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This dissertation examines the production of culture among Indo-Caribbean 

communities in New York City and Trinidad. It seeks to understand how cultural 

producers use performance as a way to mediate their experiences of racialization in local, 

national, and transnational spheres. Based on a multisited ethnographic study, I analyze 

the Indo-Caribbean diaspora as a result of nineteenth and twentieth century indentured 

labor migration and as a focus of post-1965 transnational migration. To do so, I introduce 

the idea of “transnational performances,” which I employ to examine how expressions of 

Indo-Caribbean identity are performed in Trinidad and New York City as a way of 

mediating global processes.  Specifically, this dissertation begins with a geographic and 

historical overview of Indo-Caribbean transnational populations, then provides an 

ethnographic study of contemporary Hindu religious festivals in Trinidad, an Islamic 

festival held in both New York City and Trinidad, Indo-Caribbean media in New York, 

and a cultural and arts center in New York. In all these sites Indo-Caribbean cultural 

producers engage the politics of public representation of Indo-Caribbean identity. 
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I argue that while Indo-Caribbean religious, festival, media, and cultural 

producers engage with diasporic formations of identity and develop diasporic narratives 

that address Indian origins, they simultaneously develop new, creative, and flexible Indo-

Caribbean transnational performances in the public sphere often coproducing their 

identities in relation to other diasporic communities.  Concerns about authenticity exist 

alongside the desire to create new cultural practices that employ hybridity as a strategy to 

assert belonging. These transnational performances are spaces from which Indo-

Caribbean communities develop a public voice that responds to perceived exclusions and 

erasures. The geographies of belonging that are central in the transnational performances 

of Indo-Caribbean cultural producers suggest that we must attend to the cultural practices 

developed within and across boundaries while taking a historical perspective on global 

processes that are reconfigured in the contemporary period. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 
Neva distress when an ill Desi 
play like they bad-er than me  
claiming I ain’t the original Indian  
from all direction 
 
You see  
I’m South Asian  
South American  
North American  
East Indian  
West Indian  
Caribbean 
 
Reggae riddims ride my waistline  
while chatni styles carry these hips for miles 
meeting Hindi hits that has me nautching like Bollywood dancers 
and all the while  
I’ll be pulling pieces of me together… 
 
--Taij Kumarie Moteelall, East and West 

 

EAST AND WEST 

These lines from the poem and performance piece East and West by the Indo-

Caribbean American writer and activist, Taij Kumarie Moteelall (2004) dramatize the 

transnational and racialized landscape of Indo-Caribbean cultural performances and 

emphasize the multivalent nature of identity formation in the Indo-Caribbean diaspora. 

Drawing attention to moments of rupture in and among racialized communities, this 

choreopoem foregrounds cultural production and performance. It also emphasizes the 

performative, coalitional, and processual aspects of transnational and diasporic identity 

formation (Visweswaran 1998). In the poem, when a desi (meaning a person from South 
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Asia) challenges the narrator’s authenticity as an Indian because it is contaminated by 

Caribbeanness, the narrator responds by mapping her global citizenship, an assertion of 

multiple belongings and shifting subjectivities that encompass South and North, East and 

West. This transnationalism maps itself onto her body, and her body performs identity 

almost effortlessly as performance styles ride and carry it. Situating the Indo-Caribbean 

dance and music style of chatni (known in the Caribbean as chutney) between Jamaican- 

(or Afro-Caribbean-) identified reggae and Indian-identified Bollywood, this choreopoem 

simultaneously situates Indo-Caribbean women’s (and the narrator’s) hips and waistline 

as the natural site (the generative and productive conduit) of popular Caribbean, Indo-

Caribbean, and Indian expressive culture.1 Her body is the performative site of, as the 

poem’s title suggests, East and West. 

This assertion of hybridity is measured by the last two stanzas of the poem, which 

turn to imagery evoking India and Hindu religious practice, making explicit claims to the 

Ganges River as a site of origin: “I came to be in the flow of the Ganges/and today, the 

Ganges come to me in MY flow/so watch how I flow/feel my flow” (Moteelall 2004). 

While not claiming Indian national origin, the poem positions the narrator in relation to 

the Ganges, a site that has religious, natural, and national importance. The poem grounds 

the narrator in imagery evoking India without specifically claiming the nation of India as 

home. But, the narrator is birthed in the Ganges, and also gives birth to the Ganges in 
                                                
1 Chutney is a music and dance style developed among East Indians in the Caribbean that has become a 
popular genre. Contemporary chutney performances are based on performances for Hindu wedding and 
birth celebrations, which were brought from India to the Caribbean by indentured laborers (Ramnarine 
2001). Peter Manuel has written about the recent “chutney boom” in Trinidad and Guyana and suggests that 
chutney is valued in the Caribbean because it “express[es] a distinctively local kind of Indianness” (2000: 
175). Tina Ramnarine has similarly argued that “as a tradition which has developed in a diasporic context, 
chutney emerges not as an Indian but as a specifically Indian-Caribbean form of expression” (1996: 135).  
The spelling of the performance style in this poem emphasizes it as an Indian form of expression, reversing 
a point made by Ramnarine: “The spelling ‘chutney’ rather than ‘chatni’ is itself an identification of the 
genre as Indian-Caribbean, not Indian” (1996: 135). In this poem the spelling “chatni” rather than 
“chutney” could be read as an emphasis on Indianness. 
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language that suggests both creative and physical reproduction; that is, through her 

“flow,” which can be read as an allusion to both rhythmic and menstrual flow, she calls 

attention to her “performative competence” (Briggs 1988) and her disputed origins. She 

makes claims about her own Indian origins and identity while challenging definitions of 

Indian identity. This celebration of mixing and contamination (by geography and blood) 

redefines Indian origins by suggesting a broader definition of Indianness. This 

redefinition reflects the ways Indianness indexes multiple relationships, echoing a point 

made by Deborah Thomas and Kamari Clarke regarding blackness: “Blackness does not 

just index race; it also indexes gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, labor, 

nationality, transnationality, and politics” (2006: 9).  

During my fieldwork research, I observed the author of this text perform it as a 

choreopoem; that is, Moteelall recited the poem while performing choreographed Indo-

Caribbean and Indian dance to live music. This performative aspect allowed the author to 

illustrate to the audience exactly how these “reggae riddims,” “chutney styles,” and 

“Hindi hits” inform her movements. In a red bandeau top that exposed her midriff, a 

matching red scarf tied around the waist of her black leggings, and silver jewelry 

adorning her arms, neck, wrists, and waist, she nautched (a North Indian popular dance 

style that is foundational in Indo-Caribbean chutney dancing) and wined (a popular 

Caribbean dance form marked by erotic pelvic movements).2 These movements can be 

interpreted to suggest belonging in particular communities (namely Indian and 

Caribbean) and to suggest certain kinds of sexual meaning. They are presented as East 

and West in this poem; this kind of interpretation is not an uncommon one, especially 

                                                
2Philip Scher defines “wining” as a dance performed at “Carnival time, at discos, etc. Wining is marked by 
the erotic gyration of hips, slightly bent knees, and rotations of the buttocks” (2003: 187). Its “especially 
erotic” nature signals to many that it is a sign of “debauchery” and the “downfall of Carnival” (2003: 177). 
Similar charges are levied against chutney (Niranjana, 2006; Puri, 2004).  
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since popular stereotyped views of Indian women tend to stress domesticity, modesty, 

and tradition, while stereotyped views of Indo-Caribbean women’s public performances 

tend to focus on sexuality, modernity, and hybridity.  There is a perception of Indianness 

that is undone by her public performance of this piece. 

While the poem’s text suggests moments of rupture among racialized 

communities in diaspora through the initial challenge of the narrator’s Indianness, the 

choreopoem performance itself suggests alliances and a creative link with the work of 

black feminist performers and writers in the U.S., such as Ntozake Shange. Shange 

pioneered this performance style in the 1970s with her choreopoem, For Colored Girls 

Who Have Considered Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf (1989 [1975]). This moment of 

cohesion among racialized communities, developed and dramatized through performance 

and public culture, suggest that diasporic culture is not only produced through narratives 

of the past, but co-produced with other diasporic and racialized communities in local, 

national, and transnational public spheres. 

I begin this introduction with Moteelall’s poem, East and West, and her public 

performance of it as a point of departure. Throughout this dissertation I explore forms of 

public culture produced by Indo-Caribbean cultural producers in Trinidad and in New 

York.3 These performances and discursive formulations of Indo-Caribbean identity assert 

Indo-Caribbean authenticity and belonging in diasporic public spheres. As Deborah 

Kapchan suggests, “[p]erformances are aesthetic practices—patterns of behavior, ways of 

speaking, manners of bodily comportment—whose repetitions situate actors in time and 

space, structuring individual and group identities” (1995: 479). The identities performed 

                                                
3 I use the term “cultural producers” to describe Indo-Caribbean transmigrants living in New York City and 
Trinidad who are involved in public expressions of Indo-Caribbean identity as performers, writers, 
journalists, media personalities and religious festival organizers among others. These are individuals who 
are engaged with and committed to the process of creating, presenting and preserving Indo-Caribbean 
culture professionally or recreationally. 
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by Indo-Caribbean cultural producers do just this; they situate Indo-Caribbean experience 

in the multiple temporal and spatial locations across which this transnational and 

diasporic community seeks expression through cultural forms.  

This focus on performance stems from a significant history of disciplinary 

engagement with what Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett calls the “political economy of 

display” (1998: 3), referring to the ways displaying performance or displaying culture 

through performance becomes ethnographic by means of detachment as well as 

contextualization.  Dell Hymes, for example, developed an ethnographic approach to 

communication through a model for evaluating discourse as a speech act in cultural and 

linguistic contexts (1974).  This notion of performance as embedded in an interplay of 

relations is useful here because it suggests the engagement through performative 

practices of producers and consumers of cultural products and performances in the 

political and economic contexts in which they are situated. 

The cultural products and cultural performances discussed here are also 

commodities, positioning communities and individuals as consumers and producers of 

various ethnic or racialized products and performances.  As cultural commodities, these 

performances must be understood as authentic or the consumption of these performances 

must imbue authenticity.  Regina Bendix writes about prevalence of “the 

commodification of the authentic” (1997: 4) in contemporary advertising and traces the 

role of the authentic in folklore studies.  Authenticity is important in this study because 

many nationalist projects in post-colonial Caribbean nations, including Trinidad, featured 

a legitimization of previously disparaged working-class cultural forms.  Deborah Thomas 

notes that Jamaica’s independence from Britain was marked “with the establishment of a 

cultural policy that sought to promote a new idea of cultural citizenship by bestowing a 

new public prominence upon aspects of Jamaica’s ‘folk’ culture, now understood as part 
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of the country’s ‘African heritage’” (2004b: 4).  In the Trinidadian case, Phil Scher 

argues, “the values of the middle class have been given voice in the public sector through 

media held by the middle class” (2003: 30).  The performance of culture is important in 

the Caribbean because as Tejaswini Niranjana suggests, “to be ‘visible’ in the Caribbean 

is literally to be on stage, to perform” (2006: 112).  This emphasis on performance as a 

means of gaining recognition and demonstrating legitimacy in Caribbean nation-states is 

carried over into the transnational setting of New York City’s Caribbean communities.  

In the context of migration to the United States, Phil Scher suggests that culture is 

important in the lives of transnational migrants because “cultural display becomes an 

important element in their integration into a new society” (2003: 4) and he notes that the 

discourse of national culture building in Trinidad is often replicated in New York by 

Trinidadian cultural producers and consumers discussing ethnic identity in New York.  In 

my work with Indo-Caribbean communities in Queens, New York, it became clear that 

cultural performance and cultural production was part of the process of becoming an 

established and contingent ethnic group that would be represented in city politics.  The 

solidification of Indo-Caribbean communities as a viable and sustaining cultural 

community was a means to secure city recognition.  Often this “political economy of 

display” took place through an emphasis on performative practices in the public sphere.   

An Indo-Guyanese friend involved in many Indo-Caribbean cultural and arts 

organizations in New York often bemoaned the lack of Indo-Caribbean support for 

Caribbean cultural events, which he felt confirmed a lack of understanding how the local 

political system operated.  After a large Guyana Day event, held in Queens, New York to 

celebrate Guyanese Independence from Britain, he explained that of a crowd of almost 

700 people the majority of the attendees were Afro-Guyanese, even though the event was 

held in Queens, which is understood to be the New York City borough where Indo-
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Caribbean rather than Afro-Caribbean populations predominate.  He noted that “Indians 

aren’t very good at recognizing the importance of cultural events, but blacks are.”  For 

this man, the distinction between Afro-Caribbean and Indo-Caribbean communities in 

New York City had to do specifically with a relationship to the performance of culture 

and its presentation in the public sphere.  Following from the Caribbean context in which 

nationalist projects and the middle class use performance as a means of legitimizing and 

establishing cultural identity as a political project, this New York-based distinction 

between Afro-Caribbean and Indo-Caribbean communities in New York City can also be 

read as a means of seeking economic, political, and social mobility through the 

production and presentation of cultural forms.  Performance and community support of 

performances becomes a key means through which this ascendency is measured.   

I focus on performance because performance displays, asserts, and creates these 

moments of national or racial cohesion through, for example, a shared event of Indo- and 

Afro-Guyanese performances in New York celebrating national Independence or a shared 

origin for performance styles in the Indian subcontinent in the opening choreopoem.  

However, performance also brings attention to ruptures, differences, and competition 

among groups in diaspora.  Because transnational performances take place in the public 

sphere, they can create an active space in which national and racial cohesion or rupture 

are staged and explored.  Cultural producers and their audiences develop and negotiate 

these shared discourses about race, nation, and migration through audience attendance, 

financial support, and direct feedback.  Because of the shared nature of performances, 

cultural producers present their own perspectives but also develop cultural forms that 

attempt to represent and give voice to their communities.  Transnational performances act 

as commentary, loci, and entry points to the ways race and migration operate in the 



 8 

contemporary period; they restage and represent cultural forms, creating a complex 

interpretation of former, contemporary, and future racial and national relationships. 

The Indo-Caribbean cultural production that I examine shifts and changes as it 

crosses borders to reflect the particular social, political, and racial structures in which it is 

presented. The careful attention to migration and origins in the work of Indo-Caribbean 

cultural producers in both Trinidad and New York suggest that these cultural producers 

are extremely aware of the circumstances of their multiple migrations and their 

positioning in local, national, and transnational spheres. Indo-Caribbean communities 

consist of the descendents of indentured laborers brought to the Caribbean from India in 

the 19th and 20th centuries following the abolition of slavery. After 1965, particularly 

during economic recessions in the Caribbean (and political and social conditions, 

particularly in Guyana) in the 1980s, there was increased Indo-Caribbean migration to the 

United States. Cultural forms created in the Indo-Caribbean diaspora reflect and give 

voice to these historical and contemporary realities; they also mediate Indo-Caribbean 

experiences with these global processes.  In so doing, they can be understood as 

ethnographic sites that represent the Indo-Caribbean in the public sphere.  The lines from 

the performance piece with which I started this chapter perform a narrative of this 

multiplicity and reference other Indo-Caribbean writers and theorists who have examined 

Indianness in the Caribbean.4 Similarly, the media personalities, religious and cultural 

festival organizers, and artists with whom I conducted field research actively drew on 

their own diasporic narratives to position themselves in the local, national, and 

transnational spheres in which they live and work.  

                                                
4 A notable example is Trinidadian writer Sam Selvon’s opening address at the conference “East Indians in 
the Caribbean” held at the University of the West Indies, St. Augustine. Selvon’s address is a personal and 
political reflection on “East Indian Trinidadian Westindians,” a term over which “Christopher Columbus 
must be killing himself with laugh” (1987: 21). 
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PRODUCING CULTURE AND PERFORMING DIASPORA 

The work of Indo-Caribbean cultural producers is necessarily entwined with their 

own diasporic narratives. I opened this chapter with published work by an Indo-

Caribbean woman to highlight the ways cultural producers are performing their own 

diasporic narratives as a form of representation in the public sphere. This diasporic 

narrative, and the cultural performance that it informs, suggests that although a sense of 

place and people is forged through an understanding of the past (Indian heritage and the 

historical experience of indentureship in the Caribbean), it is refigured in the context of 

local, contemporary, and creative practices in diaspora. I develop this argument 

throughout the dissertation as I explore the work of cultural producers who present and 

perform diasporic narratives in the public sphere.  

I draw on the notion of diasporic narratives in the sense theorized by Avtar Brah 

as the “confluence of narratives” or the linking of disparate diasporic histories and 

experiences to underscore how “identity in diasporic imagined communities is far from 

fixed or pre-given. It is constituted within the crucible of the materiality of everyday life; 

in the everyday stories we tell ourselves individually and collectively” (1996: 183). I also 

draw on Aisha Khan’s examination of the ways diaspora is concretized through 

“patterned narratives” that express the “discourse of diaspora” in the East Indian 

experience in Trinidad (2004: 123); in Khan’s reading, these patterned narratives 

emphasize the rupture from the homeland through indentured labor and trace the ways 

cultural knowledge imparts community success. Stuart Hall writes that cultural identities 

are “a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’…Far from being eternally fixed in some 

essentialized past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and 
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power…[they] are the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and 

position ourselves within, the narratives of the past” (1994: 394). 

Although cultural identities reflect the way cultural producers engage with 

narratives of the past, they are also actively created in the present. As Monisha Das 

Gupta, Charu Gupta, and Katerina Teaiwa argue, “[t]he narrativization of diasporas thus 

highlights the diverse ways in which migrants themselves, the nations in which they have 

settled, and the nations of origin represent diasporic experiences” (2007: 137). This 

negotiation of political structures through creative practice tells us much about the role of 

performance and narratives in diasporic communities. The stories that Indo-Caribbean 

cultural producers perform situate them in the transnational and diasporic communities in 

which they live. Their diasporic narratives assert belonging and identity in local, 

transnational and diasporic spaces with questions about origins and the contemporary and 

local contexts in which migrants negotiate their social identity with other minority 

communities. These narratives become public spaces through which Indo-Caribbean 

communities solidify community presence in the public sphere. The narratives are an 

ethnic public situating itself in a “racial state” (Omi and Winant 1994), which often 

privileges demonstrations of connection to the past in order to claim authentic ethnic 

status in the present (Scher 2003). It is important to note that this identity formation 

occurs in relation to other diasporic communities (Gordon and Anderson 1999). More 

specifically, as Elizabeth McAlister writes, “the process of identity building is 

coproduced with other minority communities, and not just against hegemonic groups” 

(2002: 198). 

A related argument that this dissertation explores is that forms of racialization are 

based on state formations and inform identities; as such, identities are performed 

differently and take on different meanings in different places (McAlister 2002; Scher 
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2003). Tracing the cultural practices of Haitian performative and religious practice in 

Haiti and among the Haitian diaspora in Brooklyn, McAlister argues that transmigrants 

“use popular culture to reterritorialize both their practices and their identities” (2002: 

186); or, as Deborah Thomas suggests, there are “respatializations and resignifications” 

of Haitian practices in diaspora (2004a: 278). Similarly, the way Indian identities are 

produced and performed in Trinidad may be respatialized and resignified and may take 

on a very different meaning in the United States. More specifically, I argue that what I 

am calling “transnational performances” reflect the specificities of the multiple 

migrations of Indo-Caribbean populations. By this, I mean that cultural production 

among Indo-Caribbean communities necessarily crosses national borders both because 

the content of these performances emphasizes hybridity and (often disputed) origins that 

makes simultaneous claims on Indianness, Caribbeanness, and Americanness and 

because the communities who produce these performances are implicated in historical 

and contemporary labor migrations.   

Colonial interpretations of racial formation have long structured the way race was 

experienced and culture was produced in Trinidad. Indian indentured laborers became 

part of an already racially stratified colonial society in the Caribbean (Puri 2004); they 

were often seen as separate or outside of the nations in the Caribbean, particularly 

because of their cultural and religious practices that were protected by the indentureship 

contract.  Scholars examining “the cultural politics of identity” (Munasinghe 2001) 

among East Indians in Trinidad emphasize the struggle between Indo-Trinidadians and 

Afro-Trinidadians. Competition for economic and political resources in Trinidad occurs 

through a “politics of cultural struggle” (Williams 1991) between these two most 

populous ethnic groups in the nation. While Indo-Trinidadian cultural identities are often 

defined in relation to Afro-Trinidadian identities in Trinidad, Indo-Trinidadian 
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communities in the United States may organize around different identifications. In the 

United States, Indo-Trinidadians may be incorporated into a larger “Indo-Caribbean,” 

which references a diasporic and transnational understanding of cultural identity through 

a coalition of Indian migrants from the Caribbean, particularly from Trinidad and 

Guyana.5 As these struggles are conducted in political, cultural, and economic spheres, 

the transnational performances examined here both reflect and structure the formation of 

national and racial identities as they are presented in the public sphere. 

 

INDIANNESS IN DIASPORA 

A second argument developed throughout this dissertation is that because 

authenticity has long been a key feature of both state sanctioning of Indo-Caribbean 

practices and popular legitimization of Indo-Caribbean identities in the public sphere, 

‘mixing’ has been a continual concern for cultural producers.  From colonial pressure to 

ban performances of Hosay on plantations in Guyana and Trinidad because its origin had 

been compromised by creolized practices to the doubts about the Indian origins of an 

Indo-Caribbean woman that were raised in the poem that opened this chapter, Indo-

Caribbean cultural producers have faced challenges to their authenticity and origins that 

rely on essentialism.  Cultural producers, too, create structures of legitimization that 

value authentic cultural practice while simultaneously developing changing relationships 

to transnational circulations of race, nationality, religion, and gender that may generate 

                                                
5 Similar historical, cultural and economic factors often facilitate theoretical comparisons and conflation 
between Guyana and Trinidad (and, to a lesser extent, Suriname) particularly when theorizing the Indo-
Caribbean diaspora or the Indo-Caribbean population. Texts and edited volumes examining the Indo-
Caribbean, such as those by David Dabydeen and Brinsley Samaroo (1987, 1996) and Frank Birbalsingh 
(1997), often treat both Guyanese and Trinidadian cases alongside one another. While nationality in 
relevant in this theorizing, coalition politics are present and important. In the United States, particularly in 
New York, Guyanese migrants form the majority of the Indo-Caribbean population, but Trinidadian 
migrants interact with and access many of the same cultural resources. 
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hybrid or creolized cultural forms. Popular cultural practices, as Deborah Thomas has 

argued, are “integral nodes through which people experience and mediate their 

relationships to global processes” (2004b: 7).  Looking at these mediated cultural 

practices through local, national, and transnational lenses allows for an exploration of the 

ways individuals and communities create cultural identities within the context of their 

histories of migration. 

For example, R. Radhakrishnan asks, “What does ‘being Indian’ mean in the 

U.S.?” (1996: 207). His response points to the role of authenticity among ethnic and 

diasporic communities in the U.S. as they “protect and maintain” their “space and 

history,” particularly in terms of a “market pluralism,” and cautions against the 

degeneration of the “rhetoric of authenticity” into essentialism (1996: 210-211).6 His 

essay troubles the central roles played by authenticity, (national) origins and essentialism 

in South Asian diasporic answers to this question and points to the potential for 

mutability and relational approaches in the process of identity formation.  

Scholars have posed and responded to similar questions regarding origin and 

identity in theorizing the African diaspora. For example, Edmund T. Gordon and Mark 

Anderson ask, “Who are the members of the African Diaspora and what makes them 

members?” (1999: 284). In response, they argue for ethnographies of diasporic politics 

and identification to shift from a focus on essential features to an examination of 

processes of identification. Deborah Thomas and Kamari Clarke’s edited volume on 

globalization and the cultural production of blackness “moves away from earlier 

formulations of diaspora that tended to rely upon the idea of an initial dispersal or 

                                                
6 Philip W. Scher (2003) makes a similar connection between multiculturalism and the marketplace in his 
examination of the economy of identity in the celebration of Carnival in Trinidad and among Trinidadians 
in New York City. Scher suggests, “Within the economy of identity, commodified cultural forms are 
presented as ‘evidence’ of authentic culture” (2003: 19). 
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migration from an originary homeland” to “view diaspora as process” (2006: 12). By 

“recuperating a racial analytic” (2006: 9) and in the study of processes of globalization 

they “hope to demonstrate the ongoing power of blackness while still debunking racial 

essentialisms” (2006: 5).  

Similarly, Das Gupta, Gupta, and Teaiwa, following scholars critical of origins, 

emphasize “a processual and relational approach to the concept of diaspora” (2007: 125). 

Their rethinking of the South Asian diaspora proposes an emphasis on the margins of the 

diaspora rather than on its origins in the Indian subcontinent; their “focus on the 

marginalized diasporas, particularly those in the global South that the homeland has long 

disavowed because of their association with coolie pasts, displaces South Asia as the 

point of reference” (2007: 126). They draw attention to the ways descendants of 

indentured laborers have not been included in the cultural imaginary of the Indian 

diaspora, and in this way address the issues of authenticity, origins and essentialism. 

These queries, responses, and recuperations point to the elisions in and of 

diaspora theory. Engaging the concept of an Indo-Caribbean diaspora elucidates the lack 

of scholarship on the South Asian diaspora and its meaning beyond India-based contexts. 

It follows scholarship that calls for renewed attention to racialization and racial formation 

as well as the way the social life of class inflects understandings of racialized 

communities.  Radhakrishnan’s “vexed question” must be reconfigured here to 

understand what being Indian and Caribbean means in various sites in Trinidad and in the 

U.S.  I take up and refigure these concerns to understand the production of Indian and 

Caribbean culture in the multiple transnational spaces of diasporic communities and in 

the production of Indo-Caribbean public culture.  

The third argument developed throughout this dissertation, following from this 

discussion of exclusion, is that Indo-Caribbean cultural producers use these performances 



 15 

and discursive formations as political tools to position themselves in the local, national, 

and transnational spheres in which they live and work. Scholars have suggested that 

Asians have been considered “outsiders” or “perpetual foreigners” in many national 

contexts, including the U.S. and Caribbean countries (Munasinghe 2001, Puri 2004, 

Wong 1996).  Indo-Caribbean communities are variously considered outside the identity 

categories of Indian, Trinidadian, and American.  The work of the cultural producers 

examined here offers arguments against this exclusion by asserting Indo-Caribbean 

belonging in these public spaces, and often foregrounds the role of gender and female 

sexuality. They do the tricky work of balancing claims to origins and authentic cultural 

and religious practice with the development of new, creative, performative practices; 

ironically, these “transnational performances,” using multicultural tenets, can racialize 

cultural and religious practice as a way of making claims to national space.  

 

FIELDWORK PERFORMANCES 

My involvement with the Indo-Caribbean community revolved around cultural 

performances of identity and in the course of everyday life with Indo-Caribbean cultural 

producers in Trinidad and in New York City as they negotiated their own understandings 

and performances of Indo-Caribbean identity.7 Because the performances of Indo-

Caribbean identity that are at the center of this work cross national borders and the 

concerns of Indo-Caribbean cultural producers are simultaneous local, national, and 

transnational, I use mutisited research (Marcus 1995, 1998). The performances explored 

here enact various forms of border crossings to produce Indo-Caribbean voices that speak 

                                                
7 To develop a theory of verbal art as performance, Richard Bauman (1984 [1977]) urges ethnographers to 
develop connections between public cultural performances and the performance contexts of everyday life; 
he argues that performance is the nexus between these two forms, located at the disciplinary intersection of 
anthropology, linguistics and literary criticism. 
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to local, national, and transnational audiences who consume these products as part of the 

way they define themselves as Caribbean, Indian, and/or American.  

On my first weekend conducting research in New York, two Indo-Trinidadian 

friends living in Brooklyn took me to the cultural and commercial heart of Indo-

Caribbean community—Liberty Avenue in Richmond Hill, Queens.  Later in the process 

of doing my research an Indo-Guyanese friend informed me, “Liberty Avenue on 

Saturday and Sunday is just like being back in Georgetown [Guyana’s capital city].  The 

street’s crowded and everyone’s saying ‘hi’ to each other and doing shopping.”  My 

Indo-Trinidadian friends regularly drive to Liberty Avenue on Sundays to pick up 

doubles (a sandwich of two fried flat breads filled with curried chick peas) and “the 

papers” (free Indo-Caribbean weekly newspapers).  On the drive there and back they 

listen to some of the many Indo-Caribbean radio programs broadcast in the New York 

metropolitan area on Sunday mornings. To understand why this location and these media 

were key features of how Indo-Caribbeanness is performed in New York, I, too, spent 

time on Liberty Avenue and read, listened to, and analyzed these papers and radio shows 

on a weekly basis. I also talked with Indo-Caribbean residents of New York about their 

perspectives about the content and views offered by these media, and interviewed radio 

and newspaper producers and hosts.  My goal was to understand how media in New York 

provided consumers with a way to perform Indo-Trinidadianness in New York as well as 

a direct link to “home.”  In addition, I was interested in how newspaper and radio 

producers and radio show hosts produced media that both presented and created a certain 

perspective of Indo-Caribbeanness in New York.  

I also worked actively with the Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and 

Culture in Richmond Hill, Queens for ten months in 2005 and then on a more limited 

basis following that initial period.  This organization has the goal of preserving, teaching, 
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and presenting the arts and culture of the Indo-Caribbean people from Guyana, Trinidad, 

and Suriname living in the New York metropolitan area and provided a way to 

understand how Indianness, Caribbeanness and Americanness were performed in New 

York. During this time I participated in two weekly dance classes, one on a North Indian 

classical dance style called kathak and the other on an Indo-Caribbean dance style called 

chutney.  I also performed in student dance recitals, observed workshops in preparation 

for the Center’s annual large-scale festival, attended the Center’s major performance 

events and community workshops, interviewed board members, students, teachers, and 

administrators, and talked informally after classes and meetings with individuals involved 

with the center.  I offered to provide any assistance I could to help the operation of the 

Center, and these included activities ranging from posting flyers for performance events 

on telephone poles on Liberty Avenue to serving as a member of the Center’s Junior 

Board of Directors. 

Members of the Center introduced me to the Islamic ritual and performance event 

of Hosay in New York—an event that also takes place in Port of Spain and Cedros, 

Trinidad—as an occasion that embodied not only religious identity, but Indo-

Trinidadianness in New York.  I observed the full two days of Hosay in New York in 

2005, the last year Hosay took place in New York, and the full five days of the 

observance in Port of Spain, Trinidad in 2006. Because the organizer of the New York 

event travels to Port of Spain every year to participate in Hosay, I focused on these 

transnational attachments and the shifts in observance between the New York and Port of 

Spain events.  In New York and Trinidad, I conducted interviews with the organizers and 

builders of the event’s main ritual object, the tadjah. In Trinidad, I spent time with the 

tadjah builders as they were constructing and deconstructing the tadjah, and I was invited 

to participate in religious ceremonies associated with the event.  Throughout the 
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observances in both locations I spoke with participants, casual observers, and other Indo- 

and Afro-Trinidadians who had experiences with Hosay.   

Because the visual aspects of Hosay, particularly images of the tadjah, were 

central to it, I employed photography as a research method; I used my own photographs 

of the event as tools to gain knowledge of Hosay and the cultural interactions and 

meanings that took place during the event (Collier and Collier 1986). In interviews, I 

used my photographic documentation of the tadjah and the event to determine the details 

of the current Hosay, elicit memories of prior Hosays, and discuss how Indo-Caribbean, 

Muslim, Caribbean, and Indian identity was presented in the public sphere through the 

event. My mediated images became an important feature of how I contributed to the 

production of Hosay.  I became part of the transmission of physical (not digital) 

photographs of the event to family members living abroad. I was given a list of addresses 

of friends and family members in New York and asked to print out and mail my 

photographs of the tadjah to them.  And now I play a different role in this transnational 

circulation of Hosay images; every year since conducting my research, I have received an 

envelope in the mail following Hosay with photographs of that year’s tadjah. 

While conducting research in Trinidad, I also analyzed national media coverage 

of cultural and religious events.  I conducted interviews with newspaper columnists, 

publishers, and Indo-Caribbean activists that focused their writing on Indo-Caribbean or 

Hindu issues.  Aisha Khan has argued that religion, as a category of identity, is 

discursively constructed on other identity categories, particularly race, in Trinidad; more 

specifically, race and religion are “implicated within” one another (2004:6).  While there 

is a difference between the cultural and the religious (Khan 2004: 14), religious festivals 

and performances can reinforce notions of racial identity.  Indeed, there is a cultural 

politics of Hindu religious practice that bolsters Indo-Caribbean claims for equal 
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representation in the nation space of Trinidad. I attended many Hindu religious festivals 

and events, most of which took place in Central and South Trinidad, including large-scale 

national festivals such as Phagwa and its many attendant events and Ramnavmi that 

received national press coverage as well as smaller festivals and devotional celebrations.  

While at these events I talked with observers and participants and interviewed festival 

organizers. My goal was to understand the ways Indo-Trinidadian religio-cultural 

producers use performances of Hindu identity as a racializing process to make claims for 

equal representation in the nation.  These “transnational performances” mediate the Indo-

Trinidadian experience through a religious lens that produces a Hindu identity that 

variously competes with and is subsumed under an Indo-Trinidadian identity. 

The negotiation of my social identity in these setting involved both my research 

and my personal credentials. Because of the primary connection between cultural work 

and diasporic narratives among Indo-Caribbean cultural producers, I was often asked to 

specify my genealogy or to perform my diasporic narrative. As I participated in Indo-

Caribbean cultural events, my identity as a U.S.-based researcher was often welcomed for 

the legitimacy it was seen to transmit to local cultural performances. At the same time, 

my identity as the daughter of a migrant from the Indian subcontinent involved a 

negotiation of my identity as a South Asian diasporic subject.  My own fieldwork 

performances as a researcher and as a participant in public Indo-Caribbean cultural events 

provided the main framework in which I negotiated my identity within the Indo-

Caribbean communities in which I worked.  

Because the work of the cultural producers with whom I conducted fieldwork is 

publicly presented, my role as an ethnographer was often welcome. I was invited to 

observe events and participate in them, and I was also encouraged to write about the 

events and the community. My presence often provided an extra body when they needed 
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to boost attendance at events, an extra hand when they needed flyers distributed, and an 

extra voice when they needed to fill radio time for their programs. In addition, in the 

racialized landscape of Trinidad and the United States, where competition for 

representation in the public sphere is often dependent on presenting authentic cultural 

forms, scholarly attention is seen as a means of validating and legitimizing cultural 

projects. 

At times I was asked to emphasize a professional genealogy, such as when I did a 

guest spot on one of the many Indo-Caribbean radio programs that air in the New York 

metropolitan area every week. The host invited me to be a guest on his program after I 

had spent several hours interviewing him in his home studio in Richmond Hill, Queens. 

While I did not know prior to the program what the topic of our on-air discussion would 

be, I had spent many months listening to his radio shows and I knew that he emphasized 

educational content. So it was no surprise that I was asked to speak to that topic. He 

introduced me by saying: 

Tonight I will be chatting with a Ph.D. student. And folks, you do know that I 
encourage students to study on—study on and on and on. Build the human capital. 
It’s called the human capital when you invest in the potential—your academic 
potential. It’s called human capital. So she will be chatting with me tonight.8 
 

Our short on-air interaction was initially based around discussion of the importance of 

education for immigrant communities, and I was asked to talk about how I became 

motivated to pursue an advanced degree. Earlier in the show, the host had told his 

listeners, “You do know that my show is a kind of a bridge from your immigrant status 

moving into the major culture. I’m encouraging you. And I am trying to provide you with 

a lot of information and know-how to integrate into the larger culture.”9  My on-air 

                                                
8 Bhawanie Singh, The Bhawanie Singh Sunday Night Show, WWRL 1600AM, New York, June 26, 2005. 
9 Bhawanie Singh, The Bhawanie Singh Sunday Night Show, WWRL 1600AM, New York, June 26, 2005. 
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presence centered primarily on my scholarly goals and the importance of education for 

immigrant community uplift and integration. 

At other times, my encounters with cultural producers emphasized another kind of 

genealogy that included my positioning in the context of the South Asian diaspora. In 

Trinidad, while attending a celebration of the Hindu festival of Phagwa, a pandit 

introduced me to a nationally known Hindu religious leader as “a researcher whose father 

is from Hyderabad.” My ambivalence about this genealogic designation was compounded 

when in New York an Indo-Caribbean artist and community leader introduced me on 

several occasions as “half and half”; that is, half Indian, half white. Yet, I employed 

similar introductory techniques. During my first day observing classes at an Indo-

Caribbean cultural and arts center in Queens, New York, I spent time introducing myself 

and talking with students and instructors about their participation with the center. One of 

the students in an introductory class on North Indian classical dance hung back after the 

others had left and asked me why I was interested in the community and the center. I 

explained the parameters of my project, my interest in the cultural center as a source for 

the production of culture in diaspora and talked about the research I’d done in Trinidad. 

None of this information seemed to interest her in the least. Finally, I hesitantly added 

that I have family from India. “Oh!” she responded with growing excitement, “you’re 

searching for your roots, then!” Others did not find the connection between my choice of 

research site and my position in the South Asian diaspora as obvious. Following a lively, 

and what I felt was a compelling, interview about Indo-Caribbean political and 

organizational activity in New York, a respondent asked me to tell him about my 

“background.” After confirming that I was South Asian, but did not have family in the 

Caribbean, he politely inquired why I was not conducting my research in India. 
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These various uses and interpretations of my positionality in relation to Indo-

Caribbean communities certainly were responses to my self-presentation, and what I want 

to suggest is that while being South Asian was a point of connection in some encounters, 

it served to mark differences in others. These encounters speak to various understandings, 

especially my own, of the embodiment of culture and its relationship to knowledge 

production and subject position. Scholars have examined and problematized terms such 

as “native anthropologists” (Narayan 1993) or “halfies” (Abu-Lughod 1991; Narayan, 

1993) to explore the insider/outsider dichotomy as part of a process of disciplinary 

critique. For example, Narmala Halstead (2001, 2006) has written nuanced accounts of 

her relationships as an “indigenous” anthropologist/ fieldworker among Indo-Guyanese 

in New York and Guyana. Drawing attention to her shifting identity as scholar and East 

Indian as well as to the shifting status interactions of migrants as they move between 

Guyana and New York, Halstead tellingly asks “indigenous to what?” (2006: 49).10  Her 

work recalls Kamala Visweswaran’s notion of “homework” (as opposed to fieldwork), 

which is “the actualization of what some writers have called an ‘anthropology in 

reverse’” (1994: 102). She suggests that an anthropology in reverse “means speaking 

from the place one is located, to specify our sites of enunciation as ‘home’” (1994: 104). 

