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INTRODUCTION 
This inventory of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of the Republic of Mauritius represents the 

great diversity of the cultural heritage of Mauritius Republic which all readers will be able to refer to. 

These range from the worldwide acclaimed Sega to lesser known heritage that have become obsolete 

but for a few people who have managed to transmit the knowledge and traditions alive despite adverse 

modern living ways. 

 

The report presents the first inventory of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) for the Republic 

Mauritius under the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, established by 

the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and adopted on 17 

October 2003. The Republic of Mauritius ratified the Convention on 4 June 2006. 

 

This project was completed by the National Heritage Fund and the Ministry of Arts and 

Culture in partnership with the University of Mauritius. The inventory provides an initial listing of 

some of the main elements of intangible cultural heritage of the country, which have been grouped in 

five domains:  

1. Oral Traditions and Expressions;  

2. Performing Arts;  

3. Social Practices, Rituals and Festive Events;  

4. Knowledge and Practices Concerning Nature and the Universe; and  

5. Traditional Craftsmanship.  

 

As recommended by the Convention, this initial inventory should be seen as a living 

document that requires regular updating. Moreover, the inventory must be seen as a tool for the active 

management of the nation‘s patrimony, to work towards safeguarding them for future generations. 

This document will need regular updating and constant review as new elements are discovered and 

acquire public recognition. It will give the authorities as well as the public the information necessary 

to develop activities and stimulate creativity. The knowledge contained therein will enable the better 

safeguard of those intangible heritage forms that are on the verge of disappearance. 

 

Hopefully, it will bring to all a better understanding of our culture and participate actively to 

its preservation and creativity. 
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Intangible Cultural Heritage 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) adopted 

the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage on 17 October 2003. The 

Convention‘s General Provisions acknowledges ―the importance of intangible cultural heritage as a 

mainspring of cultural diversity and a guarantee of sustainable development‖ and yet observes that 

globalization and other detrimental forces are a grave threat to the future of this unique kind of 

heritage.  

 

The Convention thus seeks to:  

a) Safeguard intangible cultural heritage;  

b) Ensure respect for the communities, groups, and individuals who produce intangible 

cultural heritage;  

c) Raise awareness at the local, national, and international levels of the importance of 

intangible cultural heritage; and  

d) Provide for international cooperation and assistance (Article 1). The Convention 

recommends that one of the key actions at the national level is the production of an 

inventory of intangible cultural heritage, which can be the foundation of management 

and safeguarding strategies (Article 12). 

 

The Republic of Mauritius ratified the Convention on 4
th
 June 2006. To honour this 

commitment and endeavour the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage, the country has started 

taking measures and new research to inventory and document its intangible heritage. The National 

Heritage Fund under the Ministry of Arts and Culture is now the National Repository for Intangible 

Cultural Heritage in Mauritius.  

 

Intangible cultural heritage encompasses living expressions and the traditions that countless 

groups and communities worldwide have inherited from their ancestors and transmit to their 

descendants, in most cases orally. The inventory for the Republic of Mauritius uses the definition of 

intangible cultural heritage as defined in the Convention (Article 2.1), with minor modification: 

 

―The ‗intangible cultural heritage‘ means the practices, representations, expressions, 

knowledge, skills—as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated 

therewith—thatcommunities, groups, and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their 

cultural heritage. This intangible heritage, transmitted from generation to generation—and 

often between cultural groups—is constantly recreated by communities in response to their 

environment, their interaction with nature, and their history, and provides them with a sense 

of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity.‖ 

 

Additionally, the following eight points serve as guiding principles for the inclusion of elements in the 

Republic of Mauritius‘ inventory. All Intangible Cultural Heritage elements in the inventory will thus: 

 

1. Be a tradition inherited from ancestors and passed on through time; 

2. Be a living form of heritage, which is continuously re-created and thus evolves; 

3. Be community-based since groups are the ones who create, carry, and transmit ICH; 

4. Provide a sense of identity and thus belonging to culture; 

5. Recognize that ICH is often multicultural, shared among diverse groups and all citizens; 

6. Promote understanding of others and respectful intercultural dialogue; 

7. Honour human rights and be non-derogatory towards persons or groups; and 

8. Inspire commitments of safeguarding to ensure its future. 
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Further, the Convention proposes five broad domains for intangible cultural heritage, which are used 

to organise the Republic of Mauritius‘ inventory. As stated by the Convention‘s supporting 

documents: 

 

1. Oral Traditions and Expressions 

The oral traditions and expressions domain encompasses an enormous variety of spoken 

forms including proverbs, riddles, tales, nursery rhymes, legends, myths, epic songs and 

poems, songs, and more. Based on the recommendations of UNESCO, languages taken as a 

whole will not be listed in the inventory, although specific language practices can be included. 

Oral traditions and expressions are used to pass on knowledge, cultural, and social values and 

collective memory. They play a crucial part in keeping cultures alive.  

 

2. Performing Arts 

The performing arts range from vocal and instrumental music, dance, sung verse and beyond. 

