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Slavery, Ethnicity, and Identity in the 

Indian Ocean Colonial World

A Case Study of “Indian” Slaves on Mauritius

Marina Carter

Slaves brought from India were among the first permanent inhabitants of 
Mauritius – then known as the Isle of France – after the French took control 
of the island in the early eighteenth century, but, a minority in servility for 
the most part without indigenous names, they merged into creoleness and 
are all but forgotten today, their descendants for the most part ignorant of 
their Indian slave forebears. This can at least partly be attributed to the fact 
that slaves originating from the Indian subcontinent were a marginal group 
virtually everywhere they were transported.1 They have consequently received 
much less attention than the numerically more important diaspora of slaves 
of African origin, although works discussing the Dutch Indian Ocean slave 
trade have identified three interlocking circuits: “Greater South Africa”, 
South Asia and Southeast Asia.2 Direct slave importations from the French 
settlements in India, notably Pondicherry, to Mauritius have been recorded 
from the 1720s, but many arrived “silently”, individually, humans shipped 
through unrecorded transactions or rarely uncovered deceptions. Some came 
as spoils of war: captured lascars or sepoys sold on into slavery. Others were 
victims of scarcity: when famine stalked the subcontinent it was quickly ech-
oed in the Isle of France civil status registers in pages littered with the death 
records of un-named newly arrived Bengalis or Telugus. The paucity of the 
slave archive is compounded by its ambiguity: in eighteenth-century French-
language records the term “indien” could serve to represent people arriving 
from China and Southeast Asia as easily as those deriving from the sub-
continent of India. This chapter reflects on the difficulties of recovering the 
history of slaves whose ethnicities are historically questionable and continue 
to be questioned and whose lived experiences have yet to be fully retrieved 
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from archival holdings so as definitively to puncture the facile stereotyping 
of contemporary travel accounts.

Enslaved Indians in the Indian Ocean world 

Reviewing the literature on slavery in the Indian Ocean Linda Mbeki and 
Matthias van Rossum concluded that while a significant body of work has 
excavated the lives of Asian slaves at the Cape, “for other regions, the scale 
of such scholarship is more modest”.3 And even the South African histori-
ography remains flawed, as indicated by Loren Kruger’s lament about the 
“almost wilful ignorance of the fact that the majority of the first-generation 
slaves brought by the Dutch to the seventeenth-century Cape Colony were 
from Bengal and Madras rather than from Malaya as is still commonly 
supposed”.4 Yet, as Anthony Reid had pointed out decades earlier, Asia pro-
vides “important evidence of European colonists taking over and interacting 
with an existing Asian system of slavery, rather than imposing their own 
system in a vacuum as in the New World”. For example, he contends that 
the “phenomenon of slaves buying and owning other slaves” appeared to 
have been exported to the Cape from Southeast Asia and uses this and other 
examples to show why Indian Ocean slavery offers important countervailing 
narratives to the more commonly referenced Atlantic model.5 Chatterjee 
and Eaton provide some clues to this conundrum when they highlight – in 
reference to India – the complexity of slavery in the region, being “very much 
a process” whereby “vast numbers of people” move “through various kinds of 
slavery with a range of different outcomes”, the only common denominator 
being “the slaves’” condition of total dependency on some powerful person 
or institution. A further complication, they note, is that historical accounts 
of slavery in South Asia “must be painstakingly reconstructed from records 
that are typically fragmentary, opaque, and tainted by the politics of the day”.6 
Nair’s study of slavery in only one region of India – Kerala – underscores 
this complexity. Alongside what are described as “hereditary slave castes” 
including Pariahs, Pulayas and Kuravas, Nair asserts that criminals and even 
women “found to have engaged in inter-caste sexual activity” were liable to 
be sold as slaves. In addition, a “third class” of slaves is enumerated: those 
who sold themselves or their children “during times of intense scarcity”.7 
Sinnapah Arasaratnam has noted that the South Asian slave trade was fuelled 
by a combination of food crises and political instability.8
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Unravelling the trajectories of slave exportation in the colonial Indian 
Ocean world is equally challenging. Secondary sources detailing the activities 
of East India trading companies in often bulky or multi-volume tomes can 
be surprisingly meagre when the commodity in question is slaves.9 Auguste 
Toussaint’s study of the voluminous correspondence of the French merchant 
Jean Baptiste Pipon explains away the few allusions to slave trading on the 
ground that this constituted but “a minor operation” in his multifarious 
commercial ventures.10 Allen notes that evidence of the British East India 
Company’s involvement in trading slaves is scarce after 1772, while Dutch 
records indicate that Indian slaves are frequently a small element of “mixed 
cargoes” shipped from one settlement to another.11 The difficulty of tracking 
slave movements across Portuguese, Dutch, French and British colonial 
empires, settlements and within the minutiae of bureaucratic recording 
systems is compounded by the diversity of nations involved in the trade. 
Pedro Machado details Indian, and especially Gujarati, merchant links with 
Portuguese, French and Brazilian slavers from the mid-eighteenth century 
onwards, while Mbeki and Rossum describe networks of Chinese and Bugis 
slave-traders in Southeast Asia.12 The linguistic and geographical challenges 
of tackling such diverse sources can well be imagined and go some way 
towards explaining the problematic of reconstituting patterns and routes of 
the trade in Indian slaves in the region.

