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Abstract

How do we creatively reimagine the productive pesence of ghosts in the cooli@rchive? This

photo essay revisits the early experimental period of Indian indentureship(1845- 1848) in
Trinidad through artistic installations? based on the transdpts of an inquiry into coolie misery

and death. The authoAT T AOAOO A AOAA GEADE UBA GON E EGRAE 1 &b A 11000
coolie transience and the in/visibility of absented presaces in the official record. Indoing so, the

essay attempts to stage an affectivpolitical circuit of intelligibility to contemplate the ghostworld

of indentureship. It is this ghostworld (as another vorldliness) that is crucial for understanding the

coolie archive as living, contiguous, ahcounter to official knowledgeproduction.
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Introduction

As an IndeTrinidadian-Canadian scholar who has worked on the East Indian
indentureship in the 19h-century Anglophone Caribbean for the past two decades, | am
interested in how East Indian labourers, marked as docile, transient labouring subjects or
OATT1EAORE EAOA AddAdisapdedk AhbougtOihe ofiidab 4nd Qopufar
Ai1TTEAl AOAEEOA8 )1 | OEAO xzhstaistth apparatus of A O
discipline and governmentality-made us both legible and invisible to ourselves in the
prism of the present? In my doctoal research (Wahab 2010), | focused on colonial
Trinidad and the visual representations of coolies during a period (mido-late 19h
Century) in which the British indentureship system was already established and
systematized. However, there has been veryimited historical excavation and re
imaginings of the moment of transition between slavery and indentureship, especially
during the early experimental period of East Indian indentureship in Trinidad (1845
1848)» a period distinctly marked by the visual absace of coolies in the colonial archive.
This essay attempts to reimagine this absence/absenting by looking for and communing
with the ghostly presences of indentureship, to expand on the question of what constitutes
OOEA AT T1EA AOAE fetds &drodddr meiloddlbgal questionsEalout A O
counter-knowledge production: How might we conduct or stage an ethnography of the
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indentured past, especially when the field is the colonial archive? By extension, what sorts
of practices of visibilization alow for a meaningful interlocution with ghostly presences in
the field? In other words, might we think of archival ethnography, within and beyond the
frame of a mixed methods approach, as a distinct form of creative knowledge production
that blurs the boundaries between presence and absence?

AEEO AOOAU xAO ET OPEOAA AUERAQEEEECSE Ai EAAEAOGOO]
01 AO OEA OAIT 1 OE CDa Bethoddlayy forkertidaly reApormiliEgEt@hed

absences and situated presences andsibilities of the official colonial archive. Through

her multimedia artwork (Amendmenty, Kempadoo layers contemporary images onto

official colonial archival images to expand and productively distort our officialised (and

thus limiting) understanding of OEA 4 OET EAAA AOAEEOA OAO A OEOA
the contemporary and continuous reET OAODPOAOAOGEI T AT A AT Al UOEOO
Ellapen (2018) offers a similar approach to queering the archive by opening up lines of

relationality between queer bodies of colour in South Africa, through a turn to aesthetics

and eroticism. Ellapen layers, blends and juxtaposes family portrait photos with official
AOAEEOAI i AOAOEAT jAscs OEA )T AEAT DBAOGO Al AOD
AOOAT Al ACADHd xxeHEDE AT Agbli 1 OAGEIT T £ OOEA bl A/
(A A1l AEIT O OEAO9g O"U AOOAI Al AcAOGh ) OAZEAO O1 i
different by fitting together objects (in this case, photography and documents) that

individualy AAT ADPDBPAAO O1 OAT1 AOGAAG | ecnediating pastpaGB 4 EEO

DOAOGAT &6 EAI PO OO O OAOGEETE OEA [T AATEIC ATA b
1 EOET ¢ AOAEEOARS OEIT OCE iU EIPA ET OEEO AOOAU
rather than OAEAU OEA AAOACI OEAAI AEOEAA AAOxAAT O
+ATDAAT T80 AT A %l 1 ADAT 80O OOOAOACEAO 1T £ AAAOE

