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regarded primarily as a vacation desti-
nation: Mauritius. To carry out field
work and archival research, he has for
years been making regular visits to the
island nation, or more accurately to the
main island of Mauritius and its capital
and port city, Port Louis. Of decisive
significance for him is its role as an im-
portant hub.

But what makes an island a hub?
One key factor is the location: Mauritius
was originally an uninhabited island,
but one that was of great use to seafar-
ers in the empty vastness of the Indian
Ocean, on the route between East Afri-
ca in the west and India in the east.
While the island is said to have been
marked on the charts used by Arab sail-
ors as far back as the 10th century, the
first Europeans to “discover” Mauritius
were the Portuguese in the early 16th
century. Here they could take fresh food
on board and refill their water casks, al-
low the crew a little relaxation, and re-
pair and refit their ships.

It wasn't until 130 years later that
the Dutch established the first colonies.
Approximately one hundred years lat-
er, the island was settled by the French,
and later still, in 1810, it was conquered
by the British. As time went on, Mauri-
tius gained in importance as a trading
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center: it was a way station for textiles
and spices from India and ceramics
from China, but also for slaves from Af-
rica, of importance to the East India
Companies of the European colonial
powers. But the ships carried more than
people and goods across the Indian
Ocean. “They also brought ideas, lan-
guages, cultural and religious influenc-
es, and certain beliefs and expecta-
tions,” says Burkhard Schnepel.

SUGAR CANE WAS ONCE
SMUGGLED ONTO THE ISLAND

And that’s another reason why Mauri-
tius developed into a hub: over the past
nearly 300 years, people from a wide
variety of cultures have come to the is-
land, creating an unusually varied pat-
tern in a closely confined area. Social
anthropologists and politicians alike re-
fer to this as “unity in diversity.” To this
day, a variety of religions and cultures
exist more or less independently side
by side. Languages and dialects from
northern and southern India and Chi-
na can be heard on the island along
with - for official occasions — French
and English, but the main language
Mauritians use to communicate with
one another is Morisyen, a unique Cre-

Burkhard Schnepel (far right) is studying the
island of Mauritius as a hub where knowledge
derived from various cultures has been
amassed, for instance about the effects of
herbs (left). Immigrants have created their own
traditions, such as the Sega style of music and
dance (right). Today, Ebéne Cybercity, south

of the capital Port Louis, is an interface for
high-speed optical fiber cables (right center).

ole language that developed on the ba-
sis of French and other tongues that
come together here. The multilingual
character of the island remains one of
its locational advantages.

Burkhard Schnepel believes that
hubs are also distinguished by a high
level of energy; they change the things
that pass through their hands, transform
them and add value. Schnepel mentions
both historical and current examples: by
the end of the 1960s, the island’s main
export was sugar. Yet, originally, there
was no sugar cane on Mauritius — it was
smuggled onto the island from southern
Asia. This was the only reason why Mau-
ritius was able to start exporting sugar.
What is more, the varieties with the
highest yield were cultivated here, and
were thus transformed before leaving
the island again. Since it was granted in-
dependence in March 1968, the island
has undergone an impressive economic
transition. The traditional view that
Mauritian society is defined by the cen-
turies-old system of sugar cane planta-
tions is not one that is shared by the so-
cial anthropologist from Halle. “Mauri-
tius has come to regard itself as a hub
and markets itself as such. Not just in
maritime sectors, but progressively also
in other areas too,” he adds.
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Textile processing has since also be-
come an important factor in the is-
land’s economic life: fabrics are im-
ported from India and Bangladesh. It
helps that two-thirds of Mauritians are
of Indian origin. It also helps that the
government has quite specifically cre-
ated excellent conditions for the pro-
cessing itself — an export trade zone
that enjoys an extremely favorable tax
status. The money to develop the tex-
tile factories comes predominantly
from wealthy sugar barons, themselves
French or of French origin — Franco-
Mauritians make up around two per-
cent of the population. There have
also been investments from outside
the island - once again across the sea.
In the 1970s, many Hong Kong Chi-
nese were seeking a safe haven for
their money outside of the Crown col-
ony that was facing integration into
China in 1997. In Mauritius they were
helped by the traditional links with Si-
no-Mauritians — inhabitants with Chi-
nese roots who make up roughly three
percent of the population. As a result,
American and European manufactur-
ers found excellent conditions here on
the island, as well as the necessary ex-
pertise to have textiles fabricated here
to a high standard. Imported materials

are now turned into luxury garments
bearing prominent international
brands — made exclusively for export
to the West. The indigenous workers,
in any case, are unable to afford the
textiles and accessories they produce
and finish. Often they are Indo-Mau-
ritian and Creole women, the descen-
dants of African slaves drawn from the
poorest social strata.