They include numerous cultural expressions that reflect human creativity and that are also 

found, to some extent, in many other intangible cultural heritage domains.  

 

3. Social Practices, Rituals and Festive Events 

Social practices, rituals and festive events are habitual activities that structure the lives of 

communities and groups and that are shared by and relevant to many of their members. They 

are significant because they reaffirm the identity of those who practice them as a group or a 

society and, whether performed in public or private, are closely linked to important events. 

Social, ritual and festive practices may help to mark the passing of the seasons, events in the 

agricultural calendar or the stages of a person‘s life. They are closely linked to a community‘s 

worldview and perception of its own history and memory. They vary from small gatherings to 

large-scale social celebrations and commemorations. Each of these sub-domains is vast but 

there is also a great deal of overlap between them. Based on the recommendations of 

UNESCO, religions taken as a whole will not be listed in the inventory, although specific 

religious practices can be included. 

 

 

4. Knowledge and Practices Concerning Nature and the Universe 

Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe include knowledge, knowhow, 

skills, practices and representations of the known world. They are created by communities 

interacting with the natural environment. These ways of thinking about the universe are 

expressed through language, oral traditions, and feelings of attachment towards a place, 

memories, spirituality, and worldview. They also strongly influence values and beliefs and 

underlie many social practices and cultural traditions. They, in turn, are shaped by the 

environment and the community‘s wider natural world.  

 

5. Traditional Craftsmanship  

Traditional craftsmanship is perhaps the most tangible manifestation of intangible cultural 

heritage. However, the Convention is mainly concerned with the skills and knowledge 

involved in craftsmanship rather than the craft products themselves. Rather than focusing on 

preserving craft objects, safeguarding attempts should instead concentrate on encouraging 

artisans to continue to produce craft and to pass their skills and knowledge onto others, 

particularly within their own communities. Like other forms of intangible cultural heritage, 

globalization poses significant challenges to the survival of traditional forms of 
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craftsmanship. Mass production, whether on the level of large multi-national corporations or 

local cottage industries, can often supply goods needed for daily life at a lower cost, both in 

terms of currency and time, than hand production. Many craftspeople struggle to adapt to this 

competition. Environmental and climatic pressures impact on traditional craftsmanship too, 

with deforestation and land clearing reducing the availability of key natural resources. Even in 

cases where traditional craftsmanship develops into a cottage industry, the increased scale of 

production may result in damage to the environment. 

 

The Inventory: Aims, Methods, and Scope 
 Due to globalisation, modernisation, and rapid changes in lifestyle, intangible cultural 

heritage is at risk in Mauritius. Several factors contributing to the disappearance of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage have been identified in the Mauritian context:  

 

 Global cultural influences are strong, persuasive, and attractive;  

 The country‘s youth have not been adequately educated about the importance and richness of 

ICH and they consider their own cultural heritage as backward and as a hindrance to them;  

 Many people do not know how to go about identifying and safeguarding intangible cultural 

heritage;  

 A general decline in the use of traditional languages in everyday conversation;  

 Destruction of cultural spaces;  

 Lack of public interest in perpetuating Intangible Cultural Heritage; and 

 Modern lifestyle changes have hampered transmitting knowledge from elders to the younger 

generation.  

 

To confront these threats and try to safeguard the country‘s rich intangible cultural heritage of 

the country, Mauritius joined nations from around the world by signing and then ratifying the 

Convention for the Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage. As per Article 12 of the Convention, 

Mauritius now undertakes an inventory of the intangible cultural heritage present in the country. 

Significantly, this first inventory must be understood as only a beginning point; it must be expanded 

and regularly updated.  

To date, scholarship on Mauritian cultural practices has largely focused on a particular 

tradition or practice, such as the work on traditional medicines (Bouton, 1864; Daruty, 1886; Gurib-

Fakim and Guého, 1997), on Bhojpuri folk practices (Boodhoo, 1993), (Ramdin, 1990, 1995), and on 

Sega music (Didier Marcel). These and many other works provide an important window into multiple 

aspects of ICH. However, to our knowledge, there has been no attempt to identify and compile a 

single list of all elements of ICH for the entire Republic of Mauritius. This report is a first attempt to 

fill that lacuna and initiate the process of a national inventory of ICH.  

Mauritius is a multicultural society with different communities having particular lifestyle and 

beliefs which lead to a very rich and highly diversified list of elements for ICH. In this sense, it will 

always be difficult to fully encompass the true breadth and diversity of intangible cultural heritage in 

Mauritius. Nevertheless, this work seeks to:  

 

 Identify most of the elements of ICH in the Republic of Mauritius;  

 Compile a first list of ICH elements to which more shall be added during regular updates;  

 Ascertain which elements are endangered and recommend safeguarding measures;  

 Provide the foundation for a national database which will be regularly updated;  

 Make knowledge on ICH more accessible to the public;  

 Recommend safeguarding and public education measures; and 
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 Depict the richness of Mauritian culture through its ICH.  