The trade in Indians to Dutch and French Mauritius 

VOC archives at the Cape indicate that the Dutch brought slaves and convicts 
from India to their embryonic settlement on Mauritius, but we know little 
about them other than their names and participation in occasional sangui-
nary events, such as the arson attack on the Dutch fort at Vieux Grand Port in 
which Antoni of Malabar and Esperance from Bengal were key participants.13 
Foreign, particularly British, ships visiting the island indicate that some pri-
vate slave trading also took place involving captives from “the East”. In 1701, 
for example, Diodati, the Dutch Governor of Mauritius, complained of the 
problems caused by the purchase of individuals who subsequently claimed 
to be free, adding “it would help if the freemen were forbidden to buy slaves 
from the English, who generally kidnap them in the East. Among them are 
many who are really not slaves, and after being sold here are unwilling to work 
in the forests, thus greatly inconveniencing the Company and freemen.”14 The 
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difficulties of dealing with runaway “slaves” as well as unruly pirate visitors 
and marauding rats led the Dutch to abandon Mauritius in 1710.

The French, already established on the neighbouring island of Bourbon 
[present day Réunion], claimed the island for France soon afterwards, renam-
ing it the Isle of France, and settled there from 1721.15 The presence of Indian 
slaves on Bourbon has been recorded from the late seventeenth century, and 
the 1704 census there listed 45 Indians out of a total slave population num-
bering 311.16 Indians may well have been amongst the earliest arrivals from 
Bourbon on the Isle of France, and direct slave importations from the French 
settlements in India, notably Pondicherry [Puduchery, Andhra Pradesh] and 
Chandernagore in Bengal have been recorded there from the 1720s. Between 
1728 and 1735 it is estimated that 269 slaves were landed on the island 
from India.17 However, these human cargoes were relatively insignificant 
in relation to the lucrative commodities trade with India, which was itself 
circumscribed by the vagaries of weather and war. Ships tended to stop at the 
Isle of France on the return voyage from India between March and June when 
cyclones were least likely.18 It was during the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century, however, that the Indian slave trade to the Mascarenes attained its 
zenith. French East India Company rule of the islands ended in 1767, and a 
free trade in slaves followed. Richard Allen estimates that 15,000 to 18,000 
Indian slaves arrived on Mauritius and Réunion between 1770 and 1810.19

Scarcity and hunger did much of the work of would-be slave exporters 
from India to the French Mascarene islands. In 1785 the British represent-
ative in Dacca alerted his counterpart at Fort William [Kolkata] to the mass 
transportation of starving children:

