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Scholars working in the field of Caribbean Studies have often perceived a stark 

contradiction between the documents used to establish the authority of the colonial state 

and those alternative texts that have emerged in order to articulate historical knowledges 

and memories that were excluded, obscured or erased during slavery and colonialism. 

Alternative texts usually survive in open-ended and ephemeral forms—in street festivals 

like Carnival, Ramleela or Hosay; in musical lyrics and rhythms; and in cuisine and 

architecture. Writers who examine the lives of Indo-Caribbean women have found that 

these women frequently use the alternative texts of oral testimonies, peasant songs, street 

theatre, Chutney music, and even the jewelry of indenture in order to represent the social 

conditions that shape their lives. In Ramabai Espinet’s novel The Swinging Bridge 

(2003), the narrator comments on the importance of jewelry for Indo-Caribbean women: 

“Women’s bodies, covered with thick silver from wrist to elbow, ankle to mid-calf, 

would become walking banks, repositories of their families’ wealth.  The metal carapace 

served another purpose too, that of a weapon that could crush the head of an unwary 

attacker when wielded by an arm unafraid of the swing of its power” (300). 

Colonial representations of the jewelry of indenture rarely display an 

understanding of what this jewelry meant for indentured women, although there are many 

descriptive accounts in nineteenth-century colonial texts. Recounting his journey from 

India to Trinidad and Guyana on the Clipper Ship “Sheila” in 1877, Captain W.H. Angel 

describes an Indian woman on board around the age of forty. She had returned to India 

after a period of indentureship in Trinidad, but like many of those repatriated she desired 



to return to the Caribbean, so she paid her way aboard the “Sheila.”  Captain Angel 

writes: 

She got the name among us of the “Queen of Sheba.”  She had made quite a 

considerable fortune in the island, partly by judicious marriages, and partly in her 

widowhood, and as a trader… 

The lady was a sight to look at when she was fully dressed, according to her own 

ideas.  For one thing she was loaded with jewellery all over her person- 

immensely heavy silver bracelets from the elbows to the shoulder, also from the 

wrists to the elbows on both arms; similar from ankles to knees, a kind of diadem 

on the forehead; a lot of rings of all sorts on her toes and her fingers; a pendant 

nose ring…Of course I have not described the rest of her wearing 

apparel…Anyhow, you may depend on it she was in the height of fashion. (90) 

This woman’s style of wearing jewelry was unusual on the ship since many of the 

women crossing the kala pani (the “black waters” between India and the Caribbean) were 

widows and were, as Indian custom dictated, unadorned. The woman described on board 

the “Sheila” wore jewelry in the distinctive style of Indo-Caribbean indentured women. 

The clothing of these women may have been reminiscent of India, but their manner of 

wearing jewelry was deeply Caribbean, often defined by an excessive display, as 

documented by Sarah Morton, wife of the Canadian Presbyterian missionary John 

Morton who worked among Indians in Trinidad in the 1860’s: 

She had seventeen bracelets of silver and one of gold on each arm; these were 

mostly of solid metal, two of them being very massive and of fine workmanship.  

Around her neck were thirteen silver neck ornaments mostly solid…With fifteen 



finger-rings, four heavy rings to each ear, and over the head and shoulders a 

showy veil- you can imagine the effect!  (Morton 51) 

By the late nineteenth century, Indo-Caribbean jewelry had become central to 

representations of indentured women in colonial postcards. In her study of colonial 

visuals, art historian Krista Thompson notes that these postcards were commissioned by 

British colonial administrators, local white elites, American and British hoteliers, and 

companies such as the United Fruit Company when the tourism industry began in the 

Anglophone Caribbean (13). In Jamaica and the Bahamas there were campaigns centered 

on “tropicalization,” or the creation of complex visual systems meant to produce island 

images for tourist consumption (Thompson 5). As Thompson points out, many of the 

laborers in these postcards were peripheral or depicted as part of the landscape itself.  

Black women especially were photographed in scenes where they were either surrounded 

or overwhelmed by tropical landscape and crops. 

When it comes to representations of Indo-Caribbean women in colonial postcards, 

there is an obvious shift in perspective since the backgrounds of landscape and crops are 

excised in favor of portraiture. Thompson argues that this emphasis on portraits is part of 

an already familiar orientalist way of depicting Asians, and she finds evidence of this in 

early descriptions of Indo-Jamaicans. As one colonial writer, W.H. Hale, put it, Indo-

Jamaicans were “picturesque orientals…the women…turbaned or hooded, and wearing a 

profusion of silver ornaments” (qtd. in Thompson 81).  More than being merely a 

repetition of orientalist tropes, however, it seems that the representations of Indo-

Caribbean women in colonial postcards clearly functioned to perpetuate specific 

ideologies of labor and capital during the period of indentureship. 