 

To reach these aims, this report is the product of several efforts and methodologies. A first 

draft was completed in April 2011. This initial effort was based on broad consultation - with 25 

institutions, 3 groups, and 103 individuals, representing a diverse range of ethnic and religious 

communities - and involved the work of a coordinator, historian, anthropologist, research team, editor, 

and evaluator. The draft report used both primary and secondary data sources, including a 

bibliographic review and 10 months of new ethnographic research. As practitioners of ICH are the 

bearers of these traditions and knowledge, this first research team—and all subsequent teams—sought 

to involve them whenever possible throughout the entire inventorying process. 

 

Another source for this work was an independent report completed by the AapravasiGhat 

Trust Fund in March 2011, which focused exclusively on the indentured legacy in Mauritius. This 

report used a limited literature review, but mainly drew from new anthropological fieldwork. 

Preliminary data from the interviews then provided the basis for analysis to decide which elements to 

include in the inventory. When the elements recommended by the AapravasiGhat Trust Fund met the 

criteria established for the national inventory, they have been added herein. 

 

In the fall of 2012, a new interdisciplinary research team was organized under the University 

of Mauritius to finalize the first national inventory. Given only a short time frame to complete their 

work, the new team‘s efforts focused exclusively on bringing together all previous work. No 

additional or new field research could be conducted. Instead, the team sought to use existing data, 

specifically from recent projects on cultural traditions and oral history collected by the National 

Heritage Fund, University of Mauritius, AapravasiGhat Trust Fund, and Nelson Mandela Cultural 

Centre for African Culture, and the personal projects of the researchers. Interviews useful to the 

inventory had been conducted in the context of the following projects: the Corniche Bay project, the 

Truth and Justice Commission projects, the Oral History of Descendants of Slaves Project, 

AapravasiGhat projects on heritage of indentured labourers‘ descendants, and various dissertations 

and theses. Secondary sources were also consulted. The academics responsible of each chapter 

worked on the basis of these first hand and second hand sources to identify and document the ICH 

listed in this inventory. A one-day consultative workshop was held on 24 October 2012 with more 

than 70 participants representing different communities, providing feedback for finalizing the 

inventory. 

 

Numerous constraints impinged upon this work. For the current research team, the lack of 

adequate time was a major factor. Additionally, our efforts to compile previous work was at times 

hampered by missing interviews for reanalysis and the fact that different institutions organized 

recommended elements in different ways. At times, it was difficult to decide which elements to 

include in the inventory. Although the teams have sought to be objective, there is naturally a certain 

degree of subjectivity in this process. Researchers were charged with interpreting the Convention and 

UNESCO‘s guidelines, and using this framework to inventory Mauritius‘ heritage. As a result, they 

had to define limits of the domains and make some choices: which element enters the ICH inventory, 

in which domain, in which categories? Despite these challenges they tried to respect the Convention 

while adapting the definitions to the local context, respecting the Mauritian cultural landscape and 

local community‘s vision of ICH. Any oversights or errors can be corrected in the inventory‘s next 

iteration.  
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The result of these efforts is this report, the first national inventory of ICH in Mauritius, 

Rodrigues Island, Agalega Islands, Saint Brandon and the Chagos Archipelago. It is divided into five 

chapters corresponding to the five domains of ICH as defined by the Convention. Each chapter is 

organised region-wise. In every chapter, a separate section presents the inventory of each island 

forming part of the Republic of Mauritius, as each island has its own historical and cultural 

specificities. Each element is presented according to a uniform outline. Living, endangered, and lost 

heritage are differentiated. Following these five chapters, a final chapter presents a national action 

plan to manage and safeguard ICH. 

 

This report must be considered a preliminary document, not only because of the limitations 

noted above but also because culture is dynamic and evolves over time. This inventory is not an 

exhaustive list of Mauritian heritage, but a first step in developing a systematic nation-wide approach 

to documenting intangible cultural heritage. The inventory must be seen as a tool for the active 

management of the nation‘s patrimony, to work towards safeguarding this irreplaceable heritage for 

future generations. 
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THE REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS 

Historical background and peopling 
The cultural heritage of the Republic of Mauritius is inherently embedded in its history and people

1
. 

The Republic of Mauritius consists of three main inhabited islands: Mauritius, Rodrigues and Agalega 

and a constellation of other islands namely The Chagos Archipelagos, St Brandon and Tromelin. This 

group of small islands is found in the Mauritian extensive Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) as shown 

below. 

 

Unlike most countries, the Republic of Mauritius does not have an indigenous population.  Everyone 

is descended from someone who has come from elsewhere. The current composition of the population 

is largely derived from Africa, Madagascar, Comoros, Yemen, Europe, South and South east Asia and 

China in varying proportions and who arrived in Mauritius in very different circumstances: some as 

free settlers, others as slaves and contract labour and others as administrators.  Forced labour systems 

based on ethnicity and social class considerations led to a hierarchical system which continued into 

the 20
th
 century reflected in the varying levels of protection for the heritage of the various peoples 

who cohabit Mauritius. Furthermore, due to micro-climatic variations and topography, the different 

islands that make up the Republic differ in their settlement pattern and economic activities. For 

example, because of the absence of sugar cultivation in Rodrigues, Chagos and Agalega, there has 

been little settlement by indentured labourers who were brought in the 19
th
 century to labour on sugar 

plantations in Mauritius. This has led to some degree of uniqueness for each of these islands. Within 

Mauritius itself, there are regional variations and this is reflected in the particular customs, traditions 

and occupations carried out in these regions. Mauritius is thus, unique in its peopling and the 

inventory reflects the diversity but also the uniqueness of the Mauritian culture that has emerged out 

of this very short history of little less than 300 years.  