The long continued distress this district has laboured under from a 
general scarcity of grain, and the failure of crops in consequence of the 
late deluge, has reduced its inhabitants to the lowest pitch of misery and 
distress; the poor and the lowest class of people, to secure to themselves 
a subsistence, are reduced to a sale of their children, and many hundreds 
have been purchased … and immediately dispatched for Calcutta and its 
environs, they are, for the most part, landed in the foreign settlements, 
from whence, I am given to understand, they are embarked in vessels to 
different parts …20

Wider Anglo-French conflicts and the knowledge that their bitter rivals were 
profiting from the sale of “British subjects” was a key factor in developing 
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indignation in India about this “infamous traffic”. The purchase of 130 chil-
dren by a Frenchman, Reiny, at the French enclave of Chandernagore and 
their subsequent shipment to Mauritius was a catalyst for Lord Cornwallis’ 
denunciation of the practice of “purchasing and collecting native children 
in a clandestine manner, and exporting them for sale to the French islands” 
in a despatch to the Court of Directors dated 2 August 1789.21 The British 
prohibition of the slave trade was echoed by the French in Chandernagore 
but abolition on paper did not prevent shipments in practice.22 The tensions 
which developed between these two nations over slave trafficking and the 
subsequent correspondence that these incidents generated are a useful 
source of evidence for historians.

In 1791, for example, the Stisam Low was stopped and searched en 
route from Calcutta to Pondicherry, and twenty girls and eight boys were 
disembarked. The boys were aged between 4 and 12 and originated from 
Danah, Chinsurah, Chandernagore, Calcutta and Serampore. Several were 
alleged to have been kidnapped directly from their homes. Fourteen-year-
old Mirham’s case was typical – she had been stolen from the house of her 
parents by Moondhee Mahjee and sold to a Mr Sampson in Calcutta who 
left her in Serampore from where she was then sold on to Petit Jaun of 
Chandernagore who, finally, sold her to Monsieur Jourdan who shipped her, 
with the intention of sending her to the Mascarenes. Petit Jaun was described 
as “a well-known character in the line of obtaining and conveying away many 
helpless children from this country”.23

In Andhra Pradesh, the kidnapping of two young men in their twenties, 
who had gone to the French settlement of Yanam to deliver cloth and were 
then instructed by one Rajah Gopaul to deliver some produce to the riverside 
where he forced them into a boat, was prevented only when they were able to 
pass a message to their relatives through local boatmen who arrived on board 
with a delivery of ballast.24 Correspondence between the French commandant 
at Yanam and local British officials indicates how prevarication was a useful 
tool of the former – on receiving a report of 65 slaves being confined within 
his jurisdiction he failed to act – whilst ostensibly awaiting orders from his 
superior officer at Pondicherry – during which time the slaves were “dis-
persed”. In another case, the French commandant claimed that he had been 
unable to prevent the departure of a slave trader for the Isle of France, but 
pointed out that English vessels had also just left for the same destination, 
also with a quantity of slaves! At the Dutch settlement of Jaggernautporam, 
through which some of the ships transited, the local chief observed wryly 
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that the English prohibition on slave trading would be more effective if they 
provided “the natives all over the country with victuals, for the obtaining of 
which a number of natives choose slavery rather than a certain death; and 
indeed, I cannot see that their choice is much to be blamed”.25

Identity, ownership and status issues 

Classifying the ethnic status of Indian slaves is particularly problematic in 
the Dutch and French Indian Ocean colonial world. Dutch slave toponyms 
like Esperance van Bengalen are “often more likely an indication of the place 
of purchase or transhipment as opposed to geographic origins”, since the 
source of slave journeys is frequently unknown and contact with Europeans 
generally begins only when a specific city or port or settlement is reached.26 
Similarly, instances have been recorded in the French Mauritian archives of 
ethnic designations for slaves such as “indien” or “malais” being used inter-
changeably, while the toponym ‘malabar’ is equally problematic. Applied 
frequently to slaves originating from the Coromandel coast and other parts 
of South India, it was occasionally also used more widely, for slaves from 
any part of the subcontinent.27 The records of slave traders are even more 
vague. The correspondence of French merchant Jean Baptiste Pipon is a 
case in point. A transaction involving three slaves describes them as hand-
some and aged between 12 and 18, and infers that they were purchased in 
India, although this is not made explicit. In two other examples he advises 
a prospective buyer of the arrival of nine slaves coming from Bengal and 
acknowledges receipt of a female slave who arrived from Pondicherry in 1791 
without furnishing any further details.28

