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Brief retrospective on early Indian Indentureship  

 
The month of May is the anniversary for the arrival of East Indians in the Caribbean 

region and the Guianas – British Guiana, Trinidad & Tobago, Jamaica, the Windward 

Islands, St. Croix (Danish) and Guadeloupe and Martinique (French) - Belize, Dutch 

Guiana and French Guiana.They first arrived in British Guiana, on May 5, 1838 as an 

experiment to replace African slave labour after emancipation. Between1838 to 1917 

over one-half million (543,218) of indentured labourers from India, pejoratively called 

“Bound Coolies”, would arrive in the region. 

 

Social and economic conditions in India were drivers to emigrate. Significantly, as well, 

famines engineered by the colonial government in India for the sake of profit: by 

switching cultivation from food production to Indigo and Poppy and other cash crops for 

export; and punishing high taxes (called tributes), as high as 50% of the peasants‟ crops, 

resulted in less food production to feed the population. Untimely monsoon rains, hence 

drought, exacerbated thealready reduced food production. 

 

A bit of statistics would provide some understanding of what the Indians encountered. In 

about eighteen months of the first arrivals, 17% or 67 had died.  As well,of this first batch 

of 396 only 22 or 5% were women. This paucity of women - while it improved laterand 

settled at around 40 women to 100 menmainly through the employment of various wiles 

and stratagems including false and fraudulent representations of the journey and the work 

involved, enticements, kidnapping, and unlawful detentions in the recruitment depots 

waiting for quotas, and even enlisting the occasional prostitute to fill the quotas – led to a 

high number of women murders and physical violence.  The shortage of women had 

encouraged serial and rebound common-law relationships, as well as, the practice of 

polyandry, where a woman would have more than one concomitant male partner or 

paramour. Thus, infidelity, actual or suspected, was the common factor in the violence by 

male partners against women, even though the colonial authorities and, ironically, the 

official protectors of the indentured labourers‟ rights, would attribute the violence to 

inherent defects in the Indian character, Hinduism and gender shortcomings of both 

males and females, rather than the acutely lopsided sex ratio. To illustrate the impact of 

this gender imbalance, Gaiutra Bahadur (Coolie Woman) cites a Colonial Office study of 

1871, showing that such murders were ninety times greater in Guiana than in India and 

142 times greater than the Northwestern Provinces and Oudh of India from where many 

of the Indians hailed. 

 

Appropriately, John Scobie, Secretary of the British anti-slavery stated that „to detail the 

inequities practised on the wretched coolies would fill a volume‟.  In a similar vein, the 



Guiana Chief Justice, Joseph Beaumont (1863-1868), called the indenture system „a 

monstrous rotten system rooted in slavery. Even the Times of London chimed in: „if it 

isn‟t slavery, it certainly is very remote from freedom‟. 

 

On the favourable side, while indentured Indianstravelled across the Kala Pani(dark 

waters) – normally a proscription -from India with few earthly possessions they took to 

the region traditions which preserved their ultra-rich ancient heritage. One such profound 

tradition is embedded in the unassuming mala (Sanskrit:माला maalaa, for garland). 

Thus,the mala is widely known asagarlandor necklace - of 108 beads. 

 

What is special about the number 108 ? 
 

For the Hindus, who made up over 85% of the indentured labourers, this simple string of 

108 beads has deep cosmic - scientific, mathematical and spiritual - significance. As an 

example of its spiritual significance and application, Hindu tradition requires that on 

certain auspicious occasions some sacred mantras (chants) such as the Gayatri and Om 

Namah Shivayabe recited 108 times. The beads are used as a means to concentrate the 

mind on the chosen mantra whilethe devotee turnseach bead to and fro. As well, each 

bead is considered to provide a unique sacrament/blessing as will be made clearer below. 

Finally, the beads are used to keep the count as the devotee progresses through the 108 

repetitions. 

