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“Mauritius will enchant you, will uplift your soul, making you feel that you belong
to the chosen few. Every visitor enjoys personal attention. Every encounter is an
opportunity to discover a friendly face. Behind each smile lies the promise of a
unique holiday. The contrast of a multitude of colours and tastes, the island, set in
its turquoise sea, is an oasis of peace and tranquillity. Mauritius, a melting pot
where past and present are smoothly blended together, offers an essential beauty
that will compel to return to its shores time and time again. May your stay with us
remain engraved in your memory forever.” 1

1

www.mauritius.net (15 January 2009).

3

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

Table of Contents
Preface

7

List of acronyms

9

Introduction

11

Chapter 1:
1.1.

Mauritius as a tourism destination: an introduction

History – The making of Mauritius

19
19

1.1.1. Colonial Past

19

1.1.2. Independence

20

1.2.

Society – The people of Mauritius

21

1.3.

Economy

23

1.3.1. Sugarcane

25

1.3.2. Textile

25

1.3.3. Financial services

26

1.3.4. Tourism

27

Chapter 2:

29

Creating a tourism destination: the actors involved

2.1.

The importance of tourism planning

29

2.2.

The different actors

31

2.2.1. Ministry of Tourism, Leisure and External Communication

33

2.2.2. The Mauritian Tourism Promotion Authority (MTPA)

35

2.2.3. Air Mauritius

36

2.2.4. Hotel chains

36

2.2.5. Other actors

37

Chapter 3:

Perceived image of Mauritian society, as a “melting-pot” of
cultures, under the local population

39

3.1.

What is means to be a Mauritian – Mauritian identity

39

3.2.

Ethnicity and nationalism

41

3.3.

Unity in diversity

45

3.3.1. Common denominators

46

3.3.2. The Melting-pot metaphor

48

5

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

3.4.

Diversity in unity

49

3.5.

Finding recognition and identity through tourism

52

Chapter 4:

Host and Guest relationship: ways of adapting and dealing
with the flows of tourists by the local population

55

4.1.

Clash of cultures?

56

4.2.

Tourists and vagabonds

58

Chapter 5:

Effects of tourism on the locals: in the private, public and
national sphere

61

5.1.

Effects of tourism on the locals in the private sphere

61

5.2.

Effects of tourism on the locals in the public sphere

63

5.3.

Effects of tourism on the locals in the national sphere

65

Conclusion

67

Bibliography

69

Appendix: Map of Mauritius

76

6

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

Preface
Mauritius, an island in the Indian Ocean with just over 1.2 million inhabitants was the
destination for my field-research, from 2 February until 9 May 2009. Since many people
asked me during my fieldwork why I decided to conduct my fieldwork in Mauritius, I believe
it is worth explaining this to you as a reader of my thesis.

I have already heard about Mauritius during previous studies but it was not until I was sitting
one Friday morning in class in 2007 and heard Yvon van der Pijl saying that Mauritius is a
good destination to conduct fieldwork. It has a multi-ethnic society and a lot of tourism. Since
that Friday morning I started thinking and reading more about Mauritius. Because I have
studied International Tourism Management & Consultancy before I started this master, my
interest lies in the field of tourism and what kind of effect cross-cultural encounters have on
the local population.

My fieldwork was mainly a beautiful dream but the process of writing this thesis has been a
nightmare every now and than. I hereby would like to thank some people for making my stay
in Mauritius a memory never to forget, and who made this thesis possible. I would like to
thank all my informants for trusting me with their stories, a special thanks goes to Noorani
Peermamode; my roommates in Wanna Studios for the fun times we had; Herman thank you
for your hospitality. Special thanks goes to Gael, thank you for always being there to answer
my questions and always offering to drive me around the island. Marloes thank you for being
there to answer my questions and listen to my issues, and for just experiencing Mauritius as a
tourist. And thank you to all the other people who have made my stay in Mauritius so special:
Jade, Amal, Anju, Mr. Dookee, Pooen, Muneir, Nash, and Chang.
Also, I would like to thank my professor dr. Patrick Eisenlohr for his given advice during the
process of my fieldwork and writing this thesis.
Last but not least I would like to thank my friends and family. Especially my parents and two
brothers and their girlfriends, thank you for always being there and supporting me through the
good and bad times.

Mariëtte Bodewes
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Introduction
“Welcome to paradise” I read when I enter the airport of Mauritius. Departing in cold and
snowy London and arriving in the warm and humid Mauritius and being welcomed to
paradise. When I see the long lines in front of the immigration desks I try to keep my smile on
my face, after all I have finally arrived in Mauritius and it is early in the morning. I am sure
that Mauritius is happy with all the tourists visiting their island but it is not until you have
been granted access that you are warmly welcomed. That is, if you have booked at one of the
larger hotel chains or tour operators present on Mauritius. I, on the other hand, only have an
address of a hostel in Grand Baie and am not sure yet if they have a room available. I pass the
groups of tourists and go the MTPA desk on the airport. After I have explained the girl behind
the desk that I will be staying at Mauritius for research she hands me a bundle of brochures
and maps and starts calling a person who I really need to speak. I decide to wait for this
person since I am not in a rush to go somewhere, although after the long flight I am dying for
a shower since my jeans are starting to stick to my legs. The gentleman arrives after half an
hour and he gives me another pile of brochures and tells a young man to talk to me since I am
here for research. I am overwhelmed with the friendliness of the people and after a coffee and
a nice talk, I walk to the taxi stand to get a taxi to take me to Dookee House, which is the
hostel I found on the internet. When I get into the taxi the driver takes me via the only
highway in Mauritius from the South to the North. Again I notice that people are very eager to
help (or sell) and interested in the fact that I will be doing research on tourism. It seems as if
everybody knows somebody involved in the tourism industry. When we arrive at Dookee
House a friendly girl welcomes me. My cabdriver gives me his card and a brochure of a
restaurant which his family owns and tells me he is more than happy to tour me around one
day and if I needed accommodation near Mahebourg he could also help me out. I thank him
and walk to my room with the girl from the hostel. When I close the door behind me and put
my suitcase on one of the beds I feel how tired I really am. Here I am, all alone in Mauritius. I
open the curtains and look outside and I am shocked. I have a view on the parking lot of
Super U with a casino, bumper cars, and KFC 2 . Is this the beautiful paradise?

Mauritius is a paradise on earth when looking at the nature and idyllic lagoons surrounding
the island, add to this a friendly population and a warm climate all year round and you have a

2

Kentucky Fried Chicken.
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perfect tourism destination to attract the high-end of the tourism market. Tourists of this highend market are most likely the only ones able to afford the luxurious resorts scattered around
the island. Whether this is true, it is the market which the Mauritian Government wishes to
attract. Besides that they wish to keep mass tourism at a great distance (Eriksen 1998).

In the year 2008 a number of 930,456 visitors visited the island (Central Statistics Office, 25
February 2009). With a population where still 8 % of the population is living under the
poverty line, a population which is heavily depended on sugarcane, textile and tourism for
earnings and with a history of colonisation, I wonder what the impact of this flow of tourists
is. How does the host-society perceive the number of tourists flowing in from all over the
world? Are they aware of the fact that they are situated as harmoniously living together
despite the many ethnic differences among the population? Are they adjusting to this
marketed image to please the tourists and to gain extra economic profit from the tourism
industry? Or does tourism provide the possibility of re-inventing and re-valuing cultural
traditions? These are just some of the questions which come to my mind when reading about
Mauritius and the tourism industry on this island.

Is this “perfect” picture which Eriksen in his book “Common Denominators: Ethnicity,
Nation-Building and Compromise in Mauritius” tries to describe, and which the tourism
industry tries to create, not just an invention or something the locals are adjusting to since
they want to please the globals who are visiting their country. Is tourism changing the image
which the Mauritanians have of their “culture”? Are old values re-discovered?
In short, in which way are they adjusting to the marketed image of the tourism
industry as Mauritius as a melting-pot of cultures? This is the central question in this thesis.

The goal of my research is to give more inside in the socio-cultural effects of tourism under
the population of small islands such as Mauritius who are economically heavily depended on
tourism. Tourism has both positive and negative effects on the local population of a tourism
destination. The aim is to obtain an image of how the tourism industry contributes to these
effects by their planning, development, marketing, recruiting and what kind of ideas the local
population have about these effects. Besides that the tourism industry in Mauritius mainly
focuses on the high end of the tourism market, this makes Mauritius a high-class tourism
destination when looking at the types of accommodation available for tourists and the type of
tourists coming to visit the island. What kind of effects does this have on the local population
12

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

and in which way does the encounter between “hosts” and “guests” cause negative or positive
effects?

Mauritian melting-pot: Act or fact?

Are people in Mauritius really mixing like different ingredients needed for a melting-pot or
are the ingredients put separately on a plate?

In Mauritius we can speak at one side of a clear nationalistic ‘melting-pot’ policy. Hereby the
goal is the formation of unity and identity across non-ethnic lines. At the other side, we can
speak of a ‘cultural mosaic’ where symbolic expressions of ethnicity are being recognized,
celebrated and encouraged by the government (Eriksen 1998).

Within cultural anthropology we do not put opposites against each other when talking about
culture. Things are not just one way or the other. Since this would imply an essentialist vision
of culture. Cultures change over time due to different circumstances. Thereby statements as
such should be looked at from the native point of view since actions are put forward by people
themselves and change under different circumstances. One can address different selves during
the day (Sen 1996).

By promoting the country as a melting-pot of cultures, people can act upon this image.
Austin’s (1975) idea about speech acts can give inside into the reason behind acting upon
statements made. Speech, or better explained: the uttering of words in a sentence, is part of an
action (Austin 1975:5). Therefore Austin talks about speech acts. Speech acts include both
verbal and non-verbal use of language. The idea behind speech acts is that certain sentences,
namely performative utterances, behold a certain performance in them. This performance can
be named as an illocutionary act. One sentence can behold more than one act. A clear
example of a performative is saying “I do” during a wedding ceremony. With the words “I
do” one is not only saying that he or she will marry the other person standing before the altar,
but will also indulge in the marriage (Austin 1975:6). Speaking those two words is connected
to actions such as being faithful and honest to the other half. A performative, short for
performative utterance, “indicates that the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an
action – it is not normally thought of as just saying something (Austin 1975:6 revised by
Bodewes).” Thus by saying something we do something (Austin 1975:91). We can use
13
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Austin’s theory of speech acts to understand if people are acting upon a created image, given
by the tourism actors.

Mauritius is not unique in being a heterogeneous nation-state. Due to their past of
colonialism, migration and conquest, most nation-states are heterogeneous (Kottak 2006:302).
Nowadays the wish or illusion of a mono-cultural nation-state leads to problems in many
societies and the ideology of the nation-state is under pressure. This, since most nation-states
are nowadays no longer mono-ethnic. Problems occur since ‘nation’ and ‘state’ can no longer
be seen as connected due the increasing mobility of people, globalisation, immigration, and
other forces that change the population of a country. This is not a recent phenomena, the fact
that this is seen as a problem is however recent. Mauritius is a plural, post-colonial society
and a fairly young nation. The history, the plural character, the absence of an ethnic majority
or a dominant culture, demands a politics of compromise and avoidance (Eriksen 1998). Since
they have so far been successful in achieving this, Mauritius can be seen as an example for
other countries dealing with cultural diversity.

The importance and growth of tourism

Tourism is seen as a major economic accelerator which can provide a large economic boost
for countries (Burns 1999; van Egmond 2001; Greenwood in Smith 1998; De Kadt 1979;
Lanfant, Allcock & Bruner 1995; Murphy 1985). Therefore many countries invest in the
development of the tourism industry in order to gain higher living standards for the
population. Nowadays the world is getting smaller and smaller. Harvey’s concept “time-space
compression”, explains this. With the advent of the steamship and later the airplane the world
is getting easier to explore, within 24 hours we can visit the other site of the world. Space is
no longer a barrier, but time is since time is money in the New World. However this
movement is not something of the modern world as Bauman (1996 in Abram, Simone,
Jacqueline Waldren & Donald V.L. Macleod. 1997) explains. People have been travelling all
around the world for many centuries. Just the change in ideology from modernity to post
modernity is new. In Mauritius the tourism industry has seen rapid growth around the year
1983 (Eriksen 1998:13). Tourism has now become one of the main economic resources, next
to the sugarcane, financial service and textile industry.
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Anthropology and tourism

The field of tourism is fairly new within anthropology. As Greenwood (in Smith 1989:171)
described, it took a long time before social scientists showed any interest in researching
tourism areas. Especially within anthropology the idea that research should be conducted in
areas which have not been discovered yet, was very much alive. But nowadays tourism
destinations are part of the research area of social scientists. This change in thinking is caused
due to the fact that tourism lets services, products and people interact with each other on a
large scale. Anthropologists are especially interested in the social effects which tourism
possible has on communities. Burns (1999) adds to this that the anthropologist is interested
whether this possible change under the local population is permanent or temporarily.