French civil status records offer occasional glimpses of the Indian birth-
places of slaves, but most were given new names on arrival in Mauritius 
and we therefore have few traces of their ethnic origins. Durba Ghosh has 
noted how naming practices can be used to chart racial and gendered topog-
raphies, remarking how the process of renaming Indian women domestic 
servants and concubines in white households “had the consequence of 
detaching women from their own communities by erasing a crucial sign 
of their origins” particularly in the South Asian context where surnames 
often serve to locate people by region, religion and caste.29 In the Mauritian 
context, non-Christian slave names occasionally survive because a significant 
proportion of slave owners were co-religionists and from ethnically similar 
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groups. In 1775 Moutou, a free Malabar, reported the death of his 80-year-old 
Malabar slave Rama, for example. Of course, the meaning of “malabar”, as 
noted above, was itself problematic. In 1809 the death of Pierre Louis Maga, 
a “malabar”, is recorded; however it is then specified that the 47- year-old 
fisherman was born in Bengal.30

The introduction of slave registers in the early nineteenth century forced 
many French owners to create “surnames” for slaves who had hitherto 
possessed only a forename. Some of the new names, such as Jean Bengali, 
Silvain Talinga and Nancy Patna, may allude to a known regional or ethnic 
identity. Other given surnames point to a possible caste or religious identity 
i.e. Hector Bramine, Adesh Musulman and Lafleur Lascar, but whether these 
names are fanciful rhetorical flourishes of registrants or accurate identifiers 
cannot, for the most part, be verified.31

Unlike new world slave systems, a significant proportion of slave owners 
and purchasers in the French and Dutch Indian Ocean settlements were 
non-European and frequently of similar ethnic status to their slaves.32 The 
presence of a free coloured Indian middle class on the Isle of France certainly 
served as an avenue of social mobility for some slaves, who were freed by their 
owners for the purposes of marriage with a free co-religionist and who were 
then in turn more likely be in a financial position to purchase family mem-
bers, thereby effectively freeing them from subordination to other owners.33 
Runaway slaves had opportunities to find safe refuge amongst free communi-
ties of Indians in the port capital of entrepot settlements, while those who had 
been kidnapped as slaves were sometimes able to obtain character witnesses 
from amongst their free compatriots and thereby gain their liberty. In 1785 
several Indians testified before the police in Port Louis calling for the libera-
tion of Odia Padam who had been kidnapped by Jean de Silvas, for instance.34

On the other hand, plenty of examples can be found to demonstrate that 
owners were perfectly capable of wanton cruelty towards slaves presumed to 
be of their own ethnic group. Sinetamy, a free Indian at the Isle of France, 
was described as a “very hard character” in a local police report discussing 
the suicide of one of his slaves, which they attributed to his harsh treatment, 
without however having necessary proof to arrest him. On another occasion, 
it was reported that his Indian slave Arnacelon was found badly wounded 
with his arms bound.35 Slaves were a capital asset, and whereas ties of family 
and conjugality could serve to mitigate and circumscribe conditions and 
terms of slavery, a shared ethnic identity was no guarantor of good treatment 
or empathy in transactions between owner and owned.
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That said, powerful stereotypes were engendered about the diverse ethnic 
groups enslaved in the Dutch and French Indian Ocean settlements, and it is 
likely that these tropes played a role in determining the employment and sta-
tus of some slaves. At the Cape “Bengali women had a reputation as skilled 
needlewomen while Malays were reputed to be excellent craftsmen” while in 
Mauritius the “docility” of Indian slaves and their “better qualifications” for 
domestic service are frequently remarked on by contemporaries.36 French 
naturalist and artist Jacques Milbert, who spent several years on the Isle of 
France, most clearly expresses the tendency of white settlers and visitors to 
hierarchize Indian Ocean slaves according to ethnocentric perceptions in his 
descriptions of enslaved Indians as “the most attractive and well formed” 
as well as cleaner, more faithful and more sober than slaves of other ethnic 
groups. His depiction of the naked, breast-feeding Indian slave mistress of a 
French planter as equal to a sculpture by Phydias is especially noteworthy in 
this genre.37 Punishments, equally, were meted out according to ethnic type 
in the opinion of one owner: “the Slaves are descended from different stocks, 
and the mode of punishment adapted to act on one race, is not applicable to 
all the castes […]. This sense of honor prevails, especially in those of Indian 
origin: Degradation from the rank of commander is their punishment.”38

