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Fig. 1 The entry steps that took newly arrived indentured labourers into the Immigration Depot. Today a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site: Aapravasai Ghat, Port Louis, Mauritius. Photo taken by author 2013. A Visual 

Metaphor: To Enter. 
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Fig. 2 Indentured Labour Photographic Ledger - PG 46, Folio 180. Photographs courtesy of Mauritian 

National Archives and Mahatma Ghandi Institute, Mauritius. 
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Preface 

 

Over the last four years I have spent many hours and days researching and viewing the 

photographic portraits of the Indentured Labour Immigrants of Mauritius (1864 - 1914). My 

initial engagement with these images felt more like a confrontation with the British Empire 

and the colonial footprint placed upon its subjects. However, now as I come to the end of this 

research project and return to my initial thoughts and feelings about the archives, I have 

noticed that slowly and unwittingly my experience and understanding of these photographs 

has dramatically shifted from the adversarial stance of where I began. This became most 

apparent to me when recently presenting a paper on the Indentured Labour Portraits at a visual 

ethnography conference in Paris. The reactions of the audience to the photographs were 

reminiscent of my own initial critical colonial perspective. Although my paper at this 

conference presented a visual methodology that encouraged us to see beyond the negative 

impressions and assumptions of the colonial archive, the audience nevertheless remained 

focused on the power of Empire emanating from them. They commented on how hard it was 

to look at the faces of the labourers and some viewers could not bear to gaze at them for any 

length of time. Others fixated on the expression of the labourer and their eyes, believing they 

could sense what the labourer was feeling at the moment the photograph was taken. They 

described sensing the labourer as scared, frightened, intimidated, and helpless. A feeling of 

anger and disgust also imbued their comments, thrust clearly at the feet of colonialism. I 

found these comments unsettling because, for me, four years later, I see and feel different 

things when I look at the photographs. I have not forgotten their historical beginnings, nor the 

significance of the colonial construction of this photographic archive, yet what I see more 

persuasively is the individual story of the labourer. I imagine their trials and tribulations both 

in India before they came to Mauritius and once they arrived and worked as a labourer on the 

sugar plantation. I also think about the following generations of their descendants, and all the 

traditions and rituals they have passed on over time. At the same time, I am in awe of the 

remarkable endeavour of the photographic system, the photographers, their assistants, and the 

colonial authority that managed to create such images at such an early period in 

photography’s history. While reflecting on the conference audience reactions, I felt pangs of 

guilt for having thoughts of admiration for an exploitative system and for daring to see past 

the domineering nature of the colonial imprint. 
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My shift in thinking and perspective of the Indentured Labour Portraits has occurred after a 

long and involved ethnographic encounter with the archives, the images, and the people to 

whom these photographs have the greatest meaning: the descendants of the indentured 

labourers. So what does this all mean in relation to my thesis? When I ask myself this 

question I realise that my own process of engagement with the Indentured Labour Portraits of 

Mauritius has circled upon itself; the theoretical approaches I have chosen to rely upon are 

validated by my own research processes, and through a prolonged and in-depth engagement 

with the photographs, their many dimensions and complex relationships have come to the 

fore. In essence, by approaching them ethnographically, the controlling purview of their 

colonial construction has given way to additional knowledge and alternative viewpoints. As 

such, the ambit of this thesis is not only the social life of the Indentured Labour Portraits, it is 

also an exploration of how we experience and research photographs, particularly historical 

images found within colonial archives. Therefore, this thesis is both an introduction and 

explanation of a valuable colonial photographic archive, as well as a theoretical inquiry into 

how we engage with photographs in archival research. I do not wish to emphasise one over 

the other, but rather present them as new sources of knowledge that have emerged from an 

involved and in-depth study of the photographs and their social world. This thesis represents 

the Indentured Labour Portrait Archive as found and informed by their Mauritian origin and 

context. 

 

The Title of this thesis "Still we live on" – The Transfiguration of Colonial Indentured 

Labour Photographs in Mauritius, refers to the resilience of the Indentured Labourers and 

their descendants and the role the Indentured Labour Photographs play in continuing the 

indentured labour story in Mauritius. The words 'still we live on' come from Deepchand C. 

Beeharry's novel That Others Might Live (1976). Throughout this thesis I use inserts from 

Beeharry’s novel as an introduction for most chapters to help keep present the voice of the 

indentured labourers. Beeharry’s novel deconstructs the imperialist notion of the indentured 

labourer as the helpless bearer of history, creating a narrative that historicises the indentured 

labourer as having agency and influence upon their future, and is therefore a powerful source 

of lyrical text. I use the term 'transfiguration' in the title to signpost the changing form of the 

Indentured Labour Photographic Portraits from objects of colonial control and exploitation to 

treasured objects of veneration and honour. 

 

Although this thesis is primarily textual, the Indentured Labour Portraits are at the forefront of 

this dissertation. The prominence of the photographs will be visually displayed at various 
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points throughout this work. A photographic collage will commence each chapter, reminding 

the reader that it is the encounter with these images that informs this research. Throughout 

this thesis, I rely upon the photographs to facilitate their own form of engagement and 

interaction with the reader. 

 

There have been many people and organisations involved throughout this research project – 

most importantly, the descendants of the indentured labourers depicted in these photographs. I 

hope that this project adds to their continuing curiosity and drive to understand their history 

and origins. 

  



 

 

10 

Chapter One 

 

 

Fig. 3 Photographs from PG Ledgers. Courtesy of National Archives Mauritius and Mahatma Gandhi 

Institute, Mauritius 2014. Collage by Author. 

 

“We come here with a lot of dreams but all of them are empty. Still we live on.” 

(Beeharry:57) 
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Introduction 

 

“The land is cleared of weeds, and holes in rows are made, about two feet apart, in 

which the cane is planted: these are from twenty to twenty four inches in length, and 

several inches broad and deep, and at the bottom of them a little manure is put, if 

required. The top of the cane is cut off, and serves as food for cattle and for 

planting… In December, January and February, which are considered the grande 

saison, the shootings generally appear above ground in fifteen or twenty days and 

when about one foot high they are weeded, and frequently a portion of earth is taken 

out of the holes to liberate the young plant… The process of weeding is continued 

from time to time until the cane is ripe. The cane is then from six to nine feet in 

height, and is ready to be cut. The planting, weeding and cutting are done by gangs 

of Indians under the charge of Overseers. For the cutting, every man is furnished 

with a serape (a kind of billhook) with one stroke of which he separates the cane at 

the bottom and with another the tender part at the top. He then strips off the withered 

coverings with which the cane is partly enveloped, and lays the latter aside ready for 

the mill… After the first crop, the cane without being replanted annually springs up 

for a period extending from 3 to 9 years… The land is then left abandoned for a time 

or planted with ambrevades, peas, or other vegetables and left so generally for three 

years.” John Anderson, Mauritius 1858 (cited inTinker 1974:69).  

 

The following thesis is about ‘the gangs of Indians,’ who were the people who cleared the 

weeds, dug the holes, planted the cane, cut the stalks, and transported it all to the sugar 

mills. They are known as the indentured labourers who were recruited from India to work as 

contracted workers on the sugar plantations of Mauritius. The indentured labourers became 

the mainstay of the British colonial sugar industry after the abolition of slavery in 1833. 

Their significance in colonial and immigration labour history has been under-emphasised 

and under-explored. This thesis adds to our knowledge about the Indentured Labourer 

System by exploring the unique Indentured Labour Photographic Portrait Archive of 

Mauritius. This archive provides a visual exposé of the indentured labour story. The portraits 

indicate a specific moment of encounter between the labourer and the British colonial 

administration in the middle of the nineteenth century.  
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I describe this period of the photographs creation and encounter as a period of colonial 

framing. Here I use the term colonial frame to describe both the physically framed nature of 

the indentured labour  identification photographs and the colonial organisational structure 

that was imposed upon the labourers. These photographs fit into what Arjun Appadurai 

(1997:4-5) describes  as the imperial eye of the photographer where, " all colonial 

photography is in some sense part of a project of archiving and documentation, whether the 

eye of the particular photographer is part of the gaze of curiosity, of horror, of conversion or 

criminology". The imperial gaze of the colonial administration in Mauritius used these 

photographs to differentiate, identify, order and control the indentured labour population. 

Therefore, the concept of a colonial photograph imposes a boundary and implies an 

asymmetrical relationship, harking back to a Foucauldian approach to power, where the 

photograph could be mistakenly understood as an ideologically-determined instrument, an 

'immovable truth" (Morton and Edwards 2012). 

As I discussed in the preface, I witnessed what could be described as ideologically 

determined responses whenever I presented these photographs to non Mauritian viewers. 

These reactions were in response to the perceived colonial subjugation of the subject in the 

image. Jane Lydon (2005:241) might explain these reactions as an example of inherited 

conventions that shape the viewers perception of such images. What I am proposing in this 

thesis is that regardless of the obvious and powerful representation of the Mauritian British 

colonial intention in these images, their original colonial framing, while relevant in context of 

the photographs historical beginnings and social biography, can be suspended, removed, 

made less significant, or challenged, depending on the cultural context of the spectator 

encountering them. This reiterates more recent debates about colonial photography which 

discuss the photograph's "random inclusiveness" (Morton and Edwards 2009), or its 

subversive and unpredictable potential (Pinney 2015; Azoulay 2008). Consequently, new 

meanings and interpretations can emerge from the image, or as Appadurai (1997:5)  states, 

the subject in a photograph is situated in a "potentially democratic visual public sphere". This 

thesis aims to explore the democratic visual public sphere of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs, by exploring their changing contexts, relationships and functions, throughout 

their social life.  

Through an in-depth ethnographic study of the Indentured Labour Photographs I piece 

together their social biography and explore their significance in the lives of the indentured 

labourers and their descendants. This includes their social life as both image and material 
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object. In this thesis, I will show how the resilience of this historical archive mirrors the 

resilience of the indentured labourers themselves. These photographs not only attest to the 

power of photographs as tools of social control, they also provide opportunities to gain 

insights into the world of the indentured labourer and the system they were enmeshed 

within. Over time, the colonial imprint on these photographs has transformed; although their 

colonial footprint remains obvious and present on the images themselves, they are today less 

imposing. When encountered by the descendants of the indentured labourers they have 

become objects of honour, commemoration, and ancestral connectivity. In this thesis, I 

present and discuss a variety of topics that emerged from the research of these images: their 

cross-cultural nature; their status as anxious images; and their transfiguration in response to 

changing contexts. 

 

The significance of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive is clearly recognised by the 

Indo-Mauritian community in Mauritius. In Mauritius the Indentured Labour Photographs are 

undoubtedly perceived as an important historical record, and their intrinsic visuality accords 

them a distinct value today. They are sought, protected, and admired by their descendants and 

regarded as a national treasure. However, their significance in the world’s history of 

photography and indentured labour has not yet been realised. The prodigious size of this 

photographic archive, approximately 175,000 portraits, and their historical status as albumen 

prints makes them rare and extremely valuable as artefacts. The photographic system 

employed to achieve such a substantial visual record over a period of 49 years marks it as 

distinct in colonial and photographic history. As a result, this archive and the photographic 

system employed by the British colonial government from 1864 to 1914 should be included 

in the history of photography. These images were the first photographs used as visual 

identification documents to control the movement of people, making them significant in the 

history of official identification systems. The technological processes used and the 

establishment of such a large-scale photographic production system in the second half of the 

eighteenth century, situated on a small island in the middle of the Indian Ocean, deem this 

photographic identification system to be an extraordinary enterprise worthy of attention. The 

Indentured Labour Photographs have remained out of world view due to their isolated 

geographical location. This lack of attention is also due to the colonial administration's 

decision to leave the Indentured Labour Records behind when Mauritius became independent 

in 1967. As we know, many other colonial archives and documents shifted from the British 

colonies to British museums and libraries during the colonial period. But this was not the 

case in Mauritius. I can only hypothesise on this matter and suggest that the Indentured 
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Labour Ledgers were perceived as an old and defunct record that ceased to be of importance 

once the system of indentured labour ended at the turn of the century. There appears to be no 

reference to the Indentured Labour Archives as a matter of negotiation when Mauritius 

became independent from British colonial rule. Thankfully, this meant the photographs 

remained at the site of their creation and the newly formed independent Mauritian 

government became the new custodians of these colonial records. 

 

This photographic archive should also be included in the history of Indian labour migration, 

since it visually depicts and identifies the many thousands of Indian citizens who left their 

homeland to seek better opportunities for their families at a time when India was 

experiencing great changes to its industrial and agricultural economies. The introduction of 

new tax and land tenure laws by the British Raj in India were central to these shifting 

circumstances (Mahmud Tayyab, 2012). These portraits represent the masses of people who 

were the victims of these major reforms, either as workers, land owners, labourers, farmers, 

or political activists.
1
 The Indentured Labour Portraits are relics of these dramatic economic 

and political changes in India. 

 

By approaching these photographic archives ethnographically, and by using theoretical 

approaches that encourage photographic research ‘to watch’ instead of ‘look’ at 

photographs, the purview of the Indentured Labour Portraits colonial construction has given 

way to additional knowledge and alternative points of view (Azoulay 2008). In this thesis, I 

borrow from Ariella Azoulay the notion of ‘encounter’ and apply it to my approach of the 

Indentured Labour Photographs. I begin at the very start of my own encounter as a spectator 

of the Indentured Labour Photographs and describe this encounter as primarily sensory and 

experiential, one that contrasts with the encounter of archival texts. I reflect upon the 

sensory and phenomenological characteristics of photographs and introduce the notion of the 

photographic aperture. After discussing the nature of photographs and my own encounter 

with the Indentured Labour Portraits, the thesis shifts in time to the indentured labour period 

when the photographs were made. The focus moves onto the photograph itself and the 

encounters between the photographer, the subject, the camera, and the spectator. I rely upon 

Hevia’s concept of the Photography Complex, to trace and unpack the multiplicity of 

relationships that entangle these images, from the foundations of their creation to the many 

                                            
1
 For a detailed explanation of the impacts of Tax and Land Tenure laws in India see Mahmud Tayyab 

(2012) . 
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networks and interactions involved in their material existence and social life. Underscoring 

all the above is the underlying assumption that photographs have agency and are ‘objects of 

affect’, as asserted by Elizabeth Edwards (2012: 221). She claims: “Photographs cannot be 

understood through visual content alone but through an embodied engagement with an 

affective object world, which is both constitutive of and constituted through social 

relations.” This will be exemplified throughout this thesis whenever the photographs are 

encountered. 

 

The introduction continues with a brief summary of the Indentured Labour Photographic 

Archive and the circumstances at the time of its creation, leaving a detailed social biography 

to be presented later in the thesis. Following this, I explain the justifications for researching 

such an archive and situate its significance in the history of photography. Finally, the 

remainder of the introduction outlines the unique characteristics of photographs and the 

theoretical approaches I have adopted to explore, formulate, and analyse the social life of the 

Indentured Labour Photographic Portraits of Mauritius. 

 

 

Synopsis of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive 

 

Between 1839 and 1842 two entirely different experiments were realised in Europe. The first 

was the invention of photography in 1839 and the second was the start of 'the great' 

indentured labour experiment in 1842.
2
 Both these disparate developments dramatically 

changed societies around the globe. The photograph revolutionised how we view the world, 

enabling reality to become a recorded object fixed in time, and the Indentured Labour System 

became the alternative labour system after the British Abolition of Slavery Act came into 

force in British colonies from 1833. The Indentured Labour System provided an alternative 

labour source for Mauritius at a critical time when the reliance on slave labour was disrupted 

and the impacts of abolition began to be felt on the labour-intensive sugar plantations. 

Mauritius was the first and largest site of the British Indentured Labour System. 

 

                                            
2
 The importation of indentured labour began after 1833 on a private contract basis and became 

government-regulated in Mauritius in 1842 (Addison, J. and Hazareesingh, K, 1984). 
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Photography and the Indentured Labour System crossed paths in Mauritius some two decades 

later, when the British colonial administration sought to solve the increasing problem of false 

identifications being made by the indentured workers. At this time in 1864, the colonial 

administration of Mauritius adopted the portrait photograph as a new form of identification, 

setting up a purpose-built photographic studio at the Immigration Depot, where they 

endeavoured to take portraits of the indentured labourers as they applied for their immigration 

ticket/pass. This process of photographic identification remained in state for a period of forty-

nine years and involved the processing of hundreds of thousands of portraits. Fortunately, due 

to the duplicate records of the portraits being placed in ledgers at the time they were created, a 

large percentage of these portraits remain in their original state in the Indentured Labour 

Photographic Archive of Mauritius, now residing at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute (MGI) in 

Moka.  

 

This photographic system and archive is unique to Mauritius. My research included making 

contact with other British Indentured Labour Colonies and their National Archives. This 

included Fiji, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, and South Africa. A South African 

author, Uma Meshtrie, had located a partial page of identification photographs that closely 

resembled identification photographs, however this is the only known page of images.
3
 There 

was no mention of other countries in the Mauritian colonial administration ledgers, and a 

thorough exploration of other Indentured Labour colony records would be the only way to 

check if there was ever a consideration by the colony to introduce a photographic system. 

This form of research was beyond the possibilities of this research project. Mauritian 

academics who attend International Indentured Labour Conferences have in discussions with 

other indentured labour researchers that they have not seen any similar photographs in their 

archives. Marina Carter (International Institute of Asian Studies archive) confirms that: The 

size, comprehensiveness, and quality of the Mauritian database (circa half a million migrants) 

is unique.  In no other territory to which Indians migrated as labourers (for example the 

Caribbean, South Africa and Sri Lanka) is statistical material available which can enable the 

historian to match individual bio-data (region, caste, age, gender) with subsequent 

employment and settlement records (marriage, death or return dates). I would add to this, the 

indentured labourer photographic archive.  

 

 

                                            
3
 See appendix 1. For correspondence from Uma Meshtrie, regarding photographs in South Africa.  
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The Historical Context of the Indentured Labour Photographic Portrait Archive 

 

During the nineteenth century sugar cane agriculture was labour intensive, requiring 

individuals to plant, water, harvest, and transport the sugar crop by horse and cart (and later 

train) to the nearest sugar mill for processing.
4
 Prior to 1833, when the British Slavery 

Abolition Act came into force, the sugar plantation labour supply was obtained through the 

importation of slaves from nearby Madagascar and the East Coast of Africa (Teelock 2009). 

With specific reference to Mauritius, the enforcement of the Abolition Act happened in 1835 

– a year later than other parts of the British colonial empire, due to strong resistance from 

Mauritian planters (Addison and Hazareesingh 1984, p.48). Prior to the abolition of slavery in 

Mauritius 1835, planters had already foreseen the labour shortage and an apprenticeship 

system was established. The apprenticeship system, under the guise of retraining and 

educating ex-slaves, forced them to continue as paid labourers under a labour contract period 

of six years (Allen 1999: 55-56). In practice, this system forced ex-slaves to keep working on 

the sugar plantations, where they were paid a minimal sum and were restricted by laws that 

governed marriage, meetings, land ownership, vagrancy, and corporal punishment. 

Consequently, the apprentice was neither a slave nor free. The Abolition of Slavery Act 1833, 

and its potential impact on labourers on the sugar plantation in Mauritius, was thwarted by the 

apprenticeship system. Consequently, ex-slaves would choose either maroonage and run away 

from their place of work, or manumission and work out the remainder of their contracted 

period. As a consequence, by the time the apprenticeship system ceased in 1839, the general 

reaction of ex-slaves was to leave the vicinity and circumstances of the sugar plantations. The 

newly freed slaves distanced themselves from the tyranny of the sugar plantation, where they 

moved to more urban centres or unpopulated regions where they established their own 

communities (Mishra 2009). The Indentured Labour System was a direct consequence of 

these labour changes. 

 

There have been numerous debates surrounding the differences and similarities of slavery and 

indentured labour. I suggest it is unnecessary to discuss this well-covered topic at length in 

                                            
4
 A descriptive account of Mauritius, its scenery, statistics, etc. Mauritius, 1858, John Anderson, pp. 

cited in Deerpalsingh, Sonwantee (2012).  
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this thesis.
5
 Though I appreciate, as does Brij Lal (1998b), that both slavery and indentured 

labour systems were exploitative, what I would like to underline in this research project is that 

the Indentured Labour Archives in all their forms, and in particular the photographic portraits, 

bear testimony to the significance of the ending of slavery and its impact on the British 

colonial economy in Mauritius. One significant difference between slavery and indentured 

labour was their administration. The indenture system involved the documentation of each 

individual labourer’s journey, from their point of recruitment overseas to their contracted 

employment on the sugar estate, to their death or departure from Mauritius. The British 

colonial administration recorded each labourer’s name, father’s name, age, village, region, 

religion, caste, ship, date of arrival, place of contract, and physical features. This detailed 

documentation can be read in two ways: one as a criticism of the methods used by the 

colonisers to control their subjects; and two, the way often presented in Mauritius today, as a 

redeeming feature of the British colonial governing systems, enabling histories to be traced 

and the labourers’ points of origin and identities to be retrieved. On the other hand, 

descendants of slaves in Mauritius are unable to trace their ancestral lineage or place of 

origin, due to the lack of importance given by slave traders to the slaves’ original identities 

and points of origin. 

 

The lack of detailed documentation for slaves continues to wound descendants with African 

slave ancestry, namely the Creole population. This is especially painful when attempting 

ancestral genealogical research. In contrast, many descendants of the indentured labourers 

have a gamut of information at their disposal to research their ancestors’ and families’ 

heritage. With this said, the level of documentation recorded under the Indentured Labour 

System was unlikely to have been done for the good of the labourers and their descendants. 

Instead it mirrored the documentation systems already in use by the British Empire in other 

colonies. These systems were used to record and control the colonial population, as with the 

colonial records of India, which have been extensively investigated. The fact that the 

descendants of indentured labourers have such a wealth of historical information about their 

ancestors is by coincidence rather than design. 

 

As mentioned above, the Indentured Labour System was created out of a crisis of labour 

supply. At this time, to obtain labour for the colonies required a new system that was based 

                                            
5
 For a good summary of these debates see Mishra, Amit Kumar (2009). 
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upon voluntary recruitment, paid labour, regulated work and living conditions, and temporary 

work contract periods (Addison and Hazareesingh 1984; Allen 1999; Anderson 2009; 

Peerthum 2012). The Indentured Labour System was perceived as a new and improved labour 

recruitment strategy, and Mauritius became the first site of the ‘great labour experiment’. The 

government-regulated migration of indentured labourers from India to Mauritius began in 

1842 (Teelock, 2009). Prior to this, Mauritian and British planters imported indentured labour 

on private contracts; during the 1830s, a total of 26,028 contractual labourers were employed 

in this way (Peerthum, 2012). The private labour contract period became known for the 

exploitation and poor treatment of the indentured labourers, resulting in a public outcry and 

the consequent suspension of indentured labour from India between 1838 and 1842. The 

importation of indentured labour resumed under a government-regulated system. The 

Indentured Labour Archives to which the Indentured Labour Portrait Archives belong, are the 

material relics of the regulated Indentured Labour System in Mauritius. 

 

By the time the Indentured Labour System ended in 1910, Mauritius had received the largest 

number of indentured labourers of any colony: 453,000.
6
 Emigration of Indian labourers was 

carried out under a government-regulated recruitment strategy from three principal ports –

Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay. The Indian emigrants who went to distant plantation 

settlements under a contract system came from diverse regions, including the tribal regions of 

Eastern India, Bihar, the North West Provinces (present Uttar Pradesh), the Madras 

Presidency, and Western India. In the later period, many labourers from the northern regions, 

such as western parts of the United Provinces and present day Haryana, also emigrated. The 

main regions of labour supply were the tribal regions of Chota Nagpur in Eastern India, Saran, 

Chapra, Shahabad, Champaran, Gaya, and Patna in Bihar; Banaras, Ghazipur, Azamgarh, 

Gorakhpur, Basti, Bahraich, and Jaunpur in the United Provinces; Chingalpet, Tanjore, 

Tiruchirappalli, South and North Arcot, Salem, Coimbatore, and Vizagapatam in Southern 

India; and Ratnagiri in Western India (Mishra 2009). 

 

                                            
6
 In comparison British Guyana recruited 238,909; South Africa (Natal) 152,184 and Fiji, 60,695, 

Teelock (2009). 
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Fig. 4 Map showing the general regions of indentured labourers’ origins and the three main ports of 

Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta – used for ship transportation to Mauritius. Blue crosses mark the general 

regions of Indian indentured labour origins. 

 

 

Initially, the indentured labour recruits were predominantly male, in 1839 the ratio of male 

to female was 56:1. This gender disparity became a concern for the colonial authorities in 

Mauritius, who saw a close link between the shortage of women and the lack of moral 

restraint in the indentured labour camps resulting in difficulties maintaining law and order in 

the colony. As a strategy to correct this imbalance and stabilise the indentured labour 

population the authorities introduced new recruitment laws, beginning in 1857, that 

specified at least 35% of immigrants arriving in Mauritius had to be women. This was 

increased to 40% in 1858 and 50% from 1859 to 1865 (Allen, 1999:162). Not all women 

who came to Mauritius were contracted as labourers, some came as wives and daughters, or 

free migrants. While not contratced labourers they still performed important roles on the 

sugar estates. They planted and looked after the labour camp gardens, looked after livestock 

and could be employed as staff on the sugar estate. The increase in women arriving in 
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Mauritius impacted on the social milieu of the camps, an increase in the practice of religious 

ritual and marriage. The birth of children in the labour camps encouraged the development 

of baitkas (a social meeting place to pray, perform religious rituals and instruction) and 

schools, and a desire to settle in Mauritius permanently. By the 1880's fewer old immigrants 

returned to India. In 1880 the island was home to more than 113000 Indo Mauritians who 

had been born in Mauritius and who accounted for 45 percent of the Islands Indian residents 

(Allen, 1999: 162). Therefore, at the time the indentured labour photographic system began 

we see the presence of women and children, older than 10 years of age, as recruits in the 

photographic ledgers.  

 

In the nineteenth century the main harbour of Mauritius, Port Louis, was a hive of activity. Its 

geographical situation in the Indian Ocean between Asia, South Asia, and Africa made it a 

desirable stop for ships to replenish supplies and conduct repairs. The relative proximity of 

Mauritius to India, already a British colony, along with the abundant supply of potential 

labourers from the peasant classes, made the ports of Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay ideal 

recruitment and transportation centres for indentured labour. The regions around these ports 

were primarily agricultural, and the labourers from these areas were deemed to be 

knowledgeable about farming, as well as fit and strong. Regional events, such as floods, 

famine, and political unrest, resulted in willing participants for the recruitment process. There 

have been several critiques of the ‘willingness’ of labourers and of the indentured labour 

recruitment processes, in particular the inaccurate/false promises of recruiters and the 

exploitative operations of the Indentured Labour System. Frequently, the living, work, and 

pay conditions that actualised once the labourer was stationed in the indentured colony did not 

meet the expectations of the labourers themselves ( Teelock, 2009; Tinker 1974; Allen 1999; 

Carter 1992, 1995, 1996).  

 

The historiographies of indentured labour refer to this mode of labour movement and 

exchange as a system. Another fundamental difference between the Indentured Labour 

System and slavery, was the temporality of the indenture contract. For instance, the Mauritian 

Ordinance of 1849 that determined three-year contracts, and the following Ordinance of 1862 

that re-authorised the period to a five-year contract (Allen 1999:60). Slavery, on the other 

hand, was indefinite. The Indentured Labour System was administered as a closed-circuit 

system, especially once requests for labour by plantation owners were controlled and enacted 

through the government-regulated recruitment agencies. The administration of the Indentured 
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Labour System followed a pathway that became more regulated and determined as time 

passed. 

 

Fig. 5 The indentured labour process: Photo courtesy of the National Archives Mauritius, June 2014. 

 

The pathway began with the ever increasing demand for sugar in England, as G.L. Beer 

(cited in Mintz,1985:39) stated in 1948: “From the middle of the eighteenth century these 

islands seem never to have been able to produce much more sugar than was needed for 

consumption in the mother country.”
7
 When a planter (the owner of a sugar plantation) 

required new labour for his estate, they would make a request to the colonial government of 

Mauritius for new labour recruits. These requests were then transferred to India and other 

                                            
7  Sidney W. Mintz (1985) has written an historical and enlightening account of sugar and power.  
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areas where recruitment agents were stationed. The recruitment agents sought out potential 

labourers and organised the signing of contracts and the placement of the prospective 

labourers into immigration depots. From here they awaited transportation to the indentured 

colony by ship. On the signing of their contracts and registering as an indentured labourer, 

the immigrants’ details were entered into administrative records and ledgers and became part 

of the detailed British colonial record. These records followed the immigrants’ embarkation 

on the ship, their journey and arrival at their destination, their stay at the Immigration Depot 

in Port Louis, and their despatch to specified plantations for their contracted period of labour. 

All these steps and movements were recorded at certain processing stages. One particular 

stage that is highly relevant to this thesis was the immigrant ticket system. 

 

The Indentured Labour Immigrant Ticket System 

 

The immigrant pass, or ‘ticket’, system identified the labourer as an indentured immigrant 

and therefore subject to specific rules. These rules governed the living and working 

arrangements of the indentured labourers while resident on the island with this status. The 

photographic identification portrait developed out of the original identification pass system 

that was initially a text document, containing identifying details such as name, immigration 

number, date of arrival, and name of sugar estate. The immigrant ticket became an essential 

document in the labourers’ day-to-day lives. 

 

The immigrant ticket system, while mentioned briefly in other Mauritian indentured research 

studies, has been overlooked as a dominant feature of the Indentured Labour System. In this 

thesis I argue that the pass system played an active and vigorous role in the lives of the 

indentured labourers. In fact, as noted by Sateeanund Peerthum and Satyendra Peerthum 

(2014), the ticket system and the high level of vagrancy due to lost or misplaced tickets were 

at the core of both the colonial government’s attempt to control the labourers and the 

labourers’ attempt to resist the regulatory systems imposed on them. It could also be argued 

that the immigrant ticket system was one of the tangible differences between the systems of 

slavery and indenture, as it served to classify and identify the labourer with a direct link to 

their work contract and the terms of the contract agreement. While acting as a controlling and 

monitoring device it also unambiguously provided the labourer with a form of verification 

and legitimacy of movement around the island, keeping the labourer from being labelled and 

charged as a vagrant. 
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The pass system was first used in Mauritius to distinguish ‘new immigrants’, those who had 

not completed their contract period, from ‘old immigrants’, those who had completed their 

contract period. If the old immigrant chose to stay on in Mauritius at the termination of their 

contract, they were required to work and support themselves, or they would be subjected to 

vagrancy laws. This served to pressure the ‘old immigrant’ to work back on the sugar 

plantation, helping to keep a rotating pool of labourers. The aim of the pass system and 

vagrancy laws was to, ‘ensure the continued presence of a large pool of inexpensive 

agricultural labour for the colony’s sugar estates’ (Allen 1999, 64). Ordinance No. 22 (1847) 

required old immigrants to carry a pass as proof of their immigrant status. However, 

controlling a large population of indentured immigrants, especially when there were 

problems of illegal absence, desertion, fraudulent identification, and vagrancy, was not an 

easy task. While the ticket system tried to restrict and govern the movement and behaviours 

of the labourers, it was also a site where resistance was enacted. The disregarding of the 

immigrant ticket system, or its manipulation using false documents, frustrated those who 

were in charge of making sure the indenture system ran smoothly – namely the police, the 

plantation owners, sirdars,8 and the colonial administrators. The regulatory Indentured 

Labour Immigrant Ticket System and the lengths the colonial government and planters went 

to keep the required level of labourers available serve to emphasise the high economic stakes 

and profitability of the sugar trade industry. 

 

The Circumstance of Photography in Port Louis 1864 

 

Alongside the economic developments of the sugar industry and indentured labour was the 

growing industry of professional photography. The technologies and the production processes 

of photography rapidly changed and became more efficient well before the beginnings of the 

Indentured Labour Photographic Portraits in 1864. A detailed history of the development of 

photography is not necessary for this thesis; however, what is relevant is that by 1864 the 

photographic image had shifted from one-off metal plate images, such as daguerreotypes, to 

the application of multiple-lens cameras and the ability to print multiple copies of images 

onto albumised paper.9 Regardless of these rapid photographic developments, the Indentured 

Labour Portraits were created at an early period in the history of photography, in which the 

                                            
8
  Indentured labourers promoted to position of overseer on the plantation. 

9 Beaumont Newhall (2006) provides a detailed history and description of photography and printing 

processes.  
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technological processes were labour and time intensive, involving complex chemical 

processes and the need for a large array of equipment and supplies. 

 

As both Ariella Azoulay (2008) and James Hevia (2014) point out, camera technologies and 

photographic printing techniques are essential dimensions that must be included in the 

research of photographic histories. The industry of photography and the profession of the 

photographer paralleled the development of photographic technology and it could be said that 

one drove the other and vice versa. Nineteenth-century Mauritius is a case in point, where 

any developments in photography in Europe were quickly adopted by photographic 

practitioners on the island. The demand for photographs by the local population fed into the 

need to improve and update photographic techniques and trends. As such, by the second half 

of the nineteenth century, there was already a well established commercial photographic 

studio industry in Port Louis. 

 

The very first photographs created in Mauritius were taken on the 25
th

 or 26
th

 of February 

1840 by a Mr. Worhnitz, notably only one year after the invention of the daguerreotype in 

Paris (Breville 1999: 319). The first photographic studio opened in 1843 and charged ten 

piastres (unit of currency) for a daguerreotype portrait. Tristian Breville (1999: 320) explains 

how early photographs required the sitter to remain still for ‘minutes on end’, involving the 

use of special head and neck clamps and specially designed chairs. The speed of taking the 

photographic portrait became a competitive selling point between the studios; photographers 

who could take quicker photographs could charge greater fees to the customer. This implies 

that the discomfort of ‘pose stillness’ for the sitter was sufficient to drive the demand for 

shorter sitting periods. Photographic portraits became an important object of social exchange 

and were given as gifts or kept as valuable family objects. Photographers advertised their 

services to the middle and upper classes of Mauritius through the local newspapers (Kervern 

and Martial 2012: 11-12). 

 

Over time, photographic processes evolved from the daguerreotype (metal plate) to emulsion-

coated paper negatives. The mechanics of the camera also developed to enable multiple 

copies of the same image to be taken in one sitting. This saw the printed paper images such as 

the Carte de Visite (visiting cards) become a worldwide phenomenon; the photographic 

portrait became an affordable and exchangeable object. Photographers such as Chambay, 

Lecorgne, Bonet, and Drenning were present in Mauritius in this early photographic period 
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(Kervern and Martial 2012 : 12).10 It was Lecorgne who became the first government-

contracted photographer to trial and establish the identification photographic portrait system 

in Mauritius in 1864. 

 

This concludes the initial historical context of the Indentured Labour System and 

photography in Mauritius. Discussion of the social life of the Indentured Labour Portraits 

resumes in chapter three, in which a detailed social biography of the photographs is 

presented. The following section shifts away, temporarily, from the Indentured Labour 

Photographs themselves to broader theoretical questions about the nature of photographs in 

historical archives and how their unique characteristics require us to approach them in ways 

different to other forms of documentation. I introduce the concept of the "photograph 

encounter" as a way of approaching photographs in archival research settings. 

 

The Photograph Encounter 

 

The term ‘encounter’ refers to the photograph as a product of a multitude of interactions 

between people and things. I borrow this term from Ariella Azoulay (2008), who describes 

photographs as “the product of an encounter - even if a violent one - between a photographer, 

a photographed subject, and a camera, an encounter whose involuntary traces in the 

photograph transform the latter into a document that is not the creation of an individual and 

can never belong to any one person or narrative exclusively” (Azoulay 2008:13). If we 

perceive the photograph as a product of an encounter between the photographer, the subject, 

the camera and the spectator, we understand the photograph to be enmeshed within a complex 

set of relationships. When researching photographic archives, or photographs in archives, we 

encounter the photographs, in Azoulay’s words, as ‘spectators’. We interact with the 

photograph and become part of the photograph’s complex set of relationships. If we perceive 

our engagement with the photograph as an encounter, we become acutely aware of the many 

possible encounters that have occurred during the life of the photograph. It is these encounters 

that are the focus of this thesis. 

 

Today we know the limitations of reading photographs as indexes of information, and we 

understand the meanings of photographs to be unfixable. As David MacDougall (2006a:6) 

claims: “Images reflect thought, and they may lead to thought, but they are much more than 

                                            
10

 The prevalence of French photographers reflects the population makeup of Mauritius in the 

nineteenth century, and the status of French civilians as both business owners and entrepreneurs. 
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thought.” MacDougall emphasises the corporeality of photographs, arguing that it is not only 

that which is visible, but that other senses are also involved in our engagements with images, 

such as, touch, motion, and sound. He suggests that by exploring other dimensions, “a much 

fuller range of social life becomes accessible to representation and analysis” (MacDougall 

2006a: 269). Today, in visual anthropology we tend to consider these other dimensions of the 

photograph. We no longer assume photographs to be objective records of actuality; we now 

understand them to be expressive devices that elicit affective responses, memories, and 

narratives. 

 

The work of Roland Barthes (1980) highlights the potential for photographs to evoke 

different meanings and responses; sometimes a photograph may provide relevant information 

about its creation and cultural, social, economic, and historical context. At other times, the 

photograph may evoke affective responses and experiences for the viewer.11 We also 

understand that photographs can be used and perceived in different ways in different cultural 

contexts. For example, Christopher Pinney (1997; 1999) and others have noted that in Indian 

contexts photographs are perceived and engaged with in different ways and particular Indian 

styles, interpretations, and applications of the photograph have developed over time 

(MacDougall, 2006b; MacDougall and MacDougall, 1996; Gutman 1992; Sharma, 1990; 

Chandra 2000). For Debbie Lisle (2009), photographs are constantly mobile, from the taking 

of the image to the physical, visual, and metaphorical interactions experienced when they are 

viewed. All these discussions, while focusing on various characteristics of photographs, 

suggest that our experience of them shifts and changes according to the context of their 

viewing and the interpretation of the spectator. Instead of trying to focus on one or several 

characteristics of photographs, I have chosen to assume that photographs have endless 

interpretative possibilities. If photographs adapt and shift according to their viewing contexts 

then how do we research and conceptualise the photograph in a way that allows for all their 

potential dimensions to be considered in photographic research? In reference to this thesis, 

this question becomes particularly poignant when researching photographs with complex 

histories such as those found within colonial archives. By approaching the Indentured Labour 

Portraits from this perspective of encounter, I found myself contemplating the very moment a 

photograph is first encountered in the archive. 

When I began researching the Indentured Labour Archives, I often found myself confronted, 

arrested, captivated, stilled, or jarred by the photographs that I came across. I was drawn to a 

                                            
11

 Roland Barthes (1980) defines the different viewer responses as studium and punctum respectively.  
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difference between my encounter with the photograph and its physical setting on the page. 

This became most apparent when an indentured labourer’s photograph was found embedded 

within a page of text, or as we will see, embedded within numerical and text-indexing 

systems. The photograph would jump out at me as I glanced at the page, demanding my 

attention before other forms of documentation had a chance to explain themselves. I found 

myself grappling with the differences between the two dominant styles of archival 

documentation found in the archives: text and imagery. I wondered about their relationship 

with each other and how we as ‘spectators’ interact with each form. The following discussion 

suggests that when we encounter photographs, they attract our attention and involve our 

interest in very different ways from written text, invoking a different form of interaction and 

therefore requiring a different approach to our engagement with them. To understand the 

powerful nature of this photographic encounter I found it helpful to return to previous 

discussions on ethnographic archival research. 

 

The Surface of The Archive 

 

Sarah de Leeuw (2012) provides a useful summary on various styles of archival research. The 

first style she refers to is research that goes ‘with the grain’ of the archive; she describes this 

as research that follows the assumptions and rhetoric of those that created it: a passive 

acceptance of the archival record such as the research of colonial archives with a colonial 

lens. The second research style is to go ‘against the grain’ of the archive, exploring it for 

evidence of resistance against its creators. For example, re-reading the colonial archive from 

an indigenous point of view and reframing or reinserting absent histories and narratives. The 

final research style practised is to go “along the grain” of the archive, indicating research that 

involves a carefully committed, impassioned, and emotive response to the archive; what Ann 

Stoler (2009) refers to as the ‘pulse of the archive’(cited in Leeuw 2012: 275). This approach 

to archive methodology requires a careful consideration of the tempo and nuances of the 

archive, and the narratives and counter narratives housed within and around it, including 

attention to the affective dimensions of the subjects and the personalities and expressions of 

the creators of the documents. Clare Anderson (2009:33), a researcher who has engaged with 

the Indentured Labour Archives of Mauritius, also supports researching archives in this way. 

She suggests that such an approach pushes us to critically question archival absence: what is 

missing or not included – ‘elisions, alongside their granular texture’. 
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All these archival research approaches refer to text-based research. These three styles of 

ethnographic archival research refer to the sensory metaphor of the ‘wooden grain of the 

archive’, determining whether the research approach goes either with, against, or along the 

grain. These approaches imply a sense of touch and movement along an impervious surface. 

While these approaches may be a helpful way to research historical archives, and I am 

particularly enamoured with Stoler’s ‘pulse of the archive’, I argue that they are inadequate to 

deal with the particular characteristics of photographs. 

 

Generally speaking, archival analysis follows chronologically and sequentially the written 

recordings documented on the surface of the page. Even if we are searching for elisions and 

counter narratives, we engage with the information in a similar way. Our eyes and cognitions 

move with the semiotic symbols on the surface of the page, moving from left to right (or right 

to left) and carrying on downwards towards the bottom of the page, mirroring the creator’s 

movements as the information was entered into the archive. The text, charts, and reports 

follow this same pattern of movement; we occasionally pause to record or contemplate an 

important item but still keep moving/touching the surface of the page with our eyes. The text, 

language, and lines of the written archive are embedded in the surface of the page. The letters, 

words, and numbers are fixed, and it is the reader’s interpretation of what they see that is 

fluid. When our eyes encounter a photograph the surface becomes transparent, as if the frame 

of the photograph outlines the edge of an open space, an aperture-like opening, not unlike a 

rock pool exposed at low tide inviting us to stop and engage with the world within. 

 

The Photographic Aperture 

 

An aperture is defined as a hole or opening on a surface allowing passage into or through a 

thing.12 The aperture is understood more commonly as part of the technology of the camera; 

the aperture device opens and closes to control the amount of light through the lens. The wider 

the aperture the greater the amount of light and vice a versa. It seems appropriate to rely on a 

word that is linked to the photographic process and the control of light. Metaphorically, the 

notion of aperture can be associated with the notion of ‘letting light in,’ or an ‘opening on the 

surface’. Both these metaphors fit comfortably with how I perceive the nature of the 

photograph and why our encounter with it is different from other archival forms. 

 

                                            
12

 Definition of the word aperture from Merriam Webster Dictionary. 
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When we encounter a photograph in the archive, the rhythm of our gaze is interrupted. We 

stop and our eyes are drawn into the opening or aperture-like space of the image. Our gaze 

swims around the aperture of the photograph responding to multiple stimuli and to layers of 

information. Our potential responses are endless, as is the information and experiences that 

are elicited, reminding us again of the photograph’s extensive interpretative possibilities. The 

spectator of the photograph determines how they will engage with it, what information and 

stimulus they will respond to, how long they will gaze into the space, and what they will 

retrieve from it. It is their encounter with the photograph that determines what is drawn from 

it. The spectator can choose to briefly read its indexical content, defining ‘this’ as ‘x’, or they 

may perceive it as a representation of a period of time, place, or circumstance. The spectator 

may encounter the photograph as a valuable historical object or national treasure. They may 

experience various affective sensations or emotions; it may scare, sooth, confuse, irritate, 

excite, anger, or make one curious. The aperture of the photograph is interactive with the 

viewer, eliciting information, memories, narratives, imaginings, and affects. Not only are 

these responses variable, but they can happen all at once or in different viewings at different 

times. The transparency of photographs is not a new concept, but it has often been referred to 

in comparison with other visual art mediums, with particular reference to the aesthetics of 

images (Degirmenci, 2015). In the archival context it is not only the aesthetics of the 

photograph that draw the spectator in, it is our encounter with the open space, or aperture, of 

the image that attracts our attention. The photographic aperture allows for the consideration of 

the various forms of encounter and engagement that can occur when we view photographs, 

emphasising their unique characteristics as a historical record in archival research.  
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Fig. 6 Archive Document – Vagrant Register – single sheet found in PB Ledger, circa 1884-86, Mauritian 

National Archives 2014. Name digitally removed in accordance with archive policy. Photo courtesy of the 

Mauritian National Archives. 

 

To illustrate this further, we can see above (Fig. 6) both text and image on an archival page. 

We can view the handwritten details of an indentured labourer and the list of their vagrant 

convictions inserted by the colonial clerks.13 A photograph was also taken as a form of visual 

identification and pasted onto this document in a defined space set aside for the image.14
 

                                            
13

 Photographs of people charged with vagrancy were adopted into the vagrant register system in the 

1880s. The vagrant register archive is located at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute – Indentured Labour 

Archives. 
14

 Identifying details, such as names and immigration number, have been removed from this thesis in 

accordance with MGI archival policy. 
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When we ‘encounter’ this document, we see the textual categories, we read the hand-written 

details, we follow their path from left to right and down the page, yet when we view the 

photograph, we are presented with a very different visual encounter; we disengage from the 

text, we stop and pause and enter its visual aperture, where the inscription and projection of 

light defines what we see. It is the fall of light on the person’s face, clothes, and surroundings 

that emanates from the image, creating a myriad of visual stimuli and information. We can 

see the face and features of a man and we assume it is the person named on the document; we 

understand him to be an indentured labourer. At this point we may quickly return back to the 

text and continue on our progressive journey through the archive, noticing from the register 

that he has been charged several times as a vagrant. We may stay longer with the photograph, 

gazing through its opening and searching for more enlightening details, making inferences 

that might assist us in gathering a greater understanding of who this person is, and what this 

photograph can tell us. In other words our encounter may become more involved and 

intimate. 
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Fig. 7 Zoomed-in view of previous vagrant photograph (Fig. 6) found in PB Ledger. Photo courtesy of the 

Mauritian National Archives. 

We may notice the expression on the person’s face and wonder about the circumstance of the 

photographic moment and what this encounter with the photographer was like. We may 

notice his features and determine his culture and ethnicity based upon our own 

understandings of what we see. If we are from a similar ethnic background or are a 

descendant of an indentured labourer, we may look for other information, such as facial 

resemblance, or make other inferences from the clothing, hairstyle, bearing, markings, or 

jewellery. We may seek to find indicators of the person’s social status or religious grouping. 

If we have historical knowledge of photographic history, we may notice the shallowness of 

the photographic field, in which no embellishments or items of studio staging are present as 

they were with commercial portraiture of that time. We may also consider the material 

dimensions of the photograph such as its small size and physical condition, and how much it 

is faded or damaged. The encounter may expand our vision to include our imagination of this 

man’s life as an indentured labourer: the struggles, the hard labour, the journey on the ship 

from India, the leaving behind of family, the living conditions, and what happened to him 

after his photograph was taken. Some viewers of this image, particularly if they are the direct 

descendants of the depicted labourer, may experience a range of affective responses; strong 

emotions such as pride, sadness, joy, anxiety, anger, and relief. Viewers with a particular 

colonial bias or sensitivity may resist the photograph altogether, experiencing the colonial 

context of the photograph as a distressing confrontation to be ignored. 

 

As I have demonstrated, if we perceive the photograph as a visual aperture, it reveals a fluid 

space full of potential inferences and interpretations. The photograph interrupts our reading 

of the archive and I propose that it is the photograph’s aperture-like character that attracts our 

attention. The open fluid space of the aperture helps to explain the photograph’s potential to 

elicit memories, narratives, imaginings, and affective responses. By perceiving the 

photograph as an aperture we can also understand how it can shift and adapt to different 

historical and cultural contexts. Therefore, when researching photographs within archives it is 

important to recognise their unique characteristics and nature. I am not proposing that 

photographs should usurp text; however, I am suggesting that, through our different 

encounter with photographs, additional and alternative forms of knowledge can be accessed 

and uncovered. Throughout this thesis the notion of the visual aperture of the photograph will 

be exemplified whenever the reader/viewer encounters one. 
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Continuing with the notion of an open and fluid space, at times during this research process 

ethnographic material has leaked out slowly; at other times it has gushed forward. To 

appropriately deal with the variable data that ensued from my research of the photographs, 

and to adequately present their complex dimensions and contexts, I have returned to the 

expertise of other visual researchers who specialise in archival photographs. To best analyse 

the many dimensions of the Indentured Labour Photographs, I need theoretical approaches 

that are open to the nuances of this specific colonial archive research project. These 

approaches need to fit comfortably with my overarching concepts of the photographic 

aperture and the photographic encounter. I have found four theoretical approaches that help 

to frame and guide the methodologies and approaches applied in my research and analysis of 

the Indentured Labour Photographs. While each approach is useful in its own particular way, 

I think they also overlap and support each other, strengthening the overall structure of this 

research project. Their purpose is to assist me in framing what emerges from the fluid space 

of the photograph and to make sense of the many dimensions, relationships, and shifting 

nuances that emerge from the aperture of the Indentured Labour Photographs. 

