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Introduction 

On the 7th of January 1908 a bust was revealed of the immigration agent George Barnet Lyon (1849-

1918), which had been financed by a group of Hindustani residents. On this occasion pandit 

Rampersad spoke: 

‘We no longer wish to be considered foreigners, we wish to be what we consider ourselves to be, 
citizens of Suriname.’1 (Onthulling monument Barnet Lijon 1908, p. 2) 

Suriname newspapers reported extensively on this event. It was the first time Hindustani residents 

organised a public event in Paramaribo and speeches were given on behalf of the wider Hindustani 

community. It was also the first time that a Hindustani claim to citizenship was vocalised publicly. 

Officially Hindustani residents were foreigners. They had arrived in Suriname from 1873 as 

indentured labourers, coming from present day Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Slavery had officially been 

abolished in Suriname in 1863, after which a ten year period of so-called ‘State Supervision’ followed 

during which the enslaved were obliged to continue to work on the plantations. In the period 1873 

till 1916 in total more than 34.000 Hindustani indentured labourers would be brought in (De Klerk 

1953; Hoefte 1998). 

The initial idea of both Dutch and British colonial authorities was that Hindustani migrants in 

Suriname would stay temporarily and not become permanent settlers (Colonial Reports; Speciale 

wetgeving 1899). This same idea had existed in British Guiana and Trinidad, two British colonies, 

were large numbers of Indians were brought in from 1838 and 1845 (Laurence 1994, p. 384). 

However, more than fifty percent of Hindustani arrivals did stay in Suriname (Hoefte 1998, p. 63). 

When in 1895 the legislation was changed, so that Hindustani residents could obtain land without 

relinquishing their right to a free return passage to India, many decided to postpone their return 

(Speciale Wetgeving 1899, pp. 194-195). In Trinidad and British Guiana different schemes for 

obtaining land had been put in place as well (Laurence 1994, p. 405). For many of those who stayed 
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 ‘We wenschen niet te worden beschouwd als vreemdelingen, we wenschen te zijn, wat we gevoelen te zijn, 

burgers van Suriname.’ 
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this was not necessarily a conscious decision, but simply an ongoing postponement of return. Having 

developed attachments to both India and Suriname, and often having family in both places, meant 

that many of them held dual loyalties (Majumder 2010; Hassankhan 2013).  

This is one of the reasons why Indian residents in the Caribbean are regularly depicted as 

separated from society at large and urban public culture in particular the era of indenture (Brereton 

1979, 1981; Moore 1995; Moore & Johnson 2011). For Suriname it has been argued that socially and 

culturally Hindustani residents remained passive for a very long time, that they showed little interest 

in politics (Van Lier 1971 [1949]), remained isolated from the rest of Suriname society (Speckmann 

1963, 1965). Others have argued that political self-assertion of Hindustani identity only became 

significant after the Second World War (Gowricharn 2004, 2013; Choenni 2016). All of these ideas 

rest on a narrow conception of politics based on entry into formal bodies of politics. In this paper I 

take these claims to task and explore how Hindustani demands for citizenship were made in 

Suriname in the period 1873 till 1921. Studies on Trinidad and British Guiana have shown that 

despite dual loyalties, Indian residents did organise for political purposes, participated in urban 

public culture and rejected their status as foreigners (Laurence 1994; Seecharan 1997, 2011; 

Haraksingh 2002). While it is true that in this period most Hindustani residents lived in the rural 

districts as free or indentured labourers and were preoccupied with making ends meet, this does not 

mean they did not engage in Suriname public culture or did not make political demands. Existing 

research has highlighted the acts of resistance of Hindustani indentured labourers against violence, 

exploitation, and unfair treatment by plantation staff or Dutch colonial authorities (Bhagwanbali 

1996, 2010, 2011; Hoefte 1998; Hassankhan 2014; Choenni 2016). This paper shows how Hindustani 

residents in the city of Paramaribo – which was the centre of commerce and government – 

demanded recognition through public performances and the establishment of formal organisations.  

Both in the fields of Caribbean history and Dutch colonial history the concept of citizenship 

has been expanded in order to study how notions of belonging, and formal recognition of social, 

cultural, economic and political rights were enacted and contested by different historical agents. 