A gendered elite in servility? 

How far did these tropes impact upon the lived experiences of slaves? Linda 
Mbeki and Matthias van Rossum contend that stereotypes were important in 
the trade and employment of slaves. They could be reflected, for instance, in 
the price that slaves fetched, or in the type of labour that they were assigned 
to do.” They acknowledge, however, that the extent to which stereotypical 
preferences could be acted upon was determined by availability: “the effects 
of these stereotypes would become less marked as the supply of Asian slaves 
to the Cape dwindled towards the end of the VOC period.”39 Closer investiga-
tion of the occupational status of slaves of all ethnic groups does not however 
bear out the favoured status of Indian slaves ascribed to them by contempo-
raries at the Isle of France such as Milbert. During the eighteenth century, 
the island was a port and entrepot-based economy, and the high proportion of 
slaves engaged as artisans, domestics, market-sellers and similar occupations 
reflects this. Such slaves were not confined to the homes of their owners; on 
the contrary many were required to undertake work which necessitated them 
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travelling to, and sometimes even residing in, other spaces. As discussed in 
chapter 3 by Geelen et al. in this volume, “a range of formal and informal 
social controls” nevertheless continued to dominate the lives of such slaves.

Towards the close of the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth, 
Mauritius, conquered by the British in 1810, evolved into a plantation society. 
Accordingly, Indian slaves, alongside their African and Malagasy counter-
parts, were increasingly employed in agricultural occupations, particularly 
in sugar cane labour. By 1817, the commonest employment of Indian and 
African slaves alike was that of “pioche”, i.e. field hand. After the abolition 
of the slave trade, the proportion of Indian slaves declined; by 1830 there 
were only an estimated 3,500 Indian slaves in Mauritius out of a total slave 
population of 68,000, and following abolition in 1834 the Indian ex slave 
population vanished from popular consciousness in the wake of the much 
larger immigration from the subcontinent of indentured labour.40

Reid’s study of slavery in Southeast Asia led him to the conclusion that 
“opportunities for upward mobility and an easier life appear to have been 
far greater for bonded women than men”.41 Female slaves were probably 
imported and purchased for the express purpose of serving as concubines in 
male-dominated early settler societies such as the Cape and Mauritius. Many 
bore children from these relationships; some were freed by their owners 
and inherited property from them. Kate Ekama’s chapter in this collection 
discusses evidence from the Ceylon VOC archives of sexual relationships 
between women slaves and their owners, and how, despite legal impedi-
ments to intimacy, this became a route to manumission and inheritance for 
themselves and their children. She eloquently portrays the difficulties for the 
historian of establishing the nature of such relationships, concluding that 
“consent cannot be read in these stories with any kind of clarity.”