 

Mainland Mauritius 
Mauritius was uninhabited until the first recorded settlement attempt by the Dutch in the 17

th
 Century. 

Subsequently, Mauritius witnessed migration in different forms and systems from various parts of the 

world. Thus, the intangible heritage of Mauritius resides in the cultural diversity of its people who 

came to the island from Africa, Asia and Europe mainly.  

 

The Dutch attempted twice to settle on the island: from 1638 to 1658 and from 1664 to 1710. They 

abandoned the island for various reasons ranging from bad weather to rebellious maroon slaves. The 

Dutch left very little tangible traces such as the archaeological ruins visible in Vieux Grand Port and 

place names such as the district of Plaines Wilhems. The French took possession in 1715 and 

developed a far more ambitious settlement than the Dutch. They developed the physical infrastructure 

and the economy, particularly the sugar industry. For nearly a century, the French administered it 

                                                           
1
Note: Mauritius is used to refer to the Republic of Mauritius and Mauritians are being used to refer to all 

residents of the republic. Where geographical specification is required the word island is added along with 

Mauritius, Rodrigues, and Agalega. When special references are made to the people of the specific islands, 

they are stated as Rodriguans, People of Agalega or Agalegans or Agaleans, Chagos People or Chagosians and 

People from Diego Garcia. 

 

Map of Mauritius 
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under different governorships until 1810 when the British took over. Despite a British administration 

since 1810, the island continued to be inhabited by French and French descendants. The island 

remained a British colony until its independence in 1968. 

 
Figure 1. The Republic of Mauritius 

Source: National Oceanographic Data Centre Mauritius 

 

 
Figure 2.Map of Mauritius. 

Source: Electoral Commissioner‘s Office. 
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Along with the Europeans, Africans and Asians also reached the island. Most of the Africans came as 

slaves. The first slaves were brought under the Dutch occupation and many of those slaves marooned 

on the island despite the departure of the Dutch. The majority of the slaves came from Madagascar, 

Mozambique, Comoro islands and South India. Artisans from India and Africa were also brought at 

that time. With the abolition of slavery in 1835, it was important to have another form of labour which 

brought into existence the Indenture system. People from East Asia especially the Chinese and the 

Malay were brought to the island. However, the biggest groups of indenture finally came from India 

(India before its independence). The majority of people from Africa were from Mozambique, other 

parts of East Africa, Madagascar and the Comoro Islands.  

 

The slaves were forced to follow the religion of their masters who were Christians. Lazarist priests 

began the evangelization of Mauritius in 1722, which they carried on for nearly a century. From 1723, 

there was a law whereby all slaves coming to the island must be baptised Catholic. In 1819, the work 

was given to the Benedictines, with Port Louis as the centre of a vicariate which included 

Madagascar, South Africa, and Australia until 1837, and the Seychelles and St. Helena until 1852. On 

the 6
th
 of June 1837, the territory was established as the Apostolic Vicariate of Mauritius from the 

Apostolic Vicariate of Cape of Good Hope and adjacent territories. On December 7, 1847, the 

vicariate was promoted to a diocese. After they took possession of Mauritius from the French during 

the Napoleonic Wars, the British promised to respect the religious belief of the French settlers even if 

they also constructed Anglican churches on the island. 

 

The earliest Chinese [East Asians] arrived involuntarily in Mauritius, from Sumatra in the 1740s but 

following their protests they were sent back. In the 1780s, thousands of voluntary Chinese migrants 

set sail for Mauritius from Guangzhou on board British, French, and Danish ships. They found 

employment as blacksmiths, carpenters, cobblers, and tailors, and quickly formed a small Chinatown, 

in Port Louis. Even after the British takeover of the island, migration continued unabated. Between 

1840 and 1843, 3,000 Chinese contract workers arrived on the island. By the mid-19
th
 century, the 

resident Chinese population reached five thousand. The earliest migrants were largely Cantonese-

speaking, but later, Hakka-speakers from Meixian, a province further east in Guangdong, came to 

dominate numerically. By the 1860s, shops run by Sino-Mauritians could be found all over the island.  

 

Indians arrived on the island from different parts of the great peninsula. South Indians arrived in 

Mauritius as early as 1727 to work in sugarcane plantations, as artisans and domestics. The 

Commission of Enquiry of 1845 commented that the Tamils were the best workers. In 1847, a Tamil 

syllabus was drawn up for examination for Tamil children with greater emphasis on Tamil grammar 

and Nanool.  After 1810, other traders came from South India, many of whom settled on the island. 

