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The Indian community is the largest minority group in Grenada. This group was first 

introduced during the second half of the nineteenth century when Grenada experimented 

with indentured labour. By the second half of the twentieth century Indians were so 

integrated into Grenada’s society that a distinct Indian cultural identity was generally 

invisible. In addition, Indians were involved in every aspect of Grenadian life. This 

article examines the transition of the Indian community from the status of immigrants to 

citizens of Grenada under the following themes: the establishment of the Indo-Grenadian 

community, cultural and religious experience, race relations with the majority Afro-

Grenadian population, and the contribution of Indians to Grenada’s society.  

 

The establishment of the Indian community 

Grenada’s sugar industry was overwhelmed with financial problems before the full 

emancipation of slaves in 1838, yet planters blamed emancipation for creating a shortage 

of labour which, in their view, was responsible for the collapse of the industry.1  It was in 

this context that indentured labour schemes were introduced with the anticipation that 
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such labour would not only be cheaper and more easily controlled than the local b
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of land in general. In addition, those who were unable to purchase lands were opting to 

rent: 

The coolie immigrants are now becoming a new class of peasantry settled in our 
midst, upon their small patches of land, or otherwise comparatively of easy and 
comfortable circumstances through their own industry, and as a whole 
indefatigable in their anxiety to hold position, to own lands, money, horses, and 
cattle—in the two first desires, they are fast succeeding, and the two latter, 
specimens can be produced worthy of admiration, and example….7 
 

The sizes of these parcels of land were usually between one and ten acres.8 This is 

understandable because the Indians, similar to the majority African population, were 

financially restricted from purchasing larger parcels of property. The general decline of 

Grenada’s sugar industry during the second half of the nineteenth century provided the 

opportunity for labourers to purchase and/or rent lands. Bankrupt estates were forced to 

sell small parcels of land in order to pay debts and other expenses. In addition, estate 

owners who lost all hope in the profitability of sugar decided to sell their estates by 

dividing the land into small portions at relatively low rates.9 Thus by 1881, a large 

amount of land in Grenada was cultivated by peasant proprietors. Accordingly, there 

were about 3,000 landowners owning from one to fifty acres, or, in other words, one in 

every three adult males in Grenada in the 1880s was a landowner.10 These landowner and 

peasant groups were comprised of both Indians and Africans. The acquisition of land 

among Indians represented a sense of permanency and citizenship in Grenada. 

 

 Cultural and Religious experience 

A Creole culture, born out of a history of African slavery and European hegemony, 

existed before the influx of Indian immigrants to Grenada.11 It was this Creole world 

which Indians first encountered when they were introduced into Grenada. Out of this 
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This effort to transform the Indian immigrants culturally was largely as a result of 

Grenada’s white colonists wanting to impose their own Christian cultural values on a 

subordinated and economically poor Indian minority. Thus, a conscious programme of 

deculturation was intimately linked with Christianisation. Consequently, the Association 

for the Instruction of Indian Immigrants was established in April 1864.16 This 

organisation functioned as the nucleus for implementing special strategies for Indian 

cultural transformation. The Association embraced all Christian denominations in 

Grenada and was aimed mainly at making the Indians into Christians: 

 
The character of our Association may be understood that our principle of 
membership is so broad as to embrace all religious denominations. We have no 
connexion with any sect. All may come under our flag…. The immigrants finding 
themselves objects of competition, would stand out for a high price, and would 
thus be petted and spoiled; whereas, seeing us actuated by a disinterested desire 
that they should know the truth and they are quick enough to see this, our power 
over their conscience will be without any drawback…. Our object is neither to 
make the immigrants Roman Catholics nor Protestants, but to bring their souls in 
contact with the word of God… to make them Christians....17 

 

The Association for the Instruction of Indian Immigrants was responsible for providing 

the human and reading resources necessary for proselytising the Indians on the different 

estates. The success of this Association was limited but it was reported in January 1865 

that in a church service “50 coolies attended; and in the course of the service, 2 of them 

read with ease two chapters of the Gospel of John.”18 This organisation, however, had 

collapsed by 1872 because of a lack of adequate instructors and funding. But the colonial 

government was set on enforcing its deculturation policy so it applied to the Canadian 

Mission in Trinidad for help to run missions for the Indians in Grenada. Accordingly, the 

Mission to the East Indian Immigrants was established in 1884 under the authority of the 
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Canadian Presbyterian Mission Church.19 The Grenada Population Census 1891 indicated 

that this Mission had succeeded in converting 165 Indians.20   

Significant to the colony’s assimilative agenda was its Anglicising policy. 