In a few cases, Indian women became the legal spouses of white 
male settlers despite the fact that marriages between population groups 
categorized as white, coloured or slave were proscribed for most of the 
eighteenth century in Mauritius. In 1771 Pierre Dufour, an ex-soldier born 
in Brittany, France, married Marie Christine, his former slave, described 
as a “Bengaly negress”; during the Revolutionary years such marriages 
became increasingly common as long-term relationships were formal-
ized when laws prohibiting intermarriage were relaxed. It is also evident 
that the large free Indian community (skilled contract workers such as 
masons and carpenters, and a few traders) provided a route to freedom 
for some Indian women slaves, who were purchased and liberated for 
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purposes of marriage. Marie, the Bengali slave of a European merchant, 
was expressly given up by her owner and confided to Félicien Jérôme, a 
free Indian from Karaikal, in order for her to contract marriage with the 
latter. When Josephine Franchine of Madras married Jean Louis Basile of 
Pondicherry, they formalized a relationship which had lasted more than 
eleven years, during which time she was freed by him and bore him six 
children. Certainly the presence of the large, initially predominantly male 
and Indian “free coloured” community helps to explain the fact that Indian 
female slaves in the Isle of France were more likely, statistically speaking, 
to be manumitted than female slaves of African origin.42 Of 199 female 
slaves emancipated between 1784 and 1803, 126 or 63 per cent according 
to Tegally were Indians, while Allen has noted the wealth acquired by such 
freed Indian women.43 Were Indian female slaves in Mauritius, in these 
respects, therefore, an elite in servility?

It is in fact challenging to find unequivocal patterns demarcating 
Indian slaves from other ethnic groups in terms of spouse selection. 
Free African and Malagasy men also purchased, bore children with, 
and occasionally liberated women slaves of all ethnic groups, including 
Indians. For example, in 1778 Paul, a free Malagasy, married his Bengali 
slave, Suzanne, and legitimized their two children. Albert, a Mozambican 
employed as a postman, also married a Bengali slave. Marriages between 
Indian or Malay male and African female slaves are similarly on record 
albeit in smaller numbers. Intermarriages between slaves of every ethnic 
group were in fact common, and although one might point to unions 
between slaves of a similar ethnicity or religion as being indicative of 
a certain element of “choice”, the rapidity of creolization renders such 
characterizations increasingly specious. Thus, while we can identify 
first-generation slaves Uzirmahmod and Koki, both from Calcutta, as a 
Muslim married couple in the records, their son was named Hector and 
married Sophie, a native of “Coringhee”. Given that the Lettres Patentes 
of 1723 required slaves to be instructed in the Catholic religion and 
baptized, the widespread adoption of Christian forenames makes it prac-
tically impossible to discover whether they or their island-born baptized 
offspring continue to identify with the religious and cultural traditions of 
forebears.44

Secondly, how we can define and describe relationships which begin 
in the violence of slavery and are characterized by long periods of presum-
ably enforced concubinage is a difficult question. As E.G. Jordan argues, 
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women slaves were arguably disadvantaged due to the greater likeliness of 
their being confined to the household in the role of domestic servants and 
intimately abused. Physical mobility enabled slaves to create “zones of per-
sonal autonomy” and permitted interactions with others, and while slave 
men’s work frequently took them into the streets, “the everyday experiences 
of their female counterparts were far more circumscribed. Isolated within 
their masters’ homes, slave women were subject to close supervision and 
endless workdays, as well as physical and sexual abuse.” Using the case 
study of Cape Town Jordan notes that the “domestic work assigned to most 
slave women limited not only their physical mobility but their economic 
opportunities as well”, pointing out that even women who were “rented 
out” did not necessarily benefit from the arrangements. Washerwomen 
were an exception, because they carried out their work almost as a “public 
performance” and hence became “fixtures on the landscape”.45