 

Fig.1. Photographer unknown, “East Indian Lady,  

Trinidad, B.W.I.,” postcard, ca. 1900-1910 
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Fig. 2. Photographer unknown, “East Indian, Trinidad,  

B.W.I.,” postcard, ca. 1900-1910 
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Fig.3. Photographer unknown, “An Indian Belle,  

Trinidad,” postcard, ca. 1900-1910 
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In many of the typical photographs of Indo-Caribbean women taken during the 

first decade of the twentieth century (Figs. 1, 2, and 3), the absence of images of wooden 

barracks, cane stalks and cacao trees deliberately render invisible the labor performed by 

Indo-Caribbean women.  The photographer’s emphasis on the elaborate jewelry and 

clothing, instead, serves to erase the real conditions of poverty, labor exploitation, and 

hazardous working conditions on plantations that replicated those of slavery. Although 

Indo-Caribbean women were very active in estate strikes and demonstrations during the 

period in which these photographs were taken, they are carefully posed as exotic, 



adorned, domesticated, and disciplined subjects who seem to accept the control and 

power of the plantation structure as passively as they sit for the photographer. 

Yet, can these photographs be read from a different perspective?  As Saidiya 

Hartman asks in her study of the archives of slavery, [is there a] “strategy for disordering 

and transgressing the protocols of the archive and the authority of its statements”? (6). It 

seems that a subversive strategy was being enacted by Indo-Caribbean women 

themselves, who wore their jewelry in terms of a materialist visuality, meaning that they 

understood jewelry as a text that made visible their role in the economic and social 

systems of indentureship. Indo-Caribbean jewelry, therefore, functions as an alternative 

Caribbean text that undermines and transgresses the intention of representations that 

place Indo-Caribbean women outside of the social relations that structure their lives. 

In the postcolonial present, Indo-Caribbean jewelry is also an alternative text that 

counters the marginalization of Indo-Caribbean elements in representations of Caribbean 

culture. This jewelry is seen in every space of the Caribbean and its disapora and has 

come to represent a decidedly Caribbean style of jewelry whose Indo-Caribbean 

signature has often remained unacknowledged. Indo-Caribbean jewelry, therefore, stands 

as a counter to the silence that has always surrounded Indo-Caribbean contributions to 

Caribbean culture, a silence noticeable today in political discourses, academic journals 

and books, magazines, television programs, and in many other texts that claim to 

represent Caribbean society. 

Alternative Texts 

Some indentured laborers were already skilled in the art of jewelry-making, a skill 

which they acquired in India.  In the Caribbean they used simple instruments and small 



blow pipes (phuunknees) to create jewelry. Indentured workers were paid in silver 

shillings, and women laborers had these shillings melted and fashioned into various 

pieces including churis or churiyaan that would be worn from wrist to elbow, bazubands 

(arm bands), karas (ankle bands), various types of necklaces such as chandahars, tillarys, 

kanthis and chakapajees, rings including nakphuls (nose rings), and finger and toe rings. 

Most women laborers purchased their own jewelry and were able to dictate the designs of 

the pieces. The majority of jewelers, especially in Trinidad and Jamaica, were men, 

although some Indian women learned the trade in Guyana. The traditional Indian custom 

of presenting symbolic pieces of jewelry to newborn children, young girls, and brides 

was practiced during indentureship. 

Indian styles certainly influenced the Caribbean pieces, but what makes this 

jewelry distinctly Indo-Caribbean is the same aesthetic signature that also distinguishes 

Indo-Caribbean cuisine from Indian cuisine, and this is a minimalist adaptation of Indian 

styles syncretized with Afro, Euro and indigenous Caribbean influences. Although Indo-

Caribbean jewelry has a minimalist design compared to Indian jewelry, Indo-Caribbean 

women wore several pieces at once, preferring an aesthetic of excess.  Indentured men 

also wore jewelry, the main pieces being taabeej (amulets), worn to symbolize manhood 

and courage, heavy beras, and hoop earrings. 

Wearing jewelry was sometimes referred to as the “Indian way of banking” 

(Rayman 32), and peasant women frequently used their jewelry as collateral for small 

agricultural business loans in order to establish themselves as independent farmers and 

escape the arduous  life of the estate.  Conditions for indentured laborers were similar to 

those during slavery, and the majority of indentured laborers were kept in a relationship 



of debt to the estates they worked on. Many laborers were forced to remain on estates 

long after their contracts expired in order to pay off their debts. Movement outside of the 

estate was forbidden without a pass or “free paper,” and as historian Ron Ramdin notes, 

restrictions were placed on indentured laborers in order to control and inhibit social 

interaction and community relations (95). 