 

On the history of prayer beads, the Museum of Anthropology tells us that the use of 

prayer beads most likely began with Hinduism in the 8
th

 century BCE. Buddhism, Islam 

and the Catholic Church have since copied the practice. 
https://anthromuseum.missouri.edu/minigalleries/prayerbeads/intro.shtml 
 

Scholars and Scientistspay respectto Hindu concepts 
 

Before we delve into the mysteries of the number 108, it is worth noting that the science 

behind the number is not a one-off discovery by Indians.Severalwestern scholars have 

expressed very positive views of many Indian philosophical concepts.  The late 

comparative mythologist,Prof. Joseph Campbell‟s collected works were named „Thou Art 

That‟- a popular translation of the Upanishadic ‘Tat TvamAsi’.The also late astrophysicist 

Carl Sagan in his TV series, COSMOS argued that the Indian Yuga(epoch) system 

provides an age of the universe (see below) which is the closest to modern science of any 

other religious tradition.  Several theoretical physicists such as Prof. Brian Coxin the 

science series Human Universe - episode „Why Are We Here‟ - commented on the Rig 

Veda‟s „NasadiyaSukta’hymn 10:129 on Creation of the Universe, saying that it reflects 

“real intellectual rigour and honesty” while also noting that other significant 

„mathematical concepts such as Square Root, Pi (3.145) and the latterly named, 

„Pythagoras Theorem‟ are all in the Vedas‟. (This writer would add that the ubiquitous 

system of 360 degrees of a circle is also there). 

 

Theoretical physicist, Fritjof Capraalso speaks approvingly of Hindu philosophy and 

imagery. Capra writes in his bestseller, Tao of Physics, that “Shiva, the Cosmic 

https://anthromuseum.missouri.edu/minigalleries/prayerbeads/intro.shtml


Dancer[Nataraja], is perhaps the most perfect personification of the dynamic universe. 

Through his dance, Shiva sustains the manifold phenomena in the world, unifying all 

things by immersing them in his rhythm and making them participate in the dance – a 

magnificent image of the dynamic unity of the universe.” Another physicist, Lee Smolin, 

speaks of the universe as a „bouncing ball‟ –contracting to virtual nothingness and 

expanding to what we know today, over billions of years in a never ending process. Lord 

Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita 8:17-20 & 9:7-8revealed to Arjuna the very same idea of a 

cyclic universe 5,000 years ago. 

 

Sanskrit Alphabet &108 Sound Elements 
 

The word„Sanskrit‟ means perfected or refined (speech). Furthermore, Vedic Sanskrit is 

considered a divine language and for sound (pun intended) reasons. The alphabet 

(varnamala) comprises the set of the smallest units of unique and identifiable 

sound(sabda) elements or phonemes, derived at five locations in the organ of speech. 

 

P. G. Patel tells us that Vedic phoneticians observed the physiology of sound articulation 

and classified the sounds of Sanskrit accordingly. The arrangement of sounds according 

to phonetic classes was called varnamala… „The varnamala is the inventory of sounds of 

Sanskrit, arranged in term of place of utterance- bilabial, dental, palatal, etc. - and 

manners of articulation - aspirated-unaspirated, voiced-voiceless)…‟ 

 

According to several Sanskrit scholars such as Shri BibekDebroy, the original Vedic 

Sanskrit contained 54 letters (akshara = timeless, changeless) comprising vowels (swara, 

including those requiring two and three units of time to pronounce(the dirghah and 

plutah, respectively) and consonants (vyanjan).   

 

Taking the theory much deeper, the ardent advocate of Indian classical music, the late 

Prof. Alain Danielou (initiated into Shaivite Hinduismas Siva Sharan), musicologist and 

director of the College of Indian Music wrote that the limitations of our perception to 

discriminate sounds mean we can distinguish and utilize only 54 articulated sounds - the 

Sanskrit vowels and consonants; and that a similar limitation is encountered in music 

“since we can only discern fifty-four sounds in the octave which the Hindus callsruti - 

that which can be heard”. As such, he concluded that the totality of sound elements 

available to the human ear is 108 (54+54).It ought to be noted that musical notes and 

Sanskrit vowels are both termed „swara‟ to show their linkage and similar origin. 