 

I will begin by explaining Ariella Azoulay’s (2008) notion of the Civil Contract of 

Photography where all relationships of the photograph are made up of encounters between 

the photographer, the subject, the camera, and the spectator. Adding to Azoulay’s approach I 

use James Hevia’s (2014) conceptualisation of the Photography Complex’. The Photography 

Complex acknowledges the linkages with other objects, persons, and networks in the creation 

of the photograph, extending the research focus to encompass the materiality of the 

photographs and the institutional systems involved in their production. To piece together the 

myriad relationships, networks, and linkages, I construct a social biography of the Indentured 

Labour Photographs, treating them as living objects with agency. To explain the social 

agency of both the archive and the photographs themselves, I turn to Alfred Gell’s seminal 

work on Art and Agency (1998), applying the idea of the social agency of objects to 

photographs. The final approach presented in this introduction is Elizabeth Edwards’ (2012) 

notion of photographs as ‘Objects of Affect’, in which viewing photographs, in this instance 

portraits, can evoke an array of affective responses ranging from emotions to a physical sense 

of connection, presence, or touch. Using Edwards’ approach asserts the affective agency of 

photographs. The following sections discuss these supporting approaches in greater detail. 
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The Civil Contract of Photography (Azoulay, 2008) 

 

“The Photograph is out there, an object in the world, and anyone, always (at least in 

principle), can pull at one of its threads and trace it in such a way as to reopen the 

image and renegotiate what it shows, possibly even completely overturning what was 

seen in it before.” Ariella Azoulay (2008:13) 

 

The first established theory, as briefly mentioned earlier, is Ariella Azoulay’s the Civil 

Contract of Photography. Her theoretical approach emphasises photography as an apparatus 

of power. For Azoulay, all photographs are political – from conventional to state-governed 

images. They all witness and testify various points of view, regardless of who originally 

created them and for what purpose; their meaning is unstable. As Azoulay writes: “[E]very 

reading of a photograph that is carried out in the service of the photographer or the 

photographed person and in deference to a message that one of them has sought to place in 

the picture is prone to be overturned" (2008:389). Central to this approach is Azoulay's 

notion of citizenship and the civic duty of the spectator. She perceives the concept of 

citizenship as resembling photographic relations (Azoulay 2008:25). As with citizenship, 

photography is no-one's property. Photographs do not speak for themselves; therefore, we as 

spectators have a civic duty towards the photograph, especially when the photograph depicts 

unequal power relations. The notion of civic duty suggests that when spectators and 

researchers encounter photographs we have an obligation to think about the imposed 

assumptions of images, to set aside or see beyond their original framing, and to reflect 

carefully on their ongoing use and representations. 

 

For Azoulay, the subject, the photographer, the camera, and the spectator are all legitimate, 

rightful participants in the photographic process. The Civil Contract of Photography ties 

together the photographer, the photographed person, and the spectator. They are all involved 

in relationships with the photograph; the photographer takes the picture, the subject is being 

taken in a photo, and the spectators look (2008: 26). Therefore, the photograph can never 

belong to any one person or narrative exclusively, even if some might try to appropriate it for 

their own specific, or limited, purposes (as did the colonial authorities who created the 

Indentured Labour Photographs as regulatory identification tools). The Civil Contract of 

Photography assumes that the governed possess the power to ‘suspend' the dominance of the 

sovereign power (Azoulay 2008:23). 
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While Azoulay’s theoretical discussion is complex and focused on photographs in the context 

of civil emergencies, with images often reflecting the violation of human rights, I argue that 

the broad tenet of her approach is highly relevant to this research project and photographs 

found within colonial archives. The Indentured Labour Photographs could easily fit within 

the framework of governed colonial images – produced and controlled by the colonial state, 

they turned the immigrant labourers into objects of photography. However, if we apply the 

Civil Contract of Photography, we can approach these images in a very different way. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8 Author’s model of Azoulay’s Civil Contract of Photography. Photograph courtesy of Chowriamah 

Family. 

 

Azoulay’s model encourages us to shift away from notions of ownership and to consider the 

photograph as an encounter between a photographer, a photographed subject, and a camera. 

The ensuing image is not the creation of an individual and can never belong to any one 

person or narrative (Azoulay 2008). Azoulay suggests that as spectators encountering 

photographs we should ‘watch’ instead of ‘look’ at photographs (2008:14). Watching implies 

that our contemplation of photographs can move and change, that there is something to 

follow, they are not a static record. In this thesis I rely on Azoulay's premise that the 

photograph can never be solely owned by those that created it, and I follow the relationships 

between the photographer, the photographed, and the spectator. The above model (Fig. 8), 
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helps to visually illustrate the relationship focus of this thesis. By approaching the Indentured 

Labour Photographs as an encounter, the aperture of the photograph offers up the potential 

for many meanings, interpretations, and interactions, telling us a great deal about the 

photographs and their social life. 

 

 

Fig. 9 Photograph courtesy of Coopamootoo family, Mauritius 2014. PG archives, circa 1886. 

 

The Indentured Labour Photographs exemplify images upon which the sovereign power, in 

this case the British Empire, is strongly imposed. Using the above photograph as a reference 

we can see the imposition of empire through the following indicators: 

 

1. The grid lines marked on the page around the image. 

2. The identification portrait itself. 

3. The controlled and repetitive pose of the subject (evident in multiple examples). 
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4. The subject’s blank expression. 

5. The existence of the individual index number. 

6. The use of surname as a marker of identification. 

7. The small size of the image. 

8. The placement of the image amongst many others on the page. 

9. The blankness of the backdrop and consequent shallow depth of field. 

 

Azoulay’s approach suggests that instead of focusing on these colonial signifiers of empire, 

other interpretations and understandings of these photographs emerge when we perceive them 

as a product of an encounter between the photographer, the camera, the subject, and the 

spectator. By approaching the photographs in this way we reframe the Indentured Labour 

Photograph from an identification object to a photographic portrait. When we think of them 

as photographic portraits we identify the people involved in the photograph as individuals, 

taking the photograph back to point zero, stripping it back to its simplest form. I aim to 

approach the archive in this way, starting with the photograph, its creation, and the many 

encounters involved in its social life. While doing so, I do not neglect the archive, since the 

effects of viewing individual photographs are different from their effects as an integrated 

whole (visually depicting the patent regulatory system of control). This approach refutes the 

photography historian Brian Wallis (2003), who makes a distinction between photographic 

portraits and photographic types. He describes portraits as individual, private, and 

humanistic, and photographic types as non-reciprocal, with the subject positioned, known, 

owned, represented, and spoken for, or constructed as silent. Using Azoulay’s approach, the 

controlling nature of the image is stripped back to the moment of encounter, when, regardless 

of the photograph’s inscribed colonial authority, the subject is still present and a participant; 

they can never be solely owned and spoken for, and can therefore also be perceived as 

individual, private, and humanistic. 

 

I find the notion of encounter useful when structuring and presenting visual research. I am 

using Azoulay’s particular concept of ‘encounter’ as a way to both analyse the photographs 

and to present the various topics covered in this thesis. Each chapter reflects a particular point 

of encounter with the Indentured Labour Photographs. I even go so far as to suggest that 

myself, this thesis, and the readers of this thesis are also involved in what Azoulay terms the 

Civil Contract of Photography, that we as spectators of these images are involved in the 

‘civic space’ of the photograph, contemplating our own perspectives and interpretations of 

these images and influencing their political and social consciousness. With this said, my role 
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as both spectator and anthropologist comes with a civic duty to allow as many dimensions as 

possible to emanate from the images (Azoulay 2008:85). 

 

In summary, the Indentured Labour Photographs are a great testing ground for Azoulay’s 

theory. They were constructed by a colonial power and were used to classify the immigrant 

as an indentured labourer. They were used as a tool to control the labourers’ movements on 

the island. They exemplify the asymmetrical relationship between the colonial administration 

and the subject, and an exploitative system that used cheap labour to assist in the profitability 

and expansion of the British colonial sugar trade. These photographs fit well inside our 

understandings of the colonial photographic archive, where the unequal power relations of 

the colonial endeavour are indexically represented through visual media. Yet, by using the 

notion of ‘encounter’ we can see beyond these narratives of domination and allow for others 

to emerge. It is not my intention to dismiss the colonial history of domination that this 

photographic archive attests to, since it is a crucial part of the social life of these photographs. 

However, I propose that the colonial narrative as only one of the many dimensions of the 

social life of the Indentured Labour Photographic Portraits. Each chapter of this thesis will 

link to Azoulay’s Civil Contract of Photography by asserting the premise of ‘encounter’. 

 

The Photography Complex (James L. Hevia, 2014) 

 

“Photography not only created a sense of simultaneous temporal presence between a 

viewer and the images in a photographic print, but was capable of bringing distant 

and remote places into the visible space of a viewing subject.” (Wallis 2003) 

 

James Hevia also recognises the multifaceted dimensions of photographs, with the printed 

image being only one part of a complex and involved production process (Hevia 2014:284). 

Although his approach has not yet stimulated extensive debate, his concept of the 

Photography Complex has been useful in my own research of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs. It has added to my research and analysis of the photographs by directing me to 

consider the elements and networks involved in making the image. Hevia states: “the image 

has been given precedence and ontological priority over the elements which temporally 

precede or follow upon it.” (2014:284). He comments that the technological significance of 

photography (the camera, printing processes, etc.) have often been overshadowed by the 

photograph’s cultural production. Because of this, we should also focus on the making of the 
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image, shifting our concern to the processes and technologies through which they were 

produced, circulated, and preserved (Hevia 2014:309). Hevia’s approach is strongly 

influenced by Latour’s (1986) Actor-Network Theory, since he regards the Photography 

Complex as a network of actants made up of human and non-human parts and these parts, or 

'disparate entities' using Marilyn Strathern's emphasis, whether human or non-human, are of 

equal status (1996:522). This approach is useful for understanding the Indentured Labour 

Photographs as the processes involved in the creation of the images include many networks 

and linkages sometimes ignored in historical research. 

 

As Hevia might suggest, it would be easy to be swayed by the visual characteristics of the 

Indentured Labour ID Photographs, given their visual intensity and the powerful projections 

and responses they evoke, as found when descendants encountered their ancestors’ 

photograph. But Hevia’s model signposts the importance of the technological imperatives 

that have helped form and create the image. The Photography Complex expands the purview 

of my encounter with the Indentured Labour Photographs encouraging me to consider the 

following dimensions: 

 

1. The materials of technology: the camera, the lens, the glass plates, the negatives, the 

chemicals, the paper. 

2. The photographic space and location. 

3. The role of light. 

4. The albumen printing process. 

5. The influence of photographic printing techniques. 

6. The ledgers used to record and document the photographic system. 

7. The classification and registering system. 

8. The photographer, his circumstances and role. 

9. The subject/labourer in the photograph. 

10. The transport and communication networks in which the system relied upon, such as 

ships’ trade routes, indentured labour orders, colonial administration records, and audits. 

11. Production and distribution networks: the studio processing rooms, the photography 

assistants, clerks, delivery systems of photographs to labourers. 

12. Storage and preservation of photographs: storage cylinders and ledger archives. 

13. The Protector of Immigrant’s documentation of relevant correspondence. 

14. Relevant Regulations and Laws. 

15. Broader British colonial imperatives and economic goals. 
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Hevia’s approach represents a more complex, intricate set of relationships than just those 

between the photographer, camera, photograph, spectator. From a cultural point of view the 

photographs record the colonial intervention and the subjective nature of the relationship 

between the colonial administrator and the labourer. While these relationships are central to 

the analysis of the photographs, Hevia's Photography Complex encourages a more detailed 

and engaged consideration of the many elements linked to the Indentured Labour 

Photographs. I take Hevia’s model as a very broad-based framework for thinking outward 

from the photographs themselves, bringing into view the panoply of networked connections, 

social relations, and political dynamics that their use and production depend on. Hevia also 

refers to the counter-hegemonic potential of photographs, in which they can be read against 

the grain of their colonial origins. The Photography Complex allows for a multitude of 

factors to be considered, helping to piece together the complex and multifaceted social 

biography of the Indentured Labour Photographs. By approaching the research of the 

Indentured Labour Photographic Archive with a similar approach to Hevia’s Photography 

Complex and Azoulay’s Civil Contract of Photography, I attempt to formulate a layered and 

intricate understanding of these remarkable images. 

 

Photographs and Agency 

“Photographs are a major historical form for the late nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, yet we have hardly started to grasp what they are about, how to deal with 

their rawness, in both senses of the word – the unprocessed and perhaps the 

sometimes painful.” (Edwards 2001b:5) 

As previously mentioned, the Indentured Labour Photographic Portraits have a visual 

intensity that attracts our attention, evoking powerful projections and responses. Today, the 

Indentured Labour Portraits are indeed socially significant in Mauritius. In this thesis I 

suggest that the social value and affective agency of objects such as the Indentured Labour 

Photographs shift and change in relation to the nature of the photographic encounter. This 

will be exemplified by considering the agency of the Indentured Labour Photographs when 

they were perceived as identification documents, during the indentured labour period, and 

later as ancestral images in contemporary times. I aim to redress the perception of 

photographic archives as simple and passive collections, sitting quietly in museum drawers 

and rooms. I will argue, as do Schwartz and Cook (2002), that archives are themselves 



 

 

42 

powerful objects, not only as markers of history, but also as objects performing various forms 

of agency through time and space. 

 

An analysis of the social relationships of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archives found 

in Mauritius will not only bring to light the unique life and powerful agency of this archive, it 

will also serve to highlight the unique qualities of photographs as sites for ethnographic 

research. My overarching argument suggests that by starting with the visual archive and 

treating it as a living object a new form of ethnography ensues, and the visual image and its 

relationships with its surrounding environment can provide a useful frame for understanding 

the social life of the indentured labourers at the time the photographs were taken and today 

when they are encountered by their descendants. 

 

Although Alfred Gell (1998) refers to the broad schema of visual objects in his writings, it is 

a logical step to claim that photographs have social agency. Applying Gell’s theory to 

photographic research implies that photographs have social relations and agency; they both 

interact with, and affect, their surrounding environment. They too are created objects used in 

social practice that are displayed, viewed, and exchanged. I propose in this thesis that we 

consider photographs as prodigious social agents because of their exceptional affective 

qualities and their ability to embody relationships over time and through networks of people. 

I also suggest that if one were to rank the potential social agency of an object based upon its 

ability to evoke affective interactions, the photograph, and particularly the portrait, would be 

ranked at the highest level. 

 

Gell also proposes that an object’s agency is distributed across networks of people and 

artefacts, scattered through space and time. Therefore, an object’s agency may persist even 

after the biological death of the person (Gell 1998:102). By following the social life of the 

Indentured Labour Photographs, this thesis supports this claim. To extend Gell’s perspective, 

I argue that in migrant contexts or other settings of disruption or trauma, where lives are 

scattered, objects such as photographs become valorised. Their social agency becomes more 

elevated and privileged as they visually trace, narrate, and anchor the person’s fragmented 

life story (Harrington-Watt 2015). The Indentured Labour Portraits visually document the 

labourers’ migration from their place of origin and provide a visual trace of their life as an 

Indentured Labourer. They also allow the continuity of ancestral connectivity for their 

descendants. As I will show, the unique photographic archives of Mauritius have come to 
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play an important role in the social lives of Indo-Mauritian citizens, albeit many generations 

after their original creation (Gell1998). 

The social agency and biographical propensity of objects to tell stories is also supported by 

Carl Knappett (2002). He discusses the importance of networks and processes whereby 

‘inanimate’ objects come to be socially alive. Janet Hoskin follows a similar train of thought 

in her book Biographical Objects: How Things Tell The Stories of People’s Lives. She writes 

that: “An object … becomes a pivot of reflexivity and introspection, a tool of autobiographic 

self-discovery, a way of knowing oneself through things.” (1998: 198). Hoskins describes 

biographical objects as ones that we share our lives with. They are objects that have become 

significant because of biographical experiences and associated narratives. This thesis will 

clearly show how the Indentured Labour Photographs have become biographical objects 

overtime. 

 

Archaeologist Chris Gosden (2005) also works with the notion that objects may possess 

agency. Gosden suggests that artefacts act beyond human control, that, “things behave in 

ways which do not derive simply from human intentions and in fact channel those 

intentions.” (Gosden 2005:195). He comments on the need to balance the relationship 

between people and things and that artefacts are not always seen as passive or people as 

active. The resilience of the Indentured Labour Photographic archive and its shifting agency 

over time will help exemplify the active nature of archives. 

 

Gosden also refers to the potent agency of objects en masse (2005:194). He claims that 

groups of objects “set up universes of their own in which people need to fit”. As will be 

shown in this thesis the en masse nature of the Indentured Labour Photographs impacts 

significantly on their surrounding environments. The Indentured Labour Portraits can be 

perceived in two ways, as an individual object and as one part of a larger archive. As an 

individual photographic portrait, the object will have a particular kind of agency that is 

concerned with intimate social relationships between the object and the viewer, whereas the 

photographic archive as a whole conducts a different kind of agency that affects (and 

responds to) wider social, historical, national, and political situations. The Indentured Labour 

Archive therefore enacts another form of social agency, the focal repository of collective 

memory, that impacts on broader social issues. 

 

With this said, I also need to be sensitive to Steiner’s (2001:210) critique of objects and 

social agency. He argues that anthropologists’ theoretical ‘zeal’ for the agency of objects can 
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potentially fetishise them, attributing too much power to the objects themselves and 

diminishing the importance of human agency and the role of individuals and systems that 

construct and imbue them with value, significance, and meaning. In this thesis the matter of 

fetishising objects and agency becomes less relevant, as the information gathered emanates 

from the relationships formed between the photographs and those who encounter them. It is 

the participants in this research who imbue them with relative value, significance, and 

meaning. Understanding and acknowledging the significant value attributed to the Indentured 

Labour Photographs and their agency throughout their social life is the aim of this research 

project. 

To help explain the agency of the Indentured Labour Photographs I explore the recent work 

of Michelle Caswell Archiving the Unspeakable (2014). Her work examines the photographic 

portrait archive created by the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia 1975 - 1979. This archive 

comprises of prisoner photographs taken as part of a criminal registration process. These so 

called Tuol Sleng ‘mug shots’ provide the last trace of the regime’s victims before they were 

executed. This photographic archive has become witness to the narrative and testimony of the 

Khmer Rouge regime and its crimes against humanity. It has also become a powerful object 

of agency for the descendants of the Khmer Rouge victims. While there are similarities 

between this photographic archive and the Indentured Labour Archive of Mauritius, there are 

significant differences as well. Both photographic portrait systems were created by a 

controlling regime; the subjects of the regime had no choice in their participation in the 

photographic encounter. Both systems used a numerical indexing system for identification. 

They both produced a stylised and universal portrait pose that minimised individual 

expression and sterilised the engagement of the subject during the process of photography. 
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Fig. 10 Tuol Sleng 'Mug Shots' S21. CC by SA 3.0
15

 

 

Yet what is significantly different between these two portrait archives is the context of the 

prisoner and the labourer and the contrasting aims and purposes of the governing regimes at 

the time the photographs were taken. We have the Indentured Labour Photographs created 

approximately a hundred years earlier, their purpose being to control the movement of the 

labourer from the sugar estate and to prevent the fraudulent use of the immigration ticket. 

The purpose of the Khmer Rouge portraits is less clear. Different authors, such as David 

Chandler (cited Caswell, 2014:8), have proposed that the detailed records of the Tuol Sleng 

photographs were used by the regime to create an extensive history of their reign. On the 

other hand, Caswell (2014:48) describes the Tuol Seng ‘mug shots’ as playing an important 

social function, by transforming the subjects into criminals and by using a bureaucratic 

system to create distance between an act of violence and an administrative order to kill. 

 

The Indentured Labour Photographs did not transform their subjects into criminals, though 

they tacitly threatened the labourer with criminality by virtue of the mandatory legal status of 

the identification document. The Indentured Labour Photographs denoted the labourers’ 

indentured immigrant identity, signifying their role in the eyes of the colonial regime to 

provide labour for the agricultural production of sugar. These portraits classified the labourer 
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as an item of inventory in the process of sugar production and this identity constricted their 

movements and work circumstances for the benefit of the sugar industry and its benefactors. 

 

Where the Khmer Rouge and Indentured Labour Photographic archives noticeably overlap is 

how their agency has transformed over time. Initially, they were both perceived as visual 

identification documents – like a stamp or a form of branding. They were not imbued with 

the same form of agency as they have today. As objects of control their agency was 

undoubtedly different for the subject and the photographer. For the subject, the photographs 

would have been ingrained with a sense of intimidation and control, affecting an enforced 

helplessness. For the photographer and the governing institution, the photographs enacted a 

form of authority, power, and control. Today these archives play important historical, social, 

and political roles in their respective communities. Both archives in their contemporary 

context are providing connections between descendants and ancestors, transforming the 

photographs from objects of regulation and restraint to objects of honour and 

commemoration. They both exemplify how photographs, through their powerful agency, can 

play a central role in reliving and retelling history, while at the same time transforming into 

affective objects for those that encounter them. The Khmer Rouge photographic archive has 

become a powerful object of accountability and testimony against the regime. It also shapes 

collective memory, and its contents have become objects of honour and mourning for their 

descendants (Caswell 2014:64). Due to the extreme narrative of violence associated with the 

Tuol Seng mugshots, the power and brutality of the Khmer Rouge regime continues to 

dominate and haunt the narratives of these portraits. In contrast, this thesis shows how the 

initial narrative of the Indentured Labour Photograph, in its colonial context, is less 

significant in the eyes of Indo-Mauritians today. Now it is the themes of ancestral 

connectivity, familial origin, identity, and the bravery and achievements of the indentured 

labourers that dominate people’s responses to and perceptions of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs. 

 

Objects of Affect (Elizabeth Edwards, 2012) 

Photographic archives such as the Tuol Seng ‘mug shots’ and the Indentured Labour 

Portraits, while born of imposed controlling systems, exemplify the affective power of 

photographs. Regardless of their original purpose as indexical identification items within an 

exploitative or violent system, they remain, as Elizabeth Edwards (2012) describes, ‘objects 

of affect’. According to Edwards, photographs “cannot be understood through visual content 
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alone, but through an embodied engagement with an object world, which is both constitutive 

of and through social relations.” (2012:221). She proposes, in line with broader sensory 

scholarship, that photographic research should include not only the semiotic, linguistic, and 

instrumental dimensions of photographs, but also include and pay attention to their affective 

and experiential elements. Photographs are a phenomenological medium, embodied and 

experienced by both its creators and its spectators (Edwards 2005; Howes 2003; Pinney 2004; 

Stoller 1997; Wright 2004). Research of photographs should adopt a phenomenological 

approach, with the materiality and the sensory playing a central role in how the photographs 

are understood. 

More recently, the significance of materiality and the sensory effects of photographs has 

come to the fore in visual anthropological debates. I suggest that this shift follows the return 

of colonial photographs to their source communities, where the perceptions of photographs 

are informed by different cultural contexts and encounters. Several scholars, such as Jane 

Lydon (2010), Jennifer Deger (2008), and Benjamin Smith (2008), have noted that in 

situations where ancestral photographs are returned to their source communities, or where 

communities use photographic images as a specific medium of ancestral encounter, the 

significance of the indexical content of the photograph is surpassed by the affective 

engagement experienced by the viewer. Similarly, Richard Vokes (2008) found photographs 

in historical family contexts can confer upon the viewer an affective on-going presence and 

agency in the lives of the living. Studies by Christopher Wright (2008) and Jennifer Deger 

(2008) exemplify how the material object of the photograph provides a physical, and at times 

spiritual, connection between the spectator and the subject in the photograph. These studies 

make links with the Indentured Labour Portraits as similar affective negotiations occur 

between these photographs and those who view them. 

Elizabeth Edwards (2014) speaks of a photographic trace being not merely an act of 

representation, but also an “inscription of an experience, however ordinary and banal, that 

somebody lived through, and that carries a trace of their social being”. When we view 

particular portraits, we encounter people who are engaged in their own experiences, ideas, 

and emotions. Edwards proposes that it is the subjects’ personal absorption in their own 

experience that constitutes a powerful human connection between the subject and the viewer. 

She refers to this sense of human connection as a trace of their ‘presence’  “their experience 

of the moment and their reaction to it” (Edwards 2014). When we consider the Indentured 

Labour Portraits as traces of the labourers’ presence, they become very powerful images. 

Mirroring the effects of Azoulay’s notion of encounter, the photograph shakes off its 
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identification and documentary status and becomes something very different. The idea of 

presence also underscores the affective agency that historical photographs enact, especially in 

circumstances where the spectators/viewers are directly connected to the person in the 

photograph. The ancestors’ presence and their human experience at the time the photograph 

was taken is magnified by history and time and the relationship of the spectator with the 

image. Edwards’ theoretical approach to photographs as Objects of Affect, which underscores 

this ethnographic research project, understands that photographic meaning is “made through 

a confluence of sensory experience, in which the visual is only part of the efficacy of the 

image.” (Edwards 2012:230). 

Although these theoretical approaches have been presented as discrete models, they 

nevertheless overlap and support each other. Hevia’s Photography Complex broadens the 

span of photographic research to include and follow the intricate webs and networks of 

production and technology that are involved in the creation of the photograph. Azoulay’s 

Civil Contract of Photography persuades us to consider the photograph as an encounter 

between the subject, the photographer, the camera, and the spectator, and by doing so allows 

for additional views and perspectives to unfold. Gell’s Art and Agency, when transferred to 

photographs, reinforces the social agency of visual objects, recognising their ability to affect 

their surrounding environments; and Edwards’ 'Objects of Affect' encourages us to recognise 

photographs as objects with affective, sensory qualities that impact on those that encounter 

them. Together, these approaches provide the intellectual resources for an in-depth analysis 

of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archives. They all refer to the unique characteristics 

of photographs and encourage a research methodology that regards the photograph as fluid 

and multidimensional. They all coax us into ‘watching’ instead of ‘looking’ at photographs: 

to explore their many dimensions and relationships as they move through time. 

 

Thesis Map 

The chapters in this thesis are premised on the concepts of the ‘photographic aperture’ and 

‘encounter’. Each chapter conceives the Indentured Labour Photograph as an aperture-like 

open space and over time, as a consequence of a prolonged and in-depth encounter with the 

photographs, various forms of knowledge and meanings have emerged. The following outline 

will map the progression of this thesis. 

 

Chapter Two: The Fieldwork Encounter – Social Immersion 
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This chapter presents the complex research setting of the Indentured Labour Portrait 

Photographs of Mauritius. It explains the various research methodologies adopted to suit the 

unique circumstances of this research environment. The research approaches need to be 

flexible and multifarious due to the breadth of historical archival data, both textual and 

photographic, and the complex social and political environment surrounding the archive. This 

chapter also describes the Mauritian fieldwork setting, the Indo-Mauritian community, and 

the experience of archival research. It includes interviews with historians, archival staff, 

politicians, and members of the public and discusses the significance of photo-elicitation in 

these interactions. The chapter begins with an example of one of my own fieldwork 

encounters with an Indentured Labour Photograph, helping to intimate the experiential and 

phenomenological nature of this research project. 

 

Chapter Three: The Fieldwork Encounter – The Archives 

This chapter continues with the previous topic of the fieldwork encounter, yet its focus shifts 

more directly onto the Indentured Labour Photographs, their various dimensions, and the 

methods employed to research them. I describe the archival fieldwork setting and my 

encounters with the Indentured Labour Photographic Ledgers. In this chapter I re-emphasise 

the notion that archives are socially active and responsive to the social world around them. 

 

Chapter Four: A Social Biography of the Indentured Labour Photographs 

This chapter pieces together the social biography of the archive. Hevia’s Photography 

Complex helps guide and construct the complex life story of the Indentured Labour Portraits. 

This life story, while presented chronologically is by no means linear nor complete, but rather 

traces available data and supporting information that can help piece together the narrative of 

the Indentured Labour Portraits. It begins from the point of their creation, to their 

circumstances today and potential encounters in the future. It is hoped this biography 

establishes a framework for future research. 

 

Chapter Five: A Cross Cultural Encounter 

In this chapter I rely heavily on Azoulay’s Civil Contract of Photography by returning to the 

colonial photographic setting of the Indentured Labour Photographs and focusing on the 

moment of encounter between the labourer and the photographer. I argue that by focusing on 

the varied experiences of the subject and the photographer, the significance of the cross-

cultural nature of this encounter comes to the fore. I use a particular photograph to illustrate 

this encounter with the different perspectives and meanings that emerge from the photograph. 
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This chapter describes in greater detail the setting and experiences of those involved in the 

creation of the photograph, avoiding the imposition of the domineering colonialist view as 

the only interpretation available to our understandings of the Indentured Labour Photographs. 

 

Chapter Six: Matters of Encounter Today – Anxious Images 

This chapter explores the pervasive theme of ‘anxiety’ that persists throughout the social 

biography of the Indentured Labour Photographs, coining the phase ‘anxious images’ as a 

dominant analytical theme. This chapter asserts clearly the affective agency of photographs 

and their ability to shift and change according to their surrounding contexts. It considers the 

broader political issues of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive and the ensuing and 

controversial questions of caste identity and status, confidentiality, ownership, and access 

that surround the archives today. 

 

Chapter Seven: A Prelude – Light, Photographs, and Ritual 

This chapter performs as a prelude to the following chapter, where I mark a transition in 

focus as the thesis shifts its attention onto the descendants of the indentured labourers and 

their encounters with the photographs of their ancestors. To symbolise this shift, I focus on 

the significant role light plays throughout the life story of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs. From their inception as identification portraits in the Immigration Depot's 

photographic studio to their reengagement today with the descendants of the indentured 

labourers. 

 

Chapter Eight: Encountering Ancestors 

This chapter focuses upon the descendants of the indentured labourers, who were the main 

participants of this research project. These participants have engaged with the Indentured 

Labour Portraits in various ways, some as professionals involved in the care and management 

of the photographs and others as descendants who have discovered their ancestors’ 

photographs from the archive. This chapter will reinforce Edwards’ conception of 

photographs as Objects of Affect by delving into the affective and personal experiences of 

descendants when viewing the photograph of their ancestor. It will take into account the 

specific viewing patterns and cultural and religious contexts that influence the way these 

images are understood and interacted with by those who encounter them today. 

 

Chapter Nine: Conclusion 
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The concluding chapter summarises the many findings and issues that have arisen from my 

investigation of the Indentured Labour Portraits. It reviews the benefits of using visual 

research methodologies that acknowledge the particular characteristics of photographs in 

local settings, and refers to the concept of 'the constitution of photographs'. The concluding 

discussion considers the future encounters of the photographs in light of their newly 

transformed digital state and their shifting institutional setting from the auspice of 

government national archives to home and family archives; and from within the bounded 

shores of Mauritius to Mauritian global diasporas.  



 

 

52 

Chapter Two 

 

Fig. 11 Collage of Images. All photographs created and produced by Author (2012, 2013, 2014). 

 

"The idea of the clan or community which was, momentarily, smothered by 

powerful economic forces resurfaced to uphold cultural and religious unity … 

the individual sense of self-preservation sublimated into collective 

participation." (Beeharry 1976a:286)  
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The Fieldwork Encounter: Social Immersion 

 

“If I can offer one word of advice to colleagues in anthropology, it is to encourage 

you to draw in different ways, to stay flexible and open in your practice, and to work 

hard at seeing where that subsequently takes you. Our creative practice is not always 

about being able to resolve what we are doing at the moment of making.” (Bunn 

2011:43) 

 

This research project is concerned with a British colonial archive in Mauritius. An archive 

that contains the original photographic portraits of thousands of indentured labourers. 

Although the primary focus of this project is archival material, this project reaches beyond 

the boundaries of the archive. To approach the archive ethnographically requires a broad 

framework that includes archives and the relationships it has with its surrounding 

environment. This required me to think broadly about the boundaries of the archive and to 

immerse myself into the social world surrounding it. All facets of my research, including the 

archives, fall under the broad umbrella of ‘fieldwork encounters’. As an ethnographic project, 

every experience, whether situated in the personal, social, formal, or informal areas of my 

fieldwork, were relevant to this research. In essence, my fieldwork days incorporated regular 

research periods in the archives or interviews with participants, interspersed with social 

events with family and friends and day-to-day routine tasks, such as cooking, shopping, 

washing, and banking. Over the span of three years, this interspersing of activities between 

formal research and social life became more entwined as relationships with staff, academics, 

and participants became more familiar and inclusive. 

 

With this said, I have, for readability purposes, divided the fieldwork encounter into two 

parts. Chapter Two: ‘The Fieldwork Encounter: Social Immersion’ discusses my social 

engagement within the fieldwork setting of Mauritius and how my many experiences helped 

to inform me about the particular contexts of the Indentured Labour Photographs in Mauritius 

and their significance for the Indo-Mauritian community. Chapter Three: ‘The Fieldwork 

Encounter: The Photographs’ explains the various research dimensions explored while 

researching the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive. While both these chapters are 

presented separately, I would like to again emphasise the overlapping nature of this research 

project where both parts are interconnected and reflect my overall fieldwork encounter. 
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What is important to recognise here is the shifting dynamics of social engagement in 

ethnographic fieldwork; as time spent in the field increases, the fieldworker becomes more 

enmeshed in the social world they are researching.
16

 This may result in complex interpersonal 

interactions and the blurring of boundaries between research methodology, fieldwork 

observation and participation. Reflecting what Fabian (2001) and Goulet and Millar (2007) 

describe as the 'ecstatic' side of fieldwork; where prolonged interaction and participation 

produces not only observations but also conceptualisations and insights that are a joint 

creation of the anthropologist and the local partners. In other words, the ecstatic side of 

fieldwork is not behaviour as such, or a research method one engages in, but rather the 

quality of interaction that "creates a common ground for the encounter with the other, in his 

homeland." (Fabian 2001:8). This framing best represents my fieldwork experience, where 

my day-to-day encounters with the world around me established the platform for the 

conceptualisations and insights of my research. My encounters included the material, 

historical, religious, political, social, environmental, and affective. Although this research 

project necessitated a large focus on archive research and data gathering, as described in the 

introduction, my fieldwork was as much about phenomenological experiences as rhetoric, 

semiotics, and the material dimensions of the Indentured Labour Photographs. 

 

Coming to Grips with Cultural Delineations 

 

My fieldwork encounter in Mauritius began with a desire to understand the cultural and 

social setting confronting me. Where the significance of the Indentured Labour Photographs 

in Mauritius is juxtaposed with a complicated colonial and immigration history, the result is a 

complexity of culturally diverse communities. Mauritius is made up of distinct groups with 

different histories and interests some of which, such as the Indo-Mauritian community, are 

actively interested in the history of indentured labour and ancestry, while others have little 

interest. These community delineations are highly relevant to the parameters of this research 

project and the participants involved. 

 

These delineations were consistently apparent throughout my fieldwork. For my first two 

fieldwork visits, I lived with an Indo-Mauritian family; a husband and wife in their early 60s. 

This experience gave me insights into the daily life of Mauritian families and, in particular, 
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 For an enlightening and honest discussion of fieldwork and the blurring of boundaries between 

fieldwork relationships and personal relationships see Frawley (2012). 
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an Indo-Mauritian, Telegu family. Straight away, this distinction flags the importance of 

religious and cultural groupings in Mauritius, where the common way to describe a person is 

with their religious and cultural category. The distinction between religious and cultural 

groups as a characteristic of Mauritian society has already been discussed at length by 

academics such as Richard Allen (1999) and Thomas Hylland Erikson (1992). What is 

important to grasp here is that non-Indo-Mauritian communities in Mauritius have little 

interest in or knowledge of the Indentured Labour Archives. 

 

These cultural distinctions were very much apparent in my social life in Mauritius. While 

talking with one Franco-Mauritian man about my research he claimed to have no idea what 

the term ‘indentured labour' meant, nor that Aapravasi Ghat is linked directly to the 

Mauritian indentured labour story.
17

 This was surprising given Aapravasi Ghat's high 

visibility on the waterfront of Port Louis (capital city). I experienced the demarcation and 

separateness of communities when I engaged socially with friends and families. With a few 

rare exceptions, there was no intermingling between groups. If I went to a Creole function, 

there were no Indo-Mauritians; if I went to a Franco-Mauritian function, there were only 

Franco-Mauritians; if I went to an Indo-Mauritian function there were only Indo-Mauritians. I 

can define this more explicitly, if I went to an Indo-Hindu function, there would be no 

Muslims, and so on. In one instance, some Franco-Mauritian friends invited some mutual 

Creole friends to a dinner party where the hosts stated, “they could not have family members 

to the same function as both family and guests would feel uncomfortable”. One of the Indo-

Mauritian families I socially interacted with openly stated that they did not like me going to 

my Creole friends’ social events. They would not give me a specific reason, but made the 

vague statement “maja karo”, meaning ‘creoles just party and have fun'. There were many of 

these incidences throughout my fieldwork that influenced my ethnographic understanding of 

the complex social milieu of Mauritius and, consequently, the significance of the Indentured 

Labour Photographs within the boundaries of the Indo-Mauritian community. 

 

The circumstances of language in Mauritius reflect these cultural distinctions. At the time of 

the 2000 National Census, the languages spoken, in order of prevalence and followed by the 

number of speakers, were: Creole (806,152); Bhojpuri (142,387); French (39,953); Hindi 

(7,250); Tamil (3,623); Telegu (3,623); Marathi (1,888); Urdu (1,189); Chinese/Hakka 

                                            
17 Aapravasi Ghat is a UNESCO World heritage site recognising the significance of the Indentured Labour 

Immigration Depot in the world indentured labour history. 
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(1,606).
18

 Today Creole remains the vernacular language of Mauritius, cutting across group 

boundaries and identities (Tiroumalechetty 2014:17-18). There are many languages spoken in 

Mauritius and many people speak three or more of them. For the purpose of my research 

project, the adoption of one language proved to be a complicated exercise. When first living 

with a Telegu family, I was exposed to French, English, Creole and Telegu. I was advised by 

my Mauritian family to learn French first. However, they tended to speak to each other in 

Creole. In public, people could be speaking to me in Creole, French, or English. When I 

attempted to converse in French, often poorly, my listener would automatically default to 

English. Consequently, my adaptation to a Mauritian-based language was often stymied by 

the sheer variety of communication options available to whomever I was speaking with. 

 

Since the British colonial period in Mauritius, all education and government offices have 

been using English as the primary medium, so all public documents and the majority of 

research publications are still written in English. Consequently, all government documents 

concerning the Indentured Labour Archives are in English and most of my participants were 

fluent in English. As a result, language translation was, surprisingly, only a minor issue in my 

project, and there were only a few occasions when I required a translator for an interview or 

to translate an article or document. 

 

Although the Indentured Labour Photographs were created and developed during the 

Mauritian British colonial period, it is important to recognise the cultural mélange or plurality 

of Mauritius in which the photographs have and still inhabit. The previous colonial rulers of 

Mauritius, in particular the French until 1810, played a significant role in the development of 

Mauritian society. The British conquerors in 1810 negotiated lenient terms for the population 

already living in Mauritius, where Franco-Mauritian residents were allowed to keep 

possession of their property and their way of life, including language, laws, religion, and 

customs (Addison and Hazareesingh 1984; Teelock 2009). Therefore, the influence of French 

culture has persisted over time. Other cultural groups and their effects arrived in Mauritius 

during and after the French period; namely the Afro-Mauritian community, whose ancestors 

arrived in Mauritius as slaves during both periods of French and British colonial rule. British 

migrants and civil servants also came to Mauritius after the British took control of the colony. 

Indian migrants arrived in Mauritius as either indentured labourers or, in smaller numbers, as 
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 Census 2000. Mauritian Government, cited in Guillemin, Marilys, and Sarah Drew 

 2010 Questions of process in participant-generated visual methodologies. Visual Studies 
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free settlers or traders. A limited number of Chinese migrants came as labourers or traders. 

The population of Mauritius is now made up of these main groups, each with their separate 

identities and cultural and religious practices. These diverse communities determine the 

cultural and religious makeup of Mauritius and while there is cross-over for business and 

trade, employment, education, and national events, they have remained separate in social, 

cultural and religious contexts. 

 

The people of Indian descent are called Indo-Mauritians and identify religiously as either 

Hindu or Muslim, except for a small number of Indian Catholics who also came as 

indentured labourers from India (Chowriamah 2010). The people of African descent are 

called Afro-Mauritians, or Creole, and Europeans are predominantly distinguished as Franco-

Mauritians. Both these communities associate largely with the Catholic Church. The minority 

group of Sino-Mauritians (Chinese origins) follow Buddhism or Christianity. According to 

the 2011 census conducted by Statistics Mauritius, Hinduism is the dominant religion with 

followers making up 48.5% of the population, followed by Christianity (32.7%), Islam 

(17.3%) and Buddhism (0.4%) (Government 2011). 

 

The Indo-Mauritian diaspora contains further complicated religious and cultural 

differentiations, based on religion and Indian regional languages. Within the Hindu 

community, there are subgroups based on languages, such as Bhojpuri, Hindi, Tamil, Telegu, 

and Marathi as well as corresponding religious groups stemming from different regions in 

India. It is the religious and cultural identities that distinguish these different Hindu groups, 

whereas religion remains a unifying signifier for the Muslim Indo-Mauritian community 

(Selvam 2003). 

 

Mauritius is frequently described as a country with multiple ethnic groups and is often 

referred to metaphorically as a ‘rainbow nation'. However, my fieldwork experience would 

suggest that in social, religious, and kinship matters, these different groups function 

exclusively. Metaphorically, the edges of each colour of the rainbow are clearly outlined 

rather than blended. The Indentured Labour Photographs represent this exclusivity. The 

photographic archives represent the many thousands of indentured labourers whose 

descendants today make up the largest percentage of the Mauritian population and are, 

therefore, associated with a significant period of Mauritian national history. Yet, the 

photographic archives are perceived as only relevant to the Indo-Mauritian community. There 

is no restriction to other communities accessing the Indentured Labour Archives; however, 
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there exists a perception that the archives belong to the Indo-Mauritian community and their 

governance, access, and dispersal are culturally exclusive by inference where they are linked 

explicitly to the indentured labour story and Indo-Mauritian ancestry. 

 

My initial research proposal included a comparison with the descendants of slaves in 

Mauritius, and their attempts to locate information about their ancestry; however, after many 

attempts at trying to engage with the agencies and people involved in this area of research, I 

was unsuccessful in pursuing this avenue. On reflection, I believe this exemplifies the clear 

divisions between communities in Mauritius and a perceived separation between the history 

of slavery and indenture. Although these two labour systems are related to similar colonial 

imperatives of exploitation and the Indentured Labour System was the result of the abolition 

of slavery, as historical events and narratives they are perceived as having separate scenarios. 

The two UNESCO World Heritage sites located in Mauritius, at Le Morne, and Aapravasi 

Ghat clearly demonstrate this separation. Both are located in separate locations, with different 

organisations managing and directing the development of these sites. Debates on the 

differences between slavery and indenture have been many, and are not within the purview of 

this thesis, but what I want to highlight is how this project was clearly bounded by already 

existing delineations between cultural communities in Mauritius. Although there are 

academics in Mauritius attempting to acknowledge and attest to these blurred and 

overlapping boundaries of national history, there is nevertheless, a distinct boundary between 

the various communities and their particular interests; this is also true for the national history 

of other communities in Mauritius.
19

 

 

To keep a record of my fieldwork experiences I took daily notes, photographs, and film and 

audio recordings and as I write this thesis, I elaborate memories, providing additional sources 

of knowledge and understanding. Unfortunately, the limits of a written thesis do not allow for 

all forms of data collected, such as film and the masses of visual images. With this in mind as 

I write, I will try to describe as much as possible the essential sensorial and affective 

dimensions of this research project. 

 

On my very first day in Mauritius, while sitting on a beach contemplating my situation and 

wondering how I was going to start fieldwork, I had my first experience of the impassioned 

practice of religious rituals in Mauritius. Two Indo-Mauritian women sat down very close to 
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 For example, the Chinese Heritage Centre in Grand Bay. 
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me on the beach and began performing a prayer ritual in a hollow they made in the sand. 

They placed leaves, a banana, a cracked coconut shell, flowers and a small camphor square 

on a leaf into the hollow. They lit the incense and the camphor flame. Then, turning to face 

each other, they gently placed a bindhi (a traditional red circular mark or dot worn by Indo-

Mauritian women on their forehead) on each other’s forehead, and to my surprise walked up 

to me gesturing if I would like the same. I, of course, agreed. Once they had finished their 

mantra (chanted prayer), they carried the flowers and the small camphor flame on the leaf, 

walked to the shoreline, -softly placed the items on the surface of the ocean and watched the 

waves gently carry them out to sea. The women then returned and offered me half of the 

coconut and a banana to take home. They then smiled and left. Throughout this event there 

was no verbal exchange between the women or myself. To me, the experience was very 

surreal, but to the two women it appeared very natural. After contemplating what had just 

happened, I returned to my Mauritian family with a bindhi on my forehead and holding the 

blessed items of food. They were amazed and excited for me, interpreting it as an auspicious 

event. Out of the coconut, the wife made a special Mauritian chutney to have with our 

evening meal. On the next three fieldwork visits, over a three-year period, with many hours 

spent on the beach, a spontaneous experience such as this never again occurred. 

 

I came to live with my Mauritian Telegu family by chance; I had met them previously when I 

visited Mauritius to scope the potential of my research project. At this time, they provided 

accommodation in their home and invited me to stay with them when I returned. Between my 

first research scoping visit and the beginning of my fieldwork 10 months later, my Mauritian 

family came to visit me in New Zealand. Their two sons live and work in Brisbane and while 

the couple were travelling to Brisbane for a medical procedure, their son had decided to take 

the opportunity to bring them to visit me in New Zealand. Our relationship was cemented by 

this reciprocal visit in which they experienced my homeland and met and partook in my own 

family life, though for a short period (one week). While this situation is unique so early in 

fieldwork, it served to establish a mutual foundation for my stay in Mauritius. My stay with 

this family became as a member of the family rather than simply a guest. I took my meals 

with them every day and became involved in their social lives. They were supportive and 

helpful throughout my stay and I felt very privileged to be included in their lives. On my 

third and final visit I decided to stay in a flat on my own. My reasons for this shift were to 

enable me to focus intensely on finishing the research required and to experience a different 

setting. I remained in contact with my Mauritian family and my relationships with them and 

with friends were such that I remained very much part of a supportive and inclusive social 
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network. 

 

Living with an Indo-Mauritian family gave me insights into daily practices, such as puja 

(prayer) rituals in the home, the importance of food purity and preparation, the significance 

of shared meals, the rhythm of household routines, and issues of household security and 

safety. I became privy to family conflicts and observed the impacts of health problems such 

as diabetes and alcoholism. Living with my Telegu family also meant an immediate 

connection with their extended family. Relatives included me in their visits to temples or 

family outings. I became very close to my extended family and I spent most weekends with 

them visiting people, touring the island, picnicking on the beach, and sharing meals. The 

breadth of my family connections involved three generations; the children, the elders, and the 

grandchildren. It was common to find families living in proximity to each other – in a house 

nearby or in the same building on separate levels. Most socialising occurred in family groups 

centring on family events, religious festivals, ceremonies, and rituals. 

 

With regards to social gatherings, the beaches in Mauritius deserve a special mention. Yes, 

they are beautiful and the water is crystal clear, but what is of greater interest from an 

anthropological point of view is the role the beach plays as a meeting place for families and 

friends. The beach is an active social space shared by all Mauritians regardless of ethnicity or 

religion. On weekends and public holidays, Mauritian families congregate at the beach. Some 

will camp overnight and others spend the majority of the day creating large picnic areas 

where the extended family gather to talk, eat, drink, sleep, swim, play football, and perform 

music. Occasionally, scattered amongst the locals, there were tourists venturing out from 

their resorts. Even though Mauritius is identified as a tourist beach-holiday destination, it is 

the local Mauritians who dominate the seaside. 

 

While at the beach, I found observed  a variety of Mauritian cultures. There would be a group 

of people singing and playing samba beats on the ravann (goat-skin-covered drum) as well as 

other groups listening to Indian Bollywood tunes, noisily blaring from a radio. I occasionally 

joined my family on such outings and to my amazement discovered that many Indo-

Mauritians cannot swim and are actually frightened of the sea; a 75-year-old friend had never 

put her foot in the ocean. Another friend desperately wanted to learn to swim, so I assisted 

her in entering the water teaching her to float on her back. She clung to me in terror not 

unlike my children did when they were young. If a Mauritian family were to organise a 

holiday, it would be by the seaside. Holiday accommodation was frequently filled to the brim 
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with family, usually more than the property was expected to house, and parties would 

continue into the night. At low tide, men would venture onto the reef with their bamboo 

fishing rods and catch fish, while the women would dedicate their time to creating elaborate 

meals, such as Dholl Puri (Mauritian flat bread made with yellow split peas, usually filled 

with vegetarian curry and chili) and Biryani (Mauritian Biryani, Indian chicken rice dish), 

that are often made on special occasions. 

 

Based on my observations, I would describe the beach as a multicultural social space that 

stands out from the other culturally determined social gatherings encountered in Mauritius. 