Mauritius plays to its traditional
strengths — excellent interconnections
and communications stretching in
many different directions — even in the
rapidly changing age of digitization.
“Back in 2000, the place where the
new Ebene Cybercity now stands was
still a sugar cane plantation,” Schne-
pel recalls. Today, some of the very
fastest fiber optic cables lead to this
small island in the Indian Ocean. The
international communication technol-
ogy segment has created around
12,000 jobs in the past few years, while
developing the island’s profile as an in-
ternational financial services hub has
added around 15,000 jobs since the
early 1990s. It is primarily Indians who
use the island’s important banking sec-
tor for their transactions and their
business with Africa. But for European
and American firms, too, the island is
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a good starting point for business in
both principal directions across the
ocean. “Sure there have been some
shortcomings, but since its indepen-
dence, Mauritius has been a democra-
cy with a free press and political checks
and balances,” Burkhard Schnepel ex-
plains. Mauritius has thus maintained
its position as a stop-over anchorage
and transshipment port for global
business into the 21st century, and not
only by sea.

PORT CITIES ARE THE PRODUCT
OF NETWORKING

Head 5,500 kilometers northeast from
Mauritius toward Southeast Asia and
you are still sailing on the same vast
ocean, but now in a different region in
which, since fall 2014, Mareike Pampus
has been engrossed. She is working on
her doctorate under Burkhard Schne-
pel’s guidance as part of the “Connec-
tivity in Motion” research project. But
is it actually possible to treat the vast
area of the Indian Ocean as one unit
and study it as such?

“Of course one might ask whether
it wouldn’t make more sense to consid-
er the individual maritime regions sep-
arately, given the large number of dif-
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ferent languages, cultures and states
found around the Indian Ocean,” social
anthropologist Burkhard Schnepel con-
cedes. There are even scientists who, for
this very reason, advise against speak-
ing of the Indian Ocean as a single en-
tity. However, if the links and intercon-
nections are considered, if one’s
research interest lies in the sea as a
man-made contact zone, then one
needs to take a view from sea to land.
From the ocean to the different coastal
and cultural areas where one might
come ashore. As part of his research in
this “maritime” dimension, Schnepel is
also interested in acquiring a new per-
spective on the adjacent lands.

FIVE NUTMEGS WERE WORTH
A WHOLE HOUSE

Mareike Pampus has found her personal
niche: her work focuses on the port city
of George Town on the island of Penang,
now part of the state of Malaysia. “Port
cities are important in our project be-
cause they often originated through net-
working and interchange,” she says.
“What is new about our research is that
we view them less as a starting point for
connectivity — which they are — than as
the result of networking.”
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The British regarded the Indian Ocean
as mare liberum, a free sea, which of-
fers access to all and should specifical-
ly not be subdivided into the demar-
cated ownership of the bordering
states. In order to position themselves
firmly in the competitive economic
environment engendered by this
openness, they secured some strategi-
cally important trading centers in the
eastern Indian Ocean. In the late 18th
century, for instance, the British East
India Company in the person of mer-
chant and seafarer Francis Light settled
at the northeastern tip of the island of
Penang. He named the place George
Town, though at first it was less a town
than a free port with an adjoining set-
tlement, its function being to partici-
pate in the extremely lucrative trade in
spices. “Five nutmegs would buy a
house in London in those days,” says
Mareike Pampus.

The island of Penang lies at the
northern end of the Straits of Malacca,
then as now one of the world’s most
heavily traveled waterways. In ancient
times, this was the maritime route be-
tween China, India and the west-Asian
world. The first Europeans to arrive
here in the 16th century were the Por-
tuguese, followed by the Dutch, French

and British, all seeking to enter into
this well-developed web of connectivi-
ty and extend the routes for the trans-
port and distribution of Southeast and
East Asia’s costly produce further west-
ward. To the already existing network
they added their own new points of
contact — such as George Town.

Others followed: “The pattern set by
George Town can be traced as far as Sin-
gapore and even to the coast of Austra-
lia,” says doctoral student Mareike
Pampus. A few decades later, at the start
of the 19th century, and around 600 ki-
lometers from George Town, another
employee of the British East India Com-
pany established an important port
city: Singapore. Its founder, Thomas
Stamford Raffles, had previously been
Governor General of George Town. His-
tory draws a similar line from George
Town to Australia, where William Light,
son of George Town's founder Francis
Light, who had spent the first six years
of his life in George Town, went on to
found another Indian Ocean port
named Adelaide. “This shows,” says
Mareike Pampus, “how the concept of
a city can cross the sea.”

Of course the British weren’t alone:
besides the colonial rulers, it was pre-
dominantly the Chinese who settled in
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George Town on the Malaysian island of
Penang is a melting pot of religions:
Situated within a few hundred meters

of one another on a road called the “Street
of Harmony" are a mosque, a Hindu temple
and a Christian church (left, from left).

In addition, a statue of Guanyin, the
goddess of mercy revered by Taoists and
Buddhists, is also occasionally erected to
collect donations (right).

