt.-Governor, Bihar and 

Orissa, (1912) ; Political Agent in Bikaner ; General Superintendent for suppressing 
Thagi and Dakaiti ; Agent to the Governor-General in Central India; Resident at 
•Hyderabad, (1905). ' . , 
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causes, and in Fiji, where it is still allowed to continue. This 
re-indenture is one of the most vicious parts of the system, because 
though a man may indenture himself at the start only for five years, by 
means of repeated re-indenture he could be kept in a state of perpatual 
servitude. And this has become a most serious question now in 
Natal. There the Government of the colony imposes an annual £3 tax 
on all ex-indentured labourers who want to settle there as free persons. 
All those who have been emancipated since 1901—males above 16, and 
females above 13—have to pay this £3 tax. Now see how it works in 
practice. Take a family of husband and wife and four children—two 
daughters of 13 and 15 and two boys below 13. The family must pay 
the tax for four persons—father, mother and the two daughters—or 
£13 a year, that is, £1 a month. The man can earn an average wage of 
about 25 shillings a month, and the wife and the two girls may earn 
among them about 15 shillings extra, that is, which means a total 
income of 40 shillings or £2 a month for the family. Of this, half or 
£1 has to be paid as license-tax. Then there are other taxes; and 
there is house-rent. The Council may judge how much can remain after 
deducting these expenses for food and clothing for six parsons. Is jt 
any wonder that this tax has broken up homes—as has been admitted 
by prominent Natal men—that it has driven men to crime and woman 
to a life of shame ? Sir, there is no doubt whatever that the tax is 
nothing less than a diabolical device to drive the poor Indians either 
into re-indenture or else out of the colony. It is, therefore, a matter of 
the utmost importance that the Government should take the earliest 
possible steps to bring this miserable system of re-indenture to an 
end. I may mention that the Sanderson Committee has strongly 
recommended the stoppage of re-indenture. 

Responsibility of Government 
One word more, Sir, and I will bring my remarks to a close. Sir, 

this is a question which really throws a great responsibility upon the 
Government. I am aware that the Government of India have from 
time to time taken up the position that they maintain an attitude of 
neutrality in this matter, that they do not themselves encourage inden-
tured emigration, but that if people choose to accept certain terms and 
go, it is not for them to interfere. I would only ask the Council to 
contrast this attitude with the attitude which the Government have 
adopted in regard to the peasantry of the country, in legislating on lines 
to which I have already referred. I do not think that the Government 
can absolve themselves from their responsibility in this manner. In the 
first place, the recruiters are granted licenses to recruit by District 
Magistrates. That, in itself, imposes a responsibility upon the 
Government, because, by granting licenses to these parsons, the Gov-



PROHIBITION OF INDENTURED LABOUR 361 

eminent make themselves to a certain extent responsible for the repre-
sentations by which these men secure recruits. Then the Magistrates, 
before whom the poor emigrants are taken and made to enter into 
agreements, are the servants of Government. The third and last point 
is that, though the fact about the panal nature of the contract has been 
carefully kept out of all agreements all these years, the Government 
have so far taken no steps whatever to remedy this, I would like to 
know from the Hon'ble Member, when he rises to reply, why this has 
happened, and how the Government explain their inaction in the matter. 
If a penal liability is hot necessary to the system, I shall gladly with-
draw the greater part of my objection to the system. If you are 
prepared to abolish the penal nature of the contract under which these 
labourers have to work, the rest would be comparatively a very simple 
question, and I shall not press this motion to a division; but, as I 
understand it, the penal provisions are the very essence of the system; 
without them the system cannot be worked. If penal liability is thus 
indispensable, I ask : why the Government have not taken steps all ' 
these years to see to it that this nature of the contract is explained to 
the emigrants before they enter into their agreements ? Sir, this is 
really a most serious question, for whatever the Government may say, 
as a matter of fact, everybody in the country believes that without the 
countenance of Government, the system could not have gone on so 
long. India is the only country which supplies identured labour at the 
present moment. Why should India be marked out for this degrada-
tion ? The conscience of our people, unfortunately asleep too long, is 
now waking up to the enormity of this question, and I have no doubt that 
it will not rest till it has asserted itself. And I ask the Governmen t 
not to make the mistake of ignoring a sentiment that is dear 
to us, namely, the sentiment of our self-respect. We have no doubt 
plenty of differences between the Government and the people in regard 
to the internal administration of this coiintry; but those are matters 
which stand on a different footing. Outside the country, the Govern-
ment of India must stand up for us on every occasion; must stand up 
for our dignity, for our honour, for our national pride. If they will 
not do this, to whom else can we turn ? 1 feel, Sir, that though this 
system has been allowed to exist so long, yet its days are really 
numbered. It will soon cease in Assam, and then it cannot last very 
much longer in the case of the colonies. And I am confident that a 
people who have spent millions upon millions in emancipating slaves, 
will not long permit their own fellow-subjects to be condemned to a life 
which, if not one of actual slavery, is at any rate not far removed 
from it. Sir, I beg to move the Resolution which stands in my name. 