The beach signifies a boundary between the island and the rest of the world, and all the 

people sharing this space originated from somewhere else. Perhaps the beach is a zone of 

social neutrality where the shared identity of migrant heritage is accepted. For the most part, 

my fieldwork, unlike the beach setting, was firmly bounded within the Indo-Mauritian 

community. 

 

By immersing myself in the local community, I was invited to participate in many different 

cultural activities. One of the most important, for personal and social reasons, was attending 

the local community yoga group, provided free of charge to all citizens by the Mauritian 

government. Notably, though a state imperative, it was perceived primarily as an Indo-

Mauritian activity. These classes were a wonderful form of meditation and exercise and were 

also highly social. My attendance as a foreigner, while appearing unusual to the members at 

the beginning, became familiar over time. The age group of those who attended the yoga 

group was between fifty and seventy years, with many retirees. The members were curious 

about my research and excited that I might be able to assist them with their ancestor research. 

Some members of the yoga group became participants in my research. Through the yoga 

group, I was kept informed of what was happening in the local Indo-Mauritian community. I 

went on bus trips and tours with local members was invited to tea and dinner in various 

homes, and would sometimes be asked to attend official government functions as a guest.
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Fig. 12 Tamil Wedding Ceremony, Quatre Bornes. Author’s photograph (2014). 

 

Through my friend and family networks, I was also invited to attend family functions and 

religious festivals. Religious ceremonies and festivals are the social highlights in the lives of 

Indo-Mauritians. Many events and festivals punctuate the calendar year. Immersing myself in 

the social life of Mauritius meant participating in these events. During my fieldwork, I 

experienced a Tamil/Telegu wedding and their rituals, which spanned over a four-day period. 

I attended and participated in temple ceremonies at various sites around the island and 

observed the different religious festivals attended by devotees. Participating in and observing 

the practice of these elaborate traditions and rituals helped to understand the links between 

the lives of the indentured labourers and their descendants today. 

 

To help explain the significance of these experiences and the insights they provided I present 

two reflexive descriptions of such events. The first account describes my attendance at the 

annual Maha Shivratri festival at Grand Bassin, and the second includes two separate yet 

connected temple experiences; one at the very beginning of my fieldwork and the other at its 

conclusion. 
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The Maha Shivratri Pilgrimage 

 

The Maha Shivratri pilgrimage is steeped in legend and mythology. Upon arriving in 

Mauritius, the early Indian immigrants felt the absence of the Ganges, particularly at the time 

of the Maha Shivratri pilgrimage (the festival of Lord Shiva and the traditional pilgrimage to 

the sacred river). In 1897, during a dream, Shri Jhummon Giri Gosagne, a priest from the 

village of Terre Rouge in the north of Mauritius, pictured a sacred lake in the unexplored 

southern jungles of Mauritius. He and his followers set out to find the lake from his dream. 

After several days’ journey, they came to the lake of Grand Bassin. News of the priest’s 

dream spread throughout Mauritius, linking the lake of Grand Bassin with the sacred river 

Ganges also known as the goddess Ganga; according to Hindu mythology, the river water 

sprung from the head of the god Shiva (Sisisky 2016). Another Mauritian legend claims that 

the origin of Grand Bassin/Ganga Talao is due to the goddess Ganga shedding a tear when 

she saw her children, the Indian emigrants, leave the shores of India to the far-away land of 

Mauritius where Vayu, the god of the winds, carried her tear to the lake in Mauritius. 

 

The Maha Shivratri pilgrimage is one of the most important Indo-Mauritian events each year 

and is marked by a public holiday when around 300,000 pilgrims make the journey to the 

lake. Devotees of all Hindu faiths congregate at the sacred lake to worship Lord Shiva and to 

collect holy water from the lake to pour over their Shiva Lingas in their local temples and in 

their homes. The Shiva Linga is a symbolic sculpture of Shiva's universal power, the cosmic 

masculine force or the Shiva principle. These sculptures are found in local temples or 

mandirs in people’s homes (Tiroumalechetty 2014). Many pilgrims walk barefoot from their 

village, which could take several days. Today, some devotees choose to ride in buses or cars. 

However, many people undertake the walk as an essential part of the pilgrimage. The 

Mauritian government is heavily invested in the pilgrimage and the sacred site, providing 

public transport, amenities, and media coverage of the various temple ceremonies. 

 

Patrick Eisenlohr (2006:245-247) refers to Shivratri at Grand Bassin as a formation of the 

continuity with the sacred Hindu landscape of India. This includes the steps leading down to 

the lake resembling the bathing ghats on the banks of tirtha (sacred bodies of water), the 

temples and shrines overlooking the lake mimicking Indian temple architecture, the Hanuman 

Temple on top of a hill overlooking the lake, the transportation of Ganga jal (Ganges water) 

to Mauritius and its immersion in the lake, and the mythological legends linking the lake with 
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the Ganges river in India.
20

 

 

To experience this pilgrimage I chose to walk to Grand Bassin starting at a village that was 

four hours away from the lake and, thankfully, decided to wear shoes. My Mauritian family 

instructed me to wear white and take many rests along the way. My pilgrimage took all 

afternoon walking through small villages and beautiful countryside, with many pilgrim rest 

points in roadside homes along the way where families provided free food, drinks, and a 

place to sit. While I travelled alone, I met many devotees, who would walk alongside me and 

talk for a period of time. I often stopped to film and take photographs of the progression of 

people journeying along the road. After a long four hours of slowly traversing the gradual 

incline to the lake, I finally arrived at Grand Bassin at the feet of Lord Shiva. His figure 

towered conspicuously over the landscape (33 metres high), spurting water from the top of 

his head. I timed my arrival to see the lake and festival at night. 

 

The roads to the lake were choked with masses of people slowly journeying to the sacred 

lake, and the lake itself was surrounded by thousands of people making puja on hundreds of 

small cement mandirs circling the lake’s edge. Regardless of the congestion of people 

waiting their turn to perform their puja, the ritual was unpressured and conducted slowly and 

eloquently. Once completed, the family would step away from the mandir platform, making 

space for the next group to perform their offerings. 
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 Hanuman is an important deity for Bihari immigrants. The temple on the hill represents an allusion 

of Hanuman's mythological deed. Tiroumalechetty, P. 
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Fig. 13 Maha Shivratri festival, Grand Bassin, 2013. Author’s Photograph. 

 

There were many different temples and deities to cater for all the different religious groups. 

The Maha Shivratri festival, in which all Hindu faiths participate, is renowned for its 

common focus. The event is a visual and sensory spectacle. There was a continuous flow of 

drumming and music that ebbed in strength and depth as I wandered through the crowds. 

The smells of dholl puri and incense wafted in waves through the swells of people. Fruit, 

garlands of flowers, coconuts, incense sticks, and swathes of bright cloth embellished the 

Hindu deities. A more modern addition to these embellishments was the prolific display of 

flashing electric lights. 

 

People surrounded each deity making offerings of food and objects, reciting bhajans (songs) 

and performing aarti (lighting a ghee lamp in front of the deity while praying). The lamp 

glowed brightly against the dark background and glittered across the surface of the lake. The 

many flames could be seen moving in slow circling motions as the devotees addressed the 

deities. The devotee would wave the smoke from the flame towards their face, transmitting 

and touching the spirit of the god. When the devotees had completed their aarti, they would 

fill plastic bottles or a lota (brass pot) with the sacred water from the lake. I too filled some 

bottles to take back to my Mauritian family, who were unable to make the pilgrimage that 

year. 
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People dressed in traditional Indian attire effervescent with colour: saris, salwars, kurtas, 

and lehengas. They glittered with jewels dangling on their chests and jingling on their 

wrists. The women’s faces were marked with bindhi or pottu on their foreheads, made from 

vermillion powder or turmeric. At the end of the families’ pilgrimage to the lake, having 

prayed, eaten and socialised with friends and family, they would begin their journey back to 

their village home by foot, car, or bus. My return trip began after midnight. I chose to catch 

a bus, which took the same length of time as my walk due to the bus’s slow meander 

through thousands of walking devotees making their way home to their villages or still on 

their pilgrimage to the lake. The bus was full of contented participants, old and young, who 

had performed the necessary offerings and prayers that would assure their family a safe and 

prosperous year. 

 

What struck me most about this festival was the commitment Indo-Mauritians have to their 

religious practices, traditions, and rituals. Although there were contemporary influences at 

the festival, such as transport options, electricity, lighting displays, and electric-powered 

speakers and music, the ritual side of the festival appeared to have remained unaffected. The 

performance of offerings and prayers were simple and followed formats passed on from 

generation to generation. The re-enactment of ancestor rituals is at the heart of Maha 

Shivratri, where the motivation for the pilgrimage is to assure the family’s good fortune in 

the coming year. Maha Shivratri successfully brings together these different Hindu 

communities through the experience of a shared pilgrimage and sacred site, even though the 

separate temples and relative deities continue to reflect the different religious subgroups that 

exist in Mauritius. The festival and infrastructure created in the location of the lake, such as 

toilets, bus shelters, and temple sites for each particular religious group, signify how 

important this event is to the Indo-Mauritian community. The imposing sight of Shiva for 

kilometres around the lake also visually symbolises its significance. This experience 

occurred early in my fieldwork and signposted the role religion was to have in my 

ethnographic understanding of the Indo-Mauritian community.  
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The Shri Prasanna Venkateswara Temple 

 

Fig. 14 Shri Prasanna Venkateswara Temple, La Laura, Mauritius. Author’s Photograph (2012). 

 

I visited the Shri Prasanna Venkateswara Temple at the beginning of my fieldwork in 

Mauritius with two family members who lived across the road from where I was living. As 

the ceremony occurs at dawn, the day began early with my family helping me dress in 

appropriate Indian attire (salwar kameez) and organising a brass plate with flowers, incense, 

and fruit for me to take as offerings. The following describes my experience of this event. 

 

First Temple Visit 

 

It was a cold and windy morning at the bottom of the mountain range near the village of La 

Laura. The sun had just started to poke its eyes over the horizon and in the distance, perched 

on a rise below the mountain, with a view of the sugar plantations and villages to the south, 

was the Shri Prasanna Venkateswara Temple. The temple was in a partially-built state, with a 

grey concrete exterior and unfinished sculptural murals rising into the sky. Outside the 

temple, statues of the new resident deities and prayer bell had already been installed. Before 

entering the space of the temple, we removed our shoes. As we came through the main gate, I 

could see two artisans from India busy working on the sculptured concrete details to be 

inserted onto the walls of the temple. Although the temple was not yet complete, it was a site 

of breathtaking beauty. 
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Before entering the temple, I acceded to a procession of worshippers walking around the 

exterior of the temple. As we passed each deity, perched at intervals on the side of the 

building, we touched their feet and pressed our hands together in prayer, slowly turning in a 

circle, before moving on. I felt awkward and naïve, having no idea what was behind these 

movements and progressions, yet my friend insisted I mimic what everyone else was doing. 

After the procession around the temple, we moved inside where the statue of Lord Shri 

Venkateswara resided in his rightful position at the front and centre of the temple’s internal 

space. Surrounding Venkateswara was an open area with padded mats for the devotees to sit 

upon during the lengthy ceremony. The ritual we had come to witness was as ornate as the 

deities themselves. It began with the cleansing of Lord Shri Venkateswara. 

 

 

Fig. 15 Shri Prasanna Venkateswara Temple, La Laura, Mauritius Still shot of film made by author at first 

temple visit, 2012. 

 

The Pandit (Hindu Priest), in a private ritual beforehand, had removed the turmeric paste and 

garlands of flowers from the deity. The black and shiny Lord Venkateswara stood ready for 

the cleansing and dressing ceremony to commence. The ceremony began with devotees 

delivering their offerings of coconuts, coconut milk, flowers, and food to the feet of 

Venkateswara. Mantras (songs/chants) began and the aarti lamp was lit. The mantras, bell 

ringing, and drumming were repetitive and slow, creating a slow, meditative tempo. The 

cleansing ritual began with the Pandit (priest) blessing the donated foods and ritual objects. 
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An assistant handed him a conch shell filled with water and this was then poured slowly over 

the head and shoulders of Venkateswara. This action was repeated many times, eventually 

changing to a similar pouring of coconut milk, coconut cream, oil, and coconut milk again 

with a final cleansing of water. Alongside each cleansing stage, a constant mantra was 

performed, punctuated by the voices of the devotees at certain intervals. After the cleansing 

ceremony was complete, Venkateswara was redressed in a similarly orchestrated fashion, 

beginning with the careful and detailed application of a rounded form of turmeric paste on his 

face, and then on his necklace, chest, head, arms, shoulders, and feet.
21

 Once the turmeric 

paste was applied, a single pouring of water over the head and shoulders of the idol helped to 

disperse the turmeric and cover the remaining surfaces. The ritual ended with the draping of 

several yellow flower garlands over the Lord Shri Venkateswara's shoulders. 

 

 

Fig. 16 Turmeric paste applied to Lord Venkateswara, 2012. Still shot from author’s film. 

 

Once the dressing ceremony had ended, the priest entered the space of the devotees, and 

stood in front of each person to perform a blessing. Before my blessing, sacred water was 

poured into the palm of my hand for purification and, while the priest offered a prayer, I was 

asked to vocalise the names of each person in my family. At the same time, I was shown how 

to wave my hands through the smoke of the devi lamp and gently bring the essence of the 

sacred fire with my hands gently to my face. Following this, a metal tray, carrying the same 

                                            
21

 Turmeric is often used in Hindu ceremonies as a substance symbolising purity, fertility, and 

prosperity. 
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holy turmeric paste applied to the deity, was brought in front of me and I touched it with the 

palms of my hands and patted it onto my face. Once the ceremony was complete, devotees 

visited the other deities in the temple, making offerings and prostrating in front of them in 

worship. When finished we exited the temple and received the offerings from the ceremony; 

milk was poured into the palm of my hands and I was given a small bag of food. The ritual 

was complete. 

 

Although the prayer ceremony was highly visual, it was also embellished with other sensory 

experiences. The meditative effect of the ritual allowed my senses to focus on my 

surroundings and observe and experience the many components involved in this encounter. 

Sounds and words of the chanted mantras, the intermittent ringing of the bells, and the 

punctuation of the ritual stages with horns and drums echoed throughout the temple space 

and flowed outside over the sugar plantations and the side of the mountain. There was also a 

strong smell of incense and burning camphor, and, in this particular temple, on this given 

day, the chirping of sparrows flying through the unglazed windows inside the temple. 
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Fig. 17 Completion of the dressing ceremony – the placing of a flower garland, 2012. Still shot from author’s 

film. 

 

At the time of this experience, I was both nervous and enthusiastic; I felt as if my dream of 

anthropology was coming to fruition. I was immersing myself in another world and 

experiencing something strange and different, with this experience also came some 

challenging thoughts. Because I am not Telegu or Hindu, what are the people around me 

thinking? Am I offending them with my lack of religious association and equal convictions? 

These thoughts continued to hover in my mind throughout my fieldwork; they remained as a 

shadow of consciousness always gently sitting on my shoulders. 

 

Second Temple Visit 

 

Fortuitously, at the end of my fieldwork I revisited the same temple at the time of the very 

same prayer ceremony, with the same friends. This circumstance happened spontaneously, 

with no thought given to its ritualistic symbolism, both marking the beginning and end of my 

fieldwork in Mauritius. 

 

On my return to the temple (three years later), I put away my camera and absorbed the 

experience of worship and prayer in a new way. I was again mesmerised by the aesthetics of 

the temple environment. Since my first visit, the temple had come closer to completion and 

more ornate. The outside was even more dazzling as the sun rose over the horizon and shone 
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upon the sculptured murals now painted gold, brightly glistening against the mountain 

backdrop. The rituals and gestures of the temple had also become more ornate and ordered. 

The temple inside was divided into the spaces of deities and worshippers. Lord Shri 

Venkateswara and his goddesses were ornately dressed. Of note was the use of coloured 

lights refracting the light from the glistening jewellery around their necks. The ceiling in 

front of Venkateswara now held a chandelier, and the deity was ensconced upon a marble 

stand surrounded by a marble pool. The cleansing and dressing ritual followed the same 

elongated format as before. However, the family blessing occurred before the cleansing 

ceremony. Unknowingly, my friends had organised the Pandit to include me in a special 

blessing to mark the end of my fieldwork in Mauritius. I was summoned to walk up and stand 

in front of Venkateswara, where I received a flower garland draped over my hands and was 

given a blessed coconut and orange to hold (noting the symmetry of my first religious ritual 

on the beach). While standing there, I realised that I was no longer awkward, or anticipatory 

as before. I felt comfortable and familiar and genuinely gave thanks to the Pandit and the god 

for accepting my presence and participation in this temple ceremony. I was especially 

touched by my friend’s efforts to mark my leaving of Mauritius and the ending of my 

fieldwork, within the realm of a religious ceremony. 

 

While I now write again about this experience, I feel an intense nostalgia and longing to 

return to Mauritius, to re-experience the sensations of the religious ritual, its affect, smells, 

sounds and tastes. By providing these fieldwork reflections, I am highlighting the 

significance of both religion and ancestral religious practices in the social life of Mauritians 

today. My fieldwork entailed many temples and festival visits advocated by my participants, 

family, and friends. It was in these spaces and the performance of worship that people felt 

most proud. They wanted me to see and experience their devotion. These experiences 

challenged my religious upbringing and lack of involvement today. What perhaps struck me 

over time was how easy it became for me to move in and out of these sacred spaces. I did not 

experience the imposition of conversion, nor was I expected to know the meaning of the 

mantras or bhajans. In fact, some of my participants stated that they also did not know the 

meanings of the Sanskrit words they chanted. They claimed that it was more important to be 

able to say them in their repetitive rhythm and achieve a state of meditative reflection. If the 

ceremonies were conducted in Sanskrit, they did not know the meanings of the words they 

chanted. When I asked what a particular ritual action meant, I was sometimes told that they 

did not know. It was more important to do it correctly. What this said to me was that the 
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significance of the ritual was less about knowing its meaning and religious purpose and more 

about its accurate performance. 

 

The visuality and drama of these events are mirrored in the landscape where the distinct 

styles of temples and mosques can be seen reaching above the village and urban landscapes. 

Catholic churches and their cathedral-like structures were also dominant landmarks around 

the island. You can see this commonality everywhere in visual form throughout the island; 

Villages, urban blocks, and homes visually depict in various ways the religious convictions of 

the people. Even the flat that I stayed in on my last fieldwork visit had its own Catholic 

prayer room with a bible, crucifix, lectern, candles, and images of Mary. The markers of 

religious identity were also conspicuous in front of people's homes, with prayer flags and 

shrines outside Hindu homes, and small Madonna grottos outside Catholic ones. The 

Mosques made their presence felt through their particular dome architecture and the ‘Adhan’ 

call to prayer broadcast through large speakers at prayer time throughout the day, especially 

audible in the early hours of the morning and at dusk. As I will present later, the significance 

of religious ceremony and its practice will permeate throughout this thesis and my research of 

the Indentured Labour Photographs. 

 

 

Fig. 18 Dedicated Prayer room in my flat, Moka. Author’s Photograph (2014). 

 

I observed and participated in many religious events and settings. When I entered these 

spaces, I learnt to follow the particular formats and gestures. Catholicism I knew well – the 

sign of the crucifix, the genuflection, the stages of the mass. At Hindu ceremonies and 

festivals, I learnt to prostrate in front of the gods, to leave offerings, to place the pottu on my 
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forehead, and to vocalise ‘OM’ (Hindu sacred sound). One such fascinating experience was 

an invitation to an Indo-Mauritian Catholic mass for the anniversary of St. Thomas. This 

invite came to me from one of my participants who had become involved in my research 

project. He educated me about the history of Indian Catholics who had arrived in Mauritius 

as indentured labourers This particular community has had little recognition in the history of 

indenture. In the past, it was assumed that Indian Catholics had converted to Catholicism 

after they arrived in Mauritius. Members of the Indo-Catholic community are trying to assert 

their presence and Indian history into the history of Indentured Labour (Tiroumalechetty, 

2014). There are many rituals and practices identified specifically with the Indo-Catholic 

community in Mauritius, where they have a strong focus on the transmission of their 

particular heritage to the younger generations (Chowriamah 2010:96). The mass I attended 

marked an unusual blending of Indian Catholic and Western Catholic mass rituals. It 

combined the use of food offerings and the aarti lamp with a traditional catholic communion 

ceremony. The hymns were in Tamil and the Indian women wore saris. 

 

 

Fig. 19 St. Thomas Chapel, Beaux Songes, Still shot from film of Indian Catholic Service for St. 

Thomas. Mauritius. Author’s film, (2014). 

 

On reflection, these experiences were so rich and layered with meaning they could easily be 

research projects unto themselves. S. Selvam (2003:28) suggests that in the case of Mauritius, 

" … in addition to factors such as language and place of origin, religion and places of 

worship play a significant cementing role in the formation and existence of ethnic groups and 

maintenance of an ethnic consciousness". What these events told me about the Indentured 
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Labour Photographs was how significant religious practices and traditions were to the 

indentured labourers who arrived in Mauritius and how their ardent religious practice ensured 

its transfer from generation to generation.  

 

Today, it is still possible to find clear links between the indentured labourers, the sugar 

plantation, and traditional religious practices, such as small shrines or temples found amongst 

the sugar plantation fields. During the indenture period, the sugar plantation owners realised 

that religious practices were essential to the wellbeing of the labourers and began providing 

areas for the construction of religious prayer structures. For the Indian indentured labourers, 

the faithful performance of religious traditions and rituals was directly related to their sense 

of survival. As is believed in the performance of rituals such as Shivratri and Kavadee today, 

if these rituals are not performed or done properly, a great misfortune will befall the family 

and community (Tiroumalechetty 2014:67). Tiroumalechetty suggests that religion for the 

Tamil indentured labourers, "… provided the emotional support and strength to face the 

miseries and injustices of the time and, secondly, it became a binding force grouping the 

Tamils together under common beliefs, customs and traditions." (2014:67). Today, sugar 

plantations remain dotted with jhanda uraweke – red and green triangular flags on bamboo 

poles displaying an image of the Hindu deity Hanuman-mahabir – a practice that is particular 

to the Indo-Mauritian diaspora (Eisenlohr 2006:97). Kalimai shrines, some of the first sacred 

places created by the indentured labourers for the protection of themselves and their families, 

are still visited by devotees around the island.
22
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 Every village in Mauritius has a shrine known as the Kalimai, which is always on the outskirts of 

the village. The shrine consists of an altar containing seven stones, representing the seven sisters (or 

planets) of popular Hinduism and some sort of marked stone or small shrine to the goddess Kali.   
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Fig. 20 Kalimai, shrine with sacrificial image referencing the deity Kali, located in sugar 

plantation. Author’s photograph (2013). 

 

 

Fig. 21 Theemidhi (fire walking ceremony). Fire pit next to Kalimai in sugar plantation. 

Author’s photograph (2013). 

 

 

Fig. 22 Islamic Shrine with prayer flags in middle of sugar plantation. Author’s 
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photograph (2013). 

 

For me, the visual and sensational spectacles of the Mauritian landscape elicited thoughts 

and embodied responses. I developed sensory associations with Indian music, religious 

mantras, samba drum beats, and the ‘adhan’ call from the mosque. Some of these 

associations remain with me today even though I am no longer in Mauritius. 

 

So, while the Indentured Labour Photographs have remained enclosed safely inside the 

archives, protected from the weather, environment, and potential damage by people, the 

world surrounding them has always been colourful, sensorial, and actively engaged in 

religion, traditions and ritual. The people who have engaged with the archives in both 

professional and personal ways are part of this dramatic and dynamic world. It was, 

therefore, essential that this research project perceive the Indentured Labour Photographs as 

reaching ‘beyond the archives' (Kirsch and Rohan 2008). Where the subjects portrayed in 

the identification portraits, while appearing to be living controlled and static lives as 

contracted labourers on the sugar estate, were active people busy working, surviving, and 

promulgating their culture, traditions, and religious practices. 
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Chapter Three 

 

 

Fig. 23 Collage of archive photographs, MGI and Mauritian National Archives. Photographs courtesy 

of Satyendra Peerthum, MGI, and Author. 

 

“Men and women, all of them Indian immigrants, could be seen removing the green 

sugarcane leaves for fodder. The men caught hold of as many sugar canes as they could 

lift and, securing them on their shoulders, with their left hands, they climbed up the carts, 

parked along the road and loaded them to the brim. One would believe all of them were 

deaf and dumb, so engrossed they were at cutting and loading canes or, perhaps, so 

conscious they were that talking would mean losing the energy they wanted so badly to 

avoid being penalised. From time to time, the Sahebs or Sirdars would appear from 

nowhere and, hawk-like, survey the busy scene around.”(Beeharry 1976a:190)  
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The Fieldwork Encounter: The Photograph 

 

This chapter continues with the previous topic of the fieldwork encounter; however, its focus 

shifts more directly on to the photographs, their various dimensions, and the methods 

employed to research them. The previous chapter highlighted the active and dynamic world 

that surrounds the Indentured Labour Photographs, and while traditionally we have perceived 

archives as lifeless and still, I want to reassert the notion that archives are socially active; 

responding and changing with the social world around them. From a visual point of view, the 

images in this chapter contrast with the previous chapter's colourful array of visual 

expression displayed in the fieldwork setting of Mauritius. The Indentured Labour 

Photographs and the Indentured Labour Archives are mostly neutral in colour – browns, 

greys, black, and white. They have yellowed over time but the colouring of the photographs 

when first printed would have displayed a range of grey and white hues. While the portraits 

lack the vivaciousness of the previous imagery, and their ‘bureaucratic' appearance makes 

them appear controlled and muted, the lives of the indentured labourers were far from inert 

(Haney 2015). Firstly, the historical period of photography allowed for nothing more than 

black and white imagery. Secondly, although the photographs imply a controlled and subdued 

colonial view, when encountered from other perspectives we can understand them as active 

and potent images. Furthermore, the subjects in the photographs were involved in the 

challenging, dynamic, and demanding world of indentured labour. 

 

My overall research aim was to discover as much information as possible about the 

Indentured Labour Photographs. I began with an assumed focus on the contemporary life of 

the photographs and their social agency in Mauritius today; this included a brief historical 

précis of the photographs. However, Stephanie Bunn's (2011:43) words reminded me to "… 

stay flexible and open in your practice, and to work hard at seeing where that subsequently 

takes you". I quickly realised that to understand the social world of the photographic archives 

in today's context meant exploring their past in greater detail. In fact, their history and 

original colonial frameworks are essential to understanding their significance in Mauritius 

today. By breaking this down into specific areas of investigation, my research questions were 

very similar to questions asked by Marcus Banks (2001:7): (i) What is the image of, what is 

its content? (ii) Who took it or made it, when and why? (iii) How do other people come to 

have it, how do they read it, what do they do with it? The research dimensions and 

approaches taken in my research attempted to answer these questions. 
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As previously discussed, the Indentured Labour Photographs exemplify how the meanings of 

photographs shift and adapt to changing cultural contexts; photographs created and used 

initially as a controlling device can, over time, be encountered and experienced in entirely 

different ways. The idea that photographs adapt and shift in changing contexts is not new and 

has been well substantiated by visual anthropological studies since the 1990s. Marcus Banks 

and Richard Vokes (2010:338-337) note three current approaches in anthropological research 

of ethnographic photographic archives. The first approach unpicks ‘the stitches' of the 

photographic archive and reconnects the subjects with their personal and collective 

biographies. The second approach attempts to recover the detail of the relationships through 

which the images came to be ‘sutured' into the anthropological project in the first place, and 

the third approach examines the ways in which ethnographic photographs have been 

reinterpreted, and reused. While Banks and Vokes are referencing the research of 

ethnographic photographic archives per se, I suggest that these approaches are adaptable to 

the anthropological research of any historical photographic archive. 

 

With this in mind, this project included a range of approaches that resemble the above. I 

explored the connections between the subjects in the photographs with their personal and 

collective biographies. I pieced together the detailed genesis of the archive and examined the 

ways in which the Indentured Labour Photographs have been reinterpreted and reused since 

their creation in 1864. By knitting these approaches together, I have constructed a social 

biography of the archive (chapter four). 

 

To study the Photographic Archive in this way required a flexible and integrated approach to 

the various research dimensions that unfolded in this fieldwork setting. The main theoretical 

approaches, as presented in the introduction, continued to guide this thesis. Hevia's The 

Photography Complex (2014) directed me to consider the many factors involved in creating 

and viewing the photographs. These factors included the people, the institutions, the 

materials, the setting, the exchange of images, their storage, their use, and their changes over 

time. It required investigations into the historical records of the Indentured Labour System. 

Azoulay's The Civil Contract of Photography (2008) encouraged me to approach the 

photographs as an encounter; to examine the various relationships and engagements that 

occurred between the photograph, the photographer, the subject, the camera, and the 

spectator. This approach led me to consider all relationships involved in the production and 
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consumption of the photographs. To do this, I suspended the domineering perspective of the 

colonial view and allowed space for additional narratives to emerge. Alfred Gell's theory of 

Art and Agency (1998), persuaded me to pay attention to the changing affective force of the 

photographs as they shifted from one viewing context to another. I was careful to 

acknowledge the force of the photographs and their impact on those that engaged with them 

as equally important in both their original setting as identification documents and their more 

contemporary setting as ancestral images. Elizabeth Edward's Objects of Affect (2012) 

reminded me to be sensitive to the affective nature of historical images and to pay close 

attention to the ability of photographs to elicit responses in the spectator. 

 

Given Mauritius is the Indentured Labour Photographs’ place of origin, and has always been 

their place of residence, the research methodologies needed to provide, as close as possible, a 

Mauritian representation and interpretation. As already mentioned, the reach of the 

photographic archives, up until recently, has been bounded by the shores of Mauritius.
23

 

Because the Indentured Labour Photographs are relatively unknown outside Mauritius, most 

information about the photographs were found only in Mauritius. Although other British 

colonies have similar indentured labour histories, the governments of these colonies did not 

employ an indentured labour photographic identification system. Therefore, research was 

conducted while in the field in Mauritius. The information gathered prioritised the knowledge 

and information provided by Mauritian-based researchers as well as Mauritian citizens who 

became participants in this project. The Indentured Labour Archives are unlike many other 

colonial archives as they have remained in their original location and have, therefore, not 

been subjected to issues of repatriation. It is the descendants of the indentured labourers who 

primarily manage, control, and study them today. 

 

In addition to these considerations, the research methodology needed to acknowledge the 

aperture-like nature of photographs and their ability to elicit varied responses for those that 

encounter them, including thoughts, memories, and affect. The photographs performed as 

elicitation devices whenever participants engaged with them, thus requiring a careful 

consideration of their use in this way, particularly in settings where the spectator had a 

personal attachment to the image. 

 

                                            
23

 Since the digitisation of the archive, the photographs can now be transmitted via the Internet to 

other locations around the globe. 
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The materiality of the photographs was another important dimension of this study. Their 

materiality as nineteenth century printed albumen photographs endows them with both 

historical and economic value. Their changing material form as either copied or digitised 

images implies changing relationships and contexts of the viewing encounter. This research 

follows the shifting materiality of the photographs and explores how these changing formats 

impact the spectators. Because the Indentured Labour Photographic Archives are valuable 

historical objects in Mauritian national, community, and family contexts, the research 

methods used needed to be careful and sensitive to the varied circumstances of the 

photographs. As the fortunate researcher of such an extensive photographic archive, I feel a 

great sense of responsibility to construct this thesis with a careful attentiveness to the 

circumstances of the photographs. This feeling of ethical responsibility mirrored my 

fieldwork encounter on many levels. Alongside my engagements with the archives 

themselves, the institutions that govern them, and the people that interact with them, the 

following helps to describe what I mean by a ‘careful attentiveness'. 

 

Careful Encounters 

 

A great privilege of my fieldwork was my engagement with the material objects of the 

Indentured Labour Archive; namely, the viewing of the original colonial manuscripts and 

ledgers from the indentured labour period. These objects were located at two sites  the 

National Archives of Mauritius and a separate branch of the National Archives at the 

Mahatma Gandhi Institute (MGI). My engagement with these archives encompassed a large 

part of my daily research schedule. 

 

However, before encountering these objects, great care and personal persistence was needed 

to establish positive working relationships with the staff and other institutions connected with 

the archives. Understandably, there was a protective attitude towards these objects by the 

agencies and people that govern and maintain them. The historical research community in 

Mauritius is very active. There are many people well-informed about Mauritian indentured 

labour history. Research has been encouraged by the Department of History at the University 

of Mauritius and the establishment of two UNESCO World Heritage Sites: Aapravasi Ghat 

and Le Morne. 

 

The important role history plays for individuals, communities, and the nation of Mauritius is 
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made apparent in various ways. Historic sites and buildings, some of which are official 

conservation sites, dot the landscape, and many others simply reside amongst the sugar 

plantations and urban areas. Many memorial sites and statues signify important historical 

events, places, and persons. The nation celebrates numerous public holidays that mark 

commemorative days, such as the Abolition of Slavery Day (2
nd

 December), the Anniversary 

of the Arrival of Indentured Labourers (2
nd

 November), and national holidays that recognise 

important cultural and religious events. Depending on the year, there can be up to 16 public 

holidays in Mauritius. I would describe Mauritius as a nation passionate about its heritage. 

 

With this said, I arrived in Mauritius to an environment that was rich with signifiers of 

history and people passionate about their origins and traditions. I was an outsider, naive to the 

nuances of Mauritius and its social setting. I quickly realised how important it was to 

acknowledge the work already accomplished by Mauritian researchers, historians, and 

archivists. It was essential that I saw my visual anthropological focus as an adjunct to other 

indentured labour research already undertaken; as an addition to growing areas of knowledge 

and understanding of the indentured labour story. 

 

Consequently, although this research focused on a particular archive, as with all fieldwork 

and ethnographic research, it was the careful and slow development of relationships in the 

field that helped to guide my research journey. Here, the words of Gesa Kirsch and Liz 

Rohan (2008:1-2) rang true: "…research does not just take place in the archives but also 

when researchers pursue supplementary information and additional perspectives about their 

data from existing people and places." As I will show throughout this thesis, the information 

gathered evolved from a multitude of complex sources. 

 

When I refer to 'care', I mean an ethnographic approach that allows for time and a careful 

consideration of the setting, the people, and the nature of the archive in which you are 

attempting to engage. The following account describes and sets the scene for what I mean by 

careful research. Its setting is the National Archives of Mauritius and its ethos extended to all 

areas of my research encounters. 

 

Each day when I arrived at the archives, I would settle myself at a table in the designated 

research room. I would unpack my camera, pen, and notebook and leave restricted items, 

such as water and food, on a shelf set aside for researchers. Once settled I would review my 
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research diary and pick up where I left off on my previous visit. I would approach and greet 

the archive assistant on duty, usually the same person each day, and request a specific 

administrative ledger, giving the index initials and number. An archive assistant would then 

be sent off to locate the ledger somewhere amidst the many shelves of the large warehouse 

building. The hard-covered ledger would be retrieved from a shelf, put on a trolley or carried, 

and carefully placed in front of me on the research table. On its arrival at the table, the ledger 

was bound in a thick cardboard cover wrapped in brown paper. It was tied like a present with 

a white cotton ribbon ending in a small bow. This fine ribbon had the mammoth task of 

holding the precious pages and heavy binding of the ledger in place. 

 

 

Fig. 24 Mauritius National Archives, PB 15, ledger. Photo courtesy of Satyendra Peerthum, Aapravasi 

Ghat (2015). 

 

No matter how many times I requested a ledger, I would go through the following ritual. Very 

gingerly, I would put on my clean white cotton gloves, then gently pull on the end of the 

white ribbon and watch the bow slowly come loose. Sometimes the bow was knotted and 

hard to undo, especially if the ribbon was too short or had remained untied for an extended 

period, and so required a cautious prying and picking apart. Once undone, the ends of the 

ribbon would unfold and silently rest on the surface of the table. The untying of the bow and 
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the anticipation of opening the ledger was not unlike the opening of a gift; each time I was 

full of an excited anticipation; each opening revealing new visions and information. After I 

opened the ledger, I would, with even greater care, explore each page for anything that may 

inform me about the Indentured Labour Photographs, including any information about the 

photographer, the administration system, the processing of the images, the photographic 

supplies, and, most importantly, the labourers in the portraits. 

 

Once I had perused a page, I would cautiously, never quickly, turn to the next, always resting 

each page gently on the previous one. The age and brittleness of the paper meant that 

sometimes pages had already deteriorated through long-term exposure to air, light, moisture, 

and mould. At times, they were damaged from previous viewings, with torn edges and 

corners, or items had been ungraciously removed, leaving a trace of their absence through 

blank spaces on the page. Sometimes, irreverent markings, such as dates and comments, were 

etched upon the page in pencil or pen. The viewing of the ledgers required great 

concentration while I searched for relevant information amongst the elaborate and ‘flowery’ 

handwritten style of the text. Throughout this process, I needed to ensure that I caused no 

damage to the fragile documents. 

 

During my exploration of the pages, I copied and gathered notes on anything I deemed 

relevant to my research. Sometimes this was easy, as each entry had an index summary and 

date in the margins of the page. At other times, it required a careful reading of the 

handwritten entries in case they were relevant to the Indentured Labour Photographs. For the 

majority of time in the archive, my research was done alone and in silence. Sometimes this 

was difficult, especially when I found something highly relevant and exciting and had the 

urge to share it. 

 

Once I had finished searching the ledger, I would gently close the back cover and check that 

the pages were sitting safely within the binding. I would then begin the ribbon-tying ritual in 

reverse: placing the fabric carefully around all sides of the ledger, crossing it over at the 

centre as if tying a present, then pulling the ends of the ribbon tight so that the ledger felt safe 

and secure. I then carefully created a tight bow that would hopefully continue to hold the 

precious object firmly together. On completion of this, I would place the ledger on the nearby 

trolley where it was wheeled away and returned to its designated resting place, on a shelf 

amongst its indexed neighbours. All that remained of this encounter was the information I 

had obtained and copied into my notebook, or photographed with my camera, as well as the 
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dust, dirt, and mould left on the fingertips of my gloves, and the tiny fragments of the pages 

that had shaken loose onto the surface of the table. I always felt pangs of guilt when I brushed 

these fragments aside knowing their age and long history. Each night I would sheepishly 

wash the remnants of dust and mould from my cotton gloves ready for the next day’s 

encounter. 

 

This account reflects the general ethos of my fieldwork, in which I needed to be cautious, 

thorough, attentive, and respectful, while at the same time experiencing excited anticipation 

for what was yet to come. This led to moments of exhilaration and joy, followed by periods 

of contemplation and reflection, before resuming the next stage of my research journey. 

 

While considering the notion of care throughout this project, I describe the Indentured 

Labour Photographs as literally and metaphorically fragile objects. They are physically 

vulnerable due to their material qualities; the albumised paper used to print the photographs 

makes them particularly susceptible to deterioration and fading. It is remarkable given their 

age and circumstance that they still exist in legible form. Although the photographs still 

remain fragile and in danger of being affected by time and environmental elements, 

thankfully, they have recently been digitised to ensure their continued preservation. At the 

time of my fieldwork, the Indentured Labour Photographs were involved in fraught debates 

about public access, care, political policy, and ownership. These discussions created tensions 

between those that are responsible for the care and safety of the archives and those that wish 

to access them. Because anxiety has always surrounded the photographic portraits, no matter 

what their context, and because of their continual fragile materiality, I refer to them as 

‘anxious images'. This topic will be discussed more explicitly in chapter six. 

 

What is important to stress here is that, in this particular research setting, the establishment of 

positive working relationships and research strategies required a prolonged and careful 

engagement with issues of access, care, management policy and ownership. Consequently, it 

took some time to carefully untie the imaginary ribbon that encompassed the dimensions of 

the Indentured Labour Photographic Archives. This thesis is the result of a careful untying of 

the photographic archive. It does not claim to present all aspects and facets of this unique 

archive, but it does aim to construct a comprehensive social biography of the Indentured 

Labour Photographs and a close analysis of their historical and social significance over time. 

Most importantly, this analysis is heavily influenced by information obtained through my 

encounters with the archives themselves and the people to whom these photographs have the 
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greatest meaning – the descendants of the indentured labourers. 

 

Overlapping Relationships 

 

My encounters with the photographs, the archives, and the descendants of the indentured 

labourers were complicated due to the continual existence of overlapping relationships. The 

archive staff, academic historians, UNESCO employees, and government ministers were 

predominantly descendants of the indentured labourers. They not only interacted with the 

photographs as professionals, but they also used the archives for their own ancestral searches. 

Therefore, the archival staff also had their own personal reasons to be attentive to research 

conducted on Mauritian indentured labour history, and given their personal relationships with 

the archives, and in this instance the photographs, their involvement was protective and 

impassioned. An email I recently received from a previous archivist demonstrates this level 

of engagement with the Indentured Labour Photographs. He stated: "I am heading back to 

Mauritius … I miss my archives … I miss my immigrants, the pictures, everything …" 

(Anon. Correspondence, 2015). Due to such impassioned, protective, and intimate 

relationships with the archives, it took me some time to develop positive working 

relationships with those involved. My fieldwork was broken up into three four-month visits 

over a period of three years. Each year I returned as promised and each year my relationships 

with staff and the level of collaboration developed. Eventually, I was able to explore the 

precious archive materials with their full support. 

 

My fieldwork encounters with the photographs also overlapped in other ways. Due to the 

Indo-Mauritian population growing from the pool of indentured labourers who came to 

Mauritius in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, it is possible to find ancestral 

lineages linking to unknown distant relatives or known extended family. For example, I had 

the strange experience of conducting an ancestral photographic search for two different, 

supposedly unconnected, participant families, only to find that their ancestor's Indentured 

Labourer Portrait was the same. On the other hand, close extended family networks also 

meant that if you found an ancestor photograph for one family member, it would also be of 

keen interest to others with the same ancestry. Therefore, participants for one photographic 

ancestral search could multiply as news spread about the successful location of the ancestor's 

photograph. 

 

Research Dimensions 
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Although this thesis is primarily a visual anthropology project, it is not only the visual that 

informs us about the social life of the Indentured Labour Photographs. The research settings 

shifted between institutional and demotic settings. These varied dimensions required different 

research strategies. The following sections will describe in detail the various research 

scenarios and approaches used to uncover as much information and as many insights as 

possible. The diagram summarises the research methods used in each instance. 

 

Fig. 25 Model of research settings. PG 48:43, Photograph courtesy of MGI and Mauritian 

National Archives, PG 48:43. 
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Each dimension informed this research project, offering up details and particular perspectives 

that helped to establish a social biography of the photographs. These dimensions also depict 

the many networks, relationships, and interactions that the photographs have been engaged 

with over time. Although presented in a structured format, in practice, these particular 

engagements occurred in a fluid and ever-evolving way. Therefore, they are not in order of 

significance and if represented as a visual metaphor of fieldwork, their structure would more 

likely resemble an elaborate web or, as Carl Knappett (2011) would describe, a ‘meshwork'. 

However, for this thesis, this model assists in creating a framework to follow, outlining the 

variety of settings and methods employed. The following section will address each of these 

research dimensions and explain their significance to the Indentured Labour Photographs. 

 

The Administrative Documents – The Photographic Ledgers, Mahatma Gandhi Institute 

(MGI) 

 

The Indentured Labour Photographic Portrait Archives, established between 1864 and 1914, 

reside in the Mahatma Gandhi Institute (MGI) in Moka, Mauritius. A vital part of researching 

the Indentured Labour Photographs required my involvement and interaction with the 

institution of MGI and, in particular, the Indentured Labour Archives and staff. The 

photographic archives reside on the first floor of the Indentured Labour Museum. The 

museum and archive are different adjuncts to the MGI Institute, which is primarily a 

secondary and tertiary education facility.
24

 

 

This area of research entailed, as always, participant observation and the development of 

collegial relationships with the staff and, as already mentioned, great 'care'. Given that my 

research focus was the Indentured Labour ID Photographic Archive, working directly with 

the archive and photographs was an essential part of my project. In total, over the course of 

12 months’ fieldwork, broken into three four-monthly periods, I spent several weeks working 

inside the archive research room at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute. I required special 

permission from the Director of the Institute to be allowed direct access to the portrait 

ledgers. To attain direct contact with the portrait archives was an exceptional research 

opportunity and privilege.  

 

                                            
24

 MGI is jointly funded by the Mauritian and Indian Government. 
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While researching within the MGI archive research space, I was able to observe the 

environment of the photographic ledgers and the way staff, curators, researchers, and 

members of the public engaged with them. I saw the physical environment surrounding the 

photographic ledgers and how the ledgers shifted from inside their protective archival space 

to the surrounding research room. It was rare that they ventured outside this demarcated area, 

except when used at conferences for visual display. At these times, they were placed in a 

glass display case and carefully supervised. 

 

The ledgers took up a small area, of approximately 6 x 5 metres, containing rows of metal 

shelving, and were clearly visible through the glass walls. The implementation of 

preservation and conservation strategies controlled the room’s temperature and level of 

humidity. The two archivists were the only staff allowed access inside the archive room. As a 

result, any research of the Indentured Labour Archives needed to be negotiated and arranged 

with the archivists directly. The archivists were also busy with their primary area of duty, 

which was to process applications from interested parties searching for archival information 

regarding the indentured labourers. These research requests were predominantly from 

descendants of indentured labourers wishing to find information about their ancestor(s) or for 

the purposes of applying for a Person of Indian Origin, Indian visa (PIO). These applications 

would often result in a search for their ancestors’ photographs. 

 

The photographic ledgers were contained within the PG ledgers, and were located by the 

numbered index on their spine. The archivists had a specialised and intimate knowledge of 

the ledgers. The head archivist had, remarkably, worked with the archives since the 1980s. I 

observed a high emotive investment and attachment to the archives in the staff at MGI; they 

expressed a protective anxiety. With this said, the research environment of this setting was 

both supportive and protective at the same time. 

 

My research required that I be able to view and analyse the photographic portrait archive, 

spanning from the first to the last photograph taken. Due to there being over 175,000 

portraits, we decided that I would view the portrait ledgers in a sequential fashion, sampling a 

ledger from every third to fourth year. Once located, the ledgers would be hand-delivered to 

me at my specified table. They were large and cumbersome, varying in weight depending on 

the number of photographs included in each one. In this setting, I was officially required to 

put on cotton gloves before touching the books. I was not able to take scans or photographs 

of the pages. As previously mentioned, copies of the pages of photographs needed approval 
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via a formal permission process. To obtain a photograph from the ledgers, I needed to specify 

in writing the exact ledger and page number. 

 

The condition of the images and books varied; some were inaccessible due to their poor state 

and others had the marks of moisture and light damage, mainly inflicted upon the images 

before the ledgers came to their current residence. Thick cardboard covers bounded each 

ledger. The pages were made of a heavy paper and, in the case of the portrait ledgers, the 

albumen photographic prints added another layer of thickness to their surface. While the 

photographs appeared to lie flat on the page, their depth created small spaces between each 

page making them vulnerable to damaging environmental elements. We see this evidenced by 

the poorer conditions of photographs on the extremities of the page. Because the MGI 

archivists knew the state of each and every ledger, they were able to determine which 

archives were safe for my analysis. 

 

This area of fieldwork entailed a formal analysis of the photographs, including the physical 

and material dimensions and the characteristics of the ledgers and the portraits, as well as the 

text and notation systems applied on and around them. I recorded the photographs 

themselves; their size, type, lighting, age, damage, and decomposition. Alongside this, I made 

notes on the subjects of the photographs, including their gender, dress, pose, expression, and 

age. I also noted the archival indexing and sequencing system created by the colonial 

administration. This analysis, while very detailed, enabled me to understand the conditions of 

the photographs, the changes that occurred over time to the photographic system, and just 

how the photographic ledgers and indexing functioned as identification documents.
25
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 A detailed explanation of this change occurs in Chapter Four. See Appendix 2, for detailed 

summary of PG indexing format and corresponding dates  
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PG 4 – 1869 

 

 

Fig. 26 Example of PG Page - Sample Analysis PG series 1869.
26 

 

                                            
26 . From this analysis changes to the photographic indexing system between 1864-1869 were realised 

Appendix 3. 

Photo numbers: 

Immigration 

numbers: 

Range from  

 

Age: 

 

Gender: 

829 – 864 

 

3928 – 383865 

varied immigration numbers denotes varied year of arrival 

 

range from youth to old  

 

all M 

Year of 

photograph page: 

1869 

Photo style: Head shoulder portrait 

Pose: Frontal  

Direction of gaze: front 

Position of 

photographer: 

front 

Expression: serious 

Features: 26/30 moustache 

Other objects: 

Variety of clothing, caps, turbans, earrings 

2 wearing tube around neck for documents (supplied by 

administration to carry immigration passes) 

Chair noticeable on one image: seated 

Lighting Above front 

State of images: 

Describe: 

30/36 images 3-4-bottom row closer to exposure yellowed and 

faded. Most images showing yellowing, one has remained 

predominantly black and white.  

Original page stuck onto new binding paper. Loose sheets  

Some mould on back of new paper.  
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While situated in the archive room, I was able to discuss the photographs at length, both 

formally and informally, with the people in charge of their care and access. All photographic 

copies needed to adhere to the strict copying policy of the official Government guidelines, 

which stated that no names or details of individual portraits could be reproduced or 

published. These strict regulations link to issues of confidentiality and the protection of the 

indentured labourers' identity.
27

 To research, show, and publish the details of the Indentured 

Labour Photographs I needed to provide written consents from participating descendants. 