Ei ACAO 1T &£ OOEA DPAOGOS Alrifas dxtedtife cicafethdograpby 1 1-6+—AA
to disturb the temporal fixities and affective registers we normatively assign to these

Ei ACAOG8 ) OAA 1 AUAOET CTAI AT AET ¢ AO AOAAOGETI ¢ OF
(Kempadoo 2008: 88), especially focused on mediating lines of connection and
relationalE OU j AAOT 0O | O1I OEPI A OAOAEEOAI & Oi AGET T 06
by a more teleological mode of engagement and knowing. This way of rethinking the

archive is a form of remediation that is not only about correcting or improving through
OikhkgDOAOGRT B6O A xAU 1T £ NOAAOET ¢ OEworldingsd OAEEOAS
about the circuit of pastpresent that conditions our horizons of intelligibility.

The Record of Indentureship

Early postemancipation (1834-1838) Trinidad was riddled by problems of controlling
labour, as the colonial plantation society shifted from slav®ased labour to one that was
supposedly based on free labour. British planters deployed a range to disciplinary
coercive techniques to regain the level of control the had over black and creole bodies
during slavery, with very limited success. The British colonial administration (under
heavy influence from the plantocracy) subsequently responded through various contract
labour immigration schemes, which failed for a nmber of reasons. The orientalist turn to
coolie contract labour from India, however, provided a more promising option, since East
Indian subjects were constructed as docile and easily disciplined, and as such the best
suited subjects for experiments with ontract labour systems in the new era of freedom.
The Indian indentureship scheme in Trinidad began in 1845 and ended in 1917, during

LT EATE ' OTT AREAO AAAOAOOAO OEEO bpOT Al Ai AGEA 1T &£ AEOA
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which time, over 143,000 contracted coolie labourers were brought to service and
stabilize the sugar and cocoa plantatioeconomies.

While the indentureship system was revised in this early transition to a free society, the

indentureship contract served to secure a bound labouring subject or as Look Lai (1993:

veq EAO OOCCAOOAAR A A£E C OO Auct) thd dnditioAsOof theE A1 £ A£O.,
contract, set within this ambiguous context of transition, served to produce the coolie as

an oriental, nonsettler and transient subject in the WesterrAtlantic world (in

contradistinction to orientalist discourses about Eastl AEAT O AO 1T OOOEAA OOEA
transience or notquite-humanness of the coolie was already shaped under British

colonialism in India, but it was further compounded by various disciplinary formations of

the indentureship process which solidified the tansient, ghostly figurations of the coolie.

From the recruitment process, to the conditions at the emigration depots in Calcutta, to

the 3-month ship journey across Indian and Atlantic oceans, to the landing and processing

on Nelson island (just off Trinicad), to the everyday plantation life of contracted subjects,

uncertainty and transience were naturalized as innate to the early indentureship

experience and instrumentalized in the governing of coolie labour. This multiplied

bl OAT OEAT 1T £ EEIOIGRMAARFATEARND xEAOOOAA O AT 1 00007
already violable and disposable, even though indentureship was projected as a benevolent

and humane reconstruction of colonial labour relations (i.e. not slavery!). It is within this

context that | situate the case, which is the focus of this essay.

Seeing Ghosts in the Record

While conducting research at The National Archives in London in 2006, | came across the
case transcripts (record#: CO295/153) of a state inquiry into the iHtreatment of coolie 153
labourers, and the death of one labourer, Kunduppa, on the Clydesdale Cottage Estate in
South Naparima, Trinidad in 1846. The planter, Edward Walkinshaw, was held
responsible-though not punishedfor the psychic, corporeal and physical abuse of marof

his coolie labourers as well as the death of Kunduppa. Walkinshaw used techniques such

as double tasking, starvation, medical neglect, physical violence and even death to
discipline and punish the coolie labourers on the Clydesdale Cottage Estate. Ileter to

OEA #1T11TTEAI 3AAOAOAOU EA Al AEi AA OEAO Oi U 1 EA
Lacroix of Fullarton estate was pelted with stones and mud lately by his gang, and | much

fear unless a very severe example is made and that immediatelyathyou will ere long hear