As I argue for an engagement with the processes of racialization and racial 

formation as part of an examination of the historical specificities of Indian indentureship 

and contemporary geopolitics, I am concerned to present the ways Indo-Caribbean 

migrants develop a voice in diaspora. The performances I observed and participated in 

mapped various intersections of belonging and authenticity on the bodies of performers 

enacting what Victor Turner (Kapchan 1995) calls “public reflexivity.” These 

                                                
10 A panel at the 2006 annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association, Doing the Other/In 
the Savage Slot (Chin and Harden), similarly engaged the ways institutional, discursive and disciplinary 
expectations locate anthropologists of color in relation to the process of conducting fieldwork. 
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performative practices mediated the ways I negotiated my position as researcher and 

South Asian in the fieldwork process and my engagement with the politics of Indo-

Caribbean cultural production. 

 

STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION 

Transnational Performances examines sites of cultural performance and public 

culture as locations of community development that demonstrate belonging and identity 

in transnational public spheres. The chapters of this dissertation reflect the local, national, 

and transnational spheres in which these performances circulated as Indo-Caribbean 

cultural producers sought to develop a voice in the public sphere.  Using data gathered 

from a multisited ethnographic study of Indo-Caribbean communities in Trinidad and the 

U.S., this dissertation argues that identity in these communities is often defined in 

relation to other racialized groups.  The goal of this dissertation is to understand how 

cultural producers use performance as a way to mediate their experiences of racialization 

in local, national and transnational spheres. The ways that transnational Indo-Caribbean 

communities represent themselves in the public sphere demonstrates ruptures as well as 

structures of cohesion among racial groups in diaspora.  I suggest that concerns about 

authenticity exist alongside the desire to create new cultural practices as Indo-Caribbean 

communities produce public culture in transnational spaces.  Specifically, this 

dissertation begins with a geographic and historical overview of Indo-Caribbean 

transnational populations, then provides an ethnographic study of Hindu religious 

festivals in Trinidad, the Islamic festival of Hosay held in both New York City and Port 

of Spain, Indo-Caribbean media in New York, and a cultural and arts center in Queens. In 

all these sites Indo-Caribbean cultural producers engage the politics of public 

representation of Indo-Caribbean identity. 
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Chapter two maps the terrain of Indo-Caribbean transnational populations and 

examines the effects of transnationalism on national political and cultural struggles in the 

U.S. and the Caribbean.  It includes a review of the history of Indian-Caribbean and 

Caribbean-U.S. labor migration with emphasis on diasporic identity and cultural 

production.  This chapter also examines the conceptual utility of imagining the Indo-

Caribbean as a geographic area and engages literature on regional definitions of the 

Caribbean.  I examine how Indo-Caribbean cultural production draws on the multiple 

labor migrations and multiple identifications of this population to assert racial and ethnic 

difference, while simultaneously delineating connections to multiple parts of the world to 

create a unique map of belonging experienced by Indo-Caribbean migrants in the 

Trinidad and New York City. 

Chapter three analyzes how East Indians use religious practice to position 

themselves in the Trinidadian imaginary by tying East Indians to the nation, while 

simultaneously emphasizing difference from the Afro-Caribbean population. Several 

scholars have noted that Hindu religious practices in diaspora have served to narrow or 

reify the scope of Indian identities, and that the Caribbean is a key region in which to 

examine how the preservation of “authentic” Indian identities and practices bolsters East 

Indian claims for equal representation in the nation.  Indo-Trinidadian concerns about 

authenticity and representation within national and diasporic public spheres reflect how 

the spatial and temporal location of East Indians in the Trinidadian imaginary distances 

them from the Afro-Trinidadian-governed nation, while simultaneously including them 

within its multiethnic and cosmopolitan image.  This chapter argues that the Hindu 

religious events in Trinidad position Caribbean East Indians within various sets of ethnic, 

religious, and diasporic social relations through, for example, the assertion that Trinidad 

is “Ramayan country.” 
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In chapter four, I examine how the movement of Hosay, an Islamic ritual event, 

from Port of Spain, Trinidad to New York City provides an understanding of the cultural, 

religious and political paradigms that shape the lives of East Indian Trinidadian 

transmigrants.  Based on fieldwork in Port of Spain and New York City, it explores the 

use of religious objects and events to demonstrate belonging and identity in transnational 

public spheres. In both locations, non-Shiites and non-Muslims participate in building 

and attending Hosay. In Trinidad, drinking alcohol and dancing during the public 

procession of the tadjahs invites comparisons to Carnival and raises the question of how 

to maintain identity and sacred traditions in a multiracial, multi-religious nation. As an 

Indo-Trinidadian event in New York City, Hosay emphasizes national divisions within 

Indo-Caribbean communities and delineates racial identities in Afro- and Indo-

Trinidadian migrant communities. Within these contexts Hosay builders are dedicated to 

constructing and presenting tadjahs, and through these objects and the events surrounding 

them they communicate local and transnational identities. 

Chapter five examines how New York City’s Indo-Caribbean media represents 

and constructs diasporic and transnational identities. Analyzing weekly newspapers, radio 

programs and websites, I argue that as media producers negotiate content and 

programming with their audiences they produce a varied and multiple “Indo-Caribbean 

voice.”  Indo-Caribbean communities are linking up with home and with India in specific 

geographic locations in New York City and in locally produced mediated forums. In this 

chapter, these connections are mapped locally and transnationally to understand the role 

of other racialized communities in the development of an Indo-Caribbean presence in the 

public sphere. The media examined here represent Indo-Caribbean communities as they 

negotiate belonging in the US that is mediated through relationships with their home 

countries as well as the Indian migrant community from South Asia. 



 26 

Chapter six is an ethnographic study of an Indo-Caribbean center for culture and 

arts in Queens, New York.  It takes up the argument made by several scholars that 

celebrations of multicultural nationalism erase racism and structures of social inequality 

and can “folklorize” � race.  While conducting ethnographic research with the cultural and 

arts organization, I began to explore the ways that performers and artists utilize 

government-sponsored programs to achieve their own artistic and political goals and gain 

a public forum in local, national, and transnational spheres.  This chapter examines a 

staged Indo-Caribbean performance of matikor night, an all-female celebration that 

includes ribald singing, dancing, music, as well as a digging dirt � ritual that takes place on 

the Friday night of an Indo-Caribbean Hindu wedding weekend. A folk form that was 

brought to the Caribbean by indentured laborers from rural northern India, matikor has 

become an important reference in scholarly work on Indo-Caribbean publics because it is 

identified as the source of a popular gendered, racialized, and diasporic Indo-Caribbean 

music and dance form called chutney. This chapter explores the links among racial, 

gender, class, and sexual identity to understand how matikor night is respacialized and 

resignified as “ladies’ nite” as performers use folk forms to assert modern, transnational, 

and multicultural identities within (trans)national public spheres. 

Finally, a terminological note: As is evident in the poem that opens this chapter, 

the terminology used by cultural producers varies based on context.  I use the terms Indo-

Caribbean, East Indian, and Indian synonymously, although I try to follow local or 

organizational usage.  Thus, in the chapters focusing on Trinidad I employ the term East 

Indian or Indian more frequently.  In the chapters focusing on New York, where 

coalitional identities are employed more often by cultural and media producers who 

develop content for those from both Guyana and Trinidad and where hyphenated 

identities have currency in political and funding circles, I use the term Indo-Caribbean 
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more frequently.  Also, the term South Asian is used only rarely in the Caribbean and in 

South Asian nations, but has gained some currency in popular usage in the United States.  

It is used widely in academic work on populations with connections to the Indian 

subcontinent, and some scholars have argued that its usage in scholarly work masks and 

legitimizes Indian national dominance (Das Gupta, Gupta and Teaiwa 2007).  Its usage 

by Indo-Caribbean artists and activists in the U.S. is often an attempt to reframe the 

meaning of South Asian to include those from the Caribbean. These are terminological 

reminders of the processual nature of identity formation in diaspora as well as the 

political significance of the cultural production. 
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Chapter 2: Mapping the Indo-Caribbean: Indenture, Migration, and 
Cultural Production 

Hey Richmond Hill, Atlantic Avenue, Liberty Avenue, 103rd Street…How about 
Boston Road in the Bronx?... Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn and Atlantic Avenue 
in Brooklyn.  And Staten Island, we didn’t forget you.  And the New Jersey posse, 
what’s up?  And Long Island.  We’re all part of the Indo-American family.  And 
thanks for sharing your Sunday with us.11  

 

INTRODUCTION 

As host of the Indo-American Show, a weekly New York City-based AM radio 

show, opened her program one Sunday morning, she recognized listeners in various New 

York metropolitan areas.  In identifying these states, boroughs, neighborhoods, streets, 

and avenues, she mapped New York City’s Indo-Caribbean community and reminded 

listeners of the link between these geographical areas.  Mapping this “Indo-American 

family” onto New York City, the host made claims both to national belonging as 

transmigrant Indo-Caribbean communities and to Indianness in a location where 

authenticity as “Indians” may be brought into question.  Indo-Caribbean migrants in New 

York City are primarily from Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago (and also from 

Suriname), and a significant number of them live in neighborhoods in Queens that are 

home to a growing population of Indians from South Asia.12  

In this context, Indo-Caribbean communities may be defined in relation to Indian 

identities (Khandelwal 2002), while in Guyana or Trinidad they are often defined in 
                                                
11 The Indo-American Show, WPAT 930AM, New York, Sunday, June 5, 2005. 
12 Madhulika Khandelwal notes that this residential proximity is “an intersection of two streams of Indian 
diaspora immigrants” (2002: 21) in which “[o]ne stream of this diaspora – the descendants of nineteenth-
century migrants to Guyana and Trinidad – met up in Queens with the direct flow of immigrants from 
India, compounding the issues of who bore ‘Indian’ identity, and what Indian ethnic culture might be” 
(2002: 5). 
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relation to “creolized” Afro-Caribbean identities.13  Trinidadian or Guyanese migrants in 

Queens, particularly the neighborhoods of Richmond Hill, Ozone Park, and South Ozone 

Park, are primarily East Indian, while those in Brooklyn are primarily of African descent.  

Researchers have noted the difficulties in determining the size and make-up of the Indo-

Caribbean population in the US and in New York based on census figures (Gosine 1990, 

2002; Khandelwal 2002; Warikoo 2005b). New York City Census data gives a general 

sense of residency patterns of the population in New York, based on foreign-born 

population and reported ancestry data.  For example, a New York City Department of 

City Planning brief using decennial census data from 2000 reported that over 50 percent 

of the 130,600 foreign-born Guyanese in New York City and 30 percent of the 88,800 

foreign-born Trinidadians and Tobagonians in New York City lived in Queens (Lobo and 

Salvo 2004: 25). The southwest Queens neighborhoods of Richmond Hill, South Ozone 

Park, and Woodhaven-Ozone Park were home to about 25 percent of the Guyanese and 

about 10 percent of the Trinidadian foreign-born populations. In these neighborhoods, the 

Guyanese and Trinidadians were primarily of Asian Indian decent. Thirty-six percent of 

the Guyanese and 59 percent of the Trinidadian foreign-born populations lived in 

Brooklyn, primarily in the Flatbush, East Flatbush, and Crown Heights neighborhoods, 

where the Guyanese population was primarily of African descent. 

Much Indo-Caribbean cultural production occurs in these Queens neighborhoods 

particularly in the Richmond Hill area, where Liberty Avenue is a major commercial 

center for Indo-Caribbean communities in New York; it is largely Guyanese-produced, 

reflecting the demographics of the Indo-Caribbean population in New York City, but it 

                                                
13 Early discussions of creolization, such as Edward Kamau Braithwaite’s work on “creole society” (1971), 
suggested the creation of a unitary Caribbean culture from existing aspects of that culture. Viranjini 
Munasinghe (1997, 2001) has critiqued popular and scholarly understandings of creolization that posit 
Indo-Trinidadian creolization as the assimilation of East Indian identity to Afro-Trinidadian norms. 
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serves as a resource for both Indo-Guyanese and Indo-Trinidadians.  While this work 

engages Indo-Caribbean cultural production in general by tacking between instances of 

cultural production New York City and Trinidad it focuses attention on Indo-Trinidadian 

cultural producers working within this setting.  

While Indo-Caribbean migrants in the US live within state structures, they also 

perceive themselves as part of Caribbean South Asian diasporas and maintain 

transnational relationships.  As such, this project examines cultural production in both 

New York City and in Trinidad because Indo-Caribbean religious festivals (chapters 

three and four), media (chapter five), and cultural performances (chapter six), as well as 

migrants themselves traverse, but are situated within, these national boundaries.  Indo-

Caribbean cultural production creates tangible sources for these diasporic and 

transnational communities in the public sphere.  This “diasporic nationalism” (Shukla 

2003) among the Indo-Caribbean population is multiply situated and addresses nationalist 

politics in India and in the Caribbean, particularly Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago, thus 

it also suggests a commitment to community formations that span national borders (e.g. 

Indian diasporic and Indo-Caribbean communities).  These multiple transnational and 

national identities affect the ways that Indo-Caribbean migrants engage with and 

maneuver in US and Caribbean state formations of race and citizenship. Within this 

framework of “diasporic nationalism,” Indo-Caribbean production of cultural forms 

creates “imagined communities” (Anderson 1983) in the public sphere.  The constitution 

of the public sphere (Habermas 1989) has been debated, including its gendered and 

racialized constructions (e.g. Black Public Sphere Collective 1995; Robbins 1993), but it 

is important to note that Indo-Caribbean cultural producers wish to assert a cultural and 

political presence in the public sphere. 
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The ways in which transnational Indo-Caribbean communities represent 

themselves in the public sphere provides insight into “the uneasy relationship between 

thinking diaspora and thinking transnationalism” (Thomas 2004a) as cultural producers 

mobilize intersecting concepts of the Indo-Caribbean identity.  Diaspora theorists have 

engaged the overlapping conceptual categories of migration, transnationalism and 

diaspora, calling for clear analytical distinction among the terms, yet acknowledging the 

shared theoretical terrain and at times suggesting that diaspora and transnationalism are 

nested within one another (Braziel and Mannur 2003; Das Gupta, Gupta, and Teaiwa 

2007; Thomas 2004a; Vertovec 2004). Transnationalism has been described as the 

process of forging and maintaining relationships across borders (Basch, Glick Schiller, 

Szanton Blanc 1994), including the movement of people, goods, capital and information.  

The term “diaspora” derives from a Greek term meaning “to scatter”, and early historical 

references to Jewish and African diasporas suggest an emphasis on peoples dispersed 

from a homeland.  Many scholars focus instead on the contemporary diasporic and 

transnational identifications of these populations (e.g., Gordon 1998).  Jacqueline Nassy 

Brown provided an important critique of the exclusive focus on origins and displacement 

in some diaspora literature, instead “examining how historically-positioned subjects 

identify both the relevant events in transnational community formation and the 

geographies implicated in that process” (1998: 293).  Recent theorizations similarly move 

away from origins to emphasize diaspora as process and relationship (Das Gupta, Gupta, 

and Teaiwa 2007; Khan 2007b; Thomas and Clarke 2006). 

Engaging the concept of an Indo-Caribbean diaspora and its transnational 

movements elucidates the specific definitional difficulties of a Caribbean diaspora 

because “[n]ot only is the Caribbean a diverse region with people moving around within 

it but, significantly, it is the region in which its peoples are linked to other recognized 
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major diasporas” (Goulbourne and Solomos 2004: 536).  Indeed, ethnographic 

engagement with Indo-Caribbean populations has led to definitional challenges for South 

Asian diaspora theory. In a review article, Sandhya Shukla defines the South Asian 

diaspora as “peoples who have at some time in the past come from all the countries that 

comprise the Indian subcontinent yet without the emphasis on the forced expulsion that 

Jewish or black diasporas have conveyed” (2001: 553). Aisha Khan directly challenges 

the qualifier in Shukla’s definition, arguing that Indo-Caribbean diaspora narratives 

concretize the concept of diaspora and “suggest a more nuanced view of voluntary versus 

coerced, calling into question the notions of free labor and free choice” (2004: 125). This 

modification to the concept of South Asian diaspora is based on Khan’s distinction 

between diaspora and migration, which is about “interpreting one’s culture as indelibly 

marked for all time by the experience of being uprooted” (2004: 125).  Madhavi Kale 

argues that “[i]ndentured labor is an ambivalently theorized category in labor history” 

(1998: 172); she points out a contradiction “in the persistence of certain working 

assumptions about free and coerced labor despite or alongside a recognition of the 

variability of understandings of labor among those studied/the subjects of histories” 

(1998: 9).   

This reference to Indian indentured labor in the Caribbean, “the coolie odyssey” 

(Carter and Torabully 2002), foregrounds class-, migration- and nation-based distinctions 

in contemporary South Asian diasporas. As Indian and Indo-Caribbean diasporas meet up 

in the transnational and racialized space of New York City, issues of identity, authenticity 

and subject-position are raised.  V.S. Naipaul pointedly comments that “[t]o be an Indian 

or East Indian from the West Indies is to be a perpetual surprise to people outside the 

region” (1973 [1972]: 33), including the majority population as well as other diasporic 

populations.  Derek Walcott’s Nobel lecture, “The Antilles: Fragments of Epic Memory” 
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(1993), makes use of this surprise by opening with a scene of Indo-Trinidadian children 

performing Ramleela, a reenactment of the epic story of the Hindu deity, Rama.  By 

doing so, he disrupts generalized notions of the Caribbean as an overwhelmingly 

“African” space (Kale 1998).14  The presence of Indo-Caribbean populations in New 

York and other areas calls into question the equation of race, nation and citizenship. In 

examining relationships among racialized communities in the U.S. scholars and activists 

have evidenced how the elision of cultural histories of migration allows for discourses of 

migrant success that deny racism and naturalize origins (Hsu 1996; Pierre 2004; Prashad 

2000).  The model minority thesis, for example, which extols the socially mobile “nature” 

of certain (often Asian American) migrant populations in the United States as compared 

to other migrant and native-born “minority” communities relies on an erasure of the 

selective U.S. immigration practices that shape migrant communities.  These 

intersections suggest that we should read racial formation, diasporic identities, and 

transnational migration through the lens of power as individuals and communities are 

situated differently in power structures. 

The mapping that opens this chapter along with the mapping in the poem that 

opens the introductory chapter challenge these dichotomies and claim a hybridity that is 

not determined by the equation of race to place.  While the host of the radio program first 

calls out Richmond Hill, a neighborhood known as an Indo-Caribbean commercial and 

cultural area, she also calls out Brooklyn and Flatbush Avenue, areas known as Afro-

Caribbean areas.  Asserting an Indo-Caribbean presence in all the places and spaces 

named, she also interpellates the Indo-Caribbean communities in these New York 

metropolitan areas, addressing them as part of the “Indo-American” family sharing the 

                                                
14 Similarly, Frank Birbalsingh introduces his study on the Indo-Caribbean diaspora by suggesting that the 
main reason why “Indo-Caribbean culture is not widely accepted either as a valid concept or as a legitimate 
subject of study” is because “the Caribbean is viewed as African” (1997: ix). 
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broadcast space reached by these radio waves.  Her mapping of Indo-Caribbean 

communities in the New York metropolitan areas traces an Indo-Caribbean that is shaped 

by historical factors such as indenture through British colonialism and by contemporary 

labor migrations based on economic and political conditions.  This chapter contextualizes 

the Indo-Caribbean by mapping thee multiple migrations and attendant cultural 

production that gives Indo-Caribbean communities a voice in the public sphere.  

 

MIGRATION UNDER INDENTURE 

Following the abolition of slavery in 1833 and the end of the period of 

apprenticeship in 1838, colonial era demands for new labor on sugar plantations brought 

indentured migrants from the Indian subcontinent to the Caribbean.  This labor trade also 

brought Indians to sugar plantations in East and South Africa, Fiji, and the islands of the 

Indian Ocean, but the majority migrated under indenture to the British Caribbean, 

principally to British Guiana (now Guyana) and Trinidad.  Fewer migrated to other parts 

of the region, including Jamaica, Guadeloupe, Martinique, French Guiana, Grenada, 

Surinam, Belize, St. Vincent, St. Kitts and St. Croix.  By the time the indenture period 

was suspended in 1917 and abolished three years later, 238,909 Indian indentured 

laborers were brought to British Guiana and 143,939 to Trinidad. 

The large majority of migration (90 percent) to the Caribbean took place from 

northern India, or “the Ganges plain,” particularly the modern provinces of Uttar Pradesh 

(formerly United Provinces) and Bihar, but a small percentage took place from Bengal in 

the east, the former North-West Provinces, and the south (Brereton 1985 [1974]: 21).  

The first Indians were recruited from Chota Nagpur, which covers the area of West 

Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa (Vertovec 1992: 6).  Ports of embarkation initially included 
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both the cities of Calcutta (now Kolkata) in the north and Madras (now Chennai) in the 

south, but eventually focused on the northern port.  The migrants primarily spoke 

Bhojpuri, a dialect of Hindi spoken in the northern regions from which the majority of 

migrants came.  These regions were economically distressed and affected by famines; 

scholars have documented that recruiters and their agents, called arkatis, used 

unscrupulous methods to enlist workers from the regions (Khan 2004; Mangru, Misir, 

and Singh 1993).  Research on migration to Trinidad suggests 15% of the migrants were 

Muslim, a small percentage Christians, and of the Hindus 40 percent were from the 

artisanal and agricultural castes, more than 40 percent from the low caste or the chamar 

(now known as dalits), and 18 percent from Brahmin and upper-caste groups (Brereton 

1985 [1974]: 22; Niranjana 2006: 38-39).15 Frank Korom notes that while passenger 

records do not include sectarian affiliation it is certain that Sunni Muslims were among 

the earliest migrants to Trinidad and because the majority of recruitment in north India 

occurred in areas where Shia Muslims are most concentrated, he surmises that some 

Indian Shia were also recruited (2003: 100).  The disparity in the sex ratio between male 

and female migrants to both British Guiana and Trinidad led to significantly fewer Indian 

women than men among the indentured community in the Caribbean.  Colonial officials 

and the government of India designated ratios of men to women; these ratios were altered 

many times throughout the indenture period both because it was difficult for recruiters to 

locate women to migrate and because there was a concern about the moral quality of 

women willing to migrate.  Arguments about immorality became an important feature of 

the movement for the abolition of indenture (Mangru 1987; Niranjana 2006).  

                                                
15 Bridget Brereton (1985 [1974]) and Basdeo Mangru (1993) note that there is a common belief that 
indentured laborers came only from the lower castes when reports show that while lower castes are a large 
percentage of migrants, higher castes comprise a significant portion of migrants.  However, Brereton 
(1985[1974]), Mangru (1993) and Tejaswini Niranjana (2006) point out that these numbers are not 
necessarily accurate based on possible errors in the records and falsification by migrants. 
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The first Indian indentured migrants arrived in British Guiana in 1838 aboard two 

ships, the Whitby and the Hesperus, and in Trinidad in 1945 aboard the Fatel Rozack.   

These migrants were transported to the Caribbean across what is referred to as kala pani 

(the sea generally; or in Hindi or Urdu, dark or black waters).  Basdeo Mangru (1993) 

suggests that the concept of kala pani served as one of the major obstacles for emigration 

because crossing the kala pani leads to caste defilement and ostracism.  Along similar 

lines, Brinda Mehta writes “According to Hindu belief, the traversing of large expanses 

of water was associated with contamination and cultural defilement as it led to the 

dispersal of tradition, family, class and caste classifications and to the general loss of a 

‘purified’ Hindu essence” (2004: 5).  Or as Steven Vertovec notes, the concept of kala 

pani “has often been regarded as presenting a significant ideological deterrent against 

travel abroad.  If Hindus travel across the sea, it is supposed, they become almost 

unremediably polluted" (1992: 10).  However, Vertovec suggests that this barrier to 

migration is exaggerated in scholarship and points to the history of Indian seafaring and 

travel abroad. Scholarly works like Mehta’s Diasporic (Dis)Locations: Indo-Caribbean 

Women Writers Negotiate the Kala Pani (2004) and David Dabydeen and Brinsley 

Samaroo’s Across the Dark Waters: Ethnicity and Indian Identity in the Caribbean 

(1996) employ the concept in their titles and their content to evoke the history of 

migration and its relevance in contemporary cultural production and identity formation.  

In her analysis of diasporic discourses, Aisha Khan suggests that  

[o]ne element of Indo-Trinidadians’ (Indo-Caribbeans’) diaspora is the 
romanticization of their history contained in the phrase, kala pani.  Lacking the 
historical specificity of the “Middle Passage” or the “Triangle Trade,” or even the 
historical moorings of the “Black Atlantic” that are used in conjunction with 
African history in the Americans, “crossing the kala pani” symbolizes Indians’ 
transition from ostensibly situated agriculturalist to itinerant laborer, from cultural 
purity to cultural hybridity…A stock image of the Indian indentured laborer’s 
version of the Middle Passage, it is as much poetry as science” (2004:123). 
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These features of migration under indenture appear in Indo-Caribbean cultural production 

in the contemporary period demonstrating their importance to Indo-Caribbeans living in 

the Caribbean and its diaspora.  

For example, an oft-quoted poem, titled They Came in Ships, by the Guyanese 

poet Mahadi Das begins, “They came in ships./From across the seas, they came./Britain 

colonizing India, transported her chains/from Chota Nagpur and the Ganges 

Plain./Westwards came the Whitby,/The Hesperus,/the Island-bound Fatel Rozack.”  

Published in 1987, the poem’s opening emphasizes the journey across the seas through 

colonial design.  In naming these three ships that brought Indians to the Caribbean, Das 

includes both Guyana and Trinidad in her mapping the Indo-Caribbean and her evocation 

of the Indian experience of migration under indenture.  Alluding to the trickery of 

recruiters and arkatis as potential migrants lived in impoverishment and hunger and using 

the notion of the kala pani and its leveling of caste, the poem continues: “Some came 

with dreams of milk-and-honey riches,/fleeing famine and death:/dancing girls,/Rajput 

soldiers, determined, tall,/escaping penalty of pride./Stolen wives, afraid and 

despondent,/crossing black waters,/Brahmin, Chammar, alike,/hearts brimful of hope.”  

These lines emphasize the history of the colonial labor project and those enmeshed in its 

design.  This poetic cartography of the Indo-Caribbean uses iterations of crossing the kala 

pani (“across the seas,” “crossing black waters”) to map the physical and psychic 

distances between the areas of departure in India (Chota Nagpur and the Ganges Plain) 

and the locations of arrival (Guyana and Trinidad).   

The arrival of Indian indentured laborers in the Caribbean is also marked in the 

contemporary period through another form of political-cultural production: national 

holidays.  The arrival of these first ships to carry Indian indentured laborers to the 

Caribbean is marked by official national holidays in Trinidad (called Indian Arrival Day 
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and celebrated on May 30) and Guyana (called Indian Heritage Day and celebrated on 

May 5).  In Trinidad, the Indo-Caribbean Cultural Council produces two magazines a 

year to celebrate two of Trinidad’s national holidays: a Divali (Hindu festival of lights) 

souvenir magazine and a Indian Arrival Day commemorative magazine.  These 

magazines cover certain topics related to Indo-Caribbean life in Trinidad, such as Indo-

Caribbean fashion, Caribbean Indian actors in the film industry, and artifacts and material 

culture of Indians in the Caribbean, among others.  These publications are intended to add 

to the record of documentation of Indian life in the Caribbean and often feature official 

letters from the Prime Minister and other government ministers.  Indo-Caribbean 

communities in Richmond Hill, Queens also celebrate Indian Arrival Day; the event is 

promoted by the not-for-profit organization, the Indo-Caribbean Federation.  These 

celebrations and cultural productions suggest the importance of remembering and 

commemorating the arrival of indentured migrants for contemporary populations and the 

ways these commemorations are used to levy political power in the contemporary period.  

They also reflect of the plight of indentured laborers and draw comparisons and 

distinctions from the conditions of slavery as suggested in these lines from They Came in 

Ships by Mahadi Das: “Remember one-third quota, coolie woman./Was your blood 

spilled so I might reject my history—/forget tears among the paddy leaves.” 

The indenture of Indians has been described as “a new system of slavery” (Tinker 

1974) and as “slavery in another guise” (Jagan 1993:13), although as Kale notes it was 

also “defined as a form of free labor especially suited to distinctively imperial conditions, 

where natural resources and labor were not always coincident” (1998: 174).  The terms of 

indenture, though it changed somewhat between 1838 and 1917, generally included the 

following: indentureship to an assigned plantation for three years, an additional two years 

of mandatory “industrial residence,” and after five years of further residence (for a total 
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of ten years of residence in the colony) return passage was paid; after 1895 free return 

passage was withdrawn (Brereton 1985 [1974]).  Only a small percentage of the 

population returned to British India (Korom 2003).  The conditions in which most 

indentured Indian laborers lived led to high incidence of diseases, and while food rations 

were required for the first two years of indenture, the cost of rations was deducted from 

wages.  The temporary suspension of the indenture program in Trinidad from 1848-1951 

has been attributed by some to the high rate of illness and mortality in the voyage to the 

Caribbean and during the initial period of indenture (Munasinghe 2001; Niranjana 2006).  

These conditions required different types of collaborations under colonialism and 

include what is referred to as jahaji bhai (brotherhood of the boat), developed during the 

long voyage from India to the Caribbean.  These close bonds built by those who shared 

the journey across the kala pani often remained following settlement on the plantations.  

Suggesting a disregard of difference (particularly caste and religious difference), jahaji 

bhai symbolizes Indian solidarity during colonialism.  It also centralizes the voyage 

across the sea and can also suggest a brotherhood across racial lines.16  Vijay Prashad’s 

(2001) analysis of the Trinidad Workingmen’s Association (TWA), an organization 

formed in 1897, similarly suggests collaborations across racial lines among workers in 

Trinidad.  Although not formed as an organization for all working people of Trinidad, by 

1919 when strikes across Trinidad included both the mainly Afro-Trinidadian oil workers 

and Indo-Trinidadian workers on sugar plantations, the TWA transformed as Indo-

Trinidadians joined.  But more often than not, tensions among constituent groups are 

                                                
16 A 1996 calypso by Brother Marvin called Jahaji Bhai (Brotherhood of the Boat) was a controversial 
song that extended the idea of a kinship among Indians who traveled on the same ship to the Caribbean to 
include “all those who traveled on ships to the Caribbean, including Indians and Africans” (Niranjana 
2006: 162). 
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emphasized and the colonial economic and social system that structured daily life in the 

Caribbean developed into geographical, labor, and cultural and social segregation. 

As Viranjini Munasinghe (2001) and Shalini Puri (2004) point out, the 

contemporary position of Indo-Caribbean communities in the Caribbean is based not on 

comparisons or similarities of the conditions of indenture and slavery, but rather in the 

colonial historical context.  Puri suggests that as Indian indentured laborers arrived in the 

Caribbean, they were “inserted into a colonial society that was already racially stratified 

and polarized; that the racialization of difference was extended to them was thus hardly 

surprising” (2004: 172). Arriving in the Caribbean first as labor competition against freed 

Africans and remaining a strong presence in agricultural production, Indians have been 

portrayed as “outside” the Caribbean nation (Munasinghe 2001: 43) and their belonging 

in national space has been questioned (Puri 2004: 171).  Some scholarly writing on Indo-

Caribbean populations find it necessary to assert that these populations have, in fact, 

made significant economic, cultural, and other contributions to the nation (see, for 

example, Mehta 2004: 2; Ramdin 2000: vii).  This relationship to Caribbean nations by 

Indo-Caribbean populations has been marked by labor history.  As Afro-Caribbean 

populations became involved in non-agricultural occupations and moved to urban areas, 

the Indo-Caribbean populations remained in the sugar-producing areas and the towns that 

developed near them resulting in residential segregation and spatial isolation (Khan 2004; 

Munasinghe 2001; Singh 1985 [1974]).  The legal separation of Indians from the rest of 

the population because of their indentureship terms was compounded by residential 

segregation and the further diversification of the economy (Munasinghe 2001; Singh 

1985 [1974]).  Kelvin Singh (1985 [1974]) suggests that the agricultural labor was 

considered the lowest occupation thus relegating Indians to the lowest social status in the 

colonies.  Others have cited the continued use of the term coolie as a “racialized epithet 



 41 

of inferiority and alterity to designate Indo-Caribbean populations” as marker that 

“denigrates all things Indian” (Mehta 2004: 2).  These features of colonialism and the 

indentureship period have resulted in a post-indenture and post-colonial context in which 

competition between Indo-Caribbean and Afro-Caribbean populations in Trinidad and 

Guyana are a major feature of contemporary political and social life. 

 

POST-COLONIAL NATIONAL POLITICS 

Before independence from Britain (in 1962 for the Republic of Trinidad and 

Tobago and in 1966 for Guyana) to the present, a division between Afro-Caribbean and 

Indo-Caribbean-based majority political parties has dominated national politics in 

Guyana and Trinidad.  Contemporary struggles over political control of these 

postcolonial nations occur through racial voting, census counts, and cultural 

representation in the public sphere.  Shalini Puri argues,  

it is one of the great ironies of decolonization in Trinidad that racial tensions have 
taken the form of lateral hostility between blacks and Indians (the two largest 
ethnic groups, with their own different but overlapping histories of exploitation), 
rather than vertical hostility directed by blacks and Indians together against the 
French Creole elite, the white ex-plantocracy, or transnational capital (2004: 172).  

According to the 2000 census, of the total 1,262,366 population of Trinidad and Tobago, 

the Indo-Caribbean population was 40 percent, Afro-Caribbean 37.5 percent, and mixed 

20.5 percent with the remainder other and unspecified.  In Guyana, according to the 2002 

census, the total population was 772,298 of which 43.5 percent were Indo-Guyanese, 

30.2 percent Afro-Guyanese, 16.7 percent mixed, and the remaining percentage were 

Amerindian and other.  In Trinidad, Aisha Khan (2004: 13) points out that there is a 

tension between the image of a heterogeneous and cosmopolitan nation and the 

competition for state resources which form the discourse through which political struggle 
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is undertaken.  I have argued elsewhere that postcolonial Caribbean nation-states 

celebrate and concurrently manage diversity often through national symbols (Tanikella 

2003).   

Early work on the state of Caribbean societies developed the “plural society” 

model (M.G. Smith 1965; R.T. Smith 1967), which posits that sectors of society are 

institutionally and culturally distinct and are unified only by a larger power structure, 

such as the state or colonial powers.  Pluralism resonates in contemporary Caribbean 

nationalist narratives of multiculturalism, such as the “tossed salad” or “callaloo” 

analogies for Trinidadian culture (Munasinghe 2001).  The focus on cultural 

segmentation has provided a model for understanding racialized politics in Trinidad and 

Guyana.   

Creolization, or hybridity, is another model for understanding racialized politics 

in the Caribbean.  Creolization proposes not separate units of culture, as do the plural 

society theories, but rather the unifying process of hybridity.  Early discussions of 

creolization such as Braithwaite’s work on "creole society" (1971) suggested the creation 

of a unitary Caribbean culture from existing aspects of that culture.  As defined by 

Brathwaite, the cultural process of creolization has two aspects, acculturation—“the 

yoking (by force and example, deriving from power/prestige) of one culture to another (in 

this case the slave/African to the European)”—and interculturation, “which is an 

unplanned, unstructured but osmotic relationship proceeding from this yoke” (1974: 6).  

Brathwaite’s early intervention in this discourse is twofold: to articulate the power 

dynamics involved in the process of creolization and to stress interculturation rather than 

solely acculturation of Africans to European norms (Munasinghe 2001).  In a 1992 essay, 

Michel-Rolph Trouillot asserts that there are “no gates on the frontier” of Caribbean 

anthropology because Caribbean societies are 1) “inescapably heterogeneous,” 2) “ 
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inescapably historical” (their heterogeneity is “known to be at least in part, the result of 

history”) and 3) “inherently colonial” (1992: 22).  In contrast to Trouillot who argues that 

"gatekeeping has never been successful in the region" (1992:22), Khan suggests that 

"…the concept of creolization has long been a central symbol of the region—one might 

say a gatekeeping concept that establishes its defining characteristics” (Khan 2001: 271). 

Recent scholarship on the Caribbean, and particularly Trinidad, has critiqued this model 

of integration for neglecting the presence of East Indians and for positing Indo-

Trinidadian creolization as the “acculturation” of East Indian identity to Afro-Trinidadian 

norms (Khan 2001; Munasinghe 2001; Puri 2004).  As this dissertation suggests, Indo-

Caribbean cultural producers in New York City and Trinidad struggle with the concept of 

creolization in their work; at times celebrating their multiple migrations and identities 

through transnational mappings and creative collaborations and at times worrying that 

their authenticity is compromised by “mixing” cultural forms. 

This dissertation investigates processes of cultural production among Indo-

Caribbean communities in New York City and Trinidad.  Specifically, it examines how 

Indo-Caribbean racial identity is formed through public culture in local, national, and 

transnational spaces through moments of conflict and structures of cohesion.  In 

examining racial formation, I seek to understand the ways that communities define 

themselves as racial groups in relation to other communities.  Racial formation includes 

both the ways that communities and individuals racially identify themselves and the ways 

they are racialized by others.  Racial identification and racial interpellation vary 

significantly in different localities and may shift in response to power relations (Gordon 

1998).  While racial formation is at the center of my analysis, I am not suggesting that 

racial formation replaces or supplants class formation, rather I argue that racial formation 

is both localized and historically specific and reflects the ways that global capitalism 
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structures (transnational) communities and affects their racialization.  Racial formation is 

not solely locally-based; particularly in my investigation of Indo-Caribbean 

transmigrants, I understand that racial formation includes positioning within a world 

system of global capitalism that structures the material resources available to 

transnational migrants; these material relations affect processes of racialization.  In the 

U.S., for example, individuals and communities may also negotiate racial identity 

through class positioning and occupy mediating positions among communities of color 

and white communities (Ong 1999; Visweswaran 1997).   

Racial formation is not driven solely by class positioning and material relations; it 

is also structured by the racial state (Omi and Winant 1994), as it operates in both 

national and transnational contexts. Attending to the shifting construction of racial 

meaning, scholarship on racial formation emphasizes “the social nature of race,” “the 

historical flexibility of racial meanings and categories,” and “the political aspect of racial 

dynamics” (Omi and Winant 1994).  Following Omi and Winant’s definition of 

racialization (1994), I suggest that racialization refers to a process by which individuals 

and communities are assigned racial meaning that references class-, culture-, gender-, and 

religiously-based cleavages within racial categories. Limiting the analytic frame to one 

mode of subjectivity neglects the multiple forces of identity that shape text, practice, and 

performance. As Chandra Talpade Mohanty has argued, race and gender are relational 

terms (1991), and one cannot theorize performance in Indo-Caribbean diasporas without 

attention to the shifting subjectivities of gender, race, class, sexuality and (trans)nation in 

globalization.  Aware of the constructed nature of their identities, minoritized citizens 

negotiate structures of power by shifting their subjectivities (Forbis 2006), in what Chela 

Sandoval calls “oppositional consciousness” (2000). 
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Critical race theory, particularly the study of racial formation, examines racial 

ideologies and racial identities, often emphasizing the links between racism and 

nationalism (Gilroy 1991; Hanchard 1994; Omi and Winant 1994; Williams 1991).  