Consequently, photographs in this thesis with visible names and numbers are photographs 

provided to me courtesy of my research participants, whereas photographs supplied by the 

MGI staff have the names and numbers removed from the images. 

 

The analysis also included my reflexive experience of viewing the archive and my affective 

responses when I viewed these original images. I noted my emotions, the smell and feel of 

the bindings and paper, and my concern for the remaining dust and dislodged fragments at the 

end of each consultation with a ledger. This part of my fieldwork was time consuming, 

exciting, absorbing, and personally satisfying. I was finally able to encounter the indentured 

labourers and their photographs. At this point, it was like gaining entry to a private viewing 

room where I entered the aperture of the photograph(s) and became entranced by what I saw.  

                                            
27

 Confidentiality and access issues will be discussed in chapter six.  
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Fig. 27  Page from PG Ledgers, Full page. PG 46, Folio 180. Photograph courtesy of the Mahatma Gandhi 

Institute, National Archives of Mauritius. 
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My Encounter 

 

The opening of the first photographic ledger and my viewing of a full page of 30 individual 5 

x 6-inch portraits was both breath-taking and shocking. It is hard to put into words the way 

this encounter impacted upon me as a spectator. The photographs evoked many responses and 

thoughts that were tangled up with my state of bewilderment and excitement. Here, I have 

tried to unpack the various responses as they emerged. 

 

As I turned the large cover of the ledger I noticed a large group of individual faces 

confronting me. The photographs were obviously old and from another era. The striking 

detail of the people in the small photographs took my breath away. This detail signified the 

presence of a skilled photographer, especially the manipulation of the fall of light on each 

subject’s face and body. The expressions on the faces of the labourers appeared severe and 

their uniformity indicated the authority of an instructed pose. The uniformity of facial 

expression emphasised the subject's eyes, projecting them forward as a dominant feature. The 

variety of headwear, moustaches, hairstyles, clothing, jewels, facial scarring and individual 

features captured my gaze and interest. The various ages, ranging from both young to old, 

made me curious about the circumstances of each labourer. The uniform grid-like placement 

of the images and the hand drawn lines emphasised the controlling and indexical style of the 

page. 

 

The marks of time and deterioration evoked concern and amazement for the age and survival 

of the photographs, leading to an increased concern for their ongoing preservation. The 

handwritten names and numbers framing the top and bottom of each photograph jarred my 

thoughts back to their original colonial contexts and implied the imprint of the hands of 

others in the processing and indexing of these objects. I considered whether my excitement 

about viewing the actual photographs overrode the imposing colonial constructs emanating 

from them. I wondered how much of my protective and excited feelings towards them were 

influenced by my drive to research them. 

 

The number of responses, thoughts, and questions elicited from my own viewing of the 

Indentured Labour Portraits reinforced what I perceive as the aperture of photograph, where I 

encountered the open space of the image and responded to the relevant stimuli found within 

its frame. While my reflexive account is valuable as an example of how we encounter 

photographs in research, my responses are only relevant if they connect in a meaningful way 
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with what I found during my fieldwork research. To help manage the endless possibilities of 

these photographs I relied upon the linkages and meanings attached to them by the people 

who have engaged with them in the past and those who engage with them in the present. 

 

Mauritian National Archives – Coromandel 

 

As previously mentioned, it is not only the visual image that helps us understand the social 

life of the Indentured Labour Portraits. These photographs were found enmeshed in text and 

administrative recording systems. Although indexed numbers and names and the grid-like 

layout of the page make these systems apparent, we can obtain a closer understanding of the 

social life of the photographs and their function by exploring the colonial administration 

documents that connected them to the day-to-day workings of the photographic system. The 

documents referred to are the original Protector of Immigrants’ colonial administrative 

ledgers that recorded, in writing, the day-to-day workings of the indentured labour system. 

The specific documents referred to were the PB and PA ledgers from 1864 to 1911, found in 

the National Archives building located in Coromandel. Of note, the Mauritian National 

Archives are in a different geographical location from the Indentured Labour Archives 

housed at the MGI. This interesting geographical split between the archives will be revisited 

later in the thesis when discussing ‘matters of encounter today'. 

 

This part of my fieldwork entailed many hours and days trawling through the original 

Protector of Immigrants Ledgers searching for any entries and correspondence that referred 

to the Indentured Labour Identification Photographs and photographic system. Access to this 

material was freely available to members of the public and monitored by staff in the research 

room. The National Archives provided an index of material they hold from the indentured 

labour period, and from this index I would specify what document, number and year I 

required.
28

 A staff member would then search for the specified ledger from the shelves and 

deliver it to me at the research table. Using keywords, such as photographs, portraits, 

photography, and photographer, I searched and copied, using digital images and manual note 

taking, any material found in the ledgers referring to the photographs. The administrative 

ledgers ended abruptly in 1911, with the later administrative ledgers absent from the PB 

archive, though luckily, the photographic system appeared to end around this same period. 

This method of data collection produced an immense amount of information and included 
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 See Appendix 2 for index list. 
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other topics relevant to colonial photography in Mauritius; however, some of this material is 

not relevant within the parameters of this thesis.
29

 

 

Of note was the size and weight of these ledgers; they were approximately 60 cm in length 

and 40 cm in width. They could weigh several kilos depending on the number of pages they 

held. Part of the weight was due to the solid binder that held the pages together, as well as the 

thick paper used by the colonial administration at that time. As already described, on arrival 

at the table, the ledgers would be tied with a white cotton ribbon to hold the pages in place. 

Once undone, I would open the first pages of the ledger carefully. The state of the pages in 

the ledgers varied, but remarkably most pages were intact. There were some small tears on 

the edges and the paper had yellowed and was brittle in places. The thickness of the paper of 

that time is partially responsible for its relative intact appearance today. 

 

Fig. 28 Page from PB ledger, 1
st
 May 1873: 396. Mr. Beyts, Protector of Immigrants. Author’s photograph 

(2013). 

 

The pages of the ledgers contained handwritten entries noting all correspondence and reports 

exchanged between the Protector of Immigrants and all other government offices. Lines 

divided each entry, marking the beginning and end of each correspondence. They also 

followed a sequential index system of date and number. The date was the date of its entry into 

the ledger and the number denoted the sequence of entries. Any responding correspondence 

would refer to this sequence number as an index. The Protector of Immigrants, or a person 

                                            
29

 Other potential colonial photography topics include the use of portrait photography for the 

identification of criminals, and photography used for police records and coroner reports. 
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acting on his behalf, would sign each entry. The handwriting varied from day to day, 

depending on the clerk in charge of entering the text. The elaborate cursive script followed 

the style of the time.  

 

When examining the ledgers, I chose to wear cotton gloves, even though this was not a 

requirement at the National Archives. It was surprising to see how dirty these gloves became 

at the end of each day. The ledgers were old and dusty and sometimes showed mould and 

water stains. It was hard to determine whether the dust was from their age or from the 

external environment surrounding them. Of particular note and great worry is the location of 

the National Archives, situated in a warehouse in an industrial zone, with louvered windows 

and no protection from atmospheric conditions, such as heat and humidity, or environmental 

threats such as pollutants and airborne particles. The location of the National Archives is 

currently of great concern to many of the staff and people of Mauritius. The government is 

considering plans to create a purpose-built National Archive building, with current issues of 

funding and appropriate location under review. 

 

The relevant material gathered from these ledgers was photographed or scanned by myself (a 

contrast from the restrictive copying policy at MGI) and itemised by date and ledger entry 

number. What was also of interest was how the National Archive fieldwork setting played a 

significant role in the establishment of networks with other academics and descendants of 

labourers researching information about their ancestors. The space of the National Archive 

research room became an important social space for making connections, acquaintances, and 

friendships. 

 

Academic Researchers 

 

While I researched the Indentured Labour Archives, I came across other academics who were 

engaging, or had engaged, with the photographic archives. These academics were 

predominantly from Mauritius. Whenever possible, I would conduct interviews with these 

researchers. As already mentioned, specific research on the Indentured Labour Photographs is 

limited to the following authors: Marina Carter, Saloni Deerpalsingh, Govinden 

Vishwanaden, James Ng Foong (1998); Saloni Deerpalsingh (2004), and Indira Gyaram and 

Amirchandsingh Teerbhoohan (2012). These references to the Indentured Labour Portraits are 

brief and factual; explaining their purpose as identification documents and linking the textual 

information found marked upon them to the indentured labour administration system. 
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Descendants 

 

The descendants of the indentured labourers proved to be important participants in this 

project. As already mentioned, this facet of fieldwork exemplified the many contextual 

overlaps that occurred throughout this research project. Many of the participants in this 

project, whether they were the staff of relevant institutions, historians, or government 

ministers, were also descendants of indentured labourers. For example, an interview with the 

Minister of Art and Culture involved not only his opinions and thoughts on the Indentured 

Labour Archive and government policy, but also his personal encounter with the photograph 

of his ancestor. Some descendant participants came from contacts provided to me by staff and 

other historians working in the indentured labour area. I was also introduced to participants 

through the family I lived with and through my involvement with the Indo-Mauritian 

community, such as attending yoga classes, shopping, and visiting tourist sites. 

 

There were three groups of ‘descendant participants': 

1) Those who had already searched for their ancestor's photograph 

2) Those that wanted to find their ancestor's photograph 

3) Those who were not interested in searching for their ancestor’s photograph 

 

In the Mauritian context, it was relatively easy to find descendants of indentured labourers 

interested in this topic as the demographics of the post-Indian indentured population makes 

up 70% of the Mauritius population. Consequently, the descendants of indentured labourers 

are the largest ethnic group in Mauritius and dominate social and political arenas. As will be 

discussed later in this thesis, the significance of ancestral knowledge and the history of 

indentured labour are highly significant to this particular population. 

 

I was amazed to find that many people had already searched for their ancestor's information 

and photograph. Some had been successful and had a copy of their ancestor’s photograph in 

their family archive. Others had been unsuccessful due to unreliable information in the past 

or the photo being lost or damaged. However, in some cases, because the photographic 

archives had recently been digitised and cross-indexed with other archive databases using 

upgraded software programs, I was able to offer an opportunity to conduct another search. 

Today it is possible to cross-reference the indentured labour arrival documents directly with 

the photographic ledgers. 
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For participants who had not yet obtained their ancestor’s photograph, I was able to guide 

their research and follow an investigative process in collaboration with the curators at MGI. 

Before commencing any archive research for participants, I needed to gain their written 

permission to conduct research on their ancestor and present this consent to the curators at 

MGI. The research relationship involved three parties: a triangulated network between the 

archivists, the descendants, and myself. I had been allowed to situate myself as the mediator 

between the curators of the archive and the descendants seeking their ancestor's photograph. 

This position gave me insights into the motivations of descendants to obtain their ancestor’s 

photograph, as well as a clear understanding of the processes involved for the staff at MGI to 

undertake the research. As mediator, I was able to present the findings of the photographic 

search to the family directly. 

 

For those who had not yet begun the search for their ancestor, but intended to in the future, I 

offered them the opportunity to participate in my research project. These families needed to 

obtain their ancestor’s immigration number from other government departments before a 

search in the photographic ledgers could begin. To gain the appropriate records of their 

ancestor, it was often necessary to trace their parents’ and grandparents’ birth and death 

certificates. The important six-digit immigration number is located on their grandparents’ 

official documents. In some cases, this process took the full three-year period of my 

fieldwork contact. 

 

One such story stands out – the family I first lived with had clearly stated they were not 

interested in finding their ancestor's photograph. They commented that “this was in the past 

and irrelevant to the family today”. Towards the end of my last fieldwork visit the family had 

changed their mind; they now wanted to find their ancestor's information and photograph. I 

suspect this was the result of another extended family member participating in my research 

project where we had successfully obtained their ancestor’s records and photograph. On the 

very last day of my fieldwork, at a special farewell lunch with my Mauritian family, I was 

able to present to them two ancestor portraits. 

 

Remarkably, the search for ancestors in the Indentured Labour Photographic Archives often 

resulted in a positive outcome. To locate ancestor portraits, the archivist would first use their 

immigration number and name to find their arrival information; the arrival documents 

indicated if a photograph existed in the PG ledgers. The information would then be cross-
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referenced with the PG ledger database, where, if a portrait existed, a digitised copy of the 

photograph would be copied and saved. For the benefit of descendants, the archivists would 

check the quality of the image and improve its clarity using computer software. 

 

When a photograph was found, I would be notified by the archivist and a digital copy would 

be emailed to me along with an accompanying certified document from the Mahatma Gandhi 

Institute, Library, and Archives Department. The report recorded all details of the labourer's 

available history. The following certificate details the potential information available in the 

Indentured Labour Archives. Not all information was always available and the report often 

had blank sections, meaning that particular details were unrecorded during the indentured 

labour administrative process.
30

  

                                            
30

 More recently, the section describing the labourer's caste has been removed from the information 

sheet; this is highly controversial in Mauritius for reasons that will be outlined in Chapter Six. 
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Fig. 29  Current Certificate of Information form, MGI archives. 2014. 

 

Before the process of digital scanning was introduced, descendants seeking a copy of their 

ancestors’ portrait would bring a camera and take an image directly from the ledger. These 

amateur images were often badly lit, out of focus, and of poor quality. At this viewing the 

descendant had the opportunity to see the original identification portrait of their ancestor on 

the full ledger page, amongst portraits of many other labourers. Today, with digital scanning, 

high-resolution images are provided that can be made larger and reveal fine details without 

losing any of the photograph's quality. One participant commented that the archivist told him 
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he could see his great, great grandfather's cataracts when zooming in on the image. It is 

therefore now possible to print high-quality copies. On the other hand, this new process has 

removed direct contact between the descendants and the original photographs - ambiguously 

protecting the images and their information while withdrawing the descendants' experience of 

a direct encounter with the photograph in the ledger. The descendant can make a request to 

view the original image of their ancestor; yet they can no longer take a photograph of it, for 

reasons of conservation and confidentiality. More specifically, this is to avoid light and flash 

light damage, and to limit the direct viewing of photographs in the ledgers, keeping the 

details of other labourers on the same ledger page confidential. 

 

In situations where I had been requested to find an ancestor's photograph, I found myself in 

the privileged position of participating in and observing the descendants’ first meeting and 

viewing of their ancestor in image form. These first viewings were significant events for my 

participants and my research objectives. The photographs functioned as elicitation devices, 

prompting descendants to reveal their thoughts about their ancestor and their perspectives on 

the indentured labour system. They were indeed moments of privilege, especially given the 

emotional nature of these viewing circumstances. At times, the descendants would find it 

difficult to put into words what they were experiencing. They were often silent and appeared 

mesmerised by the image, or would make repeated exclamations of disbelief. As a result, 

some time later I would ask them to write down in words or describe to me their experience. I 

recorded these encounters with the ancestors’ photographs using digital audio or written 

notes. Given the highly personal and intimate nature of these viewings, I did not feel it 

appropriate to film these events. 

 

The third group, those who did not want to find their ancestor’s photograph, were hard to 

find. I have already mentioned my Mauritian family's initial reluctance to seek information 

about their ancestors. If I came across someone who was not interested in the photographs, 

their response was not necessarily a definitive no, but rather a hesitance dependent on a 

perception that it takes a long time and considerable effort to gather the information required 

before an ancestral search can be commenced. It was common for people to say it was 

something they would focus on when they retired. 

 

The participants were male, female, young, and old; the majority were in the 40-70 year age 

group. The ancestors searched for were predominantly male, following the family patrilineal 

line. Indo-Mauritian families function within a patriarchal ideology and kinship system, 
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where they follow a patrilineal rule of descent (inheritance follows the male line) and live in 

a patrilocal system (with the husbands family). The patrilineal kinship structure of Indo-

Mauritian families underscores the chief interest in male ancestry. Additionally, there were 

significantly more male indentured labourers than female and, due to the lack of legal civil 

marriages and the frequent occurrence of cohabitating relationships at the time of indenture, 

the maternal name may not have entered the civil documentation system, making it harder to 

trace maternal family lineages.
31

 

 

Research Participants 

 

As already stated, participant involvement in this research project varied from formal 

interviews to casual encounters and discussions. Half of my participants (15) were 

descendants undertaking their ancestral research – I was often in contact with several 

members of the same family. The other half (15) were participants who connected to the 

Indentured Labour Photographs in a professional or research capacity. All participant 

identities will remain confidential except for those who have given consent for the inclusion 

of their family name in this project or whom I reference in published work. As mentioned 

earlier, the research process spread over a period of three years, and, given the nature of this 

project, my contact with participants could be brief or continuous, and occur in various 

locations and situations. 

 

The Home Archive and Beyond 

 

My research was also concerned with what happened to the Indentured Labour Portrait once 

families had located and received a copy of their ancestor's image. This entailed meeting up 

with descendants who had already obtained their ancestor’s photograph and reviewing with 

them the following questions: 

 

1) Why did they want the photograph? 

2) How would they describe their very first viewing of their ancestor’s photograph? 

3) What did they think about when they first saw their ancestor? 

4) What did they feel? 

                                            
31

 As is still found in British colonies today where traditional Indian marriage is not considered a civil 

legal contract, such as New Zealand which is an ex- British colony.  
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5) Where was the photograph stored? 

6) When would they look at it? 

7) How often did they view it? 

8) What did they think or feel when they saw the photograph today? 

8) Who else had a copy? 

 

Of particular interest was what happened to the photographs once they left the protective 

encasement of the archives at MGI, especially once the photographs became digital copies, 

enabling them to be exchanged and sent to wherever family members reside. A discussion of 

the transition of the photographs from public archive to private access and the outcome of 

this transition will be explored in greater detail in Chapter Eight– Encountering Ancestors. 

 

The Government of Mauritius 

 

Due to the demographics of Mauritius, and as a consequence of the large number of 

indentured labourers who remained in Mauritius at the end of their contract period, Indo-

Mauritian members dominate the Mauritian government. The government, therefore, has a 

vested interest in the history of indentured labour in Mauritius and so the Indentured Labour 

Archives and photographs are privileged with their particular archive site at the MGI. 

Because of this, it seemed important to meet with government officials who have engaged 

with the Indentured Labour Archives and are responsible for their continuity and 

management. These interviews were mainly structured as the minister's office required a list 

of questions before an interview. Often the ministers had already researched the photograph 

of their ancestor, or they had been given a copy of the portrait as a gift at a formal ministerial 

event. Again these reactions and comments were observed and recorded by digital audio and 

note taking. The political context of these interviews framed this material and its subsequent 

analysis. 

 

The Truth and Justice Commission 

 

The Truth and Justice Commission convened in Mauritius in from 2009 for a period of two 

years, ending with a final report submitted to the Mauritian government in November 2011.  

Over the last 30 years Truth and Justice Commissions have emerged as an international norm. 

They are truth-seeking bodies set up to investigate past records of human rights violations. 

Their underlying assumption is that the investigative process itself and the resulting 
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narratives will and lead to justice, peace - building and healing (Hayner, 2002). Preceding the 

Mauritius Truth and Justice Commission of 2009 -2011 there had already been many 

countries who had undergone such inquiries. Beginning in 1983 with Argentina's National 

Commission on the Disappeared (Hayner 2006). Most countries undertaking TJC were 

transitioning from authoritarian governments to democracies. A Truth and Justice 

Commission  is usually officially sanctioned by the existing government. It tends to focus on 

the past and on patterns of abuse rather than single events. It is temporary and concludes with 

a report (Hayner 2006). As Susan M. Glisson (Glisson 2015) states many countries have used 

the TJC process to aid in the transition from repressive governments to democracies. What is 

essential to understand when overviewing the rise of TJC around the globe, is the particular 

historical and socio political contexts of the country in which the TJC is being conducted 

(Glisson, 2015:193). Prior to the establishment of a Truth and Justice Commission in 2009, 

certain events led to its formation. 
32

 In February 1999, the suspicious death of Kaya, an 

iconic singer of black consciousness within the creole community, while in police custody, 

resulted in a conflagration of ethnic tensions and rioting. Spotlighting issues of racial 

discrimination and xenophobia (Low, 2004:10). Another important event was the Durban 

World Conference on Racism in 2001. At this conference, African countries, wanted 

individual apologies from each of the countries responsible for slavery, and recognition that 

slavery was a crime against humanity and those responsible should make reparation. In 

Mauritius the political party the Les Verts Fraternals (Fraternal Greens) were the first to 

request the establishment of a mechanism similar to the Truth and Justice Commission. In 

August 2007 a Task Force was established  to work on the terms of a Truth and Justice 

Commission.
33

 The task force presented the truth and Justice Commission bill to parliament 

in 2008 with the inclusion of an investigation into historic land claims (Le Mauricien, 2012: 

Feb 8th).  

 

The Commission focused, in the first instance, on the continuities in history up to the present 

(especially from an economic and social perspective), and then on specific themes relating to 

colonialism; in particular, the slave trade, slavery, and indentured labour (Mauritius, 2011). ) 

It was to make an assessment of the consequences of slavery and indentured labour during 

                                            
32 With reference to Mauritius, the Mauritian Truth and Justice Commission of 2009, aimed to investigate the 

legacies of slavery and indentured labour over a period of 370 years. It was the first Truth and Justice 

Commission to address the legacy of slavery and indenture and span such a long period of time. Most TJC's 

dealt with events that had occurred in the countries more recent history. 
33 The members of the task force were: Professor Robert Shell, Archbishop Ian Ernest, Dr. Vijaya Teelock, the 

Associate Prof. S. Reddi, Benjamin Moutou and Lindsay Morvan. 
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the colonial period up to the present by conducting inquiries into slavery and indentured 

labour in Mauritius during the colonial period and, for that purpose, gather information and 

receive evidence from any person. It was to determine appropriate reparative measures to be 

extended to descendants of slaves and indentured labourers and to enquire into complaints, 

made by any person aggrieved by a dispossession or prescription of any land in which he/she 

claimed to have an interest, and to prepare a comprehensive report of the TJC's  activities, 

research and findings. The Truth and Justice Commission’s general findings recommended 

there should be: a national reconciliation based on principles of equity, fairness and justice; 

formal memorialisation of slavery in Mauritius; a better understanding of, and a more 

inclusive representation of Mauritian history and culture; a better and increased protection of 

Mauritian heritage; a less racist and elitist society; a more democratic public life; 

empowerment of Mauritians of African and Malagasy origin;  increased economic and social 

justice; a more just educational system; a more sustainable, equitable and judicious use of the 

environment; and a better representation of minorities and under - represented groups (TJC 

report, 2011). 

 

With relevance to the Indentured Labour Portrait Archives, this report provides a detailed 

summary of the history of indentured labour to Mauritius and also comments on current 

concerns regarding the Indentured Labour Archives and access issues, as well as relevant 

social and political issues surrounding the Indo-Mauritian community. Many of my 

interviews with participants from historical disciplines in Mauritius referred to the Truth and 

Justice Commission report when discussing the photographic archive and access issues. 

Especially in reference to the legacy of indentured labour history in Mauritius.  

 

Aapravasi Ghat 

 

Aapravasi Ghat is a UNESCO World Heritage Site located at the Indentured Labour 

Immigration Depot, found on the waterfront of Port Louis. Aapravasi Ghat's primary focus is 

to acknowledge the historical importance of indentured labour in Mauritius, as well as other 

indentured labour colonies, and to maintain this location as a significant historical site. 

Aapravasi Ghat is a joint venture between UNESCO and the Mauritian government. The staff 

at Aapravasi Ghat are employed to establish and monitor the Immigration Depot as a heritage 

site, and to extend research on the indentured labour system. International tourists, school 

groups, and Mauritian citizens visit the site. Staff from Aapravasi Ghat have engaged with the 

photographic archives on many occasions and proved to be significant sources of information 
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for my research. I interviewed staff using unstructured interviews and spent many hours 

involved in informal discussions. I recorded interviews using film or digital audio. As 

mentioned earlier, over time the workers became familiar with my presence at Aapravasi 

Ghat and were exceptionally helpful in providing me with information about the photographs 

and putting me in contact with potential participants. 

 

Aapravasi Ghat uses the Indentured Labour Portrait photographs as displays and illustrations 

at the site and as visual references in newsletters, reports, and books. The original location of 

the Indentured Labour photographic studio was in the Immigration Depot (Aapravasi Ghat). 

However, while some heritage buildings have survived, the photographic studio is no longer 

in existence. An unintended outcome of this project was the provision of further information 

to Aapravasi Ghat on the correct location of the photographic studio in the depot, obtained 

from the Protector of Immigrants PB ledgers (PB - Protector of Immigrants Correspondence 

Record).
34

 It was previously thought to exist within the Immigration Depot administrative 

building. However, information from the PB ledgers - refers to it as a purpose-built shed, next 

to the ‘photographic yard'. Since the completion of my fieldwork, Aapravasi Ghat has created 

an Indentured Labour Museum; I am sure the Indentured Labour Portraits will feature 

prominently in the exhibiting displays. 

 

Media 

 

Media, and in particular, news journals and newspapers, provided additional information 

regarding the Indentured Labour Archive and political issues surrounding it. Written material 

and reports helped to explain the complex social and political circumstances of the 

Indentured Labour Portraits today. In fact, one such article was banned in Mauritius due to its 

topic of ‘casteism', and was consequently difficult to locate. The public media also connected 

directly with this research project; a reporter for a National paper attended an open seminar at 

MGI where I presented my research to other academics, staff, and anyone interested in the 

Indentured Labour Portraits. The journalist subsequently wrote a full page spread in a 

national newspaper (Le Matinal) on the discipline of visual anthropology and my research 

project. Unbeknown to me, this seminar was also filmed and shown on the national TV 

channel. On another occasion, I was interviewed by a TV news reporter about the 

significance of Aapravasi Ghat as a heritage site. This was aired that evening on the National 
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 See Appendix 4 for evidence of the location of the Immigration Depot Photographic Studio. 
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news and was perceived as quite an achievement by friends and colleagues. 

 

Fig. 30 Le Matinel, Port Louis, Mardi 8 Juillet 2014: 9. 

 

 

Fig. 31 Author on National News being interviewed by local reporter on the significance of 

Aapravasi Ghat, 2013 

Subjective Experiences 
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As outlined above, the methodologies used and the type of information and data gathered is 

varied and complex. It entailed an exploration of documents, manuscripts, books, articles, 

and reports, as well as many interviews and countless discussions. A great deal of my time 

was spent observing the subjective experiences of those that encountered the photographs. 

This area of subjectivity proved to be a significant source of data for the research project. The 

ability of photographs to elicit information, thoughts, emotions, and memories was clearly 

evident throughout the project. For this reason, it is necessary to spend some time explaining 

the use of photographs as a research method in this particular collaborative research project. 

 

Photo-Elicitation 

 

The aperture-like nature of viewing photographs highlights their strength as an elicitation 

device. Because this research relied heavily on the responses of descendants when they 

viewed their ancestor's portrait, it is important to think about photographs as elicitation 

devices, particularly when used as a research tool. Here, I refer to a previous argument I 

made about the value of using photographs that are already immersed within communities, as 

a useful method for obtaining ethnographic information (Harrington-Watt 2011; Harrington-

Watt 2015). For example, in previous research, I found that by using photographs already 

embedded within Indian migrant homes and allowing the participants to select the 

photographs that were most significant to them, I was able to piece together important aspects 

of their social lives. This approach enabled a high degree of participant authority and elicited 

responses that stimulated thoughts, memories, and affects; providing rich and detailed 

information. Because the Indentured Labour Portraits still exist in their place of origin, albeit 

under different conditions and circumstances, I again propose that photographs that already 

reside with people, whether it is in their homes, in their wallets and pockets, or in their 

National Archives, are valuable sources of anthropological information. Therefore, this thesis 

reasserts the elicitation value of photographs, especially those that allow for the participants’ 

direct engagement and authority. The notion of the photographic aperture, where the open 

space of the photograph allows for a myriad of elicited responses to come to the fore, fits 

comfortably with this approach. 

 

The primary focus of this research project is the Indentured Labour Portraits and their 

significance for those that encounter them. It is therefore necessary to consider the 

photographs as an elicitation medium, with which those that interact with them relate and 

engage in various ways. Using Azoulay's (2008) model of 'encounter', when we think of 



 

 

111 

photo-elicitation, we are referring to the encounter between the spectator and the photograph. 

The viewing of the photograph by the spectator elicits various responses and these responses 

may be thoughts, actions, emotions, or sensations. To regard the Indentured Labour Portraits 

as an elicitation device, I needed to formulate a visual research framework that incorporated 

the concept of photo-elicitation into this particular research scenario. 

 

I argue in this thesis that all encounters between the image and the spectator are moments of 

elicitation. This argument loosens the perception of photo-elicitation as a structured research 

method and allows for the research of photographs to encompass the many possible 

encounters and relationships photographs are engaged with over time. This is particularly 

useful when researching photographic archives. In reference to the Indentured Labour 

Portraits, photo-elicitation occurred whenever the colonial photographer viewed the image 

and reflected on the accuracy of the identification photograph, or whenever the 

administration clerk measured, cut, and pasted the image onto a ledger page. It occurred 

whenever the labourer unfolded and opened his/her immigration ticket and viewed their 

portrait, or when the police authority checked their immigrant ticket while they were 

travelling on the road. Photo-elicitation continues to occur when the archivist opens the 

ledger to find a particular portrait, or whenever the indentured labourer's descendant views 

the photograph of their ancestor. It also occurs when tourists or the public see the images in a 

museum display or on a book cover, or when academics come across them in journals or 

theses. In all these instances the photograph has the potential to elicit some form of response 

in the spectator. This makes the photographic image a useful tool for obtaining the 

perceptions and experiences of others and, as France Winddance Twine (2006) concurs, 

providing a rich source of data. 

 

Gauntlett and Holzwarth (2006:85) propose that photo-elicitation allows for new and 

alternative information in comparison to verbal-based research. Photo-elicitation challenges 

the conventional idea that you can explore the social world by just asking questions; it 

recognises the power of photographs to elicit a variety of responses from spectators. It relies 

on the visual plane, by being familiar to popular culture yet engaging the brain in a different 

way, drawing a different kind of response. Douglas Harper (2002), claims that photographs 

call forth associations, definitions, or ideas that otherwise go unnoticed. Marisol Clark–

Ibanez (2004), comments that photographs used in photo-elicitation interviews have a dual 

purpose: firstly, the researcher can use them as a tool to expand on questions and, secondly, 

participants can use them as a unique way to explain their world. Winddance Twine (2006), 
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further claims that photo-elicitation interviews generate data that complements or challenges 

research field notes and participant observations. The photographs may stimulate the 

interviewee to make comments about something not previously known or observed during 

fieldwork. 

 

With particular reference to ethnographic research and visual anthropology today, there is an 

expectation that research be gathered in collaboration with participants. However, there is an 

assumption that photo-elicitation, no matter what form it takes, is sufficient to justify the 

research as local and participant-led. In a previous research project, I analysed the 

methodology of photo-elicitation and corresponding levels of participant authority and argued 

that photo-elicitation is used in a variety of ways and that the particular format chosen 

dictates the level of participant authority achieved in research and data collection. Therefore, 

it cannot be assumed that photo-elicitation, as a general methodology, equates to a high level 

of participant authority in the collection of ethnographic data and information. In this thesis, I 

reintroduce the following model of photo-elicitation and participant authority to help clarify 

the method of participant authority used in this research project (Harrington-Watt 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Photo-elicitation Continuum 
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Fig. 32 Model of Photo-Elicitation Participant Authority Continuum, (Harrington-Watt 2011) 

 

I present a breakdown of various forms of photo-elicitation methodology into subcategories. I 

define these categories by their particular methodological approach and level of participant 

authority. A continuum from low to high represents the relative level of participant authority. 

The following describes the different subcategories and their level of participant authority: 

 

a) Images chosen by interviewer outside participant's world: 

An approach used by researchers such as Smith and Woodward (1999) and Theo Van Leuven 

and Carey Jewitt (2002). The images, taken from alternate sources, are presented to research 

participants for comment. This approach is low in participant authority; the approach is 

firmly controlled by the researcher and the images may have little relevance to the 

participant's social world. 

 

b) Images taken by interviewer of participant's world: 

A common approach used in ethnographic research. John Collier (1967), Ruth Beilin (2005), 

Sarah Pink (2007); Steven Gold (2004) Gemma Orobitg Canal (2004), Douglas Harper 

(2002), and Epstein, Stevens, McKeever and Baruchel (2008), have all used this approach in 

their particular research projects and have analysed and presented its efficacy. Even though it 

Low Participant Authority      High Participant Authority 

a) Images 
chosen  
by interviewer,  
outside 
participant's  
world. 

b) Images 
taken by 
interviewer, of 
participant's 
world.  

a) Images 
chosen  
by participant, 
from 
participant's 
world. 

a) Images 
taken by 
participant. 
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is a popular method in visual anthropology, it still sits at the lower end of participant 

authority. The researcher sets the framework for discussion based on their observations and 

image selection. 

 

c) Images chosen by participant from participant's world: 

This approach is uncommon in the literature, but some intriguing research has been 

conducted using family albums – see Marianne Hirsch (1997), France Winddance Twine 

(2006), Rose (2003), and Pink (2007). This approach successfully decentres authority by 

allowing the participant to refer to personal images and by using images that already exist 

within their social reality. This type of research often occurs within the home, establishing a 

more intimate interview process, especially when viewing highly affective ‘family images’. 

 

d) Images taken by participant: 

This approach creates the ultimate form of participant authority, sitting at the high end of the 

participant authority continuum, as it allows the participant creative control when taking and 

presenting images. Researchers such as Michael Zambon (2005), David and Peter Holzwarth 

(2006), Jeffery Samuels (2004), Marisol Clark-Ibanez (2004), and Elizabeth Smith (2015) 

have all used this approach in their research, often distinguishing it as an auto-driven research 

technique. The method is inductive and subjective, disrupting the power dynamics involved 

with regular interviews and often empowering the participants. 

 

Category c) images were chosen by participants from participant's world: 

 

This category fits most closely with my research of the Indentured Labour Portraits, in which 

the participant encounters them directly in their working or personal lives. Even when 

encountered in wider public spaces, the Indentured Labour Portraits are, nonetheless, 

connected to participants through their association and identification with the history of 

indentured labour. This thesis will show how photographs perform as elicitation mediums 

when encountered by the spectator in a broad range of settings. Using the photograph in the 

interview setting redefines the relationship between the subject and researcher. In this 

instance, although the colonial frame visually dominates the Indentured Labour Portraits, 

today the photographs elicit a different type of power and agency, where the subject and their 

descendants are now at the centre of authority. 
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However, there are cautions surrounding photo-elicitation as a methodology. Dona Schwartz 

(1989:123-125) warns that we should be conscious that viewing photography is a patterned 

social activity, influenced by social context, cultural convention, and group norms. She also 

emphasises the need for researchers to understand their own processes of encoded meaning. 

In this project, it is precisely the viewing patterns, cultural conventions, group norms, and 

encoded meanings that are under analysis. Paying attention to the encounters of descendants 

viewing their ancestor's portrait adds other dimensions to this project, bringing to the fore 

affective responses and individual perspectives on the importance of their own particular 

indentured labour history, ancestry, and identity in their lives today. 

 

Bringing It All Together 

 

Ethnographic fieldwork with archives is assumed to be primarily a form of data collection 

and theorising. However, I argue, as do Gesa Kirsch and Liz Rohan (2008), that ethnographic 

research with archives is fundamentally concerned with ‘lived experiences’ that follow 

random processes and encounters reaching far beyond the physical frame of the archive. This 

research project exemplifies how ethnographic research in and around archives is more akin 

to a journey of unpredictable twists and turns. 

 

My research day could begin in the space of the archive research room and quickly shift to 

the family home of a participant. I could one day be walking amongst historical ruins with a 

colleague and the next be attending a religious function. Throughout these situations, 

relationships developed and personal experiences and thoughts were shared. Although I took 

notes, made audio recordings, and engaged in analysis, the relationships formed during such 

ethnographic encounters reach far beyond the purview of this research project. Here I 

emphasise the difference between historical and ethnographic research with archives, where 

both depend on interactive relations among humans but only in an ethnographic approach are 

those relations an integral aspect of the research. 

 

In this thesis, I suggest that the level of elicitation achieved through viewing photographs, 

and particularly cherished photographs such as ancestral images, may draw the relationship 

between researcher and participant closer due to a shared experience of an intimate affective 

encounter. Consequently, ethnographic research that involves photographs with strong 

personal ties to participants can be exceptionally insightful, productive and meaningful. As 
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Harper (2002:13) states, photographs affect participant responses and “... evoke[s] deeper 

elements of human consciousness than do words”. 

 

Intimate Encounters and Ethical Concerns 

 

When dealing with photographs in the fieldwork setting with this degree of intimacy and 

affect, there is a need for caution. We return again to the notion of 'care', and I suggest that a 

methodological 'gentleness' is required when doing collaborative research with persons and 

communities intimately connected to a photographic archive, or more broadly speaking, any 

object or circumstance where there is an emotional vulnerability. Thirdly and finally, one of 

the biggest challenges of my fieldwork experience was my negotiation of the socio-political 

setting of the photographs and the archive. I learnt very quickly, by the inferences and 

demands made on me by archival staff and other heritage organisations, that research by an 

'outsider' in Mauritius can be an ambiguous experience. You can be viewed as both 'outsider' 

and 'confidant' at the same time. You are told many things that require a degree of 

confidentiality and careful consideration. Consequently, this project required a careful, 

considered and gentle approach, where I determined that in conjunction with my analysis of 

research data and observations, it was important to also keep research relationships and future 

endeavours open. Therefore, I have tried to describe the tensions and issues surrounding the 

archives in a way that I hope is helpful to my research community, and encourages continued 

collaboration. From my fieldwork experience and my understanding of communication styles 

in the Indo-Mauritian community, a heavy handed critique can result in the reception of the 

thesis being deemed of no importance or potentially damaging, and therefore ignored. With 

this said, it was, and still is, important to me to maintain good relationships with the people 

who assisted me in this project and shared with me their views and feelings, while, at the 

same time, trying to balance the integrity of the information and my own analysis of data. As 

such, throughout this thesis I include my own reflexive accounts of the  ethnographic 

research process.  

 

The ‘affective turn' in anthropology is today enthusiastically promulgated as solving the 

previous divide between mind and body in social science research and, consequently, 

anthropologists have been encouraged to reflect on their affective experiences during 

fieldwork and to describe what they feel and sense. Ian Skoggard and Alisse Waterston 

(2015), provide an extensive summary of affective theory and its application to ethnography 
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and fieldwork where they reference many ethnographic researchers who include their 

affective experiences in their ethnographic writing. 

 

The notion of intimate familiarity and emotional engagement in ethnography is not new; 

today, emotional involvement is perceived as just as integral as ‘being there', as supported by 

C.W. Watson (1999:7) when he states: "Knowledge and understanding grow out of prolonged 

encounters which elicit shifting perceptions of social reality, leading never to finality but [to] 

an ever-increasing awareness of the subtlety of interpersonal understanding." James Davies 

and Dimitrina Spencer (2010) also promote the role of emotions in fieldwork as providing 

important insights and information for ethnographic research. They perceive emotional 

encounters as an interpersonal engagement or, in psychoanalytical terms: a form of 

‘transference', where the fieldworker experiences similar emotions to the participant and 

therefore gains insight into the participant's experience of their world. Skoggard and 

Waterston (2015) use the term ‘evocative ethnography' to help define ethnographic 

descriptions of affective and sensory experiences. Although the significance of emotions and 

subjectivity is included in our accounts of ethnographic fieldwork today, the focus has tended 

to remain on the anthropologist’s experience of the encounter and how they interpret it. 

However, little has been written about our observation of the participant's intimate affective 

encounters and the potential vulnerability created by the ‘fieldwork' setting. 

 

To observe or witness the meeting between a descendant and their ancestor's photograph is an 

unusual. While viewing an ancestor portrait with a descendant I was party to intimate 

exchanges between family members and their ancestor. Sometimes these exchanges were 

perceived as darshan-like, of seeing and being seen by the ancestor, where there was a sense 

of a physical and visual contact with the image.
35

 As Elizabeth Edwards (2012) asserts, 

archival photographs are objects of affect with the potential to elicit many responses for those 

that view them. Therefore, at all times, the privilege and emotional vulnerability of such 

unusual encounters needs to be acknowledged. 

 

It must be assumed that my presence as a researcher at these viewing events influenced the 

dynamics and relational dimensions of such encounters. Participants may have wanted to 

                                            
35

 These responses and experiences relate to Hindu image-viewing practices where deities are 

perceived as living persons and when the worshipper sees the deity, the deity in turn sees them. In the 

case of photographs in the Indian context, images may sometimes merge with a living person. David 

MacDougall 2006,  Chpt. 6.  
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please me by saying things that they thought I wanted to hear, or controlled their responses 

thinking that they may influence my perception of them. The participant may have chosen to 

keep certain reactions and thoughts (perhaps those deemed inappropriate or embarrassing) 

secret. On the other hand, certain photographs may have evoked immediate, unrestrained 

emotional responses and comments. Given these potential impacts, it was essential that I 

ensured my participants’ autonomy in the research process and took time to develop trusting 

and positive relationships. 

 

Because photographs have the ability to elicit responses that are unplanned and often 

surprising, there were times during my research where I was asked to ‘keep it secret' or ‘keep 

it off the record'. I therefore needed to process carefully the information collected and 

determine how and what information I would share in my thesis and any other subsequent 

publications. Dorothy and David Counts (2002) advise that, as anthropologists, we are 

storytellers and we are ultimately accountable to those who ‘own' the stories. If the story has 

the potential to harm, "it may be best to leave it untold". With this firmly in mind, I followed 

the requests of participants to keep certain things unspoken.  

 

The power of photographs to elicit responses from participants, particularly what I deem as 

‘intimate photographs', emphasises the importance of participant authority throughout the 

research process, allowing for what I describe as ‘off the record' data. To help negotiate these 

issues of intimate encounters and participant vulnerability I have made sure to protect my 

informants’ confidentiality where requested and, if I judged certain topics to be sensitive, the 

participants’ identities have been kept confidential. Whenever family names are found in this 

thesis, the participants have given consent for this information to be published. Where certain 

topics were deemed necessarily ‘off the record' but were frequently repeated by participants, I 

have approached them as general issues for discussion, such as the controversial topic of 

caste.  

 

I have agreed to share my research with my participants and was requested by the Mauritian 

National Archives to supply a copy of my doctoral thesis to the archives. How my thesis is 

received and interpreted is beyond my control, as Bryan P. Oles (2002) suggests, “We must 

recognise that our intentions for repatriation may differ from the local meanings assigned to, 

and uses of, repatriated data". This material, using Oles’ words, is an offering to Mauritius to 

be used, discarded, hallowed or decried in accordance with local understandings and needs 

(Oles 2002). I hope that my thesis, as a form of repatriated material, can provide a platform 
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for further research on the Indentured Labour Portraits of Mauritius and add to the repository 

of anthropological research conducted with colonial photographic archives. The way I have 

structured this work mirrors the aperture of the photograph; the thesis performs as an open 

space with a multitude of possibilities and interpretations. The following chapters are only 

some of the potential interpretations of the social life of the Indentured Labour Portraits.  

 

The complexity of this research setting, both archival and ethnographic, and the need for a 

‘gentle' approach, highlights the inevitability of research to leave its mark in some way. I 

return to my research encounter with the archives, where, at the end of each day, the small 

pile of dust and paper remnants remained on the surface of the table. I felt guilty for opening 

and exposing the pages and photographs to the threats of the outside environment. These 

remnants of my encounter serve as a metaphor for the inevitability of ethnographic research 

to leave its imprint in some way. Hopefully, the imprint I leave is a soft and productive one. 
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Chapter Four 

 

Fig. 33 Photograph collage by Author: Images courtesy of MGI and Mauritian National Archives. 

 

 “The ship had left Calcutta late in the evening, the day before, with a cargo of cattle, 

rice and some three hundred immigrants of whom more than half were men. The rest 

were women and children … They were a motley crowd of workers, who still carried 

in their eyes the dreams of a land of milk, honey and gold, promised to them by the 

recruiting agents …; a life of privations, mingled with a sense of adventure, had 

thrown them together on the transport ship, … on its way to Mauritius.” (Beeharry 

1976a, 9-16)  
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The Social Biography of the Indentured Labour Photographic Portraits 

 

“Biographies of things can make salient what might otherwise remain obscure… 

One brings to every biography some prior conception of what is to be its focus … 

each of which selects aspects of the life history and discards others.” (Kopytoff 

1986:67-68) 

 

Using Kopytoff’s (1986) above comment about the construction of social biographies, it is 

important to acknowledge that the social biography of the Indentured Labour Portrait 

Photographs is vulnerable to the limitations of my own focus and prior conceptions. 

Because of the limited existing historical analysis of these photographs, I am setting a 

foundation for future research. Therefore, as a visual anthropologist, I admit that the social 

biography presented here places the visual image at the forefront of this research project. 

The archival resources available in Mauritius provided valuable insights into the historical 

context of these images, while also limiting the tracings of their social life to the colonial 

view. Accordingly, our understanding of the early life of the photographs is subject to the 

domineering nature of the colonial administration records. I hope to redress this bias by 

using both Hevia’s (2014) The Photography Complex, which emphasises the many 

networks and interactions involved in the creation of the image, and Azoulay’s (2008) Civil 

Contract of Photography, in which Azoulay prioritises all relationships that exist between 

the photograph, the camera, the subject, the photographer, and the spectator. Christraud 

Geary (2013) comments on the social analysis of photographs that “in order to understand 

the role of photography and photographs one needs to take into account the history of the 

medium, the symbolic meaning, in particular cultural settings, and the specific function in 

each particular scenario”. These approaches helped me to expand and look beyond the 

parameters of the colonial records. By using these approaches, I have stitched together the 

following social biography. This chapter unpacks the social life of the indentured labour 

photographs, following a sequential pattern, as most biographys do. However, it is 

important to stress that the processes involved in unpacking and stitching together this 

social biography was far from sequential. 

 

While researching the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive, I found it necessary to 

expand Azoulay’s relationship categories and to include the colonial institution involved in 

the social life of the photographs. Although Azoulay’s approach encourages us to suspend 
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the overriding political dimensions of photographs, in this research setting, the social 

biography of the Indentured Labour Photographs cannot ignore the degree to which 

relationships with the colonial institution impacted on the life of the images and their 

subjects. So, to begin the social biography, I have situated ‘the photographer’ as part of the 

broader ministrations of the colonial institution. The social biography will show how the 

institutional and political concerns of the colonial government heavily dictated the 

relationships between the photograph, the photographer, and the labourer. Yet, despite this 

overwhelming colonial dominance, as time moves forward the social biography describes 

how the photographs shifted into new contexts and transfigured into ancestral and ritual 

objects. 

 

Janet Hoskins (2006) claims that social biography research of objects can be divided into 

two disciplinary approaches. Anthropological research focuses on the social relationships of 

an object, resulting in the formulation of social narratives and meanings expressed in a 

particular social context. Other disciplines such as History, Art History, and Archaeology 

approach the social biography as an interrogation of the objects themselves, “… to make 

mute objects ‘speak’ by placing them in a historical context, linking them to written sources 

such as diaries, store inventories, trade records, etc.” (Hoskins 2006: 78). In reference to 

Hoskins two disciplinary approaches, this research project is unashamedly cross 

disciplinary, I use an ethnographic approach that explores the social relationships of the 

images in conjunction with an interrogation of the historical sources available. 

 

The social biography of an object pieces together its life story, slicing through important 

periods, exploring in greater depth those moments that stand out in the life of the object. 

This includes developing an understanding of the social relationships that existed between 

the object and its surrounding environment at particular times, in specific contexts. An 

anthropological approach to this archive allows for the uncovering and analysis of the 

changing encounters between the photographs and their surrounding environment. Adopting 

Christopher Steiner's (2001:210) words, the Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs are 

“infinitely malleable to the shifting and contested meanings constructed for them through 

human agency.” 

 

Therefore, by constructing the social biography of an archive and following its trajectories 

we can find information about the period of its creation and its significant relationships in 

both the past and present. With this said, it is important to distinguish the two trajectories 
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that underscore the Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs. In this social biography they 

are referenced in two formats: as ledger or archive. My reference to them as a photographic 

‘ledger’, is linked to their direct relationship with the Indentured Labour Administration 

System, where the identification photographs were part of a monitoring apparatus that 

recorded, numbered, and indexed each immigrant. The photographs became an ‘archive’ 

when their historical and cultural significance was realised in the mid 1900s, and while 

today they remain in their original state operating predominantly as an archive (due to their 

identity as a collection of National History documents and, more specifically, Mauritian 

Indentured Labour Historical documents), they still revert to their function as a ledger 

whenever their notation system is cross-referenced with the indentured labour arrival 

documents created by the colonial regime. Throughout this biography I use both the terms 

‘ledger’ and ‘archive’ to refer to the Indentured Labour Photograph Collection. I use 'ledger' 

when referring to the photographs in the context of the colonial administration, or when I 

am referring to specific books labelled as ‘ledgers’ in the National Archives. I use 'archive' 

when I refer to the photographs in the context of post colonial history. Paralleling these two 

definitions are the labels I myself apply to the Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs. 