Within anthropology a lot is being written these days about the cultural effects of tourism and
what tourism entails. There are many descriptions of what tourism might be. Smith (1998:1)
describes tourism on the following way: “The foundation of tourism rests on three key
elements (all must be operative) which form an equation: leisure time + discretionary income
+ positive local sanctions”. Or in other words; tourism is based on three key elements which
are all connected with each other. Burns (1999) describes that tourism can be seen as an
industry or as a set of interconnected industries. Besides that it is also a complicated set of
social occurrences. According to Burns (1999) tourism has a history of humbleness and
extraction. Willing destinations subject themselves to local elites and multinationals. These
see opportunities to invest in a destination but often the local inhabitants do not see anything
in return from the profit these companies make due to economic leakage. Their main goal is
often the highest profit as possible, how far are they considering their impact on the local
society? Added to this Smith (1998) describes that different studies show that tourism makes
it possible to blow new life into traditional industries since tourism offers a big market for
indigenous goods. But the question, which individual really has the advantage of this, the
foreign producer or the local merchant, and at which level, should be asked according to
Smith (1989).

Possible social-cultural impacts have been a main concern within the discipline of Cultural
Anthropology. The main focus is usually on the negative impacts of tourism but tourism can
also have positive impacts on a local population, like for example better living standards
thanks to the economic development made possible via tourism development (Burns 1999;
15
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Smith 1980). Nowadays tourism is becoming an important development tool and therefore
governments are more and more actively involved in the development of tourism destinations.

The following citation of Smith (1980:17) describes why the discipline of Cultural
Anthropology is so valuable for tourism impact studies:

“The study of tourism needs to gain more insight into the details of human lives,
values and emotions as they pertain to the use of leisure time, the motivations for
travel, the interpersonal conflicts that impact social interaction, the local traditions
that will direct tourism to specific markets, and host reactions to outsiders (dependent
upon who the tourists are). This type of data is best obtained from general
ethnography, descriptive of a total culture.”

The methods of participant-observation, life-histories and qualitative interviews which are so
known for cultural anthropologists can help to gain inside into the way the local population is
adapting and perceiving the flow of tourists visiting their country every year.

Culture can be created, packed and sometimes sold. This can be the case in tourism
destination marketing. A certain image is created for the tourists by the tourism industry in
order to attract visitors to a tourism destination. An essentialist vision of culture is most often
made in tourism brochures. “Come visit Mauritius and experience Mauritian culture” is an
example of this. This way of promoting culture leaves no room for other visions and sees
culture as a static fact, something which can be sold. Culture is this way seen as a commodity.
The word culture is a topic of it’s own within anthropology. For the purpose of my research I
will use the following definition of culture: “Culture is an integrated system of meanings by
means of which the nature of reality is established and maintained” (Geertz 1991 cited by
Greenwood in Smith 1989:173). Geertz (1991) puts the emphasis on the fundamental
importance of the cultural system for the meaning of human life. According to Greenwood (in
Smith 1989:173) we can say, with help of the definition of Geertz, that the culture of a local
population can collapse when something of this culture is forged or dislocated, or when the
faith of authenticity of ones culture is questioned by the local population.
This anthropologic standpoint gives the possibility to understand why selling a local
culture in the tourism industry has a destructive power and can cause the disappearance of a
local culture. This is the reason why the trade of “culture by the pound” must be investigated
16
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by all actors within tourism (Greenwood in Smith 1989:174).

Research population and research methods

My research population is made out of different kind of people who are involved in tourism in
one way or another. The people are aged from 16 too 70 years. My main research area was
Grand Baie. This place is situated on the North-West coast of Mauritius and was once named
De Bogt Zonder Eyndt (Bay Without End) by the Dutch in the 17th century. Grand Baie is the
most developed place in Mauritius, after comes Flic and Flac. In general people are not really
happy about the way Grand Baie has been developed. Not surprising since a development
plan was not written before the first hotels and shops were built. All kinds of accommodation
can be found here for high class resorts, to simple hotels and self-catering accommodation
ranging in different quality. Tourist guides name it as cosmopolitan and classy. It offers many
restaurant, resorts and places for nightlife. Besides that it’s a main departure point for cruises
to the northern islands. From Grand Baie the rest of Mauritius is easy to reach by either car or
public transport. Accommodation ranges from luxurious to the more budget self-catering
apartments.

Data has been collected via participant observation and observations around the beach, hotels,
Sega-shows, tourist sites, restaurants, bars, clubs, tourism offices, shops, streets, and busses.
Qualitative interviews have been held with different actors in the tourism industry to get
specific information. Newspapers have been used to keep up to date about concerns in
Mauritius. A focus group is held under tourism students of the University of Mauritius to
perceive an image of how future developers and young people think of the social-cultural
effects of the tourism industry.

A general note on cultural bias should be made. While conducting my research in Mauritius
as position as being a Dutch, Western, Blond, White, Female, and Master-student has played a
part in obtaining or not obtaining information. It could have affected the behaviour of my
informants and in some ways I am sure that it did. It was for example easier in the beginning
to approach men, or these men would approach me. After a few weeks of showing my face in
Grand Baie, women started to open up towards me as well.
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Chapter outline

In this introduction I have set out my research question and have explained the relevancy of
tourism within the division of cultural anthropology. Chapter one is an introduction to
Mauritius. Chapter two chapter will give an overview of the different actors involved in
creating the image, towards tourists, of Mauritius as a melting-pot of cultures. Chapter three
will give inside into the perceived image of Mauritian society as a melting-pot of cultures
under the local population. Chapter four will give more inside in the ways of adapting and
dealings with the flows of tourists by the local population. Chapter five describes how tourism
has affected the way of life within Mauritius in the private, public and national sphere. The
conclusion will summarize the findings in this thesis and thereby an answer is given to my
research question.
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1.

Mauritius as a tourism destination: an introduction
“I have seen Mauritius slowly transforming from a plantation colony, a backward
place where life was difficult, diseases rampant, and I have seen it growing over the
years into a modern, democratic, peaceful country and into an attractive tourist
destination (Mulloo 2009:26).”

Mauritius is a plural society in the middle of the Indian Ocean and it has become such a plural
society due to the colonial history of the island. Since its independence is has undergone
major economic development. Before we can understand the effects of tourism on this plural
society, we need to pay some attention to the history of the country. As Wolf (1982)
describes, before we can understand the smaller processes, we need to look at the larger
processes.

1.1.

History - The making of Mauritius

“You’re from Holland? You’ve killed our Dodo.” This is a common line which I have heard
often when I announced that I was Dutch. Most of the time people meant it as a joke but
underneath this joke there is a serious story to be told. Although the Portuguese put Mauritius
on the map under the name ‘Ilha do Cerne (Island of the Swan)’ in 1507, it were the Dutch
who entered Mauritius in 1598 and this is where the history of Mauritius begins and the life of
the Dodo ended.

1.1.1. Colonial Past

The first Europeans who discovered the island were the Portuguese in 1507. In 1598 the
Dutch settled on the island for about 40 years and Mauritius owns his name to this period. It is
named after the Dutch prince Maurits van Nassau. Besides killing the dodo, due to over
consuming it 3 , the Dutch brought slaves from Madagascar to the country; they introduced
sugarcane, cattle, deer, tobacco and cotton (Benedict 1965:9). In short the presence of the
Dutch only invokes sad memories. The only positive result of the Dutch presence is the fact
3

The reasons behind the dead of the dodo are diverse and are still being questioned.
Overconsumption is the most used reason. An international team is still doing research on the dodo (Naturalis
2009).
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that they brought sugarcane to the island. Sugarcane is until today the most important source
of income.

In 1710 the Dutch left the island and five years later the French entered the island and it was
than named Ile de France. The French bought slaves from slave traders in the Muslim ports of
the East African Coast and Madagascar. They needed these slaves for the plantations they had
in both Reunion 4 and Mauritius (Wolf 1982:228).

In 1810 the British conquered the island during their mission to conquer the Indian Ocean and
the island was renamed ‘Mauritius’. In 1839 slavery was finally abolished in Mauritius. The
slaves moved in large numbers to the coastline of the island where they tried to live from
fishing. Their places on the sugarcane fields had to be filled and therefore Indian coolies were
offered contract work and were brought to Mauritius to work on the fields. Although slavery
was abolished, this system of contract work was closely related to the slave system and the
Indian coolies were treated as slaves. They had less freedom than the African slaves and were
confined to the estates to work long days on the fields (Fauque 2002; Moerkamp 1998;
Mulloo 2009). They never returned home. When Mathatma Ghandi visited the island in 1901
he was shocked to see the circumstances the Indians where living in. In 1916 the 300.000
Indian sugarcane workers and their family gained freedom (Moerkamp 1998:17). But the
freedom of the former slaves and contract workers did not mean that they gained a political
and economic role in society. They remained to play an inferior role while Europeans still had
the lead on the island.

1.1.2. Independence

It was not until Dr. Seewoosagur Ramgoolam, the son of an Indian immigrant, led Mauritius
to Independence, on 12 March 1969, that the whole population of Mauritius gained the right
to vote (Moerkamp 1998; Mulloo 2009). Dr. Seewoosagur Ramgoolam was knighted as Sir
and became the first Prime Minister of the country. The country remains to belong, until
today, as the only country in the world, both to La Francophonie as The New Commonwealth
(Eriksen 1998).

4

Reunion is still officially part of France (CIA 2009b).
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1.2.

Society - The people of Mauritius

Today I am finally visiting Port Louis, the capital of Mauritius. I have read about it and I
wonder if it will be such a diverse picture as Eriksen (1998) describes in his book “Common
Denominators”. I have a meeting with the ministry of tourism so it’s important to be on time.
Yesterday I have already checked the “bus schedule” (which means finding the right person
on the street who can tell you the times of the busses). After my breakfast I head towards the
place wherefrom the express-bus will take me from Grand Baie to Port Louis. Unfortunately,
today, the express-bus is a normal bus without air-conditioning. “Please take a seat miss,
tickets can be bought later.” The driver takes his time to finish a cigarette and I take my time
to look around me and see what kind of people are on the bus. There are two other tourists on
the bus, the rest of the passengers are either students or people who are probably heading
towards Port Louis for business. When the bus driver walks by to sell the tickets I ask him if
he could please tell me when we are near the Air Mauritius building since that is where I have
my appointment. A young guy behind me offers to show me the way since he is heading the
same way, I thank him. He later moves places so I get a little bit confused and start to think if
he has already forgotten that he offered me his help. After half an hour in the bus we reach
Port Louis. I am overwhelmed with the fact how crowded the city is. I see high storey
buildings, buses everywhere, and the heat of the city covers me like a wet blanket. The city is
very much alive as everybody heads to work or wherever they need to be around 9 AM. The
guy in the bus did not forget about me and while we are heading towards the Air Mauritius
building it is difficult not to stumble over street vendors, merchandise, food stalls, and people
sitting on the street. There are people everywhere: yelling; selling merchandise on carpets or
tables on the street; buying merchandise; loading their trucks with wholesale products;
hawkers and people with other affairs in the city. It is hot and sticky in the streets and the
smell of food, sweat, urine, garbage and cigarettes invades my nose. While we pass the
market of Port Louis, Ziaoullah, the name of the guy, starts explaining me that he lives in Port
Louis and works night shifts in a five star hotel in Grand Baie. He studied at the hotel school.
During the day he tries to get some sleep and to earn some extra money as a photographer. He
hands me his card in case I have questions or anything and tells me that I am more than
welcome to contact him. We arrive at the Air Mauritius building and there our ways separate.

Port Louis is a city where everybody comes together to do business. During the day it is
crowded but after work hours it becomes somewhat of a ghost town. Every ethnic group is
21
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presented in the city and the city is divided in different ethnic areas as I have read and as my
housemate Gael explained to me one day when we were overlooking the city early in the
morning. This is where the government is situated and the country is ruled successfully since
its independence.

Mauritius has a population of 1,284,264 people (CIA 2009a). Up till 1982 the population was
officially divided into four ethnic groups: Hindus, Muslims, Sino-Mauritians and General
Population. Anybody who could not be placed under the first three groups was automatically
placed under the last group. The CIA (2009a) makes the following distinction: Indo-Mauritian
68%; Creole 27%; Sino-Mauritian 3% and Franco-Mauritian 2%. Each group has a different
history and acquired different positions in Mauritian society.

The Hindus form the majority of the population of Mauritius. As explained they were brought
to Mauritius during the second half of the nineteenth century. It was promised to them that
they could return home after their five year contract has finished, unfortunately they were
treated the same way as the earlier slaves and they never returned home (Moerkamp 1998:21).
Many Hindus escaped life in the cane fields and this group now plays an important role in the
public sector (Carroll& Carroll 2000:131).

The second largest population group is the Creole. The term Creole is used for the
descendants of mixed African-European origin but also people from a different mix are called
Creole. Most of the Creoles are Catholic. Nowadays many Creoles have little similarities with
their ancestors. There are both light skin and dark skin Creoles because back in colonial times
sexual encounters took place between African slaves and their French masters (Carroll &
Carroll 2000:131; Moerkamp 1998:21). The light skin Creoles is the upper stratum of the
group and they have gained good positions in different kind of businesses. Members of other
ethnic groups generally believe Creoles are doing well since they mainly see the success of
the small upper stratum (Carroll & Carroll 2000:131). The lower stratum members work
mainly as carpenters, builders, shoemakers, fishermen, and masons (Mulloo 2009:5). The
poorest segment of the Creole community is the ti-kreol they have not been able to gain
economic success due to the changing economy and racial stereotyping by the wealthier
classes (Boswell 2004:1). The problems surrounding this group are named as ‘le malaise
Créole’ (Boswell 2004:1) and will be closely addressed in chapter three when we look at the
way how Mauritian society is united and divided.
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The third group is the Sino-Mauritians, these are the Chinese who came to the country
halfway the nineteenth century. The English tried to get Chinese coolies to work on the sugar
plantations but this turned not out the way they planned (Moerkamp 1998:21; Mulloo
2009:6). The Chinese were not fit to work on the fields so therefore they opened up small
shops. After Second World War more Chinese came to Mauritius and nowadays most of the
Chinese run successful retail and wholesale businesses all over the country (Carroll & Carroll
2000:131; Srebrnik 1999:301). They have adapted easily in Mauritian society but have
managed to retain their Chinese identity (Mulloo 2009:7).