G.-46 
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[Replyincj on the dtbate which ensued, Gokhale spoke as folloivs :] 

Sir, the Council has heard two speeches against this motion, one 
from the Hon'ble Mr. Fremantle and the other from the Hon'ble 
Mr. Clark ; and I will first deal with what has fallen from Mr. 
Fremantle. The Hon'ble Member began by complaining—and in that 
complaint the Hon'ble Mr. Clark joined later on—that I had referred 
only in passing to the recommendations of the Sanderson Committee. 
Sir, it is quite true that I made only a very passing reference to the 
deliberations of that Committee. Shall I tell you why ? It was 
because I was very much disappointed with some of the recommenda-
tions of that Committee. I think the whole standpoint from which 
the Committee approached the question was faulty. But the respon-
sibility for that lay with the terms of reference. The Secretary of 
State had appointed the committee, as the terms of his minute show, 
to consider 

' the general question of emigration from India to the Crown colonies, and the 
particular colonies in which Indian immigration may be most usefully encouraged 
and so on. 

Thus the standpoint from which the members were invited to 
approach the question was not whether indentured emigration should 
be permitted from India but how Indian emigration should be 
encouraged to the Crown colonies. The Secretary of State started 
with the assumption, and the Committee took up the assumption, that 
Indian immigration was necessary for the Crown colonies, and the 
question to be considered was how it was to be encouraged. That 
being so, whatever was against indentured emigration was more or less 
lost sight of and whatever went to favour such emigration was promi-
nently brought forward. Even so, there are statements in the report 
which go to show that if the Committee could have recommended the 
abolition of indenture, they would have gladly done so. One has only 
to read between the lines of the report to see that it is so. But being 
convinced that Indian emigration to the colonies was possible only 
under contract of indenture, and impressed with the idea that without 
such emigration the interests of the colonies would be jeopardized, the 
Committee could not but make the recommendations which it has made. 
Sir, the Hon'ble Member has told the Council that though the penal 
provisions of the contract are not stated in the agreements or explained 
beforehand, after all the coolies who go under the system understand 
what they are going to do in the colonies. This, coming from my 
Hon'ble friend, is surprising. Let me appeal in the matter from Mr. 
Fremantle, OflScial Member of this Council, speaking against my 
Resolution, to Mr. Fremantle, -member of the Sanderson Committee. 
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The report of the Coramittee, which the Hon'ble Member has signed, 
says : 