As part of their everyday dress, the jewelry worn by indentured women signified 

many elements at once—independence as wage laborers, the ability to pay off debts, and 

an anticipated freedom from estate work. The jewelry of indenture also symbolized a 

uniquely female Indo-Caribbean identity. Hindu widows, especially, purchased an 

abundance of pieces as they recreated the terms of their existence in a Caribbean setting, 

casting aside the restrictions they were forced to endure in India. Under Hindu codes, 

when women became widows in India their heads were shorn, their bangles broken, and 

their possessions seized. They were then subjected to abuse, starvation, and social 

ostracism. Commenting on the irony that many widows were able to engender new paths 

for themselves in the Caribbean while engaging in the imperialist project of indenture, 

Brinda Mehta points out that in India, “Widowhood reflected the ultimate devaluing of 

Hindu women who became victims of several social taboos…A violation of the 

patriarchal contract in the form of widowhood is tantamount to an act of criminality as it 

displaces the centrality of the patriarch through his death” (22). As Indo-Caribbean Hindu 

widows asserted and reinvented their identities, they contributed to an emerging feminist 

Indo-Caribbean culture, and the visual emblem of this culture became the jewelry worn 

by female laborers. 



Many women were deeply aware of the symbolism of their jewelry and often 

refused to sell their pieces. In 1868 when Sarah Morton tried to persuade a laborer from 

Princes Town, Trinidad, to sell her a bracelet, she was refused. Morton writes, “I asked a 

woman to sell me one of her bracelets; she said: “Suppose want’em mangé (food) must 

sell’em; no want’em mangé, no sell’em; too much naked arm” (50-51). Even when 

forced to exchange their jewelry for food, women opted to pawn rather than sell their 

pieces so that these could be recovered after a “guava season” or period of hard times. 

Indentured women wore their jewelry to show its sharp and immediate connection 

to the material conditions of indentureship, and this influenced the styles. On the cocoa 

plantations of North Trinidad, women laborers had the ends of beras fashioned into cacao 

pods. In Guyana and Suriname, the “bamboo cut” pattern referenced the bamboo of the 

South American riverscapes as well as devotional rites, since bamboo is an essential part 

of Hindu jhandi flags as well as the Ndjuká flag-altars seen on the banks of rivers in 

Suriname.  Tadjah domes were also popular for bera ends, especially in spaces like South 

Trinidad where the Hosay festival became associated with resistance to colonial rule. In 

1884, Hosay and Carnival processions were banned in South Trinidad because of a high 

number of estate strikes, and planters feared that any assembly of workers would lead to 

riots. The decision of indentured laborers as well as Afro-Trinidadians to defy the ban 

resulted in what is now known as the 1884 Hosay Massacre, where British soldiers fired 

into the unarmed crowd of men, women and children while they bore decorated tadjahs 

(tombs) and danced sculpted moons through the streets. As symbols of labor and 

resistance like tadjahs or cacao pods became incorporated into designs, the class registers 

of the jewelry became more pronounced. 



In her novel Jahajin (2007), Peggy Mohan discloses that during indentureship 

silver jewelry often indicated working class or peasant status. When the narrator’s 

grandmother, Ajie, marries, her new in-laws give her two gold bracelets to replace her 

wrist to elbow silver churiyaan. This gift is meant to emphasize Ajie’s middle-class 

status acquired through marriage. The narrator describes Ajie’s ritual of putting on 

jewelry: 

Then she would open a locked drawer and pull out a pair of heavy gold beras and 

a gold chain with a rare gold coin as a pendant.  And she would put on earrings 

made by Nana, with exquisite diamond cutting, chisel work on gold that 

mimicked the effect of faceted diamonds. (198) 

The narrator realizes that Ajie wears expensive gold jewelry and a lace orhni 

(head scarf),  “to make a powerful statement that she was now light years away from the 

estate, and forced labour” (199). It is interesting to note that even when the number of 

pieces were reduced or substituted for gold ones, the styles from indentureship remained 

fashionable, and are today continually reproduced as a distinctly Caribbean style of 

jewelry. Over the years jewelers have added to beras and earrings certain iconic visuals 

associated with island life. Shapes of orchid, hibiscus, and anthurium flowers are very 

popular as are steelpans, drums, and maps of islands. 