The fourth group is the Franco-Mauritians. They are the descendants of the colonialists from
the eighteenth century and they mainly remained as the owners of the large sugar plantations.
Other members of this group have high-executive jobs at the government or in the tourism
industry. They form the economic elite of Mauritian society (Carroll & Carroll 2000:131;
Eriksen 1998:13).

We have now read which groups make up Mauritian society, we will now take a closer look at
the economic success of Mauritius and how the development of tourism came to be.

1.3.

Economy

On the way to Port Louis I notice that there is a thin line between rich and poor people. I had
already seen small, poor build houses just behind the shopping area “Sunset Boulevard” in
Grand Baie, but I was somewhat surprised to see small villages with houses made of
corrugated iron alongside the highway. Again I realize that Mauritius is a country of many
different stories and apparently the economic developments have not been so prosperous for
everybody.

Nevertheless, when we look at the economic development it went through the last years
Mauritius is a small African miracle and therefore named ‘African Tiger’. The economy
depended on the sugar industry for long and the sugar industry still dominates the present
economy. However the economy has changed during the last past thirty years from a
monocrop economy to one based on sugar, textile, financial services and tourism (Central
Statistics Office 2008). In 2008 the unemployment rate was estimated at about 7,2 % (Central
Statistics Office 2008) which is low compared to other countries in the continent of Africa.
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Yet, despite its economic growth and the improvements in social well-being, eight percent of
the population is living below the poverty line (CIA 2009a). The main reason behind this is
that this group is mostly uneducated and without job skills. This shows that the spread of
prosperity has not been even. But as Eriksen (1995:429) describes, economic change also
leads to other changes:
“The process of economic change in Mauritius has brought the islands into increasing
contact with foreigners, and has in this way created necessary (but not sufficient)
conditions for the consolidation of a shared Mauritian identity as forms of us-hood).”
Tourism affects and involves all sectors of the economy and the government of Mauritius
would like to see that everybody benefits it (De Kadt 1979:36; Mill & Morrison 2002:119120). On my second day in Mauritius I experienced how the different sectors are
interconnected and how they become part of the Mauritian tourism product.

A good way of exploring the island is by renting a taxi for the whole day with a chauffeur
who also acts as a sort of tour guide. So on my second day I rented a taxi, for 2000 rupees,
with a driver together with two Finish girls I met the evening before. For the girls it was their
last day so they wanted to go shopping and do a little bit of sightseeing like visit the waterfall.
We explained our ideas to our taxi driver, Babine but it seemed that he already had a whole
cultural and shopping program for us planned. Of course what we did not know at the
beginning of our trip is that many taxi drives are apparently paid by different shops and
restaurants when they bring tourists as customers or even only as just visitors. They receive a
small reward in return. Our taxi driver asked us if we would like to go and visit the diamond
factory. We were not really interested in this and certainly not in the position to go and spend
any money in the shop. He told us that he would receive something to clean his car if we
would visit the place. We made a joke about it and decided to go and pay this place a visit. It
turned out that he only meant the shop so we entered the shop. While walking in the diamond
shop with about five people looking at us and asking if we needed any kind of assistance, I
felt a little bit guilty towards the shopping assistances since we were not really interested in
buying their product. The diamonds were beautiful but nowhere near my price range. After
this experience we wanted to go and do some shopping but we were only dropped off at socalled factory shops. These factory shops are shops where one can find shirts, blouses,
sweaters, jeans and the like, of all the famous designers. After visiting two of these shops and
concluding that we still could not figure out if the cloths were fake or real. Thereby the
clothing was mainly for cold, winter days - which you will rarely experience in Mauritius. So
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we agreed that we would not get the right clothing which we were looking for since our taxi
driver was only dropping us at typical tourist shops. We decided to head towards the waterfall
and National Park. Since lunchtime was approaching, Babine assured us that is was wise to
first go and have lunch and afterwards go to the waterfall since it would be less crowded than,
of course he knew a new place. We were clueless at that time and we were hungry so we went
along with it. After visiting the seven colored earths and the Chamarel waterfall we drove
back along the west coast, back towards Grand Baie. All of a sudden we stopped at a souvenir
shop in a small town. I surely did not need any kind of souvenirs since it was my second day
of my three month stay in Mauritius. The Finish girls neither asked for a souvenir shop but
Babine told us we should really go in since they had amazing hand made miniature ships, “all
right” we said with little enthusiasm. I am sure he again received some kind of gift for his
help but we did manage to see a lot of the island and he could tell us a lot about the places we
passed. It was a fun day so who’s complaining than?

My second day in Mauritius made me clear that many people are somehow depended on the
tourism industry. The impact of the tourism sector is great (WTO 2009). Because so many
different sectors and departments of the government are concerned with the development of
tourism, I will explain the other economic sectors present in Mauritius.

1.3.1. Sugarcane

Like explained earlier in this chapter, sugar cane has been an important source to create labor
and money from the beginning that humans inhabited the island. Alladin (1986-1987:98)
explains that different factors make it difficult to only rely on the sugar industry. Nowadays
sugar cane is still often cut instead of harvest (Fauque 2002:50). This industry is presented on
different ways to tourists. Since about 90% (CIA 2009) of the cultivated land is used for this
industry it is difficult to overlook the fields. Different products can be bought and consumed
and the whole process of sugar production is explained in l’Aventure du Sucre in
Pamplemousses, a museum which also teaches the history of the country to tourists.

1.3.2. Textile

Since the Mauritian economy could no longer solely depend on the sugar industry, the
government created the Export Processing Zone (EPZ) in 1971. This was done in
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collaboration with some local and foreign entrepreneurs (Alladin 1986-1987:100; Srebrnik
1999:299). The EPZ were created in order to strengthen the economy and to create new jobs.
The textile industry became the most important provider for EPZ activity. The textile industry
generates employment for many people. Most of the employers are females. So called factory
shops can be found in Mauritius. Here tourists can buy cloths from big designer names such
as Dolce & Gabbana. Although textile shops can be found everywhere in the country, the
industry is mainly focused on expert products for big warehouses like Marks & Spencer, Zara
and Hennes & Mauritz.

1.3.3. Financial services

The country is linked by India, Africa and China by history and ethnicity, these countries are
interesting for Mauritius to have offshore businesses in but these countries are also willing to
invest in Mauritius.
“Mauritius has become a newly industrializing country (NIC) with export-driven
growth and is emerging as a financial centre for India and for eastern and southern
Africa; the latter, in particular, is coming to serve as an economic hinterland for the
metropole emerging in Mauritius (Srebrnik 1999:301).”
Srebrnik (1999:301) also explains that the Chinese have played an important role in the
creation of EPZ in Mauritius. Due their successful businesses in Mauritius, the country was
seen as a good opportunity for investment from abroad. China for example has agreed to
invest in the new terminal of SSR airport. The new terminal will be able to welcome 4.5
million visitors annually and will make Mauritius even more attractive for businesses and will
be able to welcome more tourists (News on Sunday, April 30 – May 7, 2009). This
development is in light of the growth of Mauritian economy good news and contributes to
putting Mauritius on the map as a “modern” country as the Prime Minister, Dr Navin
Ramgoolam said: “The project reflects my vision for a modern Mauritius. It is the perfect
blend of science, art and design. We want it to be a major airport in the Sub Saharan region.
The project will allow for an extra five docking areas and this will no doubt increase air
traffic and help the Government meet its target of doubling tourist arrivals by 2015 (News on
Sunday April 30 – May 7, 2009).”
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1.3.4. Tourism

As explained in the introduction of this thesis, tourism is often seen as a major economic
accelerator. The economic advantage has also been the reason behind the development of the
industry in Mauritius. The industry took of around the year 1983 (Eriksen 1998:13).
One positive effect of the industry is the revival of the dodo. This animal, killed by the Dutch,
can now be found in all kinds of forms on the island. It can be found on the official state
emblem and when entering the island one receives a stamp at the immigration desk and yes,
even the stamp includes a small dodo. Food stalls are called “Dodo snack”, dodo’s in all kinds
of forms and shapes can be found on t-shirts and as miniatures or teddy bears for tourists to
bring them back home as a souvenir. The dead animal has been turned into a lucrative
commodity for souvenir purposes.
The impact of tourism on the economy depends on how much of the foreign exchange
receipts stay in the Mauritian economy. According to the World Bank (1989 in Durbarry
2001:864) most of the hotels have been built with local capital and the management is most
often Mauritian. Nevertheless, as Mill & Morrison (2002:119-120) describe, in many tourism
destination there are many smaller businesses present, like guesthouses, and a few larger
businesses like the large chain hotels. Most often the money made in the large chain hotels
flows back to the head offices in other countries.

We have now looked at how Mauritius came to be such a plural society with a diverse
economy. Tourism was one way of making sure the economic development of the country
would not decline. The next chapter will explain how this island is marketed by the different
actors in the tourism industry and if this image is created, packaged and sold or true.
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2.

Creating a tourism destination: the actors involved
“Planning for economic growth and development must go hand in hand with the
protection of the environment, enhancement of cultural life, and maintenance of rich
traditions which contribute so greatly to the quality of life and character of a nation
(Singh 1983 cited in Mill & Morrison 2002:139)”.

According to Greenwood (in Smith 1998:179) we see all over the world that cultures are
subject to change under the influence of mass media. Culture is being wrapped, priced and
sold in the form of room service, fast-food chains and building stocks. The tourism industry
promises the tourist that the world is theirs and that when they have the money for it they can
get anything they like. Greenwood (in Smith 1998:179) states that treating a culture as a
natural resource or a product where tourist gain the right over, is a violation of the cultural
right of people. This, since culture is in the core something were people unconditionally
believe in. By adding culture in the tourism package, culture becomes an explicit and paid
performance. On this way people are being robbed from their values whereupon they organise
their lives.
In order to meet the demands of the tourists, both the authenticity of the locals and settings
can be staged. Is this the case in Mauritius? It this image of a so-called melting-pot of people
created and acted upon in order to attract as many tourists as possible to visit this peaceful
paradise?

This chapter will give an overview of the different actors involved in creating the image,
towards tourists, of Mauritius as a so-called melting-pot of cultures. An explanation of their
motivation, vision, and mission will be given.

2.1.

The importance of tourism planning

“Tourism planning is most effective when it is highly participatory and has the input
of the widest range of groups and citizens in a community (Mill & Morrison
2002:121).”

Tourism planning is important when a change in nature and culture should be brought to a
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minimum. To explain the need of tourism planning, Mill & Morrison (2002:120) give the
following purposes:


“Identify alternative approaches: marketing, development, organization of tourism,
community awareness of tourism, support services and activities.



Adapting to the unexpected: general economic conditions, energy supply and demand
situations, values and lifestyles, performance of local industries, government
legislation and regulations, technological advancements.



Maintaining uniqueness: natural features and resources; local cultural and social
fabric; local architecture and heritage; historical monuments and landmarks; locals
festival, events and activities; parks and outdoor sports areas.



Creating the desirable: sustainable tourism development; high level of community
awareness of the benefits of tourism; clear and positive image of area as a tourism
destination; effective organization of tourism; high level of cooperation among
tourism organizations and businesses; effective marketing, directional sign and travel
information programs.



Avoiding the undesirable: Friction and unnecessary competition among tourism
organizations and businesses; hostile and unfriendly attitudes of local residents
toward visitors; damage or undesirable, permanent alteration of natural features and
historical resources; loss of cultural identities; loss of market share; stoppage of
unique local events and festivals; overcrowding, congestion, and traffic problems;
pollution; high seasonality.”

Above purposes involve all actors within the tourism industry, including the local population.
When the community is involved in the planning and execution of tourism it is most likely
that the outcome will be positive since the population on this way will gain a positive attitude
towards the industry. Van Egmond (2001:145) explains that when people are just overruled
by tourism and are treated as passive bystanders, irritation or resentment can arise among the
population.

The Ministry of Tourism of Mauritius recognizes that tourism involves and affects all. They
give the following effects of tourism as involving the whole population:
“the income generated by tourism; the foreign exchange earnings from tourism; the
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employment generated by tourism; the infrastructure that tourism has generated for
use by local people; and the facilities generated by tourism that are available for use
by local people (Mauritius tourism development plan: executive summary February
2002:6),”

Since the development of tourism involves all people in society, tourism planning is essential
in order to keep negative socio-cultural effects nonexistent or as minimum as possible. A
destination should therefore monitor its tourism carrying capacity. De Kadt (1979:17)
describes this terms as applying “not only to the maximum number of tourists – or tourist
accommodations – which seems desirable at a given time, but also to the maximum rates of
growth above which the growth process itself would be unduly disruptive.”
As mentioned in the introduction, mass tourism in Mauritius is trying to be kept at a great
distance (Eriksen 1998). Robin Ramhit from the MTPA explains that “mass tourism can
create a different atmosphere in the tourism destination. With to many tourists on the street,
local people might feel threatened. Tourists might be assaulted, robbed. This demarcates the
tourism destination and will create a bad image of Mauritius.” 5

To understand tourism it is, according to Burns (1999:29), important to approach it as a
system or as a set of subsystems. By approaching tourism as a system, the parties involved
are motivated to see tourism as something which is connected with the society and with
cultural processes. Besides that, they are via this approach motivated not to see tourism
solely as an economic process. Burns (1999:33) states that when tourism is the “conversion
of dreams”, actors in the industry should ask themselves what kind of dreams they are
thinking about and if the changes which are necessary to realise these dreams, are going to
create a cultural anxiety level, improve the matters or cause obstruction.