 

Furthermore, these sound elements proceed from „nada, the primordial vibration,which is 

the first manifestation of the creative principle or Nada-Brahman [and Shabda Brahman, 

the vibratory supreme reality] from whom the world came forth‟. 

 

Astronomy& Cosmology 
 

Danielou goes even further and asserts that “this figure [108] corresponds to certain 

numerical codes that we shall find in all aspects of creation”. 

 



In this regard, Astronomy provides some remarkable evidence. Whether by coincidence 

or design, both the Sun and Moon are approximately108 times their diameters from the 

Earth (actual: 107.4 and 109.8 on average, respectively). Furthermore, the diameter of the 

Sun is virtually 108 times (actual: 109) the Earth‟s. In other words, virtual malas of 108 

Sun and Moon disks, respectively, can be laid out bridging from the Earth to these 

celestial bodieswhich the devotee can mentally walk on to reach these celestial deities. 

Thirdly, a virtual mala of 108 Earth adjacent disks – or spheres, as beads -can be 

stretched out along the diameter of the Sun. 

 

Furthermore, the speed of the Earth‟s orbit around the Sun is 108,000 km/h.  Not be 

outdone, the average distance of Venus from the Sun is108,208,930 km.  

 

This might all seem fanciful, except that the RigVeda III:62.10 states in the very 

auspicious Gayatri mantrathat the Sun (Savitur) in our solar systemis a proxy for 

thebeneficent God-head: 

 

Oṃbhūrbhuvaḥsvaḥ 

tátsavitúrváreṇ(i)yaṃ 

bhárgodevásyadhīmahi 

dhíyoyónaḥpracodáyāt 

 

Translation:O Supreme Lord, you are the source of existence, intelligence and bliss, 

Creator of the universe. We cherish your luminous lustre. Vouchsafe an unerring 

guidance for our intellect.(Note the appeal for informed “intellect”). 

 

In Vedic Physics, Prof. R. R. Mohan Roy cites computer engineering professor, Subhas 

Kak to explain that the number of hymns in the Rig Veda is 1,017.  In Hindu cosmology, 

because the universe is said to be divided into three lokasor sectors[Dyau, Antariksha and 

Prithvi] which the Supreme God-head, personified as Vishnu, symbolically covered in 

three strides,339 hymns are allocated to each loka. Dividing 339 by Pi (ratio of circle 

circumference to diameter = 3.145) gives the quotient108 - the number of times the 

auspicious Gayatri, Om NamahShivaya and other sacred mantras areto be chanted. 

 

There is yet another astronomical and astrological reason why 108 is auspicious. The 

moon orbits the Earth in 27 (actual 27.3) days.  For Hindus, each of theseis associated 

with an astrological sector or constellation in our Milky Way galaxy called a lunar 

mansion or Nakshatra along the ecliptic – an imaginary plane which the Earth traverses 

as it orbits the Sun. Each Nakshatrais further divided into four padas (steps) related to an 

asterism(group of stars) in the constellationfor which a Sanskrit sound is allocated and 

which some Hindus use to allocate first names to children. In total, there are 108 (27x4) 

padas. 

 

 

 

 

 



Sudharshana Chakra 

 

The Sudarshana Chakra(Sanskrit: सुदर्शनचक्र) is a spinning disk with 108 serrated edges 

carried by LordVishnu in his right hand.The depiction signifies that he is the keeper-

owner of the celestial bodies and heavens. 