Some of them took concubines of African origin or among the French-African hybrids.  

 

After the abolition of slavery more Indians were brought to the island as indenture labourers. In 1829, 

a batch of 1500 indentured labourers was brought to the island but the indenture system was 

formalised only in 1834. Between 1834 and 1890, 60% of the Indian indenture workers came from the 

Bengal Presidency which consisted of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and Bengal. Among them were Hindus, 

Muslims, Christians, and Buddhists from many tribes. The majority of these immigrants spoke 

Bhojpuri.  

People from the Andhra region called the Telugus migrated to Mauritius as early as 1837 under the 

indenture system. The first batches of Telugus coming to island embarked from the port of Coringa 

near Kakinada on the coast of Andhra Pradesh. In successive periods, Telugus in Mauritius were 

referred to as Korangis, and their language as Korangibhasha and their festivals as Korangi festivals. 
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Over generations, the term has been considered derogatory. Telugus were recorded under various 

names like Coringas, Jentoos, Telings, and Kalings. Their origins are traced mainly from areas of 

Bimli (Bheemilipatnam - Bheemunipatnam), Vizagapatam (Visakhapatnam or Vizag), Thoonee 

(Tuni), Uncole (Ongole), Bimlipatam (op.cit.), Oopada (Uppada), Alleepuram (Alleepuram), 

Nabobpettah (Nawabpeta), Ganzam (Ganjam), Vizianagaram (Vizianagaram), Alamunda (Alamanda), 

Cocanada (Kakinada), Berhampur, Chicacole (Srikakulam), Rajahmundry, Guntur, Masulipatnam, 

Nellore, Cuddapah, Anantapur, Chittor and Hyderabad. 

 

Apart from Indian slaves, artisans and indenture, Indian traders settled in the late 1730s and early 

1740s. In 1758, a group of prominent Indian merchants established themselves in the colony and did 

thriving business. Bernardin de Saint Pierre vibrantly describes Indian merchants displaying their 

wares in Port-Louis which was then only a rough agglomeration of huts: 

 

‗… merchants of every kind were seen climbing their steep ascent. They displayed 

amidst these humble hits the rich stuffs of India; the fine wares of Gourdelour, the 

handkerchiefs of Pelicate and Mazilipatan; the plain, striped and embroidered 

Muslims of Dacca, beautiful and transparent; the delicate white cottons of Surat and 

linens of all colours and rare quality…‘. 

 

In 1867, Charles John Boyle, a British visitor
2
, vividly described the population diversity in Port 

Louis:  

―You can have no idea how striking and varied a feature of life in Port Louis is its 

population. You have natives from every parts of the vast continent of India, all 

differing not less in feature than in form. 

…In the course of half an hour’s walk, you stumble on Parsees, Arabs, Cingalese, 

Chinamen, Lascars, Malays, Mosambiques, and Malgâches (natives of Madagascar). 

Add to these the negro, the mulatto, the French creole, the English creole; nor do I 

throw in all the other Europeans. Picture to yourself the confusion of tongues and 

diversity of costume of all this small Babel”, (Charles John Boyle, 1867: 14). 

 

Hence, the Republic of Mauritius consists of a dynamic society of people of different backgrounds 

and from different parts of the world. These people were brought to live together either by free will or 

by force. All the major religions of the world became part of the Mauritian society including 

Christianity, Hinduism, Islamism, Buddhism and others leading to a diversified and rich Intangible 

Cultural Heritage. 

 

                                                           
2
Charles John Boyle (1867), Far Away; or, Sketches of Scenery and Society in Mauritius, London: Chapman and 

Hall. 
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Rodrigues Island 
 

 
Figure 3.Map of Rodrigues Island. 

 

Rodrigues Island is 650 kilometres to the East of Mauritius.  Its total surface area of 108 km
2
 (18km 

long by 8 km wide), the island is surrounded by a 90 kilometres-long coral reef, which protects a 

shallow lagoon, twice superior to the expanse of its lands. The lagoon shelters 18 islets, amongst 

which the most famous are: l‘île Hermitage, l‘île aux Cocos, l‘île aux Sables or l‘île Chat. Rodrigues 

inherited its name from the Portuguese navigator, Don Diego Rodriguez, who visited the island for a 

short time in 1528.  

Rodrigues was being administered from Mauritius since the French colonisation. Following the orders 

of Mahé de Labourdonnais, governor of Ile de France (Mauritius) and Bourbon Island (Reunion), the 

island was to be permanently occupied in 1735. A detachment assigned to gather tortoise for fresh 

meat settled down and it is only in 1792 that colonists durably settled on the island. One of them is 

PhilibertMaragon who developed farming and stockbreeding in the island in 1794. It was during this 

period that the ancestors of the present population came into the island: African slaves were brought 

from Mauritius to Rodrigues. At the beginning of the 19
th
 century, the island had about a hundred 

habitants consisting of 22 colonists and 82 slaves.  