2.2.

The different actors

Many people are involved in the tourism industry either directly or indirectly. Think of
governmental departments, airline companies, tour operators, accommodation providers,
restaurants, tourist shops, fishermen, construction workers, and other actors.

5

Interview 1 April 2009.
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Smith (1980:20) provides us with a model which offers a view on the tourist region which in
turn can help anthropologists to research the impacts of tourism on the local population. The
model gives inside in the different actors involved in the tourist region and it can provide
inside in the social and economic factors within this region.

Diagram of a Tourist Region (Smith 1980:20).

The multiplier effect is in short the effect of tourist expenditure on the local economy. It
measures how much of the money spend by tourists, stays within the economy of the hosting
country after it passed all the different actors involved in the industry (Macleod 2004:99;
Sharpley & Telfer 2002:94; Smith 1980:19-21). “The multiplier concept is based upon the
recognition that the various industrial sectors of the tourism destination economy are
interdependent (Fletcher 1994:476 in Sharpley & Telfer 2002:94).” As explained, this model
provides a better understanding of the tourism industry in a country. Since “without social
development, there can be no economic development (Mauritius tourism development plan:
executive summary February 2002:152)” the multiplier effect is relevant in my research since
economic benefits are linked to social mobility. Before we will turn closely to the effects of
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tourism on the population, we first need to look at the involvement of the main actors in
tourism development.

2.2.1. Ministry of Tourism, Leisure and External Communication

The Tourism and Leisure Division (TLD) is that part of the Ministry concerned with tourism
development. They are, as stated in the customer charter (n.d.:1): “responsible for the
formulation and implementation of strategies and policies for –


The harmonious and sustainable tourism development; and



The promotion of leisure and recreational activities for the benefit of the citizens and
tourists.”

They realize that tourism planning is important and translate this in their Customer Charter
(Ministry of Tourism, Leisure & External Communications, n.d.:2).in the following visions:
“For tourism: To be a leading economic development agency in sustainable tourism,
always setting new benchmarks and pioneering best practices with a view to sustain
economic growth as well as improving the standard of living of the whole population.
For Leisure: “To be a leading government agency in providing and promoting
leisure, entertainment and recreational activities with a

view to create a

harmonious and stress-free society, and to promote unity in diversity.”

But how can the local population benefit from tourism and how can they promote unity in
diversity? They do so by making creating an environment where everybody has the same
opportunities. In order to create opportunities for more local inclusion and to give both guests
and hosts the opportunity to benefit from tourism development, the LTD gives (Mauritius
tourism development plan: executive summary February 2002) the following strategic
actions:
1. “New facilities are designed for local use as well as tourist use.
2. All of Mauritius is a tourism island and All Mauritians are in tourism – ‘everybody’ is
in the same boat’.
3. Widening the range of services and products will open up more business opportunities
for Mauritians.
4. Mauritians will continue to benefit from jobs that will be created by the industry and
the foreign exchange earned.”
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Different social projects are set up in order to increase the positive effects and decrease the
negative social effects of tourism. Examples of such projects are: Tourism Poverty reduction
Strategy Plan (TPRSP); Tourism gender inclusive strategy plan (TGISP); and Beach access
and leisure plan (BALP). (Mauritius tourism development plan: executive summary, February
2002)

The TLD also recognizes different social issues which are of concern for tourism developers
(Mauritius tourism development plan: executive summary, February 2002:29):


“Access to beach, hotel and lack of leisure facilities



Career paths advancement within the tourism industry



Patterns of ownership and implications of being left out



Growing poverty, unemployment and difficulties of sustaining livelihoods



Aids and the tourism industry



Differential treatment second class citizens.”

Vikash (who is a tourism planner for the Ministry of Tourism, Leisure and External
Communication) explains that there are enclave resorts in Mauritius and that tourists are
encouraged to move out of the hotel but different things are needed before people will
actually move out of their hotel. He explains that Mauritius needs a better transport
infrastructure since tourists rarely walk when they go leave the grounds of their hotel. The
main reason for this is that most of the resorts are situated in remote areas at the seaside, away
from villages. Only Grand Baie is an example of a town where people can easily move out of
their hotel if they wish to do so. According to Vikash spacious shopping malls are a reason for
people to move out of the hotel to go shopping; these are not present according to him.
Thereby, well mapping and signing is needed to make sure people do not get lost; according
to Vikash these things are missing right now. 6 When I ask him about the way how culture is
being sold to tourists in the form of Sega shows which take place in the large hotels he tells
me that according to him there is no staged authenticity taking place in Mauritius. “It’s just a
dance” Vikash assures me. He adds that Mauritius is not a cultural destination…

6

Conversation with Paola & Vikash, 10 February 2009.
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2.2.2. The Mauritian Tourism Promotion Authority (MTPA)

The MTPA is a semi-autonomous public body which falls under the support of the TLD and
they are the ones who promote Mauritius as a holiday destination. Every market is targeted on
a different way (MTPA 2006/2007 Activity Report).
Mauritian tourism developers do not only focus on four and five star hotels. However they do
mainly target the up market, which means the high spending tourists, since they wish to avoid
mass tourism.

Mauritius being a so-called “melting-pot” is just a slogan and according to Robin Ramhit not
promoted as such. He should know since he is a Tourism Promotion Officer for the MTPA.
He explains that it is difficult to define culture since there are so many definitions. This is a
know problem within the division Cultural Anthropology. He explains “We don’t really sell
culture. We don’t package it”. 7

When looking at the ways how the MTPA promotes Mauritius towards possible guests in
France and the United Kingdom (the two main major destinations where tourists come from),
Mauritius is mainly promoted as a destination for sports, sea-based activities, honeymoon,
golf and gastronomy targeting on either the yuppies or the older people, two groups who in
general have a higher spending ratio (MTPA 2006/2007 Activity Report).
Just like Vikash, Robin sees Sega as a performance: “It is entertainment”. He would never
call it a cultural commodity and they do not sell it as such.
“Mauritius is not a culture destination, all countries have a culture and a melting pot
of cultures and a place where past and present mix together.”
Since sun, sand and sea is not enough to depart from as Robin Ramhit explains, Mauritius is
also presented as an active destination. The golf industry is growing in Mauritius. Robin
Ramhit explains that they promote tourists to “go beyond the beach.” But there is no desire to
let tourists move too much out of their hotel. “Outside the hotel the same safety level can not
be guaranteed as inside the walls of the hotel. Hotels are tailored to soot the taste of the
people. When all people go out on the street and eat in footstalls, people get stomach issues
since they are not used to the spices used or the hygiene is not as high standard as in the
hotel.” 8
7
8

Interview 1 April 2009.
Interview 1 April 2009.

35

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

2.2.3. Air Mauritius

Since Air Mauritius is the National Carrier of Mauritius and actively promoting Mauritius
throughout the world they are major player in the tourism development.
Their mission is: “to consistently delight our customers by providing a unique travel
experience in genuine Mauritian style (Air Mauritius, annual report 2007/2008).” But
what is “genuine Mauritian style?”
Social responsibility: “we will support and promote the conservation of our heritage
and national identity (Air Mauritius, annual report 2007/2008).” How does Air
Mauritius see this national identity?

When speaking to a man of the public relation department of Air Mauritius I ask him what
they mean by “a genuine Mauritian style”. I do not really get an answer on this but he does
explain to me that they are shifting their marketing of Mauritius as a sun, sea and beach
destination towards being a destination to experience local culture. Air Mauritius considers
that Mauritius’s strong selling point is that they can offer, beside the beautiful beaches, a
cultural experience to the tourist. He hands me a small card with the mission statement and
explains to me that they want tourists to already feel welcome in Mauritius when they are
getting on the airplane. This idea is brought forward clearly on their website:
“The Mauritian carrier acts as an ambassador for the country and in so doing reveals
and pays tribute to the island and its people. Those who fly Air Mauritius realise that
multiple elements on board celebrate "L'Esprit de l'Ile Maurice", the Soul of
Mauritius. The new cabin configuration is in line with this approach and the rationale
is to make the passenger’s in-flight experience a unique one in that the moment he
steps on board, he feels he is already in Mauritius (Air Mauritius 2009).”

2.2.4. Hotel chains

Since the tourism industry is mainly focused on attracting tourists of the upmarket segment,
the four and five star hotels are important accommodation providers. Many tourists book
package deals back in their home country. When they arrive in Mauritius they are welcomed
by the tour operator on the airport and brought to their hotel and mainly stay on the grounds
of the hotel.
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So how do these visitors get in touch with Mauritian culture? I asked this question to Roodee
Mootoosamy, Quality Assurance Manager for the Oberoi Hotel. He explains:
“There is a program that we have worked on recently. It’s called the “touching
senses” program. We have placed booklets in all the rooms of our guests. What we
have tried to give our guests, is to give an exposure of what can be done in Mauritius
and at the same time we want to make sure that you are touching their senses. For
example, you know what Henna is? It’s the art of henna. We do henna classes,
painting classes; cooking classes as well, were we invite our guests to be the chef’s
guests to cook the local cuisine. We do a star gazing class at night were someone from
the Mauritius astronomy society comes once per week were he shares his passion.” 9

2.2.5. Other actors

In Mauritius there are numerous other actors involved in promoting and developing the
tourism industry. When walking in Grand Baie one quickly gets an idea how big the
involvement of the tourism industry is. Grand Baie is the most developed city when it comes
to tourism. Holiday apartments can be rented here and the Super U and small scale
supermarkets can provide the tourists with groceries needed for a self-catering holiday. Yet,
some of the most luxurious five star hotels can also be found here. There are travel agents in
different sizes everywhere. Car rental companies and small travel agencies with offices full
with beautiful pictures from all the places you can visit. Or just people on the street or beach,
trying to sell their trips to passing tourist. Who is willing to book a catamaran trip to one of
the beautiful islands in front of the coast of Mauritius? Here they offer entertainment with
Sega music, sometimes even Sega dancers and nice local food prepared on the barbecue.
When one returns after a full day on the sea and in the sun, a little bit tipsy from the local
made rums or the Phoenix Beer, there are numerous restaurants or bars to go for a nice
cocktail or some nice food. But do not forget to buy a souvenir in one of the many shops of
Sunset Boulevard or for some more affordable souvenirs, you can visit the Grand Baie
Bazaar. Exchange your money at one of the exchange points or buy some duty free perfume
in the shopping mall.

In this chapter I have explained which actors are involved in the creation of Mauritius as a

9

Interview 20 February 2009.
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tourism destination. Tourism developers mainly focus on keeping the control over the tourist,
do not let the tourist wonder off in the streets since they will get lost or go back home with the
wrong image of Mauritius. This image of Mauritius is one of beautiful beaches and resorts.
Although the different brochures and websites mainly focus on the so-called melting-pot of
cultures and urge tourists to come and experience Mauritius, it seems that when we look at the
actions taken, Mauritius is not at all seen as a cultural destination. The next chapter will
describe how Mauritian society is constructed and how the population deals with the plural
society Mauritius has come to be due to their colonial history.
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3.

Perceived image of Mauritian society, as a “melting-pot” of

cultures, under the local population

“In the same area, one can come across a church, a temple, a mosque or a pagoda,
Mauritians work, play and pray together.” 10

Mauritius: a melting-pot of cultures; a rainbow nation; a paradise on earth. Just a few of the
things you can read about Mauritius in any given travel guide and in most articles. Eriksen
(1998) even calls Mauritius an example of how a multicultural society can function, how
people can live in harmony despite the many different ethnic categories living in Mauritius.
But is this image of Mauritius true or just invented by tourism developers who wish to create
a paradise on earth where tourists can wonder off to and escape from their stressful situation
at home? Or is it something the local population believes in and acts upon?

This chapter will describe the image which the Mauritians have of their society and what kind
of an impact tourism has on this image and their identity. How is this image and identity
constructed and which processes are connected to this? In short, in which way are they
adjusting to the marketed image of the tourism industry promoting Mauritius as a melting-pot
of cultures as described in the previous chapter?

3.1.

What it means to be a Mauritian – Mauritian identity

Mauritians are becoming more incorporated into the global economy. The economic change
in Mauritius, as described in chapter one, from depending solely on sugarcane to the
development of tourism and the service industry, brings people increasingly in contact with
foreigners. Lamont (2002) describes that within a multicultural society and after threats on
this society, from inside or outside, people often search for a national identity. What makes
one a member of the nation? Tourism development is not necessarily a threat on society but it
does bring host communities in contact with foreigners or so-called guests. The population of
a nation is occupied with the differences between “we” and “they”. During this search,
processes of inclusion and exclusion are taking place. Boundaries between ‘we’ and ‘they’ are
not drawn in Mauritius if we can believe Eriksen (1998). In the case of Mauritius it is better to
10
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talk about a multi-ethnic society instead of a multicultural society, this since ethnicity is
according to Eriksen (1998:122) the most important tool for people to identify themselves.
But when is one identified as being a “Mauritian”?

