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For non-white labourers the immediate questions raised by migration were more pressing ones of life and survival.
Duncan (2007) has explored the barely-moral, biopolitical calculations regarding the capacities of nineteenth-century|
Tamil Indian labourers working in Ceylonese coffee plantations. Legislation passed in India in 1839 led to a degree of care
and oversight being provided for migrant labourers, but workers in the 1840s were still exposed to excessively high death
rates, especially in transit to the plantations. An 1847 Commission reported coolie (migrant labourer, often indentured)
corpses lying unburied by the roadside, insufficient infrastructure and shelter on the roads for such high labourer traffic
by foot, and stark contrasts between the healthy labourers heading uphill to plantations, and the dirty, ragged, sick and
wasted workers returning home. By 1870, the Principal Civil Medical Officer of Ceylon reported that the mortality rate of
Indian labourers found along the roads was 24.5 per cent, and that of estate labourers was 20.5 per cent, compared with
that of the sick, non-immigrant poor being the still high, but much lower 8 per cent. Subsequent policies included
marching migrants through lesser populated parts of the island (‘the quarantine route’) to prevent them spreading
infection, rather than protecting the workers themselves.

The experiences in Ceylon were not uncommon. They fit into a broad, post-slavery context in which plantation owners
across the British Empire and beyond struggled to find labourers. One response was that of the indenture system,
whereby (mostly Indian) labourers would sing a contract (which they often could not read), through which they would
agree to be transported abroad to work for a set period. Between 1834 and 1917, over 1.3 million Indian labourers moved
to find work in the Indian and Pacific Oceans, South and East Africa, and the Caribbean, often on sugar plantations.
Traditionally viewed as a continuation of slavery, indenture was increasingly strictly regulated. Under a new regime of]
indenture, 451,000 Indian indentured labourers arrived in Mauritius between 1842 and 1910; on the basis of its success

there, indenture was experimented with more widely.
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