Similarly, Caribbeanists and Latin Americanists have suggested that nascent and current 

nation-building projects shaped contemporary understandings of racial distinction 

(Euraque 1998; Godreau 2002; Gordon 1998; Munasinghe 2001; Sommer 1991; Stepan 

1991; Wade 1997).  Focusing on the role of racial identities in legitimizing claims to 

power within the nation-state, these studies provide detailed historical and political 

understandings of racial structures; naming the state and state institutions as racial is a 

crucial intervention of these theorists.   

The historical context of racialization and racialized politics in colonial and post-

colonial Trinidad and Guyana has structured contemporary political and cultural life.  

Research on East Indian identity formation has focused on the ways that Indo-Caribbean 

populations are defined in relation to Afro-Caribbean populations, with particular focus 

on political conflicts regarding the position of Indo-Caribbean populations in what has 

been conceived of as “Creole” or Afro-Caribbean nations.  In this view in Trinidad, Afro-

Trinidadians are perceived as “culture creators” and thus true representatives of a 

creolized nation, while Indo-Trinidadians are “culture bearers” who brought their culture 

to the Caribbean intact and are thus apart from the Trinidadian nation (Khan 2001; 

Munasinghe 1997, 2001).  In part, this is related to the terms of the labor contract under 

indentureship, which required that colonial governments protect Indian’s rights to 

practice their religion (Kale 1998:151); religious festivals such as the Muslim festival of 

Hosay has been practiced in Trinidad from the period of indentureship to this day. 



 46 

Religious forms thus became outlets for cultural and political expression among 

Indo-Caribbean populations although as N. Jayaram notes, there was a struggle for the 

survival of Hinduism and Islam in Trinidad in the colonial era:17 

Not only were their religions denigrated and rituals dubbed ‘heathen’, the practice 
of cremation was prohibited, and Hindu and Muslim marriages were not 
recognised until 1946 and 1936 respectively. Attempts at preserving religious 
traditions through the formation of organisations (e.g. the Hindu Mahasabha) with 
the help of preachers from India and consolidating the local religious talents were 
attacked as ‘communalism’ (2003: 130). 
 

These accusations of communalism persisted in the lead-up to independence in Trinidad.   

From 1956 to 1986, the Afro-Trinidadian-based People’s National Movement (PNM), led 

by Eric Williams until his death in 1981, dominated political power.  The 1956 

opposition party, the People’s Democratic Party, was “widely recognized as the political 

arm of the orthodox Hindu community [and] the vehicle for an Indian ‘nationalist’ 

movement” (Ryan 1972: 139).  But in 1958, nation-wide elections were held for the 

British Parliament-approved Federal Parliament for the newly established and short-lived 

(1958-1962) Federation of the West Indies, which consisted of several Caribbean 

colonies of Britain.  The Indo-Trinidadian-based opposition party, by then called the 

Democratic Labor Party, led at the time by Bhadase Sagan Maraj (who founded the 

Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha, the major Hindu organization in Trinidad, in 1952) won 

six of the ten Parliamentary seats.  Following the election, Eric Williams referred to the 

Indian community in Trinidad as a “hostile and recalcitrant minority.”  This label is still 

invoked in Trinidad to convey the embattled position some Indo-Trinidadians believe 

they occupy under the dominant of political power by Afro-Trinidadians.  For example, a 

2001 publication about the life of Bhadase Sagan Maraj published by the Sanatan 

                                                
17 See Madhavi Kale (1998), Vijay Prashad (2001), and Shalini Puri (2004) for analyses of the Muslim 
festival of Hosay as a form of political, cultural, and social expression in the colonial era. 
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Dharma Maha Sabha of Trinidad and Tobago is titled “Hostile and Recalcitrant,” and 

suggests that the term is used as a term of empowerment by the Indo-Trinidadian 

community against the PNM (Maharaj, Ramlakhan, and Maharaj 2001).  

Afro-Caribbean parties in both Trinidad and Guyana dominated immediate post-

colonial politics.  Eric Williams led the PNM in Trinidad and Forbes Burnham led the 

People’s National Congress (now the People's National Congress/Reform) in Guyana 

from 1964 until his death in 1985.  But the election of the primarily Indian-based 

governments, the People's Progressive Party (now the People's Progressive Party/Civic or 

PPP/C) in Guyana in 1992 and the United National Congress (UNC) in Trinidad in 1995, 

changed that trend.  Although the UNC lost control of the government in 2002, race-

based party politics continues in both countries.  Amidst this racialized electoral politics, 

the governments of both countries emphasize the cosmopolitan nature and unity of their 

populations.  

In Trinidad, Aisha Khan suggests that “[w]ithin these tensions, Indo-Trinidadian 

Muslims and Hindus face an uneasy and continuous negotiation of a contradiction: 

identity is a source of equality and simultaneously an instrument through which social 

and cultural hierarchies are reinforced" (2004: 13).  Of documented religious affiliations 

in Trinidad, according to the 2000 census, 26 percent of the population is Roman 

Catholic, 22.5 percent is Hindu, and the remaining denominations each comprise less 

than 10 percent of the population, including Muslim at 5.8 percent.  In Guyana, according 

to the 2002 census, the religious affiliations of the population are Hindu at 28.4 percent, 

followed by Pentecostal at 16.9 percent and the remaining religious groups each comprise 

less than 10 percent of the population, including Muslim at 7.2 percent.  Yet Hinduism is 

seen as struggling for survival:  “Hinduism in Trinidad is being forced to adapt to its local 

environment simply in order to survive.  One has to take into account the fact that 
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Hinduism in Trinidad has historically been challenged by two powerful assimilatory 

forces—creolization and Christianity” (Verma 2000: 378).  These forces are also part of 

the increased participation by Indo-Trinidadians in the national sphere.  Between 1920 

and 1946 Indo-Trinidadians had the lowest literacy rates in the population of Trinidad 

(Khan 2004: 63).  But formal education through Presbyterian schools established by 

missionaries from Canada beginning in the late 1800s, Hindu schools established by the 

Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha beginning in the 1950s, and Muslim schools established 

beginning in the mid twentieth century as well as entrepreneurship led to increased Indo-

Trinidadian social mobility.  Aisha Khan suggests that 

[s]ocial mobility has represented to Indo-Trinidadians a confrontation between 
forms of assimilation that could culturally subordinate them in the hegemonically 
Afro-Trinidadian national arena (these conflicts did not abate with an Indo-
Trinidadian prime minister), and forms of assimilation that could empower them 
through fortifying identities as distinct, nationally recognized, racial-cultural 
constituencies, recognized on the basis of certain key emblems (2004: 63). 

 

The national tensions and racial formations detailed here are complicated by transnational 

migration, which involves an interaction with a differently racialized social structure in 

which racial groups are positioned differently vis-à-vis one another. The lengthy 

economic and cultural connections between the Caribbean and the U.S., as well as the 

multiple transnational routes between these countries suggest that the location of 

Caribbean migrants in U.S. race relations is affected by and affects racial politics in 

Trinidad. 

 

INDO-CARIBBEAN MIGRATION TO NEW YORK CITY 

Research on the Caribbean often focuses on cultural, ethnic, and racial 

heterogeneity, which has long been a central symbol of the Caribbean region (Khan 
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2001).  Recently, researchers have suggested that transnational migration is the defining 

feature of the Caribbean region (Chamberlain 1998; Palmer 1990; Pessar 1997). This is 

partially because of the sheer mass of Caribbean migration; since 1965, for example, 

New York City has received more than half a million Caribbean migrants, which is twice 

the population of the Caribbean country of Barbados.  In a region marked by 

heterogeneity and transnational migration, these two important features of society need to 

be studied in tandem.  In addition, in a region increasingly affected by globalization 

where the negotiation of racial and national identities often occurs outside the home 

country, the way Indo-Caribbean migrants and their families and communities navigate 

their multiple and transnational racial landscapes speaks to the relationship between the 

Caribbean and the U.S. as well as to processes of racialization in these countries. 

Globalization and transnationalism have been key topics of research in 

anthropology since the late 1980s (Hannertz 1998).  Emphases on global flows 

(Appadurai 1996; Clifford 1997) have brought bounded notions of culture and traditional 

ethnographic methods into question (Gupta and Ferguson 1997).  But Caribbeanists have 

objected to the notion that globalization is a “cutting edge” area of anthropological 

research and argued that the uneasy position of the Caribbean area in the discipline elided 

early studies on globalization and transnationalism in the Caribbean (Slocum and Thomas 

2003; Trouillot 1992; Yelvington 2001).  Sidney Mintz’s discomfort with 

transnationalism derives from his perception of its lack of historicity: “...one wonders 

whether there is not some risk in waxing too enthusiastic over a new lexicon of 

transnationalism without a serious historical perspective” (1998: 120).  He reintroduces 

the idea of a (Caribbean) region to show that transnationalism is not an unprecedented 

phenomenon and to show that anthropology still needs its methods: “learning how to root 

one's research problem in concrete information about places and people...may expedite 
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additional learning rather than merely obstruct it” (1998: 131).  Khan similarly calls for 

ethnography, and asks "what is happening on the ground that substantiates images of 

fluidity, mimicry, and indeterminacy” of creolization? (2001: 274).  In their review of 

Caribbeanist literature Slocum and Thomas (2003) take up Mintz’s call for area studies 

because, as they argue, analyses of the Caribbean have "not been exclusively local.  

Because of the historical particularities of the region, it requires constant boundary 

crossings--disciplinarily, analytically, conceptually, and categorically" (2003: 560).  

Thus, Mintz’s call for the maintenance of ethnographic methods and area studies is 

echoed in other recent writings even while that notion of area studies has, in the 

Caribbean, necessarily articulated with global and transnational processes. 

Aisha Khan (2001) has suggested that theoretical debates in anthropology which 

posit cultures as fluid and shifting concepts and the world as increasingly global have 

used the Caribbean as a central metaphor.  The centrality of the Caribbean region in these 

debates creates a bind for Caribbeanist anthropology by producing the Caribbean as a 

“generic symbol” of this theoretical shift toward hybridity, heterogeneity, and fluidity.  

As globalization continues to emerge as a focal point of politics and culture, it is crucial 

to explore the intersections among racial, national and transnational identity formation as 

a strategy for engaging issues of racial conflict and social and economic inequalities.  

Locating my research to address questions regarding the scope of racial structures and 

identities located in the nation and in the transnational spaces that link nations, I address 

ongoing methodological and theoretical debates about the location of “the field” (Gupta 

and Ferguson 1997) and the location of Caribbean studies in the discipline. 

Early research on Caribbean migration to the United States focused on the 

processes of immigrants’ assimilation into the host society (Bryce-Laporte 1976).  

Focusing on the pull of the United States, especially the search for economic 
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opportunities, and the push of structural economic and political limitations of source 

countries (Palmer 1990), these studies assumed that immigrants were permanently 

uprooted from their home country.  This research attended to racism and social and 

economic inequalities in the host country, particularly addressing changing notions of 

racial identity (Bryce-Laporte and Mortimer 1981; Dominguez 1975; Foner 1979; Sutton 

1992), but the focus on assimilation neglected migrants’ continued relationships to the 

Caribbean.   

Critiques of this research introduced ideas of circular migration (Pessar 1997) and 

transnationalism (Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994; Glick Schiller, Basch, 

and Blanc-Szanton 1992) to emphasize the maintenance of multiple relationships across 

borders.  Circular migration as theorized by Pessar (1997) suggests that the static, bipolar 

model of international migration, which posits either permanent settlement or permanent 

return, must be abandoned.  Instead, Pessar calls for a more dynamic approach that 

affirms the transnational processes of (Caribbean) migration.  Transnationalism 

emphasizes the maintenance of multiple relationships across borders and suggests that 

transmigrants build “social fields” that link their country of origin and their country (or 

countries) of settlement; that is, transmigrants are simultaneously connected to two or 

more nation-states (Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994; Glick Schiller, 

Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992).  These studies suggest that transnational processes 

challenge notions of the nation as bounded and create new notions of “imagined 

community” (Anderson 1983), but recognize that people continue to live in local spaces 

and their racial identities and practices are part of nation-building processes (Hall 1997; 

Kearney 1995).  

Many important ethnographic studies have analyzed Caribbean migrants in the 

United States (e.g., Foner 1987; Ho 1991; Kasinitz 1992; Sutton and Chaney 1987).   
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While these studies have addressed the “home” or “sending” country, along with the 

receiving country, as a locus for racial ideologies among migrants, they have focused on 

the ways in which these affected racial politics in the U.S.  Kasinitz (1992), for example, 

examines the role of race and ethnicity in West Indian politics in New York City.  He 

concludes that while racial politics were paramount in the first wave of Caribbean 

immigration to New York City, ethnic politics became important during the 1980s.  

Kasinitz suggests that while both race and ethnicity play a role in shaping “black 

politics;” however, “[s]ooner or later political positions based on the idea of Caribbean 

distinctiveness inevitably come up against the hard reality of race in America” (1992: 

253).  Ho (1991) examines “non-assimilation” in of Afro-Trinidadians in Los Angeles.  

Her study challenges a unidirectional model of international migration by suggesting that 

the primary social relationships of Afro-Trinidadians in Los Angeles are transnational.  

But while she stresses the importance of transnational social networks and the frequent 

return visits of “salt-water Trinnies,” she primarily addresses the ways that this impedes 

assimilation.  My research engages racial politics in the U.S., but also emphasizes the role 

of Trinidad, the “home” country, as a critical site for research on migration and cultural 

production. 

More recent research on transnationalism has used multisited research to 

specifically address the continued role and importance of the nation and nationalism 

through the notions of long-distance nationalism, the transnation, and the nation in 

diaspora.  Glick Schiller and Fouron (2001) have applied the concept of long-distance 

nationalism (Anderson 1992) to the Caribbean by positing links between transnationalism 

and political structures in the homeland, particularly examining the political 

commitments of Haitian migrants in the U.S. to Haiti.  Rethinking the utility of the phrase 

“deterritorialized nation state” (Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994), Glick 
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Schiller and Fouron (2001) now suggest the term “transnational nation-state” to represent 

the inclusion of dispersed populations beyond the state’s territorial boundaries.  They 

stress the importance of nation-state building to this form of nationalism, and suggest that 

it does not exist solely in the “domains of imagination and sentiment” but leads to 

specific action to develop a transnational nation-state that includes transmigrants.  

Similarly, Scher (2003) bases his study of Trinidad Carnival on multisited research, in 

this case in Trinidad and New York City.  But Scher uses the notion of “transnation,” 

which Appadurai suggests “retains a special ideological link to a putative place of origin 

but is otherwise a thoroughly diasporic collectivity” (1996: 172).  Scher examines 

Carnival as the central symbol of the Caribbean “transnation,” defined as “a group in 

diaspora that imagines itself as a collective” and has “active and ongoing interaction with 

the home nation in several spheres” (2003: 2).    

Duany’s study of the Puerto Rican diaspora (2002) broadens the discussion of 

transnationalism, arguing that Puerto Rico is a “nation on the move” and that it provides a 

special case in transnational studies because it is a “nation without a state.”  The 

transnational migration he examines between Puerto Rico and the United States occurs 

without crossing a formal border and thus suggests formations of nations that are defined 

by cultural identity rather than geopolitical aspects.  Like Glick Schiller and Fouron 

(2001) and Scher (2003), Duany attempts to expand the notion of nation to include the 

diaspora: “large-scale circulation of people, ideas and practices frequently fractures hard-

line positions on national identity, based on clearly bounded territories, languages, or 

cultures” (2002: 213).  His study is a critique of dominant cultural and national politics 

that exclude certain populations, thus it reads transnationalism as a process that 

challenges “fixed and static conceptions of cultural identity” (2002: 219).  In contrast, my 

research suggests that cultural production among Indo-Caribbean communities in New 
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York City can reinforce understandings of racial difference while it also suggests 

openings for rethinking racial politics.  My research develops from the understanding that 

the categories of difference that make sense in Trinidad and in the U.S. travel and have an 

impact on racial formation.  In the same vein as this recent research on transnationalism, 

my research seeks to understand ways that racial formation are refigured through Indo-

Caribbean migrants’ participation in global processes through the politics of cultural 

production. 

While Afro-Caribbean migration to the U.S. has been steady since the passage of 

the Hart-Cellar Act in 1965, which removed national origin quotas, Indo-Caribbean 

migration increased in the 1980s when an economic recession in Trinidad based on the 

oil bust and “political repression” (Mangru, Misir, and Singh 1993: 65) during the 

“dictatorship era” (Halstead 2002: 287) of Forbes Burnham in Guyana led many Indo-

Trinidadians and Indo-Guyanese to relocate to the U.S.18 In this “second migration” 

(Birbalsingh 1997: xi), Mahin Gosine states that “[m]ost Caribbean Indians settled in the 

Northeastern region of the United States especially in Middle Atlantic and New England 

States;” Gosine’s study argues that 78 percent of Caribbean East Indians then living in 

the United Stated lived in the Northeastern region (1990: 88).  This residency pattern 

follows general Caribbean migration to the United States; Nancy Foner reports that 

“[o]ver half of the Haitians, Trinidadians, and Jamaicans and close to three-fourths of the 

Dominicans and Guyanese who legally entered the United States between 1972 and 1992 

settled in the New York urban region” (2000: 12). 

                                                
18 Trinidad has produced oil since the early 1900s, but the oil boom in early and mid-1970s had significant 
effects on the economic, political, and social life of Trinidad. Steven Vertovec (1992) has examined the 
effect of the oil boom on the Indo-Trinidadian population positing that it enabled a revitalization of 
Hinduism and led to an ethnic resurgence in the 1980s.  Oil continues to be an important source of revenue 
for Trinidad. 
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Research on racial identity formation among Caribbean migrants in the U.S. has 

focused primarily on Afro-Caribbean communities, particularly their adaptive techniques 

and their relationships with or distinction from African-American populations (Ho 1991; 

Waters 1999). Mahin Gosine’s study of Caribbean East Indians in America similarly 

focused on assimilation and adaptation (1990).  Recent studies have engaged the Indo-

Caribbean community in New York City, focusing on non-school-based education in 

Hindu mandirs (temples) in Queens (Verma 2008) and ethnic identity among second-

generation Indo-Caribbean teenagers in Queens (Warikoo 2005a, 2005b).  Studies on 

Indo-Caribbean populations that employ multisited research in New York City and the 

Caribbean include Narmala Halstead’s work on status performances and branding among 

East Indians in Queens and Guyana (2002).  Studies of cultural production among Indo-

Caribbean communities in New York, include Madhulika Khandelwal’s report (n.d.) on 

South Asian performing art organizations in New York City, which includes an analysis 

of one performance by the Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture, an 

organization that I examine in chapter six.  In addition, Vibert Cambridge (2005) 

mentions Indo-Caribbean media production in New York City in his study of 

immigration, diversity and broadcasting in the United States from 1990 to 2001.  None of 

these studies have provided a comparative analysis of Indo-Caribbean cultural production 

in Trinidad and New York City, an analysis that provides a unique perspective on racial 

formation and migration among a community that uses its multiple migrations as source 

material for the production of cultural and identity in the public sphere. 

Following recent work by Nina Glick Schiller and Ayse Çaglar, I want to note 

that Indo-Caribbean cultural producers in the New York City metropolitan area occupy a 

particular location because of “the differential neoliberal restructuring and rescaling of 

cities” (2009: 178).  Glick Schiller and Çaglar define city scale as the “differential 
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positioning of cities determined by the articulation of institutions of political, cultural and 

economic power within regions, states and the globe” (2009: 188).  The location of New 

York City as a “top-scale” city in these scalar models suggests that migrants have the 

“broadest range” for incorporation (2009: 190); that is, they have wide access to “the 

networks that link migrants to institutions within and across the borders of nation-states” 

(2009: 179).  As such, while certain similarities may exist among Indo-Caribbean 

migrants and cultural producers in other parts of the U.S., it is important to recognize the 

unique positioning of the Indo-Caribbean communities in New York City.  Indeed as is 

discussed throughout the dissertation, some Indo-Caribbean cultural producers in New 

York City are involved in local, national, and transnational projects that give them 

political access from the local, such as politicians in the borough of Queens, to the global, 

such as connections to the White House in Washington, D.C. to the Red House in Port of 

Spain.  Along similar lines, Deborah Thomas (2004b) provides an excellent model of a 

nuanced analysis of multiple sites of identity in Modern Blackness: Nationalisms, 

Globalization and the Politics of Culture in Jamaica. Thomas presents a multileveled 

analysis of “global processes, nationalist visions, and local practices” (2004b: 19) and 

divides her book into three sections—global-national, national-local and local-global—to 

emphasize the global connections of the politics of culture in Jamaica.  The development 

of an Indo-Caribbean voice in (trans)national public spheres is a key concern of the 

cultural producers; and their particular location in New York City can provide them 

broad access to a large migrant population and global artistic, religious, media, and 

political networks. 
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CONCLUSION 

Studies of Trinidad and Guyana suggest that social relations in these countries are 

marked by conflicts between Afro- and Indo-Caribbean populations, the demographically 

dominant groups, over political control of the postcolonial nation-state.  While the 

government in each country emphasizes racial harmony, it also emphasizes racial 

difference, particularly during elections when the Afro-Caribbean-based and Indo-

Caribbean-based majority political parties compete for votes.  Scholars have identified 

these patterns in the historical context of British colonialism that has structured 

contemporary racial relations.  Similarly, studies of race in the U.S. suggest that the 

dichotomy between “whiteness” and “otherness” become key markers of identity and 

politics, and that race is a fundamental category of social organization in the U.S. 

regardless of the emphasis on the U.S. as a multicultural society (Lipsitz 1998; Omi and 

Winant 1994).  Both in New York City and in Trinidad, cultural producers balance 

between the tension of cosmopolitanism and competition for resources; in both locations 

there is a pattern of residential segregation between Indo- and Afro-Caribbean 

communities.  

It is in this context of multiple migrations and multiple sites of identity that Indo-

Caribbean cultural producers in New York City and Trinidad negotiate the complex 

politics involved in mapping the Indo-Caribbean as they produce cultural forms, such as 

media, religious festivals, and artistic performances, that demonstrate belonging in 

transnational public spheres.  The mapping provided in this chapter speaks to only a 

portion of the kinds of geographies that cultural producers seek to map as they create and 

present an Indo-Caribbean voice.  Just as the radio host whose words opened this chapter 

recognized the streets, neighborhoods, and states that Indo-Caribbeans have made their 

home in the New York urban region, other cultural producers—like the author of the 
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poem that opened chapter one—recognize and assert other geographies of belonging that 

incorporate South Asian, South American, North American, East Indian, West Indian, 

and Caribbean identities.  Importantly, these cultural producers are concerned to express 

and demonstrate these maps of belonging and identity as they develop a public voice, 

which is examined in the following chapters. 



 59 

Chapter 3: Ramayan Country: The Politics of Hindu Public Culture in 
Trinidad 

INTRODUCTION 

“This is Ramayan country,” announced the young East Indian woman who 

opened the program for the Hindu Prachar Kendra’s Ramnavmi celebration.19 “And,” she 

continued, “we all have to find a way to express ourselves in our national space.”20  The 

mid-day event, commemorating the birth of the Hindu god Rama, took place on a 

Thursday—a weekday, a workday, and a school day—in a village outside of Chaguanas 

in Central Trinidad.  Worshippers gathered in the large temporary mandir (temple) that 

houses the Hindu Prachar Kendra, a well-known Hindu organization in Trinidad founded 

in 1990 by its spiritual leader, a Hindu activist known nation-wide as Ravi Ji.  I want to 

suggest that this Ramnavmi celebration provides an insight into the cultural politics of 

religious practice by Hindu communities in Trinidad and Tobago.21 I start this chapter 

with the assertion that Trinidad is “Ramayan country” because I understand it as part of a 

complex claim for national belonging and representation by Hindu East Indians in 

Trinidad.  That claim involves positioning Hindu communities within various sets of 

ethnic, religious, and diasporic social relations and begins with this reference to the 

Ramayan, an important Hindu epic that tells the story of the deity Rama.  

East Indian claims for representation in the nation are based on an understanding 

of Trinidad as dominated politically and culturally by Afro-Trinidadians; that is, as an 

Afro-Caribbean nation. In contemporary post-Independence Trinidad, Afro-Trinidadians 
                                                
19 The spelling of Ramayan and Ramnavmi follow usage by the Hindu Prachar Kendra. 
20 Audio recording of Ramnavmi, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
21 I use the plural of “community” here to acknowledge both the diversity within Hinduism in general and 
the diversity and divergence of cultural, political, and religious perspectives among Hindu organizations 
and their leadership in Trinidad. 
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and Indo-Trinidadians struggle for control of political and cultural representation of the 

nation and each group comprises around 40% of the population.  The Afro-Trinidadian-

based People’s National Movement (PNM) has dominated political power prior to and 

from independence in 1962 to the current day.  There are two periods when the PNM was 

not in power: in the late 1980s when an Indo- and Afro-Trinidadian coalition party, the 

National Alliance for Reconstruction (NAR), was elected; and in the late 1990s when the 

East Indian-based party, the United National Congress (UNC), led the country with 

Basdeo Panday as the first East Indian prime minister of Trinidad.   

Viranjini Munasinghe (2001) has argued that since colonial times East Indians 

have been seen as symbolically outside of the Trinidadian nation, and since the 1980s 

East Indians have sought to redefine the concept of the Trinidadian nation to include 

Indian and well as African culture rather than stressing a shared or creolized culture.  

Indo-Trinidadians now emphasize their cultural difference and challenge the Afro-

Trinidadian-governed nation to include them in Trinidad’s multiethnic and cosmopolitan 

image—an image exemplified in the national motto, “Together we aspire, together we 

achieve” and in a key line in the national anthem, “Where every creed and race find an 

equal place.”  Aisha Khan (2004) has examined how Indo-Trinidadians navigate and 

articulate a sense of self and community through the national discourse of mixing while 

maintaining their identity as South Asians.  Her examination of the articulation of race 

and religion for Indo-Trinidadians and the ways this articulation can reify difference is 

particularly useful to my argument.  There is frequent slippage in this discourse between 

religious, ethnic, cultural, and political claims.   

In this chapter, I examine the public culture of Indian religious practices as it is 

presented or supported by Hindu religio-cultural organizations in Trinidad, with special 

attention to one of those organizations, the Hindu Prachar Kendra.  I begin by examining 
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the ways in which textual references to the Ramayan during the Hindu Prachar Kendra’s 

Ramnavmi celebration assert belonging in the Trinidadian nation and tie this community 

of Hindus to ethnonationalism in India.  I then examine how temporal and spatial aspects 

of the Hindu religious events are used as a means of expressing Hindu East Indian public 

culture in a Caribbean context to bolster East Indian claims for equal representation in the 

nation.  Finally, I look at the creolization of Hindu religious practices that walk the line 

between sacred and profane as a way of breaking with traditional Hindu practices and 

asserting Hindu religious and political perspectives in the public sphere. 

 

EXILE, INDENTURE, AND CONTEMPORARY RELIGIOUS POLITICS 

The claim that Trinidad is “Ramayan country” draws on the concept of a Hindu 

diaspora that links Caribbean East Indians to a religious text in order to authenticate 

claims to national space through religious practice.  References to the Ramayan during 

the Kendra’s Ramnavmi event interpret the story of Rama’s exile as a spiritual and 

cultural reference for Indian indentured laborers who were themselves in exile on the 

sugarcane plantations in the Caribbean.  Ravi Ji, then the spiritual leader of the Hindu 

Prachar Kendra, argued in his column in the Trinidad Guardian, a national daily 

newspaper, that “the Ramayan provided a source of inspiration [to indentured laborers], 

which guided a reconstruction of family and community while in indentureship” (2006b: 

36).  The assertion that “this is Ramayan country” in this case refers both to the status of 

the text among Hindus in the Caribbean and the resonance of exilic status.  But Ravi Ji 

further argues that the Ramayan provides the groundwork for patriotism not to India, but 

to Trinidad based on a phrase uttered by Rama, which is “Mother and motherland are 

greater than even heaven.”  The article suggests that because the Ramayan “provided the 

basis for a theology of nationalism, of love for country,” then for the descendents of 
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indentured laborers, modern-day Indo-Trinidadians, the Ramayan provided the basis of 

commitment to Trinidad.  Geeta Ramsingh, the new spiritual leader of the Kendra since 

January 2009, described this viewpoint as a Kendra policy in an interview in the Trinidad 

Express, a national daily newspaper: “for us, our Motherland is Trinidad.  We have 

absolute reverence for India—that is the home of our heritage—but for us, Trinidad is the 

Motherland.  This is the Kendra’s policy and we have always said that” (Muller 2009).  

The statement, “this is Ramayan country,” takes on a new meaning in this context.  

Beyond referring to the status of the text among Hindus in the Caribbean, it refers to a 

spiritually guided belonging and commitment to Trinidad and thus a legitimate claim to 

space in the nation.  This link between religious and national identity has a long history in 

studies of the Ramayan. 

The story of Rama is known by two famous literary versions—Valkimi’s 

Ramayana written in Sanskrit and the Hindi reworking of it as Ramcharitamanas by 

Tulsidas—and an extraordinarily popular television serial, Ramayan, based on the epic 

and first aired in India in the late 1980s.  In addition, local versions of the story are 

dramatized worldwide and are often known as Ramleelas.  In Trinidad, Tulsidas 

Ramcharitamanas is the most revered, and it is the one referred to by members of the 

Kendra.22 The Kendra also puts on an annual Baal Ramdilla, or a children’s version of 

the Ramleela.  In general, the narrative of Rama’s story includes the following major 

events: Rama’s birth in Ayodhya, his marriage to Sita, exile to the forest, Sita’s abduction 

to Lanka by the demon-king Ravana, the rescue of Sita by Rama and an army of monkeys 

led by Hanuman, the defeat of Ravana, Rama’s rejection of Sita and her trial by fire, and 

the return to Ayodhya (Myers 1998; Richman 2001a).   

                                                
22 In Trinidad, the Ramayan most often refers to the Ramcaritmanas by Goswami Tulsidas, to whom Ravi 
Ji refers as “the father of Hindu Caribbean” in his column in the Trinidad Guardian (2006b: 36). 
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While this is the generally understood narrative structure, scholars have long 

argued that there is a multiplicity of perspectives and retellings in the Ramayan tradition 

in and outside of South Asia, and that this multiplicity necessitates a closer look at the 

Ramayan tradition not just as literary and religious texts, but as the basis of various 

social, political, and artistic practices (Bose 2004; Richman 1991, 2001b).  In her forward 

to the edited volume Questioning Ramayanas, Romila Thapar suggests, “remapping the 

location of the katha, or the story, of Rama has been a constant feature of Indian 

civilization” (2001: vii).  The editor of the volume, Paula Richman, argues that there are 

“two key characteristics at the heart of the Ramayana tradition in South Asia: its 

multiplicity and its ability to accommodate questioning within its boundaries” (2001a: 2).  

This intervention regarding the multiplicity inherent in the Ramayan tradition intends to 

counter a singular homogenized version posited by Hindu nationalists, and particularly 

the ways this version is used to justify violence against Muslims and others in India.23 As 

Thapar points out, “The recent attempt in the politics of Hindu nationalism to 

                                                
23 Large-scale violence between Hindus and Muslims involving the holy site of Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh 
took place in 1992 and in 2002.  Said to be the birthplace of Rama, Ayodhya was the site of the demolition 
of a mosque followed by the massacre of Muslims in 1992 by Hindu militants.  In 2002 after Muslim 
militants attacked a train in Gujarat state that was carrying Hindus militants from a rally at Ayodhya 
leading to 59 deaths, retaliatory violence against Muslims resulted in over 1000 Muslims killed.  Vijay 
Prashad has argued that in 1992 while Hindu militants 

demolished the mosque at Ayodhya, a person at a microphone chanted ‘Shri Ram Jai Ram, Jai Jai 
Ram [Praise to Rama].’  The wanton destruction of a building was serenaded with the name of 
Rama.  The massacre of Dalits and Muslims that followed was also glorified with passionate cries 
to the honor of Rama…Fortunately, the forces of Hindutva invoke only one marginal tradition of 
Rama, for the multiple forms (bahurupa) of Rama offer a history full of the complexities of life 
rather than the simple Bunyanesque tale proffered by the theocratic fascists (2000:153). 

Paula Richman (2001b) has similarly critiqued the homogenization of the story of Rama, but she has 
cautioned against assumptions that the story itself led to violence between Hindus and Muslims around the 
Ayodhya site instead emphasizing the multiplicity of Ramayana tradition 

This history of violence between Hindus and Muslims in India is complicated in Trinidad by a 
fellowship between Hindus and Muslims, referred to as jahaji bhai or “brotherhood of the boat,” which is 
derived from the shared experiences of all Indians during indentureship and as part of their Atlantic 
passage.  However, as Aisha Khan (2004) suggests, jahaji bhai invokes a narrative of the past, while 
contemporary relationships are seen to emphasize distinctions based on religion. 
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homogenize the story and present a single version is antithetical to the tradition of how 

the story was perceived in Indian culture” (2001: x).  

Purnima Mankekar (1999) similarly addresses the use of the epic by Hindu 

nationalists.  In her study of the televised Ramayan, she points specifically to 

appropriations of the text that demonize racial and cultural others, particularly through 

images of demons (rakshasas) and their demon-king, Ravana (Mankekar 1999: 175).  

She suggests that there is a historical legacy of othering in the narrative: “It is very likely 

that the Ramayan text, because of the spaces it has historically created for discourses on 

Self and Other, lent itself to easy appropriation by forces of Hindu communalism and 

nationalism” (Mankekar 1999: 177).  Where communalism is “based on a purportedly 

unified religious identity,” Hindu nationalism “is marked by attempts to redefine the 

identity of the Indian nation in terms of a monolithic Hindu culture” (Mankekar 1999: 

177).  Hindutva, or Hinduness, equates religious and national identity (van der Veer 

1994).24 How do we understand the claim “this is Ramayan country” as part of a 

Trinidadian Hindu religious celebration in light of these discussions?  

Considering the specificity of the Trinidadian context, particularly the history of 

indentureship and post-colonial struggles for cultural representation in the nation, I want 

to suggest that the Ramnavmi celebration demonstrates a combination of two main 

features of Hindu socio-religious trends in Trinidad: bhakti-centered (or devotional) 

worship and religious expressions of ethnic strength.  As Peter van der Veer and Steven 

Vertovec have suggested, in the Caribbean “a Hinduism emerged which was unitary and 

capable of being followed by Hindus originally drawn from a variety of geographically, 

                                                
24 Hindutva developed into direct political outlets in India following the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) in the 1990s.  The BJP stresses Hindutva and relies on two Hindu nationalist movements to bolster its 
support: the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP) and the youth organization, Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh 
(RSS) (van der Veer 1994) 
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linguistically, and caste differentiated traditions” (1991: 153).  Van der Veer and 

Vertovec suggest that this Hinduism emerged from several socio-historic factors.  First, 

the Indian indentured laborers who found themselves on plantations in the Caribbean 

were ethnically, racially, and religiously diverse which led to “a kind of self-

consciousness about beliefs and practices heretofore unexperienced in the subcontinent.”  

Second, as Indians ended their indentureship period and settled in areas in which a 

majority of the population was Indian, “[c]ongregational worship, in the form of periodic 

large scale celebrations, regular puja (rites of offering to various deities) and gatherings 

to recite the Ramayana or to sing devotional hymns, forged communal links and 

settlements in fundamental and especially powerful ways.”  Finally, they point to the 

erosion of the caste system in overseas Indian communities as a major feature of the 

development of Hinduism in Trinidad (van der Veer and Vertovec 1991: 154). 

What emerged, as Steven Vertovec argues in his important work on Hinduism in 

Trinidad, was a Vaishnavite bhakti-oriented tradition based on the tenets of sanatan 

dharm, which emphasizes “a direct relationship, unaffected by caste or social context, 

between an individual and a chosen deity” (1992: 53).  This type of worship “often finds 

expression in congregational activity,” such as the singing of bhajans (hymns of praise) 

and lay recitations of the Ramayana (1992: 55).  It is “ideally suited for overseas Indians” 

for several reasons that Vertovec enumerates, including the erosion of caste and the 

legitimization of such practices through texts such as Tulsidas' Ramayana among others 

(1992: 55).  In addition to the devotional worship of certain deities, such as Vishnu and 

his associated avatars (primarily Rama and Krishna), this tradition emphasized the 

assignation of the Brahman elite as ritual leaders.  Thus although the caste system 

attenuated and a homogenous Hindu community has developed, there was a solidification 

of Brahman leadership (van der Veer and Vertovec 1991).   
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Yet as scholars have pointed out, Hinduism in Trinidad is always in flux often in 

relation to socio-political economic conditions (Jayaram 2003; Verma 2000; Vertovec 

1992).  Indeed Vertovec (1992) has argued that there was a revitalization of Hinduism in 

the 1980s that was enabled by the “oil boom” in the late 1970s and early 1980s, which 

led to an ethnic resurgence.  Jayaram (2003) similarly suggests that there was a religious 

and cultural revival among Indo-Trinidadians, understood as a “cultural renaissance,” in 

the same time period, which he attributes to the politico-economic competition between 

Indo- and Afro-Trinidadians.  Scholars have noted that the political ascendancy of Indo-

Trinidadians, resulting in the 1995 election of the first Indo-Trinidadian president of 

Trinidad, Basdeo Panday of the United National Congress (UNC), occurred during this 

resurgence (Verma 2000); the Hindu Prachar Kendra was established during this time.  

However, the consolidation of Hindu political power began with an earlier resurgence of 

Hinduism in the development of the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha (SDMS) in 1952 under 

the leadership of Badase Sagan Maharaj.  Still the preeminent Hindu organization in 

Trinidad, the SDMS began a long-standing program of building temples and Hindu 

schools throughout the nation in the 1950s.  In addition, SDMS was at the forefront of the 

“politicization of Hinduism” (Vertovec 1992: 123) in part because the “People's 

Democratic Party (PDP, later to become the Democratic Labor Party, DLP) virtually co-

functioned with the island's Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha” (van der Veer and Vertovec 

1991: 161).   