It is difficult to speak of a Mauritian identity since identities are relational terms. Every
person has a different meaning of Mauritian identity. First it is important to clarify the
distinction between ‘ethnic groups’ and ‘cultural groups’. The sharing of cultural traits
frequently crosses group boundaries and people do not always share al their ‘cultural traits’
with the same people. As a result it becomes difficult to defend the position of considering
any category of people, who have ‘a shared culture’ as an ethnic group. Cultural boundaries
are not definite, nor do they need to match with ethnic boundaries. Ethnicity is not a cultural
property of a group, but an aspect of relationship (Eriksen 1993:34).
In order to understand the stable situation present in Mauritius, we need to look at the
way how identity is constructed on this island. Individuals in general have multiple identities
or ‘selves’. Ones ‘own’ ethnic identity can exist next to for example an overall national
identity (Sen 1996; Abram, Waldren, MacCloud 1997; Eriksen 1993 & 1998; Benhabib
2002). One can be a Mauritian, a student, a dancer at the same time or at different times
depending on the situation. Confining people to one identity as being Hindu for example, can
lead to the idea that some groups are inferior to others and this can lead to conflicts (Sen
1996). Benhabib (2002:11) describes that “We engage in discourses with an assumed
background, and we understand that these norms apply to all participants. Through
discourses, the participants subject these assumed background interpretations to
intersubjective validation”. Being a member of a certain group is important, but the right of a
person to explore and define ones owns identity is far more important. Eriksen (1993, 1995 &
1998) describes that identities are formed in relation to other identities.
“Ethnicity is a social creation and not a fact of nature, and ethnic variation does not
correspond to cultural variation. But ethnic identities must seem convincing to their
members in order to function – and they must also be acknowledged as legitimate by
non-members of the group” (Eriksen 1993:69).
One needs to be recognized by “significant others” (Mead 1934 in Taylor 1994:32 & Eriksen
1995), as being a Muslim for example, in order to feel belonging to that certain ethnic
identity. Taylor (1994) names this the politics of recognition. This is achieved via dialogues
with others.
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Within anthropology a constructionist notion of identity is used since an essentialist
notion would imply that identity is something one has and keeps, but identity is the opposite;
something that is constructed, relative and constantly changing (Baumann 1999; Benhabib
2002). Ethnic identities become important when they are perceived as being under threat. This
is when new boundaries of who belongs to which ethnic identity need to be sought since
pressure is put on them and this in time creates disorder in the social universe. Expressions of
ethnic identity may also be regarded as symbolic tools in political struggles. Benhabib (2002)
explains that group identities should be defined more dynamically. When dealing with politics
of identity we should thereby focus less on what the group is, but more on what the political
leaders of such groups demand in the public sphere.
When countries start promoting the ethnic diversity of their country in order to attract
tourists and hereby stimulating local economic development, tourism can attribute to
strengthen the identity of ethnic groups (Yang & Wall 2009:559). Before going more into
depth about the effects of tourism on the population of Mauritius, we need to go more into
depth in the way how people are united and/or divided.
3.2.

Ethnicity and nationalism

To avoid the symbolic identification of the Mauritian state with one ethnic group, the
Mauritian nation-builders have followed two strategies: The first strategy portrays the nation
as identical with the ‘mosaic of cultures’. Hereby the state tries to use a form of
‘multiculturalism’ as a national ethos (Eriksen 1998:144). Expressions of this view of the
nation can be viewed during the cultural shows organised annually on Independence Day.
‘Typical’ dances or songs from its cultural repertoire are presented on this day by every main
ethnic category. The nation is, in this way, imagined as a mosaic. ‘Multiculturalism’, is also
visible in the national mass media, where specific radio and TV programmes are representing
every group. In the educational system, students may learn their ‘ancestral languages’ as a
foreign language. The values of ‘ancestral’ cultural traditions are taught via ‘ancestral’
languages and the teaching is believed to contribute to the spirit of coexistence and respect for
each other (Eisenlohr 2006 & Eriksen 1993). The second is a universalist one where the
nation is portrayed as supra-ethnic. With this strategy an attempt is made to replace ethnic
identities and symbols altogether with non-ethnic, national ones. The flag, the national anthem
and the national language express such nationalism. The national language of Mauritius is
English, which does not belong to any ethnic group as an ancestral language or is a currently

41

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

spoken language by any ethnic group – and which therefore seems an appropriate choice as a
supra-ethnic compromise (Eriksen 1993, 1998 & Eisenlohr 2006). The state has in addition
created some symbols where everybody can identify themselves with and which can not be
associated with a particular ethnic group. Most of this symbols can be linked to the colonial
past of the country as described in chapter one. An example of a public symbol is the national
coat of arms which originates from the French period (Eriksen 1998).

Two terms which contribute to the unity and diversity in Mauritius are ‘ethnicity’ and
‘nationalism’. What exactly is ethnicity? Ethnicity is a dynamic and changing aspect of social
relations. Eriksen (1998:49) describes ethnicity as “the social reproduction of basic
classificatory differences between self-defined categories of people and to aspects of gain and
loss in social interaction involving such differences. Ethnicity is thus fundamentally dual,
encompassing both aspects of meaning and of politics”. Ethnicity may come and go at any
time in long-term or short-term relations. “Ethnicity is a kind of relationship that amounts to
making cultural differences comparable, and thus it presupposes a considerable degree of
cross-ethnic cultural homogeneity; a shared cultural grammar and lexicon is required for
talking about mutual differences” (Eriksen 1998:48). Simply put; ethnicity makes a
distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’, between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’.
Before interethnic interaction and discourse can take place, people need to be able to
recognize each other as being culturally different. If this is not the case, the ethnic identity of
at least one of the parties will be under communicated and neglected. The process of
acknowledging differences is called complementarisation (Eriksen 1993:28). On this way a
distinction between We-You is being made. Dichotomisation on the other hand emphasizes
the difference between Us-Them when the membership of an ethnic group is confirmed and
strengthened by the use of stereotypes. A field of complementarity is important to establish
when entering an interethnic relationship. A shared language, such as Creole in Mauritius, is
an example of this. This way people have a common ground to start off with.
When Mauritians engage in interethnic relations, stereotypes of themselves and others
are presented. Stereotypes are in general associated with discrimination and racism. The
Franco-Mauritians are for example most often seen by others as being snobbish. Within
anthropology we should look at stereotypes as ‘analytic tools’. Eriksen (1993:25) describes
that “stereotypes contribute to defining one’s own group in relation to others by providing a
tidy ‘map’ of the social world, and that they can justify systematic differences in access to
resources”. This tidy ‘map’ of the social world is called a taxonomy. It does not matter if this
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map shows differences that are true or untrue. Stereotypes of self can moreover differ from
the stereotypes held by others. These stereotypes linked with a cognitive model of the ethnic
set-up in the island, which every Mauritian holds, gives people information on how to act
during interaction with someone else. Therefore taxonomies are only useful when they are
attached to a particular set of norms (Eriksen 1998:55). Benhabib (2002:15) explains that we
become who we are, by gaining the knowledge of how to become conversation partners. “To
be and to become a self is to insert oneself into webs of interlocution; it is to know how to
answer when one is addressed and to know how to address others (Benhabib 2002:15)”. The
population is integrated in different fields in the private- and public sphere (Benhabib 2002;
Fraser 1990). Examples of such fields are the workplace, clubs, the household, unions and
political parties. Every person can gain access to other fields and can identify themselves with
different groups (Eriksen 1998).

Both ethnic and national identities are constructions. They are not ‘natural’ (Eriksen 1998:99).
Anderson 11 and Gellner 12 are two founding writers of literature about nations and
nationalism. Both see nations as a modern phenomena. Where Anderson is mainly focused on
understanding the force and persistence of national identity and sentiment, Gellner focuses on
the political and organisational aspects of nationalism. Despite this different focus, Anderson
is like-minded with Gellner. Nations are, according to both, ideological constructions
whereby a way to create a link between a self-defined cultural group and state, is being
searched. Anderson stipulates this by naming a nation an imagined community. This
underlines the fact that it is not a natural phenomenon, although presenting a particular image
of society as being natural is the object of every nationalism (Eriksen 1991:266). Nations are
according to Anderson imagined. Persons, who belong to the same nation, will most likely
never meet or see each other, but yet they feel connected. The notion of the nation as an
imagined community is as clear as in Mauritius since it is a colonially created state (Eriksen
1999:269). Mauritius is an example of a society where a culturally constructed nationalism
was never pre-colonial since Mauritians did not had any ‘people’ before being colonised. We
will now move on to how nationalism came to be.

Gellner (2006) tries to explain the rise of nationalism by historical processes. During the
period of industrialisation a certain form of social homogenisation became necessary. The
11
12

Imagined Communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism, 1983 & 2006.
Nations and Nationalism, 1983 & 2006.
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nation-state was able to provide in this via a uniform education system which would teach
people the same values and norms, this way creating a standardisation of culture which is
needed for functioning in society. Exo-socialisation, education in the purest meaning of the
word, is now the universal norm. Exo-socialisation explains why state and culture should now
be connected, while in the past their connection was thin, variable and minimal, it is now
inevitable to connect the two. Gellner (2006) explains this as the heart of nationalism and the
reason why we now live in the era of nationalism. According to Gellner, nationalism demands
cultural homogeneity. This argument is directly the accusation against nationalism.
“Nationalism would insist on imposing homogeneity on the populations who are
unfortunately under an authority possessed with the nationalistic ideology. But this
accusation should be turned around. It is not nationalism which imposes homogeneity,
but the objective need of homogeneity is reflected in nationalism” (Gellner 2006:44
amended by Bodewes).
Eriksen (1998:140) describes that Gellner sees nationalism as a political doctrine of ‘the same
people living in the same place’ and their relation to the state. But the terms ‘the same people’
and ‘the same place’ are problematic in Mauritius and in other countries.
The way how nation-states were seen in the nineteenth century was that the society
and the nation-state both have the same spatial borders. In this way the nation is seen as a
container where people unite. When we look at the nation as being a container, we need to
conclude that pluralism becomes a problem since the nation is connected to homogenisation.
Therefore the concept ‘unity in diversity’ represents a contradiction in terms. “National unity
can be taken to imply loss of distinctiveness (ethnic identity), whereas remaining distinctive
precludes national unity (Eriksen 1998:145)”. National unity would mean that people are
being subjected to one. This is the whole idea of the melting-pot: people blend together
according to one recipe and come out as one. Although widely promoted by the tourism
industry, this melting process is not going on in Mauritius. While people talk about ‘the
nation Mauritius’ and the pride of their nation, people at the same time distinguish themselves
from another ethnic background.
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3.3.

Unity in diversity

“Mauritius is a peaceful society. People respect each other. Every group is
represented in the government. Nobody is left out. When there are issues it will not
lead to national riots. It will be stopped by a member from within the group before it
can lead to national riots.” 13

Mauritius is a multi-ethnic nation-state and an example of a society where despite ethnic
differences; peace is being kept through a stable multi-party democracy. “The Mauritian
example shows that nations may emerge from very diverse ‘cultural materials’, which
apparently do need to postulate shared origins and which need therefore not, perhaps, be
ideologies of metaphoric kinship (Eriksen 1998:139)”. Fraser (1990:74) argues when there is
no sharp separation between the state and civil society this contributes to a healthy public
sphere where people can have dialogues with each other. The policy of two nationalisms, as
described previous in this chapter, is the success of Mauritius. By this policy the cultural
diversity is considered as the most important national characteristic of the island. “Mauritians
work and play together, celebrating each others religious ceremonies throughout the year in
all overall harmonious society which spills over to create an authentic warm welcome to
visitors ( Tourist Information Guide, MTPA).” As the MTPA promotes, the government
encourages ethnic expressions, like carrying a sari or the celebration of a religious holiday.
There are more than twenty public holidays of different religions and ethnic groups. This
number of public holidays again shows the diversity present on the island. Furthermore, the
food in Mauritius is a blend of different local kitchens.
Standardised education as Gellner, and Anderson, required for the emergence of
homogenised national identity can no longer be the rule in culturally diverse societies.
Therefore Parehk (2000 in Eriksen 1993:148) recommends a shared educational system which
stimulates tolerance and knowledge of other groups. This is exactly the way the Mauritian
government deals with the educational system. Students learn about their history and why
they should be proud to be living in such a stable country despite this history.

Eriksen (1998:121) explains that a sharp distinction between public and private fields lies in
the nationalist slogan ‘unity in diversity’. This means that in every context perceived as

13

Interview Robin Ramhit, MTPA, 1 April 2009.

45

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

public, compromises or non-ethnic modes of organisation are required. When different ethnic
categories continue to represent rivalling interests, it becomes necessary to integrate the
principle of the lowest common denominator at the societal level. “‘Unity’ (universalist
representations and practices) is the legal and ideological ideal of the public service, the
political and educational systems, and the economy (our national fields).” ‘Diversity’ on the
other hand, is ideally to be confined to ‘private life’; the fields of family and locality.
“‘Diversity’, which is locally understood as ethnic differences, is generally positively
sanctioned in religious practices (which are, incidentally, a ‘public’ type of activity), as well
as in ideologies and practices relating to language, marriage and informal networks
generally”. What is considered a private or a public matter is decided by the members
themselves (Fraser 1990).

