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I am tasked with giving an overview of where we are today and an idea of where 

we are going. 

 

I can sum it up in one sentence: we came on ships and we are leaving on jet planes. 

 

But between the arrival and the leaving there is a story and, perhaps, we can take 

up the challenge to make a turn in direction that would benefit the future of this 

country we call home. 

 

But before I get there I want to take a few moments to pay tribute to our jahajins 

who made that perilous journey out of India and settled here. 

 

Next Wednesday will be International Women’s Day and it is fitting that we 

remember the sacrifice and struggle that these women undertook for our sake. 

 

That we have anything at all to celebrate by way of music and dance is largely 

because of our jahajins. 

 

They were the repositories of the traditions, rituals, values and customs which they 

handed them down to the generations after so that we can maintain that vital link 

with our ancestral home. 

 

They even fashioned a particular style of dress. Here in Guyana, they did not 

continue to wear the sari but wore a skirt and jula – a tight bodice – and took the 

Madras kerchief and fashioned a unique headdress which was known as the 

rumaal. 

 

They wore it for modesty, out of respect for others, and more importantly as a 

mark of respect for themselves. 

 

No one dared to meddle with our ajees and nanees. 

 

These were upright women, women of extreme courage and valour who brought up 

families under difficult circumstances. 

 



They worked with the men in the fields and stood with them in every one of the 

over-hundred strikes and revolts on the plantations.  

 

Three of them – Surujdei, Sumintra and Kowsilla – a young woman from Leonora 

who stood in solidarity with her sisters on the estate – made the ultimate sacrifice 

with their lives in that struggle. 

 

They fought for equal pay for equal work. They fought against their sexual 

exploitation. They fought for better working conditions and living conditions. They 

fought for justice. 

 

As one jahajin said to us some years ago about her life on the estate: it wasn’t kuch 

kuch hota hai. 

 

Even before the suffragettes and the women’s lib movement of the 1960s, our 

jahajins were among the world’s earliest feminists. 

 

That they had such strength of character – to my mind – disputes every idea that 

they were in any way weak and loose women. 

 

They were also the ones who were there with the men to help start the agri-

businesses once they completed their contracted labour. 

 

Many of our foreparents chose to stay rather than return to India because they saw 

a chance for a bright future here. 

 

Between the estate planting, harvesting and grinding – our foreparents, farmed, 

kept cattle, fished – and they created that other major industry, the rice industry. 

 

As the village communities grew and prospered, some stepped in to fill the need 

for other businesses – for providing clothes, groceries, building supplies, 

household goods. 

 

The names that now emblazon our business community – Gafoors, Tulsi Persaud, 

Kissoon, Muneshwers, Beharry – all started out as family businesses in the 

countryside. 

 

And most are from the Corentyne, I am proud to say – home also of Cheddi Jagan 

and Rohan Kanhai and Joe Solomon who is with us here tonight. 

 



Then - what should have been a secure, safe and prosperous future changed.  

 

The politics that came with self-government deepened the divide between the 

Indian and African communities and this boiled over into violence. 

 

The small Chinese and Portuguese populations started to flee the riots of the 1960s 

along with some Indians and Africans. 

 

This flight has since continued and, for many Indians, Guyana has unfortunately 

become a stopover on the voyage out of India as they travel to New York and 

Toronto for the safety, security and prosperity denied them here. 

 

And who can blame them? After all, that was the hope of our foreparents who 

stayed here and worked, and who gave their lives in martyrdom. 

 

It was all to build a good life and to give their children the best possible chance at 

success. 

 

But they saw it all go up in smoke – literally. They saw it all shot down – literally. 

 

However, we are a tenacious bunch. We boarded ship not knowing how wide was 

the sea and how long the voyage. 

 

I say there is courage in that story. There is a sense of adventure and bravery in 

facing the unknown and besting it. 

 

For those reasons, I want to say that all is not yet lost.  

 

However, I cannot stand here this evening and say that there is anygreat optimism 

in our community about our future here. 

 

Right now the rice industry faces an uncertain future. More sugar estates are to be 

shut down before the year is out and hundreds of our families will be faced with 

destitution. 

 

With private school fees are now being taxed, our schools – including the many 

Hindu and Muslim schools across the country – might face closure as well.  

 

The business sector is shrinking and our city centre has become a ghost town. 

 



The Indian Guyanese community feels that it is the intended target of these 

administrative policies. 

 

These new threats are compounded by the age-old concerns about our invisibility 

in what is usually presented as the national narrative and experience. 

 

Our children read books of history and literature and do not see themselves there.  

 

They watch what are called national celebrations and do not see themselves there. 

 

They look at today’s decision-makers and do not see themselves there. 

 

This despite our strides in every area of the country’s development – in business 

and commerce, in the professions, and in the performance of our civic duties. 

 

Yet, we remain mostly invisible. 

 

And when our children fail to see themselves in the national narrative – whether it 

is history, literature, music, or dance – they, of course, question that 

marginalisation … 

 

and might even believe that the fault lies with themselves rather than with policies 

that discriminate. 

 

It is most often for their sake and their future that our families continue to leave for 

other countries. 

 

It is truly Guyana’s tragedy that as we mark the centenary of the end of Indian 

indentureship that we still live at the margins of society – just as our earliest jahajis 

did. 

 

So, what really has changed? 

 

And this – even as we know - that we belong to this land, have worked for this 

land, have died for this land – 

 

and are as much citizens as everyone else with all the rights this should provide us. 

 

We have here tonight members of the government and the opposition. They can 

change the direction of our country if there is the political will. 



 

But fifty years after independence, that too is lacking, as we continue to suffer the 

politics of one-upmanship that serves egos rather than country and people. 

 

I am afraid that I stand here before you tonight – with all the same questions that 

you have about our future as citizens of Guyana. 

 

On this historic occasion, it would be nice to say that we can look forward to the 

next hundred years of building on the past to create a bright future. 

 

The music, the dance, the glitter and the colour that we will enjoy here tonight are 

authentically Guyanese even as they pay homage to the heritage of our ancestral 

land of India. 

 

They are part of the wealth of culture, faith, traditions, and values which are our 

offerings – and presented in good faith – to the beauty and prosperity of this land 

that we share with others. 

 

Enjoying tonight’s show will bring a moment’s respite from the gloom of our 

future prospects. 

 

And I will end on this note: 

 

We are a people of strong faith and enduring values – we have overcome before. 

Perhaps, we can hope to overcome again. 