Whether worn in traditional or contemporary styles, Indo-Caribbean jewelry 

consciously invokes the underlying labor and economic relations that shaped and 

continue to shape Caribbean societies. This materialist use of the visual text by Indo-

Caribbean women challenges some current theories on visual culture used in postcolonial 

and diaspora studies where the emphasis on social relations is seen as a slide into old 



structuralist models. In their introduction to Visual Culture: The Reader (1999), the 

editors Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall caution against the “slide into older ‘productionist’ 

models which provide a limiting view of practices of meaning and cultural construction, 

seeing them only as manifestations of determining logically prior events at the level of 

the economic” (3). This resistance to understanding the visual through economic relations 

is also seen in Nicholas Mirzoeff’s Introduction to Visual Culture (1999) where Mirzoeff 

privileges the “surplus of experience” (16) that he identifies as the “sublime” (16) or an 

experience circumscribed by individual tastes and feelings rather than socio-cultural 

determinants. Indo-Caribbean women, however, clearly embraced a materialist visual 

practice by wearing their jewelry to show its direct relation to the abstract structures of 

indentureship. It was only by first understanding their economic and social relations that 

Indo-Caribbean women could engage in struggles for progressive change. 

In the early twentieth century, Indo-Caribbean jewelry became central to spaces 

where Indo-Caribbean women asserted their cultural identities. Among Indo-Trinidadian 

women the jewelry became prominent in gatherings like the female-centered matikor and 

lawa celebrations of Hindu weddings.  In Islamic wedding rituals, Indo-Trinidadian 

women often preferred to receive jewelry as the mahr or substantial gift given by the 

husband to his wife upon marriage.  In Trinidad, jewelry also became significantly 

important to Presbyterian women as they articulated a very specific Indo-Caribbean 

feminist philosophy through their social outreach programs, educational institutions, and 

literary circles. 

Indo-Caribbean jewelry also became intrinsic to Afro-Caribbean fashion, 

especially on islands where Indians were indentured. At first, the middle-class Afro-



Caribbean population viewed Indo-Caribbean dress as uncivilized. According to historian 

Bridget Brereton, “Indians did not share the Creoles’ interest in western clothes, and they 

could easily be derided for their ‘uncivilized’ way of dressing; similarly, the women were 

sneered at for the Hindu habit of decorating themselves with bangles and rings” (111).  It 

did not take long, however, for Afro-Caribbean women to incorporate Indo-Caribbean 

jewelry into their modes of dress. Writing about Jamaican fashion, Laxmi and Ajai 

Mansingh note: 

Old photographs and paintings at the Institute of Jamaica, depicting the social life 

of Jamaicans over the past couple of centuries reveal little use of gold and silver 

jewellery by Afro-Jamaican women.  Social interaction and marriages between 

the two ethnic groups created a new market for Indian jewellery among Afro-

Jamaicans from about the 1920s. (127) 

Today, especially in diasporic locations like New York, it is not unusual to see 

Afro-Atlantic altars where loas like Erzulie or orishas like Oshun and Yemaya are 

adorned with Indo-Caribbean jewelry in order to emphasize their feminine, sensual, and 

spiritual power. The importance and ubiquitous presence of Indo-Caribbean jewelry 

throughout the Caribbean, and in metropolitan spaces with large Caribbean communities, 

imply that this jewelry not only records and reveals the past, but also allows us to see the 

abstract social relations of the present. Indo-Caribbean jewelry, therefore, stands as a text 

that registers the Indo-Caribbean presence in contemporary Caribbean culture, 

intervening in many current discourses where Indo-Caribbean elements have been 

excluded. 

 



Literary Representations 

There is very little scholarship on Indo-Caribbean jewelry. One Canadian-

Guyanese woman, Evelyne Rayman, recognized the importance of this jewelry and in the 

1960’s began to collect Indo-Guyanese pieces. In 1988 Rayman published an article on 

Indo-Guyanese jewelry in a Toronto-based journal, Indian Frontiers, and she displayed 

her full collection a few years later at an Ontario Society for Studies in Indo-Caribbean 

Culture (OSSIC) function in Toronto. In 1999, the husband and wife team of Indo-

Jamaican scholars, Laxmi and Ajai Mansingh, included a few pages of research on Indo-

Jamaican jewelry in their publication Home Away From Home: 150 Years of the Indian 

Presence in Jamaica 1845-1995 (1999).  Apart from these essays, and the occasional 

descriptive article in Caribbean newspapers, the importance of Indo-Caribbean jewelry 

has been overlooked in contemporary Caribbean cultural studies. This silence is 

paradoxical since Indo-Caribbean jewelry is now an established part of Caribbean fashion 

and seen everywhere in the Caribbean and its diaspora. Perhaps one major reason for the 

lack of critical attention paid to jewelry is the historical connection of this jewelry to 

peasant and working-class Indo-Caribbean women and their practices of resistance. 