Elsbeth Locher-Scholten analyzing the relation of European women to the Dutch colonial state in the 

Dutch East Indies used the concept of colonial citizenship to make visible the ways in which women 

contributed to the cultural project of colonial state formation (Locher-Scholten 2000, pp. 38-39, 146-

156). In recent years the concept of cultural citizenship, coined by anthropologist Renato Rosaldo 

(1994), has become central to studies of the Dutch East Indies (Gouda 1995; Schulte Nordholt 2011, 

2015). Berteke Waaldijk and Susan Legêne, studying how colonialism affected conceptions of 

citizenship in the metropole, argue that cultural citizenship makes it possible to ‘interpret the 
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relationship between inhabitants and the state more broadly, than only in terms of their political and 

judicial status.’ (Waaldijk & Legêne 2009, p. 188).2 Mimi Sheller in her Citizenship from Below (2012) 

also aims to move beyond the threshold of formal politics and show how in Jamaica and Haiti 

political culture was shaped from ‘below’. Performative citizenship is the concept central in her 

analysis. She explains: 

‘Citizenship […] is performative in the sense of constituting the identity that it purports to be: In 
claiming to be a citizen, on is enacting citizenship, and only in acting as a citizen can one become a 
citizen.’ (p. 28) 

Sheller highlights how the claims to citizenship are always made in relation to a gendered, racialized, 

and sexed subject articulated in legal discourse.  

This paper makes a case for applying performative citizenship as a means to study the various 

ways in which Hindustani publicly expressed a sense of belonging and demands for recognition. I 

explicitly move beyond representation in formal political bodies like the Colonial Estates, in order to 

engage with how Hindustani residents manifested themselves in public events such as Queen’s Day 

and set up organisations to represent their interests. There are hardly any sources that provide the 

Hindustani point of view on participation in events like Queen’s Day in the period under concern 

here. Most Hindustani resident could not read or write. Furthermore, many sources that are 

preserved were made by or for the Dutch colonial elite. In this paper I show that newspaper articles 

and photographs do provide insight into the choices Hindustani men and women made – despite the 

prominent role of Dutch and Afro-Surinamese journalists and photographers in the making of these 

sources.  

These same types of sources are also important for the second part of my analysis, where I 

study the erection of the bust for the immigration agent Barnet Lyon in 1908 and the foundation of 

the Surinaamsche Immigranten Vereeniging (Suriname Immigrants’ Association or S.I.V.) and its rival 

‘Ikhtiyar  aur Hak’  (I.A.H.), which means ‘Liberty and Justice’, in 1910 and 1911. In the absence of 

archives of these organisations, reports on meetings submitted to different newspapers by its 

members provide valuable insight into the aims of these organisations. Of course the editors of the 

newspapers could edit the reports to their liking, but that these reports continued to be submitted 

indicates that the board members were satisfied with how their views were represented. By studying 

a broader spectrum of Hindustani engagements with Suriname public political culture I show that 

Hindustani women and men developed different modes to express their sense of belonging and 
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 ‘een ruimere interpretatie van de relatie tussen inwoners en de staat toe dan louter een politieke en 

juridische status.’  
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citizenship. Thus I add new insight to the growing literature on urban based popular responses to 

cultural oppression in the Dutch and Anglophone Caribbean in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century (De Barros 2002; Moore 1995; Moore & Johnson 2004, 2011) 

Hindustani participation in Queen’s Day  

As explained, initially the Dutch colonial government saw Hindustani indentured labourers as 

temporary residents who should work on the plantations or return to Calcutta, where they had 

boarded a ship to Suriname. The change in legislation in 1895 was to make more formerly indentured 

Hindustani stay in Suriname and remain available for work on the plantations. Free Hindustani 

resident could now obtain small pieces of land on designated government settlements located close 

to the plantations (Speciale wetgeving 1899, pp. 194-195). The size of these allotments was too small 

to live off, making the farmers dependent on wage labour on the plantations. This had also happened 

in British Guiana (Seecharan 1997, pp. 94-100). The Dutch colonial government saw Hindustani 

residents only usefully employed on the plantations and in agriculture. This was also made visible in a 

procession part of the annual celebration of the birthday of the Dutch monarch Willem III in 1892, 

where Hindustani residents only participated in the tenth group symbolizing ‘Agriculture’, which 

consisted of: 

‘a. a wagon symbolising agriculture, trade, and shipping; b. The European colonists; c. The Chinese 

immigrants; d. The British Indian immigrants; e. The Javanese immigrants.’ 3 (Programma van den 

optocht 1892, p. 1) 

Hindustani residents were thus asked to physically portray the Dutch colonial vision of them as 

agricultural labourers. They were made to walk amidst other groups of immigrants that had been 

brought in by the Dutch colonial government in the last fifty years to supplement the workforce.  