This long history of religious politicization continues today.  Based on research in 

the mid-1990s, Neena Verma argues, “Hinduism in Trinidad has become increasingly 

‘proactive.’  It has systematically been drawn out of the private confines of the Hindu 

home and been transformed into a public, and oftentimes, defiant and ostentatious show 

of strength” (2000: 378).  Indeed, while I was conducting fieldwork, the names Sat 
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Maharaj, the secretary general of the SDMS, and Ravi Ji, then the spiritual leader of the 

Hindu Prachar Kendra, were widely known because both had national newspaper 

columns and their organizations supported large-scale national religious/cultural festivals.  

While smaller-scale and home-based pujas (a devotional ritual featuring offerings to 

deities), yagnas (three-, five-, seven-, or nine-night ritual events similar to pujas, but on a 

larger scale), and satsangs are widely held and attended in Trinidad, there is an increased 

awareness of large-scale Hindu festivals celebrated nation-wide such as Divali (a fall 

festival of lights) or Phagwa (Holi, a spring festival).  Verma suggests that “modern-day 

Hindus” show a “resistance to ‘passive’ brahmanical Hinduism of past” (2000: 432-433).  

The Ramnavmi celebration held by the Hindu Prachar Kendra exhibits a strong tie to both 

the bhakti-oriented tradition and religious expressions of ethnic strength and national 

belonging. 

The Ramnavmi program began at 10:30 in the morning.  Following the opening 

bhajans played by musicians seated on a platform at the front of the temporary mandir 

and some brief introductory comments, the chairperson of the Ramnavmi committee 

stepped to the microphone to explain how the program would work.  “Jai Sri Ram [Praise 

to Lord Rama]!” she greeted the crowd of about 150 worshippers.  “Jai Sri Ram!” the 

worshippers responded.  Describing the day’s program, she said: 

…This program is to be a very light program, mainly consisting of bhajans, 
kirtans [call and response chanting of hymns], and later on a little dance.  But in 
the midst of the joy, we have to remember that Sri Rama came for a particular 
purpose and that purpose was to destroy the rakshasas.  And what are rakshasas 
then? They are godless creatures who roam in darkness—the darkness of mind, 
darkness of spirit.  And in our world today there is so much darkness in the 
community, in the society.  So much pain, so much fear.  Sri Rama had come to 
alleviate fear… 

And today, more than any other time in our recent history, we can appreciate the 
role of Sri Rama.  And so he empowers us to be strong, and become empowered 
ourselves.  He has come, walked a path, left Ramayan—the path that he had 
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walked—so that we can empower ourselves and that he would live in our hearts, 
and move through us, walk through us, act through us…So this festival is not just 
a celebration to sing and dance, but also to empower ourselves.25 

I am interested here in the distinction the chairperson draws between the “light program” 

of devotional worship that includes singing and dancing and the message of the story of 

Rama that includes community empowerment to take action against “darkness” in the 

society.  She specifically tells the gathered worshippers that the festival is not just a 

celebration, but also a tool to empower Hindus who follow the path of the story of Rama 

and defeat those who are godless and bring pain and fear into the community.  Her short 

address also brings a sense of urgency, suggesting that this time—today—is a crucial 

time to make an intervention.  

Geeta Ramsingh, then an administrator at the Kendra, underlined this sense of 

urgency.  In an interview following the Ramnavmi celebrations she told me, “we have to 

claim our space now because we are living in a type of cultural competition where we 

need to claim our space and be visible otherwise we are just going to be wiped out.”26  Or 

as Ravi Ji exhorted the worshippers during the celebration, “we have to start to be a doin’ 

people.  Not just a believing people.”27  This language of empowerment draws on the 

religious text of Ramayan by using the example of Ram’s story to illustrate the need to 

take action, particularly in a national context.  The links to Hindu nationalism can be 

understood both through this language and also through associational connections.  Ravi 

Ji spent more than a decade in India working with the Rashtriya Seva Sangh (RSS), a 

right-wing Hindu youth organization, and then returned to Trinidad where he worked 

with the Hindu Seva Sangh (HSS), an organization that also focuses on Hindu youth, 

before starting the Hindu Prachar Kendra (Verma 2000).  The emphasis on empowerment 
                                                
25 Audio recording of Ramnavmi, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
26 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
27 Audio recording of Ramnavmi, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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and the need for action espoused by those leading the Ramnavmi celebration comes from 

a reading of the Ramayan that suggests that performing puja for Rama should be 

combined with action.  The specific actions that were the focus of this Ramnavmi 

celebration were to reclaim the “proper” time for the ritual and to expand the celebration 

into one that is celebrated nationwide as discussed in the following section. 

As noted above, the program also included bhajans and kirtans as well as special 

dances created and performed by children, learned as part of the Kendra’s Baal Ramdilla.  

After the introductory comments and a sermon by Ravi Ji the children of the Kendra lead 

the audience in a dance.  The music of the traditional harmonium, dholak (barrel drum), 

and singers on the stage was replaced by the upbeat music played by a young group of 

men in a tassa band standing in the entryway of the building.  All worshippers were 

encouraged to get up and join the dance because “it is mid-day!”  As some worshippers 

danced at their seats, others were lead around the room by the children, who were dressed 

in the ornate and brightly colored costumes they would wear for the Baal Ramdilla 

(Figure 1).  When the music died down and the dancing stopped, a group of women 

emerged through a doorway at the back of the room clanging metal utensils against metal 

plates to loudly and joyfully announce Rama’s birth.  As the women, still banging the 

metal kitchenware, and the children gathered around a cradle that had been uncovered at 

the front of the room, the musicians on the stage began playing bhajans again (Figure 2).  

Attached to the cradle were long, thick yellow ribbons that had been lying on the ground; 

the yellow ribbons, resembling the rays of the mid-day sun, were now picked up by 

worshippers who pulled on them to rock the cradle.  The event concluded with 

worshippers performing puja and then gathering for lunch in the adjacent covered 

courtyard. 
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Figure 1: Children performing in the Hindu Prachar Kendra’s Ramnavmi. 

THE TIME AND SPACE OF RELIGIOUS PRACTICE 

This Thursday morning celebration of the birth of a Hindu deity was notable for 

the emphasis placed on temporal and spatial considerations of the celebration.  As the 

chair of the Ramnavmi committee explained to the gathered worshippers during the 

event: 

this national Ramnavmi committee has taken upon itself to celebrate Ramnavmi at 
mid-day at the appropriate hour.  Unfortunately, over the years many people, 
because of the constraints of the Gregorian calendar and work, tend to put off our 
Hindu festivals to more convenient times.  But we are reviving this, bringing it 
back to a mid-day celebration.28 

                                                
28 Audio recording of Ramnavmi, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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Figure 2: Celebrating the birth of the Hindu deity Rama at the Hindu Prachar Kendra. 

National press coverage of the Kendra’s Ramnavmi celebration emphasized that it would 

be held on the correct day and at the correct time with headlines that read “Kendra to 

Revive Midday Puja” (Persad 2006) and “Hindus Marking Ramnavmi Thursday” 

(Trinidad Guardian 2006) among others.  The temporal aspects of the Kendra initiative 

reflect an attempt to return the event to its appropriate devotional form suggesting a 

concern with authenticity, but also an assertion of the demographic power and influence 

of Hindus in Trinidad.  Members of the Kendra expressed concerns that Hinduism had 

become “a sort of weekend religion.” This, according to the Kendra, had to do what 

Kendra members called “the tyranny of the Gregorian calendar.” 
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In an interview on a national television talk show, Ravi Ji discussed the tyranny of 

the Gregorian calendar in relation to another religious event: Phagwa (or Holi).  Phagwa 

is an important event for the Kendra because they hold one of the largest and most widely 

publicized Phagwa festivals in Trinidad that attracts thousands of people.  Because 

Phagwa is not a public holiday in Trinidad, the Kendra holds its Phagwa festival on a 

Sunday.  The Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha, the preeminent Hindu organization in 

Trinidad, holds their festival on Saturday of the same weekend.  The timing of these 

events supports the claims of Hinduism as a weekend religion.  In the interview Ravi Ji 

raised the issue of the tyranny of the Gregorian calendar and agreed with the talk show 

host that Trinidad’s calendar is “over laden” with public holidays because of the diversity 

in Trinidad, but he said, “I think it was a need at Independence time to know that when 

we are going into a new nation we are taking our diversity into that nation” (Ravi Ji 

2006a).  This comment references the emphasis on racial and cultural unity that Eric 

Williams, the first post-Independence prime minister of Trinidad, and other founders of 

post-Independence Trinidad often emphasized.  Racial division and cultural difference 

were seen as serious detriments and challenges to nation building and were actively 

discouraged in order to promote national unity.  This is a very different strategy than the 

current demands of Indo-Trinidadians for equal cultural representation.   

Yet the Kendra was not advocating for a holiday for Phagwa or for Ramnavmi.   

Instead Ravi Ji told worshippers at the Ramnavmi celebration:  

…we are not going to ask for a holiday, you know, because if we ask for a 
holiday we’ll get away from the job [Ramnavmi] has to do.  What is that job?  
That job is to be at mid-day exactly…If all Hindus—not for the purpose of 
disturbing, but for the purpose of going to do Ramnavmi—leave their workplaces 
and get out of the system and go and congregate in thousands across the country 
because it’s Ramnavmi, the whole country going to know there’s something 
called Hindus in the country.  So far nobody knows this.  This is why we’re going 
to be passed over all the time—going to be passed over all the time.  So there is a 
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particular purpose and this purpose is not something that we’re dreaming about, it 
is in line with the Rama’s coming.  Rama did not come to be—to come like a 
gentle dewdrop in the night and refresh the area without announcement.  When 
Rama first decided to come, he came with a big announcement.  A big 
announcement that was louder than the microphone here.29  
 

This call for national recognition of the Hindu community does not involve government 

sanctioning because it rejects the need for a public holiday.  Rather it suggests that there 

is a “system” of alternate governance through the workplace, suggesting discrimination 

against Indians generally and Hindus specifically because it also gestures to the types of 

sanctioned mid-day worship that may take place among Muslim communities.  The 

demographic power of the Hindu population becomes significant in this scenario of a 

successful Kendra initiative and renders the population noticeable and powerful.  The 

reference to Rama acts to justify the demand for attention to the Hindu presence in the 

nation and as well as Hindu religious rights in a multicultural nation.  It reinforces the 

need for noticeable action in the Hindu community and among those gathered for 

worship at the Hindu Prachar Kendra. 

The idea that “nobody knows” there are Hindus in the country and that Hindus are 

being “passed over” recalls the comments about cultural competition above and the 

notion that national government is controlled by Afro-Trinidadian interests.  These 

statements reflect the embattled position some Hindus believe they occupy rather than 

reflecting the demographics of Trinidad as represented in the 2000 census.  According to 

the 2000 census, 26 % of the population is Roman Catholic, 22.5% Hindu, and all other 

denominations, including Muslim, are under 8% of the population each.  As an ethnic 

group, Indo-Trinidadians make up the majority population at 40% while Afro-

Trinidadians are 37.5% of the population and the “mixed” population is 20.5%.  But the 

                                                
29 Audio recording of Ramnavmi, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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demographics allow for a call to Hindu action that could be “noticeable.”  Regarding the 

ethnic demographics Jayaram notes, “Not surprisingly, being endowed with the necessary 

demographic strength and cultural wherewithal, and the political scenario itself having 

become fluid, Indo-Trinidadians have engaged in cultural contestations to challenge the 

Afro-Trinidadian hegemony" (2003: 130).   

There is a history of claims for national recognition of Indo-Trinidadian 

representation through national holidays.  Jayaram examines Indo-Trinidadian demands 

for an Indian Arrival Day holiday, which commemorates the arrival of the first Indian 

indentured laborers from Indian in Trinidad in 1845 on the ship Fatel Rozack: “The 

obvious point of reference was the national holiday on 1 August (the Emancipation Day) 

to celebrate the emancipation of Africans from slavery. The argument was that there has 

not been commensurate acknowledgment of the presence of Indians in the country" 

(2003: 131). Following Indo-Trinidadian lobbying, the holiday became official for it in 

1994 as “Arrival Day,” a controversial naming decision.  The name of the holiday was 

changed to “Indian Arrival Day” when the UNC, led by Basdeo Panday, came into power 

in November 1995.  There is slippage between the cultural claims of Indians and the 

religious claims of Hindu associations.  While Indian Arrival Day is not a Hindu holiday, 

Divali, the Hindu festival of lights that marks the return of Lord Rama to his kingdom 

Ayodhya after defeating Ravana as told in the Ramayan, has been a national holiday in 

Trinidad since 1966. 

Despite the demographics of the Hindu population in Trinidad and recognition of 

Divali as a public holiday, Hindu organizations continue to work for national recognition 

of the Hindu community both by lobbying the government and through individual action.  

As the young woman who opened the Ramnavmi program told the worshippers:  
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It is important that we as Hindus make the time, even in the middle of our 
workday, to go to the nearest mandir to recognize and celebrate our culture. 
Everyone is entitled to days off of work…So let’s make arrangements within our 
community to celebrate and to own that which is ours by right.30 
 

In addition, she made a point to recognize the political leader who attended the event, 

Ganga Singh who was a UNC-affiliated Member of Parliament from the district Caroni 

East from 2002 to 2007.  She also recognized that a pundit “who has spent the morning 

with us performing puja is also on his way back to work.  And that just shows you the 

commitment of certain people to the culture and to our religion of Hinduism.”  This 

statement provides examples of Hindu leaders who make time to worship as part of 

Hindu religious events, and it also conflates Indian culture and Hindu religious practice, 

an important aspect of Hindu claims to national space.   

In addition to making claims on the symbolic space of the nation through 

temporal assertions, spatial references in the Ramnavmi celebration emphasize a common 

understanding of the rural/urban dichotomy in Trinidad that maps onto racial politics and 

geography.  Aisha Khan has noted that in Trinidad there is a “strong association between 

rurality and Hindus (and, implicitly urbanity and non-Hindus)” (2004: 72).  Census data 

show that Indo-Trinidadians are a majority population in Central and South Trinidad, 

known in Trinidad simply as “Central” and “South,” which are understood as rural, 

agricultural areas although the large city of San Fernando is in South.  Afro-Trinidadians 

are a majority in North Trinidad, a geographic area associated with urbanity and 

modernity.  The East-West Corridor (also known as the Eastern Corridor) is an urban 

area stretching west from Port of Spain, the capital city, to Arima and is largely Afro-

Trinidadian.  Almost 50% of Trinidad’s population lives in that area.  

                                                
30 Audio recording of Ramnavmi, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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The Hindu Prachar Kendra grounds, where the Ramnavmi celebration took place, 

are in Enterprise near Chaguanas in Central.  For other celebrations held at this site, the 

Hindu Prachar Kendra emphasized village affiliations.  For example, in an advertisement 

for their Holika Dahan celebration in the Trinidad Guardian, a national daily newspaper, 

the Kendra emphasized that the Holika Dahan celebration would be held on the Kendra 

grounds in a “village atmosphere.”  The village as a referent of Indian life, particularly 

evoking the history of indentured labor, is a common feature in Indo-Caribbean 

performances of identity.  In chapter six, I describe a performance event by and Indo-

Caribbean organization in New York City that uses the village setting as a key site of 

evoking Indo-Caribbeanness. But the village setting of the Kendra celebrations is only 

the staging ground for the Kendra’s goals for the Ramnavmi celebration.  Using the 

Phagwa festival as an example of the Kendra’s success and a template for this Ramnavmi 

celebration, Ravi Ji reminded the gathered worshippers that the Kendra’s Phagwa 

celebration started with ten people and now it draws thousands.  Members noted that 

Phagwa had to be moved out of the village where the Kendra grounds are located because 

it had grown into such a large festival.31  Ravi Ji told the worshippers, “Our target is not 

that Ramnavmi will just be a Hindu thing, you know.  It will be something national…we 

are going to Woodford Square with this.  We are going to take it to the heart of the 

city.”32  Woodford Square is an important symbolic location for colonial power and for 

post-colonial Afro-Trinidadian political power.  It lies in the midst of the capital city, Port 

of Spain. The Red House, the seat of the parliament, borders Woodford Square on one 

                                                
31 The Kendra’s Phagwa festival is now held at the Divali Nagar site, a venue built for Indian festivals such 
as Divali, Indian Arrival Day, Eid-ul-Fitr, and others as well as trade shows of goods from India and other 
events.  The site serves as the headquarters of the National Council of Indian Culture, a nongovernmental 
organization dedicated to the promotion of Indian culture in Trinidad and Tobago.  The Divali Nagar site is 
located just north of Chaguanas in Central Trinidad on the Uriah Butler Highway, a major north/south 
thoroughfare. 
32 Audio recording of Ramnavmi, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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side.  It is also the site of what Eric Williams, the first post-Independence prime minister, 

called the “University of Woodford Square,” where he held weekly outdoor public 

lectures to educate and inform the general population.  The symbolic weight of taking 

this festival to the whole nation, through the image of taking it to Woodford Square, 

relies on the notion of East Indian Hindus grounded in a rural, religious context yet 

making claims on an urban and symbolically national space.   

Other scholars have noted the importance of Woodford Square to an examination 

of the cultural politics of Indo-Trinidadian belonging in the nation.  Woodford Square 

plays an important role in Shalini Puri’s analysis of Hosay and Ismith Khan’s novel The 

Jumbie Bird, published in 1961.  The novel, she argues, “uses Hosay a device for 

emplotting Indo-Trinidadians in the national Trinidadian landscape from the 1884 

[Hosay] riots to the post-1947 novelistic present” (Puri 2004: 178).  In particular, “it is 

the project of the novel to lovingly inscribe Indians at the heart of the Trinidadian nation 

symbolized by Woodford Square” (2004: 181).  Ravi Ji’s exhortations similarly refer to 

Woodford Square as the “heart of the city.”  The novel’s action centers on the location of 

Woodford Square for several reasons that emphasize Indo-Trinidadian negotiation of 

their space in the nation on the eve of Independence.  These include what Puri reads as 

the loss of the dream of repatriation to India and the need to “forge a new relationship 

with Trinidad” (2004: 178) and “for new strategies of resistance and new ways of staking 

a claim to Trinidad” (2004: 181) that include renewed ways of thinking about Indian 

identity through religious practice.  There are many ties between this literary engagement 

with Woodford Square at Independence and the contemporary Hindu claims on 

Woodford Square through religious practice. 

Geeta Ramsingh, then an administrator at the Kendra, also raised the issue of 

Woodford Square in an interview after the Ramnavmi celebration:  
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We have actually tried to take our things into town—into Woodford Square.  But 
the people have been conditioned in such a way that they are not even ready to 
receive what we are bringing to Port of Spain.  I’m talking about people who live 
in Port of Spain, and even our own Indian people who work in Port of Spain 
where if you go down there…you don’t get the kind of reception you expect.  
Because people just see Port of Spain as the Carnival…Afro-centric type of 
thing.33 

This discussion raises the issue of Carnival, the largest festival event in Trinidad.  While 

smaller Carnival events take place in other areas of the country, Carnival is based in Port 

of Spain and it is often glossed as an urban, modern, and Afro-Trinidadian festival with 

very few referents to the village or rural life.  Her discussion also puts emphasis on the 

personal responsibility when she asserts that “even our own Indian people” show apathy 

for Indian events being brought to Port of Spain.  This comment again raises the slippage 

between culture and religion.  In addition, she reinforces the geographic dichotomy of 

Afro- and Indo-Trinidadians in terms of residence, but also in terms of cultural and 

religious expression.   

 

THE POLITICS OF INDO-CARIBBEAN MATERIAL CULTURAL 

Another approach to Indian representation within this geographic dichotomy is to 

create a central corridor or an “Indian corridor.”  In May 2006, the Sanatan Dharma 

Maha Sabha (SDMS) opened the Maha Sabha Indian Caribbean Museum of Trinidad and 

Tobago located between Waterloo Temple and the Hanuman Murti on this “Indian 

corridor.”  These sites associated with Indian (particularly Hindu) heritage in Trinidad lie 

on one road just south of Chaguanas in central Trinidad that runs east from the Uriah 

Butler Highway to the Gulf of Paria.  The Waterloo Temple (or The Temple in the Sea) is 

built on a pier in the Gulf of Paria.  Originally built on the shore in 1947 by an Indian 

                                                
33 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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laborer, it was demolished five years later by the state sugar company because it had been 

constructed on their property.  For twenty-five years, the laborer unsuccessfully 

attempted to rebuild his temple in the sea, rather than on land, because permission was 

not required to do so.  In 1995, as part of the 150-year anniversary of Indian arrival, the 

government completed the temple; it is now featured in tourist books and brochures. The 

towering Hanuman Murti, an 85-foot brightly colored statue of the Hindu deity on the 

grounds of the Dattatreya Yoga Centre and Mandir, was consecrated in 2003 and also 

attracts tourists and devotees. 

Because its geographic location ties in to its mission, the museum provides some 

interesting insights into the ways the politics of Hindu religious practice articulates with 

political claims for representation in the nation. The chairman of the museum, Devant 

Maharaj, gave me a tour of the museum building prior to its opening while the curator 

and members of the SDMS were in the process of acquiring and labeling artifacts. 

Maharaj is an executive member of the SDMS and at the time of my tour of the museum 

he was also the president of the Trinidad chapter of the Global Organization of People of 

Indian Origin (GOPIO), an international organization.  Employed by the National 

Lotteries Control Board, he has published as a newspaper columnist for Trinidad and 

Tobago’s Newsday, a national daily newspaper, and as co-editor of the book, Bhadase 

Sagan Maraj: Hostile and Recalcitrant, published by the SDMS.  He has a strong interest 

in what he calls “human rights.” During an interview, he explained the background of this 

interest to me:  

Now what you have had since the 1950s is a Black Nationalism government 
coming in and systematically discriminating against Indians in very subtle forms 
that nonetheless are discriminating.  So we have really taken up the challenge of 
all forms of discrimination, but in particular doing that focus on Indians.34    
 

                                                
34 Interview with Devant Maharaj, Port of Spain, Trinidad, April 2, 2006. 



 80 

He has brought successful legal action against the state regarding alleged discriminatory 

employment practices around his Indian activism. Another example of his work around 

Indian rights had to do with the name of the Trinidad & Tobago national football (soccer) 

team, the Soca Warriors.  In 2006 as part of his work with GOPIO he raised public 

attention to the team name, unsuccessfully suggesting that it be renamed the Chutney 

Soca Warriors to recognize the Indo-Trinidadian element of Trinidadian culture by 

adding this reference to chutney, a musical genre often associated with the Indo-

Trinidadian population.  The basis of this claim is that soca is a musical genre associated 

with Afro-Trinidadian culture, although scholars have defined the genre as a mixture of 

calypso and East Indian rhythms.  Although unsuccessful, the name change suggestion 

received editorial commentary in a national daily newspaper raising awareness for the 

claim and issue of Indian rights. 

His work as the chairman of the Indian Caribbean Museum highlights some of 

these concerns about Indian rights and representation in the public sphere, particularly 

because the museum aims to serve as a public repository for Indo-Trinidadian cultural 

and material heritage. I joined him as he met with the curator of the museum to assess the 

progress that had been made in collecting items for display. Within a couple months the 

room would be transformed into a space celebrating the heritage of Indians in Trinidad, 

particularly the lives of Indian indentured laborers, commemorated by displays of 

artifacts and photographs, an art gallery, and a computerized genealogical database drawn 

from the immigration records held at the National Archives of Trinidad and Tobago. But 

as we walked through the clean, sparse, and narrow one-room building with newly 

painted walls and recently installed industrial carpeting, it was still just a staging ground 

with tables and empty display cases arranged around the room. A collection of worn and 

aged cooking, clothing, and agricultural objects lay on the ground and on the surfaces of 
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the tables; the objects were labeled with large hand-written tags displaying the Hindi 

names for the objects (Figure 3). The emphasis on using and learning Hindi words is a 

common feature of popular Hindu religious practice in contemporary Trinidad.  As 

discussed below, the use of Hindi or Trinidad Hindi is required in the musical 

composition competition of pichakaree. Kumar Mahabir describes the importance of 

knowledge about Hindi in his compiled dictionary of common Trinidad Hindi, noting, 

“With the rise of Indian ethnic consciousness in the society today, it is necessary that a 

dictionary of commonly-used worlds be published as a means of preserving and 

propagating the Indian contribution to the culture of Trinidad and Tobago” (2004 [1990]: 

ix). Also in the room were large black and white photographic images of Indian 

indentured laborers, which were propped against the walls (Figure 4). As discussed 

above, there is a need to assert Indian participation in the creation of Trinidadian culture, 

which is emphasized by making reference to both heritage and contemporary creative 

practice. 

The reason for the emphasis on the material cultural and imagery of indentured 

laborers is made clear in a column in the Trinidad Guardian by Satnarayan (Sat) 

Maharaj, the Secretary General of the SDMS. He writes about the importance of the 

Maha Sabha Indian Caribbean Museum of Trinidad and Tobago as a corrective to 

modern practices that require turning away from the past in general and India more 

specifically.  Starting with comments from the Indo-Trinidadian-born British novelist and 

Nobel winner, V.S. Naipaul, about India’s potential in the current century because of 

rapid advances in technology and education, Sat Maharaj returns us to the geographic 

distinction between city and village: 
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Figure 3: Indo-Caribbean material culture at the Maha Sabha Indian Caribbean Museum. 

In the case of India, Sir Vidya [V.S. Naipaul] notes that “people in the cities are 
turning their backs to Indian civilization. They want green cards. They want to 
migrate. They want to go to the US. There is a fracture at this moment for India, it 
is possibly quite dangerous at the moment.” And he added that the consequences 
“could be a very radical kind of revolution—village against cities” (2006: 28). 

Maharaj uses these words from Naipaul to position the Indian Caribbean Museum of 

Trinidad and Tobago as part of a corrective to the modern disregard in Trinidad for the 

village and Indian heritage.  In opening the museum, 

[o]ur ambition was to collect and display Indian artefacts so that children yet 
unborn will have an opportunity to study how their fore-parents who came from 
India lived, worked and played. 
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Figure 4: Images of Indian indentured laborers in the Indian Caribbean Museum. 

In any civilization historical artefacts are preserved for continuity and scholarly 
research. What we discovered, however, was that with improved standard of 
living and changes in lifestyle most of the essential tools of the indentured 
labourers have been thrown away. And our best efforts, through cash incentives, 
advertisements and individual approaches to source museum pieces have not been 
very successful. 

We, however, were able to collect and display rare musical instruments, 
agricultural objects, cooking utensils, pieces of clothing, ancient photographs and 
historical books. Some objects are of aesthetic value and a sapat (wooden slipper), 
a jata (grinding stone) and boli (gourd bowl) are on display (2006:28). 

 

Here Maharaj draws connections between modernization and the loss of material history. 

The difficulty the SDMS experienced in collecting these “historical artifacts” of Indian 
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indentureship is due to “improved standard of living and changes in lifestyle.” Indeed, the 

objects listed, in Hindi with English translation, on display at the museum including a 

slipper, grinding stone and gourd bowl, are divorced from modern life in Trinidad. 

Maharaj does not make overt claims that the Afro-Trinidadian-dominated government 

does not protect Indo-Caribbean material culture.  Nor does he point out that a private 

religious organization, the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha, was required to do so.  Rather, 

using Naipaul’s statements about India that “people in cities are turning their backs to 

Indian civilization” and the potential for a revolution that pits village against cities, he 

evokes a popular understanding of geography that equates race and space in Trinidad to 

make these claims in the public sphere. 

East Indian claims for symbolic space in the national imaginary through both the 

idea of developing an “Indian corridor” that celebrates Indian religious and cultural life in 

Trinidad and bringing Indian cultural forms to Woodford Square tend to draw on the 

historical legacy of indentureship based in the rural village setting that circumscribes 

Hindu Indo-Caribbean and non-Hindu Afro-Caribbean identities geographically. These 

geographically informed claims for identity raises concerns about the ways Hindu 

religious practices in diaspora have served to narrow or reify the scope of Indian 

identities by linking them to Hindu religious practices.  Aisha Khan has made important 

interventions regarding the “articulated discourses” of race and religion among Indo-

Trinidadians, arguing that “neither is reducible to the other, but they work in tandem to 

convey and reinforce certain images and assumptions” (2004: 14).  Yet as many scholars 

have identified, while distinctions between ethnic groups in Trinidad are important, 

creolization and mixing are a crucial part of Indo-Trinidadian religious and cultural 

practices that may raise issues of authenticity (Khan 2004; Munasinghe 2001; Puri 1999, 

2004; Verma 2000).   
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CREOLIZATION IN HINDU RELIGIOUS PRACTICE AND PERFORMANCE 

Incorporating multiple strategies to create religious practices that appeal to a 

broader audience, including younger Indo-Trinidadians, is an emphasized feature of 

Hindu religio-cultural organizations in Trinidad.  It has been a part of the Hindu Prachar 

Kendra’s mission and reflects the changing aspects of Indo-Trinidadian religious 

practice. The interplay of tradition and creativity that encourages participants—young 

and old—to create new religious practice as part of the Ramnavmi and other Hindu 

Prachar Kendra events positions the Kendra in relation to other Hindu organizations in 

Trinidad.  Members of the Kendra often emphasized the importance of tradition, but also 

the importance of designing and restructuring religious practice to meet the needs of a 

younger generation.  This is exemplified both in their large-scale religious observances as 

well as their approaches to the role of women in Hindu leadership.  Members of the 

Kendra develop new cultural forms that integrate a notion of creolization, or a mixture of 

“traditional” Indian and “creative” Caribbean cultural forms.  This positions the Kendra 

in tension with what they call “traditional mandirs.”  Although there is tension among 

Hindu organizations in Trinidad, Hindu leaders expressed to me that these differences are 

not often publicly acknowledged because of the damage such conflict would do to the 

political projects of Hindu organizations.  This effort to publicly portray the homogeneity 

of Hinduism in Trinidad makes clear the embattled position Hindu East Indians believe 

they occupy, as discussed above.  Creolization in Hindu religious practice and 

performance illustrates both the tensions in the Hindu community and the struggle for 

belonging in the nation.  

For years members of the Hindu Prachar Kendra have composed English verses to 

be sung along with Sanskrit or Hindi verses as part of religious observance because Hindi 
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is not widely spoken in Trinidad, a practice that was deemed sacrilegious by some 

Trinidadians at its start.  And as part of their Phagwa (Holi) festival they continue to have 

chowtal (a Bhojpuri folk song genre affiliated with Phagwa) performance as part of what 

they call “traditional Phagwa,” but they also developed a musical form called pichakaree.  

Now quite well known in Trinidad, pichakaree is a form of political and social 

commentary set to music—much like the calypso performances that are part of Carnival.  

Pichakaree speaks specifically to Indian life in Trinidad.  It seeks to redress what is seen 

as the lack of presence of Indian, particularly Hindu, political and social commentary 

through expressive culture.  As Geeta Ramsingh told me:  

[W]e started pichakaree about 15 years ago, and it was really [started] to 
encourage writing.  Because you would find that in the calypso arena, even with 
the chutney and soca chutney, there was no healthy record of Indian struggle and 
Indian life in Trinidad, particularly Hindu life.  And it was all about the wining 
and the jamming and the feting and that kind of thing.  And we are a people 
whose civilization is based on poetry—all our scriptures are written in poetry.  
We have such wonderful poems in our tradition!  But we found that people had 
lost the art of writing and there was no real conscious voice for the Hindu 
people—well, Indian people not just Hindu people—because calypso was not 
doing it for us.  So we had to find a way to create something where we could sing 
about ourselves, we could sing about things that were bothering us, we could sing 
about how we feel about politics and so on.35 
 

Calypso, a cultural practice dominated by Afro-Trinidadians and known as “the poor 

man’s newspaper,” developed in the late nineteenth century and became popular in the 

early twentieth century as a musical form that delivers social commentary.  Tejaswini 

Niranjana has argued, “in the calypso, a cultural practice that is crucial to Trinidadian 

nationalism—although one that is often critical of the government in power, if not of the 

nation-state itself—the question of the ‘Indian’ sometimes comes to occupy center stage” 

(2006: 126).  She suggests that Afro- Trinidadians “seek to define themselves in 

                                                
35 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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opposition to East Indians” and “[i]n no cultural practice is this process of definition 

more obvious than in the calypso.” (2006: 126-127).  Geeta Ramsingh’s comments about 

pichakaree addresses this lack of a what she calls a “healthy record” of the Indian 

experience in popular musical forms in Trinidad like calypso, and even in Indian-

dominated musical forms like chutney.   

The connection drawn between calypso and pichakaree in her comments suggests 

that political and social commentary is main feature of both of these musical forms.  Or 

as Ravi Ji stated in his newspaper column in the Guardian, “T&T is lyrics-

country…T&T is a land of diversity where lyrics leap off the lips of every Trini” (2006c: 

40). Yet the comments above suggest that neither calypso lyrics nor chutney and soca-

chutney effectively address the Indian experience.  Chutney, a popular music and dance 

form, is conflated with soca, a dance music that developed out of calypso, and both 

chutney and its crossover form, chutney soca, are associated with “the wining and the 

jamming and the feting,” as Geeta Ramsingh noted above.  As popular forms that are 

often seen as “club music,” chutney and chutney soca do not address the need seen for 

conscious commentary on the Indian experience: “if you go into a chutney [club] the 

people want to dance, they don’t want to listen.  You know, it appeals to the lower 

region; it does not appeal to the higher region—this is what we say.  And chutney has its 

value, it’s not about condemning or anything—but just showing how and why we needed 

to do pichakaree.”36  Chutney music has long been denigrated by Hindu leadership in 

Trinidad as an overly sexualized cultural practice, particularly because of the primary 

role of Indo-Caribbean women in its production and performance (Niranjana 2006; Puri 

2004).  Here, the Kendra leadership asserts a similar, but carefully worded, claim about 

the sexual content and influence of chutney music.  Geeta Ramsingh’s comments draw 

                                                
36 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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stronger associations between pichakaree and calypso based on content and the political 

and social aims of such work, while maintaining that these forms differ in terms of their 

treatment of Indo-Trinidadian life.   

Noticeable as well in these comments is the slippage between “Hindu” and 

“Indian” people.  The emphasis on scriptures and the poetry in “our tradition” is a direct 

reference to Hindu-based religious texts.  But pichakaree speaks to broader Indo-

Trinidadian interests as well. Quoted in the Trinidad Express, a national daily paper, Ravi 

Ji suggested that “Pichakaree is about the community and its voice…Like Rama’s arrow 

the Pichakaree is to fight for dharma—the establishment of a just society” (Sookram 

2006: 4).  Indeed, the theme of the 2006 Kendra Phagwa Festival was “Bachaao T&T! 

Save T&T!” This theme referenced what many media outlets and individuals believed 

was a rapid increase of violent crime in the country, particularly an increase in abductions 

that some saw as targeting Indo-Trinidadian victims.37  The theme also reflects an 

emphasis on using Hindi words in the pichakaree competition; each composition is 

required to use some Hindi or Trinidadian Hindi words and one the many awards given 

during the pichakaree competition is for “Most Creative Use of Hindi.”  This is an 

attempt to preserve the use of Hindi in Hindu religious and Indian cultural practices. As 

Geeta Ramsingh pointed out, “you find that it records certain words that don’t exist in 

India.  So we are saying we are preserving our Hindi in the pure form in which it exists, 

but also we are preserving and recording our own local vocabulary through the 

                                                
37 This rise in crime in Trinidad was noted in U.S. media as well.  An article in the L.A. Times in 2005 
reported that Trinidad ranked second in the world behind Colombia in kidnappings and that the victims are 
primarily Indians who “contend that the kidnappings are being fueled by police corruption, government 
complicity, racism and an attitude that most victims had it coming” (Williams 2005).  In the New York 
metropolitan area, a DJ for the Indo-Caribbean radio program JMC Music Mix urged New Yorkers who 
were going to Trinidad for Carnival to “be careful” because of the rising crime rate (JMC Music Mix, 
January 23, 2005). 
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pichakaree.”38 Again, the emphasis on local cultural practices and the creolization of 

cultural practices is celebrated although the preservation of a “pure form” retains 

importance.  The slippage between culture, ethnicity, and religion was common among 

the Hindu leaders with whom I spoke.  And many non-Indians in Trinidad perceived 

Indian culture as Hindu culture, particularly because of the large range of Hindu festival 

culture in the country. Also, the projects developed under the auspices of Hindu 

organizations were often seen as beneficial for all Indians, but particularly for Hindus.  

This slippage also perpetuates an image of all Indians sharing Hindu religious and 

cultural norms and thus eclipses the political or social aims of Muslim, Christian, and 

other Indians.    

The emphasis on lyrics and the connection between pichakaree and calypso also 

draws on the fact that Phagwa and the pichakaree competition occurs in the same time 

frame as Carnival, when calypso competitions take place.  Pichakaree competitions are 

based on already well-known and oft-referenced competitions in calypso and chutney.  

Indeed, newspaper headlines about “calypso battles,” “chutney monarchs,” and 

“pichakaree champs” ran side by side in national daily newspapers.  Phagwa (known as 

Holi in India) is an annual festival held in the Hindu month of Phalguna in the Indian 

subcontinent and in many countries that have significant Hindu diasporic populations.  

The festival celebrates spring, fertility, and various events in Hindu mythology.  Phagwa 

is marked by large public gatherings during which celebrants douse each other with 

colored water (abeer) and colored powder (gulal).  Phagwa events are celebratory and 

marked by dancing, singing, and general chaos as children and adults chase one another 

around festival grounds from mid-day to evening emerging from the events drenched 

with their clothes, face and hair multicolored from the abeer (Figure 5). Staged events at 

                                                
38 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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the Hindu Prachar Kendra Phagwa event included the pichakaree finals, in which 

pichakaree composers performed their songs for the crowd and competed for awards in a 

number of different categories including “Best Costume,” “Best Social Commentary,” 

and “Champion Composer.” The events also include children’s contests, including a sada 

roti eating contest, in which children competed to eat this common Trinidad Indian bread 

the fastest. The events are advertised as “family-friendly” and alcohol is strictly 

forbidden.  Bonfires are held the night before as part of Holika Dahan. 

Figure 5: Celebrants at the Hindu Prachar Kendra Phagwa. 