I £ 1 OOAAO AAEI C Aiii EOOAAN Adgust 1848 ACQR95/153)A1 EET OFE £
7A1 EET OEAx80O OAOOEITTEAO OAOGAAIT A bi AT OAO OAOE
violence against transient coolie Iabourers as necessary forgpitation order. While the

ATTTTEAT OOAOA AOOATI POAA Ol-tredtientivhs@d exdnpld OEAO 7

of despotic planter rule in breach of the indentureship contract, the testimonies suggest a

iTOA AT i Pl Ao OAAT AOET x&vwadVerd buclddoritiondd AthdA 06 O OE
the contract (precisely because the rules and regulations were not explicitly defined

during this early experimental period).

yl OEA AAOA 1T &£ +01 AOPPAGO AAAOER OEA ET NOEOU O
and physically debilitated from chigoe infestations on his feet. The estate overseer
OAOOEEZEAAYd OEEO OI A0 xAOA EAI £ AAOGAT AxAU AU
them. | found many worms on the soles of his feefThere was one foot worse than the

other. One of the feet had the whole of the ball eaten by worms as well as part of the toes;

OEA AAIl 1T&# OEA T OEAO #1060 xAO Al O DPAOOI U A
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C0295/153). Kunduppa was taken to the coolie hospital on the estate for treatment.
However, because of the depraved conditions at the hospital and the lack of medical
attendance (by the doctor attached to the Estate), Kunduppa left the hospital, crawling on
his knees. Walkinshaw subsequently refused to supply Kunduppa with the food ratis
stipulated within the indentureship contract, which led to starvation and further
emaciation. Testimonies from fellow labourers reveal that Walkinshaw was seen kicking
Kunduppa in the mud to force him to return to the hospital. Kunduppa crept to the este
mill where he lay on the ground, starved, ailing and exposed to the rain for 10 days before
he died. The Coolie Stipendiary Magistrate (or the Protector of Coolies), Major James
&ACAT h xET OEOEOAA + 01 AObP B AawFah oldEnkaOin theAaBtO AAUO (
OOAOA 1T £ APEAOOOEIT AT A 11 OEET ¢ AOO OEET AT A
was all he had to cover his nakedness except a piece of cloth round his loins which barely
AT OxAOAA OEA DPOODPT OA 1T £ AAAAT Adgd Him outdtheOT 1T A [ A
El OPEOAI 88 ) EAOA 11 OAOOEI ¢ PI AAA AT UxEAOAhL )
AiiT A6 061 OAA T Ah AT A AO OEA OAI A OEIi A EA PIETO
repeatedly told me, on that day, that he was uncared for arfdrsaken, and that he was
AUET ¢ AT A xEOEAA O OciobEeA1B46j CO296/158). Whife Gha induiry ¢ X
£l OT A 7A1 EET OEAx AT A OEA AOOAOA [ AAEAh $08 -/
death, both men remained unpunished.This case is not uniquesince the early
experimental period of indentureship (18451848) was characterized by numerous
reports of coolie abuse and death, which led to a temporary suspension of the scheme in
1848. However, it represents one of the few detailed inquiries into coaiabuse and is the
only case | have come across which produces visual evidlencO EAOAEAO 1T £ + 01 AODP
sore-afflicted feet> of the horror of this period.
154
)T OAAAET ¢ OEEO AAOA AAI(EeMntQ®d?A of Kéntuppd i(aAdd A A—O-6+H1
his fellow labourers), coupled with the sheer horror of the image of his feet at the end of
the transcripts, | experienced feelings of shock, trauma, grief, and anger. Through these
affective registrations, | was inspired to explore questions around the coolie as a sulet
subject, whose constructed transience or netuite-humanness became the basis for
rationalizing disciplinary violence, ironically at the very moment in which British colonial
rule had reinvented itself as humanitarian. Furthermore, | wondered how to comunicate
xEOE AT A 11 AAEAI £ T £ +01 AOPPAGO CEI 001 U DPOAC
hauntings (Gordon 1997) might this case productively provoke in the public domain? To
address this latter question, | staged two impromptu public installationsusing the
archival material? in Trinidad and London. The installationCoolie Sarcophagusas done
in Trinidad (Dec. 2017), where | reconstructed a body using select pages of the transcripts
and floated it on the ocean. The second installatiorDisAffections arried out at The
National Archives and the Houses of Parliament in London (Feb. 2018), involved the
DOAT EA OOACET ¢ T &£ A AAT OAO Ai1 OAETEI ¢ OEA EIAC
0201 A6 AT A 2AcOI ACET T 606 1T £ EIl AdsigedoADEEDS "1 O
creatively about the disruptive power of ghostly presences in producing a counterarchive
i £ ETAART OOOAOEED | xEEAE ) OACAOA AO Al A@OAT O
AOAEEOAGQ8 -U CI Al EO 110 1 Aéhiried, bdtito opeAtpA OE OE AT
a space for contemplating the genealogies of those marked as transient and their
generative value to the violent story of Western modernity.
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The Coolie Archive: Three Acts