When I mention the photographs in relation to the colonial administration period, I refer to 

them as Indentured Labour Identification (ID) Photographs, in the postcolonial context, 

when the subjectivity of the person in the image becomes the focus, I refer to them simply 

as ‘portraits’. I make these distinctions to align with their shifting meanings and functions in 

changing settings. As an ID photograph they served an administrative monitoring function; 

as a portrait they became images of individuals with personal narratives and experiences. 

 

The social biography of the Indentured Labour ID Photographs begins, as all things do, 

before their creation. As outlined in the introduction, there are three important contexts that 

pre-empt the creation of the Indentured Labour Photographs. As a reminder: First was the 

slave labour system and its abolition in the early 1800s; second was the establishment of the 

alternative labour system of indentured labour; and lastly was the invention and 

development of photographic technology. These three contexts provide the background to 

the social life of the Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs. This chapter begins at the 

biographical juncture, where the Indentured Labour System and photography joined, when 
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the notion of the identification photograph was first proposed to the Protector of Immigrants 

in Mauritius.
36

 

Section One: The Photographic Ledger 1864-1914 

 

The Genesis of the Indentured Labour ID Photograph 

 

The proposal to use photographs for visual identification purposes was introduced to the 

British Colonial Administration in Mauritius in 1864.
37

 At this time, the immigration ticket 

transitioned from a text document to both a text and image document. As earlier stated, I 

proposed that the introduction of the ID photograph to the labourers’ immigrant tickets was 

the first use of the photograph on an identification document to control the movement of 

people. The immigrant ticket system and the implementation of identification photographs 

could be linked to similar systems of prisoner documentation introduced in Britain in the 

1870s (Sekula 1986:5). However, the Indentured Labour Photographic System and resulting 

indexed ledger differed from British criminal photographs. They began in 1864 and were 

never perceived as part of a scientific record nor used for physiognomy, phrenology, 

anthropometric studies, or the moral classification of people such as the criminal type 

(Sekula 1986). It wasn’t until 1871, that Britain's Prevention of Crimes Act initiated the use 

of photography as an identification tool for criminals. 

 

What set the Indentured Labour ID Photographs apart from other systems, was its 

administrative and monitoring function, primarily to control the movement of labourers 

around the island. This alone, given its official use in 1865, positions this photographic 

enterprise as unique and remarkable in the history of photography. In addition, the 

execution of the photographic system with its complex photographic and printing processes, 

staffing, management of subjects, supply constraints, and the sheer volume of images 

                                            
36 The Protector of Immigrants was an official colonial government appointment. The Protector of 

Immigrants was responsible for the administration of the Indentured Labour System in Mauritius, 

including the management of the Immigration Depot, the arrival and distribution of labourers, the 

overseeing of Labour Laws and their implementation, and the general welfare of the Indentured 

Labourers. 
37

 Previous writings on the Indentured Labour Photographs have referred to the identification 

photographic system as starting in 1869, missing the contracted photographer Mr. Lecorgne’s 

appointment to trial the identification photographic system in 1864 and its official commencement in 

1865. In addition to this information found in the PB archive, during the sampling of the PG 

photographic ledgers numbered PG: 62-63-64 had been previously passed over because they were 

indexed differently. See appendix for summary of analysis and evidence of their pre 1969 status. 
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(194,000 to at least 200,000 over 49 years),
 38

 marks this mid nineteenth-century 

photographic endeavour as an eminent feat. 

 

The situation of British colonial photography in India around the same period helps to 

explain the growing emergence of photography in colonial institutional settings. In India, 

photography became an instrument of government policy when it was used for such things 

as the official photographic documentation of ‘ethnic types’ in 1851, which led to the 

photographic project The People of India in 1861 (Watson and Kaye). These images were 

part of a scientific project in which the subjects were specimens of ethnic difference, 

carefully staged by the photographer to represent cultural distinctions through the display of 

dress, props, and pose (MacDougall 2006b:148; Pinney 1997). These subjects, from the 

same ethnic group as the indentured labourers in Mauritius, were photographed by the same 

colonial regime yet in an entirely different way. The indentured labourers' cultural origins 

and expressions were of little importance to the Indentured Labour Photographs, except in 

assisting with the accurate identification of the labourer. We can see this contrast depicted 

in the images below, where they visually demonstrate the difference in aim and function. 

Fig. 34 represents the Indian subjects in their social and work contexts with a focus on 

caste, function, dress, and setting. On the other hand, Fig. 35 represents the Indian subject 

as a numbered item with no cultural reference or identification except for their name. 

 

                                            
38

 PB 29 archive 1881 – No. 1070 p. 109 

  

Fig. 34 Dosadhs, low caste Hindoos, Behar. 

The People of India (J.Forbes and Kaye 1868) 

Fig. 35 Indentured Labour ID Photograph. 

Courtesy of Sunnaisee Family. 
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By 1856 the Indian police were using photography for the identification of offenders and to 

identify victims. The Bengal presidency in 1856 suggested the adoption of a photographic 

record system for pensioners and, in Lucknow in 1862, there was a proposal for prostitutes 

to carry certificates with their photograph affixed detailing whether they were free or 

infected with venereal disease (Chevers, 1856, cited: Pinney 1997:21-23). 

In the Indian Ocean region during the corresponding period 1861-1874, liberated Africans 

sent to the Seychelles had their identification photographs taken on arrival. At this time, 

2,500 liberated Africans arrived in the Seychelles. Identification photographs of the newly 

freed slaves were found in the British colonial records (Haney 2015). Given Mauritius and 

the Seychelles were both British colonies in the Indian Ocean, and both relied on indentured 

labour to man their sugar agricultural industry, it is possible that the colonial administrators 

shared information about the use of photographs for identification purposes.39 

 

Colonies, as Christopher Pinney (1997:17) comments, “were frequently the testing grounds 

for new techniques of visual control”, and Mauritius was no exception. What happened in 

Mauritius with photography and the identification ticket was remarkable given its isolation 

and limited resources. In Mauritius, we clearly find what Elizabeth Edwards (cited in Peffer 

2009 :242) refers to as ‘Europe’s new arsenal of technological advancements during the age 

of empire’. Photography served to symbolise the disparity of power in the colonies, and to 

bring them into visible order. The Indentured Labour ID Photographs of Mauritius did 

indeed both symbolise and bring into visible order the Indentured Labour System and its 

subjects. 

 

The visible ordering of the indentured labourers is made apparent through the photographic 

image of the labourer and the surrounding text imposed upon it. Although this thesis is 

concerned primarily with images, it cannot ignore the implications of the associated text in 

explaining their social biography. As Edwards (1992:11) comments, “the meaning of 

photographs can, of course, be guided or suggested by text, which further enmeshes them in 

a particular context”. This is especially pertinent in the anthropological context, for it is 

often through text that an image is finally legitimated within the scientific and disciplinary 

realm. Although these images were not part of the anthropological quest of the 1800s, they 

                                            
39

 The online exhibition curated by Erin Haney Sailors and Daughters (2015) http://indian-

ocean.africa.si.edu/ provides an example of similar identification photographs. 

From The New York Public Library. 
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nevertheless sat alongside it, operating within the same systems of colonial ethnic 

classification and control. The text on the Indentured Labour Photographs was similar to a 

form of branding, marking the immigrant as a contracted labourer, separating them from 

other Mauritian population groups, and subjecting them to the specific machinations of the 

Indentured Labour System. 

 

The photographic ledgers and immigration tickets, in structure and form, depict a highly 

controlled and manipulated system. The concept of the ledger preceded any understanding 

of these documents as historical archives. It was primarily a tool to record information 

about colonial subjects and was crucial in the colonial empire’s ability to control society. 

 

The Colonial Institution 

 

The following delineates the motivations behind adopting the Indentured Labour 

Photographic System, and characterises the institutional framework and historical setting of 

this significant moment in the social life the photographs. Investigation of the colonial 

administration’s ledgers as primary sources uncovered the many elements and contingencies 

involved in the production of the ID photographs. 

 

The Protector of Immigrants had received numerous complaints from old immigrants who 

had been attacked on the high road and had their tickets taken from them (Frere and 

Williamson 1875 vol. II: 586). These tickets were sold to vagrants or newly arrived 

immigrants who would use the false tickets to avoid arrest. The victims would need to 

replace their tickets with duplicates at their own expense and the savings banks had 

unwittingly paid out money to imposters using stolen immigrant tickets to identify 

themselves. Thieves were also using stolen immigrant tickets to procure work contracts 

from the Stipendiary Magistrates. 

 

The first suggestion of the ID photograph came from a Mr. Chasteneuf who worked in the 

audit section of the immigration department (PB 11: 90-91). How he came upon the idea of 

an identification photograph is unknown; however, as already mentioned, there were 

examples of institutional use of photographs in other British colonies, and an active 
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photographic studio industry in Port Louis at this time (Breville 2013).
40

 Additionally, the 

production of small-sized photographic portraits, carte de visites (portraits made from 

cameras with multiple lenses), were growing in popularity around the world. 

 

Mr. Beyts, the Protector of Immigrants, believed that a photograph affixed to the immigrant 

ticket would render the tickets useless to thieves and vagrants who might be tempted to steal 

them. It would also supply the Savings Banks Officer or Magistrate with a means of 

recognising the identity of the person presenting themselves. On the 20
th

 July 1864, Mr. 

Beyts sent this letter to the Governor of Mauritius proposing the benefits of attaching an 

identification photograph to the immigrant ticket: 

 

Sir, 

I enclose a ticket bearing the photograph of the immigrant to whom it belongs, and 

request that it be forwarded to his Excellency, the Governor. I have had it prepared 

(at the suggestion of Mr. Chasteneuf) with the object of testing the possibility of 

employing photography as a means of checking the false personations, desertions 

and the offences of which Immigrants often render themselves guilty by procuring 

and using tickets which are not their own. (PB 11: 90-91) 

 

The Governor approved the trial of a photographic identification system in 1864. Mr. 

Lecorgne, a local professional photographer, conducted the trial over a two-month period. 

The trial lasted from July to September 1864. It confirmed that a photographic identification 

system was a plausible and effective way to reduce the number of false identities amongst 

the labourers in the colony. Four months later, on the 26
th

 of September, Mr. Beyts wrote to 

the colonial Governor granting his approval to implement an identification photographic 

system: 

 

Sir, 

The application of photography to the immigration tickets has proceeded with perfect 

ease. I have no hesitation in recommending that steps be taken with a view of 

generalising the system. (PB 11:122-123) 

 

                                            
40

 For a detailed summary of the history of photography in Mauritius during the 19th century read: 

Breville, Tristan (1999).  
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The Photographic Identification System became officiated four days later on the 30
th

 of 

September 1864, at the passing of the Government Order 4270 (PB 11: 132-133). The 

implications of the order and the photographic system to be followed are summarised by the 

following instructions made by the Protector of Immigrants to the Stipendiary Magistrates: 

 

Stipendiary Magistrates are to send to the depot all immigrants who do not re-

engage themselves at the expiration of their contracts. New tickets will be given to 

them in lieu of those they have now. Immigrants from Pamplemousses to be the first 

received, then subsequently those from other districts. The charge is four shillings 

for two photographs. One is to be placed on the ticket and one to be kept in the office 

for future reference I submit a call for offers from all persons disposed to undertake 

the work, and submit to trials those whose prices are the least high. 

 

At this time, the Photographer, Mr. Lecorgne, being the only person who applied, was 

contracted in a private capacity to take the identification photographs of all indentured 

labour 'old immigrants' from the beginning of 1865. He was contracted for a period of five 

years, ending in October 1869 (PB 12: No. 12, 1st February 1868). So, from 1865, 

indentured labourers who had completed their indentured labour contract were requested to 

travel to the Immigration Depot in Port Louis to obtain a photograph for their Old 

Immigrant Ticket. This procedure became compulsory for all 'old immigrants' in 1868 

(Ordinance 31 of 1867). Mr. Lecorgne's contract with the colonial administration specified 

the following expectations of service delivery: 

 

To provide during five years two photographs of each immigrant, the one to be 

affixed to the ticket, and the other to be preserved in the immigration office; and, 

further, to provide the small tin-box which immigrants are want to carry slung round 

their neck, and containing their papers, for which he was to receive $1 per 

photograph. (PB 12: 1080; 1865) 

 

Once the contract was officiated, the photographer set about organising a studio space 

within the Immigration Depot. He made a requisition list of photographic supplies and 

equipment needed to run the studio. These orders were sent to the Crown agents in Britain 

and delivered by ship to Mauritius. The requisition process needed to be efficient and 

reliable so that the photographic system performed seamlessly. 
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As depicted above, the ID Photographic System required a photographer who was willing to 

embark on such a project, creating a stylised photographic portrait that would perform 

adequately as an identification document. This form of portraiture was unlike the 

professional photographic studio portraits of the time, which aimed to portray the social 

status of the subject through their dress, full-length poses (either sitting or standing), and 

ornate backdrops and props, such as desks, books, and plants. The popular carte de visite 

portraits of this era were exchanged as calling cards on social visits. Geoffrey Batchen 

(2006) describes these photographs as a form of social performance. If we contemplate the 

previous studio life of the contracted photographer, his focus was to please his customer and 

make a profit; in the 1860s, photographic portraits had become highly sought after social 

objects. Consequently, the subjects in these private studio portraits began to instruct how 

they were to be photographed, transferring the creative control and authorship of the 

photograph from the photographer to the subject (Batchen 2009:82-83). 

 

In contrast, the Indentured Labour Photographic System nullified the creativity of the 

photographer and homogenised the social status of the indentured immigrant as a contracted 

labourer. The indentured labourer was a passive participant in the photographic encounter. 

They had no control over pose, backdrop, props, expression, or even the choice of whether 

to have a photograph taken. The photographer dominated all elements of the structure and 

process of the photograph. He placed the seat for the subject to sit on in the best position for 

light to fall on the subject’s facial features, aiming to illuminate the face to achieve an 

accurate likeness of the person. The background was blank and the pose was uniform, with 

subjects facing to the front, or slightly turned to the right or left. The portrait framed the 

shoulder and head, with a small view of shoulders, dress, and jewellery. This was 

dramatically simplistic compared to private studio portraiture. Even ethnic portraiture of the 

time incorporated props and full dress to emphasise the distinct differences of the exotic 

other. The Indentured Labour Photographs did not fit these photographic studio 

conventions. They were something new in this era of photography where photographic 

realism underscored the prime function of the photograph. Their social agency, as devices 

of identification, surveillance, and control, was something entirely new to the world of 

photography. 

 

It is difficult to determine any specific photographic characteristics of the photographer who 

created the Indentured Labour ID Photographs. The only visible discrepancies in the 

photographs, rather than coming from the creative hand of the photographer, are linked to 
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systemic changes such as, the presence or absence of headwear and the change from frontal 

to slightly side-on shots at various stages. 

 

 

Fig. 36 Headwear and frontal pose. PG 15, page 295. Photograph courtesy of MGI, 2014. 

 

 

Fig. 37 No Headwear, slight side pose.PG 46, page 180. Photograph courtesy of MGI, 2014.  
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With this said, the photographer at the Immigration Depot adjusted to the demands of the 

colonial government and understood these differences from the start. When Mr. Lecorgne's 

contract was ending, it became apparent that the photographic enterprise had been one of 

economic exchange and profitability. Over his five years of duty, Mr. Lecorgne received 

payment for 116,333 photographs, which amounted to the 'enormous sum' of £23,311.12. 

When Mr. Lecorgne submitted his accounts at the end of the contract period there were 

queries about the large sums of profit he had accumulated. He was unable to account for the 

discrepancies in the financial accounts of the Photographic Depot, citing, "I am an artist, and 

not a merchant". He therefore never kept any accounts, and could not tell what had been the 

cost of the whole studio establishment and its production processes (Frere and Williamson 

1875). 

 

By 1866, Mr. Beyts claimed that the photographic system had been successful in its aims, 

justified by the following statistics. In 1864, the committals for desertion amounted to 6040, 

and in 1865 they had decreased to 4599. These results were attributed to the discipline at the 

Vagrant Depot and the greater difficulty for deserters of using false immigration tickets, due 

to the new photographic system (Protector of Immigrants 7th Annual Report, PB 11: 

paragraph 46.) Hence, Mr. Beyts recommended the continuation of the ID Photographic 

System:  

 

“… I recommend that it be preservingly maintained, till all the tickets in the hands of 

immigrants be provided with the portraits of their owners" ([sic] PB 11: 26th 

February, 1866). 

 

At the same time, the colonial administration conducted an audit of the photographic studio, 

proclaiming that the photographic system should not be a profit-making enterprise and that 

the cost of the photographs for the indentured labourers was to be reduced. Consequently, in 

1869, a new photographer, Mr. Carbonel, took over the private photographic contract and 

charged the labourers 2 shillings for their photographs, half the previous charge. After Mr. 

Carbonel's twelve-month contract period, the Indentured Labour Photographic Studio 

changed from a private contract arrangement to a government-managed entity. This ensured 

the lowest cost of photographs and allowed the colonial authorities to strictly monitor the 

studio's operations and chemical supplies (PB 13: ledger 31 August 1870: 306). Mr. 

Carbonel remained as head photographer, but became a government-salaried employee. 
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With the changing of the head photographers in 1869 we also see changes to the ID 

Photograph Indexing System. Between 1864-1869, the ledgers had been organised 

alphabetically by surname, yet in 1869 this changed to a sequential numbering system. 

Under the new system, the labourers’ names, and immigration numbers were inscribed into 

the ledger linked to a photograph number. This is most obvious after 1879 when all new 

arrivals began to have their photographs taken at the Immigration Depot. Here, we find their 

photographs amongst the same group of people they travelled with aboard the ship; their 

immigration numbers are found close in sequence. 

 

As already described, we see the absence of headwear after 1869. The photographic system 

remained relatively static throughout its lifetime of 49 years, except for ID photographs 

taken of newly arrived indentured labourers stationed at the quarantine depots during 

periods of epidemics. These portraits are discernible due to the subjects appearing with no 

tops and shortened hair. Of note is the fact that, although by the late nineteenth century 

alternative and efficient printing processes had been developed, the albumin photograph 

remained in use throughout the life of the Indentured Labour ID Photographic System. 

 

We can read from the order list submitted by Mr. Carbonel in 1869 the items required for 

the studio and printing processes. The backdrop ordered was a plain blue cloth and there 

were no props, except for a chair for the sitter. As evidenced in the photographic ledgers, 

this minimalist setting remained static throughout the life of the photographic system. 

Below is a copy of the original photographic studio order list, as provided by the new head 

photographer, Mr. Carbonel. 
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Fig. 38 Original copy of photographic order (French)1869. PB 13: 258 Govt. Order # 4356 

15/11/69. 

 

Translation of Photograph Studio Order List (French to English) 

2 Cabinets to place the products 

2 Stools 

2 Seats 

3 Tables approximately 6 x3 

3 Tables approximately 10 x 2, large 

2 Parts of yellow canvas to decorate the laboratory, to give a layer of yellow paint inside 

the laboratory 

3 Jars to contain residue 

1 Water can installed with faucet 

8 Reams of fabric blue for background 

8 reams of white canvas (to pull down for light) 

2 bars for lampshade 6x8 

2 containers with seals to transport the water 
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Fig. 39 Chemical order Port Louis, 12th November 1869. PB13:12/11/69 (French). 

 

Translation of Chemical Order List -1869 (French to English) 

Note, the chemicals needed to make approximately 2,340 double portraits to 4,680 in the 

space of 3 months. 

 

30 # hyposulphate soda 

6 litres of 40% alcohol 

6 litres of sulphuric acid at 62% 

1 litre of colladian iodide 

4 silver nitrate crystals 

4# pure iron sulphate 

1 litre acetic acid crystals 

40 grams of cotton powder 

1½ ounce of gold chloride 
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3# nitric acid 

4# soda phosphate  

2# tartric acid 

100 grams of cadmium iodide 

25 grams of ammonium bromide 

25 grams of cadmium bromide 

2# grams of potassium 

1# choloric acid 

10# Arabic gum 

10# earth pigment 

½ ream of albumin paper 

½ mercury bichloride 

½ potassium iodide 

100 grams of iodine flakes 

500 glass plates 3¼ x 3½ 

Port Louis, 12th November 18. 

Head Photographer C. Carbonel 

 

A photographic studio was built within the walls of the Immigration Depot. It was situated 

in the depot yard and was 14 feet high and initially covered in tin, without an internal 

ceiling. For the first 20 years the depot photography studio was an uncomfortably hot 

environment with the darkroom requiring the windows to be closed for several hours in the 

middle of the day while the ID photographs were taken. In 1882, the studio photographer 

requested that a shingle roof replace the tin roof above the rooms occupied by the depot 

photographers (PB 27: No. 47: 376, 1882). Further to this request we find a letter to the 

Protector of Immigrants from the Head Photographer justifying the necessary improvements 

to the studio by comparing it with the conditions of labourers’ cottages: 

 

"... on no estate in this colony does this department permit a tin roof to be placed 

over the cottages of Indian labourers, unless ample ventilation is provided." (PB 27: 

No. 85: 393) 

 

A plain backdrop, seat, headrest (for the sitters to stabilise their pose), and camera on a 

tripod furnished the studio. The camera used was called a Universal Binocular camera, 

specifically developed for the production of carte de visite images. The lens was a Dallmyer 
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Quick Acting Portrait Lens, also made to take carte de visite portraits (PB Ledger. WWW. 

Rouch and Co. 13
th

 January 1870). Photography assistants developed the photographs while 

undertaking complex printing-out processes. Once the photographs were dry, one image 

was pasted onto the labourers’ immigration tickets and stamped, while the other entered the 

photographic ledger – pasted onto a page marked with grid-like spaces. The ledger 

photograph was framed at the top with the photograph's number and labourer's surname, 

and at the bottom was written the six-digit immigration number. The immigration number 

linked the labourer and his/her photograph to the indentured labour arrival registers. 

 

The following excerpt from a letter sent from Mr. Beyts (the Protector of Immigrants) to a 

Mr. Pitot (a plantation owner) outlines the number of portraits taken each day by the depot 

photographer: 

 

“... the depot photographer has a staff large enough, and apparatus powerful and 

extensive enough, to upwards of 200 portraits per day ... the average number he has 

to prepare daily is only about 100.” (PB 11: No. 41: 338-339) 

 

The Head Photographer was responsible for managing the depot studio and the large 

number of labourers arriving for their photograph each day. New tickets with a photograph 

attached were issued after the labourer was correctly identified in the Immigration Register, 

which contained detailed information about each labourer. These details led to the detection 

of fraud and the arrest of immigrants who presented false tickets, or tickets of which they 

were not the lawful owners (Mr. Beyts. 31st. August 1866, L.R. 4271: 450). Though the 

system was deemed effective, it was not flawless. Throughout the PB ledgers there are 

references to processing problems, such as those in the following excerpts: 

 

“Indian Etowan, No. 267467 in consequence of an accident, has not been finished by 

the photographer, the Indian will therefore have to return to this office for another 

sitting.” (PB 12: No. 176, Mr. Argent Chief Clerk: 88. 15th August 1866) 

 

“I beg to enclose the ticket of No. 225 935, whose photograph has been spoiled by 

accident. He will have to call at this office again to have his photograph taken.” (PB 

12: No. 260:113. 10th November 1866) 
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A lapse in the correct production of a portrait was of great inconvenience to the labourers 

and the sugar estate owners. Mr. Pitot outlines the inconveniences of the photographic 

system to the labourer and planter in his letter of objection on the 16
th

 February 1866: 

 

"... the trial and expense of journey to and from town, staying several days in town, 

to lose wages for the time spent, while the loss and inconvenience to the planter from 

the absence of many hands." (Frere & Williamson, 1875:1089:216) 

 

Of interest and was the absence of the indentured labourers’ ‘voice’ within the colonial 

administration records. However, as Brij Lal (1998a; 1986) points out, the lack of evidence 

of complaints does not accurately indicate the plight of the indentured labourers. The lack 

of a voice indicates several circumstantial issues: one was the fact that many labourers were 

illiterate in English and another was the hierarchical and punitive structure of the sugar 

plantation labour system, which made it difficult for labourers to complain for fear of 

reprisals from sirdars and managers. Any unapproved absence could result in severe 

penalties such as loss of wages. Because of these factors, it was difficult to ascertain the 

inconvenience or effects of the ID Photographic System upon the labourers themselves. 

 

The labourer had their photograph taken during periods of leave, in between work contracts, 

or when waiting at the Immigration Depot before being dispatched to the sugar estate. Lost 

or damaged tickets would require the labourer to return to the Immigration Depot, further 

inconveniencing them and their employer. The visit to the Depot would be of great expense 

if it occurred during periods the labourer was required to work as they would lose wages. 

Mr. Pitot provides a general critique of the ID photographic system in his letter to Mr. Beyts 

in 1866: 

 

“... the complaint against this system is general, and though no doubt is entertained 

of the good intention of it, experience seems to prove that these portraits, so liable to 

be disfigured or defaced, and, at the best, so little certain for identifying men who 

may have a motive in altering the appearance and expression of their features, are 

not effective for the supposed object.” (Frere & Williamson, 1875,1089:216-217) 

 

The Indentured Labour ID Photographs were directly linked to Labour Laws. The Labour 

Law of 1867 prescribed that any indentured immigrants unable to prove a visible means of 

income were subsequently charged as vagrants and imprisoned. This new Labour Law 



 

 

139 

aimed to further control the physical movements of the ex-indentured labourers, forcing 'old 

immigrants' to re-contract themselves back onto the sugar estate. The Labour Law targeted 

anyone who had not secured gainful employment, charging them with vagrancy and 

threatening imprisonment for one month. Consequently, the Labour Law made it 

compulsory for all immigrants whose engagements had expired and whose immigrant 

tickets did not bear a portrait to be sent to the Immigration Depot to have their photographs 

taken (PB 12, No. 24 24th January 1866:38). Vijaya Teelock (2009:246) refers to the 1867 

Labour Law as abusive as it resulted in the arrest of thousands of innocent men, women, 

and children. Around this same period (through the 1860s and 70s) there were other 

predetermining factors for the increase in charges of vagrancy such as the Bengal famine in 

1865, which led to an increase in the numbers of new immigrants coming to Mauritius, and 

the completion of work contracts for some 30,000 labourers, now defined as old 

immigrants. Simultaneously, Mauritius experienced an economic downturn and thousands 

of railway workers became unemployed. The negative impacts of punitive regulations were 

noticed by Adolphe de Plevitz who campaigned in favour of the labourers and criticised 

their mistreatment. As a result, in 1872 the British Government appointed a Commission of 

Enquiry to travel to Mauritius and investigate the treatment of indentured immigrants in 

Mauritius (1986; Teelock 2009:238). 

 

The Frere and Williamson Report of 1875 outlined the Commission of Enquiry's findings 

and made recommendations for improvements to the Indentured Labour System. As a 

result, a new Labour Law was passed in 1878 with the advised amendments. In this new 

Labour Law, The Protector of Immigrants was bestowed greater powers. He was 

responsible for regulating and enforcing better work and living conditions for the labourers. 

This included on-site visits to sugar estates and reporting on the employers’ adherence to 

the new regulations. There were stricter rules for the application of emigration contracts and 

labour distribution. The percentage proportion of recruiting males to females increased; for 

every hundred males there had to be fifty females. Medical and health checks of labourers 

were to be carried out on the sugar estates at least every six months. This included the 

inspection of sugar estate hospitals and the living conditions of the labour camps. The new 

Labour Law of 1878 restricted the intrusion of police monitoring and intervention and new 

passport regulations were introduced for labourers leaving Mauritius. The Protector of 

Immigrants was also charged with the responsibility of caring for orphans of indentured 

labourers. The distribution of labourers to estates was to ensure that husbands, wives, 

families, and immigrants arriving from the same villages were stationed together. The 1878 
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Labour Law insisted on a photographic ID portrait being taken of both old and newly 

arrived labour immigrants. The very first indentured labourers to be photographed at the 

time of arrival in Mauritius disembarked from the ship Genobia on the 7th February 1879 

(PB 26: No. 65). 

 

New vagrancy regulations defined as an ‘incorrigible vagrant’ any person who refused 

employment and was repeatedly charged with vagrancy and imprisoned. These vagrants 

were to be sent away from the colony. The 1878 Labour Law declared that a photograph of 

the incorrigible vagrant was to be taken and sent with a letter to the emigration agent from 

where the immigrant was recruited, requesting that they not be permitted to return to 

Mauritius:  

 

"... please do not send them back to this colony again as they will not work and are 

of no use to the colony." (PB 33. No: 1115, 1116, 1117: 330. 1996) 

 

Consequently, the role of the depot's photographic studio expanded to include photographs 

of both old and newly arrived labourers, as well as of those deemed to be incorrigible 

vagrants. Interestingly, the incorrigible vagrant photographs were randomly pasted into the 

Protector of Immigrants Ledger (PB register) with a copy appended to the letter sent with 

the deported immigrant. Several incorrigible vagrant photographs remain in the PB Ledgers 

today. Although these are identification portraits of indentured labourers, they have a very 

different social biography that reflects the colonial attitude towards the indentured 

labourers, often marked by the words 'they are no longer of use to the colony'. 

 

Photographs for visual identification purposes infiltrated other administrative areas, 

reinforcing the colonial government's belief that photographs were a functional and 

effective mode of identification. Around 1881, forensic photography became another duty 

of the depot photographer. The photographer was contracted to the police department to 

take ID photographs of criminals and photographs for other police matters such as murder 

inquiries. The following transcript marks the introduction of prisoner photographs and 

makes a direct reference to British penal photographic practices: 

 

 

“To H.R. The Governor, 
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... I find that the photograph of prisoners with a view of identification was 

recommended by the Secretary of State in March 1872. It is a practice in England, 

under the prevention of Crimes Act of 1871. As the expenditure it would entail would 

be very small, I recommend that the measure be allowed to be entered upon from the 

beginning of next year.” (PB 27: 163) 

 

Additionally, the depot photographer took photographs of pensioner coolies returning to 

India. If injured or disabled, these labourers were eligible to receive a British government 

pension on their return to India, paid until their death. In 1900, the depot photographer was 

instructed to build a temporary photographic studio at the quarantine site of Pt. Cannioniers 

(PB 38:1900, 805:350). At this time, we find the ID Photographs of the newly arrived 

quarantined immigrant labourers becoming prevalent in the PG ledgers. The branching out 

of the photographic studio into other areas of colonial administration, such as prisons, 

forensics, disabled pensioners, and quarantine stations, demonstrates just how reliant the 

government had become on the photograph as an administrative tool. 

 

 

 

Fig. 40 Leper, pensioner returning to Madras. PB 46. Photo courtesy of Mauritian National Archives. 
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Fig. 42 ID Photographs of quarantined labourers Pt. Cannioniers or Flat Island. 

PG 30: folio 108. Courtesy of MGI. 

 

The power of the immigrant ticket is demonstrated by the regulations imposed upon it after 

the death of an indentured labourer. In 1878, it was suggested by Mr. Carosin (the audit 

examiner) that photographs of deceased Indian Immigrants be sold to photographic 

collectors (PB 24, No. 162: 85).41 The Protector of Immigrants declined this proposal by 

stating: 

 

“The tickets of deceased Immigrants are sent to this office at my request, because 

they are often required to help in furnishing information for the Curatell, and they 

are afterward useful for reference ... and also because I am afraid it would lead to 

immigrants having papers got up to imitate a ticket, which with one of these 

photographs put on would enable them to circulate freely and enable many to 

abandon their employees service.” (PB 24, 14
th

 August 1878:143) 

 

                                            
41

 Just who wanted to collect these images and why they were perceived as collectible is not explained 

in the documents. 
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Therefore, to prevent the trade of false documents and photographs, the stipendiary 

magistrates from each region were instructed to collect the deceased person's immigrant 

ticket and send it to the immigration office to be destroyed. 

 

The Photograph 

 

The Indentured Labour Photographs were albumen print type photographs. The discovery of 

albumen paper occurred in the late 1840s as the inventor, Blanquart-Evrard, searched for 

improvements in Talbot's calotype process (Reilly 1980). The invention of albumised paper 

revolutionised the photographic industry. The albumen print was the most common type of 

photograph in the nineteenth century, accounting for approximately 85 percent of surviving 

nineteenth-century photographic prints (Reilly, 1980:28). In this thesis, it is unnecessary to 

explain the exact chemical processes and stages of the albumen photograph; however, there 

are some important details that warrant some emphasis. 

 

The invention of the albumen print allowed photographs to be printed on paper, reducing 

both cost and efficiency of printing-out processes. By 1864, photographic supply companies 

had already established factories that made commercial quantities of pre-albumised paper.42
 

Consequently, the photographic printing process became more efficient for the 

photographer. The Immigration Depot Photographer ordered large rolls (reams) of 

albumised paper, along with other photographic supplies, from British supply agents. These 

supplies arrived by ship to the Immigration Depot in Mauritius. 

 

The photographs of the indentured labourer consisted of two albumen prints, 2.5 inches by 3 

inches. The image below (Fig. 43) shows an original Old Immigrant Ticket with the 

photograph at the centre and the surrounding text outlining the specific details deemed 

important to the colonial authorities. 

 

                                            
42

 The complex albumen process involving coating paper with fermented egg whites from chickens, 

and a mixture of ammonium or sodium chloride was already done for the photographer. 
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Fig. 43 Original Old Immigrant Ticket, PB Ledger. Courtesy of the Mauritian National Archives. 

 

Immigrant Ticket Details 

 Name: confidential 

 Number: confidential 

 Father’s name: confidential 

 Mother’s name: Unknown 

 Age: Forty Four Years and Nine Months  

 Stature (in metres): 1 metre 52 centimetres 

 Caste: Brahmin 

 Marks: Tattoo spot between eyebrows 

 Native country: Purooleea 

 No. of vessel by which introduced: 930 

On the bottom: a statement – ‘This immigrant is free to engage himself’ 

Delivered this 6
th

 September 1878 

Signed A.Chambray 

Acting Chief Clerk: Mr. Argent 
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Again, it is difficult to separate the photograph from the surrounding text and purpose of the 

immigrant ticket. At this point, it was still an ID Photograph for both the colonial authorities 

and the labourer. We can assume it created some level of anxiety for the labourer, given its 

legal ramifications if lost and the living and work conditions it was exposed to; its survival 

was tenuous at best. 

 

The Subject 

 

Despite the heavy indexical quality of the document, especially the numbers, stamp, and 

official signatures that surround and efface the image, the photograph asserted the presence 

of the subject. The photograph is embedded within an extreme example of visual order and 

the subjects in the photographs are all indentured labourers. At the time the Indentured 

Labour ID Photographs were used, photography in India and Mauritius was the domain of 

the social elite. For many labourers, having a photograph taken by the depot photographer 

was a strange and unfamiliar experience. There are no primary accounts of just how the 

labourers experienced this photographic event; however, if we use Azoulay's (2008) 

approach to photographs, we can perceive the photograph as a trace of an event, an index, 

and a performance, and allow the citizenry of the labourer to come to the fore, piecing 

together a semblance of the labourer's narrative. 

 

The labourer was both the subject of the photograph and a subject of the British Empire. 

While subjugated by the Indentured Labour Identification System, the labourer was always 

at the heart of this encounter. It was their body, face, and features which were the priority of 

the photograph. As Azoulay (2008) professes, even in instances of apparent oppression the 

photograph escapes the authority of anyone who might claim to be its author, refuting 

anyone’s claim to sovereignty. The Indentured Labour ID Photographs are a great testing 

ground for such a statement. Although the colonial regime imposed the photograph upon the 

labourer, the labourer was the pivotal subject negotiating the circumstances of their day-to-

day lives. The photographed subjects did not stop being there and were active participants 

or, more correctly, survivors of an oppressive system (Azoulay, 2008: 16-17). As I have 

stated before, for the indentured labourer, the ID photograph ensured a level of freedom, 

albeit restricted, reducing the threat of imprisonment and, therefore, performing an essential 

role in their lives. As U. Bissoondoyal (1990:7) states: "The old pass system, which had 
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limited the movement of labourers to certain boundaries, had conditioned them so much that 

they rarely travelled." 

 

So, from 1865, individual labourers made the rare and arduous journey from their plantation 

estate to the Immigration Depot to have their photograph taken. "Whatever journey they had 

to make, the poor labourers moved about on foot or by cart, drawn invariably by a mule" 

(Bissoondoyal 1990:7). For the indentured labourers who arrived after 1879, the photograph 

was taken soon after their arrival in Mauritius when they were stationed at the Immigration 

Depot after their onerous journey by ship from India. Before going to the photographic 

yard, each immigrant needed to have their details checked with the arrival register to prove 

that they were indeed the right person. Once verified, the labourer would wait in the 

photographic yard of the Immigration Depot, for their photograph to be taken. 

 

From the PB ledgers we know, depending on the period of indenture, that there could be up 

to one hundred persons waiting to be photographed each day (PB 11, No. 41/5:338-339). 

On entering the photographic studio, the labourer was indexed with their surname and 

immigration number. They would have viewed the empty room containing a solitary chair 

positioned in front of a blank background and observed the apparatus of the camera sitting 

atop a wooden tripod structure. Beside this apparatus, they would have noticed a man in 

charge of operating the device. The labourer would have perceived this man, the 

photographer, as a representative of the colonial authority, possibly experiencing sensations 

of excitement, curiosity, anxiety, fear, anger, irritation, or acceptance. 

 

If the labourer were an 'old immigrant' they would already know, from other labourers who 

had obtained their photograph earlier, what the experience was like and have already 

witnessed examples of ID photographs on other labourers’ immigrant tickets. Before the 

'old immigrant' travelled to the Immigration Depot in Port Louis, they might have 

contemplated what to wear and how they wanted to present themselves in the image. They 

may also have undertaken a prayer ritual before embarking on their journey to Port Louis. 

 

Newly arrived labourers, after 1879, had no such preconceived idea about their visit to the 

photographic studio and, for some, may never have seen a camera or photograph, especially 

an image of themselves. The newly arrived labourers were likely to be feeling uncertain and 

anxious, recovering from the long ship journey from India and concerned about their 

prospective life in Mauritius. The purchase of the photograph alongside the explanation of 
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the immigrant ticket and its legal implications would indicate to the immigrant that their 

future life as an indentured labourer was to be monitored and controlled. 

 

The significance of clothing for the subjects in the Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs 

is worthy of some discussion. The matter of clothing and the ID photographs became most 

apparent to me when I witnessed the dramatic contrast of the quarantined Indentured 

Labour ID Photographs with the non-quarantined images. The naked upper bodies of the 

quarantined indentured labourers with their shaven heads had a markedly different impact. 

Emma Tarlo ( 1996), in her book Clothing Matters: Clothing and Identity in India, 

discusses the importance of dress and identity in Indian communities. She argues that the 

significance of clothing in anthropological studies of people has been widely overlooked. 

The significance of clothing in these images deserves some reflection and I encourage 

further research on this topic. The importance of clothing hearkens back to Terence 

Turner’s (2012) notion of The Social Skin. He refers to clothes as a social skin, touching the 

body and facing out towards others. He determines that dress has a dual quality where both 

individual and collective identities are expressed. In the circumstances of the indentured 

labourers the role of dress is similar to the photograph; while ostensibly a visual medium, in 

this scenario it was prescribed at the time of the labourers’ arrival in Mauritius. On arrival 

in Mauritius, the labourers received clean clothes and measured reams of cloth to replace 

their soiled clothes after the ship journey. Initially, this served to universalise their 

appearance and erase individual identity through dress. However, as Nalini Treebhoobun 

(2012) comments, the Indentured Labour Portraits display the men wearing kurtas, or 

westernised shirts, with European style coats, and women wearing blouses influenced by 

Victorian fashion during the English colonial period, as well as plain saris or saris with 

floral or geometric designs. So, according to the Indentured Labour Portraits, the labourers 

acquired other garments and were able to express both forms of collective and individual 

identity in what they wore. This includes the wearing of jewellery and tattoos as well as the 

way their scarves and saris were draped. 

 

This form of self-expression is absent in the quarantined labourer images marking a very 

different experience and context at the time their photographs were taken. Their appearance 

in the images suggests their collective identity as not only indentured labourers but also as 

survivors of the quarantine experience. H. Sandwith (cited in Boodhoo 2010:156) wrote 

about the problems of the quarantine system: "... so costly, so difficult of management, so 

painful to innocent travellers ..." Those placed in quarantine faced the dangers of infection 
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from the prevalent epidemics as well as the harsh conditions of the isolated quarantine sites. 

The portraits of the indentured labourers subjected to quarantine bear the trace of this 

gruelling experience. Their lack of clothing signals the additional narratives of the 

quarantine experience, suggesting the need for further exploration and research.43 The 

significance of clothing is revisited in chapter seven, when I discuss the encounters of 

descendants with their ancestors’ Indentured Labour Portraits. 

 

 

Fig. 44 PG 46, Folio 100. Photograph courtesy of MGI. 

 

                                            
43

 For a thorough history of Health and Disease in Mauritius during the indentured labour period see, 

Boodhoo, Raj 

 2010 Health, Disease and Indian Immigrants in Nineteenth Century Mauritius. Port Louis, 

Mauritius: Aapravasi Ghat Trust Fund. 
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Fig. 45 PG 48 Folio 43. Photograph courtesy of MGI. 

 

The cost of the portrait was borne by the labourers themselves and, for many, this would 

cause some degree of financial stress, especially if their immigration ticket were lost or 

stolen. It can therefore be assumed that the labourers were highly motivated to retain their 

immigration ticket – a difficult task due to the Mauritian tropical climate of high humidity 

and heat. The immigrant tickets would get damp and mouldy and the fragile nature of the 

albumen photograph under such conditions meant it could deteriorate quickly. I suggest that 

the immigration ticket and its photograph created much anxiety for the indentured 

labourers, performing as an ambiguous object that both validated and restricted the 

indentured labourer in their daily lives. 

 

The Termination of the ID Photograph Process 

 

By 1904, the Indentured Labour System in Mauritius began to see a dramatic slowdown in 

the recruitment of labourers. Mauritius was now competing with better pay rates offered to 

contract labourers in India and South Africa. It was noted that labourers recruited to Natal, 

South Africa, were receiving higher wages and could return to India at the end of their 

contract period with savings. This was not the case for immigrants returning from Mauritius 

(PB 44: No. A 328: 29). Around the same time, we also find problems in the photographic 

branch, with the album registers not being maintained properly and requests coming from 

the Immigration Depot to have the Photograph ID System transferred to the Immigration 
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Depots of Calcutta or Madras (PB 44: B-2037:355; PB 44: A/364:52); (PB 44: No. 1396: 

127; B-2016:347). The recruitment agencies in these ports denied these requests, deeming 

the photographic system an unfeasible option. 

 

In 1905 plague and smallpox was virulent in Port Louis. The quarantine stations of Flat 

Island and Pt. Cannioniers in the North became the main distribution centres for newly 

arrived labourers. During the same period, Mahatma Gandhi became concerned with the 

plight of Indian indentured labourers and encouraged Manilal Doctor to visit Mauritius. 

Manilal Doctor arrived in 1907 and began working on the political and social emancipation 

of Indo-Mauritians and labourers (Peerthum and Peerthum 2008) He campaigned against 

the continuation of indentured immigration from India and other British colonies. These 

pressures resulted in the appointment of the Sanderson Royal Commission. The Royal 

Commission's findings found widespread abuses in the sugar industry such as the double-

cut system,
 
where the labourer would be docked two-days’ pay if they missed one day, this 

was used to minimise labour absences on the plantation. Due to the non-payment of the 

indentured workers’ wages, and widespread ill treatment The Royal Commission 

recommended the abolition of the importation of Indian indentured immigrants to 

Mauritius. Simultaneously, we see an increase in labour resistance and rioting. The 

infamous 'double cut' was abolished in 1908. In 1909 labourers began to riot on the sugar 

estates and in 1911, the Protector of Immigrants received letters from Manilal Doctor who 

insisted on improved living and working conditions for labourers, as well as greater 

opportunities for the Indian community to perform religious festivals and ceremonies such 

as Hindu cremation ceremonies (PB 53: 1911, No. 93: 331- 337). 

 

Between 1906 and 1910 more than 1700 indentured labourers arrived in Mauritius, while 

more than 3400 former indentured workers left the island. The tide of labourers was 

reversing and many were returning to India or leaving for alternative colonies, such as 

Natal, Trinidad, and Guiana. The transportation of indentured immigrants to Mauritius 

ceased between 1910 and 1923. After 1923, indentured labourers from other indentured 

labour colonies could arrive and work in Mauritius. Because recruitment of immigrant 

labourers from India had ended, the demand for photographs diminished significantly. The 

last visible photographic ledger page was created in 1914, PG 53, with immigrant numbers 

ranging from 173307 to 173330. 
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Fig. 46 Photograph of fingerprints found on page of the Indentured Labour Photographic Ledger, PG 53, 

1914. Photograph courtesy of MGI. 

 

Photographs continued to be taken between 1910 and 1914. Indentured labourers who had 

completed their work contract period or labourers needing replacement tickets still needed 

ID photographs taken. In 1914, the taking of indentured labour ID photographs ended, 

replaced by the 'fingerprint' as the new form of visual identification. In 1914 we find the 

colonial government legislating the Finger Printing Ordinance No. 45: 

 

“Subject to regulations which shall be made as provided by article 280 of Ordinance 

No. 12 of 1878, it shall be lawful for the protector to apply the Finger Print System 

as a means of identification for Immigrants in place of the photograph.” 

 

The colonial government of Mauritius believed a fingerprinting system to be more reliable 

and precise than photographs. It was also cheaper and easier to administer and had been 

adopted in other colonies as a preferred form of identification, predominantly in criminal 

institutions (Pinney 1997: 70). 
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Fig. 47 PG 53. Photograph courtesy of MGI  

 

With the adoption of fingerprinting for identification purposes, the photographic ledgers 

were decommissioned and stored on shelves in a room in the Immigration Depot building. 

They became silent and forgotten yet remained active, slowly changing through decay and 

aging – exposed to damaging cyclones, humidity, salt, mould, and light. Over time some 

ledgers deteriorated to a point of biographical death. It is hard to ascertain, without a 

thorough cross-referencing of all documents and ledger indexes, just how many 

photographs were lost during their decommissioned years, until their re-emergence as 

important documents later in the twentieth century. What is astounding is the survival of 

such a large number of photographs today, approximately 175,000, and the large percentage 

of the fragile albumen portraits that are still clearly visible today. 
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One of the remaining questions regarding the Immigration Depot’s photographic studio is 

what happened to the thousands of glass plates used for the creation of the photographs? 

One possible hypothesis is that the Protector of Immigrants identified the glass plates as 

‘unserviceable articles’ and had them taken out to sea and thrown overboard This practice 

was employed at the Immigration Depot when areas needed to be cleaned up, as illustrated 

by the Protector of Immigrant’s request to the steamer for the disposal of such 

‘unserviceable articles’ on the 16
th

 of September 1897 (PB 34. No. 946:366). Perhaps 

remnants of the depot photographic studio can be found on the sea bed. 
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Section Two: The Archive 1914- 2014 

 

From Ledger to Archive 

 

Piecing together the history of the Indentured Labour ID Photographs after they were made 

redundant to the British colonial authority in 1914 was a difficult process and details 

remains somewhat sketchy during the period of their decommission and transfiguration into 

historical archives. We see their decline after the recruitment of indentured labour from 

India ended in 1910 and then their final dissolution in 1914, when fingerprinting was 

instated. A comprehensive account of the Indentured Labour Photographs’ social life after 

this period is difficult to ascertain through primary sources. They became a silent and 

forgotten record of the indentured labour period until they were repurposed and labelled as 

valuable historical objects some forty years later. 

 

According to the UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register (Archives 2012-77), in 1922, 

the Office of the Protector of Immigrants transformed into the Office of the Poor Law 

Commission. This new Office of the Poor Law Commission retained control over these 

records. The ledgers remained in the original immigration building while the colonial 

administration changed in function. The photographs lay silent and purposeless on the 

shelves of the Poor Law Commission for several decades. Remarkably, a large number of 

these ledgers survived this period of neglect and inattention. In July 1951, one part of this 

collection was transferred to the Archives Department of the colonial government and 

another was handed over to the Public Assistance Commission. It is unclear which parts 

went where and why – perhaps the current separation of the 'P ledgers' between the National 

Archives and MGI reflect this moment of separation. The latter was also, at a later stage, 

transferred to the Archives Department and classified as the ‘P Series’. Later on, in 1978, 

these particular records were transferred to the Mahatma Gandhi Institute.44 

 

While the ledgers were re-classified and labelled the ‘P series’, they were at this time 

determined an archival record. As an archive they continued to survive with a quiet subdued 

heartbeat, following the changes to Mauritian political governance and the shift from 

colonial rule to national independence in 1968. Following these changes, their heartbeat 

                                            
44

 Information taken from the official nomination form for the Mauritian Indentured Labour Archives 

to become included in UNESCO's, Memory of the World Register. 
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became faster and gathered momentum. As Mauritius became independent from British 

colonial rule, a new sense of Mauritian nationalism began to take hold and postcolonial 

ideologies began to address issues of heritage, national identity, and political sovereignty. In 

essence, the heartbeat of the Indentured Labour Archives became audible, especially to 

members of the new Mauritian government, dominated by the descendants of the indentured 

labourers who, by 1970, formed the largest population group in Mauritius. 