The pichakaree is a tool used to squirt abeer on fellow celebrants; it works like a 

pump or a large water gun in which a plunger is pulled out to draw colored water into a 

tank and then pushed back in to squirt the abeer.  In Trinidad, celebrants have devised a 

way to use PVC pipes to create their pumps (Figure 6) or they use plastic squeeze bottles,  
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Figure 6: Phagwa celebrants with PVC pumps for shooting abeer. 

but during our interview Geeta Ramsingh showed me an ornately embossed metal 

pichakaree. As she explained how it worked, she used it to explain the symbolism of the 

pichakaree:  

This is the original pichakaree, it has been brought from India…So Ravi Ji is 
saying that we are drawing the substance from where we are located as a people, 
as a community…we are coloring with our lyrics, not necessary with abeer.  So 
the pichakaree is actually a symbolic name.  While this is the instrument of 
expression of Phagwa through the abeer, the pichakaree is also the instrument of 
expression of the voice of the people through the lyrical content.  And you have to 
be in a spot, standing in some location to be able to draw and pull in.39 
 

Giving a voice to Indo-Trinidadians, particularly Hindus, through the pichakaree musical 

form is an important part of the Hindu Prachar Kendra’s Phagwa celebration.  As with the 
                                                
39 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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Ramnavmi celebration discussed above, announcing the presence of the political and 

social perspectives of the Hindu community in Trinidad is a key goal of these festivals. 

The success of the Hindu Prachar Kendra’s Phagwa, and their pichakaree 

competition, is evident in media coverage; one media outlet reported that more than ten 

thousand attended their celebration and the pichakaree contest (Newsday 2006).  Ravi Ji 

recognized this media coverage in his columns in the Trinidad Guardian: noting that 

Phagwa 2006 “has received quite a lot of coverage,” he points out, “I have collected all 

the clippings I could come across this year.  It is an interesting collection.  I think 

Suriname and even Guyana, where it is a national holiday, would be jealous of the 

coverage” (2006d: 49).  As was emphasized frequently during the Ramnavmi celebration, 

the absence of a national holiday for Phagwa is noted here to point out the lack of 

governmental recognition of large-scale Hindu holidays; later in the article Ravi Ji also 

notes that only two politicians, both affiliated with the UNC, an Indo-Trinidadian 

dominated political party, attended the event.  Media coverage of Phagwa also included 

the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha (SDMS) Phagwa events held at twenty-one venues 

across the country and featuring the president of Trinidad and Tobago, George Maxwell 

Richards, as the “chief guest” at one venue.  In fact, the revival of Phagwa occurred 

during the 1960s and 1970s through a SDMS campaign. 

While most media coverage focused on the daytime events, which include music 

competitions (SDMS features chowtal competitions and the Kendra features pichakaree 

competitions), and often included photographs of children covered in the abeer, both the 

SDMS and the Kendra held Holika Dahan bonfires the night before their Phagwa 

celebrations.  Ravi Ji, spiritual leader of the Kendra, and Satnarayan (Sat) Maharaj, 

Secretary General of the SDMS, are both columnists in the Trinidad Guardian, and both 

emphasized the role of Holika Dahan in the Phagwa celebration in their columns.  The 
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burning of the effigy of Holika references a story in Hindu mythology in which a child, 

Prahalad, resists the influences of his father, a king named Hiranyakashipu, who forbade 

his son to worship the Hindu deity, Vishnu.  The king challenged his son to a trial by fire, 

and Prahalad prayed to Vishnu to keep him safe.  He sat on a pyre with his aunt, Holika, 

who had a boon that made her immune to fire, but the fire spared Prahalad and immolated 

Holika. Prahalad is famed for his devotion (bhakti) to Vishnu.  In the Kendra Phagwa 

event, this ritual that commemorates devotion is paired with the political and social 

commentary of pichakaree.  As with the Ramnavmi commemoration, bhakti-centered 

worship and religious expressions of ethnic strength and national belonging co-exist in 

the creative practices of the Phagwa celebration.  

The Hindu Prachar Kendra’s Holika Dahan is advertised as an event that 

celebrates the “child hero” or Prahalad and as such it celebrates the contributions of 

children to Trinidadian society through what this event, which was also referred to as a 

“Children’s Phagwa.”  Like their main Phagwa celebration on Saturday, the Friday-night 

Holika Dahan features traditional events, which in this case include burning an effigy of 

Holika to represent the story of Prahalad and chowtal singing, as well as non-traditional 

features, such as a pichakaree competition for children as well as children’s skits and 

other means of presenting children’s social commentary.  The Kendra’s Holika Dahan is 

also advertised as occurring in a “village atmosphere.”  Indeed, the Kendra grounds are in 

Enterprise near Chaguanas in Central Trinidad. As I approached the site to attend Holika 

Dahan, it was clear that the organizers were emphasizing the village feeling of the event. 

The ground was covered in straw and dirt, and in addition to the large outdoor stage, the 

main attraction was the large effigy of Holika, made of paper and a flower-printed sari 

with henna stained hands, on a pyre of wood.  Several hundred people were gathered for 

the event; the women and children wore colorful clothes, many of them in shalwar 
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kameez (outfits of loose trousers and long shirts). Most men were wearing shorts or jeans 

with t-shirts, but some wore kurta pajamas (a long loose shirt worn over drawstring 

pants).  Many of the children were dressed in their costumes for the skits or performances 

they would be part of throughout the night. 

The four songs performed as part of the children’s pichakaree competition that 

evening addressed issues of contemporary importance in Trinidad as well as Phagwa 

traditions. One of the performances in the competition addressed the growing violence in 

Trinidad, focusing on the kidnappings for ransom that were attracting a great deal of 

public and media attention at the time, particularly over claims that East Indians were 

targeted as victims of the crime.  That performance began with two young girls sitting on 

the stage watching a cardboard television and flipping through the channels.  They 

stopped on a national news report and one of the girls announced, in a television 

personality voice, “This is Shelly Dass,” an East Indian reporter on CNC3, a national 

cable news channel, and then gave a short news report about a recent kidnapping. The 

song following the skit included a line about the news “breaking your heart” as you 

watch it.  In addition to the pichakaree competition, the program included drama 

presentations by students, dance, chowtals, a tassa band, and a reenactment of the story of 

Prahalad.  The evening culminated in the burning of the pyre and the effigy of Holika 

ignited by young boys who ran around the effigy holding their torches aloft (Figure 7). 

These creative practices, particularly pichakaree, have drawn the strong criticism 

of orthodox Hindu organizations in Trinidad, particularly for making the “cross-over” of 

the boundary between the sacred and the profane (Verma 2000: 343).  This critique 

included the Hindu Prachar Kendra’s use of a sacred Hindu festival to introduce 

pichakaree, a creative form that draws on the Afro-Trinidadian cultural forms of calypso 

and Carnival.  Besides the general festivities that include dousing other celebrants with  
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Figure 7: Burning the effigy of Holika at the Hindu Prachar Kendra’s Holika Dahan. 

abeer, one of the main elements of Phagwa is chowtal singing.  In the weeks leading up 

to Phagwa, chowtal competitions are frequent and well covered by the media.  Peter 
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Manuel describes chowtal as “a boisterous Bhojpuri folk song genre” (2009: 1) and as a 

“seasonal genre” that is associated with Phagwa (2009: 3).  Neena Verma (2000) has 

suggested that the main objection to pichakaree has to do with the misconception that 

pichakaree is intended as a replacement of chowtal.  I want to suggest that this critique of 

Hindu Prachar Kendra has to do with the creolization of Indian practices affiliated with 

Hindu religious events.   

The week preceding Phagwa, I attended a Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha chowtal 

event at an SDMS education center in Debe that housed the Debe Hindu School and the 

Parvati Girls Hindu College.  The event took place on an outside stage under a tarp set up 

in the car park. Groups of chowtal singers took the stage throughout the day and varied in 

their makeup by gender with some groups containing all women, all men, or a mix of 

men and women and by age with some groups of mixed ages and some all youth.  In all 

these performances, two groups of vocalists playing small brass cymbals sat facing one 

another with a dholak (North Indian hand drum) player between them.   

The audience sat in folding chairs under the tent to watch the performances, as did 

the other chowtal groups who were waiting their turn to perform. In the first row of the 

audience were some leaders of the SDMS, and after we had watched several groups 

perform, one of my Indo-Trinidadian friends with whom I attended the event excitedly 

pointed out Sat Maharaj, the secretary general of SDMS, seated among these leaders.  

Soon after she noticed him, the program’s announcer told the audience, “Sitting next to 

me is a stalwart of Hinduism and our Secretary General.  I would be remiss to not ask 

him to address you.”  Sat Maharaj’s short address to the crowd began with a discussion of 

several “icons of Hinduism, Indian culture, and chowtal” that had passed away recently. 

He continued,  
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And what I want to draw to your attention is that all the older people are fading 
away.  It’s natural; it’s nature’s law.  So it is our duty that these retentions that we 
have, cultural retentions, are passed on from generation to generation.  Last year 
we decided that we’ll focus on the children and on the schools because the best 
place to push your culture is in an environment that is controlled, in the school 
environment.  And I want to tell you that last night, at seven o’clock, we finished 
[the national chowtal competition] at the Maha Sabha headquarters.  Forty-eight 
schools and colleges sang and danced.  And you should see them and listen to 
them.  You will feel proud to know that your culture and your traditions are being 
passed on to the children.40 

 

This portion of Maharaj’s address is notable for a number of reasons.  First, he addresses 

the audience as Indo-Trinidadians, using “your culture” and “your traditions” when 

talking about the transmission of chowtal skills.  This is a common feature of address at 

Trinidadian Hindu events where the audience tends to be entirely composed of Hindu 

Indo-Trinidadians. Second, there is a pronounced concern about cultural loss for which 

the remedy is inculcating the younger generation with these cultural forms and traditions. 

As with the SDMS Indian Caribbean Museum, the emphasis is on loss of culture through 

modernization and a move away from Indian culture.   Maharaj’s emphasis is on the 

success of Hindu schools, in which the environment is controlled by the SDMS and 

guided by its mission, in doing this work of retaining tradition and culture.  Finally, the 

use of the term “cultural retentions” suggests that the work of the SDMS is focused on 

maintaining existing traditions and cultural forms.  In this setting, new cultural forms, 

particularly those that draw on non-Hindu and non-Indian expressive culture, can be seen 

as a challenge to cultural retention. While Hindu organizations seek representation and a 

voice in the public sphere, varying approaches to developing and maintaining cultural 

practices can lead to this disjuncture in approach among different Hindu organizations.   

                                                
40 Audio recording of Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha National Chowtal Samelan, Maha Sabha Sudama 
Education Center, Debe, Trinidad, March 12, 2006. 
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The Hindu Prachar Kendra has also drawn criticism from other Hindu 

organizations and practitioners in Trinidad for the role women have played in their 

leadership. Verma (2000) notes that the influence of Hindu nationalism in Trinidad 

brings a more male-dominated ideology.  In 2006, Geeta Ramsingh was the chairperson 

of the Kendra Phagwa Committee, a role that gave her a high profile as she was featured 

on TV programs and in newspaper articles during the lead-up to Phagwa.  In 2009, as 

Ravi Ji stepped down, she became the leader of the Hindu Prachar Kendra and is the only 

female head of a Hindu organization in Trinidad; both she and the 2006 chairperson of 

the Ramnavmi Committee were conferred the title of vaahini, a Sanskrit title meaning 

“vehicle” and suggesting a person who transports others (Muller 2009).     

In 2006, following the Ramnavmi celebration, I spoke to Geeta Ramsingh about 

the role women played in the Kendra leadership:  

If you go to a lot of—I’m talking about women in leadership roles…if you go to a 
lot of the traditional temples and institutions you will find that that is not so.  
Because there is the gender discrimination…Here we have said there’s going to 
be no gender discrimination, no caste discrimination and all of that.41 

This discussion of gender was immediately linked to caste, and emphasizes a distinction 

between the Kendra and “traditional” Hindu institutions.  As Geeta Ramsingh explained,   

Our community has a way that they are very cautious with everything that is 
different.  And that is ok because I think we need to be cautious, but we mustn’t 
be stupid and all and be always scared of change and things that are different.  
Because you have to be so particular and meticulous about everything that you are 
doing, anytime you see something go outside of that arena, you know, it can be 
easily branded as sacrilege because of what is accepted as tradition.  So this 
community is very, very sensitive about a lot of things.  This is a major—this one 
is the issue that they most sensitive about: caste and women.42 
 

                                                
41 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
42 Interview with Geeta Ramsingh, Hindu Prachar Kendra, Enterprise, Chaguanas, Trinidad, April 6, 2006. 
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Her experiences leading a seven-night Ramayan yagna in 1990 after receiving training at 

the Hindu Prachar—the first time that a woman had lead one in Trinidad—was met with 

much resistance: “there was a lot uproar in the community and people wrote such horrible 

letters to me, personal letters that they sent, about sacrilege and what a disgrace I am.”43 

The role of women in leadership and the emphasis on creative practices at the Kendra 

suggest that the Kendra intends to include both bhakti-oriented worship and political 

activism in their practices.  Carefully navigating the line between the sacred and the 

secular, they push against orthodox or “traditional” Hindu practices in Trinidad, yet they 

employ an emphasis on ethnic strength and work to bring attention to discrimination 

against Indo-Trinidadians, particularly Hindus, in the nation.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The claims to national space made during the Ramnavmi event with which I 

opened this chapter—for example, announcing that Trinidad is “Ramayan country”—

emphasize the perceived invisibility of Hindus in Trinidad, and reflect how East Indians 

use religious practice to position themselves spatially and temporally in the Trinidadian 

imaginary.  A combination of bhakti-centered worship and the demonstration of ethnic 

strength in Hindu religious practices in Trinidad address the perceived Afro-Trinidadian 

dominated national politics, often through recourse to Hindu nationalist discourse that 

conflates religion and nation.  References to Hindu religious texts are employed to assert 

not Indian diasporic identity, but Trinidadian national identity.  As Hindu religious, 

social, and political organizations assert their presence in the public sphere through media 
                                                
43 In an edited volume examining the politics of Indo-Caribbean women’s identities Pandita Indrani 
Rampersad similarly discusses the resistance that met her conference of the title pandita in 1993 through 
the Arya Pratinidhi Sabha of Trinidad: “My status as a pandita drew much publicity since the Sanatan 
Dharma Maha Sabha, the largest Puaranic-Hindu body, responded to my appointment by openly objecting 
to women in the role of pandits” (1999: 140). 
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outlets, public festivals, and large-scale religious practices, they attempt to redirect public 

understandings of the nation that position Indians and their practices as outside of the 

nation.  Making claims on national space using multiple strategies, Hindu organizations 

not only challenge the existing national political structure, but also other Hindu 

organizations.  While generally attempting to present a unified public identity, these 

organizations do struggle amongst themselves in presenting that identity.  The approach 

to creolized practices and gendered leadership are particularly divergent and demonstrate 

the kinds of diversity that exist in Hindu communities in Trinidad.   

As Hindu organizations work to develop new forms of Hindu religious, social, 

and political practice in Trinidad, they revisit orthodox positions on gender and 

creolization. The historical trajectory of religious practice in Trinidad has evidenced an 

increased influence of Hindu nationalism along with an increased resistance to a 

“passive” Hinduism that accepts a brahmanical Hinduism.  The challenges to Hindu 

orthodoxy along with emphasis on Hindu religious texts reread in the contemporary 

national space of Trinidad suggests a continued negotiation of the geographies of race 

and religious practice that is not confined to national space, but draws on racialized 

diasporic religious and political practices as well.   

The performative practices of Hindu East Indian communities in Trinidad 

examined in this chapter seek to produce a Hindu identity that is distinct from Afro-

Caribbean and Muslim East Indian identities.  At the same time the discursive slippage 

between Hindu and East Indian identities suggests that Hindu activism in Trinidad is part 

of larger claims for Indo-Caribbean representation in the nation.  While Hindu East 

Indian activism erases and excludes Muslims, Christians, and other religious groups from 

the East Indian identity category, there is not active denigration of East Indian Islamic 

cultural forms.  While tension between Muslims and Hindus is not a feature of the 
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Trinidadian cultural landscape, the discursive positioning of Muslims and Hindus within 

claims to Indianness suggests that the category is in flux as both Muslim and Hindu 

communities work to develop and retain cultural forms in the public sphere.  Indeed, the 

concerns of the religio-cultural producers examined in this chapter overlap with those of 

other cultural producers in the Indo-Caribbean diaspora.  The desire of Hindu East Indian 

cultural producers to assert belonging and claim space in the public sphere includes 

temporal and spatial considerations as well as concerns about creolization; the Muslim 

practitioners of Hosay examined in the following chapter share these concerns. 
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Chapter 4: Building Hosay: Transnational Performance and Religious 
Culture 

INTRODUCTION 

Over Labor Day weekend in New York City in 2005, as the borough of Brooklyn 

prepared for millions of revelers to arrive on Eastern Parkway for the West Indian 

American Day Carnival Parade, almost two hundred Indo-Trinidadians gathered in a 

small park in mid-town Manhattan over two days to observe Hosay, an Islamic ritual 

event.  Brooklyn’s Carnival has been described as “the most visible public symbol of 

New York’s West Indian community” (Kasinitz 1992: 2), and as Labor Day approached I 

began to canvass the Indo-Caribbean performers and media personalities with whom I 

was working about their involvement with Carnival.  Thinking that Carnival might be a 

focus of their cultural and media production, I was surprised to receive mostly 

uninterested responses until the director of an Indo-Caribbean cultural center in Queens, 

New York told me that one of the dance instructors affiliated with the center had 

previously performed for a Carnival event.44  During an interview, the Indo-Trinidadian-

American dance instructor told me that she and her students had performed chutney 

dance pieces for a Carnival event the previous year.  Explaining that it was difficult to 

secure time for Indo-Caribbean performances at Carnival, she said, “Last year was the 

first Indo-Caribbean participation that Carnival has had.”  Likening the process of 

                                                
44 Karin Fog Olwig (2007) relates a similar experience regarding her expectations of a musician’s 
involvement in Caribana, the Caribbean Carnival in Toronto.  Olwig examines three Caribbean family 
networks in various migration destinations, and she finds that for this musician and his family “their 
Caribbeanness was an ordinary part of their family background that had shaped their everyday life, not 
something they necessarily wanted to celebrate in the wider society to assert an ethnic identity” (2007: 2). 
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ensuring that Indo-Caribbean cultural forms were included in last year’s Carnival to “a 

tug-of-war, a root canal,” she noted, “now this year it’s a struggle again.”45   

This discussion of racially based competition over cultural representation for 

Caribbean migrants in New York City echoed the ways Indo-Trinidadians expressed their 

frustration with cultural representation in Trinidad.  Positioning Carnival as an important 

cultural festival, the dance instructor lamented the lack of Indo-Caribbean representation 

and, more importantly, the struggle required to ensure the representation of Indo-

Caribbean cultural forms.  Our discussion established the dance instructor’s position that 

Brooklyn’s Carnival is an Afro-Caribbean-dominated festival in which Indo-Caribbean 

participation was not a given and was, at times, actively excluded from the event.  As I 

continued to probe about the dance instructor’s involvement in the upcoming Carnival 

festivities, I learned that she would be performing at Kiddie Carnival (or Junior 

Carnival), an event on the Saturday of Labor Day weekend that included a street parade 

of children wearing Carnival costumes followed by performances on a stage behind the 

Brooklyn Museum off of Eastern Parkway, the main Carnival thoroughfare.   

I continued to ask for details about her performances for Carnival.  Eventually she 

grew frustrated with my focus on Carnival and said, “Indo-Trinis don’t have as much 

here in New York as they do in Trinidad.  Here it’s very tight knit.  This Saturday while 

the Carnival events are going on in Brooklyn there’s an event in Manhattan called Hosay.  

99% of Indo-Trinidadians in New York will be there.”46 Although I was familiar with 

Hosay in Trinidad, which is often described as the second most popular tourist event in 

                                                
45 Indo-Caribbean participation in Brooklyn Carnival events is documented.  For example, Michael 
Hawkins notes that while the Brooklyn West Indian Carnival is Trinidadian in form, the events related to 
the parade “have diversified to an extent that would be unthinkable in Trinidad” and include Caribbean 
East Indian chutney soca, a music and dance form (2007: 392).  My own observations of Junior Carnival 
(or Kiddie Carnival) in 2005 included Indo-Caribbean parade participants playing tassa and bass drums, 
popular instruments at Indo-Caribbean religious and cultural events. 
46 Interview, August 31, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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Trinidad behind Carnival and has garnered much popular and scholarly attention, I was 

completely unaware that Hosay took place in New York.  In addition, I was struck by her 

response, which suggested that Hosay is an important Indo-Trinidadian event and that the 

restaging of religious and expressive practices by Caribbean migrant communities in 

New York demonstrates a form of politicization based on ethnic and national distinction 

and not based on religious affiliation. The dance instructor is Hindu and her description 

of Hosay did not include religious affiliation.  Instead, it was posed as an Indo-

Trinidadian alternative to Afro-Caribbean Brooklyn Carnival celebrations occurring that 

same weekend.47 In addition, her assertion that the Indo-Trinidadian community was 

“tight-knit,” a statement that suggested not the Indo-Caribbean or Caribbean unity 

purported by many Indo-Caribbean media and cultural producers in New York, but rather 

a specific nationally and ethnically-based religious celebration.  As will be discussed 

below, scholars of Hosay in Trinidad have examined it as an event that fosters interracial 

and interreligious participation.  This introduction to Hosay in New York was markedly 

different.   

The people who gather for Hosay in New York are primarily Indo-Trinidadian 

migrants living in New York, many of whom have observed or participated in Hosay in 

Trinidad, either in the St. James neighborhood of the capital city, Port of Spain, or in 

Cedros, a rural district in south Trinidad.  While Hosay may show how migrant 

communities in the United States perform distinct ethnic identities in the public sphere, it 

also begs a closer look at the political structures and policies that allow (and issue permits 

for) certain types of ethnic performances in public spaces. 

                                                
47 Another event occurring that Labor Day Carnival weekend in the Indo-Caribbean community was the 
“1st Annual Queens Carnival Block Party” sponsored by two Indo-Caribbean businesses: Rum Jungle, a 
nightclub, and Sybil’s Bakery and Restaurant.  Held at Sybil’s on Liberty Avenue in the Indo-Caribbean 
commercial area of Richmond Hill, Queens the event featured a free food and a free concert by chutney 
performers Adesh Samaroo and JMC Triveni. 
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That Hosay and Carnival take place on the same weekend in New York is apt; it 

highlights the distinctions and interactions between the two events and the transnational 

communities they index.  Hosay is a Shia Muslim commemoration of the martyrdom of 

Hussein and Hasan, grandsons of the Prophet Muhammad, and is observed worldwide.48  

Indian indentured laborers introduced Hosay into the Caribbean in the nineteenth century 

and Trinidadians who were part of the post-1965 labor migration from the Caribbean to 

the United States brought the commemoration to New York.  Hosay in New York has not 

received scholarly or media attention, but academic and popular interest in Hosay in the 

Caribbean has centered on its creolization and issues of authenticity (Chelkowski 2005; 

Kale 1995; Khan 2007a; Korom 1994, 2003; Korom and Chelkowski 1994; Mansingh 

and Mansingh 1995; Prashad 2000, 2001; Puri 2004; Shankar 2003; Singh 1988; Thaiss 

1994; Williams 1990).49  In his ethnographic study of Trinidad’s Hosay, Frank Korom 

has employed Bakhtin’s term, “carnivalization,” to describe the ways Hosay “takes on 

aspects of observances occurring during periods of carnival in the Caribbean” (2003: 6).  

Scholars of Hosay in Jamaica have described its creolization using a local term, 

“Jollyfication” (Mansingh and Mansingh 1995: 26). Ethnographic studies of Hosay in 

contemporary Trinidad and Jamaica have examined the inclusion of participants who are 

Hindus and Afro-Caribbean as well as the significant presence of observers who non-

Indo-Caribbean (Korom 2003; Shankar 2003; Thaiss 1994).  Evidence of Hindu and 

                                                
48 In Iran the commemoration is referred to as ta’ziyeh and involves a theatrical performance, or passion 
play, of Hussein’s death.  In India the commemoration is known as Muharram and involves street 
processions of taziyahs, large structures that represent the tombs of Hussein and his brother Hasan, 
grandsons of the Prophet Mohammed.  Called Hosay in the Caribbean, the ritual event once took place in 
many of the colonies where Indian indentured laborers worked on plantations.  Colonial governments 
issued injunctions against the observance and the event no longer continues in Guyana (formerly British 
Guiana) or Suriname (formerly Dutch Guiana).  Hosay still takes place in Trinidad and Jamaica where it 
involves the public procession of tadjahs, wheeled models tombs of Hussein and Hasan, accompanied by 
drumming. 
49 However, Frank Korom briefly mentions the building of “a secular tadjah for a West Indian Labor Day 
Carnival in Brooklyn” in his ethnographic study of Trinidad’s Hosay (2003: 146). 
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Afro-Caribbean participation in Hosay has been noted since the nineteenth century 

(Singh 1988).  In addition, scholars have demonstrated that in the Caribbean Hosay and 

Carnival produced colonial anxiety because both “provide a space for diverse groups of 

subaltern people to come together” (Niranjana 2004: 128; see also Prashad 2001 and Puri 

2004).  This creolization has lead to claims of “inauthenticity” and provided fodder for 

those who have intended to discredit Hosay. 

Given this body of scholarly work that examines Hosay in the Caribbean as a 

creolized event that, like Carnival, can engender class solidarity across often tension-

filled ethnic and racial divides, how are we to understand Hosay in New York as a 

primarily Indo-Trinidadian event that indexes specifically Indo-Trinidadian ethnic, 

national, and transnational identities, distinct from Indian, Indo-Guyanese, and Afro-

Caribbean identities in New York? The competition between Carnival and Hosay in the 

Caribbean migrant community in New York suggests that Carnival is Afro-Caribbean 

dominated, and Hosay is seen as exclusively Indian (but not exclusively Muslim).  Issues 

of authenticity and the process of creolization are important factors in theorizing New 

York’s Hosay.  While there is little Afro-Caribbean participation in New York’s Hosay, it 

is a product of migrants who participated in Hosay in Trinidad and is based on the 

commemorations that take place there, and thus reproduce these “creolized” practices in 

disapora.   

I want to suggest that multisited research on Hosay in New York and in Trinidad 

provides an insight into transnational labor migration and meaning making in diasporic 

populations.  Because some of the people involved in producing Hosay’s main ritual 

object, the tadjah (a representation of the tombs of Hasan and Hussein), travel annually to 

participate in Hosay in both Trinidad and New York, Hosay provides a unique space to 

interrogate the transnational social life of a public performance.  These cultural producers 
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present their work in multiple local, national, and transnational spaces, and the way they 

talk about the event’s meaning in these spaces shifts and changes based on their location. 

This chapter explores the physical and social structures constructed for Hosay, and 

interrogates how meaning is generated in both sites.  Based on fieldwork on Hosay in 

New York City in September 2005 and in Port of Spain, Trinidad in February 2006, it 

explores the use of religious objects and events to demonstrate belonging in transnational 

public spheres. In both locations, non-Shia and non-Muslims participate in Hosay.  In 

Trinidad, drinking alcohol during the public procession of the tadjahs invites comparisons 

to Carnival and raises the question of how to maintain identity and sacred traditions in a 

multiracial, multi-religious nation. As an Indo-Trinidadian event in New York City, 

Hosay emphasizes national divisions within Indo-Caribbean communities and delineates 

racial identities in Afro- and Indo-Trinidadian migrant communities.  In both sites, 

authenticity and creolization are key concerns.  Within these contexts Hosay builders are 

dedicated to constructing and presenting tadjahs, and through these objects and the events 

surrounding them they communicate meaning locally, nationally, and transnationally.   

 

PERFORMING HOSAY IN NEW YORK 

New York’s Hosay has significant temporal, visual, and other differences from 

Muharram events in other parts of the world, but it is immediately recognizable as Hosay 

to any who have observed it in the Caribbean, particularly because of a large, elaborate, 

hand-crafted structure called a tadjah that glitters in the midst of the gathered crowd and 

the persistent live percussion music (Figure 8).  These two features are the focal points of 

New York’s Hosay.  The tadjah is designed and built by several Indo-Trinidadian men 

over a two-month period in donated garage space in the borough of Queens.  When 

completed it is transported by truck to Manhattan where it remains for the duration of the  
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Figure 8: The tadjah with tassa and bass drums at New York’s Hosay. 
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event.  The organizer told me that Hosay is “in remembrance.  We just build these 

replicas as a remembrance…it specifies the tomb that they [Hussein and Hasan] were 

buried in.”50  The men involved in building tadjahs in New York and in Trinidad often 

talk about the event using the word “tadjah” and the phrase “building tadjah” 

interchangeably with “Hosay” and “building Hosay.”  The slippage here between Hosay 

as an event and the tadjah as an object is common and suggests the importance of the 

structure and its construction to the event. 

Indeed, as I accompanied the organizer of the New York event around New York, 

and Port of Spain, Trinidad as well as other areas of Trinidad, I noted that he often 

introduced himself to other Indo-Caribbean people by saying, “I build Hosay.”  His 

frequent statement acknowledges both his pride in this physical structure and his 

connection to a distinct religious, cultural, and diasporic community.  The organizer, 

Sydney, is an Indo-Trinidadian man in his mid-70s; he has attended New York’s Hosay 

since 1975 and participated in building Hosay in New York since 1978.  In 2005, he built 

Hosay with two other men: a younger male family member and a close friend who was 

about his age and had traveled from Florida to assist him.  Every year Sydney also returns 

to Trinidad to participate in Hosay in the St. James neighborhood of Port of Spain.   

Participating in both locations is possible because in Trinidad (as well as in Iran 

and India among other countries) the commemoration of Hussein’s martyrdom occurs 

during the first ten days of the month of Muharram, the first month of the Islamic lunar 

calendar; or as I was often told by builders in New York and in Trinidad, “we build 

Hosay in Trinidad by the moon.”  Thus like other Islamic religious observances it shifts 

each year in relation to the Gregorian solar calendar.  The timing is relevant because 

Hussein’s death, along with those of some of his family and followers, occurred in a 

                                                
50 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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battle on the plain of Karbala near modern-day Baghdad on Ashura, the tenth day of 

Muharram in 680 C.E.  In contrast, Hosay is observed in New York (and also in Jamaica) 

using a solar calendar.  As Sydney told me, “we cannot follow the trend in Trinidad 

because if you go to follow the trend here people are gonna come out to see it in snow 

and all kind of thing.”51  Other Caribbean events observed in New York have similarly 

shifted their timeframe to facilitate outdoor performances.52  Also, the Labor Day 

commemoration in New York takes advantage of the long weekend and of any influx of 

family or friends who may be in town for the Carnival celebrations.  The Labor Day 

weekend timing has been in effect since the body that organizes New York’s Hosay, the 

Muharram Association, was registered in 1972.   

Although there is a temporal difference in the observance of Hosay in New York 

and Trinidad, the tadjah is the main ritual object in both sites.  The tadjah itself resembles 

a mosque, the square base of which is approximately eight to nine feet on each side.  To 

the tip of its onion-domed top the tadjah can reach heights of 15-16 feet, limited to this 

height in St. James by the electrical and telephone wires under which the tadjah passes as 

it is paraded on the road.  It is built on a wood frame (in Trinidad the frame may be 

reinforced by a local reed called roseau) and made of styrofoam, cardboard, and paper; it 

is then ornamented with foil, glitter, sequins, beads, and cloth.  Tadjahs are imposing and 

riotously colorful structures that become a visual focal point of Hosay.   

In 2005, for example, the tadjah built for New York’s Hosay had a red, gold, and 

black striped foil-covered dome atop of which sat the symbol of Islam—a star and 

crescent—in gold and white glitter.  The dome also featured a black shield on which a 

                                                
51 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
52 For example, Carnival in New York was moved from its pre-Lenten context and was celebrated on 
Labor Day starting in 1947 because of Carnival organizers’ concerns about the winter weather (Hawkins 
2007; Kasinitz 1992: Scher 2003).  In addition, Elizabeth McAlister (2002) observes that Rara, a Lenten 
festival celebrated in Haiti and its diaspora, is celebrated on summer weekends in Brooklyn. 
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verse of the Koran was emblazoned in gold glitter.  Sixteen white plastic pillars of 

various sizes and accented with green, red, and gold foil were symmetrically placed on 

and around the main structure.  The main structure was lined in black cloth and featured 

several layers of arch-shaped indentations, each of which had designs made with blue, 

white, red, black, and gold glitter.  On each of the four corners of the tadjah’s platform 

base was a colored flag in green, white, or red.  The base was wrapped in a white cloth to 

cover the wooden frame that supported the tadjah.  The tadjah design and color scheme 

changes each year and observers and builders alike frequently comment on the colors and 

designs prior to, during, and after the event when photographs of the tadjah travel 

transnationally to friends and relatives. 

Hosay in New York takes place on Saturday night and Sunday afternoon in 

DeWitt Clinton Park, a two-block park in the Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood of Manhattan 

that is under the auspices of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation.  As 

I approached the park on Saturday night of Labor Day weekend in 2005, I was greeted 

from a block away by the sound of percussion music.  I followed a young Indo-Caribbean 

couple dressed like many of the attendees—the young man in baggy jeans and an 

untucked short-sleeve shirt, the young woman in jeans, high heels and a tank top—

through the chain-link fence into the brightly illuminated park.  Like many of the other 

attendees gathered in the park, I mingled amongst the crowd and watched friends and 

relatives greet each other and then settle in to watch the drummers (Figure 9).  

Throughout the night between six to twelve male tassa and bass drummers accompanied 

by men playing jhaals (small brass cymbals) stood in two parallel lines—one of tassa 

drummers, one of bass drummers—in front of the tadjah and played continuously.  
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Figure 9: A crowd gathers around the tassa band during the nighttime celebration of New 
York’s Hosay 

Generally, observers spent the two-day commemoration gathered around the 

single stationary tadjah and listened to drum “hands” (various drumming rhythms) that 

recount the incidents leading to Hussein’s death.53  In the evening, observers stood or sat 

on park benches socializing or they played with their children on the lighted baseball 

fields, handball and basketball courts, or the playground of the park.  Some bought food 

from a vendor set up on several folding table and selling Indian sweets, doubles, and roti.  

Attendees also watched the Sydney and another builder “dance the moon.”  This is when 

the large, crescent-shaped structure representing Hussein, usually resting upright on its 

                                                
53 Sydney recalled that Hosay in New York twice featured two smaller tadjahs rather than one large tadjah.  
In one instance his cousin and in the other a master builder in Trinidad, both of who live in New York, 
chose to build a second tadjah. 
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pole in a holder to the side of the tadjah, is held aloft by one of the tadjah builders while 

the pole is secured by a waist holster and shoulder harness.  The edge of the moon rests 

on the “dancer’s” shoulder while he twirls in circles first one way, then the other.  In 

2005, the top of the moon was edged in gathered red, white, and blue fabric with white 

panjahs, hand-shaped objects with five fingers each said to symbolize one of the five 

members of the Prophet’s family, protruding from the top.  One face of the moon was 

covered in red fabric, ornamented with the symbol of Islam in gold glitter, flanked by 

representations of two silver, curved swords with brown hilts, and draped with a gold 

beaded garland.  The other face was covered in large, round, gold discs on top of which 

were pasted seven circles in red glitter and edged with blue foil.    

During the nighttime events, in a less lighted area and at a distance from the 

tadjah and drummers, some observers leaned against their cars drinking beers from their 

trunks, a practice not endorsed, but not policed by the organizers.  Occasionally an 

observer started dancing for a few moments when they were particularly moved by the 

drumming.  The organizer’s daughter explained to me that Hosay is a religious festival 

and that people “aren’t supposed to dance, but we don’t say anything if they do.  We let 

them have a good time.”54  The event continues until 3am on Saturday night.  When I 

asked the organizer when the drummers would stop playing, he responded, “when the 

police shut us down” and laughed, but when the park lights automatically shut off at 

11pm and the percussion music continued without pause, I wondered if he was really 

joking.  A strand of lights strung over the drummers provided illumination for the 

remainder of the event, as did the large streetlights at the edges of the park and the lights 

of Times Square, which were visible through the mid-town Manhattan skyline. 

                                                
54 Interview, September 3, 2005, DeWitt Clinton Park, New York. 
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Hosay resumed at 3pm on Sunday and continued until the tadjah was dismantled 

at the end of the event.  The daytime portion of the event was much the same as the 

previous night, but with many fewer people and a more somber feel.  About fifty people 

were in attendance for the event, but many more people were using the park itself than 

the previous night.  The basketball courts were especially crowded as was the 

playground.  The percussion music featured in the daytime as well, but only four to six 

drummers played at a time, and the builders danced the moon.   The final prayers took 

place somewhat privately at the back of the tadjah while the drumming continued in 

front; at 6:30pm, the three male builders and two female relatives gathered behind the 

tadjah (Figure 10).  One builder donned a prayer cap, Sydney replaced his baseball cap 

with one, and the other builder put on a Kangol brand cap; the women (both wearing 

shalwar kameez) pulled their dupattas (long shawls) over their hair.  After praying, one 

of the men circled the tadjah counterclockwise flicking water onto the structure with the 

fingertips of one hand while holding the bowl of water in the other and then one of the 

women repeated the action.  Following this circumambulation, they gathered again at the 

back of the tadjah, prayed, and then hugged one another to celebrate the end of the event.  

The organizer removed his prayer cap and replaced it with the baseball cap he’d been 

wearing all night.  The youngest of the three builders began dismantling the tadjah and 

the drummers ceased their music.   

This conclusion of Hosay in 2005 marked the final performance of Hosay in New 

York.  Because the organizer is in his 70s, his family had been encouraging him to cease 

his participation.  In addition, the younger family member who had been building and 

performing Hosay indicated that he would cease his participation after the 2005 event, 

which would make some of the practical aspects of building and transporting the tadjah 

difficult to complete.  Hosay had been performed in Manhattan since the early 1970s; it 
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was started by an Indo-Trinidadian migrant from Gasparillo, a town in south Trinidad 

near the large industrial city of San Fernando.  “He did it,” the current organizer told me, 

“to show the people what Trinidad have—[just] as Carnival started in Harlem by 

Trinidadians.”55  Like Carnival, it is a representation of a cultural-religious form 

developed in Trinidad and produced in the U.S.  Hosay in New York has always has 

always been organized by migrants from Trinidad and has maintained its links to 

Trinidad. 

 

Figure 10: The tadjah builders complete their final prayers at Hosay in New York. 