We have beard from many colonial witnesses who gave evidence before the 
Committee that Indian emigrants, -when drawn from the agricultural classes, 
make excellent settlers and that a large proportion do actually settle down either 
on the sugar and other plantations or on holdings of their own. Yet.it seems doubts 
ful whether the majority of the emigrants leaving India fully realise the conditions 
of the new life before them or start with the deliberate' intention of making for 
themselves a home in a new country. They go because they are uncomfortable 
at home and welcome any change of circumstances. They have quarrelled with 
their parents or their caste fellows, or they have left their homes in search of 
work and have been unable to find it. Many are no!; recruited io their own 
villages. The recruiters hang about the bazars and the high roads, where they 
pick up loiterers and induce them to accompany them to the depots anJ agree to 
emigrate by relieving their immediate wants and by representations, no doubt 
often much overdrawn, of the prospects before them. The male emigrant more 
often than not is unaccompanied by any member of his family, and, indeed, the 
family is frequently not even aware that he has left the country until (possibly 
some years afterwards) he reopens communications. Since, except in times of 
scarcity or of famine, the supply of casual recruits of this kind is not likely to be 
large at any one place, the net of the recruiters has to be spread far afield, and 
we hear of their operations in Delhi, in Eajputana and in Bundelkhand, where 
there is certainly no congestion of population, but, on the other hand, constant 
complaints of insufficiency of labour both for agricultural and industrial purposes. 
The same is the case in Calcutta, where about one thousand emigrants are 
registered yearly, and still more so in Cawnpore, where the local Chamber of 
Commerce has on several occasions called attention to the prevailing scarcity of 
labour and deprecated the encouragement of emigration to the colonies. 

That shows, Sir, how much these poor people know about the life 
to which they are going, and how far the contract is a free contract. 

Then, Sir, my Hon'ble friend said that whatever abuses there 
might have been at one time, there were no serious abuses now. I will 
mention to the Council certain facts brought to the knowledge of the 
Committee by one of the witnesses, Mr. Fitzpatrick^, to whom Mr. 
Fremantle has himself referred. Mr. Fitzpatrick mentions two cases 
of serious abuse and they are both of them really significant of the 
feeling which still prevails in the colonies on the right of indentured 
labourers to proper treatment. Both cases, it should be remembered, 
were tried in Courts, and in both cases convictions were obtained. This 
is what Mr. Fitzpatrick says : 

To put it briefly. Four overseers on Hermitage Estate, Trinidad, beat 
several indentured emigrants, and amongst them a woman. One of the male 

1. George Fitzpatrick, Bar-at-Law, born in Trinidad of East Indian 
parents, the father being an indentured immigrant. He was appointed as a 
delegate by the Indian community of Trinidad, at a general meeting, to give 
evidence before the Sanderson Committee. 
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immigrants laid a charge of assault and battery and the overseers were fined 
ID shillings each. 

One of the blows received by the female immigrant was on her abdomen. She 
being pregnant at the time, abortion immediately took place, thus endangering 
her Jife. 

The immigration authorities for so serious an offence were satisfied to lay a 
charge against the overseer for the minor charge of assault and battery. The 
Magistrate fined the accused £2 only and £3 as compensation. 

The charges for beating the other two immigrants were withdrawn by the 
Inspector. On the 29th September, four immigrants were charged for assaulting 
an overseer. They were not fined but sentenced to three months' hard labour. 

I will leave it to the Council, Sir, to say, after this, if there are 
now no abuses under the system. 

Then, Sir, the Hon'ble Member says that serfdom exists even in 
India. If that is so, the Government should deal with that at once. I 
do not know of any instances of serfdom that may exist in this 
country. But if serfdom does exist here, by all means let it be put a 
stop to at once. We must distinguish, however, between the kind of 
serfdom that Mr. Fremantle mentions and the serfdom that the system 
of indenture imposes upon indentured people. In the cases which the 
Hon'ble Member mentions, is there the right of private arrest ? Are 
there imprisonments with hard labour for negligence, for carelessness, 
for impertinence or for things of that kind ? That really is the essence 
of my complaint about the system. The Hon'ble Member has told the 
Council that he could not understand why the non-official Members of 
the Council should make so much fuss about this matter. He did not 
say it in so many words, but that is what he meant. But practically 
the same thing was said when proposals to abolish slavery were first 
brought forward. The friends of the planters in the House of Commons, 
when the question was brought forward there, said that the slaves 
were contented and they could not understand why the abolitionists 
wanted to disturb the contentment and the harmony of their lives. 
The Hon'ble Member said that Indians in the colonies certainly would 
not thank me for bringing forward this Resolution. Sir, I am quite 
content that he should earn their thanks by opposing the Resolution. 
Be his the thanks which the champions of slavery expected to receive 
from those who were anxious to continue in slavery ! Be mine the 
denunciation, with which the advocates of abolition were threatened 
by those champions at the hands of slaves, unwilling to be free ! 