3.3.1. Common denominators

“Rather than asking whether or not two individuals share the same culture, we may
ask in which respects they share a symbolic universe and in which respects they do not
(Eriksen 1998:23)”.

According to Wimmer (2002:52), the main cultural compromise of modern society is
nationalism. In Mauritius we can speak of such a cultural compromise. Wimmer (2002)
describes that we can speak of a cultural compromise when all the actors that share a given
space, reach an agreement. Since there is no ruling ethnic group, it is important to reach such
agreements during social interactions between different ethnic groups. “A cultural
compromise is based on the acceptance by all actors relating to one another in a
communicative arena, since moral categories and social classifications have to be validated
and accepted (Wimmer 2002:28).” Agreements and shared views, or platforms for discourse
and interaction, are actively searched via the principle of the lowest “common denominator”
in daily practices and within politics (Eriksen 1998:19). Comprise is reached in different
fields of society, that is political, private, ethnic groups, gender and classes. By approaching
daily practices via this principle, the population sees opportunities to find a common
denominator. On this basis people can approach interactions without these evolving into
conflicts.
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This interaction can occur often since people can easily get in touch with each other
due to the spatial separation in Mauritius. Urban and suburban districts are ethnically plural in
character and most workplaces are ethnically plural settings. In Port Louis, for example, The
Jummah Mosque stands right next to the arch of the entrance of Chinatown. People from
different ethnic backgrounds, can easily bump into each other on the busy streets of Port
Louis. Together with a good transportation- and communication infrastructure and the small
size of the island, it brings people from different ethnic backgrounds together.
Language is an important way to bridge differences during these interactions.
Therefore language can be seen as a common denominator. Eisenlohr (2006:398) describes
that ancestral languages are seen as important mediators since they teach students the
ancestral cultural values of ‘ancestral religious traditions’. Therefore the teaching of ancestral
languages (Hindu, Urdu, Tamil, Telugu, Marathi, Arabic, and Mandarin) in state schools is
highly promoted and subsidized (Eisenlohr 2006:398). These languages are rarely spoken
outside the classroom. Most of the Mauritians are able to communicate in Creole, which was
originally the language of the Creole community (Eriksen 1998; Carroll & Carroll 2000). It is
the language which is mostly used for informal conversations on the street. Generally people
also speak French and this gives them the opportunity to read the French-language newspaper
Week-End. The official language, English, is not spoken very often and is mostly used for
official documents and business. Added to this most households own a television, with many
of them a Channel Plus connection which gives them access to for example French networks.
Everybody is thereby, since the rise of capitalism, integrated in the system of consumption
and production (Eriksen 1998:19). Eriksen (1998) explains that as an effect of these
developments, which started at the beginning of the twentieth century, the population of
Mauritius has become, to some extent, culturally homogenised. However Mauritians should
not be seen as a culturally homogenised, these developments create a shared knowledge, a
common denominator, among the population which in turn makes discourse between different
parties easier to start off.
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3.3.2. The Melting-pot metaphor

“Mauritius is a blend of diverse cultures and religions. Our population coming from
three continents have brought traditions and beliefs from their ancestral countries.
Religious festivals are celebrated in a spirit of peace and harmony throughout the
year.” 14

In order to be able to live harmonious, Kottak (2006) explains three ways of dealing with
ethnic diversity. The first is assimilation. This process particularly takes place when a
minority group has to adopt the norms and patterns of the dominant culture. Here the model
“melting-pot” comes above. Kottak (2006:303) describes this as: “ethnic groups give up their
own cultural traditions as they blend into a common national stew”. The second process is
the plural society. Frederik Barth (1958/1968 cited in Kottak 2006:303) shows that peaceful
coexistence can exist without assimilation taking place. He defines a plural society as: “a
society combining ethnic contrasts, ecological specialization (that is, use of different
environmental resources by each ethnic group), and the economic interdependence of those
groups”. Within this second process ethnic diversity can be maintained unlike in the
“melting-pot” process. The third option of dealing with ethnic diversity is, according to
Kottak (2006), multiculturalism. “A multicultural society socializes individuals not only into
the dominant (national) culture but also into an ethnic culture (Kottak 2006:303).” Such is
the case in Mauritius. In Mauritius the view of cultural diversity is seen as something
desirable and good where ‘everybody’ participates in.
The first empirical research after and within so-called poly-ethnic societies, which we
would nowadays call multicultural societies, has been done by the Chicago School in the
1920’s and 1930’s (Eriksen 1993:19). To this school we owe the concepts of ‘melting-pot’
and ‘acculturation’. The idea of the ‘melting-pot’ did not last long since people and groups of
people did not evaporate in the dominant mass. The expectation that ethnic differences would
sort of disappear was argued against by many scholars and did not sustain. The reason for this
is that ethnicity can not be approached on such a rational and calculated way. The melting-pot
idea is to simplistic since one does not resign ones identity for social-economic mobility and
the ethnic identity is not the only identity an individual has. The Chicago School did not deny
this and acknowledged that ethnic relations are flexible and ‘negotiable’. Eriksen (1993:32)
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explains that ethnicity can be manipulated by the agents themselves.
Baumann’s (1999) concept of ‘dual discursive competence’ helps explaining that
different models of dealing with diversity within a country can be used. This can either be
next to each other or together. This stresses people’s agency of choosing an identity in
different situations. “Multiculturalism is not about absolute cultural differences because
crosscutting identities are omnipresent even for the essentialist. It is, instead, about a
proactive awareness of these crosscutting cultural cleavages and a culture concept to deal
with them (Bauman 1999:85)”.
In Mauritius we can speak at one side of a clear nationalistic ‘melting-pot’ policy.
Hereby the goal is the formation of unity and identity across non-ethnic lines. At the other
side, we can speak of a ‘cultural mosaic’ where symbolic expressions of ethnicity are being
recognized, celebrated and encouraged by the government (Eriksen 1998).

3.4.

Diversity in unity

“Multicultural Mauritius is often cited as a model of social harmony and a ´success´
story. But internally Mauritius has started experiencing some symptoms of strain
along with many other countries where growing social and economic polarisation
and poverty has become a well reported characteristic of globalisation. Mauritius has
suffered from manifestations of the growing frustration and alienation felt by certain
sections of society”. 15

Mauritius is promoted by the tourism industry as the pearl of the Indian Ocean, a peaceful
paradise were people from different ethnic backgrounds live together in peace and therefore
Mauritius is considered to be a paradise for everybody. Statements like this, made by the
tourism industry towards the outside world, imply an identity of we-hood. But how do
Mauritians experience their society?
Ethnic boundaries remain strong in the private lives of Mauritians. Although interethnic marriages may be publically aloud, they are still uncommon (Eriksen 1998; Carroll &
Carroll 2000). In the public realm, on the other hand, there is a great deal of inter-ethnic
interaction. As described before, different factors in Mauritius make inter-ethnic contact
possible. Despite the possibility of inter-ethnic contact and the fact that Mauritians may seem
15
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to communicate that they are peacefully living together, they experience something totally
different and act different. From within, as we-hood, Eriksen (1995:429) explains that:
“Mauritians tend to experience the daily multi-ethnicity more as a perpetual source of anxiety
and frustration than as a national asset”. In their private lives, Mauritians tend to relate more
with their relatives and friends from their own ethnic group.

As described in this chapter, language is considered to be an important way to bridge
differences when inter-ethnic interaction takes place.
“Language can be invoked self-consciously as a marker of ethnicity, which is evident
from the discrepancy between what people claim they do, and what they actually do
when it comes to speech acts in the widest sense. Language seen as linguistic practise
can also bridge differences (Eriksen 1998:76).”
However, people do not always wish to engage in such interactions. As shown in the
following comment found in the newspaper, people may say one thing but go and do
something totally opposite:
“In Mauritius, people excel in talking about patriotism and unity in public but they do
the very opposite of what they preach in private. Among “nu bann” (our people), they
suddenly find “the others” (whoever they are) encroaching “on our share of the
national cake” and they are “getting the appointments” they do not deserve; that “our
community” is being left on the sidelines and “our skills and competency” are being
ignored. And so, what next? (S.S. in News on Sunday, March 12-19, 2009).”
The idea that people actually do identify with their neighbours from a different ethnic
background, seems somewhat imagined. Eriksen (1995:430) describes that Creoles from the
working class who live in Beau-Bassin would rather identify themselves with other working
class Creoles living in Curepipe, twenty kilometres away, than to identify themselves with
their neighbours from a different background.

So why it is that people say one thing and then proceed to do something entirely different?
Austin’s (1975) idea about speech acts can give inside into the reason behind saying one
thing, and going of to do something totally different. As explained in the introduction, speech,
or better explained: the uttering of words in a sentence, is part of an action (Austin 1975:5).
We can use Austin’s theory of speech acts when we want to know why people might claim
one thing and than go off to do something different. However, hereby we should not assume
that people do not have the intention to take action upon their words since people may very
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well want to act upon it, but circumstances can make holding on to the necessary action(s)
difficult.

One such circumstance is marginalization. This is still present in Mauritius. Although it is
being believed that everybody has the same opportunities within Mauritian society, under the
Kreol community a totally different image is brought forward by Mario Flore, leader of the
Mouvement Mauricien Kreol Africain:
“Social advancement and economic progress must go through the two inevitable
channels of education and employment. However, since the abolition of slavery 16 until
now, the Kreol community has been deprived of affair and just access to these two
channels. The community has been used for political reasons during election periods
but has been stripped of its dignity and respect through the years to the point of
becoming a marginalised population (Rivet, News on Sunday, 26 March 2009).”
It is said that the community lags behind in political, economic, social and cultural
achievement. This struggle is known as ‘le malaise Créole’ (Boswell 2004:1). Given reasons
for this by Rivet are that its maternal language and cultural heritage have not been given the
place and recognition they deserve. Especially the ti-kreol, a particular – poorest – segment of
the Creole population, faces problems of poverty and marginalization. According to Boswell
(2004:1) the changing economy, as described in chapter one, and racial stereotyping by the
wealthier classes, intensify and mainly cause the marginalization and poverty of this group.
They are however not an indigenous community, since there is no indigenous community
present in Mauritius, and form between a fifth and a quarter of the entire population. Carroll
& Carroll (2000:134) explain that since this group relied on the Roman Catholic Church to
represent their interests, they therefore never organised themselves and as a result they never
played a role in the civic network. In addition they had no representatives among the
bureaucratic and political elites for long. Boswell (2006:5) adds the history of the Creoles as
another reason for their poor position. Due to the fact that Creoles have been dominated for
years in colonial times and the apartheid system present in the twentieth century in nearby
South-Africa, it has been difficult to defend themselves as a heterogeneous group (Mulloo
2009:59).
“As the descendants of black slaves, Creoles were deemed morally and socially
marginal. Their subjective identities were largely ignored or perceived as unimportant
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to self and group definition (Boswell 2006:5).”
Boswell (2004:2) explains that it is argued by Mauritians that Creole identity has not been
publically expressed and that therefore Creoles ‘suffer’ a lack of identity. For this reason
members of the Creole community are urged to stand up and assume their identity as Black
Africans. By Rivet (News on Sunday, March 12 - 19, 2009) this is considered as the way to
gain recognition of their culture.

3.5.

Finding recognition and identity through tourism

“In the present phase of our national development, we must go back to our different
cultural sources to dig for the hidden cultural treasures from our African, Asian and
European heritage. This is the way we can evolve a dynamic Mauritian culture which
can be a inter-cultural synthesis of our ancestral cultures. The fact is that all of us,
members of the Indian, and African, Chinese or European diaspora share a hybrid
cultural heritage. This means to say that a Mauritian is equally part of India, of
Africa, of Europe and of China. We need to be proud of this broad cultural identity,
concludes Coll (Mulloo 248).”

Tourism can help the Creoles and other ethnic groups present in Mauritius, with finding and
expressing their identity and mediate between different ethnic groups (van Egmond 2001;
Howe 2001; Yang & Wall 2009). As explained in chapter two, the different actors in the
tourism industry actively promotes the multi-ethnic character of Mauritius.
The trade of ethnicity as a product for tourists is according to Greenwood (in Smith
1989) an important cause for changes within local cultures. It creates internal divisions which
can possibly have a destructive political force or which thinner the local culture in such a way
that she becomes unbelievable for the local population. In other cases it can be the case that
the interest of the tourist in the local culture and art in some cases causes a positive response
among the local population. It is therefore thinkable that the interest of tourists for the local
culture and art, confirms the local population in her values and makes them proud on their
descent and customs. While cultural tourism is growing in a country, the population can
become more aware of their own culture and religion as explained by Howe (2001). Again it
must be noted that culture can be something which can be promoted and sold, while at the
same time the local population is afraid that their culture will be damaged or polluted. In this
process which Picard calls ‘touristification of culture’ (in Howe 2001:156), a population is
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forced to think about their own culture in foreign languages and in foreign categories ( such as
‘culture’, ‘art’, ‘religion’ and ‘politics’). Once the local culture is divided into different
domains which can be identified, the artistic production of culture can be used to promote
domestic and international tourism. Different ways of expressing cultural diversity are present
in Mauritius. Those tourists looking for more than sun, sand and sea can come and experience
“Mauritian life” and its history on different ways.