 

During this period of change the Indentured Labour ID Photographs went through a process 

of transfiguration, shifting from administrative objects to historical archives. It appears that 

certain individuals who were descendants of indentured labourers identified these objects as 

valuable historical records. Ramnarain Ramasha, the then Public Assistance Commissioner, 

saved the records, photos, and documents from being destroyed. They were described as 

being found ‘stacked in a disorderly fashion’ at the old immigration office. This office was 

within Immigration Square, forming part of the Immigration Depot. The building was 

demolished to make way for the new roads and what is today identified as the Northern Bus 

Terminal. Two major cyclones, Alix and Carol, of 1960 were said to have severely 

damaged these documents. Beekrumsing Ramlallah, also a descendant of the indentured 

labourers, was an important figure in the social life of the indentured labour records. He 

made efforts to convince the authorities about the significance of these records and devoted 

a great deal of time to writing about the history of the indentured labourers. He wrote of 

their sufferings and efforts to contribute to the nation’s development and particularly 

stressed the need to honour them (Dukhira 2012). Ramlallah was also pivotal in recognising 

the significance of the Indentured Immigration Depot and the ‘immigrant steps’ shown in 

Fig. 1 at the beginning of this thesis. The indentured labourers ascended these steps as they 

entered the immigration depot after disembarking from the ship. This site is now a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site, known as Aappravasi Ghat. Beekramsingh Ramlallah's 

request to conserve these documents was initially rejected by the Director of the National 

Archives. In the meantime, the documents were dumped in the Emanual Anquetil building 

at the National Archives in Port Louis in 1975. 

 

Another important figure in the transfiguration of the Indentured Labour Archives was 

historian Dr. Kissoonsingh Hazareesingh. As director of the Mahatma Gandhi Institute, he 

was instrumental in securing and properly archiving these records. It was at this time that 

the metamorphosis of the photographic archive began a new phase. They were escorted by 

the special mobile forces in jeeps and trucks on a journey that transferred them to various 
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sites, reflecting the new government's perception that these archives were of national 

importance, yet at the same time mirroring an uncertainty as to where and how these 

archives should be managed (Easton 2014). Tristan Breville (2013) describes finding the 

photographic albums at the Sunray Hotel in Coromandel, where some were discovered 

immersed in water. The archives were eventually moved to a warehouse building in the 

industrial zone, which is today the site of the Mauritian National Archives. At the behest of 

Kissoonsingh Hazareesingh, the archives pertinent to Indian indentured labour history were 

moved to a purpose-built room at MGI in 1978. Here they were properly bounded, 

catalogued, indexed, and preserved (Easton 2014). Since this time, the photographic 

archives have been protected and monitored. They live in a regulated atmosphere where 

temperature and humidity are controlled and access by interested spectators is monitored 

and regulated. The most recent proponent for the protection of the archives is Mr. Govinden 

Vishwanaden who has been diligently caring for the Indentured Labour Archives at MGI 

since the 1980s. 

 

Despite the haphazard social life of the photographic ledgers/archives since their 

decommission, the twin images of the Indentured Labour Portraits, pasted onto the 

labourers’ immigration tickets, remained active in the lives of the indentured labourers and 

their descendants. These images remained as identity documents in wallets, files, and boxes 

within people’s homes. Just like the photographs, the indentured labourers and their 

descendants also transfigured their lives, becoming land owners, building their own houses, 

owning businesses such as shops or market stalls, becoming agricultural producers, 

tradesman, civil servants, or continuing as free labourers on the plantations. The ID 

photograph became an object of the past. Though now extraordinarily rare, some 

descendants claim to still have their ancestors’ original immigration ticket in their 

possession. To my excitement, I found a few of these original documents immersed within 

the PB ledgers. 

 

After 1978, the photographic archives were installed in a purpose-built glass room at the 

Mahatma Gandhi Institute, where they now reside. Since this time, the focus of restoration 

and preservation has come to the fore. The old ledgers were rebound but the pages remained 

untouched (Vishwanaden 2012). They are now desirable objects to be searched by the 

descendants of the indentured labourers. Once found and copied, they begin a new phase in 

their evolution, travelling from the archive into their descendants’ homes and around the 

globe through computer networks, following the migration pathways of Indo-Mauritians 
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around the globe. Since 2013, the Indentured Labour Archives, including the PG ledgers, 

have been digitised, changing the nature of their engagement with spectators and the 

methods of copying and exchange. Email images are now produced and sent to descendants 

researching their ancestors (Vishwanaden 2012). Since digitisation, the original 

photographs in the ledgers are seldom opened, helping to conserve their fragile state. They 

have, in essence, entered another period of quiet where their digital copy is now speaking 

for them. Once the photographic archives became installed at MGI, new values and 

meanings were attached to them. They became empowered with new forms of social 

agency, with a particular focus on Indo-Mauritian nationalism and ancestral heritage. While 

now functioning outside of the original British colonial institution, they are still caught up 

in archive institutional debates regarding their care, management, and access.  

 

In conclusion, as I stated at the beginning of this chapter, the Indentured Labour 

Photographs symbolise the biographical juncture where the 'great experiments' of 

indentured labour and photography came together. This chapter unpacked the social 

biography of the Indentured Labour Photograph Archive of Mauritius. In doing so, it 

required an investigation into the overlapping histories of indentured labour in Mauritius 

and colonial labour management strategies, in which photography played a significant role. 

After the Indentured Labour Photographs’ decommission as identification documents in 

1914, their social biography continued, following their life story and witnessing their 

changing status as colonial objects of control to valuable objects of Indo-Mauritian history 

and identity. This chapter exemplifies how research centered on colonial photographs can 

offer a great deal of information and insights into context, time, and place of the original 

production and distribution of the images. This research, while stemming from 

photographic archival research, can also tell us a great deal about the colonial regime itself, 

its ideologies, and its methods of governance. We can see in the early stages of this social 

biography just how involved the visual image was in the implementation of the British 

Empires Indentured Labour System, reiterating Landau and Kaspin's (2002:149) concern 

that: "historians have hardly begun to consider the practical involvement of visual images in 

the structures of power that composed imperialism." However, importantly, this social 

biography also makes evident that there is more to these images than their colonial past. The 

social biography of the Indentured Labour Photographs not only focuses upon the colonial 

setting of the photographs, but presents the continuation of their social life as it responds to 

changing contexts and environments over time. The photographs step away from their 

original function as colonial tools of labour control, challenging the assumption of their 
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fixed colonial frame. This thesis uses the social biography of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs as a springboard for exploring in greater depth certain moments in their social 

life that reveal alternative meanings and significant changes; their colonial performance 

shifts and wanes in response to their changing contexts, meanings, and functions. As 

Christopher Pinney and Nicholas Peterson (2005:3) suggest: "We need a more nuanced 

reading of the affinities between particular discursive formations and the image worlds that 

parallel them, as well as sophisticated analyses of their transformation potentialities." 
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Chapter Five 

 

Fig. 48 Photographs of indentured labourers, Photo album courtesy of MCA, Mauritius Chamber of 

Agriculture. 

 

“We, of the last generation, were treated as slaves for a long time. But we 

endured everything. … That one day the generation …may prosper. That is why 

I want you to stay and settle down here” (Beeharry 1976a:165)  



 

 

160 

A Cross-Cultural Encounter 

 

Every photograph of others bears the traces of the meeting between the photographed persons 

and the photographer, neither of whom can, on their own, determine how this meeting will be 

inscribed in the resulting image. The photograph exceeds any presumption of ownership or 

monopoly, and any attempt at being exhaustive.(Azoulay 2008:12). 

 

Between 1839 and 1842 two entirely different experiments were realised in Europe: the first 

was the invention of photography in 1839, and the second was the start of the ‘great 

indentured labour experiment' in 1842.
45

 These two disparate and foreign systems 

dramatically changed societies around the globe; the photograph revolutionised how people 

viewed the world, enabling reality to become a recorded object fixed in time, and indenture 

became the alternative cheap labour system for the colonies after the British slave trade was 

abolished in 1833. Photography and the indentured labour system crossed paths in Mauritius 

in 1864 when the British colonial administration adopted the portrait photograph as a new 

form of identification, setting up a purpose-built photographic studio at the Immigration 

Depot in Port Louis and taking portraits of the indentured labourers when they applied for 

their immigration ticket. Before this thesis moves its focus onto the more recent 

transfigurations of the Indentured Labour Portraits, I want to pause for a little while longer at 

the period when the photographs were colonial identification documents and reflect on the 

relationship between the photographer and the labourer as a moment of cross-cultural 

encounter. 

 

In this chapter, I draw upon a selection of photographs from the Indentured Labour Portrait 

Archive to explore the cross-cultural nature of this encounter. At the time these pictures were 

created, the subject and photographer negotiated across cultural barriers and within a colonial 

labour system to create a portrait. When we view the photographs as part of an administrative 

system to manage the indentured labourers, the markings of the colonial regime are made 

clearly visible through the pose of the labourers, the uniform repetitive style, and the 

                                            
45

 The importation of indentured labour began as private contracts after 1833 and became officially 

regulated by the British government in 1842. For further information on early indentured labour 

contracts see:  

Deerpalsingh, Sonwantee 

 2012 Shifting Identities: Names and Numbers. Angage: Explorations into The History, Society 

and Culture Of Indentured Immigrants and Their Descendents in Mauritius 2:25-58.  
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administrative lines and text surrounding each image. Despite being a product of 

asymmetrical power relationships, I argue that these colonial photographs have the potential 

to tell us more about the social life of the subject. Instead of adopting the dominant colonial 

perspective common to histories of Victorian photography that regard photography as a 

colonialist endeavour, I explore the indentured labour portraits by approaching the 

photograph as an ‘encounter' between the photographer and subject, set within the complex 

economic, historical, political, cultural, and social contexts that informed and shaped the 

creation of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive from 1864. 

 

Photography, Empire and Colonialism 

 

To negotiate the complex dimensions of the Indentured Labour Photographs in the colonial 

setting, I draw upon Ariella Azoulay's notion of ‘encounter' and her theoretical approach of 

‘the civil contract of photography' (Azoulay 2013). This approach insists that no participant 

or perspective is privileged, and all relationships involved in the photographic process require 

investigation to comprehend how photographs, ranging from the conventional to state-

sponsored images, testify to various points of view, regardless of who created them and for 

what purpose. Photographs, therefore, are open to multiple interpretations. As Azoulay 

(2008:389) writes, "Every reading of a photograph that is carried out in the service of the 

photographer or the photographed person and in deference to a message that one of them has 

sought to place in the picture is prone to be overturned". The ‘civil contract of photography' 

implies that, as the researcher and spectator of these photographs, I have the ability to 

suspend the signs of the sovereign power and avoid imposed assumptions and prejudice 

(Azoulay 2008). In deploying the word ‘suspend', Azoulay is not suggesting that we ignore 

the obvious colonial imprint on photographs created out of asymmetrical power relations. 

Rather, her idea of civic duty suggests that as spectators, or more specifically researchers, we 

have an obligation to think about the imposed assumptions of images, to set aside, or see 

beyond, their original framing, and to reflect carefully on their ongoing use and 

representations. This resembles what Elizabeth Edwards and Christopher Morton (2009:4) 

describe as a "methodological awareness of the peripheral and boundary areas of the 

photograph, often those areas beyond the central subject matter of the photographer's 

attention, as sites of alternative readings and meanings ..." 

 

Photography developed and travelled in the midst of colonial empires and, it is important to 

emphasise, beyond. It was used to perform various tasks: as a scientific tool employed to 
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record and investigate racial and social difference and by colonial surveyors to document 

geographical landmarks and places. Photography was also a business, used by skilled 

photographers as an object for economic exchange, with images of the new, the strange, the 

exotic and the ‘uncivilized' dispersed around the globe for personal gain. The social elite 

adopted portrait photography to proclaim or reinforce their social status in a visual way 

within their social community. In government institutions, such as prisons and within the 

indentured labour system of Mauritius, the photograph was used as a mode of surveillance 

and control.
46

 

  

When we think of colonial photographers and the institutions they represented, we assume 

that they controlled and owned the process and the product. As noted earlier, Azoulay 

challenges the asymmetrical political framing of photographs, taking them back to point zero 

and persuading the researcher to consider all the potential relationships and interactions 

involved in the encounter of the photograph. Her approach is reminiscent of Mary Louise 

Pratt's  notion of ‘contact zones', which Pratt uses "to refer to social spaces where cultures 

meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of 

power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of 

the world today". Although Pratt's discussion of contact zones refers to text and language, it 

fits comfortably with Azoulay's theoretical approach to photographs, describing the moment 

of encounter, whether it be with the photographer, the camera, the subject, or the spectator, as 

an active engagement. In the context of colonialism, photography, and the photographic 

process, is a ‘contact zone' created out of an asymmetrical power relationship. As this chapter 

demonstrates, by focusing our attention on the social relationships involved in the creation of 

an image, it is possible to illuminate the social, cultural, and economic complexities that 

inform colonial photography. Here I argue that, as contact zones, colonial photographic 

archives were created out of and can be understood as cross-cultural encounters. In this 

chapter, I demonstrate how this encounter occurs at the moment of the photographs’ creation 

and every time a spectator subsequently views them. 

 

Photography as Cross-Cultural Encounter 

“Photography has increasingly come to be seen as representing multiple and 
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 For discussions about the overlapping histories of photography and anthropology see:  

Edwards (1992); Pinney (1992); Edwards (2009).  
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dynamic historical presences surrounding the photographic encounter and its 

resulting image.” (Edwards and Morton 2009:4) 

 

In colonial contexts, the photographic encounter is cross-cultural and requires us to pay 

attention to the very different histories, motivations, and circumstances that each participant 

brings to this meeting. They involve interactions between people and technologies from 

different worlds and environments. In this chapter, I focus on what I call the ‘primary' cross-

cultural encounter, that which occurred between the photographer and the subject – the 

indentured labourer. By unpacking the moment of the photographic cross-cultural encounter 

at the time the photograph was taken, I expand my research vision, allowing for other 

narratives and experiences to unfold. 

 

As presented in the previous chapter, I have drawn from a variety of sources to establish the 

social biography of the photographic archive: The Indentured Labour Photographic Portrait 

Archive of Mauritius, found at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute; The colonial ledgers and 

Protector of Immigrants correspondence, found at the Mauritian National Archives; The work 

of Mauritian academics and researchers predominantly based in Mauritius; and the 

descendants of the indentured labourers, who are today encountering the photographs in new 

settings with new meanings. Working with multiple source materials to historicise both the 

indentured labour system in Mauritius and the arrival of photography on the island, as well as 

their deployment by colonial administrators, reveals how the portraits of indentured labourers 

are embedded within social relationships and colonial circumstances that encompass both 

global and local settings within complex cross-cultural environments. 

 

The culture of the British colonial administration in Mauritius insisted on rigorous record 

taking and documentation of all processes involved in underpinning the administration 

systems, as found in other British colonies during the indentured labour period. These 

administrative archives, as Ann Stoler (2002:87) comments, were "the supreme technology of 

the late nineteenth-century imperial state, a repository of codified beliefs that clustered and 

bore witness to connections between secrecy, the law, and power". The indentured labour 

system in Mauritius was no different: it documented each labourer's journey, from their point 

of recruitment overseas to their contracted employment on the sugar estates in Mauritius to 

their death or departure from the island. This situation demonstrates the imposing and 

constraining nature of these documents and the role the identification photograph played in 

assisting the colonial authorities and plantation owners to control the movements of 
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indentured labourers. 

 

The Photographic Encounter 

 

Having explained the conditions of the indentured labourer system and the immigration ticket 

previously, I turn to the cross-cultural encounter between the photographer and the 

indentured labourer. The Indentured Labour Portraits historicise and record the moment when 

an indentured labourer (predominantly of Indian origin) encountered a British colonial 

photographer and vice versa. We could say that this encounter entailed many factors that 

resulted in a complexity of cultural understandings and negotiations. By thinking of the 

photograph as a cross-cultural encounter, conventional approaches to colonial photography 

are fractured and the photograph becomes a space of social engagement. This is demonstrated 

throughout the social biography of the Indentured Labour Photographs by their involvement 

in many interactions between people, institutions, and cultures. 

 

In this theoretical approach, sole power is removed from the photographer, or in this case the 

colonial establishment, and instead, a space is opened up for all active players involved in the 

creation of the photograph. In this particular scenario the subject can assert their presence and 

power through either their visual existence or their involvement in the creation of the 

photograph. The assertion of presence and power allows the photograph, as Landau and 

Kaspin (2002:6) suggest, "to encompass territories far beyond it and reconfigure the ‘us’ and 

‘them’". Supporting Landau's claim that neither ‘us' nor ‘them' stands consistently on any one 

side of a permanent divide. Consequently, the assertion of presence and power acknowledges 

the particular circumstances of the photographer, the subject, and the spectator. 

 

When we think about photographs as evolving out of social interaction between parties, we 

can then assume that these interactions and consequent relationships can inform us about the 

social, cultural, and political contexts surrounding them. As a case in point, you, the reader, 

are presently a spectator encountering these images; experiencing your engagement and 

relationship with the photograph and, in essence, a cross-cultural engagement. To unpack an 

indentured labour portrait as a moment of cross-cultural encounter, I begin by considering the 

photographer and his cultural circumstances, as both an individual, a professional, and a 

representative of the wider indentured labour administration system. I then shift onto the 

subject of the photograph, the indentured labourer, exploring the circumstances that 

surrounded the taking of their portrait and its implications in their social world. 
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The Photographer 

 

In the 1860s Mauritius was a central trade and supply stop on shipping routes in the Indian 

Ocean and was therefore exposed to new inventions and developments in Europe. For the 

creation of the Indentured Labour Photographs, a skilled and willing photographer was 

needed. With specific relevance to the Indentured Labour Portraits, the originally contracted 

photographer Mr Lecorgne came from the pool of predominantly French professional 

photographers residing in Mauritius at that time. We therefore have, from the very beginning 

of the indenture photographic system, a crossing of the British colonial administration with a 

French, Mauritian-based, private photographer. We also have a photographic studio 

originally formed under a private contract agreement within the government department of 

the Immigration Depot. The depot photographic studio shifted from a private contract 

arrangement to a particular branch of the indentured labour department in 1869. Subsequent 

photographers continued to come from the private photographic studio industry of Port Louis. 

A good example of the cross-cultural nature of the photographic studio was the British 

colonial government's disquiet over the profitability of Mr Lecorgne's privately run studio. 

The controversy of profitability arose from a clash in aims and perception, between a private 

studio enterprise and a British labour system that was meant to be the flagship for an 

alternative non-oppressive labour system. Consequently, the misalliance of the private 

photographic studio's aims with the colonial government's new labour system resulted in a 

shift from the use of a contracted photographer to a photographic studio run by government 

employees. 

 

The photographic encounter between photographer and labourer occurred in the purpose-built 

photographic studio set up in the Immigration Depot on the waterfront of Port Louis. The 

head photographer and his staff needed a studio equipped with a manipulation (processing) 

room and windows that could be darkened. The photographs were to be processed and 

printed in the most efficient way possible. It is hard to tell from the records how the 

photographer perceived his duties, but one can assume, given the large numbers of labourers 

photographed and the repetitiveness of the task at hand, that the labourers were regarded as 

an object to be imaged, registered, and indexed. For the photographer, this experience was 

not about pleasing the client, as would have been the case in the private photographic studio, 

but was simply an administrative task to be performed. 

 

Communication across languages was involved in this cross-cultural encounter between the 
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photographer and the labourer. The majority of photographers were of French origin; we can 

assume this by their names and the language used in the studio order lists. The indentured 

labourers came from many different regions of India, speaking their regional dialects, or, if 

they had resided in Mauritius for some time, they might have learnt the local vernacular 

language, Kreol moricien (Gyaram and Amirchandsing 2012).
47

 There is the occasional 

mention of interpreters being used in indentured labour Immigration Depots. However, the 

prevalence and necessity of interpreters have not yet been thoroughly explored. 
48

 

 

The labourers would queue in the photographic yard outside the studio waiting their turn. The 

photographer was under pressure to get through as many portrait sittings as possible, 

depending on the number of labourers arriving at the Immigration Depot. For many of the 

labourers having a photograph taken was a new experience and the photographer would need 

to instruct them on what was required of them. They may have been told to take off their 

headwear, to sit in the chair and face a set direction and not to smile. The photographer dealt 

with both men, women, and children over the age of ten, all in varying states of health and 

presentation. As there are no extant records of how the photographer felt or what they 

thought about when taking the photographs of the labourers, the colonial institution they 

represented overshadows their photographic encounter. The recognition of the individual 

subject by the photographer was usurped by the surrounding administrative environment, 

such as the interplay between the all-important immigration number and the visual accuracy 

of the identification photograph. No records explain the personal experiences of the depot 

photographer, except when they were requesting a leave of absence, were sick, having 

personal issues, or when they died. We see a rare personal reference to the depot 

photographer in the following correspondence from the Protector of Immigrants Mr Beyts: 

 

"The Head Photographer J.D. Senique has applied for a position as Inland 

Revenue Inspector although he is constantly under legal demand for indebtedness". 

(PB54: No. 727: 326) 

 

A head photographer and four assistants staffed the photographic studio. They were required 

to record all matters concerning the running of the studio. Most of the entries in the Protector 

                                            
47 Mauritian Creole: Kreol morisien is a French-based creole language that includes words from 

English, African and Asian languages that have been spoken on the island. The Indian languages 

spoken by labourers were Bhojpuri, Telegu, Tamil, Marathi, Urdu, and Hindi.  
48

 The subject of interpreters is an underexplored area of indentured labour history.  



 

 

167 

of Immigrants' ledgers relate to financial issues, numbers of photographs taken, supply 

orders, building repairs and maintenance, and staffing matters such as absences, requests for 

leave, and misbehaviour. What comes across in the ledgers is the pressure placed upon the 

photographic studio to be efficient, especially ensuring that photographic supplies, such as 

albumised paper, chemicals, and glass plates, were always available for imaging the newly 

arrived indentured labourers. This was a formidable task, as orders were delivered from 

English suppliers using shipping transportation, which could take many weeks. The following 

excerpt from the Protector of Immigrants' ledgers describes the administrative and economic 

efficiency expected at the photographic studio:  

 

“In reference to the requisition for chemicals for the photography depot. Mr 

Chantrell wants to know why it is double the value sent in 1877.” (PB 24 Ledger, 

No. 328, 14 June 1878) 

 

Nevertheless, to meet the requirements of operating a well-organised and efficient studio, a 

reliable and never-ceasing photographic system remained in place for 49 years. Even when 

epidemics, such as small pox and cholera, arrived in Mauritius and ships were made to 

offload the indentured labourers at quarantine stations in the north, a temporary photographic 

studio was set up to continue a seamless photograph system. Given the mechanistic nature of 

the photographic system and the sheer number of indentured labourers photographed, the 

photographer's encounter with the indentured labourer was likely to be heavily task-

orientated and impersonal. Questions about personal interactions between the various 

photographers with their subjects are unanswerable. Given the photographer had individual 

encounters with thousands of labourers, their knowledge of the labourers and their visual 

presence would have been exceptional. When I view the photograph of Chinna (Fig. 50: 170), 

I am curious to know the photographer's thoughts and reactions to such young subjects. 

Unfortunately, this information is unavailable. 
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Fig. 49 Identification Photograph of indentured labourer Boochamah 299 053 (woman) 

Photo no: 171260, PG 51: 117. Source: Photograph courtesy of Ramanah family, Mauritius. 

 

The photographs of the indentured labourers are physically and visually embedded within the 

administrative machinery (culture) of colonialism. The sovereign power is imprinted on the 

photographs. The image above is marked by the index number 260 and surname Boochamah. 

Below the image is the all-important immigration number, 299 053. This latter number links 

Boochamah to other administrative records. The visual language and content of the 

photograph demonstrate clearly that the original aim of these photographs was identification 

and accuracy of recognition. For the photographer, the photograph was one part of an 

elaborate identification process, a complex network involving the photograph, the name, the 
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immigration number, and the photograph number. The ID photograph was an essential 

element in this identification network. 

 

The photographer, after 1869, was a government civil servant following the instructions of 

his employer – the colonial government and, more specifically, the Protector of Immigrants. 

Over the 49 years of the photographic branch, the photographers were required to be flexible 

and adjust to the changing demands and duties of the photographic studio. The numbers of 

Indentured Labour Portraits made varied according to fluctuating sugar markets and the 

resulting changes in the number of labourers recruited. The photographer's duties expanded 

to include photographs of vagrants, criminals, pensioners, disabled workers, and murdered 

labourers. The photographic studio also became portable, shifting to alternate sites, such as 

train stations, quarantine depots, and prisons, when summoned. 

 

The style and format of the photograph remained stable over the studio's 49 years of 

operation. Reinforcing the operation and scripted nature of the photographer's work, far 

removed from the private studio work he once practised. While we can situate both the 

photographer and the labourer in what Arjun Appadurai (1997) describes as 'the tyranny of 

the setting', where the labourer and the photographer were both subjected to the controlling 

constructs of the indentured labour system, the photographer could, nevertheless, choose to 

leave his government position. He could decide to resume his private photographic practice, 

take up another government post, or leave Mauritius for another destination. Given that the 

head photographers at the depot tended to remain in their government post or shift to another 

suggests that continuing in Government employment was a preferred option to returning to 

private studio work. 

 

The Labourer 

 

The 'tyranny of the setting’ was different for the labourers. They had no choice over how and 

where they were to be photographed, nor how that photograph was to be used. The 

administrative text and markings became the foreground of these images and supplanted the 

visual expression of the traditional studio photograph backdrop. This links with Appadurai’s 

(1997) comment about the incarcerating quality of colonial office forms and documents. 

However, if we re-view these images and resist their overpowering official dimensions and 

instead regard them as a cross-cultural encounter between the colonial photographer and the 

labourer, we open up other narratives and perspectives, such as the experience of the subject 
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(labourer) in the process of making the photograph. 

 

The labourer was not simply a passive subject photographed for administrative purposes. 

Although required, or more accurately compelled, to have their photograph taken, they were 

also active in this process. For instance, they needed to determine when and how the 

photograph could be obtained, purchased, and protected. As a result, the meeting between the 

labourer and the photographer was a real moment of cross-cultural encounter, in which both 

parties had agendas relevant to their particular circumstances. 

 

 

Fig. 50 Identification Photograph of Indentured Labourer, Chinna Sunnaisee. 

Source: Photograph courtesy of the Sunnaisee family, Mauritius (PG Ledger, 2013, 3.5cm x 4.5cm). 

 

I have selected one photograph as a focal point (Fig. 50) to explore the labourers’ 
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photographic encounters. Starting with the photo, we can see that C. Sunnaisee is a child; his 

immigration number is 377 403 and the photograph index number is 760. When we consult 

the arrival records for C. Sunnaisee, we find that his first name is Chinna, and he arrived in 

Mauritius on 28 March 1875, on the ship Latona (no. 1267). The arrival records reveal that 

he came from the village of Bulcherapallu in the region of Vizagapatam, India. Chinna was 

five years old when he travelled to Mauritius and ten years old when this photograph was 

taken, marking the beginning of his time as an indentured labourer, when he began working 

under a five-year contract at the D'Arifat & Co. sugar estate in the district of Flaq in the 

north-east of Mauritius.
49

  

 

When we perceive the photograph of Chinna Sunnaisee as an ‘encounter’ rather than solely 

an identification document (as much of the detailed information above points to), we find that 

the photograph may generate a number of questions: Why was a child travelling to 

Mauritius? How did he survive the journey by ship? With whom did he come? What 

happened during his first five years in Mauritius before he became an indentured labourer? 

What was the moment or ‘encounter’ depicted in this image like? Did he understand what a 

camera was? How did he travel to the photographic studio from the sugar estate? Who was 

with him? What was his experience of the photographer? Was he scared or excited? Some of 

these questions about Chinna Sunnaisee can be answered, while the search for answers to 

others can only end in uncertainty. His photograph performs as an aperture, becoming an 

entry point for seeking out information and an understanding of his experience as an 

indentured labourer. The photograph can reveal alternative histories of both photography and 

colonialism through the lives of the individuals who felt their effects most directly. 

 

If we follow the threads of the photograph to before the Sunnaisee family embarked on the 

ship Latona, in the port of Madras, we discover that this family of seven travelled a great 

distance from their village home to the port of Madras, approximately 805 kilometres. The 

size of the family and distance they traversed can only underscore the necessity for the father 

and mother to find work and new circumstances for their young family. 

 

By searching back to the ship and the date of arrival, we find that Chinna left for Mauritius 

with both parents and four siblings. Chinna was the second youngest of five children. 

Initially, his father was the only indentured labourer, supporting a family of seven. This 
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 Information as presented on the Immigrant Arrival Certificate, provided by the Mahatma Gandhi Institute to 

the Sunnaisee family, 2013. 
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situation, must have been arduous and stressful, as the rate of pay and conditions of a 

labourer’s contract were limited at best. This situation improved for Chinna and his younger 

brother Pureddy when they reached the age of ten and became legally old enough to work as 

contracted labourers. Although women could be contracted as labourers, the women in the 

Sunnaisee family were never registered as indentured labourers (though they may have 

worked doing uncontracted tasks for lower wages and rations). 

 

If we return to the photograph and the moment of its creation and focus in greater detail on 

this context, we can learn more about the complexity of this encounter between Chinna and 

the photographer. For Chinna, the photographic encounter would have been of great 

importance for reasons that differ from those of the photographer and the institution he 

represented. As the photograph registered Chinna’s legal status as an indentured labourer, it 

meant that he could now work as a contracted labourer at the D'Arifat & Co. sugar estate and 

help his father support their family. The photograph was a considerable expense for Chinna’s 

parents: they had to secure the necessary funds to pay the associated fee of 4 shillings and 

another family member was required to accompany young Chinna to the photographic studio. 

To have his photograph taken and become a registered labourer, Chinna needed to travel 

from Flaq to Port Louis – a distance of approximately 40 kilometres, likely by horse and cart 

or train.
50

 

 

The following section describes in detail the circumstances of the labourers on a sugar 

plantation.
51

 The description is taken from one of many official inspection reports of a sugar 

estate (PB Ledger). It helps explain the work and living conditions of labourers such as 

Chinna and his family. Describing the circumstances from which Chinna came before 

arriving at the photographic studio, it also explains the work contract scenario he would be 

returning to after he had received his immigration ticket. 

 

On the sugar estate the labourers worked every day for nine hours, except on Sundays, when 

they were not expected to work unless compelled by the estate manager to work on non-field 

duties such as cleaning the factory or domestic area of the labour camp (this was only 

permitted until 8.00 am in the morning). The labourers began work at 6.30 am and finished 

                                            
50 The Northern Train Line opened in 1864, linking Flaq to Port Louis - Wikipedia 2016. 
51 Summary Report written by Protector of Immigrants labourers about the Clementine Sugar Estate, 

in Pamplemousse. Inspected 30
th
 January 1872. (Inspection report no. 4 no.1872 PB ledger). 
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by 4.30pm. They were paid their salary every second month. If a labourer was classified as 

strong, they would be engaged as a member of the la grande bande (the heavy work gang). 

They did the heavy labour, clearing the ground, digging holes for planting, cutting the canes, 

carting, and emptying carts and wagons. A grande bande labourer would be paid Rs.9 per 

month and given 12.5 lbs of rice, 2 lbs of dholl, ¼ lbs of oil, and ¼ lb of salt weekly. If the 

labourer was classified as a member of la petite bande (the small work gang) he was 

considered of weaker composition and would be used for lighter tasks such as cleaning or 

spreading guano and manure around the canes. The la petite labourer would receive Rs.7 to 

Rs.8 per month with similar rations to la grande bande. The third gang were ‘boys’, such as 

Chinna, who were classified as chocras. They were given light tasks including fertilising the 

young canes and cutting out borers. They were paid Rs.3 to Rs.6 per month and received 10.5 

lbs of rice, 2 lbs of dholl, ¼ lb of oil, and ¼ lb of salt. 

 

On some estates, the labourers were rewarded with an extra pound of dholl if they worked 

uninterrupted for the week. If a labourer was sick, they would receive only half their rations, 

unless a special diet was prescribed by the visiting doctor. At the D'Arifat and Co. Sugar 

Estate there may have been a shop. The labour camp where Chinna and his family lived 

would have been situated away from the sugar estate's homestead. Their accommodation was 

a thatched roof house or a compartment in a long encampment building, and was required by 

authorities to be properly ventilated. They cooked their meals inside the home. Their water 

was supplied via a local canal and there was no privy (toilet). They were allowed to keep 

their own garden and livestock, such as cows, goats, and pigs, to supplement their rations. 

What is important to stress about the labour camp is that there were many other families 

living in close proximity to each other. In many ways, the camp resembled the village setting 

in India and was home to an active social community, with food prepared and cooked by 

mothers and wives, games played by children, stories shared, religious rituals, marriages, and 

celebrations prepared for and performed, and illnesses, accidents, and tragedies endured. 

There existed the social problems of family and social conflicts, alcoholism, mental illness, 

physical disability, and suicide.
52

 Living in the labour camp involved interactions with 

employers and managers, priests, Imams, Pandits, police, and colonial authorities. 

 

The owner of the sugar estate was obligated to provide a hospital for sick residents on-site 

and a doctor was expected to visit the estate on a regular basis. The estate hospital was 
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 Of note is the frequent reference to the suicide of labourers in the Protector of Immigrants’ 

correspondence. The mental health of the indentured Labourers could make for interesting research.  
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expected to have bedsteads and mattresses and provide a regular hospital diet and hospital 

dress. The hospital was also expected to keep a register of patients. However, many estates 

such as Chinna's provided no toilets, no mattresses, and no special diet or clothes. If Chinna's 

mother or sisters were sick, they preferred to remain in their homes and many of the sick 

labourers would rather be cared for by family and friends. Outside of working hours, 

Chinna's family would join other residents in the camp to form Baitkas where they would 

pray, perform religious rituals and instruction, and meet for social events (Chutto-Jankee, 

2013; Mathorra, 2013). The sugar estates commonly had temples or shrines for the labourers 

to conduct religious ceremonies (Couacaud, 2013).
 
Before the journey to Port Louis, Chinna 

and his family may have prayed at a shrine, lighting an earthen lamp and making offerings to 

their preferred deity to ensure their safe journey. Chinna's choice of clothes would have been 

considered carefully for both the auspicious journey to the capital Port Louis, and for his 

presentation in the photograph. 

 

Chinna may have been excited by the prospect of visiting the city of Port Louis. Trips away 

from the sugar estate were infrequent due to his family’s limited economic circumstances 

and, as Bissoondoyal (1990) suggests, labourers were reluctant to move off the sugar estate 

due to the threat of restrictions by authorities. We can assume that Chinna did not travel 

alone. Once they arrived at the Immigration Depot, Chinna and his chaperone would have 

waited in the ‘photographic yard’ for instructions to enter the photographer’s studio. 

 

It was at this point that the cross-cultural encounter occurred. Chinna entered a room with a 

camera on a stand, a chair with a headrest at the back, and high windows. Chinna was 

instructed by the photographer or assistant to sit on a wooden chair and place his head in the 

adjustable headrest situated behind him. The headrest enabled Chinna to sit as still as possible 

for the required length of time– at least 10 to 30 seconds. For a 10-year-old boy to sit still and 

to understand the importance of this request would have been very puzzling and possibly 

frightening. He was also asked to show no expression. 

 

For Chinna, this photographic experience must have been strange and unfamiliar and the 

situation very controlled and impersonal. The photographer was perceived as a colonial 

authority and a person of power and status. Yet this experience may have also been very 

exciting, giving Chinna a sense of importance and legitimacy; he was now officially an 

indentured labourer. Once the photograph was taken, Chinna would wait at the depot for 

several hours or a few days to have his documents registered and processed. Once he 
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received the immigration ticket with his photograph newly attached, he left Port Louis and 

returned to the D'Arifat and Co. Sugar Estate, beginning his new life as an indentured 

labourer. 

 

The immigration ticket confirmed Chinna's status and identity as an indentured labourer. This 

may have been a moment of pride for Chinna, especially given his position as the eldest son, 

a position of great responsibility in Hindu, Indian families. The photograph may have 

symbolised Chinna’s transition from childhood to adulthood; he would no longer attend the 

sugar estate school and was expected to work the full hours of a contracted labourer. His 

parents would likely have reinforced the importance of looking after his immigration ticket. 

As previously outlined, losing his immigration ticket could have had serious ramifications for 

Chinna: the charge of vagrancy and imprisonment for one to three months at the boys borstal 

or lost wages if he needed to return to Port Louis to obtain a new immigrant ticket. Any time 

away from his work contract would impact heavily on his family’s resources. 

 

The immigration ticket with the photograph attached entered another social realm, out of the 

reach of colonial authorities, where it became a desirable object of exchange to the criminal 

class of Mauritius. It therefore became not only an essential object of identification, but also a 

desirable object used for fraudulent activities.
53

 This created further tensions for Chinna 

around the safekeeping of his immigration ticket. The following is an excerpt from the PB 

ledgers demonstrating the continued problem of fraudulent documents. Mr Anderson, acting 

Chief Clerk at the time, wrote to the Protector of Immigrants in 1873 describing one case he 

had encountered: 

 

“Sir, The Indian Badul 329099 here forwarded has on several occasions obtained 

papers at this office under false pretences and under false names. In January last he 

obtained a permit to work ticket, the ticket was endorsed under the name Jugroo 

329094 and on the 15th instant, he was photographed at this office and attempted to 

obtain another ticket under the name Mowlabuy 329097.” (PB 19 No. 251, 19
 
March 

1873) 

 

The climate of Mauritius and the living conditions of indentured labourers also impacted on 

the survival of the immigration ticket and photograph. As already discussed, the humidity and 
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 Ironically, it was the fraudulent use of immigration passes prior to the use of the portrait system that 
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temperature of the tropical climate is a curse for paper and photographs, especially when they 

are stored in thatched-roof huts vulnerable to rain, humidity, wind, and heat. Consequently, 

because of the loss or deterioration of his or her immigration ticket, labourers may have 

needed to obtain more than one immigration ticket and photograph over their lifetime. As an 

example, two photographs of Chinna’s brother Pureddy were located in the photographic 

archive (Fig. 51) one was taken when he was ten years old and the other when he was an 

adult in his late twenties. 

 

 

Fig. 51 Two photographs of Pureddy Sunnasy, found in the Indentured Photograph PG ledgers. Source: 

Photograph courtesy of the Sunnaisee family, Mauritius, 2014.
54

 

 

While photographs in the Indentured Labourer Photographic Archive testify to the effects of 

colonialism in Mauritius, for descendants these images elicit different meanings. They are 

today crucial sources of genealogical research. When Chinna’s descendants encounter his 

Indentured Labour Portrait, new meanings and relationships are formed. In this context, when 

descendants encounter their ancestor's photograph, the imprint of the British colonial 

government retreats into the shadows. 
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 Note the different spelling of the name on the photographs to the name now used by the family.  
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Although the Indentured Labour Portraits are the product of a colonial regime, as illustrated 

in their format, style, and surrounding administrative markings, when we view the 

photographs as meeting points or contact zones, it is possible to shift focus and shine a 

spotlight on a wider array of relationships – those involved in the creation of the photograph, 

its placement in an archive, and its legacies for descendants. To consider this encounter as 

cross-cultural requires us to acknowledge the very different cultural circumstances each 

participant brings to this meeting. Azoulay’s (2008) framework of the ‘civil contract of 

photography’ urges us to consider how each Indentured Labour Portrait exhibits the traces of 

the meeting between the labourer and the photographer. While unpacking the encounter 

between the photographer and the labourer in the original setting of the Immigration Depot 

photographic studio, I have demonstrated how neither party could determine how this 

encounter would be inscribed in the resulting image nor how it would be viewed, interpreted, 

reproduced, copied, or reread over time (Azoulay 2008:12). Today, somewhat ironically, it is 

due to the rigorously structured administration systems of the colonial regime that Indo-

Mauritians can encounter their ancestors’ historical photographs. 

 

Created out of colonialism, the Indentured Labourer Portrait Archive provides an outstanding 

and astounding record of ordinary people and families who bore witness to the systems of 

colonial governance and control. Even though the photographic portraits were created within 

the confining domain of the colonial indentured labour system, when viewing them we are, in 

the words of Elizabeth Edwards (2001:17), "faced with the limits of our own understanding 

in the face of the ‘endlessness’ to which photographs refer". 
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Chapter Six 

 

 

Fig. 52  Photographs courtesy of MGI and Mauritius National Archives (PG 30). 

 

“One day, on his return home, he noticed that somebody had broken into his hut and 

had messed around with his things. Nothing was missing except his pass which he 

remembered he had safely kept away behind the door up in the roof … he had to have 

his pass on him under the pain of being arrested for vagrancy… Mr — — advised him 

to see the Saheb who would help him have a new pass from the Long Mountain Police 

Station … Mr. Pellereau who granted him half a day’s leave for the purpose … On 

Saturday, much to Dhiren’s disgust, one day’s pay was cut from his wages.” 

(Beeharry 1976b, p: 74)  
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Anxious Images 

 

Photographic archives "… have a profound effect on practices about ownership on and 

access to images, on rights regarding knowledge, and on ideas of evidence and value.” 

Elizabeth Edwards (2011:182) 

 

The unpacking of the Indentured Labour Portrait Archive required a careful, patient, and 

gentle unstitching of its complex layers, in particular, its colonial foundations which remain 

intricately woven throughout the fabric of the archive. The previous chapters have explained 

in detail the origins and functions of the Indentured Labour Photographs. Using Hevia's 

(2014) 'Photography Complex' and Azoulay's (2008) 'The Civil Contract of Photography', 

allowing the many networks and different relationships of all actors involved in the creation 

of the image to unfold. The social biography outlined the important events in the life of the 

Indentured Labour Photographs and the previous chapter, A Cross-Cultural Encounter, 

paused to reflect more intensely on the encounter between the photographer and the 

indentured labourer. This chapter helped solidify our understanding of these photographs in 

the administration of the Indentured Labour System and in the lives of the indentured 

labourers and their families. It was important to pause and contemplate the indentured 

labourers’ circumstances at the time the photographs were taken, because it is the indentured 

labourers’ life experiences that underscore the meanings and functions of the photographs 

today. Regarding the social biography of the photographs, this thesis now shifts its focus onto 

the changing contexts and circumstances of the Indentured Labour Photographs post-

Mauritian independence. Although the circumstances dramatically change from a British 

colonial context to an independent Mauritius and, more specifically, Indo-Mauritian focus, 

there is one theme that follows the photographs consistently throughout their life story, 

presenting itself in different formats. I refer to the theme of anxiety and describe the 

Indentured Labour Photographs as ‘anxious images’. I label them as such because they have 

always been anxious objects, from the time of their inception to their reincarnation and 

transfiguration today. 

 

The phenomenon of ‘anxiety’ revisits photographic theory and the social agency of 

photographs, linking assertively with Edwards’ thoughts on photographs as 'objects of affect' 

(2012:228). If we explore the social realm of the Indentured Labour Photographs throughout 

their life history, we find them immersed in circumstances dominated by controlling 
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institutions and influenced by the functions they are expected to perform. This is apparent 

throughout their social biography, from their colonial ID period to their current state as 

ledgers at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute, and continues as they shift into the homes of their 

descendants. 

 

Although this particular British colonial photographic archive never made it to the vaults of 

British museums, I argue that there has been, and persists, an issue of reclamation and 

restitution; instead of needing to physically or metaphorically be returned to their source 

community, the Indentured Labour Photographs have been claimed as important historical 

records by the Indo-Mauritian community. While already sited in their place of origin with 

their descendant communities, they are entrenched in debates about access, knowledge, and 

evidence. This struggle is one that is not necessarily visible or voiced but is felt through the 

ambiguities surrounding the photographs. Through my participation and observation as an 

anthropologist, I aim to shed light on the complex and at times fraught circumstances of the 

Indentured Labour Portraits. 

 

The theme of anxious images began from a reflexive analysis of my experience while 

researching the Indentured Labour Photographs. While looking through my descriptive 

accounts of fieldwork notes, I frequently came across the words 'problematic', 'tension', and 

'mistrust'. As previously described in my fieldwork chapter, the research environment 

surrounding the Indentured Labour Photographs was protective and sensitive. This was 

apparent in my engagements with the archives, staff and management, the media, other 

organisations, and the descendants of the indentured labourers. 

 

To further complicate this analysis, I need to re-emphasise the two very different cultural 

contexts that span the life of the photographs. First was the British structured and regimented 

colonial photography system from 1864 to 1914 and the second was the Mauritian 

government institution of the National Archives post independence. I have already discussed 

the colonial photography system at length. However, in the post-independence context, the 

photographic archive is embedded within a complex network of interested parties such as the 

Mauritian Government, Historians, Indo-Mauritian Heritage Organisations, The National 

Archives, The Mahatma Gandhi Institute, and Indo-Mauritian citizens. Looking back at the 

colonial structure of the Indentured Labour System, while it appears complex when compared 

to the social relationships involved with the Indentured Labour Photographs today, it was 

clearly bounded and defined by its organising system. Nevertheless, the impacts of the 
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colonial photographic system, while it officially ended in 1914, have continued, albeit in 

different ways. 

 

I use the premise of 'continuity' when researching the Indentured Labour Photographs. In the 

Indo-Mauritian setting it seems fitting to suggest that the Indentured Labour Archives are 

forever evolving. The notion of continuity and evolution seems appropriate in this particular 

cultural setting, one that is primarily Hindu and heavily influenced by a religious ideology 

that believes life to be cyclical and forever evolving. Londhe Sushama (2008:xxviii) 

describes Hinduism as developing over the centuries: "... it has become so rich and 

diversified, like an opulent tapestry of various hues." While we could say that the Indentured 

Labour Photographs began at a fixed point in time, they have, over the last century, evolved 

and developed new and diverse meanings and relationships. Some of these are directly 

related to the dominant Hindu-based religious practices of the Indo-Mauritian population, 

while others link to the photographs’ indentured labour past. Thus, my task in this chapter is 

to move away from a structured and delineated view of this archive and to perceive it as 

something that is evolving, responding to its changing circumstances and the social pressures 

and tensions that act upon it. 

 

Using the concept of an evolving archive also contests the tendency for British colonial 

photographic archives to be, in the words of Edwards and Mead (Edwards and Mead 2013), 

"disavowed as histories", or as Barnes states (1990, cited in Edwards and Mead 2013:19) 

"irrelevant to the present". Ann Stoler (2011:153-154) describes the ignorance of colonial 

histories as 'colonial aphasia' creating an anxious state of malaise. Due to the negative 

associations with British hegemony and the exploitation of colonial states, the Indentured 

Labour Photographic Archive is strongly associated with British colonial history and visually 

depicts the asymmetrical power structure imposed on the indentured labourers. While the 

visual depiction of the British colonial power structure may be difficult to witness, the 

Indentured Labour Photographs are nevertheless a colonial 'legacy', as both a material 

photographic collection and as a valuable social object that contains and produces historical 

narratives and meanings linked to their colonial heritage (L'Estoile 2008). Although these 

photographs may evoke collective memories of the indentured labourers’ struggle and have 

become invested narratives that venerate the labourers, these narratives are embedded within 

colonial history. As Ann Stoler (2011:156) claims, "… both ‘ruptures’ in, and ‘recuperations’ 

of, the colonial past nevertheless ‘make up the lineaments of the constrained conditions in 

which people are now living.” This chapter considers the colonial foundations that are 
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intricately woven through the evolving life of the archive and, I argue, are relevant to the 

anxieties surrounding the archives today. 

 

As a researcher, I too was confronted by the 'colonial legacy' of the Indentured Labour 

Portraits. I was perplexed by the following questions: Are these photographs colonial 

photographs when the 'work that they do' today is very different from their original colonial 

task? How do I determine what a colonial photograph is? Is it a time period? Is it defined by 

the photographer’s role or intention? Is it where they were made? Does use of the term 

'colonial photograph' continue the negative legacy of colonialism? Is it reviving the original 

power differentials in the present? All these questions are of course complex and difficult to 

answer. What is pertinent in all these scenarios is the acknowledgment of the fluidity and 

flexible nature of photographs. Consequently, we find their meanings, readings, purpose, 

interpretations, and perspectives change according to the context of their viewing. 

 

The Indentured Labour Photographs exemplify this phenomenon and are an excellent case in 

point for arguing that their colonial heritage not only evokes a persistent anxiety surrounding 

them, but also, regardless of their spectator's context, cannot be fully ignored. Azoulay’s 

(2008) model of ‘encounter’ permits us to view the relationships of photographs from many 

points of view; we can, therefore, circumvent the need or pressure to negate any particular 

relationship or photographic encounter between the photograph, the photographer, the 

spectator, the subject, and the camera. 