Figure 1 shows Hindustani participants in such a procession. This photograph by an unknown 

photographer is included in the archive of the Moravian Church. It was probably made before 1905, 

because the immigration agent – who was responsible for overseeing immigration – depicted in the 

forefront is Barnet Lyon. In 1898, when Queen Wilhelmina stepped on to the throne, the celebration 

of the royal birthday was officially turned into Queen’s Day (Te Velde 1992). In Suriname the event 

was aimed at celebrating Dutch colonial rule and strengthening existing social, political and economic 

divisions (Oostindie 2006, p. 58, 72). Residents were encouraged to take part in some of the events, 
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 ‘a. Een triumphwagen, voorstellende landbouw, handel en scheepvaart; b. De Europeesche Kolonisten; c. De 

Chineesche Immigranten; d. De Britsch-Indische Immigranten; e. De Javaansche Immigranten.’ 
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such as a common people’s ball, choral performance by school children, a dolls exhibition, a donkey 

race, or a historical procession (Binnenlandsche berichten 1898) 

Photographers made great numbers of photographs during Queen’s Day. Historian Susie 

Protschky (2015) has analysed such photographs made in the Dutch East Indies. She argues that 

these photographs tell a political-ethnographic story in which each ethnic group was assigned a 

particular place in society (p. 77). The Hindustani residents depicted in figure 1 are dressed as 

indentured labourers, to be more precise they wear the cloths distributed on the ships to Suriname 

and have probably only recently arrived (Rules Indian Emigration Act 1883, p. 103). The absence of 

the more diversely dressed old arrivals in this photograph is striking. For the immigration agent it 

would have been convenient to ask the newly arrived Hindustani migrant staying in the city to 

participate in this event. They embodied the image of the ‘koelie’ (or ‘coolie’) the stereotypical image 

of the porter or labourer of Asian descent, with which Hindustani residents in this period were 

consistently equated by the Dutch colonial authorities (Colonial Reports 1873-1921; WNT 2017; OED 

2017). 
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Figure 1. Hindustani participants in the procession during the celebration of a royal birthday, by 

unknown, taken before 1905. Utrechts Archief, Archive no. 48-1, Inv. no. 860. 

From 1895 the numbers of Hindustani men and women who made use of the settlement 

scheme increased (Colonial Report of 1905 [on 1904], Annex GG, p. 153.). From 1898 they were also 

no longer restricted to participating in the procession as agricultural labourers. They now featured as 

the fifteenth group in the procession under the name ‘British Indians in royal costume’ 

(Feestprogramma 1898, p. 2).4 Still there was an assumption of what the participants should look 

like, but now the emphasis was on luxurious styles of dress from India. Be it in plain clothing or luxury 

dress, either way the participants were expected to perform a particular image of ‘Indian-ness’.  

Despite the fact that photographers were aimed at reproducing many of these same 

stereotypes, I think that further engagement with photographs of Hindustani attendants provides 

insight into how they enacted or counteracted these views. Participants in Queen’s Day, determined 

themselves what they wore that day and whether they let themselves be photographed or not. 

Figure 2 is a photograph taken near the Governmental Palace in Paramaribo around 1910. The 

photographer is unknown, but it is highly likely that one of the professional commercial 

photographers based in Paramaribo was responsible for it. The camera is placed in a high position so 

that the viewer can see as many people as possible. Hindustani women are depicted alongside Afro-

Surinamese women dressed up in koto, multilayered skirts and angisa, folded headdress (Van Putten 

& Zantinge 1993 [1988], p. 39, 67). The Hindustani women engage in just as lavish a display, with 

richly decorated fabrics and showcasing an elaborate array of jewellery. Not only adult Hindustani 

women take part in this, but also children.  
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 ‘Britsch-Indiërs in vorstelijk gewaad’ 
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Figure 2. Suriname population gathered on Queens Day circa 1910 by unknown. KITLV, image code 5338. 

