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An Oral History of Saris in Guyana: (Dis-)Patches from Berbice
by Sinah <loƘ

then /ndian indentured laborers ǁere shipped to Guyana betǁeen ϭϴϯϴ and ϭϵϭϳ to ǁork on sugar plan-
taƟons aŌer the aboliƟon of slavery, sartorial pracƟces ǁere brought along ǁith them, adapted, and ;re-Ϳ
invented, or else disappeared. thile several /ndian clothing stylesͶcommonly referred to as ͞/ndian tear͟ 
in GuyanaͶhave become popular, parƟcularly since the clothing boom there in the ϭϵϵϬs, e.g. shalǁars 
and ghararasͶsaris have long held a special status in the maintenance of /ndian culture in the Caribbean. 
�lthough saris ǁere not generally ǁorn by female indentured laborers, over the course of the tǁenƟeth cen-
tury they developed into ǁhat is noǁ regarded as the dress of the ͞ideal ,indu//ndian ǁoman,͟  a develop-
ment similar to the history of the sari in /ndia.
/n Guyana, saris conƟnued to have ritual value in ,indu ceremonies and ǁere applied as purveyors and sym-
bols of /ndian culture, parƟcularly from the ϭϵϱϬs, in the midst the Guyanese struggle for independence, 
processes of ethnopoliƟciǌaƟon, and naƟon-building. thile at Įrst only a small number of /ndo-Guyanese 
ǁere able to purchase readymade saris produced in /ndia, Įve yards of cotton cloth ǁere reĮned and used 
for ,indu ǁeddings or other styles of /ndian tear such as shalǁars, and ǁere sƟtched by a seamstress or 
self-made at home.
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sidya ;ϯϭ, houseǁife, �erbice/GuyanaͿ eǆplains, ǁith regard to her personal memory of acƋuiring /ndian tear: 

͞tell, at that Ɵme ΀ǁhen / ǁas young΁ it had not so much ΀readymade /ndian tear΁, like, / ǁould say, only 
the rich people could have had. �ut then, eventually, as the years go by and by͙ / knoǁ, it ǁas my siǆteenth 
birthday, and / sƟll didn͛t had a readymade ones ΀sic΁ ΀shalǁar΁, ǁhere / did a haǁan ΀religious celebraƟon΁ 
for that birthday, and / could remember clearly / did sƟtch a pink one, ǁith gold embroidery. ;͙Ϳ Weople never 
used to ǁear ΀/ndian tear΁ that much. �ecause from ǁhat / hear, you knoǁ, like other people saying noǁ, 
that only ǁhen you geƫng married you ǁear a sari. �nd it s͛ like couple years noǁ that people ǁear all this 
/ndian tears to ǁedding and so forth, it ǁasn͛t that very much popular, at the age of siǆteen that / kneǁ.͟  

thile saris are today more commonly ǁorn during socio-religious events such as �iǁa-
li ;fesƟval of lightsͿ, ũhandis ;annual household ceremoniesͿ or on the naƟonal holiday /ndian �r-
rival �ay, they remain the standard dress for brides at ,indu ǁeddings. dhe ǁearing of a yelloǁ 
sari is said to symboliǌe the ,induness and /ndianness of an event, the families and the ritual. 

:anette ;ϱϵ, houseǁife, �erbice/GuyanaͿ describes concerning her daughter s͛ ǁedding: 

͞Dy daughter s͛ mother-in-laǁ ǁent to /ndia. dhey͛re in the ΀United΁ States and they ǁent across to /n-
dia. dhey bought the sari. dhis sari my daughter got married in ΀shoǁs and hands the intervieǁer a gar-
ment΁. /t has the skirt underneath͖ it s͛ rich, too. She get married ǁith it and years pass ;͙Ϳ. She leŌ this 
΀ǁith me during one of her visits΁. She say: ͚Kh Dommy, you could make something ǁith it.͛  �nd / made 
it into this skirt and top like a gharara. zou see͍ Wretty sari ǁhen she ǁore it. So / took the sari and seǁ 
it into ΀this΁... / don͛t give this aǁay. dhat s͛ the reason /͛m having tǁo yelloǁ ΀ghararas΁. �ut, you see this 
is really yelloǁ. dhis is the yelloǁ / am telling you ǁhen you get married and married ǁomen ǁears this.͟  

�iscussions conƟnued as to ǁhether a ͞ real͟ and ͞ authenƟc͟ /ndian bride should ǁear tǁo saris on the conse-
cuƟve ǁedding days ;a yelloǁ and a red sariͿ, or ǁhether one yelloǁ sari and a ǁhite dress are acceptable as ǁell.  

ShanƟ s͛ opinion ;ϲϬ, houseǁife, �erbice/GuyanaͿ on this is as folloǁs: 

͞dhe bride got married ǁith the sari in ,indu ǁedding, and ǁhen them ΀the married couple΁ go home ΀to the groom s͛ 
residence΁, them supposed to go home ǁith the sari͊ Eoǁ dem ah ũust ǁear one ǁhite dress͊ thite ǁedding 
dress͊ ;͙Ϳ zou ΀should marry΁ according to your culture͊ /n the ,indu rights. Come out and dress accordingly͊͟ 

/ndeed it can be noƟced that most recently the ǁearing of a red and a yelloǁ sari is preferred among young 
brides, and lavish displays of /ndian cultural elements are sought.

dranscultural eǆchange is common in Guyana as it is elseǁhere, and is reŇected both in dress and sartorial 
pracƟces today. Eeǁ fashionable styles from /ndia are adapted to current modes of ǁearing a sari in Guyana, 
inŇuenced, amongst other things, by �ollyǁood movies. doday, it is not considered ͞ respectable͟ to ǁear ;un-Ϳ
reĮned cotton cloth, ǁhich is noǁ considered to be a mere ͞ subsƟtute͟ for a sari. �y any means a family has to 
be able to aīord a readymade sari in order to not be labeled poor, and to maintain ;or achieveͿ social status.  