 

There are many aspects of the photographs that are intrinsically linked to their colonial 

heritage and can be viewed whenever we shine a light on them. If we argue that photographs 

and archives are social objects, then their heritage, no matter their political and social 

circumstance, whether harmful or painful, is always present. During my fieldwork, I was 

often caught up in discussions around conflict between Mauritian academics and the MGI 

Archive. My fieldwork entailed a careful negotiation amidst these tense relationships. As an 

anthropologist and an outsider, I spent many hours trying to understand what lies at the heart 

of these contentions. I have, not surprisingly, determined that the situation is complicated, 

particularly to Mauritians stemming from the historical and cross-cultural dimensions of this 

photographic record. There is no simple nor linear progression of this analysis; rather we are 

left with a complex array of networks and relationships (Hevia 2014). What I have been able 

to garner as a stable phenomenon is the state of anxiety that consistently resonates from the 

photographic archive. 
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The issues of anxiety can be summarised by the following, interrelated, topics: 

 

1. The Photographs as Tools of Control 

2. A Period of Neglect and Silence 

3. Records of Social Status, Past and Present 

4. Archive Management and Access 

5. Archive Safety 

6. Separated Archives 

 

1. The Photographs as Tools of Control 

 

While contemplating the phenomenon of anxiety in the contemporary context, I decided to 

investigate if this was also apparent in their colonial past. Immediately, the notion of anxiety 

was evident. From the colonial regime’s perspective, the Indentured Labour Identification 

Photograph System alleviated particular anxieties: it attempted to control the movements and 

absences of the sugar plantations’ labour population and aimed to obstruct fraudulent 

identification practices. For the labourer, it was another imposed regulation, incurring a 

financial cost and entailing an anxious journey to Port Louis. The labourer experienced an 

uncertain and possibly frightening photographic studio experience and once obtained, the 

implications of a lost ID document were severe for the labourer and his/her family. In 

summary, the function of the ID photograph was to alleviate anxiety for the colonisers and to 

create anxiety for the labourers. 

 

Given the controlling nature of the Indenture Labour System, it is no surprise that issues of 

control, power, and identification have transferred throughout the social life of the archive 

and photographs. The Indentured Labour Archives referenced individual information about 

the indentured labourers and, today, the archive and its function have been reconfigured by 

its new custodians, namely the descendants of the indentured labourers. Instead of being a 

ledger system that oversees the management of the labourers, the archive has become an 

identifier of 'ancestor' information such names, dates of arrival, regions, villages, parents’ 

names, marriages, heights, markings, and visual images. Although the Indentured Labour 

Archive has undergone a re-characterisation from colonial ledger to objects containing 

information on Indo-Mauritian heritage, it continues to resonate issues of power and control. 
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2. A Period of Neglect and Silence 

 

Once the colonial scenario of the photographs came to an end with the decommissioning of 

the photographic system in 1914, the photographs developed a different form of anxiety. 

They were left neglected, unused, unattended, and unprotected, sitting quietly on the shelves 

of the old immigration building, exposed to environmental hazards that threatened their 

survival. The continuity and agency of the Indentured Labour Photographs over this 'silent' 

period is important to foreground. It would be easy to skip over this period as one of 

inactivity and futility, of no importance, and as a ‘blank space’ in their social history. 

Although there are no available sources that can enlighten us about this period we know that 

the photographic ledgers survived what could be described as neglectful and, at times, 

unbearable living conditions. The photographs, although silent, continued as living objects. I 

liken this 'silent' period of the photographic archives to the experience of the indentured 

labourers; both were controlled and administered by the colonial regime, both were heavily 

monitored, both functioned as vital elements in the implementation of the Indentured Labour 

System and sugar industry, and both faced harsh conditions and neglect. Some suffered loss 

and tragedy and others, regardless of the hardships faced, survived. This is a sobering 

parallel, one that doesn't diminish the trials and struggles of the indentured labourers 

themselves but touches on the connectivity of the photographs with their subjects and their 

subjects’ lives. 

 

While the photographs lay silent on the shelves in the immigration office, their counterparts, 

the indentured labourers and their descendants, either returned home to India, stayed in 

Mauritius and continued to work on the sugar plantations, established their own businesses, 

or became employed in other settings. Life continued on once the photographic system 

ended, for both the indentured labourers and the photographs. 

 

The Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs were accompanied during this silent period by 

other indentured labour records and documents. These papers contained the detailed 

information about each immigrant labourer, linking the photograph of the indentured labourer 

with a numerical indexing system. This link with the administration archives is essential in 

understanding the circumstances of the photographs today. The chances that both the 

photographic ledgers and administrative ledgers survived this period of silence and neglect is 

fortuitous and remarkable. Without these interrelated objects, the indentured labour story 

would lack the richness of detail and vividness of description. 
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3. Records of Social Status, Past and Present 

 

When the archives were rediscovered and taken charge of by the ensuing independent 

Mauritian Government, the archives crossed over into a new political realm. The British 

colonial administration of Mauritius saw the identifying information as a way of collecting 

data and listing inventory: the products were the labourers, whereas under the newly formed 

Mauritian government, the identifying information in the archives became something else. 

The photographic archives were entwined with other indentured labour archives, becoming 

sites of discovery and exploration. They contained and provided essential historical evidence 

that helped to explain more fully the indentured labour experience. They have also become 

sites for personal discovery and genealogical research for the descendants of the indentured 

labourers. 

 

One significant detail collected from the indentured labourers by the recruitment agents in 

India was caste. Having spent many hours looking through the Protector of Immigrant’s 

correspondence from 1864 to 1911, I found very little said about caste. Any issue of caste 

was usually mentioned in the context of relationships between labourers, and not of the 

colonial administration. This topic is highly contentious in Mauritius, making it difficult to 

discuss in this thesis, but for the sake of the Indentured Photographs and a thorough 

exploration of their social life, this topic needs to be addressed in some way. The topic of 

caste is only of interest in this thesis because it was presented as a common theme throughout 

my fieldwork. My participants, whether descendants, academics, archive staff, government 

officials, or members of the public, referred to the issue of caste consistently. Sometimes it 

was a brief whispered comment and quickly glanced over and sometimes it was an 

impassioned statement or discussion. I have spent many hours thinking about and discussing 

how to address this issue in my thesis, causing anxiety of my own. 

 

The issue of caste has been played out most obviously in the political realm during election 

periods. For international researchers it has been a puzzling topic; the matter of caste is found 

to be highly relevant in political, social, and community settings, yet is taboo in public 

forums and can result in severe reprimands. The media itself is reticent to discuss this topic 

due to repercussions experienced in the past. With specific relevance to the photographs and 

their significance to Indo-Mauritians, this issue appears to be at the heart of the current 
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debates surrounding the photographic archives, in particular, matters of access and 

confidentiality. 

 

If we return to the significance of the Indo-Mauritian cultural context, we know that Indian 

names, and to a lesser degree village and regional origins, can be associated with the 

determinations of caste. Erikson describes caste in India as encompassing aspects of both 

'culture' and 'society': "It is both symbolic and associated with Hinduism, and a set of rules 

and practices regulating social organisation, interaction, and power in Indian society." 

(Erikson 2001:142). The caste system ranks people according to assigned statuses. It 

regulates interrelationships between members of different castes and creates an 

interdependency between castes through labour division. On religion, the caste system 

follows notions of ritual purity and impurity (Erikson 2001). As a result, the documented 

information attached to the Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs such as name, village, 

region, and caste, while useful, can also be used and adapted to new situations, far removed 

from the original circumstances of the indentured labourer. This mirrors Erikson's statement: 

"Although written records and archives provide information of a different kind from oral 

transmissions, they too are ambiguous and open to 'tailoring' and varying interpretations." 

(Erikson 2001:273). 

 

To unpack this issue of caste as it impacts on the Indentured Labour Portraits, I needed to 

return to the historical contexts of the indentured labourer and understand why caste was 

included as necessary data for the British colonial administration. The following section 

outlines the links to the Indentured Labour Administration System in the present-day debates 

on caste in Mauritius, in contrast to the experience of the indentured labourers themselves, to 

whom caste became irrelevant as a mode of regulating social structure. The Indian caste 

system was directly transferred to Mauritius via official indentured labour documentation. Of 

interest is why this information has become a point of tension for the archives and the 

photographs. 
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Fig. 53 PB Archive Duplicate Old Immigrant's Ticket. Courtesy of the Mauritian National Archives. 

 

The first question we need to ask is why caste was recorded by the British colonial 

administration in Mauritius. As we can see in the above example of an old immigrants ticket 

(Fig. 53), the labourer's caste, in this case Ghutowar, was only one of several pieces of 

information recorded for each labourer. The recording of information included name, 

marriage status, father's name, region, zillah (village), height, age, caste, religion, arrival date, 

ship name and number, sugar plantation posting, and markings. I suggest that the formulation 

of the Indentured Labour Administration Records was heavily influenced by the British 

Indian identification systems of that time. Radhika Singha (2000) makes links to the 

documentation of convicts in India after the 1830s, when the descriptive roll which processed 

the convict became more detailed and included name, caste, age, height, colour, particular 

marks, and features or defects. It would be easy to surmise that the documentation of the 
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convict system in India would influence other models of identification adopted by the British 

colonial government in India. 

 

Singha (2000) discusses the need for the British colonial government in India to stabilise and 

identify the Indian population. A situation they found too fluid and unregulated, the following 

quote comes from J. Malcolm's Memoir of Central India, written in 1823: “One way of 

conceptually subduing the social flux unleashed by the British was to build up ethnologies 

distinguishing between those who provided good material for productive, revenue gathering 

subjects from those whose way of life was inimical to this endeavour” (cited in Singha 

2000:3). The most obvious distinctions to start with were caste, religion, and occupation. By 

categorising these distinctions as areas for identification, the British colonial regime was 

critiqued as responsible for creating a more rigid class system in India than existed before 

colonisation. Consequently, this tightening of identification and the demarcation of 

population groups encouraged the growth of identity evasion. 

 

The policing of populations was not only to settle disorderly communities, but to obtain 

Indian labour for the British empire’s other colonies. As already mentioned, the Indentured 

Labour System, while being an alternative system to slavery, could easily be associated with 

slavery. Therefore, recruitment procedures for labour needed to be such that "they would not 

carry the contaminating associations of slavery.” (Singha 2000:12). Consequently, while 

appearing morally acceptable as a voluntary, paid, contract system, the indentured labour 

recruitment procedures also needed to ensure the costs of labour were kept low and there was 

no option for self-employment or for the labourer to transfer into other labour markets (Carter 

1995:100). As Singha (2000:5) mentions, the identification imperative, to prevent one 

individual from passing himself off as another, broadened out to other British colonies, where 

there was a similar need to monitor the movement of indentured labour, pilgrims, and free 

immigrants. The need to identify labourers by caste, religion, and occupation subsequently 

followed its way into the information processes of the Indentured Labour System. At the 

heart of this identification system in India, as was the case in Mauritius, was identity evasion. 

So, the inclusion of caste in the identification of Indian citizens and indentured labourers was 

one of the many tools used by the colonial authority to differentiate and control individual 

subjects. 

 

Once the indentured labourers had been recruited and gathered at the immigration depots in 

the Ports of Madras, Calcutta, and Bombay, the matter of caste began to adjust to the new 
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circumstances of indenture. Brij Lal (1998a) describes the initial experience of the indentured 

labourers and the ship voyage as accelerating a process of social fragmentation that had 

already occurred amongst many of the agricultural classes within India. This fragmentation 

impacted directly on the perception of caste amongst the labourers themselves. The voyage 

by ship interfered with the cultural practices that perpetuated caste hierarchies: First, the 

journey by ship across the Kala Pani was perceived as an unsure act, one that removed caste 

purity; second, the adequate separation of men and women was not easily enforced; third, the 

culturally sanctioned segregation between castes was hard to implement; and finally, the 

cooking, cleaning, and pumping of water were shared by all people regardless of their social 

status. Overall, the ship journey meant that, “Enforced interaction rather than separation 

became the norm.” (Lal 1998a:222). One of the outcomes of this fragmenting process was a 

reconfiguration of social networks and relationships, where the shared experience of the 

voyage created new identities and liaisons, in particular, that of the Jahaji Bhai (ship 

brother). 

 

The neutralisation of caste in Indian indentured colonies is common in discussions of 

indentured labour history. Hugh Tinker (Tinker 1974:155) cited this statement, observed by a 

British officer at a port in India: “At Negapatam, a Brahman chided a Pariah who barged 

into him on the quay. To which the Pariah replied, ‘I have taken off my caste and left it with 

the Port Officer. I won’t put it on again till I come back.’” Oddvar Hollup (1994) claims that 

caste amongst overseas Indians was never successfully re-established. He suggests that the 

economic and political systems in the colonies where indentured labourers went were not 

conducive to the maintenance of caste. He also argues that in Mauritius there was a similar 

disintegration of caste and a transformation of caste identity into an Indian ethnic identity. 

Particular to Mauritius was the later emergence of caste associations (or socio-religious 

associations) as interest groups lobbying for political purposes. 

 

The indentured labourers came from different castes; the largest group came from the peasant 

castes and there are many instances where people manipulated their registration records, 

taking the opportunity to change their name and caste for various reasons. The manipulation 

of identity intended to shift one's social status, described as an enactment of social mobility 

either up or down, was sometimes employed to avoid identification (Carter 1995; Carter 

1996). Both the journey by ship to Mauritius and the living circumstances on the sugar 

plantations nullified the determinations of caste. The Indentured Labour Photographs visually 

represent a levelling of the indentured labourers’ social status. Whatever their caste, they 
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were all identified as ‘indentured labourers’ subject to the indentured labour contract, its 

regulations, provisions, and work and living conditions. 

 

Sonwantee Deerpalsingh (2012) has written an enlightening piece on the shifting identities of 

the Mauritian Indian indentured labourers and their descendants. She claims that, although 

varna (caste) was initially central to the indentured labourers’ identity, over the years, as the 

labourers settled and assimilated into communities, the social layers of caste underwent 

profound long-term shifts. These shifts were the result of large scale societal changes within 

these communities. Due to the limited number of available women, traditional marriage 

customs and arrangements were difficult to enact. Social rules and customs between genders 

became irrelevant and new ways of negotiating relationships between couples emerged. For 

example, widows or divorced women could easily remarry, unlike their counterparts in India 

who were prescribed a life of rejection and isolation. Concubinage, living as husband and 

wife without performing religious or legal rights, was common and tolerated (Sooben 

2012:68-69). These shifts in social practices also impacted upon the necessity of caste 

identity and one’s caste and family background became less significant. As Deerpalsingh 

(2012, p. 26) states: “The descendants of indentured labourers have forged new identities in 

response to social, cultural, political culture and material realities [sic].” Thomas Hylland 

Erikson (2001:149-150) suggests that the caste system transformed from the day of departure, 

with dietary restrictions and purity rituals being impossible to maintain on the ship, and the 

division of labour according to the village jajmani system becoming obsolete.
55

 So from the 

above authors, we can surmise that caste, at the time of the indentured labour system in 

Mauritius, became fragmented and diffused due to the changing social circumstances of the 

labourers in Mauritius. 

 

In summary, we can confidently say that the traditional caste system of India did not transfer 

to Mauritius. The work and social circumstances of the indentured labourers made it 

impossible to maintain an Indian caste system. The fundamental religious rules of purity and 

impurity were impossible to adhere to and the regulations of labour diversity and caste 

interdependency were no longer relevant in the indentured labour setting. One area where 

caste identity may have influenced social status amongst the indentured labourers was the 

prevalence of high-caste workers being employed in privileged positions on the sugar estates, 

becoming sirdars (overseers) and contractors. These privileged labourers received higher 

                                            
55

 Jamani System: A set of traditional rules governing the exchange of products and services between 

members of different castes Erikson, Thomas Hylland (2001). 
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wages and rations and had greater opportunities to acquire land, over time becoming small 

planters and entrepreneurs (Hollup:303). Therefore, the identification category of caste on the 

immigrants’ tickets was unlikely to have had social repercussions for the labourers during the 

indentured labour period in Mauritius unless it resulted in the privileging of employment 

status and therefore economic status. 

 

So, how is caste relevant today in Mauritius? As  Mathieu Claveyrolas (2016) suggests, caste 

is a controversial topic. The most important work focusing on Mauritian castes was published 

in 1994, under the title The Disintegration of Caste and Changing Concepts of Indian Ethnic 

Identity in Mauritius. Its author, Oddvar Hollup, argues that the Indian caste system has been 

considerably eroded in Mauritius. Its basic classification system appears to reproduce the 

Indian Brahminical caste structure based on varna. If caste classification is used, you are 

identified as either: Maraz (Brahmin); a Babujee (Kshatriya); or a Vaish (Vaishya) 

(Claveyrolas 2016:5).  More recently, there has been a revival of caste consciousness in 

political contexts. Mathieu Claveyrolas (2016) was involved in research for the Truth and 

Justice Commission held in Mauritius in 2011. The research conducted for the Commission 

aimed to obtain a refined understanding of Mauritian society. Part of this investigation 

included interviewing the descendants of indentured labourers and examining the discourse 

of caste. What ensued from this research was the ambiguity of the idea of caste in Mauritius: 

“Mauritian discourse on caste hesitates between ignorance and denial. The recurrence in 

Mauritius of scandals, anecdotes and discussions related to caste, however, leads to suspect a 

hidden reality” (Claveyrolas 2013:196). 

 

The following observations demonstrate this 'hidden reality'. Sydney Selvon (2012) states 

that the caste system is still present in Mauritius and that it is “apparent among descendants 

of indentured labourers, when it comes to marriages and weddings, the sharing of meals, 

devotional practices and politics”. Leckrani Quedou (2013:98) claims: “There are some 

people who still believe in the caste system … the high caste people do participate in the 

function when they are invited, but they do not eat or drink at the residence of a low-caste 

person … although people do not talk about it, such a distinction is still present in Mauritian 

Society.” Sean Carey (2011) has also researched the subject of caste and its significance for 

Indo-Mauritians today, and was informed by his participants that it doesn't exist anymore, 

that the only people who use caste are the politicians at election time. Generally speaking, 

mentioning the caste system in Mauritius is politically incorrect (Claveyrolas 2016). When an 

issue of the French magazine L'Express (9 May 2010) carried an article explaining the caste 
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system in Mauritius, it was publicly burnt by a member of the Hindu Common Front. 

However, as Claveyrolas (2016) suggests, caste is not only hidden, it surfaces as a topic in 

pre-election government debates, when caste identities are used to manipulate voters' support. 

Indo-Mauritian politicians undermine opponents by claiming that their originating forefathers 

to Mauritius were of a lower caste status than they identify with today. Implying a sense of 

mistrust and embellishment of their family history. The archives have been used to locate this 

kind of information about others, hence the tightening of access and confidentiality rules. 

Hollup (1994:303) explains that today in Mauritius caste is no longer defined by a division of 

labour; rather it persists by difference. The new form of caste grouping is aligned to kinship 

groups, related through language and cultural ties. However, endogamy is still practised 

under the auspices of kinship groupings, rather than the traditional division of labour 

hierarchy. Today, family wealth, occupational status, and educational qualifications 

supersede any notions of caste. Additionally, most Indo-Mauritian marriages appear to be 

endogamous; there is still a preference to marry someone from a similar rank or perceived 

status. 

 

The report of the Truth and Justice Commission in 2011 (Mauritius Vol. 1, Taboo: 294) 

documents the problem encountered when investigating the topic of caste: 

 

"The very first reaction of almost every person approached by the Commission was 

to deny the existence of castes in Mauritius or to refuse to speak about them. Many 

expressed fears of speaking freely about the subject and requested anonymity. Others 

requested that the interview not be recorded or be erased. Upper-caste persons were 

proud of their identities." 

 

Today, due to increasing inter-caste, inter-ethnic marriages these identities are continuing to 

shift and reconfigure. One of the participants in my research, who was well versed in the 

state of casteism in Mauritius, explained: "It is impossible to create a static framework of a 

caste system in Mauritius. The notion of caste can be both present and not present depending 

on each situation. Within one family alone, caste can be relevant to individual members 

when negotiating marriage affiliations, and to others of no relevance at all." He also 

suggested that religious association is perhaps more relevant today than social caste. Many 

of my participants referred to caste as more relevant in the political arenas of Mauritius 

where it is used to promote or undermine political opponents. As an alternative, or 

derivative of, a caste system, is the practice of 'backing'. Rosabelle Boswell (2014:155) 
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claims that 'backing' is widely used in Mauritius. This practice results in the preferential 

employment of European and Indo-Mauritian descendants in the private sector and civil 

service respectively.  In contrast Creoles (especially those with little education) are 

employed as labourers, domestic workers and cooks. Some of my participants referred to the 

practice of 'backing' as essential if you are to gain employment in the civil service or 

promotion. What is apparent, is that whether 'caste' or 'backing' is practiced, inequality and 

discrimination according to social status or ethnicity remains prevalent in Mauritius.  

 

Most participants I interviewed regarding their ancestral photographs claimed to have little 

concern for their ancestors’ caste, though when they first saw the photographs, they were 

acutely interested in their ancestors’ physical appearance and social bearing. There have been 

instances reported of descendants viewing their ancestors’ photographs, seeing their caste and 

becoming distressed at what they saw. These were some of the stories told to me by archive 

staff: 

 

“Someone well placed in the police force was keen to visit the archive, he wanted to 

look for his forefather’s photograph. He had the number, and a search was done. 

The information was transcribed. When he looked at the original record he found out 

the caste of his ancestor, till now he has never bothered to get a copy of the picture.” 

Anon 

 

“A person who was quite interested in getting his ancestor information from the 

archives wanted to know the caste. I wrote it on a piece of paper and discreetly gave 

it to him. He looked at it and said that he will take it but he does not accept it. From 

generation to generation his family had been told they were from the upper ladder 

and now the evidence shows they were actually from the lower.” Anon 

 

"A man came to see the photograph of his ancestor that we had found in the ledgers. 

When he found out the caste of his ancestor, he was so angry he tried to scratch out 

the portrait. He never asked for a copy of the photograph." Anon 

 

"More recently, a person searching his ancestral information refused to accept its 

validity and accused us of changing the information; we have been involved in a 

legal case because of this." Anon 
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Since Mauritian independence, we can see that descendants of the indentured labourers have 

invigorated their interest in the lives of their ancestors. The photographs have become 

associated with these changing political contexts in which Indo-Mauritian heritage and 

indentured labour history has gathered force. Today, the lives of the descendants of the 

indentured labourers and the Indentured Labour Portraits are merging through processes of 

family heritage research and a desire for ancestral connectivity. In these current contexts, 

anxiety is still at large, though in different forms and for various reasons. The photographs 

and the Indentured Labour Archives are repositories of caste identity. In the past, when caste 

identity was used in the political arena to destabilise a political opponent, it was the 

Indentured Labour Archives that were consulted. Consequently, these archives and their 

access have become highly controversial. 

 

4. Archive Management and Access 

 

The main social and political issues surrounding the photographs today are central to the 

‘encounter’ with the images and their associated information. Issues of confidentiality and 

access have come to the fore, resulting in new government regulations dictating the 

management of the archives. Debates have consequently arisen over the control and rights of 

access to the archives. For Indo-Mauritians today, the protection of their ancestors’ identity is 

a complex notion. The MGI archives currently have a policy that discourages the release of 

the Indian immigrants’ caste as part of the ancestral search. The caste of an ancestor is not 

included in the certified transcript document given to descendants, but can be requested and 

given verbally in person. This situation highlights that the knowledge of caste remains 

problematic. 

 

The following is the current government access policy formalised in 2014. The Indian 

Immigration Archives fall under the jurisdiction of the National Archives Act 1999, and are 

subject to section 13 of the Act and Government Notice 28 of 2002 (Archives 2013). I have 

underlined the contentious sections of the new access regulations: 

 

Access rules (as of 2014): 

Policy of Access for the General Public 

1) Only the staff of the Indian Immigration Archives (IIA), of the Institute, shall 

have access to the Archives. 
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2) The documents shall only be used for research purposes. So as to prevent damage 

to these original records by mishandling and to maintain the confidentiality of 

personal information of individual immigrants, members of the public shall not have 

access to the archival documents. 

3) Public requests shall be processed by the staff of the MGI and transcription copies 

(original/certified copies) shall be attested by the Head of the Department and shall 

be issued to the descendants of the Immigrants. 

4) Requestors will be notified by the officers of the department of the exact date for 

collection of information and to call in person/send authorised representatives along 

with a letter of authorisation at the archives to collect the transcribed information 

sheet. 

5) Copy of a photograph: (if available) will be obtainable upon request by an 

applicant to the Head of the Department. 

 

Policy for researchers to get access to the Indian Immigration Archives 

1) Researchers will be admitted to consult records, after submission of an official 

letter from their respective institutions attached to the researcher’s form, which 

should contain detailed description of their research – (title/purpose and duration). 

The letter and researcher’s form should be sent at least 2 weeks in advance to the 

MGI to give time for reply and for officers of the Archives Section to organise and 

allocate appropriate time slot for the researchers. 

2) The researcher’s forms are available:  

- On the website of the Mahatma Gandhi Institute 

- At the Indian Immigration Archives counter 

3) Research scholars shall be admitted to consult records, after permission is granted 

by the management/head of department, after approval of their research forms, 

which must contain detailed description of their research. 

* Notification will be made via a reply letter, (within 2 weeks), indicating dates and 

time to access archival records. Permission to have access to records granted to a 

research scholar will be valid for an initial period of 3 months and renewable. 

 

Parameters of research in the Archives section 

*For research on any individual immigrant, a letter from at least one descendant of 

the late immigrant should be addressed to the MGI management and should indicate 

authorisation granted to the researcher to collect and reproduce the specific 
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immigrant’s bio-data and to reproduce pictures (where applicable). It should also 

indicate that permission has been granted to the researcher to use the immigrant’s 

bio-data in any publication or any public document. 

1) For general research on Immigration Bio Data (available in the PE series: arrival 

lists/PC series: Emigration Certificate and PD series Marriage Certificates) 

immigration numbers should not appear in any public publications 

(newsletters/posters/newspaper article/books and academic papers – except if 

authorisation is given by the descendants). 

2) For immigrant photographs from PG series (immigration numbers and names) 

should not appear in any public publications (newsletters/posters/newspaper 

article/books and academic papers – except if authorisation is given by the 

descendants). 

3) For specific research topics, whereby a broad area of data is needed, permission 

will be granted after discussion with the officers of the Section and management of 

the MGI. 

 

Digitisation 

On a case by case basis reproduction/digitisation of records will only be entertained 

on a sample basis in accordance with the content of the record and purpose of 

research, reproduction/digitisation of records will be authorised on a sample basis in 

accordance with the content of the record and purpose of the research. During the 

course of reproduction/digitisation of the archival documents, researcher/s should 

not cause any damage to the documents. Furthermore, digitization will be carried out 

under the supervision of the officers at the Archives Department. The researcher/s 

should undertake the responsibility of not disclosing the identity and personal 

information of the immigrants in their publications, which may lead to prejudice 

[against] the immigrants’ descendants. 

 

The MGI Indian Immigration Archives has copyright over all records in its custody 

and therefore it should always be acknowledged in the outcome of research projects 

(publications, theses or dissertation, posters, exhibits, etc.). 

 

Copies 

Digitised copies of records from the Indian Immigration Archives should be 

submitted to the MGI upon completion of research. The digitised copies should not 
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be handed over to a third party under any circumstances. They should not be used 

for any purpose without the prior permission from the MGI. 

 

As can be ascertained from these regulations, both the care and preservation of the records 

and the confidentiality of the identity of the indentured immigrants are paramount. What is of 

great importance here is the instruction to researchers to “not disclos[e] the identity and 

personal information of the immigrants in their publications, which may lead to prejudice 

[against] the immigrants’ descendants.” Throughout my fieldwork, I have tried to make sense 

of this 'fear of prejudice' to the immigrants' descendants. What I have garnered over time is 

that this refers to the ambiguous notion of caste that appears to have caused great concern 

over the Indian Indentured Labour Archive access policy. 

 

The archives are physically screened off from the public and imbued with a strong protective 

process for researchers to negotiate. The greatest resistance to these regulations is from 

fellow Mauritian-based researchers who believe they should have easy access to the 

documents stored at the MGI. They feel obstructed unnecessarily from the archives, 

especially when, in contrast, the National Archives has an open access policy with no 

restrictions on time, recording methods, or presentation of information. Of note is the new 

transcription form as approved by the Government Access Policy of 2014, which does not 

include the indentured labourers’ caste as a category. It is also not mentioned in the 

regulation document. Ironically, its absence marks its significance. This piece of information 

can only be obtained formally and presented verbally. Research participants made the 

following comments: 

 

“It is my ego (Hindu term) that I am driven to want to know more about my 

ancestors. I have also asked about my caste – the archive officer said he would give 

it to me, only verbally, not written down! I don’t care what caste my ancestor was; I 

am happy to know.” Anon. 

 

"... it is not only the worry if an ancestor is a low caste, but it is also perceived to be 

a problem if an ancestor is a high caste... Because the colonial government clerks 

misspelt names, some families are identified as members of different castes, causing 

family conflicts – one family could have a high caste last name and another a lower". 

Anon. 
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“I don’t care what my family caste is; I just want to know and I am happy to tell 

anyone." Anon. 

 

Choosing to delete a particular category from the indentured labourers’ information is a 

political act and one that represents the power of the managing institution (Karabinos 2013). 

Jacques Derrida (1998:4) also confers that, “[t]here is no political power without control of 

the archive”, or as Michel- Rolph Trouillott (1995) suggests, “to make absent or 'silence' a 

part of the historical record is an act of social control”. While I empathise with the problems 

generated by this particular piece of information, caste, particularly its use as an information 

tool in the political arena, I also refer to the comment made by Verne Harris (2002:65): 

"When parts of an archive are removed, or made silent, the archive becomes a skewed 

representation of history." Given that archives are only ever a small record of actual history, 

the act of removing or silencing information is all the more destructive to the small amounts 

of remaining historical records. The absence of the caste category, even though it can be 

given verbally, performs as a secret and secrets create tension. What is intentionally made 

absent can signify what is extremely important and threatening in the social world (Lovell 

2007:72). 

 

In addition to the anxious tensions created by the caste issue and access to the archives, I was 

confronted during my interviews with requests from research participants to keep certain 

information 'off the record'. Predominantly, this information was related to ancestors' caste, 

family name, or origin. One example involved a research participant who found out through 

his ancestral search that he had been born to a Muslim family and had been adopted by a 

Hindu family. For the participant, this information was highly sensitive and, he determined, 

better to be kept secret. The matter of caste was often presented to me in a secretive fashion, 

such as quietly whispered. Sometimes it was discussed openly in the context of current 

debates about the existence or non-existence of caste in Mauritius today. I propose that the 

lengths taken by the government to silence the retrieval of 'caste' information from the 

archives makes the issue more contentious and amplified. The historian Vijaya Teelock, after 

becoming frustrated with MGI access issues during the Truth and Justice Commission 

investigations, commented in a local newspaper that: 

 

"The direction of MGI wants to keep certain information secret, as members of its 

management believe that some information is too sensitive and cannot be revealed to 

light. As a historian, I think that to hide some information does a disservice. If there 
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were traces of humiliation, this must be made public because it is in doing so, we 

accept what we are, and we will be reconciled with our past" (Vijaya Teelock 

interview cited in Laurent 2011) 

 

Today, there is a degree of mistrust surrounding the archives, as seen when individuals seek 

information from the archives and accuse the archivists of creating false documents, or when, 

during the Truth and Justice Commission in 2011, access to the Indentured Labour Archives 

became a hotly contentious issue within the commissions proceedings. The current debates 

and controversies are summarised below, taken from the Truth and Justice Commission's 

Report: 

 

It is also regrettable that many Mauritians are not even aware of their own origins 

and of the richness of the cultural heritage which their ancestors brought with them 

to Mauritius. Moreover, the richness of the Immigration Archives, regretfully, has 

not been allowed to be fully exploited through archaic beliefs and regulations which 

control access in those institutions (TJC. Vol.1:145). 

 

From the much quoted figure of 453,000 believed to have come to Mauritius, about 

one-third returned to India, while another 1/3 did not survive their indenture and did 

not leave any descendants. This makes the request by the Mahatma Gandhi Institute, 

which houses the Immigration Archives, even more ridiculous, when they ask 

researchers to ‘get the permission’ of descendants before embarking on tracing 

family histories. It appears they are not aware that the bulk of immigrants never left 

descendants and are now consigned to oblivion in Mauritian History books, because 

of uninformed and unscientific-based policies (TJC.Vol.1: 154). 

 

The Commission believes that the principle of self-identity needs to be respected. In 

other words, it is up to the individual or the group to decide what category he or she 

wishes to be recognised as. It is not the State, and certainly not the historian, who 

should decide this. However, this is not the prerogative either of the politician or of 

the small group of persons at the Mahatma Gandhi Institute. Public consultation and 

open debate must be the order of the day (TJC. Vol.1:179). 

 

It is to be regretted that up to now, there has been no attempt to explain this to 

Mauritians who seek to trace their ancestry and discover that names, castes and 
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districts are not the same as they believe them to be. Mauritians have thus been left 

with incomplete, undigested and unexplained information by custodians of the 

Archives (TJC Vol.1: 156). 

 

Over time, I was exposed to the interagency conflicts regarding the access and management 

of the Indian Indentured Labour Archives. Often opposing parties would openly discuss their 

dissatisfaction with individuals and organisations and it became important for me to maintain 

a neutral position. Positioning myself as a neutral observer was in itself anxiety provoking. 

From these contentious circumstances, I concluded that anxiety and mistrust clearly 

resonated from and around the archives. 

 

The resonance of mistrust reverberated in my fieldwork engagements. The following account 

is one such example: 

 

After explaining my research project, to a prospective participant. He became quite 

animated and said that some time ago he had been to MGI to seek information for 

his PIO (Person of Indian Origin) card and had applied to obtain a photograph of 

his ancestor from the photographic archive. He was told by MGI staff that no 

photograph was available. I asked to see the information transcript he had received 

from MGI outlining all his ancestor’s indentured labour details. Based on my 

knowledge of the archive and the dates of his ancestor's indentured contract period, I 

surmised that there should be a photograph. I asked if he would like me to check 

again, now that the photographs had been digitally copied and indexed on a software 

program. He agreed and provided me with a letter authorising me to conduct 

research on his ancestors. During the follow-up research, a photograph was located. 

The family appeared very happy with this outcome. I met with them and showed them 

the picture and recorded their reaction. In a discussion, we surmised that given the 

age of the labourer it may be possible that there were other photographs of family 

members. I offered to follow up on this question. 

 

Through a mutual friend I was told that some of the family members were 

questioning the accuracy of the information I had provided from the archives. The 

information was different to the information provided by past relatives. My initial 

reaction was one of puzzlement and hurt; however, when I reflected on the history of 

the archives and the experiences of the archivists who manage them, I realised that I 
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was ensconced in a similar situation of mistrust, where the details of the archival 

records were doubted as accurate evidence. By rechecking with the family that they 

wanted me to continue the search, I persisted, and we did indeed find other family 

photographs. The information gathered began to solidify the families’ knowledge and 

understanding of their indentured labour heritage. Thankfully, the anxious 

atmosphere shifted from mistrust to intrigue and excitement. 

 

5. Archive Safety 

 

Regarding the tensions surrounding the photographic archives, I argue that the safety of the 

photographs is the most paramount issue today. The gravity of conserving and protecting 

these images is not just because they are significant visual records of the indentured 

labourers, they are also photographs from the nineteenth century and, in a global sense, these 

photographs are of great importance to photographic history. In most cases albumen prints 

(such as these) are the original primary artefacts which constitute a large part of the world's 

nineteenth-century visual cultural heritage. Today, the conservation of albumen prints is one 

of the principal concerns in the field of the photographic conservation (Reilly 1980:93). 

 

With this said, the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive, including any photographs from 

this era, such as the portrait photographs found in the Vagrant registers, criminal 

photographs, and the photographs found in the Protector of Immigrant Ledgers (PB, National 

Archives), should all be protected under strict conservation guidelines. It is here that the 

matter of archive access and rigid regulations can be strongly justified. The following 

outlines the current viewing conditions of the photographs: 
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Fig. 54 View of Indian Indentured Labour Archives from the Indentured Labour Museum, ground floor. 

Author’s photograph 2013. 

 

The Indentured Labour Archives are situated in a purpose-built glass room situated above the 

Indentured Labour Museum at MGI. The glass room and the ledgers can be seen from the 

ground floor of the museum, or upstairs on the first floor. Next to the enclosed archive space 

is another glassed room housing the air-conditioning and dehumidifying units that control the 

environment. Direct viewing of the photographic archives is only possible if formal 

permission has been requested and granted. The archive staff are the only people allowed to 

enter and retrieve the documents from the archive room. Researchers are monitored while in 

contact with the archives. Detailed records are kept of all documents consulted, as well as 

when and by whom. These processes appear, to me, to be in alignment with international 

archive policies when accessing original sources. As reported by the Smithsonian Institute 

Archive preservation guidelines: "The first and most important step in preserving any 

collection is to ensure that temperature and humidity meets or exceeds standards: cool and 

dry (less than 65 percent relative humidity to reduce possibility of mould or accelerated 

aging)." Light is also a major threat to albumen photographs. Ironically, what was essential to 

their creation is deadly to their conservation. Albumen prints are also vulnerable to chemical 

attack from the chemicals used in their production, or from chemicals present in adhesives or 

backing paper. The reformatting of the archives into digital format is also recommended as an 

essential preservation technique, reducing the need to open up the precious archives to 
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destructive light, atmosphere, and people. However, regardless of copied formats, original 

historical archives are invaluable, and those involved in their care always carry with them a 

constant level of anxiety that helps to ensure their protection. 

 

The lack of public access to the original records is sometimes displeasing as some persons 

want to see the original image. There is a sense that a digital copy is not the same as the 

material presence of the printed object. There are also some issues regarding cross-cultural 

matters regarding photographs and ancestor worship. For some participants the physical 

existence of the photograph performs as a conduit of spiritual connection between the 

descendent and their ancestor. This circumstance is not addressed in the MGI access 

regulations. However, it is my understanding that direct access to the photographs can be 

arranged by request. While digital archiving is commendable and essential in preserving the 

photographic archives, to see the original photograph of the labourer positioned on the page 

amongst many others is a powerful and affective experience. When I was privileged to 

observe the first viewing of the original photographs by members of the public, I observed 

that the encounter 'took their breath away'. So, while preservation policies are essential, to see 

the original images in their original format on the pages of the ledgers offers a very different 

experience for spectators. 

 

The current safety of the Indenture Labour Portrait Archives (except for those found in other 

ledgers in the National Archive Building, Coromandel) is assured. It was a great relief to see 

them so well cared for by the impassioned archive staff at MGI. The plans of creating a new 

purpose-built National Archive Building that will house all national archive material on one 

site is also encouraging and, I suggest, crucial to the future of Mauritian Historical Archives. 

 

6. Separated Histories and Archives 

 

Another area that adds to the underlying anxieties of the Indentured Labour Photographic 

Archives and follows on from the topic of archive safety, is the 'splitting off ' (separation) of 

the Indian Indentured Labour Archives and the National Archives. The need for the 

protection and conservation of the photographic archives required the control of 

environmental factors such as light, humidity, temperature, air, and touch. Consequently, in 

the late 1970s, it was decided that MGI was the only place in Mauritius that was adequate for 

this task and that all of the Indian Indentured Labour Archives would therefore be housed 



 

 

204 

there. This was a relevant site for the Indentured Labour Archives due to the purpose-built 

conservation facility and the MGI's focus on the promulgation of Indian culture in Mauritius. 

 

However, this meant a 'splitting off ' of the Indian Indentured Labour Archives from other 

Mauritian National Archives. This 'splitting off' from the rest of the National Archives, while 

understood and appreciated in terms of conservation aims, has created an anxious tension 

between the MGI and other government and non-government organisations. This separation 

implies that other archives and national histories housed in the National Archives are of 

lesser importance and are not considered a conservation priority. Interestingly, there are still 

many documents that are associated with the Indian indentured labour period housed at the 

National Archives, of note are the PB and PA British colonial administration ledgers, in 

which photographs, being the most unstable and prone to deterioration, are found embedded 

throughout. There are other sources of indentured labour information such as African and 

Chinese indentured labour records found within the Indentured Labour Archives at MGI.  

 

Fig. 55 Site of the National Archives - Coromandel, Warehouse building. Author’s photograph (2013) 

 

The archives of Dutch and French colonial periods and Afro-Mauritian history are much 

older and yet remain in a substandard conservation environment of the National Archives at 

Coromandel. I would like to note that the staff at the National Archives are greatly concerned 
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about the poor environmental conditions of the archives and have been requesting the 

attention of the government on this issue for many years. I propose that the separation of 

National Archives into particular ethnic categories, in different sites, under different 

management regulations, has created further tensions. Eric Ketelaar (2012:30) states: 

"Archives ... cannot be split up according to the ethnic, religious, or political provenance of 

the perpetrators, victims, or witnesses." Ketelaar warns, as does Williams (2007:168), that 

splitting up archives into specific ethnic groups can lead to an 'ethnicization of memory' in 

which history is bounded by a particular community's claim to it. Interestingly, this reflects 

the broader social structure of Mauritius in which communities are clearly bounded by 

cultural, religious, and linguistic affiliations. In regard to the situation of the National 

Archives in Mauritius, I suspect that the rejoining of all National Archives under one roof 

and one access regulation policy will help to diminish the above tensions. It may also 

normalise and diffuse the troublesome caste identity issue that has become so contentious for 

those who research the Indentured Labour Archives and those who manage them. I assume 

that current National Archive regulations and access policies would be reviewed and 

adjusted, prioritising the conservation of all archive materials, with adaptive policies that 

address the different material and cultural needs of each archival object and its relevant 

community. I emphasise here the particular needs of all historical photographs. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As explained in my analysis, the anxiety resonating from and around the Indentured Labour 

Photographs stems from several overlapping processes. During the indentured labour period, 

we find anxiety underscoring their creation and function as a tool of control. After their 

decommission, they experienced neglect, loss, and damage. Following their rediscovery and 

their shift into the Indo-Mauritian social context, caste identification information was 

retrieved and used as a political tool. As a consequence of this, access and confidentiality 

regulations were installed, obstructing open access to the archives and creating further 

tensions and debates between organisations, academics, individuals, and archive staff. The 

photographs’ fragile material status ensures an ongoing concern for their safety. Finally, the 

separation of the Indian Indentured Labour Archives from the National Archives to a 

different location, with different resources and access regulations, creates a perception of 

prioritised cultural histories. 
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As stated at the start of this chapter, photographic archives and the recording of history is 

forever evolving. As the photographic archives continue to shift and change, it is hard to 

imagine the alleviation from the above controversies and ensuing anxieties. At the very least, 

the dramatic story of the indentured labourers will continue to be transmitted and explained 

through the Indentured Labour Portraits and their fragile material status will always be of 

immense concern, unless scientific research discovers a way to halt the anxiously anticipated 

demise of nineteenth-century albumen prints. 

 

 

Fig. 56 Deteriorating albumen prints from PG53. Photograph courtesy of MGI and Mauritian National 

Archives. 
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Chapter Seven 

 

 

Fig. 57 The devi flame, Authors photograph, taken at a Telegu temple ritual, Quatre Bornes Mauritius 2013. 

Portrait - PG 46: 91. Courtesy of MGI and Mauritian National Archives. 

 

"Light is not so much something that reveals, as it is itself the revelation." 

(Turrel and King 2002) 
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Light, Ritual, and Photography 

 

As a prelude to the following chapter I would like to mark a transition in focus as this thesis 

moves its attention onto the descendants of the indentured labourers and their encounters with 

the photographs of their ancestors. This shift involves a movement away from institutional 

topics to the affective dimensions of ancestral photographs. To help mark this transition, I 

draw the reader into the realm of light and photographs. 

 

The devi flame pictured above is an essential feature of Hindu ritual and prayer in Mauritius. 

All auspicious events commence with the lighting of the lamp. It symbolises the attainment 

of knowledge. Just as light removes darkness, so too does knowledge remove ignorance. It 

seems appropriate to use the devi lamp as a symbol of light and knowledge in respect to the 

cultural contexts of the indentured labourers and their descendants.
56

 I imagine the lighting of 

the lamp to mark the auspicious occasion when I present the research of the descendants of 

the indentured labourers and their encounter with their ancestors photographs in the 

following chapter. 

 

The flame of the lamp resembles the substance of light in photographs. It is always present 

during Hindu religious ceremonies and ritual where it is used as a conduit for the interaction 

between the deity and the worshipper. The smoke of the flame, when inhaled by the 

worshipper, transfers the spirit of the deity into the person. The devi light and the prayers 

associated with it call the deity to be present. In the Hindu religious context light evokes the 

experience of a spiritual presence. Following the lighting of the lamp and ritualistic prayers, 

the worshipper – while consulting the deity – can experience darshan. In this state 

worshippers see the god and the god, in turn, sees them (Pinney 1997).  

 

Light, while silent, is also an essential feature throughout the life of the Indentured Labour 

Portraits.
57

 Indeed it is a resounding element of all photographs. The artist James Turrel 

(2002) refers to light as a substance and describes it as moving, invading and penetrating 

space and our eyes. The etymology of the word photography comes from the Greek language, 

in which photo means light and graphy means to draw, hence the common description of 

                                            
56

 My reference to Hindu symbolism does not intend to ignore other religious groups of the indentured 

labourers, such as Muslim and Christian. However, it does reflect the dominance of Hindu faiths 

associated with the indentured labourers.  
57 The term portraits is now used to define the indentured photographs as they shift into the domain of 
subjectivity and affect.  
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photography is ‘drawing with light’. The significance of light in photographs is often a ‘taken 

for granted’ element. However, light is the essential substance that makes the photograph. 

Our attention to light is often surpassed by the apparatus of the camera and the resulting 

image of its subject. Jean Baudrillard (1999) also emphasised the significance of light in the 

photograph, where he stated, "no matter which photographic technique is used, there is 

always one thing, and one thing only, that remains: the light." 

 

When examining and exploring historical photographs from the nineteenth century it is 

important to stop and consider the role of light as the medium of inscription, as one would 

with the medium of paint on an artwork. It is the fall and touch of light that produces the 

image; it is also the control of light in the developing process that governs its outcome, and 

the level of exposure to light that predicts its future. With respect to the Indentured Labour 

Portraits, light plays a significant role throughout their life story. To expand our 

understanding of the affective qualities of the Indentured Labour Portraits we need to grasp 

the unique nature of photographs in their own right, especially in comparison to other visual 

mediums. As such, I would like to emphasise the important role light plays in all dimensions 

of this research project, and in particular, the role it plays in our affective encounters with 

photographs. 

 

To begin, we need to ask ourselves why photographs are different to other visual media, 

including art and text, and consequently why they evoke a different form of engagement with 

viewers. The work of Mikael Petterson (2011) provides useful guidance. He highlights three 

factors that explain the unique nature of photographs. First, they are perceived as a realistic 

medium; they record what was there. Second, they are epistemic; they help to validate 

knowledge. And, thirdly, they evoke an experience of proximity; a sense of intimacy and 

touch. All three characteristics are relevant to the analysis of the Indentured Labour Portraits, 

where the recording of reality is at the heart of their creation and their ability to validate 

information contained in the image. However, what is less obvious, but central to the 

viewer’s experience of the Indentured Labour Portraits today in an Indo-Mauritian setting, is 

the ability of the photograph to evoke a sense of proximity and nearness between the 

spectator and the person in the photograph. Kendon Walton (cited in Petterson 2011: 186) 

suggests that in the case of photographs there is an “immediacy” that is not experienced with 

other visual mediums. Petterson also uses words such as intimacy, contact and closeness. 

Perhaps it is the significance of light in the photographic process that can help explain these 

experiences. 
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Roland Barthes (1980:76), refers to the significance of light as not only part of the 

photographic process, but also as what emanates from the image itself. “From a real body, 

which was there,’ he claims, “proceed radiations which ultimately touch me, who [is] here.” 

Light performs as an umbilical cord that links the body of the photographed (in this instance 

the labourer), to the eyes and brain cognitions of the viewer. This is in essence a physical 

engagement through light. The process of photography is known as a form of capturing light 

through chemical and now digital processes. However, light in the photograph has not had 

the full recognition it deserves. Light is not only being captured, but also stored and beamed 

back to the viewer. It is this later remitting of light, held and stored from a previous time, 

which beams out from the image and is sensed and perceived by the spectator. This helps to 

explain why, in historical contexts, the older the photograph, the more remarkable the image. 

Not only are they remarkable because of their age and the technologies used to create them, 

but also because the light in the photograph, with specific reference to portraits, has been 

stored and dormant over time, and when discovered or encountered, the light that touched the 

person is now touching the viewer. 

 

The Photographic Aperture and Light 

 

I also want to inject my previous notion of the photographic aperture into this discussion of 

light. When we see the photograph as an aperture, what we envision within this space is the 

inscription and projection of light.  
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Fig. 58 PG 46: 91 Photograph courtesy of MGI and the Mauritian National Archives 

 

Applying this notion of light to the aperture of the above image will help to explain this 

phenomena. The young girl was an indentured labourer in Mauritius. The image marks the 

very moment she is having her identification photograph taken, while seated in the studio at 

the immigration depot. The photographer has positioned the seat and the girl’s pose so that 

the best level of light can travel through the studio's high windows. The direction of the light 

coming through the window can be seen reflected in the girl’s eyes. The level of light from 

above ensures that when the lens of the camera opens enough, light falls onto the chemically 

treated glass plate so that a clear image is produced. 