Anglicanism was considered by the British as the official religion of Grenada despite t(n)2(C)1( th)23]TJ
-3 -2 n23]-18(y)2o1(s)1(imila)d05 0 Td
[(6)he G(r)5(e)6(1 14.7t)-2(i)-2(B(l r)5lic)6(is)1m2(05jo(T)1( )-13(e)4(s)2he)4( o1(s)2( a)6(s)1( th)G)sid
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 Secondly, the duration of the indenture period and the size of the Indian 

population directly affected the cultural process. The indenture system functioned for 

only thirty-three years in Grenada (1857-1890) and only 3,200 Indian labourers were 

imported. Grenada, as a result, did not experience the constantly increasing influx of new 

Indian immigrants as was the case in Trinidad and Guyana where the importation of such 

labourers continued until 1917.26 During the period 1845-1917 Trinidad imported 

143,939 Indian labourers while Guyana imported 238,909.27 With each shipment of 

labourers the cultural vivacity of the Indian community in these countries was 

replenished. This was in contrast to what pertained in Grenada. Consequently, there was a 

very early break in the communication between Indians in Grenada and India, which in 

turn contributed towards the rapid decline of the traditional culture. Even communication 

between Indians in Grenada and Trinidad was limited, despite their close proximity. The 

capacity to resist the cultural influence of the wider society was based on the frequency 

of arrival and the number of Indians arriving. The higher the frequency of arrival and the 

larger their number, the better able Indians in Grenada would have been to maintain their 

cultural identity
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larger black population, who had already adopted most of the eurocentric Christian 

customs. Compared to the relatively large size of Trinidad (1,980 square miles), where 

Indian communities developed in relative isolation and were able to establish a base of 

resistance against the cultural dominance of the wider society, a similar option was not 

available to the Indians in Grenada.29 Thus the geographical or physical size of Grenada 

facilitated the cultural integration of Indians.  

 Finally, in analysing the cultural history of the Indian population one must also 

take into account that an Indian middle class never developed in Grenada as was the case 

in Trinidad and Guyana, where this class was in formation even during the period of 

indenture, and consolidated its position through maintaining its linkages with the mass of 

the Indian population serving as its socio-cultural/ethnic base.30 From this base it 

contested the hegemony of the dominant classes in the society, even while its principal 

concerns were to secure its own class interests. In Grenada, the emergence of Indian 

middle class elements was late in coming, and did so at a time when the social system 

had already established the terms of their incorporation within the Grenadian mainstream: 

essentially, as persons devoid of Indian cultural support.31 As a consequence, the Indians 

who were drawn into the middle class in Grenada did so with limited cultural support 

from their ethnic base. 

 The combination of these factors, all working simultaneously, meant that the 

Indians’ effort to resist forces of cultural integration was weak, and their attempts to 

recreate or reformulate aspects of their ancestral culture were always limited. In such a 

situation, Indians, as a group, were deficient in their level of cultural confidence. 

Confidence in its culture makes a community confident in its sense of selfhood and in its 
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Grenada. Not only were there Hindus and Muslims, but also cultural festivals such as 

Hosay were observed.35 The Muharram or Hosay festival was observed sporadically in 

Grenada from the late 1850s to the 1930s.36 In fact, Hosay had emerged as the most 

important and spectacular festival of the Indian diaspora in the nineteenth century, 

collectively celebrated by both Hindus and Muslims.37 



EnterText 6.3 

Ron Sookram: The Indian Community in Grenada 39 

integration became increasingly prevalent among the Indian population during the 

twentieth century, this festival was observed very irregularly and eventually completely 

disappeared after the 1930s. Its disappearance from Grenada is an indication of the extent 

to which Indians had been distanced from their earlier traditions and identity. 

T
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indicating the large degree of cultural negation among the Indians. The vast majority of 

Indians in Grenada did not consider it essential to have such organisations.45  

 

Race relations with the majority Afro-Grenadian population 

Competition for scarce economic resources usually shapes race relations in multi-racial 

societies. This sort of competition is generally manifested in racial prejudice, expressed 

in actions such as aggression and avoidance behaviour.46 Indian immigration to Grenada 

was expected to create competition for estate work, thereby lowering wages and 

compelling Africans to return to the estates in larger numbers, but this expectation was 

never fulfilled. On the contrary, in the view of one colonial official, the Africans were not 

economically threatened by the presence of Indians:
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half of the twentieth century Grenada’s public and private sectors became popular areas 

where both groups searched for employment. However, being a small community, 

Indians were not a threat to Africans for economic resources and this is partly responsible 

for the cordial nature of relations between both groups. In the period 1857-1960, the 

Indian population ranged from 2,000 to 3,767, while the African community ranged from 

35,000 to 86,000.49 Consequently, in every aspect of the economic sphere Indians were 

outnumbered and were not seen as depriving Africans of any resources.  

