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History of labour migration in India ‘A note on Emigration from India’
by J. Geoghegan, Under Secretary to the Government of India, 1873  

In 1873, J. Geoghegan, Under Secretary to the Government of India, presented a “Note on Emigration from India” that
arose from his return to work in 1871. The note explores the significant issues surrounding Indian labor migration,
particularly to Réunion and British Guiana. Geoghegan took on the monumental task of compiling a comprehensive
history of emigration, as well as the policies enacted by the Indian government to regulate the flow of labor across the
sea. It took him nearly 2 years to compile it with the invaluable assistance of Dr. Grant, the Protector of Emigrants.

In the late 19th century, significant emigration from southern India began to the Straits Settlements (a group of British
Colonies comprising Penang, Singapore, Malacca, Dindings, and Labuan), Tenasserim (now in Myanmar), and Ceylon
(now Sri Lanka), driven by economic opportunities in agriculture, domestic service, and port labour. Tamil workers
played a crucial role, particularly in the Straits Settlements, where labour was in high demand. By the time of European
colonization, Ceylon had also become a major destination, with emigration reaching an average of 65,000 people
annually by the 1860s. While records remain sparse, it is clear that migration from southern India profoundly impacted
the region’s labour markets, shaping both their economy and cultural fabric.

Migration from Southern India to Straits Settlements (group of
British Colonies comprising Penang, Singapore), Tenasserim (now in
Myanmar), and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) 



Emigration of 130 artisans to Bourbon facilitated by
French merchant Joseph Argand, 1830

The first recorded instance of emigration to Bourbon occurred in 1830, when Joseph Argand, a French merchant,
arranged for the departure of around 130 artisans from India. The Government of India allowed this migration under
specific conditions, including each emigrant acknowledging voluntary departure before a Magistrate in Calcutta. The
contracts, which were set for five years, appeared generous, offering a minimum wage of Rupees 8 per month along
with ample food provisions. This early migration reflects both the growing demand for labour in overseas colonies and
the complexities of migration during the colonial era.

Under Acts V & XXXII of 1837, emigration from Calcutta reached notable numbers between 1837 and 1838. The most
reliable records show that a total of 7,411 people, including 7,239 men, 100 women, and 72 children, were sent to
Mauritius. Smaller groups of emigrants left for British Guiana (424 people), Bourbon (60 men), and Batavia (4 men). A
noteworthy and first-time emigration was to Australia, with 89 men making the journey. These movements highlight the
broader trend of migration during the colonial period, often driven by labour needs and colonial policies.

In 1862, Act XXII was introduced following a request from the Government of Mauritius to regulate emigration to
Seychelles, a British colonial dependency. The new legislation aligned emigration policies for Seychelles with those for
Mauritius, although some minor provisions from earlier Acts, like Act XV of 1842, were overlooked. The Act included a
provision for emigrants to undergo quarantine in Mauritius before being transported to Seychelles, and it allowed for
the possibility of emigrants contracting for service in Mauritius. It also stipulated that the Act would only take effect
once the Governor General in Council confirmed that adequate measures for emigrant protection, including their safe
return to India, were in place at the destination.

Emigration from Calcutta under Acts V & XXXII of
1837

Act XXII of 1862 to regulate emigration to Seychelles



Réunion, or Bourbon, struggled with chronic labour shortages due to its climate, which, thoughfavourablee to
Europeans, proved harsh for the local African population. The colony began importinlabouror from India as early as
Mauritius, but by 1843, vast tracts of land in Réunion were left uncultivated due to a lack of workers. In response, the
colonists appealed to the French government, but little help was provided. The 1848 abolition of slavery exacerbated
the problem, prompting the French to establish organized emigration from India. Unfortunately, this system descended
into kidnapping and deception, targeting British subjects, leading to the passage of Act XXIV of 1852 to curb the
exploitation of emigrants.

Form of Nominal Roll (List) of Embarked Emigrants, data of emigrants travelled through the Steam ship named ‘Umzinto’
to Natal containing the details of emigrants like place, date/ month, name of emigrant, father’s name, age, gender, caste
etc., dated 15th September 1909. 

Act XXIV in 1852 to prevent forced labour and
exploitations of India 

Emigration Register: Nominal Roll (List) and medical
certificate of Emigrants to Natal, 1909