 

 
                                                
55 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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MAKING MEANING IN DIASPORA: COMPARING HOSAY IN NEW YORK AND 
TRINIDAD 

The links between Hosay in New York and Hosay in the St. James neighborhood 

of Port of Spain in Trinidad are tangible.  People, money, tadjah materials, tadjah 

designs, and photographs move between and inform the two events.  Yet during our first 

interview in New York, Sydney, the organizer and main builder of Hosay in New York, 

emphasized that Hosay in Trinidad is the “real atmosphere” and that it is  

different to what you have seen in the park [in New York].  In the park, it’s just 
we get the permission and we there. But in Trinidad, you have three nights—well, 
half nights—and a day.  What you call, we have Flag Night, then we have Small 
Hosay, and then we have the big one [Big Hosay], and then in the day.  So all 
these three first one is in the night from twelve to four, and in the day you have 
the procession.56 

In this comparison between Hosay in New York and Trinidad, Sydney refers to the larger 

scale of Hosay events in Trinidad in terms of the length of the commemoration.  Sydney, 

who grew up in St. James, refers only the Hosay events in St. James, and has never 

participated in Hosay in other areas of Trinidad.  The scale of New York and St. James 

events is strikingly different.  In St. James seven different tadjah- and moon-building 

“yards” produce five tadjahs and two moons. My work centered on the Panchaitee yard 

because Sydney “grew up” in this yard, and he has returned to build with them every 

year. 

In 2005, the five tadjah-building yards included Panchaitee (formerly also known 

as Bay Road), Cocorite, Ghulam Hussein, Balma, and Bis Ali; the two moon-building 

yards included the Red Moon and Green Moon yards.  The yards are based around 

extended families and the tadjah-building yards are often named after their founder(s) 

(Ghulam Hussein, Balma, and Bis Ali) or their location (Cocorite); the Panchaitee yard 

                                                
56 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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was once located on Bay Road, but is now located near the corner of Carlton Avenue and 

Mathura Street.  The Panchaitee (or village or community) tadjah is based on a practice 

from the plantation period when workers could not afford to build their own tadjahs and 

instead contributed a portion of their pay to finance a community tadjah (Korom 2003, 

Thaiss 2004).  These yards are social spaces that comprise an extended family group and 

others, but it is also a physical space where the imambaras, in which the tadjahs and 

moons are constructed, are located.  Tadjah builders may also refer to Hosay yards as 

“Hosay camps” drawing on the Carnival tradition of mas’ camps (mas’ is short for 

masquerade), in which the costumes for Carnival bands (themed groups of Carnival 

masqueraders) are assembled.57 

The public celebration is witnessed by thousands of people lining the roads and 

includes three nights of procession on the main road in St. James: Flag Night, Little 

Hosay Night, and then Big Hosay Night when the five tadjahs and the two moons are 

revealed.  The fourth day of public events occurs on Ashura and involves a lengthier 

daytime procession of the five tadjahs (Figure 11).  The tadjahs then rest in the yards for 

one full day before they are destroyed and immersed in the Gulf of Paria. Flag Night, the 

first night of the public procession of Hosay in St. James is on the eighth night of the 

month of Muharram.  Each yard lines the edges of a wheeled platform with flags, and led 

by drummers they march the platform up and down Western Main Road, the primarily 

thoroughfare in St. James, before returning to the yards. The flags are said to represent 

the standards bearers in Imam Hussein’s party as they prepared for the battle that would  

                                                
57 Yards have been theorized to have a special significance in Afro-Caribbean culture as a marker of 
systems of social behavior and values.  Peter Wilson’s study of “crab antics” (1973) examined a code-
switching duality between “yard” culture and systems of “respectability” and “street” or “road” culture and 
systems of “reputation.”  Korom (2003) provides a nuanced analysis of performative practices and their 
connections to this inside/outside concept of the yard/street in his study of Trinidad’s Hosay.  The 
importance of the yard retains its significance in diaspora; among Jamaican migrants “back a yard” means 
“back home.” 
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Figure 11: The daytime procession of tadjahs in Port of Spain, Trinidad. 

lead to Hussein’s death on the tenth of Muharram.  Small Hosay Night occurs on the 

ninth of Muharram and is dedicated to Hasan, the brother of Hussein.  A smaller less 

elaborate tadjah, said to represent Hasan’s tomb, is constructed and similarly paraded on 

the wheeled platform along Western Main Road.  Big Hosay night occurs on the tenth of 

Muharram.  In the afternoon, the incomplete tadjahs are taken out of the imambaras to 

have their domed tops affixed while they sit outside in the yard.  The completed tadjahs 

are revealed on the street that night to large crowds and the moons make their first 

appearances as they whirl up and down Western Main Road. The Panchaitee tadjah is at 

the head of the procession and is followed by the other tadjahs in order of their founding, 

 



 119 

as listed above, with the most recently founded at the end of the procession. Each night 

the procession begins between 11pm and midnight and ends at 4am. 

After Big Hosay Night, the tadjahs and the moons assemble at noon to make a 

daytime procession down Western Main Road to Queens Royal College where a small 

area on the grounds was consecrated as Karbala with permission of the Queen of England 

in 1863 (Korom 2003,Thaiss 1994). The moons, representing the bodies of Hasan and 

Hussein, enter the grounds and are stood upright in this consecrated space while an imam, 

flanked by the members of the moon yards, leads funeral prayers.  The moons and the 

tadjahs then return to their yards where they will sit for one full day of rest until Teejah 

day when they are wheeled to the Gulf of Paria, broken to pieces with axes and machetes, 

and immersed in the water.    

From the number of participants and observers to the length of the observance and 

the procession, Hosay in St. James indeed takes place on a larger scale, but the organizer 

of the New York event seemed to compare not only the scale of events, but their worth to 

him as a builder and participant in both events.  Exhilarated and exhausted after the 

fourth consecutive day procession in St. James, we sat in the Panchaitee yard and Sydney 

elaborated on this difference in scale: “Always here is the greatest because you see the 

whole Hosay, you know?  You see the full procession.  You see what occurred here!  

And in New York is just we only have one Saturday and one Sunday.”58 

In addition to differences in the length of the commemoration, Sydney frequently 

raised the differences between the two sites in the ritual objects being built.  For example, 

during our first interview when I asked him what color schemes and designs he had used 

in previous years on New York’s tadjah he responded, “I’m going to pull pictures from 

Trinidad.  Because Trinidad is better than we.”  While the craftsmanship is more ornate 

                                                
58 Interview, February 10, 2006, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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and detailed on the tadjhas presented in Trinidad, the general structure of the tadjahs in 

both locations are similar.  In fact, Sydney often uses the design from the previous year’s 

tadjah in Trinidad to create New York’s tadjah.  He expressed similar opinions about the 

construction of the moon.  When we looked together at photographs of the moon he had 

built for New York’s Hosay (Figure 12), he noted, “what you see there [in the 

photograph] is joke to what—I just call this [the moon in New York] joke to what they 

make there [in Trinidad].”  When I prompted him to elaborate on why the moon in New 

York is a “joke” to what one would find in Trinidad, he explained that in Trinidad: 

It’s more beautiful; it’s more appropriate and authentic…This one [moon] you 
would see red and white.  And we have another one [moon] is green and white… 
And then this [moon in New York] is joke to what—Trinidad is 350 pounds!”59 

Here Sydney describes the two moons constructed by the moon-building yards for the St. 

James event.  The red and white moon represents Hussein (red for blood) and the green 

and white moon represents Hasan (green for the poison from which he died) (Figure 13).  

These corporeal representations of the brothers are created by constructing a frame of 

bamboo and roseau (Korom 2003).  The weight of the moons to which Sydney refers in 

his descriptions are due to the reusable ritual objects that fill the inside of frame, such as 

knives that are evenly distributed along the perimeter of the moon, and cover the outside, 

such as bolts of cloth and woolen blankets (Korom 2003).  The moon created in New 

York is a representation of the moons created in Trinidad and they do not contain the 

reusable objects used to create the moons in Trinidad; in New York the builders use 

representations of knives on the face of the moon rather than inserting actual ritual 

objects into the moon.  Sydney does not participate in building the moons in Trinidad 

because he is part of the Panchaitee yard, which focuses on building a tadjah each year. 

                                                
59 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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Figure 12: Preparing to dance the moon during New York’s Hosay. 
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Figure 13: Preparing to dance the moons during Trinidad’s Hosay. 

I am interested in why Sydney, the organizer and main builder in New York, does 

not find the New York event the “real atmosphere” of Hosay and why he does not 

consider the objects he builds for New York’s Hosay “appropriate” or “authentic” 

enough.  Partially, it is because he is presenting a scaled-down event in the U.S. that 

represents the main elements of Hosay in Trinidad, including the tadjah, drumming, and 

the moon, but is not the full commemoration.  I want to suggest that Sydney’s comments 

also reflect a belief that part of the original meaning of Hosay is lost through 

secularization.  However Sydney’s continued leadership and interest in New York’s 

Hosay suggests that the event’s meaning is multiply-layered and resignified based on its 
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new context in the U.S.  He and others who participate in and observe the event 

emphasize the secular meanings of the event and give them more weight in the context of 

New York’s performance landscape.  In a different but related performance context, 

Elizabeth McAlister notes that Rara music and performance, shifted from a pre-Lenten 

Haitian context to summer weekends in Brooklyn, creates a new social sphere that is 

secular and allows for “unique possibilities for communication and performance” (2002: 

185).  Similarly, Hosay is recreated in New York.  

Authenticity in the case of New York’s Hosay is not obtained by presenting a 

“real” event or constructing “accurate” ritual objects; instead authenticity is acquired 

through city sanctioning of the event.  An application for a permit to hold the event has 

been approved by the Parks Department for over thirty years and participants and 

organizers understand that Hosay is a city-sanctioned expressive cultural form.  The 

Indo-Trinidadian dance instructor who first informed me about Hosay in New York knew 

that the event was held in Manhattan, instead of Queens where much of Indo-Caribbean 

public cultural life is centered, because as she explained the organizers have “a permit to 

use the park.”  Sydney frequently discussed the park permit; it is a key means by which 

he identifies himself as the event producer and organizer because he is the one who 

applies for and secures the park for Hosay each year.  It is also the locus through which 

he reformulates the event from its production in Trinidad to its iteration in New York. 

Discussing the application for the park permit, Sydney said, “when I make the application 

is for the art and culture.  It’s really art and culture.”60  This assertion about Hosay in 

New York as a cultural form suggests that city structures and bureaucracy shape the way 

Hosay is produced and the way it is interpreted by its producers and attendees.   

                                                
60 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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In his study of Carnival in Trinidad and Brooklyn Philip Scher (2002) proposes 

that a discourse of “bureaucratic multiculturalism” is at work in the ethnic politics of 

New York City.  Drawing on the work of Linda Basch (1987) and Brackette Williams 

(1991), Scher suggests that this discourse shapes ethnicities and restructures the form of 

Carnival itself; it “privileges bounded, expressive cultural forms especially those that are 

‘familiar’…Such cultural signposts, especially festivals, need to take a manifest form that 

is readily understood and manageable by the city” (2003: 116).  Sydney’s understanding 

of Hosay in New York as being about art and culture suggests his presentation of cultural 

forms draws on a politics of multiculturalism: “You know people don’t like to go down 

Brooklyn for Labor Day—you know go Labor Day Monday…[the park] is the only spot 

that we’ve got.  It’s a cultural park you know.  If you look at the building, the little house 

they have there, it mark, ‘cultural park.’”61 Here Sydney describes a plaque on a park 

building that contains restroom facilities and refers to his interpretation of the plaque 

affixed to it.  His justification for Hosay being allowed in the park includes a restaging of 

Hosay as a “cultural” event and follows forms that encourage competition between ethnic 

groups for, in this case, municipal resources and recognition.  My introduction to New 

York’s Hosay came out this discourse of competition for public representation between 

Carnival and Indo-Caribbean cultural forms.  Sydney’s reformulation of the event 

reiterates these discourses that pose Carnival and Hosay as competing entities and 

reproduces bounded ethnic cultural forms that exist in New York.  In this way, the 

organizer of New York’s Hosay works within and reproduces the structures provided for 

producing ethnic festivals in New York.  

Yet New York’s Hosay participants and observers chafe at these strictures on the 

event.  As I mentioned earlier, alcohol is present at the event in New York.  In addition, 

                                                
61 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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the open drinking of alcohol by observers of Hosay in Trinidad has led to debates over 

Hosay’s religious authenticity.  The presence of alcohol at the New York event does not 

raise issues about the religious significance of the event—as I have suggested, Hosay in 

New York is a more secular affair—rather, it raises concerns about city sanctioning of the 

event and creates challenges to maintaining the event permit: 

I have to go to the parks and talk to them ‘cause we had a lady there who was 
givin’ us a hard time…and she was very unpleasant, “Your job is to see the park 
clean.”  I am not in charge of if people come in here to drink.  That is not my 
piece of cake.  I didn’t tell them to come in here and drink…and I didn’t want to 
create no waves.  Some guys was coming in and drinking beer.  She say, “you”—
say “your friends.”  I say, “Please. Those are not my friends. Those are spectators 
coming in to see.”62 

In both Trinidad and New York, the Hosay builders and those close to the building 

process maintain a religiously mandated fast that includes restrictions on drinking, eating 

and sexual activity throughout the commemoration and the preceding weeks while the 

tadjah is being built; observers of the event operate under different guidelines.  Sydney’s 

different response to these observers in Trinidad and New York are telling of the different 

positioning of Hosay in each location, and particularly of Hosay’s restaging as a 

municipally sanctioned event in New York.  During a quick break in the procession of the 

tadjah in Trinidad, I asked Sydney about the presence of alcohol at the event in Trinidad 

and he responded:  

Well, we don’t live in an Islamic state.  And when you don’t live in an Islamic 
state the people drink on the sidewalk.  They would observe, stand on the 
sidewalk to observe what is going on, but they really don’t take part.  As I said it, 
it is not an Islamic state and we have to live with the people in this country.  We 
cannot do otherwise.  They are all people and regardless of different race, they 
know what it is and they try to observe it to the best of their ability…We look at it 
as Trinidad Shia Muslims who commemorate it.  And the observers they also 

                                                
62 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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witness the procession.  We go about it religiously.  We don’t indulge ourselves in 
alcohol.  We do what we have to do.63 

Sydney emphasizes religious context and the multiracial and multi-religious composition 

of Hosay observers specifically and of Trinidad’s population in general.  He also draws a 

key distinction between observers who include Trinidadians of other religions and races 

and participants like himself who are Shia Muslims. 

 

TRINIDAD’S HOSAY 

Frank Korom has suggested that there is a series of concentric circles or levels of 

discourse about Hosay in Trinidad in which debates about “issues of pious observance 

versus antinomian celebration and ethnic pageant versus national culture” take place and 

meanings and identities are negotiated (2003: 8).  At its most basic level, the discourses 

about Hosay begin with the inner circle comprising the Shia families who “nurture the 

Hosay observance collectively;” the second circle of Indo-Trinidadian ethnicity includes 

non-Muslim Indians who “perpetuate the idea of Hosay as an Indian ‘cultural 

performance;’” and the outer circle of the nation-state comprises non-Indian Trinidadians 

who see Hosay as a “Trinidadian event” similar to Carnival (Korom 2003: 9).  This 

analysis is helpful in understanding particular features of the commemoration, such as the 

presence of alcohol consumed by observers.  It is also helpful in elucidating the multiple 

meanings and identities communicated through Hosay in Trinidad.  These meanings and 

identities are varied and contested in popular opinion and in scholarship, particularly the 

issues of authenticity and creolization.  

Hosay holds an embattled position in Trinidad’s Muslim community.  While Shia 

and Sunni Muslims, as well as Hindus and Christians participate in Hosay, Hosay is of 

                                                
63 Interview, February 10, 2006, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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particular significance to Shia, who consider identification with the martyr Hussein the 

primary goal of the commemoration (Korom 2003).  His death, along with those of some 

of his family and followers, occurred in a battle.  This battle, as well as the death of 

Hasan by poison, were part of the struggles for succession after the death of the Prophet 

Mohammed.  These conflicts over succession resulted in the factionalism within Islam 

between those who believed that succession should be determined by election (Sunni) 

and those who supported succession through the family of the Prophet (Shia).   

Hosay and its celebration are regularly deemed un-Islamic by local Sunni Muslim 

organizations.  Media coverage of Hosay in 2006 included an article in a national 

Trinidadian daily newspaper reporting that five of Trinidad’s Islamic organizations, 

“representing the majority of Sunni Muslims in Trinidad and Tobago,” had issued a press 

release asserting that “the Hosay festival celebrated in Trinidad is not an Islamic 

practice” (Boodram 2006: 5).  They advised “the general public to refrain from 

associating the observance with the religion of Islam and to desist from identifying it as a 

religious practice or as a Muslim festival” (Boodram 2006:5).  The article continues by 

suggesting that the influence of Hindu festival forms and the spurious claims to Islam 

should prevent Hosay from being labeled a religious event, particularly in Trinidadian 

tourist brochures and the like, although it may be labeled “a cultural one.” The article 

points specifically to grants given by the Trinidadian government to build the tadjahs as 

well as its identification as a Muslim event on international tourist websites.64  This 

distinction between the designations of religious or cultural event is based on links of 

culture with mixing and religion with purity.  It recalls the distinctions drawn by the 

                                                
64 I was told by Hosay builders that yards have received more than TT$5000 each from the Trinidadian 
government to defray building costs since the mid-1990s.  Korom (2003: 138) and Thaiss (1994: 43) report 
that in 1990 and 1991 each yard spent an estimated TT$15,000 on the construction of a tadjah. 
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organizer of Hosay in New York who thinks of Hosay in New York as a cultural or art 

form and Hosay in Trinidad as religious one.   

Gustav Thaiss suggests that these interventions by the Sunni Muslim community 

are based not only on theological debate, but also on “the representation of Islam in the 

wider social and political community” (1994: 51).  Governmental validation of the event 

through funding and advertising benefits Trinidad’s vision and marketing of the country 

as a multicultural and plural nation.  This validation also contributes to the multiple 

understandings and representations of the event (Korom 2003).  Questions about 

authenticity by Sunni Muslim leadership in Guyana led to the demise of Tadjah, as Hosay 

was known in Guyana (Thaiss 1994, Williams 1990).  They objected to gambling, 

drinking, unclean food, and fights resulting from drumming contests; they believed that 

the Tadjah festival was “not only sacrilegious, in its creolized form it had questionable 

links to its international origin” (Williams 1990: 126).  Wealthy Sunni Muslims were able 

to enact governmental legislation that resulted in the discontinuation of Tadjah in 

Guyana.   

Contemporary orthodox Shia missionaries have issued similar statements about 

the authenticity of religious forms in Trinidad’s Hosay.  In the 1990s, international 

attention was drawn to Trinidad’s Hosay due in part to the production of a documentary 

film (Bishop and Korom 1998) and several academic publications on the ritual event 

(Korom 2003).  On three occasions during my fieldwork research, builders or drummers 

involved in Hosay handed me the same four-page packet titled “Hossay: What is it?” and 

written by the Bilal Muslim Mission of the Americas.65  These flyers address the “many 

                                                
65 Frank Korom notes that the Bilal Muslim Mission of the Americans is “a nonprofit organization based in 
Ontario and New York” (2003:232).  Korom provides details of the flyers distributed by organization, and 
he argues that the organization “wishes to standardize the meanings of the observance, while 
simultaneously ignoring local understandings of the event” (2003: 233). 
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fables and stories…circulating about Hossay in Trinidad” and have one full page 

dedicated to explaining the history and related contemporary practices for each night of 

procession.  Another flyer I received from a Hosay participant was produced by the 

Madras Imam Hussain (A.S.) and begins,  

Over the years the Commemoration of Hosey in Trinidad and Tobago has been 
advertised as a tourist attraction and has been included in travel brochures and on 
the list of calendar events as a clebrated festival.  White it is good that both locals 
and foreigners learn about Hosey and the events that surround it, it is also 
important that the information they receive is both factual and from a reliable 
source. 
 

While both Shia and Sunni Islamic organizations are concerned with authenticity in 

Hosay and with the national and international attention Hosay has received, they have 

very different goals in mind.   

Despite debates regarding its authenticity as an Islamic event, Hosay is also 

understood as a celebration of Indian ethnic identity in Trinidad.  For example, an article 

on Little Hosay night in a daily national paper noted that participants and observers 

“danced to the rhythmic ancestral East Indian drumming in what was a true feeling of 

ethnic unity” (Mondezie 2006: 16).  This press coverage of Hosay and messages by Indo-

Trinidadian activists (also often disseminated through the press) suggest that Hosay is an 

Indian event and marks Indian belonging and sacrifice for the nation.  This discourse is 

particularly relevant when the history of violence against Hosay participants is invoked.  

Hosay has been celebrated in Trinidad since the mid-1800s soon after Indian indentured 

laborers began arriving in Trinidad; during the plantation period, each estate created and 

processed with a tadjah.  In 1884, during the Hosay procession, a number of participants 

were killed and over 100 wounded.  In his book on Trinidad’s Muharram Massacre of 

1884, Kelvin Singh argues that the massacre was caused by “a number of interrelated 



 130 

economic, cultural and political factors” (1988: 1).  Namely, a "decline in sugar prices on 

the world market due to increased production and competition, and the inevitable impact 

of this trend on domestic wage levels" occurred at the same time Indians entered into the 

society giving “credibility to a campaign which increasingly identified the Indian 

laboring population as the fundamental source of Negro economic distress” (Singh 1988: 

3).  The Hosay massacre, as it is often called, occurred when the colonial government, 

fearing unrest among Indian indentured laborers on the plantations caused by these social 

and economic tensions in Trinidad, attempted to suppress Hosay and the celebrants 

resisted.  

The massacre provides an interesting resource for contemporary Indo-Trinidad 

activists who seek to challenge Afro-Trinidadian political and cultural power in the 

nation.  Kumar Mahabir, an Indo-Trinidadian scholar, has used the Hosay massacre as a 

rallying point for recognition of Indo-Trinidadian sacrifice for the nation: 

[The Hosay massacre] has been overlooked in many of the texts that chronicle the 
nation's experiences during colonisation.  Our 30,000 Hindu and Muslim 
foreparents who defiantly took to the streets on October 30, 1884 to fight for their 
freedom to worship…have been all but forgotten (2004: 1). 
 

Mahabir suggests that there should be “a movement towards national recognition of those 

brave martyrs' sacrifice.”  Ravi Ji, a Hindu leader, has led a march to the site of the 

massacre in the southern Trinidadian city of San Fernando for several years to do just 

that.  Thus, while Hosay’s authenticity as a religious practice may be questioned within 

Trinidad’s Muslim communities, it is understood by Indo-Caribbean activists and others 

as a marker of unified ethnic identity and is mobilized for political purposes. 

While some choose to emphasize Hosay as a Shia, pan-Islamic, or Indo-

Caribbean ethnic event, cultural and literary studies have examined historical and literary 

engagements with Hosay as a “common point of reference for people of African and 
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Indian descent” (Puri 2004: 177) or working class solidarity (Prashad 2001) and the 

problems this caused for colonial powers.  Singh (1988) has documented Hindu and 

Afro-Caribbean involvement in Hosay since 1850 when indentured laborers on sugar 

plantations produced tadjahs.  Hosay and the Hosay massacre has drawn scholarly 

attention to the ways that colonial policing of racial boundaries indicated fears about the 

desegregating potential of ritual and festival practices (Prashad 2001; Puri 2004; Singh 

1988).  It was precisely the Afro-Caribbean and Hindu involvement in Hosay, suggesting 

a pan-Indian or a new Trinidadian national consciousness that allowed for colonial claims 

of inauthentic religious practices and thereby the regulations that resulted in the Hosay 

massacre.66  Hosay, in this literature, is analyzed as a site of struggle for belonging in the 

nation (Puri 2004) and of resistance to colonial power and the plantation system (Singh 

1988; Prashad 2001).  

Yet scholars have drawn limits to this theorizing of Hosay as a site of resistance 

(through creolized practices) to the colonial state. For example, Shalini Puri suggests, 

“the struggle for control over the meanings of Hosay continues.  The facts of interracial 

activity or cultural hybridization do not in themselves signal racial harmony” (2004: 

182).  Aisha Khan has critiqued the “romanticized solidarity” against colonial forces 

through creolization (2007a: 663).  Guha Shankar (2003), writing about “Hussay” in 

Jamaica, similarly argues that “by focusing attention on the resistance of Hussay 

practitioners to the ‘external’ threat of colonial domination alone, scholars tend to reify 

an undifferentiated ‘inside’ locked in agonistic struggle against equally undistinguished 

forces from ‘outside’” (2003: 124).  He suggests “it would be more appropriate to see 

conflict in performance as productive of local identities (2003: 125).  These multiple 

                                                
66 This is similar to the process that led to the end of Muharram commemorations in Guyana (Thaiss 1994, 
Williams 1990). 
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meanings, discourses, and readings of Hosay in the Caribbean center on issues of 

authenticity and the process of creolization; they present Hosay as a process—a ritual 

performance that is in motion and interpreted variably.  This chapter’s tracing of Hosay 

from its performance in New York to its performance in Trinidad certainly highlights the 

distinct modes of interpretation employed by Hosay practitioners.  I turn now to an 

ethnographic engagement with Hosay in Trinidad that emphasizes the experiences of 

Hosay builders and practitioners to argue that these varied meanings and interpretations 

exist in the contemporary practice of Hosay. 

 

AUTHENTICITY AND DISCOURSES OF BLOOD 

The referents for those building the tadjah in Trinidad were often personal and the 

meaning of Hosay evoked family, work, and religious commitments.  Hosay builders 

engage in a poetic discourse that posits building Hosay as a direct link to the suffering of 

Imam Hussein on the plains of Karbala.  A week after Hosay had ended in 2006, I was 

sitting at a dining room table in St. James, using my laptop computer to show Darryl, a 

builder of the Panchaitee tadjah, photographs I had taken of Hosay.  Looking at a 

photograph of a few members of the Panchaitee yard, some of whom are his family 

members, leading their tadjah down the road on the final day of the procession, he sighed 

and said the image reminded him of “the 72 people heading to a fight against an army of 

20,000 soldiers.”67 (Figure 14) This direct reference to the number of people believed to 

have died in the battle of Karbala with Imam Hussein connects Darryl globally to a 

community of religious mourners.  He invokes the image of the battle through a numeric 

symbol of Hussein’s great suffering drawn from this photographic image of his own 

creation—the tadjah—and in this way emphasizes his own work as a means of personal 
                                                
67 Interview, February 17, 2006, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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suffering.  This suffering on behalf of Hussein is considered redemptive; it is a method 

for achieving salvation (Korom 2003).  

Figure 14: Members of the Panchaitee yard lead their tadjah on the final day of the 
procession. 

Hosay practitioners in Trinidad do not engage in the ritual flagellation that may be 

part of processions on Ashura in Iran and other countries, but media coverage of Ashura 

in two Trinidadian national daily newspapers featured photographs of bloodstained Shia 

worshippers in Iraq and Lebanon.  These Associated Press photographs and their 

accompanying text made no mention of Hosay even though articles about Hosay or 

photographs of the event featuring drummers and tadjahs, were published in Trinidadian 

daily newspapers around the same dates.  The two articles on Hosay made mention of the 

 



 134 

battle of Karbala and the murders of Hasan and Hussein, but most media coverage 

focused on the imagery of the procession with photographs captioned with titles such as 

“Working up the rhythm,” “Tadjahs are out,” and “Hosay highlights.” This distinction 

between the presence of blood in Shia commemorations in other countries and the 

presence of drumming and tadjahs in Trinidad is significant in its emphasis on the 

celebratory aspects in Trinidad’s event.  Yet blood made an appearance in the discourse 

of Hosay builders.   

On Flag Night, the first night of Hosay, I met up with Sydney, the New York 

Hosay organizer on Western Main Road in St. James where the procession was taking 

place.  He was excited to show me how Hosay worked in Trinidad and sent me, 

accompanied by his niece, to the Panchaitee yard just a few blocks away.  There I was 

invited to enter the imambara, a corrugated tin structure in which tadjah was being 

built—“come on in, just leave your slippers by the door”—by Darryl, a Panchaitee Hosay 

builder.  Several men and women were inside, and some of the men were working on the 

tadjah, which was still very much under construction with two days left before it was to 

go out on the road, while the others were liming (socializing and loafing).68  We began 

talking about Sydney, and Darryl told me that Sydney has “Hosay running in his blood.”  

When I asked Darryl if he has Hosay running in his blood too, he shook his head slowly 

back and forth and replied, “too much so.”69  While blood may not be shed literally, I 

want to suggest that this metaphorical use of blood invokes sacrifice in terms of the 

cultural, religious and, physical work sustained by Hosay builders, as well as connection 

to a local and transnational “family” of mourners. 

                                                
68 In his article “Liming in Trinidad: The Art of Doing Nothing,” Thomas Hylland Eriksen defines liming, 
a frequent activity in Trinidad, as “hanging around” and suggests that it “encompasses any leisure activity 
entailing the sharing of food and drink, the exchange of tall stories, jokes and anecdotes, etc., provided the 
activity has no explicit purpose beyond itself” (1990: 25). 
69 Interview, February 7, 2006, St. James, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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Family is a crucial part of Hosay building in Trinidad.  Hosay builders emphasize 

that they are “born in” and “grow up in” Hosay yards and that family comes together for 

Hosay from abroad and across the country.  On the final day of procession, a woman who 

had marched with her daughter for the four days with the Cocorite yard told me she had 

been involved with the “Cocorite Hosay” for all of her 42 years:  “we are affiliated in the 

sense that my mother is related to the woman.  So it’s more or less a family—the whole 

family.”  She and her daughter live in Chaguanas, a large town in Central Trinidad about 

ten miles from Port of Spain: “But we come down every year for the festival—the whole 

three nights and then the day parade in the sun.”  When I asked her how the builders 

became in involved in Hosay she responded:  

You have a lot of them who are just, I mean they know it’s Hosay and it’s St. 
James.  It’s something that they’ve been born—and, you know, you grow up in it 
then.  So it’s not like, it’s not to say you’re not in it.  It’s your neighborhood and 
you grow with it so it becomes part of you then.70 

Darryl seconded these notions about belonging in the yards when he talked about how he 

got involved in Hosay.  He “grew up” in the Panchaitee yard, and he emphasized the 

relationship between his trade and the skills required to build Hosay: “I grew up in Hosay 

because I mostly like the artworks, fine artworks, very technical designs and so forth.  

Also it helps me in my trade.  I’m a fabricator, welder.  It’s kinda easy for me because I 

do similar designs for gates, big accent windows and so forth.  That and I like it.  I grow 

to like it.”71  This emphasis on technical and artistic talent recalls the reformulation of 

Hosay as an art form in New York.  The skills required to build Hosay are passed down 

from generation to generation, and builders start learning these skills as young children 

who take on small tasks when they start building Hosay.   

                                                
70 Interview, February 10, 2006, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
71 Interview, February 10, 2006, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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Sydney, New York’s Hosay organizer, emphasized family history when talking 

about how he became involved in Hosay: “this is part of the history of what I went 

through, but from back home [in Trinidad] I inherited.  I came from—my grandfather, 

my great-grandfather.  My grandmother’s father.  My father didn’t stay too long, but I—

somehow from about eight years [old] I was building it.”72  Direct family links to Hosay 

yards are important, but so is the family atmosphere of the yards.  On the fourth day of 

Hosay, Darryl explained that he liked Hosay “Because the unity as one.  It brings most of 

our family together.  Some family as you see they’re from foreign [abroad], we hardly 

sees them and they only come for Hosay.”73  This exposition of Hosay as a family event 

that facilitates transnational and local relationships suggests that the discourse of blood 

has many meanings in this ritual context.  As an event that based on mourning for 

Hussein, it connects practitioners to a global community of Shia Muslim mourners; and 

as such it requires the work and sacrifice that is the metaphorical blood spilled for the 

martyr.  This metaphor of blood also evokes the genealogies of Hosay practitioners who 

“grew up” in the Hosay yards and have Hosay “in their blood.”  These bloodlines 

demonstrate various states of belonging, yet the authenticity of various Hosay practices is 

still called into question because of “creolized” practices. 

As the sun set on the final day of the Hosay procession, several Hosay 

practitioners, led by the drum crew that included Darryl, pulled the Panchaitee tadjah off 

Western Main Road and headed back to the Panchaitee yard.  Because the many days of 

procession were drawing to a close the mood was celebratory, and people were hugging 

one another and smiling and the percussion music seemed more upbeat and faster paced.  

Suddenly, an Indo-Trinidadian man standing on the side of the road began yelling 

                                                
72 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
73 Interview, February 10, 2006, St. James, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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angrily; he approached the drummers unsteadily and, wagging his finger at them, 

continued his tirade.  The atmosphere became tense and threatened to turn violent, but the 

drummers laughed him off, the men who had been standing with him on the road quickly 

subdued and directed him away, and the mood turned celebratory again.  Later, sitting in 

the Panchaitee yard after communal prayers and a meal, I sat down with Darryl to ask 

him about the incident: “We don’t entertain drinking, so no violence,” he responded.  

“But,” I prodded him, “there were people drinking on the street.” 

Yes, but as in any country you cannot tell people what not to do.  It is their right 
to enjoy themselves.  It is their right to drink to alcohol.  But what we will tell 
them, they cannot come and touch our thing, our tadjah—we call it a tadjah—
when they are intoxicated because it is a spiritual thing. It’s not like Carnival 
[where] anything is anything.  So we chose for them not to indulge, because the 
more they indulge in it, they might put us to shame. And we might start to drink 
and—as you see in that incident that other guy who was intoxicated…Basically, 
what he didn’t like was the hand of drum that I was playin’.  It was normally the 
traditional procedure and they started to play a soca drum.  It a kind of faster beat.  
But he’s right in a sense, but how he brought across his point was wrong.74 

This rich explanation of the incident on the street touches on many of the meanings of 

Hosay that I have explored in this chapter.  Drinking alcohol occurs outside of the 

families that practice Hosay and outside of the yards and the imambaras in which the 

tadjahs are built.  This inside/outside dichotomy allows for religious practitioners to live 

in a country where drinking is allowed and part of celebratory practices.  

In addition, Darryl draws distinctions between Carnival, in which “anything is 

anything,” and Hosay, in which there are religious restrictions.  While drinking alcohol 

and public intoxication can bring shame to Hosay builders and drummers, Darryl 

concedes that the intoxicated man who made a scene on the road was “right” to some 

extent in his complaint about the hybrid drum hands.  The drum hands recount the 

incidents of the battle of Karbala and tell the story of Hussein’s martyrdom. The “soca 
                                                
74 Interview, February 10, 2006, St. James, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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drum,” which Darryl describes as “a kind of faster beat,” is a “hybrid hand” (Korom 

2003: 167) that is influenced by soca rhythms.  Soca is a dance music that is associated 

with Carnival, and this hybrid hand may be “played during the return after the burial 

prayers are said, when sorrow gives way to happiness” (Korom 2003: 167).  The 

resistance to this mixing of genres and the hybridization of Hosay suggests that religious 

and cultural forms and their meanings are still under debate. 

The final sacrifice of Hosay in Trinidad is the destruction and setting to sea of the 

tadjah, an emotional time for many of the yard members (Figure 15).  Before the tadjah 

was wheeled from the Panchaitee yard, Darryl had already said his goodbyes and 

disappeared into the imambara; he was too emotional to accompany the rest of the yard 

members for this last procession. The poetic discourse of suffering turned to tears for 

some and the attitude of some of the older members of the Panchaitee yard became 

somber as they destroyed the tadjah they had spent so long constructing or remembered 

family members who had passed away and could not share the experience of Hosay with 

them this year. But the children and younger yard members approach the task with gusto, 

tearing apart the tadjah and running to the water to hurl pieces of the tadjah into it; some 

of them swim out into the water to push the pieces further from shore.  The hard work of 

building the tadjah that links these believers to the suffering of Imam Hussein on the 

plains of Karbala parallels the difficult cultural work of creating and sustaining the long 

and varied history of Indo-Trinidadian production of Hosay in the Caribbean.  And the 

contested meanings of Hosay examined in this chapter, including the debates over 

creolization and mixing and the discourses of authenticity, continue to play out in a 

negotiation over authenticity and belonging. 
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Figure 15: Hosay ends with the dismantling and submerging of the tadjahs in the Gulf of 
Paria. 

CONCLUSION 

It is partially from these contested religious, ethnic, and national identities that 

Hosay in New York draws meaning.  I want to emphasize that building Hosay in New 

York provides important national and ethnic links to diasporic Indo-Trinidadian and 

Indian identities, and provides distinctions from Afro-Caribbean and Indo-Guyanese 

transnational identities in New York.  New York’s Hosay is distinctly Indo-Trinidadian 

diasporic event.  With direct links to Hosay in Port of Spain, it is attended primarily by 

Indo-Trinidadians.  This is markedly different from many other Indo-Caribbean events in 
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New York that often have a Guyanese focus, primarily because the Caribbean East Indian 

population in New York is largely Guyanese.  Similarly, it is distinct from Brooklyn’s 

Carnival, and does not draw an Afro-Caribbean audience.  

Discourses of authenticity around this ritual performance event permeate the New 

York and Trinidadian events but take on a very different meaning in each location.  As 

participants and observers negotiate meaning with one another and within the political 

structures that provide the space for Hosay’s performative practices, they reformulate 

their understandings of Hosay.  My first interview with Sydney took place in the 

classroom of an Indo-Caribbean arts and cultural center in Queens where I was 

conducting some fieldwork research.  Our conversation had lasted hours longer than I 

originally intended, and a young Indo-Guyanese American teacher and activist stuck her 

head into the classroom to tell me that she needed the room in just a couple minutes for a 

class.  Before she could leave, Sydney greeted her and asked, “Where are you from?”  

She replied, “My family’s from Guyana, but I was born in the U.S.”  Sydney told her, 

“Well, I am a Trinidadian.  I’m into Hosay.  ‘Cause you born here, but we used to 

celebrate it in Guyana, but they stopped it.  But in Trinidad we still continue it.”  She 

nodded and said, “I’ve heard about it in Trinidad.”  Indeed, the walls of the classroom 

featured reproduced photographs of Hosay from the plantation period.  “You heard about 

it,” he repeated, and added “That is a big thing in Trinidad and also the Carnival.  They 

are the two main things.  But it seems that all of Guyana, really when you check it, is a 

South American country.”  A member of an Indo-Caribbean cultural and arts 

organization and various South Asian political organizations, she quickly jumped in to 

argue this geographic designation, “But politically and socially—” And just as quickly, 

Sydney conceded, “Politically—I mean, true to the colonial status we all have the same 
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thing in common.  Your great-great-grandfather came from India, my great-great-

grandfather came from India.”75 

This discussion about geography, identity, and authenticity between these two 

cultural producers, as casual as it was, suggests that the unique space of New York’s 

outer boroughs provide another forum for this ongoing debate about the meanings of 

Hosay.  As they negotiated belonging in this Indo-Caribbean space outside of the 

Caribbean, each argued for a shared experience, but emphasized different routes: one 

emphasizing contemporary political and social struggles in the U.S. and the other 

common ancestry.  The diversity of cultural producers in the Indo-Caribbean community 

in Queens demonstrated through this interaction is generational, ethnic, and gendered.  