Hindustani middle class women feature prominently in the remaining photographic 

collections of the Suriname Museum in Paramaribo and the Royal Tropical Institute, the Royal 

Netherlands Institute of Southeast Asian and Caribbean Studies and the Rijksmuseum in The 

Netherlands. Often the women and girls depicted are lavishly dressed. In this paper I only have 

space to discuss one of them. These women enacted and contested colonial relations at the same 

time. They took part in the celebration of colonial rule, while also taking the opportunity to make a 

case for the richness of their cultural heritage and their personal achievements. What was at stake 

for these women in dressing up was pride of being able to put up a display and of instilling a sense of 

pride into the next generation.  

It would take until 1919 before a Hindustani representative would be added to the organising 

committee of Queen’s Day. Chinese, Hindustani and Javanese groups had taken part in the floral 

procession before but from 1919 onwards their presence became more prominent. Also, the 

donation of one thousand guilders on behalf of the Hindustani and Chinese community in 1919 was 

an explicit statement as to the determination with which the self-appointed leaders of these 
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communities wanted to present themselves as actively participating and contributing citizens 

(Koninginnedag 1919; Koninginnefeest 1919).  

Staging formal claims to citizenship 

At the unveiling of the bust of Barnet Lyon men, women and children fulfilled different roles as well. 

The initiative for the establishment of this monument came from a group of well-to-do largely urban-

based Hindustani men, among them shop keepers, and religious leaders (Standbeeld 1905, 2; 

Monument Barnet Lijon 1905, pp. 1-2; Onthulling monument Barnet Lijon 1908, pp 1-2). However, 

the head interpreter employed at the immigration department, Sital Persad (1868-1923), who had 

only been appointed the year before, seems to have played a key role. He had arrived in Suriname at 

age fourteen and was taken in by Barnet Lyon, who became his mentor (Hoefte 1998, 226 n.5 and 

245 n.90). Prominent roles in the unveiling were given to the immigration agent in office Corstiaan 

van Drimmelen (1860-1935), and pandit Rampersad, who both gave speeches. Hindustani girls 

decorated the monument with flowers, after Alice Bhagwanday Sital Persad (1892-1970), daughter of 

the head interpreter, unveiled the monument (Onthulling monument Barnet Lijon 1908, p 2.). 

Women thus played a visible, yet minor part in the event. 

The claim to citizenship voiced by Rampersad was supported by Van Drimmelen. He stated: 

‘In the colony they are still seen as foreigners, it is even said that they consider themselves 
foreigners, however long they are living here. Nothing is more untrue. The country where they are 
prospering and where they and their children have settled permanently has of course become 
their second homeland. Their wish is therefore to be considered, what they really are, well-
intending quiet citizens of the colony Suriname.’5 (Onthulling monument Barnet Lijon 1908, p. 2). 

These were political statements aimed at changing the way in which Hindustani residents were 

viewed. Van Drimmelen and Rampersad presented themselves as reliable spokespersons in front of 

the Dutch colonial government by highlighted the good intentions of Hindustani citizens. 

Furthermore, Rampersad expressed gratitude for how the past immigration agents had supported 

Hindustani residents (Onthulling monument Barnet Lijon 1908, p. 2). This attitude enhanced their 

acceptability for the Dutch colonial government, whilst also opening up space to voice a claim to 

citizenship. 