Act I: Ghosting

371

0%, 0.7 Wrvep.
2D
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1

4AEEO Oi AAEAAT EUAA8 AOAxET C T &£ +O01 AOPPASO AEAAODNR
which were afflicted by sores as a result of chigoe infestation, is the very last page of the

colonial document. There is no explanation about how it was meaningfullysed in the

case, nor is it clear whether it is a sketch or an outline of his actual feet. Nevertheless, the

feet represents one of the most visceral and haunting traces of his debilitated body, and

performs a sort of returned speech/screech. My own handinstrumental to my own

speech) touching this image is an attempt to forge a politicaffective connectiorr a

conversatiom? through the touching of bodies as an incitement to counterknowledge,

rooted in a desire to open up public psychic space for thinkingbout the deathly effects of

transience.
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2

Touching the hardAT 01T A OA AT O ADeéptit¢chesdron¥Govemay Lord Harris

' AT OCA &OATAEO 21 AAOO ( AOOE Oxreatinbrit chlAdiah ET C %A x A (
Ei Il ECOAT 006 j 11 IEAT EEIOATIOBATTAITAS EEA OEA OEOI A
signature of the Crown, the catalogue stamp and the barcode all serve to classify thick

matter into archival property. The document was dusty and musty to the touch and smell,

almost like a coolie sarcophagudiound and buried? out of sight!
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3

C0295/153 is a record of the atrocities suffered by the coolies in the early
experimental period of East Indian indentureship in Trinidad. The detailed

accounts of psychic and physical abuse of labourers anide death of Kunduppa
OAPOAOGAT O A -GH A A BdtahsQdudhith& breaking of the body

OEOI OCE xi 0T AET C AT A AEOAAOAR ABGO OEOI OCE
for labour (for example, through overwork and starvation). On one page dhe

record is a triptych-like pool of blood-stains. Whose blood is this? How do we

process these embodied marks of blood and handgritten ink juxtaposed onto

each other? What is the slippage between the official story and the bodilyk (the

blood) that marks the disappearance of another presence?
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4

The record, CO295/153, sits buried in the vault of the The National Archives, &Khe

AART OAO 1T &£ AIi bEOASO | £AFEAEAI [T AiTOU | AAEET A8 .1
OEA . AOGET T Al 1| OAEEOAO | £ 40ET EAAA AT A rei ARCI A
buried in the Naparima region on the island the actual site unknown. These are two

different grave sites. How do we reconcile this dissonance between the imperial record as

OEA | EFEAEAI COAOA AT A OEA ODPAAA 1 mndohtl EOEET C
we forge lines of relationality across this dissonance to make appear what should not
AGEOOe ) AT T AAA OEOI OCE OEA O' AT AOAlI 2ACEOOAOD
find out more about Kunduppa. There is no trace of his name (or even tpé&antation, the

#1 UAAOAAT A #1 OOACA %wOOAOAR 11 xEEAE EA 1 AAT Oc
moniker, the case transcripts did not care to include his official name (or at least the one