George Town,; to this day, some 80 per-
cent of the city’s inhabitants are of Chi-
nese origin. Most of them, however, did
not come directly from China. They had
previously lived in the nearby trading
center of Malacca, or in Indonesia,
much like the Indian incomers. Like so
many other places of contact in the In-
dian Ocean, George Town, too, is a di-
verse mix of languages, cultures and re-
ligions. Here, too, we find unity in
diversity, preserved to this day in the
language and in specific terminology.
For example, among the inhabitants of
George Town are the “Jawi Per-a-nakan”
whose forefathers were a mix of south-
ern Indians and Malays. The name in-
cludes the word for “child” (anak). A
pattern of marriage that can be traced
over centuries may be described ethno-
logically as one of local women bearing
children by husbands who arrive as trad-
ers from foreign regions.

CULTURAL DIVERSITY ON
UNESCO WORLD HERITAGE LIST

The “Baba-Nyonya,” commonly de-
scribed in English as “Straits Chinese,”
are a special case in George Town. This
particular group dates back to the re-
structuring of the British colonial ad-

ministration, when, in 1826, the Brit-
ish amalgamated their three colonial
possessions along the Straits of Malac-
ca — George Town, Malacca and Singa-
pore - to form the Straits Settlements.
Chinese who were born in these
Straits Settlements and identified
strongly with this origin often re-
ceived a British education and were
taught British social standards. As
such, they were predestined as traders
to cooperate particularly successfully
with the English merchants of the
East India Company. “Even if their
appearance was Chinese, they were
highly westernized in character,” Ma-
reike Pampus continues. The Ba-
ba-Nyonya remain to this day a sepa-
rate group within the population of
George Town, with their own cultur-
al identity and Creole language.
Who am I? Who were my forefa-
thers, where did they come from and
how did they get here? How do I see
myself and my cultural imprint? It is
these and similar questions that Ma-
reike Pampus seeks to answer on her
research visits to George Town, where
she is now staying for a second six-
month term. She attempts to enter
into discussion with the local inhab-
itants, conducts long interviews,

sometimes several times with the
same individuals. It is less a matter of
questioning than of allowing them to
tell their individual stories. Her goal
is to acquire a more accurate view of
this very specific situation, of the in-
habitants of a port city in the Indian
Ocean with their cultural and histor-
ic heritage.

There has been a considerable
boost in acknowledgment of the man-
ifold roots and cross-cutting connec-
tions across the Indian Ocean in re-
cent years. George Town and Malacca
were both included in the UNESCO
World Cultural Heritage list in 2008
as bearing outstanding witness to the
trade and cultural interconnections
that have developed over more than
500 years along the Straits and across
the wider Indian Ocean. As grounds
for its decision, UNESCO cited the
varied influences deriving from Asia
and Europe that have contributed to
a unique multicultural heritage in
these cities. Guide books to George
Town describe Buddhist temples side
by side with Hindu shrines, churches
and mosques.

On a research visit to Mauritius in
the spring, Burkhard Schnepel focused
on the island’s typical style of music
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For her doctorate, Mareike Pampus
(large photo, left) is conducting
interviews with inhabitants of varying
origins in George Town, Malaysia, in
order to study their cultural imprint.
One important group is the “Baba-
Nyonya,” descendants of Chinese
immigrants who preserve their own
traditions (small photo).

and dance: the Sega. Tour operators
are fond of advertising it as an illustra-
tion of the cheerful approach to life
on Mauritius. It was originally brought
to the island by African slaves who la-
bored in the sugar cane plantations in
the 18th century. Once sung and
danced in secret by mainly Creole
Mauritians, today all of the islanders
— including Franco-, Sino- and In-
do-Mauritians — collectively identify
with it. More than twenty different
forms have developed and are the sub-
ject of Burkhard Schnepel’s social an-
thropological studies: both modern
and traditional variants that are even
taught at school, amalgams such as
Seggae (part Sega, part reggae), but
also the so-called Sega tipik or Sega
typique. This more traditional Sega
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was recently declared by UNESCO to
be part of the intangible World Cul-
tural Heritage — a tradition that has re-
sulted from the interchange and coex-
istence between peoples coming to
Mauritius from different parts of the
Indian Ocean and beyond.

Even though the world’s third-larg-
est ocean lies primarily in the south-
ern hemisphere, far removed from
Germany, Burkhard Schnepel has the
impression that awareness of this re-
gion is growing here, too. German
politicians, at least, are showing an in-
creasing interest. “For Germany and

TO THE POINT

their cultures.

* If one considers the Indian Ocean as a unit, it is possible to identify hubs:
places that serve as nodes connecting the ocean’s different littoral states and

* The defining features of a hub are its location - such as at the intersection of
important shipping routes - a wide variety of languages and cultures, and the
fact that goods are transformed and value added prior to onward shipment.

* Among the examples studied by the scientists in Halle are the island of Mauritius
and the Malaysian port city of George Town.

for Europe, it is high time to take a
closer look at the Indian Ocean re-
gion,” said German Federal Foreign
Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier at a
conference he organized in Berlin in
June 2015. The theme of the confer-
ence was “The Indian Ocean - A Mar-
itime Region on the Rise.” In other
words, it’s a good time for social an-
thropologist Burkhard Schnepel and
his team at the Max Planck Institute
in Halle to take a closer look at this ris-
ing region and firmly anchor their In-
dian Ocean studies research field in
the German science landscape. <
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