                                                           
5
 ‘Vrij algemeen nog worden zij in de kolonie voor vreemdelingen aangezien, zelfs wordt van hen verteld, dat zij 

zich vreemdeling blijven gevoelen, hoelang hier ook woonachtig. Niets is echter minder waar. Het land waar 
het hun wel gaat en waar zij en hun kroost zich voorgoed hebben gevestigd, is zooals vanzelf spreekt hun 
tweede vaderland geworden. Hun wensch is daarom ook te mogen doorgaan voor wat zij werkelijk zijn, 
welgezinde rustige burgers van de kolonie Suriname.’  
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 Figure 3, a photograph by the commercial photographer Alfred del Castilho (1875-1913) 

taken after the unveiling ceremony, shows the participants posing in front of the bust. Del Castilho 

was a commercial photographer and probably paid by one of the participants to make this group 

picture. Much effort was put into the staging of this photograph, with the three white Dutch colonial 

officials seated in the middle and others positioned around them so that as many faces as possible 

can be seen. The central seated person dressed in white is Van Drimmelen. Most persons in the 

photograph are men wearing European style suits and straw hats. They thus set themselves apart 

from the newly arrived indentured laboures who wore kurta (tunic) and dhoti (loincloth), like those in 

figure 1. Historian Marianne Soares Ramesar (1999) has noted that Indo-Trinidadian middle class 

men also liked to dress in European style clothing (p. 126). Close behind Van Drimmelen there are 

two men dressed in dhoti, but by carrying books, long hair and garland these men indicate their 

position as religious leaders. In this photograph we primarily see members of the middle class. 

Whereas men showcase their middle class status through European dress, women and girls are 

depicted as the carriers of Hindustani traditions. The women and girls in this photograph are dressed 

in Indian-style lahanga (wrapped skirt), orhani (veil) and wear an elaborate array of jewelery. There 

are only eight of them, but they are positioned prominently in the forefront. 
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Figure 3. Unveiling of the bust of Mr. G.H. Barnet Lyon, at the corner of Grote Combéweg and the Governmental Square, 
by Alfred Del Castilho on the 7

th
 of January 1908. Surinaams Museum, Inventory no. 26-4. 

 

 Claims to citizenship and belonging thus emerged in distinct embodied forms of Hindustani 

middle class masculinities and femininities. As Sheller has argued, such claims were often in tension 

with state efforts to control exchanges taking place in different social spaces (Sheller 2012, p. 26-27). 

Formal rights of citizenship extended by the Dutch colonial government in Suriname were based on 

distinctions of nationality, race, gender, class, and religion. For example, in order to be allowed to 

vote for the election of members of the  Colonial Estates, a representative body established in 1865, 

one had to be an ‘ingezetene’, which meant a person had to be a Dutchman by nationality or a 

foreigner living in Suriname for at least one and later five years. On top of that, one had to be at least 

25 years of age, enjoy all civic rights and pay a certain amount of taxes (Bordewijk 1914, p. 324). 

Race, gender and religion were not literally named as categories of distinction, but in practise it was 

impossible for women to take part and particularly the non-white and non-Christian/Jewish groups 

had difficulties meeting the requirements. In 1901 the required amount of income was lowered and 

the electorate was expanded, but still only 1 percent of the population had the right to vote 

(Ramsoedh 2001, p. 93). 

 The establishment of the Surinaamsche Immigranten Vereeniging (S.I.V.) in 1910 was a 

landmark event. It was the first officially acknowledge organization that was aimed at representing 

and promoting ‘the interests of the British Indian immigrant population in the colony Suriname 

morally, intellectually and materially.’6 (Surin. Immigranten Vereen. 1910) The association was set up 

by many of the middle class Hindustani men involved in the erection of the bust, two years before. 

Again the immigration agent played a prominent role and was appointed as honorary chairman 

(Vereeniging van Hindostans 1910). The reports of their meetings that were regularly submitted to 

the newspapers show that the S.I.V. was initially primarily guided towards promoting the interest of 

settled migrants in education, farming, trade and industry (Surin. Immigranten Vereen. 1910). 

Another association founded one year later, ‘Ikhtiyar  aur Hak’  (I.A.H.), which means ‘Liberty and 

Justice’ was geared more towards the interest of the indentured labourers. This association was 

established by the social activist Grace R. Schneiders-Howard (1869-1968), a daughter of a British 

plantation owner, and the Moravian missionary Julius T. Wenzel (1873-1920) (Egchtihar auwr Hak 

1912). Both organisations drew substantial numbers of members. In 1910 a petition by the S.I.V. was 
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 ‘[…] der belangen van de Britsch-Indische immigranten-bevolking in de Kolonie Suriname op zedelijk, 

verstandelijk en stoffelijk gebied.’  
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supported by 750 persons, while the I.A.H. claimed to have 1.500 members in 1911. (Adres van 

Britsch Indiërs 1910; Cultuur en roofbouw 1911). 

