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Introduction
Mauritius, an island situated in the turquoise expanse of the Indian Ocean, captivates
the senses not only with its breathtaking natural beauty but also with its remarkable
cultural diversity. Though modest in size and population, Mauritius stands as a
testament to the power of human migration, adaptation, and coexistence. Its culture is
a living mosaic—vibrant, layered, and ever-evolving—shaped over centuries by the
movement of people from Africa, Europe, India, and Asia, each leaving an indelible
mark on the land and its people.

To understand the culture of Mauritius is to embark on a journey through time. The
island’s uninhabited beginnings, followed by waves of colonization, slavery, and
immigration, set the stage for the dynamic society that stands today. From the arrival
of the Dutch, the long-standing French period, and the British colonial era to the surge
of Indian and Chinese communities and eventual independence, each chapter in the
island’s history enriched its cultural tapestry.

At the heart of Mauritian culture lies a remarkable commitment to diversity and
harmony. Multiple languages are spoken fluently across the archipelago—Creole
unites people in daily conversation, while French and English bridge local and global
worlds, and Indian and Chinese languages sustain the heritage of specific
communities. Religious festivals, from Diwali and Eid to Christmas and Chinese New
Year, punctuate the calendar, celebrated not just within individual communities but
embraced by the nation as shared experiences, reflecting a spirit of respect and
camaraderie.

Food is a vital and joyous expression of Mauritian culture, with every meal telling a
story of migration and integration. The island’s tables are graced with an exciting
blend of African, Indian, Chinese, and European influences—the tang of spices, the
comfort of rice and curries, the playfulness of street snacks, and the elegance of
French pastries. Culinary traditions are repositories of memory and creativity, lovingly
passed down and constantly reimagined.

Creativity also pulses through Mauritian arts and festivals, where music and
dance—most notably the sega—echo both the pain and resilience of history and the
exuberance of the present. Literature, painting, and architecture equally reflect the
multiplicity of Mauritian identity, drawing on roots both old and new. Social customs
emphasize warmth, hospitality, family, and respect, nurturing the bonds that have
allowed such diversity to flourish.

This book, "The Culture of Mauritius: An Introduction for Beginners," offers a detailed
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yet accessible guide to understanding the essence of this unique island. Whether you
are a student, traveler, or simply curious, you are invited to explore the origins,
languages, religions, foods, arts, values, and heritage that together define the
Mauritian way of life. In doing so, you will discover not only the story of a nation but
also a living example of how cultural richness can emerge from centuries of encounter
and exchange, forging a society that celebrates unity within diversity.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Mauritian Culture
To truly grasp the vibrant tapestry that is Mauritian culture today, we must first
journey back in time, long before the island became the melting pot of traditions it is
now. For centuries, Mauritius lay undiscovered and uninhabited, a pristine volcanic
landmass in the vast Indian Ocean. Its strategic location, however, would eventually
draw the attention of European powers, setting in motion a series of events that would
forever shape its destiny and its unique cultural identity. This unblemished beginning
is a crucial starting point, as it underscores that Mauritian culture is entirely a product
of human endeavor, immigration, and the dynamic interplay of diverse peoples
arriving on its shores.

Before any human foot touched its volcanic soil, Mauritius was a haven for unique flora
and fauna, most famously the dodo, a flightless bird that would tragically become a
symbol of extinction. The island's isolation meant that it developed its own distinct
ecosystem, undisturbed by human presence. This pristine state, however, was not
destined to last. As European maritime exploration expanded, particularly with the
establishment of trade routes to the East, the Indian Ocean became a critical arena for
global commerce and geopolitical maneuvering. Mauritius, strategically positioned
along these routes, was an inevitable discovery.

The precise date of Mauritius's discovery remains somewhat debated among
historians, with some attributing the first sightings to Arab or Malay sailors in the
Middle Ages. However, it was the Portuguese who definitively documented their
encounter with the island in the early 16th century, around 1507. Portuguese
navigators, including Dom Pedro Mascarenhas, after whom the Mascarene Islands
(Mauritius, Réunion, and Rodrigues) are named, charted these islands. Yet, despite
their discovery, the Portuguese did not establish a permanent settlement. They used
the island primarily as a stopover for fresh water and provisions on their arduous
voyages between Europe and their burgeoning colonial possessions in Asia. This
fleeting interaction, while marking Mauritius's entry onto European maps, left no
lasting cultural footprint. The island remained essentially wild, its fate still hanging in
the balance, awaiting the arrival of settlers who would actually begin to cultivate its
land and, in doing so, sow the first seeds of what would become Mauritian culture.