OAAT OAAA ET OEA O' AT AOAI 2 A G Eatod Aasdafidled A OEAD O

OET NOEOUS6 AT A 116 A AOEIiET AT AI 6006 AAOA | OEI
bOT EOEAA A£i O +01 AOCPPASGO AAAOEQ8 7EEI A ) Al Ol A
2ACEOOAOG6 xEAO OOITA 100 xAOA rOwele catefalized ET  x EEA

AAOAA 11 OACEOOOAOGEIT 101 AAoh 1T AIi Ah AZEAOEAO0CGO
category (remarks) remained vacant for most labourers, save for cases where the

ET AAT OOOAA Ei Tl ECOAT O OAOOOT AA Oiformdf dolérdal T O EAA
record keeping (and colonial biodata), akin to animal husbandry records, that constructs

the coolie as notquite-human. This photo essay is an attempt to critically intervene in this

colonial knowledge formation, through the photograph asa form of remarking on the

violence of indentureship. In so doing, | also mark the very same violence that conditions

OEA DPi OOEAEI EOU i &£ OEA OEOI Al 85
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Act II: Coolie Sarcophagus

159

5

After photographing the entire record in London, | travelled to Trinidad with a printed

Al pU T &£ OOEA OAAT OA8 | DHitsek a SmbulactumAtd iuillia bddye OEA 1 A
OPi 1 xEEAE ) xi Ol A OAAAEEI 1 A OEA AAdAaf /1T OEA
indenture) garage, | ripped the printed transcripts into pieces and reassembled them onto

a plastic skeleton using rice starch (the transcripts document how the labourers, including

Kunduppa, were punished through starvatiorg especially through the denial of rice). The

ARAO T £ OEA OEAI AOIT xAOA xOADPDPAA EI A OOAIT OAC
ATTTEAB86 / OEAO OOAT OAOCEDPO OACI AT 02 OO AOA AQTA A«
Regulations to be observed in regard to the distribution and lo@ET T T &£ AT T 1 EA 1 Al

(outlining the conditions for care of labourers), the signature of the planter (Walkinshaw)

who was held responsible for ilitreatment, the testimonial marks of coolie labourers used

£l O OEA AT AUGO i1 O00Eh OOBPAGOEEAADTI OOIOEIAA AIEA 0OC
mixture of rice and dhal was bonded using starch and placed at the feet of the body, which

was mounted on a styrofoam platform covered in transcript pages. The installation was

left to dry in the baking sun. Weeks aér taking this image, | realized that | had assembled

the body on the very spot on which my father (a descendent of indenture) had died in the

OAOU UAAO-AXx BRAOAKGODEEO AAOA ET ,T1TTAITS
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6

My mother and | travelled with the body to the Tempd in the Sea in
Waterloo/Carapichaima, located on the coast of the Gulf of Paria (west Trinidagd)a calm

body of water that separates Trinidad from the South American continent (the Orinoco

delta), where Columbus lost his anchor, and through which indentad immigrants would 160

have approached the Trinidad mainland after a -8nonth ship journey, after being

processed on the nearby Nelson island. The site has become a tourist attraction, but it

holds ethno-religious significance for Hindu worshipers, who perfem various ceremonies

and rituals which involve offering flowers and fruits and stakingJhandigcoloured prayer

flags on bamboo poles for different deities) in the water. The temple was built in 1947 (the

same year British India was partitioned) by Siewdas Sadhuz an indentured labourer z

who having been denied land by British authorities to build a place of worship, created an

artificial island and dirt temple in the sea using buckets of mud (Destination Trinidad and

Tobago Ltd., 2017). Despite earlier emolition by the colonial government, the Trinidad

Ol OOEOI x AAOCETA T TeRdleAvad ti2 2%darfafem@ of Siewdass Sadhu to

construct a worship centre at nel AT 8 O zIlthAlsd® j EAEA8(J8 yo0 EO A
Ol AROOOAT AET ¢ T-iIEAT®E R ATORA GBAOOT) A1 OT A ET OOECC
contemplating coolie transience. My aim was to float the body at this site at sunset,
EOZOADPI OAA xEOE 3AAEOGO0 -iGAAGEOOEDRA 6ErTOMA EOERIT QA
appearedin this photo of the sun settingat the Temple in the Sea, was a mirage on the