Unlike Grenada, in Jamaica it was evident that economic competition was directly 

connected to Indian-African antagonism or hostility. In Jamaica during the 1930s, anti-

Indian sentiments were founded on the potential threat Indians created in competing for 

employment in a situation of scarce job opportunities among essentially agricultural 

labourers.50 These workers were attached to the sugar and banana industries which were 

both operating under volatile global circumstances and were subjected to retrenchment in 

this period. It was estimated that as many as three persons were competing for each 

available job, a situation that led to the depressing of wages since there was a large 

supply of reserve labourers.51 On the other hand, based on the small size of the Indian 

population in Grenada, Indians were not capable of successfully protecting (if required) 

their interests against the dominant African population.  

From the early twentieth century the level of interaction between both groups 

gradually increased because most Indians acquired lands in areas where Africans were 

already settled. The establishment of mixed communities, mainly in the parishes of St. 

Patrick’s and St. Andrew’s, caused an increase in the daily interactions between these 

two groups which, over time, facilitated an improvement in race relations. Nevertheless, 
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Grenada’s system of education also played an important role in Indian-African 

relations. Both primary and secondary schools in Grenada enrolled children from diverse 

racial backgrounds. Thus an environment was created whereby children from both groups 

interacted on a daily basis, which in turn facilitated the breaking down of racial 

differences. To this end, religious denominations played a pivotal role as homogenising 

agencies among Indians and Africans in Grenada, a role centred on the Christianising 

mission of these groups. The schools and churches served as a common meeting ground 

for Indians and Africans. These formal structures were the bearers of the prescribed roles 

and common value-orientation of the wider society. They became spaces within which 

the changing tone of race relations between the two groups would be structured.58 

All social, economic and political institutions were (and are still) shared by both 

Indians and Africans and thus indirectly functioned as integrating agents among the races 

in Grenada. Since, in this context, race separation was extremely restricted, Africans and 

Indians were forced to interact closely with each other on a daily, routine and non-

competitive basis, resulting in a drastic breakdown in the common misunderstanding and 

stereotyping that has long existed. At the same time, however, closer and more intense 

interaction has not automatically produced harmonious race relations. The evidence 

suggests that there were cases when such interactions were, in fact, occasions for 

awakening racial prejudices based on the mutually shared racial stereotypes inherited 

from colonialism. Though these cases were few, greater interactions between Indians and 

Africans did not, necessarily, eradicate racial conflict. Furthermore, in Grenada political 

parties did not have racial or ethnic allegiances because the demographic composition of 

the island eliminated this possibility. This is quite unlike territories such as Guyana and 
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Trinidad and Tobago where political leaders commonly appeal to ethnic and racial 

sentiments in order to enhance their mass support, which has all too often resulted in the 

political polarisation of these societies.  

In Grenada the common cultural platform which emerged as a result of the 

cultural integration between these groups brought both races closer and played a direct 

role in the waning of the significance of racial stereotypes by the middle of the twentieth 

century. In addition, the small size of the Indian population was fundamental in shaping 

the nature of that relationship because it determined the conditions that the economic 

resources were shared between these races, and it mitigated any political influences 

which might have negatively impacted on their relationship with the African population. 

These historical circumstances have allowed the Grenadian society to move forward 

without situations of racial hostility and violence. 

 

 The Indians’ contribution to Grenada’s society 

It remains a moot point whether Indian immigration to Grenada was necessary. Whether 

it was successful is also a matter of perspective, but at best its success was marginal.59 

Nonetheless, Grenada’s sugar industry neither expanded nor significantly improved 

during Indian immigration. According to Brizan, it was during the period of Indian 

indenture (1857-1890) that Grenada’s sugar economy experienced a severe depression 

leading to an end of sugar production for export.60 On the other hand, the Indian 

immigrants played a crucial role in the expansion and development of Grenada’s cocoa 

industry. Some were indentured on cocoa estates but the majority had cultivated this crop 
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on their private holdings, after completing their indenture contracts. The St. George’s 

Chronicle commented in 1876 on this phenomenon: 
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In every profession Indians have been qualified and provided their services to the 

Grenadian public.66 It is interesting to note 
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indicates the Indians’ inclusion into Grenada’s society. Further, the ordinary members of 

the Indian community participated in the political process by exercising their right to 

vote, and some Indians who had become members of the upper economic class made 

large financial contributions to the major political parties.70 

 

Conclusion 

The indentured labour scheme was directly responsible for the establishment of a 

permanent Indian community in Grenada during the late nineteenth century. From that 

period to the present, Indians have become completely incorporated into Grenada’s 

society. In every aspect of Grenadian life, Indians have identified with it, participated in 

it and contributed to it. This degree of identification and participation results from the 

cultural integration of Indians, which in turn, has led to their acceptance by the wider 

society. Also, the nature of race relations between Indians and the dominant Afro-

Grenadian population was and continues to be peacefu
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