The population gradually grew with freed slaves and European colonists and at the end of the 19th 

century, 3000 inhabitants were living on the island. The British invested little in the island‘s 

development, which had a purely agricultural vocation. It played the role of the ―granary of Mauritius 

Island‖, the foodstuff produced in Rodrigues were sent to Mauritius. Today, Rodrigues Island consists 

of different groups like Creole, Chinese, Hindus and Muslims who went there for trading activities or 

marriages. The mixed culture is also reflected in Rodrigues.  
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Agalega 

 
Figure 4.Map of the Agalega Islands. 

 

Agalega Islands are another inhabited island of the Republic of Mauritius. The Agalega Islands are 

two islands in the Indian Ocean, lying 1,100 km (700 miles) north of Mauritius at 10°25′S 56°35′E / 

10.417°S 56.583°E / -10.417; 56.583. The islands have a total area of 24 km² (North Island 14.3 km² 

and South Island 9.7 km²). 

 

The first settlement on the island was founded by M. de Rosemond. Upon his arrival in August 1808, 

he discovered the bodies of two castaways and a bottle containing notes written by one of them, the 

privateer Robert Dufour. Economic, infrastructural and political development of the island did not 

begin until the arrival of Auguste Le Ducin 1827, a French administrator sent by M. Barbé, to 

organise the production of coconut oil and copra. 

The first missionary, Father Victor Malaval brought Catholicism to the Island in 1897. An improvised 

chapel was built on the South Island. The slaves themselves were of Malagasy origin, or from Madras 

in India, while some were freed from slaving ships while others were from the trading ports of the 

Comoros Islands. 
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The Chagos Archipelago 

 
Figure 5.Map of the Chagos Archipelago. 

 

The Chagos Islands is an atoll lying approximately 3,300 km east of the African coast and 2,200 km 

south of the southern tip of India. Diego Garcia lies at the southernmost tip of a long chain of coral 

reefs, atolls, and islands comprising of the Laccadives, Maldives, and the Chagos Archipelago, in 

which Diego Garcia is geographically situated.  

The Chagos Archipelago includes PerosBanhos, the Salomon Islands, the Three Brothers Islands, the 

Egmont Islands and the Great Chagos Bank and Diego Garcia is the largest land mass, with 

approximately 174 square kilometres (67 sq mi), of which 27.19 square kilometres is dry land. The 

continuous portion of the atoll rim stretches 64 km from one end to the other, enclosing a lagoon 13 

miles (21 km) long and up to 11 km wide, with a 4 miles (6 km) pass opening at the north. There are 

three small islands located in the pass. 

The vast majority of inhabitants of Chagos Archipelago from 1791 - 1971 were plantation workers. 

There were several categories of workers, including Franco-Mauritian managers, Indo-Mauritian 

administrators, Mauritian and Seychellois contract employees, and in the late 19th Century some 

Chinese and Somali employees. The Chagossians also referred to as Ilois are descendants of Malagasy 

slaves brought by the French between 1791 and 1810, and of Malay slaves from the slave market of 

PuloNyas off the northwest coast of Sumatra from around 1820 until the end of slave trade in 1833. 

The Chagossians also developed a French-based Creole dialect now called the Chagossian Creole. 

However, between 1965 and 1971, the inhabitants of Diego Garcia were deported to Mauritius and 

Seychelles. The Chagos generally having the same life style have some specificities of their own 

which will be enlisted within this inventory.  
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Definitions Regarding Inter-culturality 
As Mauritius is a nation of migrants, the various groups who settled the nation throughout its 

history brought with them their respective cultural worldviews and practices. Yet, inevitably, as the 

groups came into contact with one another, influences and exchanges occurred, through intercultural 

relations and métissages. As a result, a multicultural society was created in Mauritius.  

Consequently, some ethno-cultural elements of heritage belonging to different communities 

can be identified. But other elements are part of a shared culture, an intercultural heritage, shared by 

Mauritians without ethnic or cultural distinctions. In these cases, transmission sometimes occurs 

because of appropriation. Other times, new cultural elements have emerged out of the Mauritian 

context—arisen out of the country‘s unique local history, social, cultural, economic, politic and 

environmental context—following cross-cultural contacts. The result has often led to a synthesis of 

the various ethno-cultural heritages, creating new intercultural or hybrid heritage by processes of 

cultural creolisation. In order to critically, accurately, and sensitively describe these processes, it is 

important to examine a few key phrases and concepts. 

 

Culture  

In 1871, E.B. Tylor famously defined culture as ―that complex whole which includes 

knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as 

a member of society.‖ Culture is learned and transmitted by enculturation process throughout 

generations. Cultures are dynamic; they change; they evolve constantly according to historical events, 

innovations, adaptation to a particular environment and by contact with other cultures. Cultures are 

not closed and isolated systems. There are constant interactions and contacts among cultures, resulting 

in mutual influences. People are rooted in a particular culture providing them a sense of identity. As 

such, ICH provides a sense of identity to its bearers. By transmitting and preserving this cultural 

heritage received from past generations, a sense of rootedness and belonging is felt by practitioners.  