Durba Ghosh tackles the problematic from a rather different perspective, 
making the important point that “conjugal relationships offered some native 
women room to maneuver strategically, fashioning selves that could be 
both socially and politically advantageous given their circumstances on the 
margins of colonial society”. Her research on women in household slavery in 
India demonstrates effectively how “native men and women negotiated the 
structures of colonial labor extraction in very different ways”.46 Of course, 
the sexual dynamic in unequal power relationships between white men 
and black enslaved women sometimes led to sanguinary acts of vengeance 
and mutilation wrought on the latter and which were endlessly recycled 
in salacious contemporary travel and anti-slavery accounts.47 Less well 
publicized were the dangers inherent in lending Indian female slaves out 
to young sailors and soldiers to act as temporary concubines – who could be 
removed on the whim of the owner – when real passions were unleashed. 
In 1798, a French sailor slit the throat of a Bengali slave, Rosalie, and then 
committed suicide by shooting himself in the mouth. The circumstances of 
the case remain unelucidated in the archive but indicate a crime of passion 
and despair.48 As Ghosh pertinently concludes in her study of sex and the 
family in colonial India, “[n]ative women were often the silent, unnamed 
other that enabled the elaboration of various types of hierarchies and social 
anxieties … the agency and subjectivity of native women was overridden, but 
only partially so”.49

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400603769 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400603769 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


54  beingbbbbeing

Conclusion

Whilst no historian of subaltern labour in the Mascarenes can be unaware 
of the presence of an Asian slave minority, it is surprising to note how little 
textual space and analysis has been allotted to this group in recent studies 
of eighteenth-century Isle of France society and of Indian Ocean bonded 
labour.50 The erosion of their identity and interrogation of their ethnicity 
continue today when images of African slaves are superimposed over their 
stories. Remarkably, even in the very rare cases where a slave of Indian 
origin is the principal subject of study, the ethnic identity is appropriated 
or suppressed and an African physiognomy is assumed. A case in point is 
the recent publication of the Furcy affair by French journalist Mohammed 
Aïssaoui.51 Furcy was born on Réunion island to an Indian slave woman – 
subsequently freed by bequest – and a French father, according to his own 
testimony. Furcy’s long struggle to be declared “free” led to his being exiled to 
Mauritius from where he launched further bids for freedom. Eventually his 
case was heard in France where it raised a series of questions about identity 
and slavery and became a cause célèbre. The depiction of Furcy on the book’s 
cover and reproduced in subsequent media coverage in Réunion prompts 
further reflections on representations of slaves of diverse ethnic backgrounds 
and how studies of Indian Ocean slavery might be used to counteract, or at 
the very least to nuance, the currently dominant Atlantic model.

If, as Christiansë notes in this volume, the photographs of nineteenth-cen-
tury Indian and African migrants “suffer from a lack of narrative”, we may 
argue that the pictorial representations of eighteenth-century Indian slaves 
too has suffered from an oversimplified narrative, one which is unable or 
unwilling to confront and unwrap the ethnic complexities of Indian Ocean 
slavery. In the absence of a competent, wide-ranging historical study of the 
Indian slave trade in the Indian Ocean, creative writers have fortunately 
stepped up. As Paul White has noted, the representation of migrancy in 
imaginative literature has become an effective tool for exploring the mul-
tiple worlds in which migrants lived and which required negotiation and 
constant self-re-fashioning.52 Whereas historical studies of Indian Ocean 
slavery choose to accord very little space to South Asian slaves, writers like 
Amitav Ghosh, Rayda Jacob and Ishtiyaq Shukri offer revealing imagined 
trajectories of Indian slaves across the colonial Indian Ocean world in their 
novels.53 European travel accounts depicted Indian slaves as aesthetically 
more pleasing, tractable and intelligent than “African” slaves – an elite among 
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the servile. The free coloured community, itself comprising many “Indians”, 
was more likely to manumit and marry them, thereby securing the social 
mobility and economic prosperity of a sizeable number. The slaves born in 
India themselves rarely speak directly to us, but civil status records show 
significant levels of intermarriage with slaves of every other ethnic group. In 
fact, to paraphrase Ghosh, “there are no easy ways to understand their sub-
jectivity or to categorize their agency. [They] brought local knowledges, sexual 
labor, domestic expertise and linguistic abilities into their relationships with 
European traders, explorers and colonial officials. In less obvious ways, they 
also crossed various boundaries – cultural, ethnic, religious, racial – when 
they entered into these domestic arrangements.” Albeit on the margins of his-
torical narratives, Indian slaves “proved to be critical to the colonial enterprise 
in the contact zone between Britons and the peoples they encountered.”54
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