One more remark of Mr. Fremantle's I must notice. He mentioned 
the fact that 475 returned emigrants went back again last year, as. 
evidence of the satisfactory conditions of life that prevailed in the 
colonies for indentured people. But 475 out of how many returned 
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emigrants ? If things were really attractive there, why should not a 
larger number go ? I remember to have read in this report (Sanderson 
Committee's report) an explanation as to why a few men, after coming 
baclc to India, again return to the colonies. It is because these people, 
having stayed for a number of years in the colonies, find it impossible 
to get back into their old grooves of life in India, and after spending 
some time here and there, and not knowing what else to do when their 
savings are exhausted, they again go to the colonies in a spirit of 
venture. The Protectors and the planters, however, do not want them. 
Indeed, their attitude towards such returned emigrants came out very 
well in the evidence of Commander Coombs. And curiously it was 
my Hon'ble friend, Mr. Fremantle, who in his examination of Com-
mander Coombs, brought out the fact that Protectors and planters do 
not like to receive returned emigrants, as it is feared that they know 
the system too well and are sure to poison the minds of other emigrants 
on the voyage. Mr. Fremantle summed up this attitude in these 
words : 

It sounds rather as it you wanted to keep the people who ootne out in the 
dark as to the conditions in the colony if you discourage returned immigrants. 

I am therefore surprised that he should mention the fact of these 
475 returned immigrants going back as a sign that the system was 
satisfactory. 

Now, Sir, I will say a few words in reply to what the Hon'ble Mr. 
Clark has said. I am thankful to the Hon'ble Member for the promise 
that he has given of inquiring into why the fact of the penal nature 
of the contract is not mentioned in the agreements. I hope that the 
inquiry will be satisfactory and that this fact will be prominently 
brought out in all future agreements. The Hon'ble Member wondered 
how I could attach any importance to the fact that emancipated 
negroes scorned to come under the indenture system, and how from 
that I concluded that there was something servile about the system. 
Now, Sir, any man who goes through the third volume of the Sanderson 
Committee's report will see what opinion the emancipated negroes 
have of the system. In Jamaica there is plenty of emancipated negro 
labour, but the emancipated negroes required higher wages than what 
are paid to indentured Indians, and the planters are not willing to pay 
them because their profits are reduced if higher wages are paid, And 
what is the result ? The negroes are emigrating from Jamaica. The 
Baptist Union of that colony has pointed out in one of its representa-
tions that the emancipated negroes there are being forced to emigrate 
elsewhere for want of employment. They do not get the wages they 
want; they cannot be satisfied with the wages offered to them; and 
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therefore they are compelled to emigrate from the places where they 
were born, and where they have spent all their lives. The Council 
will thus see that the emancipated negroes think that the indenture 
system is not good enough for them; and I am quite justified in 
drawing from this the conclusion tliat it is a system unworthy of free 
or even emancipated men, and I think that that is a sufficient 
condemnation of the system. 

Then, Sir, the Hon'ble Member said that emigrants might be 
ignorant of the conditions under which they would have to live, when 
they start, but things are explained to them when they land. 

What is the good of explaining things to them when they are ten 
thousand miles away from their houses ? If they were explained 
before they started, then that would be something. 

The Hon'ble Mr. Clark: The Hon'ble Member has misunderstood 
me. I said that the terms of the contract were explained to them, 
when they were registered and again when they came to the depot 
before they sailed. 

The Hon'ble Mr. Gokhale : I understood the Hon'ble Member to. 
say that the things were explained to them when they reached the 
colonies. In any case the penal nature of the contract is not explained 
to them here, and that is my main argument. Then the Hon'ble 
Member told us that these laws of the colonies dealing with indentured 
labourers were laws which had received the assent of the Government 
of India. 

The Hon'ble Mr. Clark : I am sorry to interrupt the Hon'ble Mem-
ber again. Colonial laws do not receive the assent of the Government 
of India. What I said was that if we found that the laws and their 
operation were open to objection, we could always stop emigration. 