 

Cultural Pluralism 

Mauritian history of settlement brought the development of a multi-ethnic and multi-religious 

society. As a result there is the fact of cultural pluralism in Mauritian society, pointing to how various 

ethno-cultural groups are living in the same society whose cultures are in contact. Instead of various 

cultures evolving independently and separated from others, the Mauritian context brought cultures 

into constant exchange. The various cultures and heritages met and influenced each other. These 

influences gave birth to an intercultural space were Mauritian of various origin take part in a shared 

culture.  

 

Acculturation 

The term acculturation refers to the processes by which a person or group takes on new 

cultural traits. In the Mauritian context, acculturation has occurred in different ways at different points 

in the country‘s history. Acculturation was forced upon slaves, even as they sought to resist and 

maintain their own cultural practices. Indentured labourers coming mainly from India, but also 

Chinese migrants and Gujarat merchants, did not suffer forced acculturation as slaves did. Instead, 

they had more freedom to preserve their original language, religion, dress, and daily customs, 

although these would evolve in the Mauritian stew of cultural pluralism. In turn, European colonizers 

and their descendants tried to shape Mauritius to fit their own cultural views but were often changed 

themselves in the process. As a result, the many waves of migrants that have come to Mauritius were 

not assimilated into a single colonial culture; while their own traditions evolved to fit island life, they 

also became a part of a new intercultural synthesis. 
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 “Community” 

The ―community‖ concept, often used in the Convention referring to the bearers of heritage, 

raises some questions in the milieu of Mauritian political history. Indeed, in the multi-ethnic 

Mauritian context, the various groups of immigrants have often kept a sense of identity that is linked 

to their ancestral identity, to the identity of their ancestral origins. These ethno-cultural groups have 

been used as a political instrument to divide Mauritians into ―communities‖—―Kominote‖ in Kreol—

since colonial times. Stereotypes are linked to each community, which creates prejudice against them. 

In this way, to avoid any ―communalism‖, the use of the ―community‖ concept must be used 

sensitively. Consequently this inventory was completed by keeping this fact in mind, always 

attempting to avoid ethnicization and communalisation for each cultural heritage element while 

emphasizing any intercultural aspects of Mauritian culture.  

 

Creolisation 

In this discussion, cultural creolisation has to be understood in the anthropological sense—

meaning the meeting of cultures and the creation of a new culture, independent from the roots 

cultures.
3
 From this perspective, it is not so much the origin of the cultural elements which is sought 

out, but more the process which occurred to integrate these elements of various origins to a common 

shared culture—what Mauritians did of these different ethno-cultural backgrounds to create a singular 

Mauritian culture and heritage.  

In the frame of ―creole‖ societies, cultures in contact are constantly recreated as those are 

composite cultures generated by ―cultural creolisation‖. Cultural creolisation processes gave birth to a 

culture particular to Mauritius. It was shaped following the contact and encounter of various cultures 

and heritages in the context of a colonial society, bringing the emergence of a new cultural system. 

For example, in this way, cultural creolisation of religious systems gave birth to a new religion, a 

―Creole religion‖ (Brandibas 2003) or ―Mauritian religion‖, including syncretic beliefs and practices 

adopted by people with various religious background.  

 

Inter-culturality 

In some domains of life, members of Mauritian society act in respect to their ancestral culture, 

or, in the case of acculturated people, to the culture assimilated, including some substratum of their 

original culture. This is part of particular ethno-cultural domains of their heritage. But in other 

domains of life, cultures came into contact, exchanges and influences occurred, and an intercultural 

space where a shared culture is found was created. This creolisation process generated an intercultural 

space to which every Mauritian participates on the basis of shared beliefs and values. 

In this intercultural area some practices and beliefs are quite clearly shared, such as popular 

religious practices and beliefs, healing practices, food habits, and conceptions of nature and the 

universe. We can underline the existence of a mutual influence among the various cultures present in 

the Mauritian society. But, at the same time, this mixed culture also feeds back to and enriches the 

original cultures of the migrants present on the island. The result is a complex cultural system that 

combines ―ancestral‖ cultures that have evolved into a unique intercultural space. 

 

 

                                                           
3
¢ŜǊƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άŎǊŜƻƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ άŎǊŜƻƭƛǘȅέΣ ŀƴŘ ά/ǊŜƻƭŜέ have to be used carefully. In Mauritius these terms are 

highly ethnicised, linking this concept to the Creole community, which is defined in Mauritius as being slave 
descents or people having African roots. While the creolisationprocess, in an anthropological perspective, 
concerns the whole population of the island and not only Creole people. Maybe it is preferred to speak of 
άƳŀǳǊƛŎƛŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ άƳŀǳǊƛŎƛŀƴƛǎƳŜέ ŀƴŘ άƳŀǳǊƛŎƛŀƴƛǘȅέΦ 
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Identity 

An identity is the sense of self that every person possesses, and which gives them a sense of 

character and personal continuity. Migrants who settled in Mauritius throughout its history used to 

keep an ethno-cultural identity linked to their country of origin and transmitted specific religious and 

cultural traditions to the next generation. However, by settling in Mauritius they were also integrated 

to the Mauritian society and adopted a Mauritian identity.  