Jahajin is the first novel to examine the jewelry of indenture, suggesting that it has been a 

more influential and profound cultural text than earlier colonial and postcolonial 

representations have allowed. 

In Jahajin, jewelry has an important role in the family’s attitude to caste 

distinctions.  One of the main concerns of Nana, the narrator’s great-grandfather, is to 

reject the reinscription of caste hierarchies brought over from India. For this reason the 

family converts from Hinduism to Christianity: 



I asked Nana, then, why his father had become a Christian.  I was not too 

comfortable about the dissonance it created with other things Indian about 

us…Why had we chosen to be different in this way? 

Nana was imperturbable, and his reply always came pat: the caste system. (143) 

The narrator is aware of the irony that it is the caste trade of jewelry that allows 

her family to escape the oppressive remnants of the caste system. Both Nana and the 

narrator believe that the jewelry trade will change their family’s subordinate position as 

Indians in Trinidadian society by providing the financial means for education. The 

narrator explains: “The taabeej my brother had made were supposed to help cover the 

cost of his first year of medical school abroad” (142-3). 

The family’s jewelry trade also creates new opportunities for women in the 

family, changing the tradition of early marriages. When the narrator’s grandmother, Ajie, 

is fourteen, she comes home from the Presbyterian boarding school for girls in San 

Fernando, Naparima Girls’ High School, only to discover that her school days were over: 

She had come home for the holidays when she was fourteen, delighted with her school 

report.  She had wanted to show Nana that she had topped her class in Hindi. 

And then she saw the wedding tent up, and she knew that it could only be for her, and she 

started to cry. (195) 

Fortunately, the narrator does not have to repeat Ajie’s fate; when the jewelry 

business grows and prospers she is able to obtain a tertiary education. As a linguist 

specializing in Bhojpuri, the narrator travels to the Basti district of India, retracing the 

path of her great-great-great grandmother, Janaki-didi, who came to Trinidad as an 

indentured worker. Jewelry is implicitly tied to the diasporic crossings outlined in the 



novel. On her voyage across the kala pani, Janaki-didi carried with her a special piece of 

jewelry that she later gave to her daughter-in-law, Sunnariya, on her wedding day: 

Later when Sunnariya’s clothes were ready, Janaki-didi gave her her own 

channan-har, her gold filigree necklace, which she had brought across the ocean 

from Faizabad and kept safely for her first daughter-in-law. (177) 

Sunnariya’s wedding jewelry is comprised of the channan-har from Faizabad and 

churiyaan made on the Trinidadian estate; this suggests that jewelry connects the women 

in the novel to India and at the same time represents their desire to create new identities 

in the Caribbean. 

When Sunnariya’s gold churiyaan are being crafted, a crowd gathers to watch.  In 

this scene, the crowd’s fascination with jewelry-making alludes to a communal aesthetic 

defined by an appreciation for the socio-cultural importance of jewelry. Mohan’s novel 

suggests that Indo-Caribbean jewelry is one of the most important art forms to emerge 

from the period of indentureship and has always been an alternative text through which 

Indo-Caribbean women’s art, history, and culture can be explored. One of the strengths of 

Jahajin is its implication that despite the hardships and brutalities experienced during 

indentureship, the Indo-Caribbean community, through the visual text of jewelry, was 

able to develop and articulate a complex sense of aesthetics and beauty that would 

inevitably influence all of Caribbean society. 

Seen throughout the Caribbean and its diaspora, Indo-Caribbean jewelry is an 

example of the ubiquitous presence of Indo-Caribbean influences in mainstream 

Caribbean culture. The inability of some critics to concede the Indo-Caribbean subtext to 

many Caribbean art forms is a structural effect of the class struggle in contemporary 



Caribbean societies, since exclusion normalizes ruling class interests, especially on 

islands where Indo-Caribbean people are mainly peasant or working-class laborers. The 

theoretical practice of silencing also supports the wider relations of global capitalism that 

aim to render workers invisible, to block solidarities across race, and to perpetuate sharp 

class divisions. Yet, as with the colonial photographs of Indo-Caribbean women, the 

ideologies and texts that would render Indo-Caribbean culture invisible cannot contain 

what they repress.  The political and cultural importance of everyday Caribbean 

alternative texts, like Indo-Caribbean jewelry, are understood and respected through 

historically established as well as new visual practices that are meant to keep these texts 

alive. 
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