What seems at first to be an interaction that emphasizes these distinctions between an 

Indo-Trinidadian and an Indo-Guyanese cultural producer through the practice of Hosay, 

turns to an uneasy agreement on commonality.  As in much of this chapter, Carnival and 

Hosay are invoked alongside one another as important and well-known cultural practices 

in Trinidad as well as to establish a type of cultural competency or authenticity.  In 

addition, distinctions and similarities between the colonial histories of Guyana and 

Trinidad are raised, particularly through the status of Hosay on each country.  The 

negotiation over authenticity and belonging, here played out in a geographic debate over 

Caribbeanness, continues in the transnational spaces New York. 

                                                
75 Interview, December 7, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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Chapter 5: Voices From Home and Abroad: New York City’s Indo-
Caribbean Media 

INTRODUCTION 

In the midst of Hosay, an Indo-Caribbean Islamic ritual event, in the St James 

neighborhood of Port of Spain, Trinidad, I interviewed an Indo-Trinidadian New Yorker 

who travels to Trinidad annually to participate in Hosay. As we sat down in his family 

home in St James, he handed me an article detailing the history of Hosay on plantation 

estates in British Guiana (Kandasammy 2005).76  The article was pulled from the online 

version of a major Guyanese daily newspaper and printed in Caribbean Daylight Global 

News, a free weekly newspaper produced and printed in New York and widely distributed 

in the Indo-Caribbean neighborhood of Richmond Hill, Queens. The paper had traveled 

with this Indo-Trinidadian from New York to Trinidad, where he shared it as a source of 

information about an Islamic commemoration that indexes Indianness in the Caribbean – 

an event that has itself traveled from Karbala to Iran to India to the Caribbean to the US 

(Korom 2003). This transfer of information is significant because, beyond these complex 

transnational flows of people, objects and practices, it demonstrates the utility of Indo-

Caribbean migrant media in New York as a source for representing diasporic cultures and 

identities in transnational public spheres. It suggests that multifaceted notions of 

Caribbeanness and Indianness are constructed in the media of “twice migrant” (Bhachu 

1985) Caribbean East Indian communities in New York City. 

This chapter examines specific forms of Indo-Caribbean media production in New 

York City as a location for community development that demonstrate belonging and 

identity in transnational public spheres.  I provide an examination of Indo-Caribbean 

                                                
76 Interview February 9, 2006, St. James, Port of Spain, Trinidad. 
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media to analyze contemporary diasporic identifications in the transnational setting of 

Queens, New York. I argue that the multi-vocality of Indo-Caribbean media not only 

links up with “home” and builds bridges to India, but negotiates, interprets and presents 

contemporary understandings of Indian and Indo-Caribbean identity, politics and culture 

in relation to the majority population and other diasporic communities in this complex 

historical political-economic context.  Ethnographic explorations of race and space in 

New York City have focused on ethnic enclaves and the development of a voice in the 

public sphere (Gregory 1998; Kasinitz 1992; Khandelwal, 2002; Sanjek, 1998; Shukla, 

2003). Examining media, as Vibert Cambridge has noted, “at the intersection of 

immigration and diversity in the United States permits observation of the nature and 

practices of diasporas” and the role media “is playing in the construction of transnational 

identities” (2005: 6). Media producers are important agents in the production of diasporic 

communities because they respond to the needs and demands of their audiences (or 

“markets”) and reflect locally constructed identities back to the target communities and 

also represent these identities in the public sphere. The media examined here engage 

racialized political and cultural situations in the “home” countries of Guyana and 

Trinidad and Tobago, and the position of various Caribbean communities “abroad” in the 

US as well as the relationship of Indo-Caribbean migrant communities to South Asian 

Indian and Afro-Caribbean migrant communities; in doing so they develop “an Indo-

Caribbean voice” in diaspora that is varied and multiple. By examining media as a “social 

practice,” that is, in the political, cultural, and social context in which it is produced and 

consumed, I seek to understand “the impact of technologies on the production of 

individual and collective identities” (Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and Larkin 2002: 3). 
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MAPPING INDO-CARIBBEAN MEDIA 

The production and distribution of Indo-Caribbean print and broadcast media in 

New York City follows residential patterns. As noted in chapter two, Trinidadian or 

Guyanese migrants in Queens, particularly the neighborhoods of Richmond Hill, Ozone 

Park, and South Ozone Park, are primarily East Indian, while those in Brooklyn are 

primarily of African descent.  Much of the Indo- Caribbean media production occurs in 

these Queens neighborhoods and the advertisers are drawn primarily from the Richmond 

Hill area, particularly Liberty Avenue, a major commercial center for Indo-Caribbean 

communities in New York. These media are largely Guyanese-produced, reflecting the 

demographics of the Indo-Caribbean population in New York City, but they are marketed 

to and used by both Guyanese and Trinidadians. The notion of markets is crucial to Indo-

Caribbean media content, in part because the radio programs and free weeklies analyzed 

in this article are subsidized entirely by advertising. Radio hosts and print publishers and 

editors mobilize concepts of (Indo-)Caribbean and Indian diasporic community to appeal 

to their markets and their sponsors, but also to create spaces for representation in the 

public sphere. These print, broadcast and electronic spaces of entertainment, opinion and 

even commercialization provide diverse locations from which Indo-Caribbean 

communities claim belonging and representation in several transnational and diasporic 

spaces, including home (variably understood as the US, Guyana or Trinidad and Tobago) 

or within Indian, Caribbean and Indo-Caribbean diasporas. 

Several radio programs serve this community through Caribbean programming, 

which primarily airs on weekends. WWRL 1600AM is a major presence with a block of 

programming dubbed “Caribbean Saturdays,” which is targeted to an Afro-Caribbean 

audience; however, it also airs an Indo-Caribbean (Guyanese) program, the Bhawanie 

Singh Sunday Night Show (also called The Greatest Indian Music Show), on Sunday 
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nights. WPAT 930AM has a daylong block of Indo-Caribbean programming on Sundays, 

which includes the Haji Zakir Show, Best by Request, the Indo-American Show, JMC 

Music Mix and the Farook Juman Show. WGBB 1240AM airs Indo-Caribbean Night 

Ride on Saturday nights and Suhani Geet on Saturday mornings, both hosted by 

Bhawanie Singh. The racial division of listeners is significant; an Indo-Trinidadian radio 

producer made it a point to tell me that he has two programs, one of which caters to a 

“Jamaican and other black Caribbean” market and one to “the Indian” market, and that 

these markets are distinct.77 

The content of these programs may include music, such as chutney (popular Indo-

Caribbean music), soca (Trinidadian popular dance music), filmi (popular Indian cinema 

music), and Hindu and Muslim devotional music, interviews with local Indo-Caribbean 

politicians and community leaders, listener call-ins to send greetings, and extensive 

advertising segments for sponsors (often mortgage bankers, travel agencies or real estate 

agencies). There may also be short lectures from Hindu or Islamic religious teachers or 

leaders from local temples and mosques, particularly during religious seasons such as the 

Hindu festival of Diwali or the Islamic month of Ramadan, that address aspects of 

religious practice. Even the least religiously identified of these Indo- Caribbean radio 

programs addresses religion during religious holidays; just before Diwali the host talked 

about and played some bhajans (Hindu devotional songs) from an upcoming album by 

chutney singer, Adesh Samaroo. 

The newspapers that serve the Indo-Caribbean community in New York City are 

primarily free weeklies that can be found in vestibules of businesses in Richmond Hill 

and in other areas that have a significant population of Indo-Guyanese and Indo-

Trinidadians (Figure 16).  Those that widely circulate in neighborhoods in southern 

                                                
77 Interview with radio producer, June 25, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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Figure 16: Free Indo-Caribbean weekly newspapers at the entrance of a restaurant on 
Liberty Avenue in Richmond Hill, Queens, New York. 

Queens and serve the Indo-Caribbean population include the Carib Sun, Caribbean 

Daylight, Caribbean Daylight Global News, the Caribbean New Yorker, Indo-Caribbean 

Review and the West Indian. Other smaller, new or recently defunct papers that have been 

marketed to these communities include the Guyana Times, Hindu Xpress, Cricket 

International and the Guyana Monitor among others. These media include weeklies that 

primarily cover news related to “home” (which is often all-Guyana news), those that 

focus on “home” and “abroad” (often Guyana and New York City), those that focus on 

Indo-Caribbean news (including Trinidad), those with local Queens and Caribbean news, 

and those used as a tool to disseminate Hindu teachings. Most carry at least one page of 
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Bollywood news, as well as extensive coverage of Hindu, Muslim and also Christian 

religious holidays, as they are observed in the US and the Caribbean. 

Again, the notion of markets plays an important role in print media; while the 

target markets for ethnic print media overlap, categories based on race and country of 

origin can be delineated. Several weeklies produced for Indian migrant audiences that do 

not specifically reference Indo-Caribbean communities in New York are occasionally 

distributed along with Indo-Caribbean papers. These include Desi Talk in New York, 

India in New York (A Guide to Events and Entertainment from Indian Abroad), India 

Post and the Indian Express (North American edition). In addition, weekly or bi-weekly 

newspapers produced primarily for Caribbean and African American readers, such as the 

New York Liberty Star, Caribbean Impact and Caribbean Life, which rely on advertisers 

from Brooklyn and other areas of New York, can often be found alongside the Indian and 

Indo-Caribbean migrant newspapers mentioned above. These categories are based on 

content and advertising, but they are variable. Additionally, while the main readership 

within these categories may be distinct at times, the papers are circulated in many 

geographic areas. 

Noticeable in the names and slogans of many Indo-Caribbean print and broadcast 

media is the relative lack of overt claims to Indo-Caribbeanness; rather, the names of 

these media make claims to a Caribbean diaspora or (trans)nationality. Slogans such as 

Caribbean Daylight’s “Fifteenth year serving the Caribbean community,” the West 

Indian’s “Caribbean-Americans’ Weekly Community Newspaper,” the Guyana 

Monitor’s “Keeping an Eye on Guyana’s Development and Democracy” and the Guyana 

Times’ “At home and abroad” emphasize this. The slogans provide an insight into the 

papers’ contents and political focus and suggest an emphasis on transnational attachments 

to home or Caribbean regional diasporic connections, though the tenor of these papers is 
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Indo-Caribbean. Along similar lines, the radio program JMC Music Mix had a weekly 

live link-up with a station in Trinidad, which allowed Trinidadians in the New York area 

to send greetings to people in Trinidad and vice versa. According to the host, this allowed 

listeners to “make that connection” to home and abroad, and to get “the Trinidad flavor of 

everything.”78  By providing information from the Caribbean, these media help 

transmigrants retain the connection to and feel of home while living abroad, and also 

provide a space to represent the transnational Caribbean American community in the 

public sphere. 

However, there are media whose names and slogans proclaim a distinctly Indo-

Caribbean or Indian diaspora identity, such as the radio programs Indo-Caribbean Night 

Ride and the Indo-American Show. And there are those that promote a specifically Indo-

Caribbean and Indian diaspora political agenda, particularly the Caribbean New Yorker, 

which recently added the following slogan to its front page: “The Voice of Indo-

Caribbeans – The Only Weekly Serving the Interests of Indo-Caribbeans”. Another is the 

Indo-Caribbean Review, a periodic publication of the Indo-Caribbean Federation, a not-

for profit organization that promotes the political and cultural representation of Indo-

Caribbean communities in New York, particularly through an annual commemoration of 

Indian Arrival Day in Richmond Hill, Queens. One of the goals of the Indo-Caribbean 

Federation is “mobilizing [New York City’s] Indo-Caribbean political power” 

(Cambridge 2005: 69). These media outlets provide interesting counterpoints to, and 

intersections with, other media produced by and for this community, because of their 

commitment to Indo-Caribbean political identity as an important focus of their 

publications. 

                                                
78 Interview with Shantel Jaikaran, host of JMC Music Mix, December 14, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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Indo-Caribbean media follow a complex path in representing communities in the 

public sphere. While producers and consumers use Indo-Caribbean media to maintain 

identities in transnational and diasporic spaces, these media also highlight and create 

fractures, multiplicities and differences in what might be seen as a unified category of 

identity, “the Indo-Caribbean.” It is through these diverse means of understanding and 

representing community that the producers of media, culture, and identity variably 

suggest a diasporic Indian or Indo-Caribbean community or a Caribbean transnation.  

While recognizing the different markets based on race and country of origin, as well as 

the residential separation among the Caribbean communities in New York City, few 

media producers create programs and papers that make explicit political claims to racial 

identities in print or on air, and although their content tends to focus on Indo-Caribbean 

cultural forms, they emphasize national and regional commitments. This aversion derives 

in part from a desire to distance themselves from the racially divisive cultural politics in 

Trinidad and Tobago and Guyana. How this is mediated in the transnational and diasporic 

space of New York City is addressed through explicit connections to the Caribbean, 

Indianness, and Indo-Caribbeanness. 
 

LINK-UPS TO HOME 

Economic conditions in Trinidad and Guyana during the 1980s led to increased 

Indo-Caribbean migration abroad, in particular to the US, and added to an already 

significant Caribbean population, the majority of whom resided in New York. The 

Richmond Hill neighborhood, in particular, saw a large portion of this Indo-Caribbean 

migration, and the Indian population grew vastly between 1980 and 2000 (Khandelwal 

2002: 230). Because of this extensive Caribbean migration, contact between “home” and 

“away” using various means of communication has long been an issue in the Caribbean 
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(Miller and Slater 2000). It can be argued that personal communication methods, 

including cell phones, email, and online chats, made up the majority of those personal 

communicative links, but an important means of communication and community 

production in the Indo-Caribbean transnational public sphere in New York was the JMC 

Music Mix radio program’s live link-up with Masala radio in Trinidad. JMC Music Mix is 

a two-hour radio broadcast on WPAT 930AM and is part of JMC Entertainment, an Indo-

Trinidadian owned company that promotes chutney artists, produces chutney and 

chutney/soca crossover music, and has retail music stores in Trinidad and a nightclub in 

Richmond Hill. The program has been on the air since 1992; it reaches audiences in parts 

of New Jersey and New York, but, according to Shantel Jaikaran, the program’s host (and 

the daughter of the former host, Mohan Jaikaran, head of JMC Entertainment), the 

audience is primarily made up of Indo-Trinidadians or Guyanese in Queens. The five- to 

ten-minute link-up with Trinidad during each hour of the two-hour Sunday show allowed 

listeners to call in and send greetings between Trinidad and New York, providing a direct 

outlet for transnational communication, although because of cost (lack of profitability) 

and technical difficulties JMC Music Mix stopped the link-ups to Trinidad in mid-2005.  

As a form of transnational media, the link-up provided a space for the 

performance of primarily transnational Indo-Trinidadian identities, with callers following 

general tacit formats when delivering brief messages or greetings and making a personal 

connection to Trinidad in a very public space. In their research on cell phone use in 

Jamaica, Heather Horst and Daniel Miller have theorized the “link-up” as a use of a 

media technology in which “the most important element is not the content of 

conversations but their use to maintain connections over time” (2005: 760). This is also 

the case with on-air link-ups between callers in New York and Trinidad (as well as with 

listener call-ins to send greetings locally within the New York broadcast area), as the 
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content of listener comments during link-ups or call-ins most often had basic content, 

following the form of this example: “Sending birthday wishes to Shirley from your two 

daughters, three sons, sons-in law, and grandkids.” A major difference between cell 

phone and radio link-ups is the public nature of the radio linkups, which allows such 

connections to be enacted in the public sphere. 

The producer and host of JMC Music Mix felt that they were providing a service 

to the community through the link-ups to Trinidad, which made the program unique and 

valuable to a certain market audience, and thus valuable to sponsors. The link-up 

provided by the program also could be said to have produced a type of transnational 

identity best described by a migrant narrative of sacrifice and hard work, as suggested by 

the host: 

It was the first station to ever do it, the first time it’s ever been done – link to 
Trinidad. And I think it was great because some people can’t even afford to call 
their loved ones, you know, in Trinidad and speak to them. Or ever even get to 
make a request on the radio to someone to tell them happy birthday. And they live 
so far away or their mom lives far away. You know, people come out here for a 
better life. Sometimes it’s really hard for them to call home or whatever it is. And 
it’s just to put them together in that way.79 

The service provided by the radio program is to create the space for these transnational 

connections to be enacted on air, which has the result of representing certain forms of 

Indo-Trinidadianness in the public sphere. Yet with the termination of the link-up 

resulting in less on-air emphasis on Trinidad, the host believes that Guyanese listeners 

have increased. In her one-year tenure as host, she has shifted the format to include more 

soca music (which draws an Afro-Caribbean audience) in addition to chutney music 

(which is targeted to an Indo-Caribbean market). 

                                                
79 Interview with Shantel Jaikaran, December 14, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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Indo-Caribbean migrant newspapers have also provided link-ups to home, and 

some Indo-Guyanese, in particular, feel that the Indo-Caribbean migrant newspapers in 

New York were developed because the publishers recognized an absence of news from 

home. Because many of the papers are weeklies published on Fridays, the news they 

present is not often current, particularly compared to the availability of daily news in 

online versions of the major national papers from both Trinidad and Tobago and Guyana. 

Yet the local weeklies have a readership and sponsorships even with the availability of 

the online daily papers from home. Beyond the issue of access to electronic media, it may 

be the “link-up” rather than a daily engagement with the news from home that is relevant 

here. As the host of JMC Music Mix talked about the live linkup to Trinidad she 

explained that the host in Trinidad would inform the New York audience about “what’s 

going on in Trinidad that people might not know about here [in New York]. Or unless 

they’ve read the papers here [in New York] they really wouldn’t know what’s going on 

down in Trinidad.”80  

Bhawanie Singh, the host of three radio programs (the Bhawanie Singh Sunday 

Night Show, Suhani Geet and the Indo-Caribbean Night Ride), reads the headlines and 

some text from these Indo-Caribbean migrant papers, particularly the Caribbean New 

Yorker and the West Indian, during his shows, and often includes his own comments on 

the story. Like the host and producer of JMC Music Mix, he thinks of his shows as 

providing a community service: 
 

All the shows are just like playing requests and so on and then I said, “You know, 
what are we doing really for this community?” Radio should be a resource 

                                                
80 Interview with Shantel Jaikaran, December 14, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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material to help people. And I started thinking of using the radio like my 
classroom.81 

On his programs, he reads excerpts from various sections of the papers, including the 

local and entertainment sections, and Caribbean and international news. During one of his 

shows, he emphasized US national news, saying “It’s important for us to know what’s 

going on in this country [the US].”82  While providing a “link-up” to home, Indo-

Caribbean migrant radio programs and newspapers represent communities in the public 

sphere, but they also attempt to produce Indo-Caribbean communities by providing 

specific types of information and services to the community, and constructing and 

representing a transnational Indo-Caribbean public that negotiates identity and belonging 

at “home” and in the US. 

 

BUILDING BRIDGES TO INDIA IN NEW YORK 

As Indo-Caribbean migrant media produces a public through transnational “link-

ups” to home, it also represents Indo-Caribbean communities as they negotiate belonging 

in the US that is mediated through relationships with other Caribbean communities as 

well as the Indian migrant community from South Asia. These relationships locate the 

global scope of Indian and Caribbean diasporas in very specific ways: in the local space 

of Queens and through the class- and race-based experiences of migration. The way these 

relationships are examined in mainstream mass media, and the ways responses to these 

media develop in an online Indo-Caribbean space, provide the framework for an 

examination of “building bridges to India in New York.” 

                                                
81 Interview with Bhawanie Singh, host of the Bhawanie Singh Sunday Night Show, Suhani Geet and Indo-
Caribbean Night Ride, June 23, 2005, Queens, New York. 
82 Suhani Geet, WWRL 1240AM, June 25, 2005. 
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Two articles in the New York Times, published within weeks of one another, 

address the relationship between Indians from South Asia and those from the Caribbean 

(primarily Trinidad and Guyana) in Queens, New York. The first article, optimistically 

entitled “For Indians Born Far Apart, Bridges of Song and Sugar Cane” (Chan 2004), 

suggests that the exchange of culture between the two groups is “blossoming” due to “a 

desire to understand one another” and their “simple proximity” to one another in the 

neighborhood of Richmond Hill, Queens. According to the article, the relationship 

between the two groups once resembled that of “stepchildren” marked by an “awkward 

tension” based on differences in language and religion and the feeling on the part of West 

Indians that Indians from South Asia viewed them as “inauthentic,” but now they have 

been brought closer together by their “shared Indian roots.”  

The second article, more cautiously titled, “Indian, Twice Removed” (Berger 

2004), suggests that there is a “chasm” between these “two kindred communities” and 

that Indo-Caribbeans in Richmond Hill have not been “embraced” by the “more 

flourishing Indian communities” in Queens (Flushing and Elmhurst), “nor have they 

made many overtures to the Indians”. The author suggests that both groups are “steeped 

in British and Hindu culture. But they pray in separate temples and play for different 

cricket teams.” The article reports that some West Indians feel that they are “not quite 

being accepted as Indian,” while others are traveling to India to “search for their roots.”  

The articles are notable because although the articles share a language of concern 

about authenticity and belonging they arrive at very different conclusions about the 

relationships among Indians from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent. I want to 

suggest that these articles gesture to the difficulties of examining the Indian diaspora in a 

place like Queens, New York, as well as a rethinking of the parameters of the South 

Asian diaspora. The articles provide a view of ethnic immigrant groups in Queens, 
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positing the US as a multicultural site in which bridges are built or differences are reified. 

Importantly, Indians from the Caribbean and those from South Asia are understood as 

ethnic immigrant groups and defined in relation to one another, not as they operate in the 

larger landscape of the US. 

These articles, printed in a mainstream media outlet, the New York Times, are 

reframed and reinterpreted when they enter Indo-Caribbean-produced media worlds. Both 

articles were posted on the message boards of Caribbean websites – one on a West Indies 

cricket website (www.windiescricket.com), the other on an international Caribbean forum 

website (www.cariweb.com). The location of Liberty Avenue in Richmond Hill becomes 

a space to examine the intersections of Indo-Caribbeanness and Indianness in the online 

medium. One response to the posted article reads, “was driving through this same spot 

yesterday and was amazed at the number of new business that have sprouted up.… I’ve 

seen a few new Sari shops as well to complement the existing roti shops and grocery 

shops … yep … it’s certainly a case of East meeting West …”83  This online response 

emphasizes both overlap and distinction between these communities. As new sari shops 

that indicate Indianness join the roti shops (restaurants featuring curried stews wrapped in 

Indian bread), which are cultural markers of Indo-Caribbeanness, the different points of 

departure, East and West, are amplified in imagination, but the location of contact in 

Queens allows for mutuality.   

From the specificities of the Richmond Hill location, the online discussions 

quickly became focused on the broader distinctions, as well as the overlap of identity 

categories, within the Indian diaspora. In response to the article and the online 

conversation that followed, one member asked: 

                                                
83 Posted on December 6, 2004, 01:24 p.m., on West Indies Cricket Fever Web site, Cricket Message 
Board, “For Indians Born Far Apart, Bridges of Song and Sugar Cane,” 
http://windiescricketfever.mywowbb.com/forum1/3384.html (accessed November 8, 2005). 
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So who are we? Our unique historical and cultural experience of being Indo-
Caribbean separates us from the many Indians in India. We belong to different 
circles of classification. These circles intersect, with other circles. Your identity is 
changing with the company you are in. I feel that one has to be comfortable with 
his/her own identity. It really doesn’t matter where is it that you need to ‘belong’. 
Your culture runs in your blood … you can take yourself out of the culture, but 
you cannot take the culture out of you. My Indian friends acknowledge that the 
Hindi language has some claims on me, and have told me that IndoCaribbean 
culture is more traditionally “Indian” than that of modern India. Is one group 
identity more important than another, or more ethnically authentic than another?84 

Recognizing that there are cultural and historical differences between Indian and Indo-

Caribbean cultural identities, this post simultaneously reifies Indianness and Indian 

cultural identity through references to “blood” and “culture” which lay claims to 

authenticity and belonging. 

Another member of the forum suggests that there are three responses to the 

question “Who are you?” or “What are you?” A “country-based” response is: “I’m 

Trini/guyanese/indian.” The “ethnicity-based” response is: “I’m east indian/from 

pakistan/bangladesh/guyanese/trini or I can say desi.” But there is also a “religion-based” 

response that follows from and is collapsed into the categories of ethnicity and 

nationality: “if you say pakistani or bangladeshi, you will be presumed muslim, even if 

you are not. if you say east indian you will be hindu. i’m hindu/muslim/sikh/others etc.”85 

The online message board post enumerates three descriptive categories for identity, 

distinguishing between nation, ethnicity and religion; however, each category refers back 

to nationality and suggests that the descriptive content needed cannot be contained in the 

                                                
84 Posted on December 23, 2004, 11:06 p.m. on Cariweb Web site, Intellectual Forum, “Topic: Indian, 
Twice Removed,” http://www.cariweb.com/cgi-bin/ ultimatebb.cgi?ubb=get_topic;f=12;t=000323 
(accessed November 8, 2005). 
85 Posted on December 22, 2004, 02:35 p.m. on Cariweb Web site, Intellectual Forum, “Topic: Indian, 
Twice Removed,” http://www.cariweb.com/cgi-bin/ultimatebb.cgi?ubb=get_topic;f=12;t=000323 (accessed 
November 8, 2005). 
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categories of description, each overflowing into the other and reinforcing assumptions 

about South Asian identity in the process. 

These articles in the mainstream mass media and their attendant online 

commentary illustrate that the claims of these groups challenge the boundaries and make-

up of the South Asian diaspora, simultaneously emphasizing differences and similarities. 

The discussions are located in the specific space of Richmond Hill in Queens, but also in 

mainstream media and online communities. These mediated forums variably represent 

Indo-Caribbean communities negotiating belonging and identity in the US, as Indians 

from the Caribbean and South Asia meet up in Queens. Indo-Caribbean communities are 

“building bridges with India” in specific locations and in mediated forums, gesturing to 

the importance of structures of cohesion within racial groups in diaspora and the role of 

other minoritized communities in developing an Indo-Caribbean presence in the public 

sphere. 

 

THE VOICE OF THE INDO-CARIBBEAN 

The Caribbean New Yorker is one example of New York City’s Indo-Caribbean 

media that openly promotes an Indo-Caribbean and Indian diasporic political agenda. 

Because the editor is Malaysian and markets his paper under the slogan, “The Voice of 

Indo-Caribbeans – The Only Weekly Serving the Interests of Indo-Caribbeans,” this 

publication provides an interesting insight into the role of authorship; that is, who 

controls the representations of Indo-Caribbean communities in New York? I have 

discussed the role of media producers as agents in the construction and representation of 

migrant and diasporic communities. Importantly, other minoritized groups play a crucial 

role in the development of Indo-Caribbean publics. While many of the Indo-Caribbean 

media outlets in New York avoid making overt claims to Indian identity, preferring 
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instead to embrace a national or regional identity, the Caribbean New Yorker promotes 

Indianness as a main factor in its publication. 

Nala Singham, the editor and publisher of the Caribbean New Yorker, identifies 

his paper as a bridge between India and the Caribbean. Regarding the content of his paper 

he said, “What I found is … the Indians in the Caribbean were not represented. So I said, 

‘This paper will represent that Indian.’”86  The development and printing of the “voice of 

Indo-Caribbeans” slogan for the paper marked a shift in marketing and content that 

occurred in June 2005, after he participated in an ethnic media exhibition. Here he 

realized that many newspapers market to an ethnic, rather than a national, audience so he 

shifted the focus of the paper to address Indo-Caribbean interest in Indian diaspora news. 

The shift to this new content seems to be successful, his paper increased in length from 

56 pages in April 2005 to 72 pages in August 2005 based on increased advertising 

revenue. With this shift in content, the paper now becomes a tool to let people know 

about the Indo-Caribbean population because, as he said, “They only know Indians of 

Jackson Heights, they don’t know about Indians of Richmond Hill,” drawing a distinction 

between the prominent South Asian commercial area of Jackson Heights and the lesser-

known Indo-Caribbean neighborhood of Richmond Hill.87  

The Caribbean New Yorker often reports on and provides opinion pieces about 

connections between Indo-Caribbean communities and other South Asian communities in 

New York. For example, an opinion piece about the Indian Independence Day parade in 

Manhattan addressed Indo-Caribbean participation in the parade: “Indo-Caribbeans 

partook in the parade … because they feel it is helping Indians of various nationalities to 

                                                
86 Interview with Nala Singham, editor and publisher of the Caribbean New Yorker,  September 1, 2005, 
Queens, New York. 
87 Interview with Nala Singham, September 1, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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maintain their roots with mother India” (Bisram 2005: 16). This article also emphasized 

Indo-Caribbean influence on the parade: 

Indo-Caribbean inclusion in … the organization of the parade shows how that 
[sic] Indo-Caribbean are increasingly being accepted by Indian nationals in their 
events and have seen the importance of building unity with Indians in the diaspora 
regardless of country of origin. (Bisram 2005: 16) 
 

Here the concept of an Indian diaspora becomes the crucial point of identification, while 

country of origin becomes secondary. However, “mother India” remains an important 

focus of the article, and the parade itself, which is the topic of the article, celebrates 

Indian Independence Day. Yet there is an unequivocal emphasis on Indian unity in the 

diaspora and this perspective features in many of the pieces published in the Caribbean 

New Yorker. 

During an animated discussion with some Indo-Guyanese community members 

about the role of Indo-Caribbean media in New York, one man noted: 

Indian stories are covered more in the Caribbean New Yorker than the other 
newspapers. The other newspapers are not peddling a particular race group 
agenda. But the Caribbean New Yorker to my mind is not peddling the Indian 
race group agenda, but giving more information about the Indian story than any 
other newspaper. 

His friend replied, “Right! And the publisher of that is a Malaysian.”88 This exchange is 

telling in several ways. There is a valuation of this newspaper as an important voice in 

positioning Indo-Caribbean communities within the Indian diaspora and the paper is 

judged to assert this perspective more regularly than other Indo-Caribbean newspapers. 

There is also a critique of other papers for not promoting a “race group agenda,” but a 

reluctance to assert that the Caribbean New Yorker is promoting the Indian perspective 

over the Afro-Caribbean perspective, referencing the divisive race-based cultural politics 

                                                
88 Interview with Indo-Guyanese community members, June 30, 2006, Queens, New York. 
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in Trinidad and Guyana. Finally, while a second individual agrees with the comments, he 

also points out that the publisher is not Indo-Caribbean and thus brings into question the 

initial assertion of the role of the newspaper as such a voice. The publisher of the 

Caribbean New Yorker mobilizes the concept of an Indian diaspora that includes the 

Indo-Caribbean population, and then successfully markets this concept to an Indo-

Caribbean audience. He asserts the right of Indo-Caribbean communities to be 

represented in the public sphere as Indians in diaspora, yet the authority of that “voice” 

is questioned. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Indo-Caribbean communities enact commitments to home and commitments to 

India, a varied attachment that reflects both diasporic and transnational ties. As Indo-

Caribbean migrant media produce some of the text of these commitments, they become 

sites through which to examine the relationship among transnationalism, migration and 

diaspora. Media producers attempt to construct and represent a public in the various 

spaces of New York City among communities that are divided geographically and as 

markets. The division between these markets results in media produced for separate 

audiences–Afro-Caribbean, Indo-Caribbean, and Indian– though these categories 

intersect and overlap. As the residential areas of these communities and their media come 

into contact, media representation of Indo-Caribbean communities in New York provides 

link-ups to home and bridges to India. Thus, while media is a tool to create markets and 

attract sponsors, it also reflects in the public sphere the Indo-Caribbean communities 

living in New York. 

I have argued that Indo-Caribbean media in New York City indicate the 

importance of structures of cohesion within racial groups in diaspora. As media 
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producers negotiate the landscape of sponsors and audiences and stake a political and 

cultural position in that landscape, they also negotiate claims to diasporic and 

transnational identities. These media provide narratives of belonging and identity at 

home, in the US, and within Indian and Caribbean diasporas, and actively insert the Indo-

Caribbean into the concept of the Indian diaspora. I return to the account with which I 

opened this piece to reflect on the actions of an Indo-Trinidadian New Yorker who finds 

a newspaper article about Hosay important enough to clip from a local weekly in New 

York and carry with him when he returns to Trinidad. The interplay of audience reception 

and demands, and market-based production decisions, as well as the desire for 

representation in the public sphere, results in the production of media that has cultural 

currency in the lives of migrants and is capable of traveling transnationally as one of the 

many voices that reflect Indo-Caribbean diasporic identities in the public sphere. 
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Chapter 6: Ladies’ Nite: Performing Culture in Indo-Caribbean 
Diasporas 

Indian culture is a beautiful culture; it gives us beauty, trials, tribulation, rewards.  
We should go around the world and proclaim our culture.  We should be proud to 
say, “I am an Indo-Caribbean woman.”  Go to the world, the Caribbean, not only 
in the Caribbean Sea, but around the world—Asia, Africa, India—and say to the 
world, “I am an Indian.  I am proud to be an Indo-Caribbean woman.”  

--From No Shame Being Indo-Caribbean performed as a choreopoem by the 
Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture at a celebration of 
Caribbean American Heritage Month in New York89  

 

COOLIE is a beautiful word that conjures up poignancy, tears, defeats, 
achievements.  The word must not be left to die out….Not only in the Guyana 
context must COOLIE be given new meaning, but in every land of the Caribbean 
Sea, the Indian ocean, the seas of the East, in Africa and Europe.  Proclaim the 
world!  Identify with the word!  Proudly say to the world: ‘I AM A COOLIE.’   

--From I am a Coolie by Rajkumari Singh (1973) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In 2006 U.S. President George W. Bush issued a proclamation declaring June 

Caribbean American Heritage Month.  It was the culmination of a process initiated in 

1999 by the Institute of Caribbean Studies (ICS), a Washington, D.C.-based Caribbean 

American advocacy organization.  Caribbean American Heritage Month joined National 

African-American History Month (February), Hispanic Heritage Month (September 15-

October 15), and Asian Pacific American Heritage Month (May) among others that 

commemorate the contributions of ethnic and migrant communities to the United States.  

New York City’s mayor, Michael R. Bloomberg, issued a similar proclamation 
                                                
89 Audio recording of Kitchrie, June 30, 2006, Brooklyn, New York. 
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recognizing that “Caribbean culture has profoundly influenced the Big Apple,” and New 

York-based members of ICS produced a month of performance-based Caribbean cultural 

exhibitions throughout June to celebrate this new national and local governmental 

recognition of the Caribbean-American community.90   

On the final day of this first Caribbean American Heritage Month, the Rajkumari 

Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture, a Queens, New York-based non-profit 

organization founded by the children of the Guyanese writer, Rajkumari Singh, presented 

“Kitchrie,” their annual music-dance-drama festival.  Under the auspices of ICS, the 

Kings County Attorney General’s Office, and St. Francis College in Brooklyn, members 

of the Rajkumari Center presented multi-media pieces, dance, theater, and choreo-, and 

spoken-word poems; they presented Kitchrie as a one-night performance event that along 

with several other one-night performance events throughout the month celebrated 

Caribbean American Heritage Month.  The event organizer emphasized the importance of 

recognizing and representing the many types of diversity in the Caribbean and, implicitly, 

among Caribbean migrant communities in the U.S.:  

One of the things I really strived to do with this Caribbean Heritage Month was to 
make sure that all the multi-ethnicity, multilingual, and multicultural 
representation of the Caribbean was really felt.  And we started the month here at 
St. Francis with an Afro-Caribbean show that really presented the talents of 
Jamaica, Trinidad & Tobago, and Guyana…We are in fact ending the show with 
the same countries, but Indo-Caribbean representatives.91 

Several layers of multicultural discourse and hybridity are evident in the event 

organizer’s comments as well as the passages that open this chapter; those of U.S. and 

Caribbean pluralist recognition of ethnic and migrant communities and the hybridity in 

those regions. 

                                                
90 Audio recording of Kitchrie, June 30, 2006, Brooklyn, New York. 
91 Audio recording of Kitchrie, June 30, 2006, Brooklyn, New York. 
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The “re-staged” version of Rajkumari Singh’s 1973 polemical essay that opens 

this chapter speaks to the role of multicultural nationalism espoused by migrants in public 

forums in the United States at the turn of the 21st century.92  It reflects the kinds of 

respatializations and resignifications of Indo-Caribbean cultural production that take 

place in diaspora. The way that a polemic reclaiming and proclaiming of the term 

“coolie,” written in the 1970s, is reconceived and performed as part of a multicultural 

recognition of heritage that centers on a hyphenated (Indo-Caribbean-American) 

gendered (female) identity thirty years later emphasizes the distinct political climates and 

the affects of transnational migration on the domain of culture. In the modern 

performative context of New York City, historical and contemporary labor migrations are 

gendered and racialized and diasporic and transnational communities operate in relation 

to one another.  Cultural politics in Caribbean, South Asian, and other diasporas must 

engage hybrid and multicultural forms produced by the state and operate within relations 

of power. 

Scholars have argued that celebrations of multiculturalism erase racism and 

structures of social inequality (Carby 1992; Khan 2007a; Pierre 2003, 2004; Prashad 

2001) and often “folklorize” race, or more specifically blackness (Godreau 2002; Thomas 

2004b).  As Aisha Khan notes, “[t]he cultural schema of the state purports to protect the 

cultural heritages of its constituent social groups but does not undermine the material 

structures of privilege on which the state rests” (2007a: 657).  Elsewhere, I have argued 

similarly regarding national and academic discourses that celebrate hybridity in 

                                                
92 This re-staging of Indo-Caribbean writing and cultural forms echoes the works of other scholars and 
writers from the Indo-Caribbean.  Donnell and Welsh, editors of an edited reader of Caribbean literature, 
argue that several works by David Dabydeen “could be read as re-staging primal scenes of cultural 
imagination, going back and re-inscribing history in order to go forward” (1996: 452-3). Particularly, they 
suggest, several of his works “recuperate Indo-Caribbean experience for a written archive and reclaim his 
ancestry” (Donnell and Welsh 1996: 453). 
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Caribbean nation-states (Tanikella 2003).  In addition, the cultural practices developed in 

South Asian and other diasporas are selective and do not necessarily reflect the 

heterogeneity of cultural forms (Khandelwal 2002, n.d.).  