 Rivalry between the two associations ran high. Schneiders-Howards sought to destabilise the 

powerful positon of Sital Perad and the wealthy shop owner Lutchmansing (1873-1922). She accused 

them of planning a murder, after which she herself was charged for slander. The court convicted her, 

sending her to prison for two months and making her pay a fine of 25 guilders (Zaak Schneiders 

1912). The I.A.H. did not survive this blow, leaving only the S.I.V. to formally represent the interests 

of Hindustani residents.  

During a meeting in December 1911, Lutchmansing had stated that members of the S.I.V. 

should ‘[…] strive to become quiet and useful citizens and to not each time turn up with all sorts of 

supposed grievances […]’7 The S.I.V. was and remained conservative in its criticism of the Dutch 

colonial government. In 1913 two officials from colonial India James McNeill, a magistrate in the 

Indian civil service, and Lala Chimman Lal, honorary magistrate and manager of a trading company, 

came to Suriname to inquire into the conditions of life of Hindustani residents. Lutchmansing 

addressed a letter to them on behalf of the S.I.V. in which he emphasized how well Hindustani 

immigrants were doing in Suriname. He wanted McNeill and Lal to deal with three issues: the lack of 

female immigrants, the problems caused by the absence of Hindu and Muslim marital law, and the 

low moral and physical abilities of new arrivals. He presented these problems as the main causes of 

violence and unhappiness (McNeill & Lal 1914, pp. 183-184).  

Lutchmansing, who was born in India himself, saw the recreation of patriarchal Indian family 

structures in Suriname as a prerequisite for happiness and prosperity. He did not mention the 

conditions of life in Suriname as a possible cause of these issues. The S.I.V. was subsequently not only 

preoccupied with urban middle class issues, but also promoted the interests of Hindustani men first 

and foremost. It did sometimes address the concerns of indentured labourers (Surin. Immigranten 

Vereeniging 1915, 1916; Surin. Immigrantenvereeniging 1919), but for people who wanted to return 

to India permanently the board members held little sympathy (Sur. Immigr. Ver. 1921). 

Broadening our view 

Hindustani claims to citizenship before 1921 have gone largely unacknowledged in the literature on 

Suriname. I have shown that the formal claims voiced for the first time at the unveiling of the bust of 
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 ‘…naar streven rustige en nuttige burgers te worden en niet telkens met allerlei vermeende grieven komen 

opdagen…’ 
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Barnet Lyon gave Hindustani middle class men the confidence to establish an association to 

represent their interests. Clem Seecharan stated that in British Guiana: 

‘The process of intellectual rehabilitation, the necessity to transcend the ‘coolie’ universe of 

humiliation, of menial jobbing, had begun as early as the 1890s, with the formation of the 

ephemeral British Guiana East Indian Institute in Georgetown (in 1892) […]’ (Seecharan 2011, p. 

48) 

I would argue that in Suriname this process did not start with the establishment of a formal 

organisation, but that the foundation of the S.I.V. was rather the result of a broader development of 

Hindustani middle class men and women publicly postulating their personal achievements, the 

richness of their cultural heritage and their sense of belonging. We should move beyond the idea 

that Hindustani men and women did not participate in urban-based public culture and remained 

separated from society at large. 

 Hindustani middle class men and women enacted citizenship differently. The explicit, 

consistent claims for citizenship voiced by the male middle class representatives of the S.I.V. spoke to 

existing frames of masculine self-assertion. In British Guiana and Trinidad similar associations, which 

were also closely associated with the British colonial elite had been founded decades before 

(Ramesar 1994, p. 116; Seecharan 2016 [2011]). Women did not find a place within these 

organisations. However, the importance of women in establishing new public conceptions of being 

‘Hindustani’, rather than only ‘Surinamese’ or ‘Indian’ should not be underestimated. This paper has 

shed new light on Hindustani middle class interventions in Suriname public culture, but it is good to 

bear in mind that many Hindustani residents at the time would not have called themselves settlers 

unambiguously. More research is therefore required into the multiple ways in which expressions of 

belonging were performed by free and indentured, urban-based and district residents. 
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