The true genesis of a human presence, and consequently the origins of Mauritian
culture, can be traced to the late 16th century with the arrival of the Dutch. Their
decision to colonize Mauritius, though ultimately temporary, set the stage for all
subsequent developments. They were the first to attempt to transform the island from
a wild outpost into a productive colony, bringing with them not only their own
European customs and administrative practices but also introducing concepts of
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agriculture and resource exploitation that would profoundly alter the island's
landscape and future. The Dutch experience, though brief, served as a foundational
chapter, illustrating the early struggles and eventual abandonment that would
characterize this initial phase of human settlement.

When the Dutch East India Company arrived in 1598, they claimed the island and
named it "Mauritius" in honor of Prince Maurice of Nassau. Their objectives were
primarily strategic and economic: to establish a naval base, exploit the island's ebony
forests, and cultivate various crops. It was during this period that sugarcane, which
would later become the backbone of the Mauritian economy, was first introduced to
the island. They also brought deer, whose descendants still roam parts of the island
today. However, the Dutch struggled with a multitude of challenges, including
cyclones, droughts, pest infestations, and diseases. The harsh conditions and the
economic viability of their other colonies led to their eventual withdrawal in 1710,
leaving behind a partially exploited landscape and a lingering question of what the
future held for this remote outpost.

While the Dutch presence was significant for initiating human settlement and
introducing key elements like sugarcane, their direct cultural legacy on modern
Mauritius is relatively small. Their impact was more infrastructural and environmental
than cultural. They cleared forests, built rudimentary settlements, and, tragically,
began the process of driving the dodo to extinction. However, their language, religion,
and social customs did not take deep root in a way that profoundly influenced the
subsequent populations. It was more of a preliminary clearing of the land, both literally
and figuratively, for the cultural seeds that would truly blossom under later colonial
powers. The real shaping of Mauritian culture, particularly its linguistic and social
foundations, would begin with the arrival of a new European power eager to claim the
island's strategic advantages.

The French arrived in 1715, claiming the island just five years after the Dutch
departure and renaming it "Isle de France." This marked the beginning of a profound
and enduring chapter in Mauritian history, one that would irrevocably shape the
island's cultural identity. Unlike the Dutch, the French established a robust and long-
lasting colony, investing significantly in its development and bringing with them a
comprehensive administrative and social structure. It was under French rule that the
foundational elements of modern Mauritian culture truly began to coalesce, impacting
everything from language and law to architecture and cuisine. This period represents
the most significant initial cultural infusion, laying the groundwork for the unique
syncretism that defines Mauritius today.

The French East India Company initially oversaw the island's development, focusing on
transforming it into a prosperous sugar colony. This ambition necessitated a significant
labor force, leading to the forced migration of enslaved people from Madagascar and
mainland Africa. These individuals, stripped of their freedom and often their original

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

identities, brought with them a mosaic of African traditions, languages, and spiritual
beliefs. Though suppressed and adapted under the brutal conditions of slavery, these
elements subtly began to intermingle with the dominant French culture, creating the
very first layers of creolization. This forced interaction and adaptation were critical in
the emergence of Mauritian Creole, a language that would become the de facto
national language and a powerful symbol of Mauritian identity.

Beyond the demographic shifts, the French left an indelible mark on the island's
institutions. The legal system, still largely based on the Napoleonic Code, is a direct
inheritance from this era. French became the dominant language of administration,
commerce, and the elite, and it continues to hold a prestigious position in Mauritian
society today. The architectural styles of many historic buildings, particularly in the
capital, Port Louis, and other older towns, clearly exhibit French colonial influences,
characterized by grand verandas, intricate ironwork, and a distinctive elegance. Even
the island's culinary traditions began to absorb French techniques and ingredients,
laying the groundwork for the exquisite fusion cuisine Mauritius is famous for. This was
a period of intense cultural formation, where diverse elements were not merely
present but actively began to blend and interact, giving rise to something entirely new
and distinctively Mauritian.
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