This chapter explores “re-staged” Indo-Caribbean cultural performances by the 

Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture to analyze the ways communities 

negotiate relationships with the past alongside relationships with other diasporic 

communities.  The performances examined here are shaped by public policies and 

practices because the Center develops programs that meet state needs to acquire funding, 

often through employing the language of multiculturalism. They use state legitimization 

as well as relationships with other migrant and racialized communities to get their voice 

into the public sphere by using existing models to achieve their own artistic and political 

goals.  In what follows, I examine how the Center is doing so by confronting gender, race 

and class distinctions though an emphasis on the social history of migration.  Based on 

my fieldwork with the Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture, I will 

examine how culture is produced in diaspora, particularly in relation to other racialized 

communities.  The mission of the Rajkumari Center is to present, teach, and preserve the 

arts and cultures of “twice migrant” (Bhachu 1985) communities of East Indians from the 

Caribbean residing in the U.S.  The Center negotiates understandings of Caribbeanness 

with Afro-Caribbean communities in New York and negotiates concepts of Indianness 

with neighboring South Asian migrant communities. And the Center’s collaboration with 

Caribbean American and South Asian social service and performance-based 

organizations suggests that the center shares the struggle for equality and social justice 

among migrant communities.  
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MAKING KITCHRIE, GAINING A VOICE 

The Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture is named to honor 

Rajkumari Singh (1923-1979).  Founded in New York by two of her children, Pritha 

Singh and the late Gora Singh (1950-1997), the Rajkumari Center was incorporated with 

not-for-profit status in 1996. The Center’s mission statement identifies it as a 

“community organization” that “preserves, teaches and presents the arts and culture of 

the Indo-Caribbean people from Guyana, Trinidad, and Suriname living in the New York 

metropolitan and Tri-state area, and works to rejuvenate our cultural and artistic life.” 

The Center’s mission reflects the life work of Rajkumari Singh.  One of the first 

published and most cited Indo-Caribbean women writers, she is regarded as a “Guyanese 

cultural hero” (Cambridge 2004).  Rajkumari Singh is widely considered to be an 

important figure in the development of Guyanese culture and arts in part because she was 

a mentor to so many young writers and artists in Guyana as well as a significant 

contributor to Guyanese political and cultural life (Donnell and Welsh 1996; Poynting 

1987).  

Though the Center has never had a permanent physical location, it has always 

been housed in Queens, a borough that is identified in the Center’s materials as the 

“center of both Indo-Caribbean and Indian immigration in New York” (The Sound of Her 

Bells, The Rajkumari Center, Queens, New York, 1995; Pushpanjali, 1996).  In 2005, the 

Center’s staff was working with the New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA) to 

develop a capital campaign to purchase the building where they had leased space since 

2000.  Additionally, they had professionalized the Center by expanding their workshops, 

developing a multi-arts program, securing board members, and hiring staff.  

Unfortunately the building was sold to another buyer in July 2006 leading to a loss of 
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their renovation costs, disruption of their class schedule, and the cancellation of two 

seasons of programming.   

The Rajkumari Center’s annual large-scale performances, called Kitchrie, and 

year-round youth-focused curricula, primarily in music, dance, and drama, emphasize 

cultural and artistic life as a means to develop community self-esteem and have often 

used Rajkumari Singh’s writings as a basis for performance.93  The Center develops 

community self-esteem through an emphasis on heritage arts and a model of developing 

inter-generational skill sharing.  According to a mission statement in their 1999 

performance program, the Center’s “method of work” draws on the knowledge base of 

“custodian and tradition-bearers, producers, and scholars” in a “teaching-learning 

process.”94  This method creates what the executive director has referred to as “young 

culture bearers.”95 

During a 2006 performance the executive and artistic director explained the work 

of the Center as follows: 

…many of our great arts and culture is not really known even among many, many 
of us who left the village and plantation life and came into the cities of let’s say 
Port of Spain [Trinidad] or Georgetown [Guyana] or went on to Europe and the 
United States.  So basically what we’re doing many of us are rediscovering some 
of these great cultural gems.  And today the Rajkumari Center works closely with 
elders who are the custodians who are still are practicing many of these great 
thing, like tan singing, like kanyadaan, like matikor songs, like sohar—these are 

                                                
93 The Sound of Her Bells, a play written in 1969 by Rajkumari Singh, was performed as a musical dance-
drama by the Rajkumari Center in Queens, New York in 1995.  The publication produced by the Center for 
that performance, The Sound of Her Bells (The Rajkumari Center, Queens, New York, 1995) provides a 
chronological list Rajkumari Singh’s published works and the plays she directed and produced.  Later 
publications for Kitchrie events in 1998, 1999 and 2000 pay homage to her life and her work.  The 1998 
publication, Kitchrie: A Festival of Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture (The Rajkumari Cultural Center, 
Queens, New York, 1998), provides excerpts from the essay “I am a Coolie” along with a citation from 
Donnell and Welsh’s edited reader (1996); the reader includes the essay. 
94 Mission statement, Kitchrie ’99: The 2nd Annual Festival of Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture (The 
Rajkumari Cultural Center, Queens, New York, 1999). 
95 Pritha Singh, board meeting of the Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture, November 
18, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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the birth songs.  And so in this way we bring these elders, the few remaining elder 
that we have scattered all over the United States and North America, and we bring 
them to New York to work with the younger generation of highly-skilled, trained, 
classical Indo-Caribbean Americans many of them born here.96 

In this impromptu mission statement, the director suggests that both the loss and the 

rediscovery of cultural knowledge are crucial to the work of the Rajkumari Center.  

Because the Center is concerned with the preservation and teaching of arts and culture, 

and she locates the development of those in the villages and plantations of Trinidad and 

Guyana, she argues that migration from villages to urban areas, or from the Caribbean to 

Europe or North America results in the loss of artistic and cultural heritage. This 

statement and much of the work of the Center positions the village as a central location 

for festival and heritage arts.  This discourse on villages as sites of Indo-Caribbean 

culture recalls a similar discourse by the Hindu organizations in Trinidad examined in 

chapter three. As migration causes a rupture from cultural and artistic practices, the 

Center seeks to remedy this rupture through the transmission of cultural and artistic 

knowledge between generations to create new culture bearers out the tenuous situation of 

loss, exile and isolation.   

The initial migration from India starting in the 19th century plays a significant role 

in the ways that arts and culture is transmitted through generations.  Indeed, images of the 

ships representing those that bore indentured laborers from India to the Caribbean as they 

traveled across the kala pani figure prominently in the Rajkumari Center’s performances 

as symbols of that rupture.  But it is the more recent exile from the Caribbean that fuels 

the Center’s concern with cultural loss.  As the East Indian community was “driven by 

economic and political upheaval from our Caribbean homelands” and culture and arts 

                                                
96 Audio recording of Kitchrie, June 30, 2006, Brooklyn, New York. 
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“lost its national place” where support could be demanded.97  As East Indians enter a 

smaller community of Indo-Caribbean migrants in the U.S., the resource base for these 

practices dwindle and the survival and preservation of these artistic and cultural forms are 

uncertain.98  The work of preservation requires bridging the gaps caused by these ruptures 

and losses.  The Center identifies youth culture and young people as particularly 

vulnerable to loss of culture, and their classes are grounded in theory and history.  As a 

parent who enrolled his two daughters in a beginners dance class told me, he became 

involved with the Center for his children because “our culture,” which he defined as “the 

importance of education, and family, and respecting our elders” changes through 

residence in the United States.99 And he positioned the Rajkumari Center as a source for 

this cultural knowledge. 

The preservation of heritage arts is an element of the Center’s work, but the 

Center is also, as the executive/artistic director told me, “trying to give Indo-Caribbean 

people a voice” through drama, singing, and dance, and planned to do so particularly 

through its youth development program.  In 2005, the center began developing a multi-

arts program, a program that featured classes for children and adults.  Classes offered at 

the Rajkumari Center since it was founded include dance (Bollywood film, chutney, 

kathak), music (dholak, tabla, harmonium, tan, soca-chutney) and drama (Figure 17).  

While there is an emphasis on heritage arts, the Center also aims to train young people as 

productive artists and performers and embraces creative practice.  This includes 

recognizing that along with appreciating and teaching performance traditions, there is  

                                                
97 Karna Singh, “The Rajkumari Cultural Center: Mission and Achievements,” Kitchrie: A Festival of 
Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture (The Rajkumari Cultural Center, Queens, New York, 1998), p. 4. 
98 In 2005 the executive/artistic director was the only full-time paid employee, but she often told me that 
her objective was for performers associated with the Rajkumari Center to be paid even if it was only a 
stipend for their work.  This type of respect for artists as professionals follows a main tenet of the Center, 
that is, professionalism and high standard of performance. 
99 Interview, May 14, 2005, Queens, New York. 
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Figure 17: A kathak class at the Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture. 

also an understanding that continuity and change co-exist.  This method allows the 

younger generation to draw on traditional practices in new and creative ways.  During a 

performance the executive/artistic director told the crowd: 

We are really focused on training our youth to take our places and to take their 
places as representatives.  To be able—not just to be performing artists but to 
have the historical and cultural knowledge that goes with these things…[I]n 
addition to this heritage and preservation work we try to mentor and nurture 
young people who are interested in doing modern and contemporary things.  And 
this is very important to us also because we are modern and contemporary people 
living in North America—living in the United States.  And in this way, they’re 
able to write, sing and dance about this new experiences that we are having as 
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Caribbean people in the United States.  And in this way they’re adding to Indo-
Caribbean arts and culture.100 

This emphasis on creative practice has resulted in forms like Kitchrie, a musical dance-

drama performance that the Rajkumari Center performs annually.   

As “the first festival celebrating the cultural and arts of the Indo-Caribbean 

communities in the New York/Tri-State Area from Guyana, Trinidad and Suriname,” 

Kitchrie is described as both culinary and cultural.  Kitchrie is a “simple rural East Indian 

dish” of rice and peas “served with spicy pickles and sauces,” and the name is intended to 

evoke a “mixed pot” of culinary and artistic ingredients.  It is also a ritual meal offered at 

rural Hindu weddings in the Caribbean.  Fed to the groom by the bride’s family, it can be 

refused by a groom who requires more gifts before accepting his bride.   In addition to 

being a culinary item and ritual meal, Kitchrie is a festival of leela, which is “the cosmic 

and sportive play of the gods” and “sacred theater.”101 

Robert Baron, a public folklorist who worked with the New York State Council 

on the Arts (NYSCA), a state agency that funds Rajkumari Center programs, describes 

Kitchrie as  

…based on the leela folk theater genre…Included within the leela are creole 
forms like Chutney music and dance as well as classical traditions like Kathak 
and Bharatanatyam.  Kitchrie represents life cycle and calendrical rituals, and 
people from different generations in the Indo-Caribbean community participate in, 
and learn about, many facets of their complex cultural heritage.  It’s a celebratory 
event that teaches about a remarkable heritage with multiple cultural sources 
(Baron quoted in Muthukumaraswamy: 2002).   

During one Kitchrie performance, the Center’s executive director described the leela in 

this way:  

                                                
100 Audio recording of Kitchrie, June 30, 2006, Brooklyn, New York 
101 “Making Kitchrie,” Kitchrie ‘99: The 2nd Annual Festival of indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture (The 
Rajkumari Cultural Center, Queens, New York, 1999).  Derek Walcott’s Nobel Lecture (1993) notably 
recounts a Trinidadian village performance of Ramleela, a dramatization, including music and dance, of the 
Hindu epic the Ramayana, which is the story of Rama. 
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In traditional India, [the leela] was…the way we pass[ed] our histories and our 
ideas along throughout the subcontinent by minstrels...And then eventually stories 
and legends of our gods and our kings and so on were written in songs and 
couplets and poetry…Today most of the leelas coming out of India are depicting a 
lot of the religious ethics of Ram and Sita and Hanuman and perhaps Krishna—
the Krishna-leela and so on.  At the Rajkumari Center we have reclaimed the leela 
concept and it has given us a wonderful structure from which to use the elements 
of the traditional Indian leela to tell our own story, our own history of 
indentureship, of colonization and of migration.102   

While based on Indian traditional forms, Kitchrie was developed by Indo-Caribbean 

migrants in New York and tells a dramatized version of their story and their history.  In 

yet another form of “re-staging,” the Rajkumari Center is drawing on Indian cultural 

forms and reinterpreting through the lenses of multiple labor migrations to emphasize the 

particularity of the Indo-Caribbean story.  Like the “re-staging” of Rajkumari Singh’s 

essay that opened this chapter, Kitchrie uses the discourse of multicultural nationalism to 

draw attention to historical and contemporary inequalities.  It demonstrates the ways 

transnational performances mediate Indo-Caribbean experiences of global processes and 

presents them in the public sphere. 

 

LADIES’ NITE 

The term kitchrie is derived from a meal served at rural Hindu weddings, and 

Kitchrie performances often focus on aspects of the Indo-Caribbean wedding.  In August 

2006, the Rajkumari Center dramatized a “Bamboo Wedding,” or an Indo-Trinidadian 

village wedding, on the outdoor performance stages of New York’s Lincoln Center as 

one of their large-scale Kitchrie performances.  It was one of many performances in a 

day-long event organized by the Caribbean Cultural Center, an organization that serves as 

a resource for the preservation of culture of the African Diaspora, particularly in the 

                                                
102 Audio recording of Kitchrie, June 30, 2006, Brooklyn, New York 
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Caribbean, South, Central, and North America.  The Caribbean Cultural Center was 

celebrating its thirtieth anniversary with this event called “30 Years of Carnival” that also 

included a steelpan orchestra, an Afro-Caribbean Garifuna Punta ensemble, Haitian Rara 

music, Cuban Comparsas, and Brazilian Samba. 

Figure 18: A tassa band assembles on an outdoor stage at Lincoln Center, New York. 

As a crowd of thousands stood and sat in folding chairs in front of an outdoor 

stage in a plaza at Lincoln Center in the middle of a warm Sunday afternoon in August to 

watch another free performance celebrating Carnival, a tassa band began to assemble 

(Figure 18).  Tassa bands are a staple at Indo-Caribbean events, including Hindu 

weddings and the Islamic ritual tradition of Hosay, and typically include tassa drums 
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(made of a clay or synthetic shell and covered by an animal skin or synthetic head), a 

bass drum, and jhaals (small brass cymbals).  This tassa band consisted of four young 

men wearing white t-shirts, jeans shorts, and bandanas in the Trinidadian flag’s colors of 

red, white, and black tied around their heads.  A similarly attired singer playing a 

harmonium and a dholak (a North Indian hand drum) player joined them.  An event 

organizer from the Caribbean Cultural Center introduced the Rajkumari Center for Indo-

Caribbean Arts and Culture with a brief excerpt from the Rajkumari Center’s mission 

statement, specifying “Indo-Caribbean referring to the people of South Asian descent 

living in Guyana, Suriname and Trinidad,” and then told the crowd, “they will be dancing 

to chutney music.”103 

As the music of the tassa band started coming up, a performer walked to the 

microphone and in an Indo-Caribbean village accent said: 

Me name Baboo, me come from Trinidad.  Me want to invite yuh out to one 
bamboo weddin’—Hindu-style bamboo wedding.  And we’s ring all de bells so 
when we walk ‘round the village.  And we ring the bells and we seh—we give 
yuh some rice—and we seh, “hey!” [The audience laughs]  We want to invite you 
and your whole family.104  

The Rajkumari Center then began to perform various scenes depicting a Hindu wedding 

ceremony.  The biggest crowd pleaser of the Center’s performance of the Kitchrie  

“Bamboo Wedding” is matikor night, or what the Center performers referred to as 

“ladies’ nite” (Figure 19). Matikor is an all-female celebration that includes ribald 

singing, dancing, chutney music, as well as a “digging dirt” ritual that takes place on the 

Friday night of a Hindu Caribbean wedding weekend.  It is a folk form that was brought 

to the Caribbean by indentured laborers from rural northern India.   

                                                
103 Audio recording of Kitchrie (“Bamboo Wedding”), August 13, 2006, Out of Doors Summer Concert 
Series, Lincoln Center New York. 
104 Audio recording of Kitchrie (“Bamboo Wedding”), August 13, 2006, Out of Doors Summer Concert 
Series, Lincoln Center New York. 
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Figure 19: The Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture presents a 
“Bamboo Wedding” at Lincoln Center, New York. 

Matikor has become an especially important reference in scholarly work on 

gender and performance in the Indo-Caribbean, as well as in scholarly work on Indo-

Caribbean popular culture in general, because scholars have located the origins of 

chutney, a popular and controversial Indo-Caribbean music and dance form, in the 

matikor ceremony (see, for example, Manuel 2000; Mehta 2004; Niranjana 2006; Puri 

1999, 2004; Ramnarine 1996, 2001).  Importantly, these all-female celebrations that 

served to both impart sexual knowledge and to reduce the tension surrounding the 

wedding were performed in private contexts.  Public and stage performances of this 

music and dance form first appeared in the 1970s in Trinidad as “chutney” (Ramnarine 
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2001).  Public chutney performances and chutney’s increased popularity began a nation-

wide debate about the explicit nature of the chutney dance style, which combines pelvic 

rotations along with hand movements derived from folk dances from the Bhojpuri region 

of India, and chutney lyrics, which often rely on sexual double entendre.  More 

significantly, the debates centered on Indo-Caribbean women’s primary roles in chutney 

events as producers, consumers, and public participants.  

In the Rajkumari Center’s performance of matikor or “ladies nite” at Lincoln 

Center, the musicians began to play “Maticoor Night,” a popular Trinidadian chutney 

song performed by Rasika Dindial, repeating the lyrics, “We don’t care a thing what 

anybody say/Maticoor night is for ladies to get away.”  As the veiled and reticent “bride” 

was lead out to the stage by other young girls, the older women/grandmothers in the 

group started “behavin’ bad” by wining (a popular dance form marked by erotic pelvic 

movements) and lifting their skirts above their knees.  The dancers retrieved two strings 

laden with cardboard cutouts, one string resembling eggplant (baigan) and one 

resembling bananas and tied them around the bride’s waist and neck.  As the music 

continued to pick up pace, the lyrics changed: “Is the baigan she wants/is the baigan she 

wants/is banana she wants…” And as the crowd at Lincoln Center yelled, hooted, and 

laughed, the dancers representing the older, married women held single large cardboard 

cutouts of an eggplant or a banana between their legs simulating aroused male genitalia, 

wining, dancing suggestively, and chasing and teasing the “bride” as the singer 

encouraged them by shouting “wine it right!” 

It is a fun performance to observe, and it is played for laughs by subverting 

audience expectations of Indian femininity, sexuality, and public behavior.  For that 

reason, matikor has become a rich symbolic source for exploring gendered Indo-

Caribbean identity.  It has been read as a libratory space where women reclaim their 
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(hetero)sexuality and mock patriarchal power (Mehta 2004).  In a volume entitled 

Matikor: The Politics of Identity for Indo-Caribbean Women, editor Roseanne Kanhai 

argues,  

Matikor exists today, its endurance and transformative capacity providing a lens 
through which the identity of Indo-Caribbean women can be explored.  Against a 
backdrop of Afro-Caribbean majority, matikor remains a closed, ethnic space 
where Indian women do not carry the burden of minority status.  As Indian 
women enter into Caribbean and global mainstreams, matikor acts as a reminder 
of the spiritual strength found in community and tradition (1999: xi-xii). 

Kanhai suggests that the edited volume is itself a “matikor space” which allows Indo-

Caribbean women to participate in this creative and libratory process from within the 

Caribbean and its diaspora. The potential for matikor as a symbolic resource in the text 

itself derives both from it’s expressive potential, but also from it’s difference from Afro-

Caribbean norms in the Caribbean.  The latter claim echoes arguments in other texts that 

are concerned with the ways Afro-centric scholarly research, views, and feminist 

perspectives in the Caribbean region marginalize Indo-Caribbean experience and deny 

Indo-Caribbean access to political power (Baksh-Soodeen 1998; Birbalsingh 1997; 

Dabydeen 1987).  Yet Kanhai suggests that the writers in the edited volume do not 

“invoke India as the origin of identity, nor are there attempts to connect to an Indian 

purity.  The consciousness expressed, grounded in the reality of the Caribbean and its 

diaspora, is a long journey to self and group realization;” indeed she argues that “they 

develop an open matikor space” (1999: xiv).  I am concerned that this reading of the 

Indo-Caribbean reifies identities by placing them in distinction to others.  Rather, I am 

interested in exploring what Avtar Brah has called diaspora space, which “includes the 

entanglement, the intertwining of the genealogies of dispersion with those of ‘staying 

put’” (1996: 209). That is, new forms of transnationality allow for multiple articulations 

that inquire into structures of privilege as well as structures of oppression.   
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My analysis of this “performance event” (Bauman 1986) centers on the 

Rajkumari Center performance of matikor as “ladies’ nite.”  As performed by the 

Rajkumari Center, ladies’ nite is bawdy and ribald; it involves humorous and lewd 

displays of female (hetero)sexuality as a way of preparing the bride for marriage.  And it 

is referred to as “ladies’ nite” particularly to invoke this sense of play, sexuality, and 

female-only space.  Indeed, as I was involved in this performance event, I received an e-

mail invitation from an Indo-Caribbean nightclub in Queens for “The Ultimate Ladies’ 

Nite” with a poster attachment featuring a photograph of an all-male revue.  It was a 

striking comparison.  The Center’s executive/artistic director told me that the work of the 

Center allowed Indo-Caribbean participants to “not just to be performing artists but to 

have the historical and cultural knowledge that goes with these things.  It’s not enough 

for Indian women and Indian men to just get up and dance, you know.  You don’t need 

the Rajkumari Center for that.  You can go to a discotheque and do that.”  I want to 

suggest that one of the main differences between these two versions of ladies’ nite—the 

nightclub’s and the cultural center’s—has to do with the “re-staging” of cultural forms, 

which involves a grounding in historical and cultural knowledge.  Matikor re-staged on 

the outdoor stages of Lincoln Center by the Rajkumari Center developed out of Indo-

Caribbean experiences in rural areas of Trinidad and Guyana—cane fields, plantations, 

and the villages that grew around them—but ladies’ nite attempts to respacialize and 

resignify the cultural practice of matikor in a diasporic performance context by situating 

these experiences as performances of Indo-Caribbean identities in modern, contemporary 

public spheres. 
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SEQUINS AND SHALWARS 

As we held our final poses under the bright stage lights wearing gold sequined 

tank tops, tikas hanging down onto our foreheads from our hair and our arms laden with 

bangles, I was reminded just how quickly I had surrendered the notion that I would 

simply be “observing” some courses at the Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts 

and Culture. It was the conclusion of the 2005 Winter Dance Festival and, as students in 

the “Wuk Yuh Wais’ Chutney Workshop,” we had just performed a chutney dance 

choreographed to a popular chutney song, “Rajin Jeem Jeem Joom,” by the 2004 

Trinidad National Chutney Monarch, Adesh Samaroo. In addition to our chutney 

performance, the evening included dances by students in the “Creative Kathak Class” and 

instructors and advanced students performed kathak (North Indian classical dance), 

kuchipudi (classical dance from Andhra Pradesh), chutney, and interpretive dance. The 

gymnasium of the church in which the Center held classes and had offices had been 

transformed into a performance space by the saris and batik material draped around the 

stage and hung over the balcony banisters. At the conclusion of the event, participants 

and audience members gathered in the Rajkumari Center’s classroom and office space to 

share a meal, celebrate the conclusion of the Center’s fall courses, and learn more about 

the Center’s operation and fundraising efforts.  Kathak class members, still wearing their 

white shalwars (or shalwar kameez, outfits of loose trousers and long shirts), colorful 

duppattas (long shawls), and ghungaroos (ankle bells), joined the chutney dancers to 

receive certificates of achievement for completing the classes (Figure 20).  This 

performance event gestures to the ways that identity in the Indo-Caribbean diaspora is 

multiply constituted; in this case, it suggests cultural authenticity that equally values 

expressive forms that index India and the Indian presence in the Caribbean. The 

performers’ bodies and the performance space were draped in various materials, in this 
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case shalwars and sequins, thereby (re)signifying them differently as being Indian or 

Indo-Caribbean yet under the rubric of the Indo-Caribbean performance event. 

 

Figure 20: Members of the kathak and chutney dance classes receive certificates of 
achievement at the Rajkumari Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture, 
Queens, New York. 

As the culmination of the “Wuk Yuh Wais’ Chutney Workshop,” our 

performance was preceded by ten weeks of dance classes. During the introductory class, 

after we learned a few of the basic chutney moves, I and the seven other women enrolled 

in the course sat down on the floor of the classroom for the “history part” of the class, 

which followed from the Rajkumari Center’s emphasis on teaching history and culture 
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along with expressive forms.  Our Indo-Trinidadian instructor began by handing out 

enrollment forms, information about the Rajkumari Center, and photocopied maps of 

India. The instructor asked us to look at the map, on which the state of Bihar was 

highlighted, filled in with yellow. “In Bihar,” she told us, “there’s a little town called 

Bhojpur and that’s where most of the Indians in the Caribbean come from. In Bhojpur, 

they had a dance called chatni then we added the waist and made it more erotic.”105  As 

she traced the history of Indian migration to the Caribbean, she simultaneously addressed 

the way the dance form of chutney had developed as it moved from the Indian 

subcontinent to the Caribbean to this Indo-Caribbean cultural and arts center in Queens, 

New York.  She suggested that Indo-Caribbean people (“we”) eroticized the Indian dance 

form of chatni by adding the “waist,” which refers to wining, a popular style of dance in 

Trinidad.  Indeed, the element of the “waist” is central in the name of the dance class.  

Following this history of chutney and Indo-Caribbean migration, she continued by 

providing us with a history of her years of training in dance styles, including kathak, 

rajdhar, and chutney, as well as a lineage of grandmothers and great-grandmothers on 

both maternal and paternal sides who were wedding dancers. At this point one of the 

students in the group interrupted her and said, “It’s in your genes.” “No,” the instructor 

corrected her, “it’s in my blood.” 

I am interested in how the dance instructor’s diasporic narrative and this 

genealogy of Indian cultural forms are mapped geographically and bodily as a claim to 

authenticity and an assertion of cultural work.  The instructor’s rejection of a genetic 

source for the Indian and Indo-Caribbean dance styles she performs and her emphasis on 

blood illustrates that even though she made a point to establish her authority as an 

                                                
105 Bhojpur is a district in the state of Bihar in India. It is also a linguistic region with about 150 million 
speakers spread across several states in India (Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand, and Bihar) and Nepal, as well as 
Trinidad, Guyana, Suriname, Fiji, Mauritius and other locations in which Bhojpuri speakers have settled. 
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instructor to her students by providing the genealogy of chutney as well as her own 

genealogy, these origins are not the sole factor in the production of culture. I want to 

suggest that the dance instructor asserted a difference between blood and genes in this 

setting because blood serves not as a metaphor of putative origins, but as a metaphor for 

cultural work and struggle. During my fieldwork, I often had informants tell me that the 

cultural practice with which they were involved was “in their blood;” the comments by 

Hosay practitioners in chapter four are an example of this.  As with Hosay builders, blood 

becomes a metaphor for the cultural work and the kinds of sacrifice made for that work.  

These comments about blood and the cultural forms that flow in the blood of cultural 

producers are borne out of the history of colonialism that shaped the Caribbean and India 

and apply to contemporary situations in which new forms of economic globalization and 

transnational movements bring differently racialized communities into shared local 

spaces. When this history is mapped onto the transnational and diasporic social spaces of 

the United States it suggests that while the origins of cultural forms and of the cultural 

producers themselves may be rooted in the Indian subcontinent and the Indo-Caribbean, 

the production of cultural forms is a contemporary and changing practice rather than a 

preservation of “authentic” Indian forms. 

In this story that our chutney instructor told us about herself and the practice of 

Indo-Caribbean dance, she suggested that the narratives of the past are significant, yet she 

used these narratives to situate herself and her creative practice in the local contemporary 

spaces of New York. Her diasporic narrative is rooted in a claim to an authentic and 

authenticated Indian past, yet created anew in her performative practice and her teaching 

of Indo-Caribbean dance.  The way performance styles flow in the blood of our chutney 

instructor through her diasporic narrative positions identity as performative in the sense 

articulated by Judith Butler: as a “stylized repetition of acts” that exists in doing (1999: 
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179). As a creative practice and a performative identity, it is not stable, rather it is 

emergent. As such, this Indo-Caribbean narrative that claims authentic Indianness 

suggests identity formation is, as diaspora theorists suggest, processual. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The Indo-Caribbean performance community examined in this chapter provides 

multiple ethnographic sites from which to examine the way identity is performed in 

transnational and diasporic migrant communities in the U.S.  Because the Rajkumari 

Center for Indo-Caribbean Arts and Culture already embraces coalition identities of Indo-

Caribbean people from Guyana, Trinidad, and Suriname who are living in the New York 

metropolitan area, they suggest that new forms of identities are created in these 

transnational and diasporic spaces.  In addition, they work in concert with other diasporic 

communities to develop performance events that respond to a state-supported 

multicultural nationalism.  They use these opportunities to achieve their own artistic and 

political goals and gain a public forum in local, national, and transnational spheres. The 

Center draws on a folk aesthetic to ground its performative practices in the traditional 

forms of India and the Indo-Caribbean, but they also embrace modern forms.  They 

provide workshops and present performances of spoken word poetry, choreopoem, hip-

hop, and other styles of performance as well as media arts, particularly as they are 

incorporated into Indo-Caribbean performances.  The cultural performances examined 

here invoke origins, but refigure these through contemporary settings. Exploring these 

links among racial, gender, class, and sexual identities helps us understand how matikor 

night is re-staged as “ladies’ nite” as performers use folk forms to assert modern, 

transnational, and multicultural identities within (trans)national public spheres. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This study of transnational performances among Indo-Caribbean cultural 

producers in New York City and Trinidad began and ended with the creative work and 

words of Indo-Caribbean women living in New York who negotiate their multiply 

constituted identities in local, (trans)national, and diasporic spheres.  Their diasporic 

narratives and the performances their narratives inform are enacted in the public sphere 

as a means of asserting Indo-Caribbean belonging and authenticity.  The performance 

events and performative practices examined in this dissertation suggest that while cultural 

producers draw on narratives of the past they also coproduce identity in local 

contemporary spaces.  These creative and expressive forms provide mutable sites for 

such dramatizations of multiplicity.  I have argued that as performative sites and 

genealogies are mapped onto racialized bodies these diasporic formations speak to the 

elision of the social history of class through the work of Indo-Caribbean cultural 

producers who seek to perform their identities in the public sphere.  I suggest that as 

performative practice is reterritorialized through a shifting engagement with processes of 

racialization and racial formation in transnational and diasporic communities it provides a 

re-examination of the historical specificities of Indian indentureship and the 

contemporary geopolitics that situate Indo-Caribbean migrants in their creative practices. 

Throughout this dissertation I have attempted to understand how Indianness is 

forged across boundaries.  I have analyzed the Indo-Caribbean diaspora as a result of 

nineteenth and twentieth century indentured labor migration and as a focus of post-1965 

transnational migration; as such, I have examined the structural experiences that propel 

these two notions.  To do so, I introduced the idea of “transnational performances,” 

which I employ to examine how expressions of Indo-Caribbean identity are performed in 
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Trinidad and New York City as a way of mediating global processes.  Indo-Caribbean 

cultural production presents and mediates the historical memory and contemporary 

experiences of these global processes; these transnational performances provide the 

ethnographic sites through which this dissertation has examined Indo-Caribbean subject 

formation.  Examining Indo-Caribbean performative sites in Trinidad and New York 

City, I follow scholars who suggest attending to the margins of the (South Asian) 

diaspora and move away from a focus on origins (Das Gupta, Gupta, and Teaiwa 2007; 

Gordon 1998; Khan 2007b; Nassy Brown 1998; Thomas and Clarke 2006). 

One of the central arguments of this dissertation is that while Indo-Caribbean 

religious, festival, media, and cultural producers engage with diasporic formations of 

identity and develop diasporic narratives that address Indian origins and the historical 

memory of plantation labor, they simultaneously develop new, creative, and flexible 

Indo-Caribbean transnational performances in the public sphere.  These local, 

transnational, and contemporary forms of cultural production examine origins and often 

interrogate the meaning of Indianness as a concept that links communities to a 

homeland—be that the Indian subcontinent or the Caribbean—but also maps Indianness 

as an alternate means to access cultural and political status in local, national, and 

transnational spheres.  The geographies of Indianness, Caribbeanness, and Americanness 

that are mapped in these cultural productions reflect and challenge commonly understood 

equations of race and place.  The spatial and temporal emphasis in Indo-Caribbean 

cultural practices suggests the importance of mapping and also suggests that transnational 

processes alter cultural practices, which are reformulated in new contexts.  

These new contexts in which transnational performances take place often involve 

the coproduction of identities with other racialized and diasporic communities.  Because 

the transnational performances examined travel across borders they engage multiple 
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constructions of racial meaning.  The social, economic and political forces that determine 

racial meaning change in various national contexts (Omi and Winant 1994). Indian 

indentured laborers were introduced into already racialized Caribbean plantation 

societies; their descendents became citizens of post-colonial nation-states governed by 

race-based political parties; and Indo-Caribbean migrants in New York City engage with 

political and social structures in which race is a key category of social organization.   

I have analyzed transnational performances in Trinidad and in New York City as 

ethnographic sites from which to examine the ways identities are performed in locations 

and are variously understood as local, national, and transnational.  I have tried to 

demonstrate that Indian identities and cultural productions in the Caribbean are 

frequently defined in relation Afro-Caribbean identities and performances, while in New 

York they may be defined both in relation to the identities and performative practices of 

Afro-Caribbean migrants as well as those of Indian migrants from the Indian 

subcontinent and from other Caribbean nation-states.  Indo-Caribbean cultural 

practitioners may draw on diasporic narratives—discourses of Hindu nationalism, Islamic 

religious performances, media link-ups to home countries, and folk dances—but resignify 

and respatialize them in various locations.  For example, as I argued in chapters three and 

six, cultural producers in Trinidad and in New York invoked the village as a trope of 

Indianness in the Caribbean, consciously situating their performative practices in a 

village setting.  However, these uses of the Indo-Caribbean village were applied to very 

different ends given the local and national contexts in which they developed their 

performances.  Hindu religious leaders in Trinidad used the village to challenge the 

perceived narrowness of Afro-Trinidadian political structures, while simultaneously 

engaging hybrid forms that indexed Afro-Caribbean cultural practices in order to assert 

their belonging in Trinidadian national imaginaries.  Indo-Caribbean performers in New 
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York City used the village as a referent for class and geographical differences among 

Indians in the U.S. by emphasizing the history of plantation labor and their journey 

through the Caribbean through a performance that subverted widely held notions of 

Indianness by situating it firmly with hybrid Caribbean practices. 

To suggest, as I have done, that diasporic narratives are refigured in transnational 

settings as Indo-Caribbean communities coproduce their identities in relation to other 

diasporic communities is not to underplay the role of authenticity and origins in their 

narratives. A second central argument in this dissertation suggests that hybridity becomes 

a key process and preoccupation of these cultural productions.  Cultural producers 

employ hybridity as a strategy to assert belonging and to address demands for 

multicultural practices while simultaneously being concerned about the repercussions of 

engaging in what they consider modern and creative practices as defined against 

traditional practices and heritage arts.  Among Hindu religious leaders, Islamic 

practitioners, media producers, and dance instructors and performers in New York City 

and Trinidad this tension is played out in their creative practices.  Concerns about 

authenticity exist alongside the desire to create new practices that attend to the 

contemporary position of Indo-Caribbean communities as they live and work across 

national borders.  But this is not just an internal concern of Indo-Caribbean communities; 

the mandate for authenticity is often part of governmental requirements for cultural 

practices, and existed in colonial states as well as in modern states that prefer cultural 

forms to take on “bounded” forms that are manageable as part of a “bureaucratic 

multiculturalism” (Scher 2003).  Cultural producers may invoke the interplay of “East 

and West” to describe their positionality and to negotiate the tension between authenticity 

and hybridity, while at times they challenge that dichotomy by claiming multiple origins.  
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These paths to engaging hybridity and boundedness are part of the negotiation of 

Indianness, Caribbeanness, and Americanness in the public sphere.  

A third central argument in this dissertation suggests that particularly because 

otherness and exclusion have long been part of the experiences of Indian people in the 

New World, cultural producers use the transnational performances examined here as 

political tools to develop and gain an Indo-Caribbean voice in the public sphere.  As they 

advocate for belonging and negotiate their position in local, national, and transnational 

spaces, Indo-Caribbean cultural producers draw on performative and discursive practices 

that propel them into public space.   Using message boards on Caribbean websites, 

nationally recognized stages like the Lincoln Center or the Divali Nagar site, printed 

weekly newspapers that circulate in Queens, New York and beyond, and church 

gymnasiums and public parks where they gather with other community members, these 

cultural producers position themselves as cultural, social, religious, and political critics.  

They use their craft and knowledge to assert not only their presence, but varied and 

multiple Indo-Caribbean voices. These are not private dialogues, but spaces from which 

Indo-Caribbean communities create and recreate racial meaning within and across nation-

state borders to develop a public voice that responds to perceived exclusions and 

erasures.  I have argued that these erasures in public policy are paralleled by exclusions in 

scholarly discourse on the South Asian diaspora, in which a focus on origins has elided 

the multiple journeys, or the “coolie odysseys” (Carter and Torabully 2002), by which 

Indian migrants arrived in the New World (Das Gupta, Gupta, and Teaiwa 2007).  A 

focus on contamination, hybridity, and “East meeting West” is part of an attempt to 

subvert the ways Indianness has been perceived as static, singular, and uninflected as 

well as to appeal to a market and a public that responds to these forms of multiplicity. 
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The cultural production of Indianness occurs in many diasporic spaces; I have 

examined only a few of them here by analyzing performances of religious, media, and 

expressive forms in New York City and Trinidad.  Transnational Performances gestures 

to the ways cultural production is part of the development of Indianness across borders as 

well as the ways Indo-Caribbean practices engage the multiple spaces in which that 

Indianness in performed.  The cultural producers in this dissertation suggested that 

certain cultural forms run in their blood; I have argued that this reflects not recourse to 

putative origins, but rather an emphasis on cultural work and cultural struggle as part of 

developing a public voice.  Indeed, these performances are both sites to understand Indo-

Caribbean subject formation as well as Indo-Caribbean relationships to Indianness, 

Caribbeanness, and Americanness.  Diaspora as analyzed through these transnational 

performances must be understood as practice and as a form of cultural labor.  This 

perspective is informed by the multiple labor migrations that have formed the Indo-

Caribbean diaspora as well as the ways that Indo-Caribbean communities negotiate their 

identity formation in relationship to other diasporic communities.  The geographies of 

belonging and citizenship that are central in the transnational performances of Indo-

Caribbean cultural producers suggest that we must attend to the cultural practices 

developed within and across boundaries while taking a historical perspective on global 

processes that are reconfigured in the contemporary period. 
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