I AAAT 80O EI OEUITh A AEAECOOAOQOEIT T &£ A CEIT 001U 110
£l 1T AGET ¢ OEA AT AU 11T OEA 'Ol £ xAOAOOh ) AEA 11
India); although itis difEAOI 6 O1 OEETE AAUITA OEA [ AOGAPEI O
OAOOE OBA ©D Uhié ghosty presence is not justn the horizon, but it distorts and

transfigures into another horizon of intelligibility z almost as if the dazzling sun on the

Gulf projected its shadow of possibility upwards into the air. An ethnographic poesis of

disinterment.

23AA 'TOET A £ O A AOEOEAAI AEns-Oaiheah studiesE OEA | AOADEI
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161

Floating the body at Temple in the Sea after many attempts. It was almost &shie body
resisted surfacing. The case transcripts do not confirm whether Kunduppa was Hindu, but
| was asked why did | not restage the body in fire (instead of water) as cremation is
usually the form of burial for Hindu bodies. | chose water because lamted a medium that
would signify floating as a signifier of transience. Furthermore, floating is also a
methodology of producing counterknowledge, as the body resists burial and in doing so, it
re-surfaces as a refusal to be silenced (as it is in the colal archives). The installation,
Coolie Sarcophaguygnot an object, but an act of making a space happen) therefore opens
up another archival space in which to ponder how we listen to andeethose ghostly
presences that are made to disappear after empiré.e. the demand for amnesia), even
through postcolonial nationalist projects (which celebrate Indian arrival as cultural
retention but look away from the psychic subjections of netuite-arriving). The body
floats together with old bamboo poles (used forjhandis) in proximity to washed out
prayer flags stranded on old branches; they represent debrig worn and fragmentedthat
when stitched together, might offer another insight into the complex and entangled
potentialities (imprisoning and resistive embracA @ T £ OEA AT 11 EA83O OOAT OEA
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Gulf waters wash/bathe the shores at Temple in the Sea with the debris of prayer
offerings. Flower petals (Hibiscus, Ixora, Allamanda), mango leaves, and a dg (water 162
vessel) are beached on the artificial boundary (made of deposited rocks and a concrete
iT1T AAA AOEAEQ AAOGxAAT O11 1T AT60 1 AT A6 AT A OEA
OEA AT-dnegedce/@Aurfacing as a metaphorical garden for ghosiy. This staging
stands in contradistinction from the archive where CO295/153 can only be exhumed from
the vault with felt gloves, metal chains, catalogues, security cameras, body scanners and
white eyes (exacting the punishing price of wanting to know).
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9

4EA AT AU AO OEA xAOAOG6O AACA OEOOEI ¢ 11 OEA Al
and banana offerings, withjhandisand fishing boats in the background. In addition to their

religious significance, the slanteghandisalso symbolize the precarious staking of claims

ET -IOATSO 1 AT A6 E8A8 A Pi OOEAEIEQOU 1 &£ PI 1 EQRQEAO I
land) that is usually regarded as politically impossible. Théhandi gateway is not so much —

an entrance, but itforms a certain kinship or assemblage with the body as that which is

undeserving of political ground in postAi PEOA AT A T AOQOET 1 Al EUAA EEAOQEI
fact, this image forces us to rethink the situated violent genealogy of this concept. |

regarded this installation as an impromptu public staging in that it was also an attempt to

open up an affective space for public engagement, without warning. Visitors to the site

showed signs of deep horror as they saw me throw a body into the sea, especiathaaery

sacred site. People lingered at a distance, peeping out from behind shrubs, one person

almost falling into the water! It is precisely this intimacy between the obscene and the

sacred that | wanted to stage (similar to the muddy Gulf waters) as aay of making space

to think about the transience and disposability of the coolie body.
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10 (a)

Jhandisat sunset, Temple in the Sea: on haunting
164

10 (b)

Jhandis Temple in the Sea: on kinship
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