In this chapter we have looked at the way how this diverse and peaceful society is organised.
We can conclude that in Mauritius people are united and divided. At one side there is a clear
nationalistic ‘melting-pot’ policy. Hereby the goal is the formation of unity and identity
across non-ethnic lines. At the other side, we can speak of a ‘cultural mosaic’ where symbolic
expressions of ethnicity are being recognized, celebrated and encouraged by the government
(Eriksen 1998). Although people are encouraged to express their ethnic background, some
people are due to stereotyping, marginalization and history not able to do so and stay behind
in their poor position within society. The Creoles are an example of ethno-stereotyping. They
are still considered as the lowest stratum of society and are therefore still being marginalized.
Tourism both helps ethnic groups to find their own identity but can also make gaps between
different ethnic groups larger. Museums and cultural heritage sites teach tourists about their
past and at the same time the Creoles are reminded of the past of their ancestors. Tourism
unites and divides. While inter-ethnic encounters take place often, people are mostly
identifying themselves to members of their own ethnic group.
We have so far looked at the way how tourism has developed in Mauritius, how it is
promoted towards the outside world and how this image of a “melting-pot” holds true. The
next two chapters will describe what happens when tourists and hosts engage in inter-ethnic
interactions and what kind of an effect the tourism industry has on the life of Mauritians and
inter-ethnic contact.
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4.

Host and Guest relationship: ways of adapting and dealing

with the flows of tourists by the local population
‘Tourism - a Vital Force for Peace’. In 1988 president Reagan and the pope made a plea for
international tourism during a conference in Vancouver. Tourism brings people together and
can create understanding for someone else. Ton van Egmond explains that: “Sympathy and
understanding lead to a decrease of tension in the world and are as such conducive to peace
(2001:124).”

Mill and Morrison (2002), both doctors in the philosophy of Tourism Management, state that
tourism can both have negative and positive effects for the local population of a tourism
destination. Tourism entails the movement of and the contact between, people in different
geographic locations. In sociological terms this means: social relations between people who
normally will not meet each other; the confrontation between different cultures, ethnic and
religious groups, values and lifestyles, languages and life standards; the behaviour of people
free from many social and economic limitations of everyday life and the behaviour of the
population of the receiving country, who need to reconcile with the economic advantages and
disadvantages of the price of living with strangers. This can cause conflicts between the local
residents and the tourists. The gravity of these conflicts depend on the difference in life
standard, the number of tourists and in which way tourists adapt themselves to the local
customs of the receiving country.

Mill and Morrison (2002:55) describe the following potential negative effects of tourism in a
destination as a consequence of interaction between “host” and “guests”:
 “Damage to family structures and subsistence food production.

 Displacement of local people to make way for airports, resorts, nature reserves,
historical and other attraction sites, and other tourism development projects.

 Encouragement of behaviours such as begging, touting, and other harassment of
visitors.

 Encouragement of urbanization and emigration.
 Resentment and friction between local people and visitors because of
overcrowding and lack of access for residents to recreational areas and facilities.
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 Increase in health risks through diseases such as AIDS, malaria, hepatitis, and
influenza.

 Increase in prostitution and drug abuse.
 Open crimes and antagonism against visitors.
 Commercialization of traditional welcome and hospitality customs.
 Loss of cultural authenticity (e.g., vulgarization of traditional crafts, importation
of foreign cultural influences).

 Overcrowding and damage to archaeological and historical sites and
monuments.”

This chapter will give more inside in the way the local population feels about the flow of
tourists. Although feelings are according to some scientists difficult to map, within Cultural
Anthropology the way people feel about different things are important. The methods of
research which cultural anthropologist use are very suited for getting to know these feelings.
Therefore observations and participant-observations conducted between February 2 and May
9, 2009, are presented in this chapter to try to understand if the Ministry of Tourism is indeed
creating a stress-free environment according to the local population. A link can be made to the
next chapter but the emphasis in this chapter will be on the way the local population deal with
the flow of tourists and not with the effects. This question is directed towards feelings of
being intruded, is there a so called clash between “hosts” and “guests”?

4.1.

Clash of cultures?

The ministry of tourism mainly focuses on the high-end of the tourism market: the five star
hotels and resorts. These are the places where tourists can find all the services they need
within the four walls of their hotel. This is where tourists pay a fortune for their stay. This is
where tourists can enjoy their “private beach”.
Officially all beaches are public beaches but in real life this is difficult to achieve since
some beaches are only accessible via the hotel and this is difficult. Not impossible for “white”
people, but very difficult for locals with dark skin, as I experienced.

One Sunday afternoon in April we all headed to the beach of Mon Choisy, since this
beach was overcrowded we decided to head towards Perybere. Gael (one of my
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roommates who is a Mauritian with dark skin) asked Anne and me to go and ask if we
could enter the beach via one of the hotels there. He asked us since we were both
looking like “white” tourists, and on that moment I was being a tourist. We were with
a large group of ten people mixed with Dutch, Mauritian, and Jordanian people. So we
are a colourful bunch. We asked at the entrance if we could access the beach via the
grounds of the hotel, we explained that we were there with a large group and after
some hesitation it was fine. So we entered the hotel and walked to the beach where we
were surprised about how quiet it was. When Gael and Amal (both locals with dark
skin) went to the shop to get some drinks and food, it took a long while before they got
back. Apparently they were not allowed to access the beach via the hotel grounds and
had to take another way which is difficult to access.

Although every beach in Mauritius is a public beach (Dobson 2007:8), accessing beaches can
be difficult or obstructed by hotels. When asking tourism actors about this the reply I receive
is that all beaches are public beaches but in real life it turns out that this is not the case. Hotels
could be afraid for a clash between tourists and locals but as an ordinary day shows, there is
no need to be afraid of a clash. When observing the interaction between “hosts” and “guests”
at different beaches in Perybere, Mon Choisy and Grand Baie I notice that the “guests” stay in
the shade, while the “hosts” lay down in the sun, trying to get a tan instead of getting
sunburned.

During the weekends the beach is crowded with locals who stay at the beach for an
entire weekend. Tents are put up, mattresses are put out, small kitchens are being built,
children are playing in the sea and the adults relax in the shade of the trees.

Dobson (2007:7) describes that differences in ethnic background are to some extent
abandoned on the beach:
“Ethnicised clothing is mostly replaced with western-style beach wear (complete with
brand names), and preferred picnic foods are surprisingly similar, as are choices of
vendor-purchased treats, and of course, most conversation is carried out in Kreol.
However, interactions are very much restricted to within family groups.”

So the beach can mediate between both “hosts” and “guests” relationships and relationships
among different ethnic groups. Therefore the beach should be public access. It is a place
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where mutual understanding is created. There is in general is not a negative attitude towards
tourists. Occasionally there are some cases of violent behaviour towards tourists mentioned in
the newspaper. Therefore the Police de Tourism is introduced to keep an eye on ignorant
tourists and warn them if necessary. In Flic and Flac there have been some cases reported of
locals attacking or robbing tourists (News on Sunday, February 13-19 2009). A reader of the
newspaper comments on this news on the following way:
“If we can’t protect our visitors from the local low-life, then we will have to erect high
barbed wire fences around hotels’ perimeters patrolled by guards with dogs (News on
Sunday, February 13-19 2009).”
Keeping Mauritius a safe destination is most important to all actors involved since this is one
of the selling points to tourists and makes sure that both “hosts” and “guests” profit from the
industry.

4.2.

Tourists and vagabonds

According to Bauman (1998:92) we are all living towards the tourist mode of life yet not
everybody is mobile enough to gain this title of “tourist” since some stay behind in their
locality and are named “vagabonds” or “locals” by Bauman (1998:92). Whereas the ‘tourist’
is seen as a ‘global’: someone who is mobile to move around freely in the world. This
distinction of ‘global’ and ‘local’ or ‘tourist’ and ‘vagabond’ can also be made as ‘host’ and
‘guest’ as Burns (1999:99) describes. Within the study of tourism it is, according to Burns
(1999:99), important to look at the encounter between “hosts” and “guests”.
Two main themes are at stake here. The first theme is a diversity of cross-cultural interactions.
These interactions gain meaning for anthropologists when there is a difference between the
visitor and the visited. The second theme is that there exists a diversity of arguments around
the idea of “hosts” en “guests”. The terms are used according to Burns (1999:99) on an ironic
way. “Hosts” no longer casually invite “guests” to visit their home; they want to receive a
reward for this from the tourist. Due to this, the transaction has become a commercial
transaction. Burns (1999:99) describes that when certain expectations have been raised,
problems can occur. At one side, as a consequence of government campaigns, it can happen
that at the side of the “host” the economic advantages of tourism have been overemphasised
for the local population or these advantages can be overrated. At the other side the “guest”,
under influence of exaggerated brochures where the hospitality and friendliness of the local
population is being praised can have very high expectations. But this distinction can change
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easily. Smith (1980:23) describes that the so-called hosts can become tomorrow guests since
economic and political situations can change very fast in this modern world. Think for
example of the rapid tourism development in Dubai after the discovery of oil.

In general most low-class workers have never been abroad for a holiday or family visit and
will most likely never do so. When talking to the head of department of the Ecole Hôtelière
Sir Gaëtan Duval he explains to me that most of his students have never stayed in a hotel
themselves. But tourism is an industry where people like to work in since it is a fairly stable
source of income explains Robin Ramhit:

“Mauritians are in general forward looking, they spend their money wisely. People go
abroad for shopping and to visit relatives and friends. The “culture” is different. To
spend so much money on a ticket when people have children they will safe the money
for their children so they can go abroad to study. People will safe for fifteen years for
example and will postpone their holiday plans. Once their children are abroad they
can try to for fill their holiday plans to visit their children and other relatives abroad.

Robin Ramhit explains to me that he would rather stay in a hotel in Mauritius for 7000
Rupees a day than to spend 60.000 Rupees for an airline ticket for him and his wife.
The people working in tourism generally do not live a bad life. But to be able to go
abroad is a different thing, people would rather safe their money for something else.
Mauritian people think more in long-term than short-term plans.” 17

The average wage is around three hundred to four hundred euro’s a month. This against
average hotel rates of one hundred to three hundred euro’s a night. When talking to PicPac
and Bernard, both working for Maeva, one of - if not the largest - boat rental companies, on a
Catamaran taking tourists for pleasure to island or on sunset cruises I realize that people work
hard in the tourism industry but as PicPac explains he earns a fairly well wage, works hard for
it but will never be able to go outside Mauritius. Even if people can afford to go to a foreign
country they still need to obtain a visa.

When I was just talking about maybe going to London for a shopping spree when back

17

Interview Robin Ramhit, MTPA, 1 April 2009.
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from my fieldwork, since the Pound Sterling is so low, my roommate Gael tells me
that he would be happy to just be able to talk about going to a foreign country in such
a way as I was doing with my Dutch roommates. He is one of the persons I met who
has been lucky enough to have been able to travel around a bit for work or due to
family living outside Mauritius.

In this chapter I have described the way how “host” and “guests” interact and how “hosts”
perceive the fact that many of them will most likely never be able to live the life of the
average tourist. They will stay the vagabonds.

60

Chapter 5
Effects of tourism on the locals:
in the private, public and national
sphere

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

5.

Effects of tourism on the locals: in the private, public and

national sphere
“The ways in which tourism development affects life chances are closely related to its
effects on incomes and the distribution of incomes. The discussion here concentrates
mainly on the nature of those impacts and the identity of the affected groups rather
than on the exact amount of the changes in income (De Kadt 1979:34).”

The tourism industry in Mauritius focuses on the high end of the tourism market. Therefore
Mauritius is a mundane destination with many luxurious resorts. Many international hotel
chains and other international companies are based in Mauritius but most often the profit of
these companies flow back to the head offices (which are most often not based in the direct
tourism area).

This chapter will describe the effects of tourism on the locals in the private, public and
national sphere.

5.1.

Effects of tourism on the locals in the private sphere

I spend many days in two of the clothing shops owned by Noorani Peermamode, observing
the interaction between “hosts” and “guests”, talking to the staff, talking and exchanging ideas
with Noorani. Today, 26 February2009, Noorani was not in. I was already in the shop for half
an hour waiting for Noorani and as I was about to leave, Pooen, one of the girls working in
the shop said: “Please stay”. I decided to stay since she seemed to enjoy my company and I
wasn’t feeling bored or anything so I looked around in the shop again and continued talking to
her. She asked me what I was doing on Sunday around 2pm. I told her that I am going to Flic
and Flac to meet my Marloes, another student, since it’s her birthday on Sunday and we’ll go
clubbing on Saturday and than on Sunday we will have a barbecue for her. She started
explaining that she’s going to party on Sunday since Saturday is the last day of fasting.
“We’ll eat fish and than on Sunday we will go for drinks.” She invited me to come for drinks.
And than we started talking about clubbing and she told me that she normally goes to Buddah
Bar together with her husband. Her husband only goes out if she’s joining but since she’s
working on Sunday morning they don’t go out that often to the club. She went on explaining
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that she’s not like the typical husband and wife, they don’t sit together on the couch to watch
television. Her husband has a tattoo and piercing shop, she explained and she than asked me if
I liked tattoos. I told her that I liked some. She showed me some of hers and confined to tell
me that and on Monday she might get a new tattoo in her neck.

Most people working in the tourism industry make long days which put a strain on family life.
Many people are involved in the industry on different ways. “The major impact of tourism on
local people is jobs (Greenwood 1976 in De Kadt 1979:34).” .