�s readymade /ndian clothes are not produced in Guyana, all kinds of /ndian tear have to be imported. 
Sita ;ϰϵ, salesǁoman in an ͞ /ndian store,͟  �erbice/GuyanaͿ eǆplains, indicaƟng the role of /ndian origin in the 
percepƟon of authenƟcity and highlighƟng the role of mobility and transcultural eǆchange:
͞dhese clothing really originate from /ndia. �ut ǁhat you Įnd is that from /ndia they Įnd a ǁay to �mericaͶyou 
knoǁ, �merica, this trade and so. Some might come from �merica, some might come from drinidad, you knoǁ, 
Canada. dhey sell all over the ǁorld. �ut mostly �merica, drinidad, �ngland. So, you Įnd, they ǁill import or either 
business men go overseas, buy them and bring them in, to Guyana, to sell. ;͙Ϳ �ut they really originate from /ndia.͟  
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�iīerent classes of people seek to purchase elaborate saris today, ǁhich are heavily adorned ǁith seƋuins, 
beads or embroidery. &or those ǁho cannot aīord the ͞rich͟ kinds of saris sold in stores, Sita suggests ano-
ther opƟon for geƫng hold of /ndian tear: 

͞Kver there, and it easier to cross. do go across to Suriname. zou have the big boat, and some people also go 
by Įshing boat. dhat s͛ the backtrack route. �nd you have the big /ndian stores in Suriname. Weople from /ndia 
go to Suriname and open big-huge shopping malls there. tith /ndian clothes, ǁith /ndian accessories, /ndian 
incense and all these things. / don͛t knoǁ, / heard they sell it reasonable. / don͛t knoǁ. / never ǁent. dhen these 
things come over on a huge scale from Suriname, some remain at Skeldon, some come to Wort Dourant market.͟  

Dost /ndian tear, including saris, is usually not purchased by Guyanese, as they are considered to be too 
eǆpensive. /nstead such clothing becomes available through giŌ eǆchange ǁith family members, ǁho have 
migrated to Eorth �merica. Used and neǁly-purchased /ndian tear is among the items sent to Guyana on a 
regular basis, and these items thus create, visualiǌe, and materialiǌe social relaƟonships. dhey are oŌen sent 
in so-called ͞ barrels,͟  ǁhich are ϰϬϬ-liter containers Įlled ǁith items such as food or clothes, sent from Eorth 
�merica to Guyana.
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sikram ;ϯϳ, salesman in an ͞/ndian store͟ in >ittle Guyana, Eeǁ zork City/US�Ϳ elaborates:

͞Some ΀send items΁ in the barrels, but some people, ǁhen they go to visit Guyana, then mainly their stuī. 
�ecause they feel saƟsĮed ǁhen they go to Guyana and they visit and they take the stuī directly.͟

dhis eǆtends even to Guyanese ,indu temples in the diaspora, ǁhere ritual pracƟƟoners collect saris that 
have been oīered to ,indu deiƟes. dhese saris are blessed and sancƟĮed, but only a feǁ selected ones ǁill 
be ǁorn by the murƟ ;statue, representaƟonͿ of the respecƟve deity.

dhe other oīered saris may not be discarded, but neither may the giver take them back. Surpluses of oīered 
saris are hence conƟnuously created, ǁhich are oŌen sent to associated temple communiƟes in Guyana. 
dhere, they are redistributed among temple members, ǁho receive them for free or for a small donaƟon to 
the temple and ǁho may ǁear them as temple clothing in the future. Some of the saris are used for decora-
Ɵon in the temple, either on the altars or along the temple s͛ ceiling.
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�nand ;ϰϮ, ritual pracƟƟoner in a ,indu temple, �erbice/GuyanaͿ eǆplains:
͞�nd then, to tell you about the stuī that ǁe got from... like the saris and every puũa sarũam ΀ritual parapher-
nalia΁ that ǁe do the puũa ǁith, in Guyana here you ǁill have some of them, but they are pretty eǆpensive. 
�nd, from the Ɵme some of the devotees get help͖ from Guyana here they migrate to �merica, they ǁill send 
doǁn barrels or boǆes, you knoǁ, things that ǁhat ǁe ǁill need to use. >ike ǁhen ǁe have this puũa coming 
up, you ǁill use a lot of these puũa items. te ǁould need neǁ clothing for the murƟs. te ǁill need neǁ 
decoraƟons.͟

�s saris in Guyana are not eǆclusively ǁorn by ,indu ǁomen, but also by female deiƟes, these garments 
have a speciĮc capacity not only to connect human beings across distances, but also to create immediacy, 
inƟmacy, and closeness to deiƟes. �eing handed on as blessed and used garments, saris conƟnue to have a 
fundamental inŇuence on creaƟng, visualiǌing , and materialiǌing social relaƟons. dhey conƟnue to be a ma-
ũor inŇuence in the creaƟon of ,indu- and /ndianness in Guyana.

;dhe intervieǁs ǁere conducted betǁeen ϮϬϭϭ and ϮϬϭϮ. �ll names have been changed to ensure anonymi-
ty.Ϳ
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