The Hon'ble Mr. Gokhale : I am sorry that I was not able to hear 
quite clearly what the Hon'ble Member' had said, and I mentioned the 
impression left on my mind.'̂  However, I will mention one instance of 
how laws passed in the colonies are often approved by the Government 
of India, as a matter of course. The law in Natal which imposes the 
£3 annual tax on ex-indentured Indians was passed in 1895, and it was 
approved by the Government of India. I am quite sure that the approval 
could not have been deliberate There was then no separate Depart-

1, What Mr, Clark actually said was this •• " It should be remembered that 
emigration is permitted to no country from India, unless the Governor-General in 
Council is satisfied that that country has made such laws and other provisions as 
are sufficient for the protection of immigrants during their stay there." (Proceedings, 
1911-12, Vol, I . p . 3S7). 
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nient of Commerce and Industry, and the thing must have gone through 
the ordinary routine, some Under Secretary saying that he saw nothing 
objectionable in the Act, and thus the Government of India's approval 
must have been notified to the colony. Weil, that is the way in which 
laws are approved, and that is also the way their operations are watched 
from this distance. The Hon'ble Member also said there is a provision 
in the statutes for complaints being heard, that the Protector goes 
round in many places to hear complaints. Commander Coombs tells 
us that he visits the estates three times in the year. And what does he 
do ? Before he goes, he sends a notice to the manager, and when he 
goes round, he is accompanied by him. Under these circumstances 
how many people will come forward, in the presence of the planter, to 
lodge complaints before the Protector, who visits an estate after giving 
proper notice to the manager and after the manager has had time to 
set everything right ? Sir, the whole thing is on the whole a more or 
less make-believe sort of thing and we cannot attach much value to it. 

Referring to the argument used by the Hon'ble Sir Vithaldas 
Thackerseyi that India wants all her labour for herself and she cannot 
afford to lose those who emigrate to the colonies, the Hon'ble Member 
says that such emigration cannot appreciably affect the labour-supply 
of India. But if the reduction in the labour-supply is so small, the 
benefit that India gets from the remittances of emigrants is also trivial; 
so really both factors must be eliminated from our consideration of 
this matter. 

The Hon'ble Member holds that the colonies are a part of the 
Empire, and that, though the question of their interests does not 
directly concern us, it cannot be left out of account altogether on 
Imperial grounds. Well, Sir, if the colonies are a part of the Empire, 
we too are a part of the Empire. But do the self-governing colonies 
ever take that into account ? What have they ever done for us and 
what obligation rests on us to take the interests of the colonies into 
our consideration and submit on their account to conditions which, in 
essence, are not far removed from the servile? Moreover, if the 
people of India and of the colonies belong to the Empire, so do the 
emancipated negroes. But what happens to them? It is a heart-
rending tale which is told in the appendices to tlie Sanderson 
Committee's Report—that of the manner in which these neglected 
people are driven to emigrate from the colonies in which they were 
born by want of employment. 

Finally, the Hon'ble Member objects to my comparison between 
this system and slavery. It is true that the system is not actual 

1. see foot-note on p. 213. 
/ 
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slavery, but it is also true that it is not far from it. The Contract is 
not a free contract. You have here the right of private arrest, just 
as they had in the case of slavery. Moreover, the labourer is bound 
to his employer for five years and he cannot withdraw from the 
contract during that period. And there are those harsh punishments 
for trivial faults. Therefore, though the system cannot be called 
actual slavery, it is really not far removed from it. 

One word, more. Sir, and 1 have done. The Government, it is clear, 
are not going to accept this Resolution. That being so, the Resolution 
is bound to be thrown out. But, Sir, that will not be the end of the 
matter. This motion, the Council may rest assured, will be brought 
forward again and again, till we carry it to a successful issue. It 
affects our national self-respect, and therefore the sooner the Govern-
ment recognize the necessity of accepting it, the better it will be for 
all parties. 

( The resolution was rejected, 22 voting/or and 33 against.) 