It was not busy at Sunset Boulevard although the weather was not sunny. A Hindu woman in
a red dress walked by with a small girl in her school uniform. The woman sat next to me on
the bench and put a big bag with a colourful statue of Krishna on the bench. She said
“Bonjour, ca va?” I replied with “Bonjour, ca va” and explained her that I do not really speak
French that much so she asked if I spoke English, I said yes and she said: well, I speak
English. She told me that she just bought the statue. I asked her which God it was. She told
me it was Krishna. I asked her if she went to Grand Bassin as well the last weekend and she
told me that she went and that she really enjoyed it and was very happy to see the big statue of
Shiva at the entrance of Grand Bassin. I asked her if she walked all the way. She explained
that they went by bus since she has 3 children (one is a grandchild apparently but the woman
looked young so maybe I misheard) who are young and for them the walk is to long. She than
asked me if I was here on holiday, I explained her that I was here for research on tourism. She
asked where I was staying and I told her that I am staying at Dookee House now but that I
will move to Pointe aux Cannoniers. She asked if Dookee House was not ok, I told her that it
was but that the other accommodation is better and safer. She than told me that she lives in
Grand Baie and that she also has an apartment. She explained that she lives downstairs and
upstairs there is an apartment which she rents out. She told me that I could write down her
name and phone number so that when I have friends who are looking for accommodation they
can call her. I saved her name and phone number in my computer. She explained that there are
some shops who sell the clothing she was wearing. Her family buys the clothing in India, she
makes sure it’s imported from India and than brings it to different shops. I told her that a lot
of people are working in family business and that many people have apartments to let. She
told me that this is true. She later asked what I was paying at Dookee, she was clearly trying
to sell her apartment and I wasn’t interested since I already explained her that I was going to
move to another complex. Therefore I told her that I rather wouldn’t tell her.
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This is one example of the many people you can run into while walking in Grand Baie or just
sitting somewhere. Most people openly talk about their religion, their life and their activities.
Thereby most people seem to know somebody who either works in the tourism industry or is
connected to it somehow.

5.2.

Effects of tourism on the locals in the public sphere

Small companies need to promote and hassle a lot in order to survive, since as explained
before many tourists stay within the locality of their hotel or resort and will mostly not
directly buy a tourism product from one of the small scale companies or individual agents.

One of my informants, Noorani Peermamode, who is President of l’Association des
commerçants de Grand Baie is highly concerned with the fact that the government agencies
mainly invest in the four and five star hotels. He explains in the newspaper Weekend (2008)
that due to the promotion of the four and five star hotels the big stay big and the small stay
small:
“Les « gros » deviennent de plus en plus gros et les « petits » deviennent de plus en
petits. La stratégie des grands hôtels d’offrir toutes les facilités de restauration,
d’hébergement, de loisirs et des sorties organisées par des tours opérateurs - et toute
cette stratégie d’offrir les packages touristiques (All Inclusive)-, tue les petits et
moyens opérateurs. Les grands patrons du secteur de l’hôtellerie sont puissants, car
les autorités leur accordent toutes les facilités pour réaliser leurs objectifs. Les grands
opérateurs économiques du secteur hôtelier font de l’or avec ce système de ‘All
Inclusive’ qui est destiné pour s’enrichir davantage une poignée d’hommes du secteur
privé.” 18
Grand Baie is perfectly suitable for tourists to spend the day, to go shopping and they can go
back by taxi or bus. The public transport might not be up to the European standards but the
busses are still driving and taxi’s can not be missed when walking through Grand Baie.
Unfortunately busses do not drive in the evening; there is no sidewalk present in Grand Baie
so tourists can not walk over the boulevard, and as soon as it starts to run the city is flooded.
Noorani tells me that now the Grand Baie is dead at night since most tourists stay in the hotel

18

Copy of the article in Newspaper Weekend 2009.

63

Mauritian melting-pot: act or fact?

since here a full programme is offered to them from a nice diner to some local entertainment.
Before the whole population can truly profit from the tourism industry, the smaller companies
need to get a better change to attract tourists. Noorani proposes the following:
“Il faut introduire le système de ‘Bed and Breakfast’ dans les grands hôtels. Ce n’est
pas normal que les grands hôtels fassent la restauration pour offrir des plats variés
aux touristes, l’hébergent et organisent des tours pour qu’ils puissent visiter
Chamarel, Gris-Gris et d’autres réserves naturelles et lacs. Il faut développer le
secteur touristique de telle façon, afin que les PME puissent également en tirer profit.
Nos décideurs politiques doivent donner la chance aux petits et moyens restaurants,
aux boutiquiers et aux magasins pour qu’ils puissent offrir leurs services aux touristes
de manière que tout le monde profite du secteur touristique. Il s’avère impératif de
mettre fin à ce système de ‘All Inclusive’, uniquement pour faire bénéficier les grands
hôtels.” 19

While divisions are being made between large scale and small scale companies, ethnic
divisions are brought to a minimum on the labour market.
“Unlike the factory worker, the hotel employees frequently consider the possibility of
individual promotion, and the conditions for ‘we-hood’ therefore seem weaker. But the
adoption of principles of meritocracy entails a weakening of cultural and social
boundaries; it entails a tacit acknowledgment that everybody is essentially up to the
same thing – and here, too, there is no relevant difference between employees on
roughly the same level in the hierarchy. The social context of the hotel, like that of the
factory, provides a system of shared representations, confirmed in action, which is
virtually independent from ethnicity (Eriksen 1995:434).”
When talking to people working in the tourism industry it seems as if there is more a division
made based on gender difference. Women are mainly the maids and men are mainly the
waiters. Hotels like the Hilton Wolmar and the Oberoi Hotel, hire people who are Mauritian.
Ethnic differences seem to be put on hold in order to achieve the best in ones job.
“When one spends time in a social context where the participants are mutually defined
through sharing a task horizontally, one seems to be liberated from consistent
application of ethnic taxonomies altogether. There is no difference between oneself
and workmates from other ethnic groups. They are united in ‘we-hood’ through the

19

Copy of the article in Newspaper Weekend 2009.
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non-hierarchically shared work, and in ‘us-hood’ as for example underpaid workers
(Eriksen 1995:433).”

5.3.

Effects of tourism on the locals in the national sphere

Greenwood (in Smith 1989:173) states that within tourism a local culture can be considered as
a product. Within the capital system everything that can receive a price tag, can be bought and
sold, as can culture. It is unclear when activities of the “host” culture, unasked, are treated as
part of the temptation for tourists. Therefore it is possible that tourists are violating the life
sphere of the locals since they are not paying the inhabitants for their services. In this case
they are abusing the activities to make a profit, but they are not gaining anything on a cultural
level (Greenwood in Smith 1989:173). The value of the activities which are performed by the
local population, often change in the eyes of the spectators. Under these circumstances the
local culture is declining and is the local population exploited by seeing them as a tourist
attraction. Due to this the local culture is being destroyed. This local culture also changes
when culture is seen as a tourist attraction, which is as a product (Greenwood in Smith
1989:173). No problems occur when the local population is being paid by the tourists for their
services. This is for example the case with “model cultures” (Smith 1989). Tourists are
looking for unspoiled scenery and authentic culture but what they encounter in a tourist
village is not authentic since it is a created image. People receive an essentialist image of a
culture on this way. Cultures should be viewed with a constructionist vision since they are
always subject to change (Picard in Hitchcock 2004).

One other concept might be of use in examining the way the local population is acting upon a
created image. McCannell (1976 in Kontogeorgopoulos 2004:6) discusses ‘Staging’ of
authenticity. He argues that tourists are looking for an authenticity during their holiday since
this is missing in their own industrialized society. Kontegeorgopoulos (2004:7) described
how the owners of ecotourism companies in Phuket, Thailand, are staging natural authenticity
(Cohen 1989 in Kontogeorgopoulos 2004:7) describes ‘communicative staging’ of
authenticity. Hereby locals are communicating the authenticity of a region.

Anthropologists recognise that civilisations (with this comes culture) are changing due to
globalisation. Burns (1999) also describes that culture is being passed on from generation to
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generation, and for this reason culture is dynamic. All cultures change over time. Therefore it
is unwise to use an essentialist vision of culture within the study of tourism since such a
vision would imply that culture is static and unchangeable. The right vision to apply when
looking at cultural changes under the local population in a destination is a constructionist
vision. Within this vision culture is seen as always moving en heterogonous in character. This
is important to remember when tourism developers of tourism companies want to “conserve”
a certain culture. Think of special shows for tourists whereby the authentic characteristics of a
“host” culture are being displayed.

Burkhard and Cornelia Schnepel describe this in their essay “Bilder vom Séga:
Inszenierungen von Authentizitat auf Mauritius”. Sega is a national dance on Mauritius,
originally derived from the Creole population. The essay describes how this Sega shows are
given for tourists in the hotels. Can the Sega performance still be considered as authentic? As
explained in chapter two it is believed among tourism developers and promoters that there is
no staged authenticity present in Mauritius. “Sega is just a dance” according to Vikash.
The dance might be a performance, many tourists will most likely not know about the
meanings of the dances and the songs but when I was visiting one of the Sega shows in one of
the five star hotels in Grand Baie I thought it was “culture put on stage”.
Hotels offer such shows in order for tourists to experience something of Mauritian culture. As
such, it can be seen as a cultural commodity in my eyes.

In this chapter I have explained the different ways how tourism and the ethnic diversity are
advocated in the private, public and national sphere. People are involved in the industry on
many different ways and tourism is actively present in all three spheres.
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Conclusion
The following question has been central to this thesis: In which way is the local population
influenced by the marketed image, constructed by the tourism industry, of Mauritius as a socalled melting-pot of cultures? I will now summarize the findings brought forward in this
thesis in order to formulate an answer to this question.

The question in the title of this thesis can no be answered. Mauritian melting-pot is both an
act and a fact. The idea of the melting-pot is acted upon by different actors of the tourism
industry. It is an fact when we look at the fact that Mauritius is a stable and peaceful country.
People are performing upon the marketed image in order to keep tourist coming.

We have looked at the way how this diverse and peaceful society is organised. We can
conclude that in Mauritius people are both united and divided. At one side there is a clear
nationalistic ‘melting-pot’ policy. Hereby the goal is the formation of unity and identity
across non-ethnic lines. At the other side, we can speak of a ‘cultural mosaic’ where symbolic
expressions of ethnicity are being recognized, celebrated and encouraged by the government
(Eriksen 1998). Although people are encouraged to express their ethnic background, some
people are due to stereotyping, marginalization and history not able to do so and stay behind
in their poor position within society. The Creoles are an example of ethno-stereotyping. They
are still considered as the lowest stratum of society and are therefore still being marginalized.
To avoid the symbolic identification of the Mauritian state with one ethnic group, the
Mauritian nation-builders have followed two strategies: The first strategy portrays the nation
as identical with the ‘mosaic of cultures’. Hereby the state tries to use a form of
‘multiculturalism’ as a national ethos (Eriksen 1998:144). Expressions of this view of the
nation can be viewed during the cultural shows organised annually on Independence Day.
‘Typical’ dances or songs from its cultural repertoire are presented on this day by every main
ethnic category. The nation is, in this way, imagined as a mosaic. ‘Multiculturalism’, is also
visible in the national mass media, where specific radio and TV programmes are representing
every group. In the educational system, students may learn their ‘ancestral languages’ as a
foreign language. The values of ‘ancestral’ cultural traditions are taught via ‘ancestral’
languages and the teaching is believed to contribute to the spirit of coexistence and respect for
each other (Eisenlohr 2006 & Eriksen 1993). The second is a universalist one where the
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nation is portrayed as supra-ethnic. With this strategy an attempt is made to replace ethnic
identities and symbols altogether with non-ethnic, national ones. The flag, the national anthem
and the national language express such nationalism.

Tourism both helps ethnic groups to find their own identity but can also create distance
between different ethnic groups. Museums and cultural heritage sites teach tourists about their
past and at the same time the Creoles are reminded of the past of their ancestors. Tourism
unites and divides. While inter-ethnic encounters take place often, people are mostly
identifying themselves to members of their own ethnic group. While the peaceful coexistence
among the population and the diverse background of the ethnic groups present in Mauritius
are actively used in marketing slogans and campaigns towards possible future visitors, the
three s’s - sun, sand and sea - are the most important reasons why tourists choose Mauritius as
their holiday destination.

When explaining that I am in Mauritius to do research on tourism and the effects on the sociocultural effects of tourism, people in general only hear the word ‘tourism’ and start talking
about the infrastructures issues and other issues which are probably more of concern to them
than whether or not tourism is changing their society. Economic effects are clearer visible
than socio-cultural effects but they are interconnected. The population is influenced by
tourism on different ways but mainly by economic development. This in turn creates division
between people on different levels than on ethnic levels.

Although the different actors of the tourism industry put emphasize on the peacefull coexistence of the plural society which is named as a melting-pot of cultures, it is mainly used
for promotional reason. The extend of tourism effects is mainly not recognized. Culture is
being wrapped and sold as a commodity but the different tourism developers do not agree
with this. Thereby they claim that staged authenticity is not taking place but the performance
of Sega shows in hotels should be seen according to my view as such. Especially when these
shows are promoted as “come and experience Mauritian culture”.

For tourism purposes the marketed image of Mauritius is one of a safe country, open to all.
But when you look past this outside beauty and performance one sees that it’s not just a
melting-pot of people, all happily blending together.
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