Migrants may encounter some difficulties in anchoring their identities in the new territory 

they live in. The identity building process of these communities may also vary depending on their 

histories: some know their country of origin and can refer to it; others do not know their genealogy, 

but refer mainly to Mauritius (though not without any ―malaise identitaire‖) in consequences of 

acculturation and the absence of clear ancestral roots. For the latter migrants, inter-culturality has 

allowed the creation of new identities and cultures.  

The dynamic identity process in Mauritius is thus creating ―composite identities‖ involving 

intercultural exchanges without destroying anyone‘s ethno-cultural heritage (in case of preserved 

heritage by migrant groups) or implying forced acculturation in other cases. It has given birth to an 

original Mauritian culture that new migrants have adopted and which has provided a sense of identity 

to its bearers—a new identity filling the gaps caused by acculturation, assimilation, and the distance 

from the country of origin.  
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MANAGEMENT OF INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE 
A national inventory is only a first step towards the safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 

(ICH). By listing the range of ICH elements in the Republic of Mauritius, we have not only 

documented the nation‘s patrimony, but also fostered an appreciation of what is present in the country 

and what each group contributes to it. The National Heritage Fund has already been designated the 

repository for all heritages, and thus is responsible for the ICH inventory as well as safeguarding the 

heritage listed therein.  

With this responsibility, governmental offices must address major obstacles and problems in five 

general areas: 

 

1. Oversight and Institutional Coordination:  The highest governmental institution currently 

controlling the management and policies concerning Cultural Heritage is the Ministry of Arts and 

Culture. Associated institutions are parastatal bodies and departments attached to Ministry of Arts and 

Culture and which have links with ICH, namely: the National Heritage Fund, the AapravasiGhat Trust 

Fund, Le Morne Heritage Trust Fund, the Mauritius Museums Council, the Mauritius National 

Archives and the Nelson Mandela Centre for African Culture. In addition there are Cultural Centres 

and Speaking Unions whose work consists of organisation of events. Yet all of these institutions and 

groups too often work independently, without coordination or clear understanding of their institutional 

relationships and responsibilities. Furthermore, there is no single board or national institution that 

exclusively focuses on ICH. 

There is a need to clearly articulate an organisational chart for these institutions for the safeguarding 

of ICH, and for active coordination of them.  

 

2. Staffing and Professional Development: Currently there is no professionally-trained person in ICH 

management and preservation in the Ministry of Arts and Culture. Furthermore, there is currently no 

executive head in any of supporting institution competent or professionally trained specifically in the 

field of heritage management. The views of the handful of professionals and technical persons found 

in some of these institutions are therefore typically not well understood and acted upon. Employment 

practices are below standard and acceptable level: poor or non-existent qualifications required, i.e., 

Diploma in Heritage Studies (this does not exist in Mauritius!); non-graduate employment should 

cease. Practice of month-to-month and employment of persons on 11-months contract must cease. 

Long-term heritage preservation requires longer term contracts and security of employment.  

There is a need to hire people trained in heritage management, for on-going training at all levels, and 

new employment practices in the heritage sector. 

 

3. Creation of Policies and Codes: There is no national cultural policy for heritage that is available 

for public consultation. There has been no national consultation on the issue. Consultations to date 

have been limited to those attached to the Ministry of Arts and Culture and a few hand-picked 

individuals. Yet, a national policy is vital to ensure a unified approved approach to the nation‘s 

heritage. Furthermore, as ICH sometimes deals with personal data, it is time that issues such as 

protection of informants, protection of cultures and traditional knowledge are introduced. Codes of 

ethics and national policies will ensure that all ICH tradition keepers are protected.  

There is a need for a clearly articulated national policy for ICH and a code of ethics for organisations 

in their ICH safeguarding work. 

 

4. Collection and Documentation Management: There are no collections or oral data policies 

existing currently at any of the national institutions, except at the AapravasiGhat Trust Fund. 
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Collection policies and collection management plans provide clear goals and expectations for how 

irreplaceable heritage should be gathered, cared for, and preserved for future generations. Museum 

and archival curation practices do not meet the current international standards for best practices. Large 

collections of documentary, oral and material heritage have left the country, or have gone to private 

hands. This situation continues today. While funds exist to staff institutions with untrained persons 

and to host events, there appear to be no funds earmarked for acquisitions of heritage of national and 

international value. Action should be taken to recover heritage sold or given overseas or in private 

hands.  

There is a need to develop plans to more effectively and efficiently gather, care for, and securely 

retain documentation of ICH. 

 

5. Consultation Plans and Collaborative Framework: ICH is a reflection of a nation‘s peoples. As 

such, safeguarding ICH does not only involve heritage managers and government institutions, but the 

communities from which heritage arises. In other words, it is not only enough for the government to 

be involved in ICH safeguarding: communities must be involved at every level, at every stage. Given 

the logistical complexities of this, a specific plan and approach is needed. 

There is a need to have a clearly stated plan of how local communities will be consulted in the future. 
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