 

Architecture 
 

As a consequence of the auspiciousness of the number 108 and its symbolism, it is 

applied in various ways, for example, in architecture – the laying and placement of stones 

and bricks especially in temples. At the huge astronomically designed 12
th

 C.Ankgor Wat 

temple complex, in Cambodia, dedicated to Lord Vishnu, “each half of the [Western] 

bridge measured 216 [2x108]cubits in length. In addition, the architect had installed a 

total of 216 sandstone columns and balustrade supports as part of the bridge's overall 

structure”. http://www.borobudur.tv/survey_1.htm 

Similarly, at the Phnom Bakheng site, dedicated to Lord Shiva, there are 108 surrounding 

towers. http://sacredsites.com/asia/cambodia/angkor_wat.html 

 

Upanishads 
 

The 108 also applies in sacred texts. Pt. Satish Prakash, PhD writes:  “The Muktikaa 

Upanishad (predates 1656 AD) contains a list of 108 Upanishads” - philosophical 

treatises on the Vedas. Mughal emperor Shah Jahan‟s son, Dara Shikoh, was so 

impressed by them that he translated 50 into Persian (for which appreciation of Vedic 

philosophy he literally lost his head (beheaded) by edict of his religious intolerant and 

usurper younger brother, Emperor Aurangazeb). 

 

Factors of 108 
 

Besides 108, certain of its factors such as 72, 36, 27 and 9 are also considered auspicious. 

A little known movement of the Earth called „precession of the axis‟- a wobble of the 

axis circumscribing a circle in 25,770 years – occurs. The shift in axis of one degree 

occurs every 72 years (25,770 divided by 360).  

 

The factor 9is considered special, as in the following examples. 

 

 The number 9 is said to regenerate itselfhence, auspicious.  Any number 

multiplied by 9 or by a multiple of 9 will give a resulting product where the sum 

of the digits will add to 9 or be divisible by 9. Examples: 108 (1+0+8=9); 72 

(7+2=9).  

 This writer adds to the list: The sum of the first nine non-zero or all tendigits 

including zero (the ingenious Decimal Number System established by Indians) 0+ 

1+ 2+…+9 = 45; and (4+5=9).  

 Furthermore, the Hindu Yuga systemof world ages(discussed by Carl Sagan)has 

this said attribute:  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanskrit_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vishnu
http://www.borobudur.tv/survey_1.htm
http://sacredsites.com/asia/cambodia/angkor_wat.html


Satya Yuga: 1,728,000 years (1+7+2+8 = 18; 1+8 = 9) 

Treta Yuga: 1,296,000 years (1+2+9+6 = 18; 1+8 = 9) 

Dwapara Yuga: 864,000 years (8+4+6 = 18; 1+8 = 9) 

Kali Yuga: 432,000 years (4+3+2 = 9). 

Total(Mahayuga) 4,320,000 years(4+3+2 = 9). 

 

Danielou‟s assertion that the number 108 can be found in all of creation is hard to prove 

but this writer has come across the following two applications relating to human 

physiology, among others. 

 

 According to Bhaskaracarya‟sSuryadiddhanta (Text of Indian tradition or tenets 

on Astronomy,Yugas/Time Cycles, Trigonometry, etc):oneasuorprāņa (breath) 

takes 4 seconds. Therefore, in twelve hours (average day of sunlight) there will 

be 10800 breaths of a normal healthy adult.http://veda.wikidot.com/vedic-time-

system 

 

 The number of heartbeats of a healthy adult has a wide range. But according to 

the University of Maryland Medical Centre “on average, a healthy adult heart 

beats approximately 108,000 times every day” (using an average of 75 

beats/min).http://www.umm.edu/resources/pdf/winter09.pdf. Oklahoma Medical 

Research Centre OMRF also uses this number. 

http://omrf.org/2011/07/26/exercise-heartbeats/ . 

 

Clearly, the Hindu tradition has science on its side; or, to reiterate Prof. Brian Cox, 

“intellectual rigour”. 

 

Whether they knew it or not, the indentured labourers carried around a potent symbol and 

vehicle around their necks – the mala, the celestial garland - with which they could 

commune with the universal consciousness, Brahman, via its surrogate and proxy, the 

Sun (Savitur).  

 

Veda NathMohabir (vedamohabir@rogers.com) 
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