 

Although it is part of a technical process, light is also falling onto the hair, skin and clothes of 

the girl. It touches her face, the tip of her nose, the waves of her hair, her eyes, the line and 

surface of her lips, her earring, the ornate patterning of her shawl, her necklace and shirt. It is 
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this very same light touching the girl at that historical moment that now touches us as we 

gaze upon the image. When we see the photograph through this connection of light we 

experience something that is primarily sensory; a sense of touch. I am reminded again here of 

Roland Barthes comment: “… a skin I share with anyone who has been photographed.” 

(1980:76).While thinking about this phenomenon of touch and light and historic photographs, 

this concept appears most prevalent in circumstances where individual descendants view 

images of their ancestors. The older the image, the more astounding is the ability of this 

touch of light to reach across time. When Elizabeth Edwards (2014) speaks of 'presence' in 

photographs, perhaps it is this touch of light, that is at the heart this encounter. 

 

I argue that light is at the centre of the engagements with the Indentured Labour Portraits. 

This is true throughout the social biography of the photographs, from their inception as 

identification portraits in the Immigration Depot's photographic studio to their remarkable 

story of survival on the immigration office shelving and to their reengagement with 

descendants today and their ongoing relationships in the future. Throughout the biography of 

the Indentured Labour Archive, light has been both friend and foe. It helped create the 

photograph by travelling from its source, the sun, and falling on the surfaces of the labourer 

and the space surrounding them. It then travelled through the lens of the camera and fell on 

the glass plates covered in chemicals, allowing the light to interact with the chemical 

substances on the plate and capture a replica image of what was in front of the camera lens. 

At this point, light also became foe as too much external light during the developing process 

could overexpose the image and fade it into non-existence. Once the image was fixed onto 

the paper, light persisted as a dangerous adversary: excessive light slowly faded and negated 

many of the printed images over time. 

 

As previously explained, the Indentured Labour Photographs were stored in two ways: in the 

large ledgers, in book form, and on the labourers’ immigrant tickets, carried on their person. 

The large ledgers were closed to light for most of their life, with the occasional opening for 

the search of an alleged vagrant labourer. Since their discovery in the late 1960s, the extant 

ledgers have become re-exposed to light as both researchers and family descendants seek to 

view the photographs. Each opening of a photographic ledger creates an ambiguous moment 

in which the light in the photograph is transmitted to the viewer evoking new relationships, 

while at the same time shortening the life of the photograph as it breaks down slowly through 

the intrusion of external light sources. 
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Light has always been at the centre of both the photograph and the relationships viewers have 

had with it, as well as at the heart of its material existence. The light of the Indentured Labour 

Portraits has been constantly negotiated throughout the life of the photographs. It therefore 

permeates this thesis, both literally and metaphorically, as we have journeyed through the 

social biography of the Indentured Labour Portraits and on every occasion we have viewed 

an Indentured Labour Photograph. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

Fig:59 Author’s collage. Photographs courtesy of Peerthum family, Mauritius 2013 and Author (2013). 

 

"The idea of the clan or community which was, momentarily, smothered by 

powerful economic forces resurfaced to uphold cultural and religious unity … 

the individual sense of self-preservation sublimated into collective 

participation." Beeharry (1976b: 286) 
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The Peerthum photograph (Fig. 59) marks this chapter as an auspicious point in this thesis 

where descendants encounter their ancestor's photograph, and the photographs become 

cherished and honoured objects. It is my intention that the diya (flame), seen burning and 

reflected in the glass frame of the image above, remains alight throughout the narrative 

below. In this way, I pay homage to all the indentured labourers who have been the focus of 

this research and who remain alive through their portraits, and to the remarkable moment 

when an ancestors’ past connects with their descendants’ present. 

 

Encountering Ancestors 

 

"As objects of desire, photographs point inevitably toward the past, toward their own 

origin, which becomes a site of longing and nostalgia, even if the origin is a national 

or personal wound …” (Chaudhary 2012:23) 

 

The previous chapters have set the scene for exploring the social life of the Indentured 

Labour Portraits today and how they are involved in complex relationships with descendants. 

I use the term portraits instead of identification photographs because they have shifted into 

the viewing realm of subjective experience. They have moved into their descendants’ homes 

and performed tasks and roles far removed from their original identification function. The 

Indentured Labour Portraits are today highly valued social objects in Mauritius, ensconced 

within historical narratives of ancestor veneration and honour. As such, they have become 

important visual icons of Indo-Mauritian history. By exploring the participants’ experiences 

of viewing the photographic portrait of their ancestors, I piece together the meanings and 

functions associated with the photographs today. What becomes apparent from these 

encounters is that the colonial footprint and its association with these photographs has shifted 

into the recesses and shadows of the photograph. When the descendants enter the aperture of 

their ancestors’ photographs, they retrieve and project alternative narratives that appear to 

overlook the obvious presence of the British colonial regime inscribed on these images. Other 

authors have noted similar notions of colonial amnesia, erasure, or aphasia when descendants 

view colonial photographs of their ancestors, implying that these types of responses are 

expressions of the spectator's resentment, resistance, embarrassment, or avoidance of the 

colonial past (Banks and Vokes 2010; Edwards and Mead 2013; Stoler 2002). I caution 

against the assumptions underlying these interpretations, which arguably give more credit to 

the impact of 'the colonial' in colonial photography than is necessarily the case; where 
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colonial photographic research may overstate the significance of the colonial and seriously 

underplay the meaning-making capability of the descendants of subalterns. 

 

In these circumstances we still need to ask who the spectators are and what their relationship 

is with the image? What is the cultural viewing context of these photographs and how and 

why are they being viewed? I use the encounter between the descendants of the indentured 

labourers with their ancestors’ portraits to show how photographic encounters can elicit 

varied and unexpected outcomes. In this chapter, I argue that descendants’ perceptions of 

their ancestors and their preoccupation with cultivating Indo-Mauritian history, ancestral 

traditions, and ritual trump the significance of the colonial footprint inscribed on the portraits. 

 

Although not part of the anthropometric archive, the Indentured Labour Photographs 

nevertheless belong to a genre of colonial photography that objectified colonial subjects. 

However, in her book Raw Histories, Elizabeth Edwards (2001b) challenges us to move 

beyond the objectification of colonial photography and allow for the possibility of the 

subject’s consideration. The Indentured Labour Portraits perform in a similar way, where the 

intensity of their colonial frame and the characteristically controlled imagery somewhat 

ironically serves to emphasise the individuality of each subject. This is in contrast to the 

original purpose of identification, which was to enable the visual recognition of an 

individual’s face. The colonial authorities saw these images as indexes of facial detail, not as 

subjects with experiences and stories. As I have said, the Indentured Labour Photographs 

were colonial identification documents, but today are portraits of ancestors. This new 

relationship and role of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive shows a dramatic shift 

in the social life of the photographs, where the subjectivity of the ancestor has become central 

to 'the work that they do' (Edwards 2012). 

 

In this thesis, I rely heavily on the personal reflections and responses of the descendants and 

on the comments made by those who have also witnessed such encounters. As explained in 

the fieldwork chapter, all participants involved in this research were descendants of the 

indentured labourers and came from varied occupations and backgrounds. I have chosen to 

keep the identities of the participants anonymous due to the personal nature of these 

encounters. This has been particularly important given the photographs propensity to elicit 

affective responses. 
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The ancestor portraits performed as potent elicitation devices. The encounter of the 

descendant with their ancestor's photograph correlates with a high level of participant 

authority, where the photographs emerge directly from the liminal space of family and 

ancestral history (Harrington-Watt 2011; Harrington-Watt 2015).
58

 It is precisely this direct 

link between the descendant and their ancestor that makes the Indentured Labour Portraits 

such powerful and compelling images. The direct expressions of the descendants highlight 

the prevalent themes that unfolded during their encounters with the photographs. These were 

witnessed as moments of first encounters, or as recurring encounters by descendants who had 

previously found their ancestor’s photograph from the Indentured Labour Archive. 

 

 

Fig. 60 Model for Civil Contract of Photography. Courtesy Chowriamah Family, Mauritius 2014. 

 

                                            
58

 In previous research, I created a model of photo-elicitation that determined the variability of 

participant authority depending on the method of photo-elicitation used. See introduction for a more 

detailed explanation. 

The 
Photographer 

The Spectator 

The Camera The Subject 
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Before presenting the descendants’ encounters, I return to Azoulay's (2008) The Civil 

Contract of Photography as modelled above. The particular relationship this chapter focuses 

upon is the relationship between the photograph, the subject, and the spectator. The subject in 

the photograph, in the contemporary Indo-Mauritian context, is perceived as an ancestor, and 

the spectators are predominantly their descendants. I argue that the nature of these encounters 

is very different from that of previous ones presented in this thesis, such as the cross-cultural 

encounter between the photographer (colonial institution) and the subject (labourer), or the 

photographer (colonial institution) and the spectator (the labourer, police, colonial 

authorities). In this setting, the relationships between the photograph, the ancestor, and the 

descendant occur in contexts of family ancestry, religious ritual, and cultural memory. These 

contexts influence the descendants’ experience of their encounters with the photographs. 

The nature of responses gathered from descendants has prompted me to describe them as 

'auspicious encounters'. The term auspicious can also mean favourable, propitious, promising, 

bright, optimistic, hopeful, and encouraging. This term strongly contrasts with the 

photographs’ early social history and I suggest this distinction is also reflected in the 

descendants’ encounters with the photographs. Their experiences of viewing their ancestors’ 

photographs are highly affective and marked by emotions of pride, honour, and gratitude. I 

chose to approach the affective qualities of these encounters with a cross-cultural lens, 

incorporating the Indian aesthetic theory of rasa (emotions) as a way to make sense of the 

affective responses experienced by the descendants. The notion of rasa allows for a more 

culturally sensitive understanding of visual encounters in Hindu and Indian settings. 

 

Part One of this chapter presents the descendants’ responses when viewing their ancestors’ 

photographs. These responses are grouped together to follow the progression of the 

encounter, beginning with the motivation of the descendant to search for their ancestor's 

photograph and followed by the process of retrieving the photograph from the archive. It then 

moves to the encounter itself. From these encounters of ancestor photographs I record what 

the descendants saw, what they thought, and what they felt. I include direct statements made 

by the descendants during our meetings to allow for the clear transliteration of the 

information gathered. Part One concludes with a summary of what happened to the 

photographs once they left the National Archive and entered the homes of descendants. Part 

Two of this chapter provides an analysis of the descendants’ responses, with a specific focus 

on ancestral traditions and rituals, and discusses the dramatic shift from the colonial genesis 

of the photographs to their function today as objects of veneration and honour. 
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Part One 

 

The motivations of descendants to 'see' the photograph: 

 

The primary motivation for descendants to see the photograph of their ancestor stems from a 

desire to increase their knowledge of their family heritage. As noted by some of the 

descendants, this desire for ancestral knowledge is relatively new and growing. It parallels 

both the advent of Mauritian Independence and the consistent dominance of Indo-Mauritian 

representation in subsequent Governments. Therefore, the motivation and desire to conduct 

ancestral research has followed broader political interests in Indo-Mauritian history. Having 

said that, the descendants of the indentured labourers in Mauritius have a unique advantage 

over those in other indentured labour colonies. They have an opportunity to obtain a 

photograph of their ancestor who took the challenging journey to Mauritius. This allows them 

to fill the imaginary space of their family history with a visual trace of their migrating 

ancestor. For some descendants, their motivation to find their ancestors’ indentured labour 

records was also to resolve information discrepancies found in their family history. For 

others, their search begins as an administration task, with the need to acquire information 

about their ancestor so they can apply for a PIO (Person of Indian Descent) Visa from India, 

or to challenge historical land ownership claims. No matter the motivation, once the 

descendant was made aware that a photograph of their ancestor existed in the archive, they 

became keenly interested in its retrieval and viewing. The following comments made by 

participants exemplify these motivating factors: 

 

N: In 2003, my grandfather passed away; he was 101. He was telling us stories 

about his grandfather who came to Mauritius and that he was a writer. My uncle 

wanted us to search for the family history. My grandfather was nine years old when 

he came to Mauritius. His age made me more curious, so I then did further 

searching, and I found that he came with his mother. 

 

C: The search for identity was my prime motivation. I have maintained my cultural 

roots and religious affiliations. In the government, the people are mostly Hindu; they 

think that Indo-Mauritian Christians were converted once in Mauritius. However, 

there were many Tamil Christians who came as indentured labourers to Mauritius. I 

want to correct this information. 
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CI: I first saw the photographs in the 1990s. At that time, the interest in our heritage 

was not there in Mauritius, everyone thought 'the past is the past; we are settled 

now'. I then thought ‘let me find out from the MGI about my forefather’. It was very 

interesting to learn; I got the certificate, and I saw the immigration number. They did 

not give me the photograph at that time. He came in 1865, and he was five years old. 

I asked them if they could give me that five-year-old photograph. They said they did 

not have [it]. Remembering that a child could only be employed as an indentured 

labourer after the age of ten, therefore [there] are no photographs of children 

younger than ten. At a later stage, I was given a photograph of my great grandfather, 

I expected to see a five-year-old, but he was twenty-two. 

 

D: I think to myself ‘I have got to know everything about my grandparents’. I wanted 

to know the height of my great grandfather because I found out that in my family I 

am the tallest one. I ponder to myself about what I am and about my genetics. I 

wanted to know was he intelligent and what he was like. I went to MGI to get the 

papers twice, when the man gave me the photo, I wanted to have it checked again. 

My father asked me why I did this. So I told my father ‘because people can say other 

versions’. 

 

R1: I became interested in my family heritage when I worked for Richard Allen who 

was an academic doing research on the Indentured Labourers in Mauritius. I went 

with him to many historical sites. From this work, I became interested in looking for 

my ancestors. Richard Allen, a professor in History, [specialises] in Mauritian 

Indentured Labour History. 

 

M: A cousin of my mum phoned her and told her: "Do you know that there are about 

50 acres of family land, I am sick, and I can't continue the research. Your 

grandfather started the research in 1984 and you should have some pieces of paper 

at your place that will help you continue the research." We found the bits of paper 

that my grandfather had left, and we still have them. We found the immigration 

number of this guy in the papers and then we went to MGI to get the immigration 

papers and the photograph. We began with wanting to prove ownership of the 50 

acres, but once you start the research, you find it very interesting. We found that they 
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all came on the boat ELORA, and they all went to work for this man on the sugar 

estate. 

 

S1: I wanted the picture, you can see what is written here, and when you put a 

picture to it, it feels different. 

 

U: There are many Mauritians doing the same thing. They are searching their roots; 

this is very new. 

 

K: People hardly have any photographs of their family; photographs are for the 

wealthy only. This is why the MGI photos are so important. 

 

 

 

The process of retrieving the photograph 

 

To obtain the photograph, the descendant needed to be patient and persistent as the processes 

of retrieving the relevant documents from the archives were notably complex, requiring large 

amounts of time and effort. For a descendant to obtain the photograph, they must know the 

immigration number of their indentured labour ancestor. This number is recorded on various 

documents about the indentured labourers and their children. If a descendant did not have an 

old document with their ancestor's immigration number on it, they had to begin their search 

by applying at the Civil Service Office for their grandparents’ birth or death certificates. It is 

extremely rare to find original indentured labour documents in family archives. Once these 

were obtained, they then needed to search back another generation for their great 

grandparents’ birth or death certificates. If their ancestor came as an indentured labourer, they 

would find the immigration number on these documents. If this information was unavailable 

from the Civil Service Office, the descendant could try a search at the Land Registry Office. 

If their ancestor had purchased land, a record of their purchase with their immigration 

number included may be found. Once obtained, the descendant would travel to the Mahatma 

Gandhi Institute (MGI) by bus or car and make a formal application to have their ancestral 

search done in the Indentured Labour Archive. For many, this process is complicated and 

stressful. It could also be hugely disappointing. Due to the poor management of the 

indentured labour records, after their decommission in 1914, their exposure to the damaging 

effects of climate and weather has resulted in the absence of some information, including 
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photographs. Regardless of this possibility of not finding their ancestral information, many 

descendants were successful. Obtaining an ancestor's photograph is regarded as the ultimate 

final achievement. The following comments help describe the complex nature of this research 

process: 

 

K (researcher): Some people who don't have the photograph really want to have it. 

They always asked us how to do this. They feel very happy and proud when they get 

through the complicated process. The people need a better guide of how to get the 

photographs. It feels very complicated for them; it would better if it were easier for 

them. 

 

R1: Due to poverty it was difficult for my grandfather and grandmother to do the 

research. It is a complicated process if you don't know what to do. 

 

N: I've got everyone apart from these two (showing me his family tree). The photos 

have been more difficult. I kept looking, but I can never find photos. It has been ten 

years I am looking for the photos and couldn't find anything. It's difficult when you 

go through the system. 

 

D: When I went to MGI I had my ancestor's immigration number, it took many weeks 

to hear back from the MGI officer. He told me there was no photo of my ancestor. I 

was very sad and disappointed not to have got it. I want to try again for other family 

ancestors but it takes a long time, and I am unwell. 

 

The Encounter 

 

On a few occasions, I was privileged to be present at the descendant’s first encounter with the 

portrait of his/her ancestor. I chose not to film these encounters due to the personal nature of 

this event. However, I did manage to make audio recordings, enabling me to record the 

thoughts and auditory responses elicited during the encounters. Audio recordings appeared 

less intrusive for the participants. To help explain this experience I present, in detail, a 

particular family's first encounter with their ancestor's image. 

 

Here, I reintroduce Chinna Sunnaisee. After being asked by the family to search for the 

photograph of Chinna from the Indentured Labour Photographic Archives, and having found 
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and obtained a copy of the original image, I informed the family that I had discovered a 

photograph of their ancestor and arranged a time to meet with them at their home. We met in 

the front sitting room of the family home where the son (who requested the search), his father 

and mother, wife, aunt, and cousin were all in attendance. I had already met the family on a 

previous occasion and had been in contact by email with the son at various times throughout 

the research process. 

 

We began by sitting in the living room, indulging in tea and cakes while having a lively 

conversation about family news and my experience of Mauritius. There was lots of chatter 

and noise. After some time, I asked if they were ready to see the photograph of their ancestor. 

I had received their ancestor's photograph as a jpeg. image via email from the MGI archivist. 

I had printed the digital image onto photographic paper in a format larger than the original 

ledger image (x 3) and printed several copies for the family to keep. I sent them the jpeg. 

image via email after this meeting. 

 

I was sitting on the left-hand side of the son on a sofa, and his father was seated next to him 

on the right. There was a coffee table in front of us and the mother, aunty, and cousin were 

seated opposite. After the removal of the cups and plates of food, I placed the photograph on 

the table directly in front of the son and his father. The chatter and noise stopped and this is 

what unfolded: 
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Fig. 61 Chinna Sunnaisee. Photograph courtesy of Sunnaisee family. 

 

Son: Show it to my dad first. 

I moved the photograph closer to the father. The encounter began in silence as each 

person took the time to process the image in front of them. After about 10 seconds, 

all of the people present made hushed noises of astonishment. No words were spoken 

for another 5 seconds; then this is what followed: 

Father and son: Very good! Very good! 

The son, to the father: This is your granddad! 

Son: Just see if he resembles you? 

Father: This is a miracle! A miracle! (in creole) 

Son: He is saying this is a miracle 

Son: I have no words!! This is so great for me! Before, I was told there was no 

photo! It is as if it comes from another planet, no? (French inflexion). It was like this 

in India; they have so much transformed. It is because of him we are here.  

Cousin of son: What do you feel when you look at this picture? You are his 

descendant! 
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Son: I just feel how hard it was for him when he arrived here and afterwards how 

life for us is easy. 

Father: The life was very difficult at that time. My father also had a difficult time. 

Before independence everything was difficult; before 1982/83 life was miserable in 

Mauritius. My father carries sugar cane three miles from the Henrietta Sugar Estate 

to the mill. He loaded the cane on the cart and disembarked it at the mill. Very hard. 

He walks three times a day with his ox carrying the cane to load and unload. 

Aunt: All this work and what did they eat? Only rice, dahl, and some fish.  

Son: This feels like an old Indian film. On my first visit to MGI, I was very 

disappointed when the officer told me there was no photo. My cousin was with me 

and we went together, and she got the photo of her family. She has now also 

researched her mother's side. When I got the original certificate of Chinna, the 

archive officer gave to me the name of a child and I thought, 'he cannot come alone'! 

Who did he come with? The quality is good still ... phoof ... (shaking his head in 

disbelief, followed by 1 minute’s silence) 

Aunt: (Speaking excitedly) How did you get the information to do the research? 

This is Chinna Sunnaisee when he is a child?? So this is your great grandfather!! 

Son: My father's father's father! (everyone laughing) 

Cousin: You need to do a family tree now.  

Son to Father: Do you know how many children he had? 

The father shrugs his shoulders and tries to think about this. 

Son: Every cousin of mine will want a copy of this. 

Kathy: Is there a difference between seeing the written information you received 

previously and now seeing the photograph? 

Son: It is different because it makes me think that it is because of him that we are all 

here. 

Son to Kathy: You have done a very good job!  



 

 

226 

Throughout this encounter, no one touched the photograph. It remained stationary on the 

table in front of the father, as if it was too precious to handle. The family, instead, shifted 

around the room to gain visual access to the photograph. The conversation turned to other 

family members and their desire to do similar research. Interestingly, the aunt and cousin 

expressed an interest in searching for their ancestor's photograph as well, yet said the notion 

of finding time to embark on the process was too daunting. Eventually, over a period of three 

years, we also found their ancestor photographs from the archive courtesy of an uncle's 

research request. 

 

The research for the Sunnaisee family's ancestors continued, spurred on by the young age of 

Chinna and questions about how he had come to Mauritius at such a young age. The 

extended research resulted in the finding of more photographs – one of Chinna's father and 

brother – and information about Chinna's mother and three sisters. The son now had a 

photograph of his great-great-grandfather. I took the picture below on my final research visit 

with the family. It shows the family placing the additional ancestral documents and images in 

genealogical order on the dining room table. The son stated: 

 

“I now have a photograph of all the first born Sunnaisee men, including myself and 

my son. That is six generations of our male line. Incredible!” 

 

Sadly, by the time I had located other ancestor photographs from the archive, the father had 

lost his sight as a complication of diabetes 

so, while present at the encounter, he was 

unable to see the image of his great 

grandfather, Pureddy. 
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Fig. 62 Pureddy Sunnassee, father of Chinna. Photograph courtesy of Sunnaisee family. 

 

 

Fig. 63 Piecing together family lineage through photographs. Photograph courtesy of Sunnaisee family. 
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Witnessing the family's first encounter with Chinna exemplifies certain themes that emerged 

from other descendant encounters. The notion of the viewing of ancestors’ photographs as a 

miracle, a marvel, and an incredible achievement was frequently mirrored in the comments of 

my participants. The son's comment about the difference between the text information he 

previously received and the viewing of the photograph – "It is different because it makes me 

think that it is because of him that we are all here" – highlights the strong associations 

descendants have with visual imagery and thoughts of honour and gratitude. The other 

highlight of this encounter is the strong reference to the significance of patrilineal heritage in 

the lives of the family; this has remained a common thread throughout my research. 

 

What did they see? 

 

Research participants responded in similar ways or noted other important elements such as 

how their ancestor looked, what they wore, and their demeanour. An MGI archive officer 

who had shown portraits to many descendants over the last two decades noted that when 

descendants came to view their ancestors’ photographs, they would frequently comment on 

the resemblance of the ancestor to other family members. They would look for any facial 

features that could be recognised by family members. When the descendants viewed the 

photograph, they often remarked on their ancestors’ social status through visual markers such 

as the way they dressed, their perceived intelligence, their representation as a labourer, and 

their physical state. The frequent reference to dress reflects its significance in Indian 

communities; this was very apparent in the lives of Indo-Mauritians today, as reflected in 

their responses to the images.
59

 The following transcripts highlight the repeating themes and 

narratives of what descendants saw when they encountered the photograph. 

 

 

 

 

N: That is Gajadhur (Fig. 64) with a big moustache. He does not look like a 

labourer, but the sirdar or the banker. He looks different to what I thought. He looks 

                                            
59

 For a detailed history of the dress of the indentured labourers and the progression of dress in 

Mauritius, see  

Treebhoobun, Nalini 

 2012 Dress and Identity. Angaje: The impact of indenture 2:85-99. 
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like a normal guy on the street. Nineteenth Century people were different; they were 

hard looking. He looks like a normal guy, very kind of respectable; it could be 

anyone. 

 

 

Fig. 64 Photograph courtesy of B. Nundramdoss. 

 

 

D: This is my great, great grandfather Coopamootoo (Fig. 65). When I first saw the 

photograph I was very, very happy; I had no words. I thought he would resemble 

someone in the family, but I was astonished. He didn't seem like someone who came 

to Mauritius to work. Some were looking like labourers; he is smart. 
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Fig. 65 Photograph courtesy of Coopamootoo family. 

 

C: He survived! A difficult story. He had to be blessed. I look at his nose; I look for 

resemblance, but this hairstyle?? (laughing) 

 

M: When I looked at the photograph I could see what is not said, one can see by their 

eyes. 

 

O: When I first saw the photographs I was expecting them to look poor with no top 

on. But I was surprised that they were well dressed. 

 

D: I was very happy. I was proud to see him with a moustache, with a turban. At 

least they are mentally and physically strong. The British make them work and I was 

happy to see them strong. 
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G1: When I got the photo, my cousin looks the same as him. There is a resemblance. 

Yes, the photo helps a lot, he looks like me! He had a moustache, and my grandfather 

had a moustache, just like mine. 

 

S3: We all have the emotion, maybe it is dormant you know, they say he looks like 

me. Actually, when I saw the photo of my grandfather he was very handsome and he 

wore a tie. They had hygiene also. 

 

R1: When I showed the photograph to my parents, they were fascinated by the 

physical appearance. They looked at the photo, the jewellery, how they are dressed, 

things like that. They were happy at last to see their ancestor.  

 

R3: You see there is a feeling that those people are not just simple. By this photo you 

can see these people have a status, they are well dressed with ornaments. The photo 

makes you feel that they were not downtrodden. These people come with a status and 

culture; this is the sense that you get by seeing these photos. 

 

M: I was thankful [to] — — who helped me find the photograph. When he brought 

the photo to me I kept on looking at it for five minutes. Seeing the photo, I can find 

the resemblance and I see the distress that is behind their eyes. 

 

C: My son is like his ancestor. 

 

N: The photo is more important than the paper document. You want to see the face – 

it is like meeting someone, how they look; it does something. 

 

R: Seeing the photograph you can make out who they were, not just by the name and 

information. 
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What did they think?  

 

The Indo-Mauritian historical narrative is reflected strongly in the descendants’ responses to 

viewing their ancestors’ portraits. The responses are subject-orientated, focusing on the 

ancestor and his/her circumstances as an indentured labourer. The descendant, while viewing 

the photograph, venerated their ancestor and referred to them with great respect, 

acknowledging their struggles to survive as a labourer and perceiving them as strong and 

tenacious. They frequently compared this perceived life of their ancestor with their life 

circumstances today, recognising extreme differences and acknowledging their ancestors’ 

pivotal role in enabling the improved status of following generations. As a participant 

explained, "because of them we are having a better life". The comments below reiterate the 

elicitation of this strong ancestral narrative: 

 

M: You know if these people would not have escaped from India we would have still 

been there ... basically, because of them we have a better life. When you look at him, 

you think how he came here with a dream and thought that he was going to have a 

brighter future. He did not know he was going to have difficulties. They dreamed that 

when they unturned the rocks they will get gold. It was not true. 

 

C: When I saw the photo, I thought of village life, of caste. I knew they had come as 

labourers. I thought he was a strong man; this is what they were looking for in India, 

strong people. To come and work hard, cut plants for us. This is what I visualise. 

There were 250 sugar mills; they were mixed with so many others. How did they get 

married, to whom? There were hundreds and thousands of men and only a small 

number of women. When the British saw the mismatch, they brought more women, 

taking ladies from Calcutta, orphans, widows, beggars and prostitutes, the easiest 

pray. They look strong; the British were selective; they knew what they were doing. 

 

U: All of us came as labourers, and we are now ministers, like Ramgoolam, 

Jagnauth, we cannot deny that! 

 

RM: They have sacrificed a lot, they have worked a lot, now we are enjoying. 
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R1: I think one thing, they inculcated the spirit of hard work. They came here left 

everything and they bought a piece of land so this was the money they carried with 

them, the gold, this was the fortune – otherwise the rest they leave it there (India). 

 

R: You see they have the knowledge, they grew very fast, and that was the base for 

us. I think we had to be grateful to them for what we are today; I am sure we are 

much better off from others who came from India. 

 

SU: They had a vision they stayed and worked very hard. They buy property. We 

have to pay tribute to the people. If we are here today, we should be grateful to those 

people; they do have the guts and courage to stay here and succeeded. 

 

C1: When I first saw the photograph, I understood the saying that an image speaks a 

thousand words. My god, this photograph speaks a lot. This photograph tells me 

what it was like those days. I visualise the thatched house, a village, no electricity, no 

radio, no nothing. The photograph carried me back to memory lane, more so than 

information in a book. When I look at the photo, I now go back to the village in India 

as well. This experience has helped to make things concrete for me. 

 

R1: Due to my great, great grandmother, we are still here, and will continue the 

further generations. We should give importance to our ancestors who left their 

birthplace; they came here to settle. It is due to them, over a hundred years, we are 

still here. We should encourage other people to research their genealogy. 

 

What did they feel? 

 

The descendants’ encounter with their ancestors’ photographs also elicited affective 

responses, some emotional and others sensory. It is during these encounters that the affective 

nature of photographs comes to the fore. For some participants, viewing their ancestor was 

highly emotional. They experienced an empathic response to the image and imagined the 

daily strains and challenging conditions their ancestor faced as a labourer on the sugar 

plantation. At times, these empathic experiences would include sensory responses. Of note 

was the comment made by one of the archive officers who has worked with the photographs 

for many years: "When I am amongst the indentured labour ledgers, I feel like I am among 

them, imagining their dress and life." The photographs provoked the participants’ 
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imagination, taking them back to the past life of their ancestor and visualising their 

environment and circumstances. Others would feel emotionally overwhelmed seeing the 

actual photograph of their ancestor as something extraordinary. What is interesting in these 

responses is the descendants’ appreciation of the conditions experienced by their ancestors at 

the time of indenture, evoking strong feelings of gratitude and pride. Consistently 

descendants would feel both grateful and guilty – grateful for their ancestors’ bravery and 

foresight to provide a better life for their children and guilty that they take for granted the 

degree of hardship faced in comparison to their lives today. 

 

R: The perception they give is carried in the photograph, to feel that they were 

greater than us. You have a perception about the old downtrodden people coming 

here to seek their livelihood. They did it; they made their history, and we are here. 

 

G: When we look at the photos of the Indian immigrants some people say that they 

are very happy to be here because my ancestors have taken courage to travel all the 

way to arrive here, I am proud. 

 

M: Look at his eyes – he seems sad, disappointed. His photo seems serious; they 

don't know what is a camera, why they are taking the photo? 

 

GU: It's a way of relating of what he has gone through, it was something extra. We 

knew our ancestors who came from India, but when I look at the pages they shocked 

me. They were considered like an object. I really became conscious. I felt guilty 

about the way we have been, we have benefited from them, and now we are well off, 

but we have forgotten it. It seems that we can put ourselves in their place. It is more 

a familial question of ‘honour’ – ‘look I have found my ancestors’. Something like 

that. 

 

GU’s wife: There are many photographs. He (GU) is very obsessed with its 

transmission, and it's a sort of patrimony; he is so proud. They were intelligent to 

live in India and come here. 

 

MO: It would not have been possible without their help. First of all, you feel 

indebted towards them. Subjectively, I feel very emotional in the sense that they had 

to travel and they did not know what their future was. It was an adventure – some 
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had died and were thrown in the dark sea. Me, personally, I live in the tail of 

indenture; I was equally working in the sugar field. 

 

R: Yes, we feel proud because thanks to their effort and their inspiration we are what 

we are today. They inculcated their inspiration; this is what happened. They were 

people from the backwards stage of Africa, uneducated people, with their culture and 

knowledge they had come and with the spirit of hard work they got everything. 

 

SU: You know what my wife tells me? You know on the television there are several 

serials about lives in India? She sees these things happening and she says, “I owe 

everything to my grandparents. I could have still been there”. 

 

SU: We are happy to be here, and we pay tribute to them. Maybe in his mind at that 

time he is going to seek fortune, maybe at that time that person is going into the 

unknown, and he or she prefers the unknown to the real. 

 

K: When they talk about the pictures they are very nostalgic. It is with great pride 

that they keep these pictures. 

 

U: My niece did the research for the photograph. She had a copy and came to see us. 

All of us were so proud of her. My father, who was 78, he was very happy to see the 

photo. To at least see the first ancestor who came. He had heard about his 

grandfather but had never met him. All the family were excited to see the picture, and 

I asked my dad about his father. I started asking my dad that we should go and 

search where they came from. Vishaka Patnam is a very big town, I have been to 

India, and I went there in 2007. I stayed for two days; I told them the name Gangia; 

they said yes there are many Gangia here. 

 

B: My first feeling was that he had gone through bad days – he was not just a 

labourer, he was fighting, not physically, but in spirit as a soldier. They were not 

soldiers as such, but they were fighting for a cause. 

 

G: What I have noticed is that it's not that they are thrilled to see their ancestor, but 

they break down. For them it is something they never expected, that one day they 

would see the photograph of someone who came here in the Nineteenth Century. 
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Most people don't even have a photo of their father, mother, or grandfather. They 

break down and start crying. They become so emotional they keep on looking at it, 

and when you close the book they say please give me another chance and when I say 

you are going to get a copy [of] the photo, they say that "I just want it to remain in 

my mind". 

 

C1: I want the photograph so I can get emotional again. Very beautiful. It is 

something so precious! 

 

M: My ancestor came to Mauritius as a coolie in 1865. At that time, he was 25 years 

old. Looking at the photo, I felt the distress in their face – looking for food, shelter, 

struggling to survive. At the same time, I think about having their DNA in me; it 

means something. The determination of my ancestors brought me here, where I am. 

When I look at my children at this point in time I feel very grateful to the ancestors 

because they left India to come here to live a decent life, they have contributed a lot. 

 

O: While researching potential family land I was told there were photographs of my 

ancestors. I feel very sad when I think about what my ancestors went through. The 

conditions were very bad and hard; they lived very hard lives. When I see large trees 

on vacant land, I often wonder if they lived there. When I look at the labour camps at 

Triannon, I feel very sad. When I drive past sugar cane, I often think about them 

working there. Before the photographs, I would occasionally think about it, but now 

it is more often and I imagine them and their life. 

 

R1: My great grandmother's father, came as a free immigrant. He then worked for a 

one-year contract. After two years, he left and he went back to India, leaving my 

great grandmother here. She was only 5 when he left. We don't know all the 

information. My father and aunt were very emotional when they saw the photograph. 

They said: "You know at that time if you can leave a child at five years, what must 

have happened? Was he going to come back and get her?" 

 

S2: With the photograph, you can see what is written and put a picture; it feels 

different. 

 

RM: Yes, the photograph speaks.  
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What happened to the photographs after the descendants' first encounter? 

 

Once the portraits had shifted out of the archive into the homes of their descendants, the 

photographs began new trajectories and relationships. Their material status changed from the 

small identification albumen prints to copies in both printed and digital form. As Banks and 

Vokes (2010:340) note, we see here the altering of the material relations of the photographs 

as they transition between archives. In this instance, they transitioned from the photographic 

ledger to a digital or printed image in the family home archive. They are stored on computers 

and sent via the internet to other family members. They are framed and placed in the home 

for daily viewing, or placed in a file or box alongside other important documents. As they 

move out of the institutional archive into the family archive, they form new relationships and 

perform new functions. The digital transition has extended the reach of the Indentured 

Labour Portraits around the globe by helping descendants more easily connect to their 

ancestors, even outside of Mauritius. In some homes, descendants copy and enlarge the 

image, frame it, and display it in the family home on the living room dresser or high on a 

wall, to be admired and included in rituals. Other descendants consider the portrait to be a 

valuable document to be stored alongside other essential items such as passports and legal 

papers. These portraits are inside files and boxes stored somewhere safe within the family 

home. Some descendants carry a copy of their ancestor's picture in their wallet to keep their 

ancestor physically close. The following direct transcripts help explain the changing 

functions and relationships of the portraits once they leave the site of the Indentured Labour 

Archive and change in material form. I have divided them into three subcategories: portraits 

framed and displayed in the family home; portraits used as ritual objects; and portraits 

revered as icons of ancestral heritage. 

 

I) Portraits Framed and Displayed in the Family Home 

The descendants’ testimonies below highlight the significance of these ancestor portraits as 

valuable family objects. Once they entered the home, they began a process where the 

descendants intended to protect, care for, and honour their ancestor through the treatment of 

the portrait as a privileged object. For many Indo-Mauritian families to have photographs of 

grandparents and parents is a rare occurrence. In previous generations, to have a studio 

photograph or camera was out of the reach of many families. Today, cameras are more 

common, especially with the advent of cell phone cameras and the descendants’ improved 

economic status. For these people, displaying family photographs is a relatively new 

phenomenon. Previous portraits in the home were most likely religious figures and deities. 
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K: There are people who keep the photograph of their grandparent well-framed in 

their drawing rooms; for them, they are very precious. They put the ancestor's photo 

in the drawing room, garland it, and enlarge it. They change the garland when it 

gets old. They sometimes keep them with the other important documents. They will 

show the photo to you and immediately take it back. 

 

B: My brother in law, whose grandfather came as an indentured labourer, put his 

photo in a frame and hung it in the hallway. 

 

D: I printed this and put it in a frame and gave it to my father. 

 

GU: We enlarged it and put it in a frame. I keep a copy in my wallet. You see it's in 

my wallet. I carry it with me in my car; it is sentimental. 

 

MO: This photo resembles my father. I want it bigger. I want to have it in a frame. I 

kept a copy over there; I sent it to my sisters and my brother overseas. 

 

U: I have them at home hanging on the wall, in the house of my uncle. When anyone 

comes to my house, I say " hey, this is my great grandfather". Before, I would have 

never spoken about my family. 

 

OB: I look at my photographs every couple of months; they are in a folder. I have a 

large photograph of my mother; we have a corner of the living room that has old 

studio photographs of my parents and grandparents. I don't feel that I have a 

spiritual connection when I look at my ancestor's photograph, but I do with my 

mother's.  

 

SC: It is somewhere in a drawer. When my father died in 1980 nobody touched his 

belongings in his personal drawer, then, after some time, we gave all his clothes to 

the convent and all the photos we left in the drawer. 

 

R1: The photograph is kept in a file - in a plastic file. I also have a copy on my pen 

drive.  
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C: The moment I got the photograph I went to my father to show him; I left it at my 

father's house and had left it there because everyone goes there. It is up on the wall 

with other photos. I don't have a photo of my grandfathers, but I have one of my 

great grandfather. 

 

S1: All my cousins now want a copy. 

 

C: My sister was very excited and very proud; she took copies of everything back to 

the UK. She wants her son to know his history, his ancestral connection. 

 

II) Portraits Used As Ritual Objects 

Before the Indentured Labour Portraits became public, the majority of Hindu Indo-Mauritian 

descendants were already practising ancestral worship rituals that had been passed down 

from generation to generation. The ancestral ritual of Gran Dimoun developed out of Hindu 

ancestral rituals taking on its own Indo-Mauritian form over time. It was already routinely 

practiced in Mauritius on the 1
st
 of January each year (or on other auspicious anniversary 

days) to ensure a safe and productive year for the family (Couacaud 2013a). The 

administrative processes of the indentured labour system managed to sever important 

ancestral connections that have impacted on ancestral ritual practices. The misinformation of 

indentured labourers’ family names, the incorrect spelling of names, and the inaccurate 

naming of places of origin meant that vital ancestral knowledge was missing. These lost 

connections are now being re-sutured through the photographs. The recovery of these 

important pieces of ancestral information is strengthening ancestor worship practices. As 

shown at the beginning of this chapter, the visual image of the ancestor has become a conduit 

for ancestor worship rituals. The visual image helps to strengthen the sense of the ancestor's 

presence in the home. For a few, the ancestor image performs a form of darshan, in which 

the descendent experiences a sensation of the ancestor seeing them (Eck 1998; Pinney 2004). 

One descendant described the ancestor rituals practised in his home: 

 

R1: I just like to tell you something we do every year on the 1
st
 of January to start the 

year in a good way. In the morning my father does a prayer for the deities, and for 

his grandfather, grandmother, his father, his mother, and those who came from India 

to Mauritius - who in the past they did not know. My father's heritage taught us to 

fast and not to eat any flesh ... (rubs his arms). I am getting chills talking about this! 

When you do the ancestor ritual, you have to invoke your ancestors, and you need to 
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know their names. Some feel very bad if they don't know the names. They invoke the 

spirits to be present in their home to act as guardians for the family. 

 

Every year my father does these prayers; we pray for the deities and ancestors. We 

make kir puri (rice cakes) as offerings to the deities and three of them you keep for 

your ancestors. We fry the puri in oil, cook rice with milk, then make the rice cakes. 

My father then places on the right-hand side one rice cake for his father and one for 

his mother, and one cake is given to the one who came from outside, whose name he 

did not know. His father did it like that, and I will continue to do it like that. Today, 

we now have the image and name of this person he did not know, whom my father 

and grandfather prayed for in this way. 

 

Some people also use the photographs for death rituals. When performing death 

rituals, if a parent has passed away they have to take the name of all the ancestors; 

their father, grandfather, and great-grandfather. This is now easier to do because 

they now have the ancestor’s name. The name is paramount in rituals, especially in 

death rituals. For those who know their names, they are happy they can do it. For 

those who don't know their ancestor’s name, they feel very bad. So, for some, it is 

important to get their ancestors’ names so they can use them properly for their 

ancestor rituals. 

 

K: When a son is married and becomes a father, the ancestor ritual can only be 

performed by him, not his parents. It becomes necessary for them to know their 

ancestors’ names in the performance of this ritual. 

 

G: Previously, the religious custom was not done properly, and now the family are 

suffering, and they are trying to correct that by finding their ancestors. 

 

GP: I am careful what I do in front of my ancestor's photograph. He can see into my 

bedroom so when I get dressed I must close the door. 

 

S2: For me and my family, the photograph is a tangible reminder of our ancestor 

and plays an important role in the 'gran dimoun' ceremony. We feel pride in our 

ancestry and honour their memory as part of our devoir de memoire (memorial 

duty). 
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III) Portraits Revered as Icons of Ancestral Heritage  

The Indentured Labour Photographs also act as a visual verification of family lineage. These 

portraits often fill a space that has been empty in the family's history. There is particular 

concern for the male lineage in ancestral searches and this is necessary for the formulation of 

the patrilineal lines of Indian families; the search is predominantly seen as a male role and the 

focus is generally on male ancestors. A few women I spoke to about the Indentured Labour 

Photographs were mainly looking for their male ancestors; from their maternal family or 

from their husbands’. This could be partly explained by the significance of paternal lineage in 

Indian households, and also by the fact that the tracing of male lineage is more 

straightforward within the indentured labour records. The female surname is often not 

documented, nor known, by the current generation. At the time of indenture, there were many 

varied forms of marriage and unions between men and women immigrants. Religious 

marriages were not recognised by the colonial authority and were deemed a form of 

'concubinage'. Some immigrants would pay to have a civil marriage officiated and others 

would choose to be married in accordance with religious custom only. Due to the existence of 

these diverse forms of marriage and union, there are many undocumented details of married 

partners and wives in the records (Sooben 2012). 

 

The photographs have also widened their reach, linking descendants with their ancestors’ 

place of origin in India. They act as a connective ribbon between Mauritius and India, 

encouraging some descendants to continue piecing together their family lineage and to 

embark on a journey back to their ancestors’ homeland in India. 

 

C: This has triggered me to look for my family tree. I am one of the rare Mauritians 

who have gone to their village in India and have found my roots. I wanted to know 

who I am. I saw they had nothing. I found the family. I took the courage and went to 

Patna. Friends then took me to the village. My family in Mauritius were not happy 

about it. I traced my roots and someday I will go there and help support them. My 

family don't want me to do this. Even my wife would not go. It was the best 

experience a human being can have, to go back there – the fourth generation. The 

people in the village were worried that people might be coming back to get land. So 

would not admit to connections. They are very poor, with no electricity, and still 

living in thatch houses. This was similar to the life of my ancestor when he came to 

Mauritius. It was overwhelming. The people there were crying. 
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N: I just want to build the family tree as big as I can, including my wife's family. I 

have got thousands of photos. This is about my family tree. My great grandfather's 

picture. This is the photo that I wanted to show you. 

 

U: I journeyed to India; I tried to find my roots but I was disappointed. I was given 

the royal treatment, but as far as my roots I found nothing. 

 

M: I sent this photo to my sister oversea, and she went to India to find our family 

there. She had to travel a lot; the roads were not proper. At last, we now know from 

where we come from. 

 

R1- What has changed – me getting information is now like a highway. I want to go 

further and continue these connections, unite with ancestors, be in close 

relationships. My sister and brother were also so emotional to see [that] maybe we 

are missing some family members. It is something new for our coming generation. 

 

Here I conclude the presentation of the descendants’ responses to their encounter with their 

ancestors’ photographs. These encounters, as suggested above, are likely to continue in 

greater numbers as more families become aware of the possible existence of their ancestors’ 

portraits in the archive. Up until now, the numbers of requests for ancestral searches have 

been in the thousands and, with the updating and cross-referencing of the indentured labour 

ledgers with new software programs, the ability and efficiency of photograph retrieval is now 

faster and more accurate. This will result in, I predict, a proliferation of descendants 

encountering their ancestors’ portraits. We now move to Part Two of this chapter, in which I 

provide an analysis of the main themes presented by the descendants and discuss the 

significance of the ancestor portraits in the lives of their descendants today. 
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Part Two 

 

Analysis: Auspicious Encounters 

 

 

Fig. 66 PG 63:91. Photograph courtesy of Mahatma Gandhi Institute and Mauritian National 

Archives, 2014. 

 

“It’s about the inseparability of such images from the potent affective charges they generate, 

and the ways such indelible, inhering images mark and transform our inner landscapes and 

thence our relationships with the world and others.” (Jennifer Deger 2008:292) 
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This chapter provides an analysis of the themes that emerged from descendants’ responses 

and attempts to answer the following questions: Who are the spectators and what is their 

relationship with the image? What is the cultural viewing context of these photographs and 

how and why are they being viewed? I frame this analysis using Elizabeth Edward's (2012) 

notion of, ‘the work that they do’, marking the significant shift in the function and meaning 

of the photographs over the span of their social history. As I have shown, the photographs 

have always been under the governance of some form of institution, originally the British 

colonial administration and then, since national independence, the National Archives of 

Mauritius and the Mahatma Gandhi Institute. Today, the photographs have begun to slip out 

of the institutional hold and are being transfigured through new relationships and interactions 

with their descendants. However, while shifting to reside under the auspices of their 

descendants, they still carry with them remnants of previous governing systems. Their 

colonial heritage sits quietly in the shadows, underscoring how descendants interpret and 

narrate the lives of their ancestors, and forming a background to the trials and struggles of the 

indentured labourers. Interestingly, this narrative disregards or ignores the role of the British 

colonial government and its responsibility in constructing such an oppressive system of 

labour, and, in particular, the role the photographs played in this restrictive process. Their 

original purpose of indexing and monitoring the labourers is of little concern to descendants. 

Today the photographs serve to light up the indentured labourers in a very different way; they 

now shine as objects of veneration and honour, and the light of the colonial imprint has 

dimmed. 

 

What is apparent from the descendants’ testimony is the lack of interest in the colonial 

machine that was the Indentured Labour System. The focus is firmly on ancestors, their 

experiences, their life circumstances, their struggles, and the benefits that have ensued for 

their descendants. The colonial imprint is referred to when discussing the immigration 

number and the misspelling of names, but only in light of their relevance to ancestral 

searches and correct lineage. Given that the photographs are very much a visual outcome of 

the colonial administration's need to control and monitor its subjects, it is surprising that 

grievances about the monitoring and exploitation of the indentured labourers themselves do 

not feature in the encounters between the descendants and their ancestors’ photographs.  

 

Marcus Banks and Richard Vokes (2010:340) go so far as to suggest that when archives shift 

from private to public contexts, meanings are reworked and the photograph's previous social 

biography can be erased. While this may be true in some instances, I argue that in the case of 
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the Indentured Labour Portraits of Mauritius and their descendants’ encounters with them, 

there has been an 'overlooking' – rather than an erasure – of their original colonial biography. 

This distinction is an important one. Erasure implies a choice and a complete removal of the 

colonial imprint. However, in this setting, the impact of the British Indentured Labour 

System on indentured labourers is well understood by their descendants; its significance has 

simply retreated into the background. This lack of concern or attention to the colonial imprint 

has been remarkably consistent throughout the descendants’ responses, especially given the 

portraits’ distinct identification presentation such as the immigration number, the discernible 

controlled pose and clear grid-like format of the ledger. Regardless of the highly visible 

imprint of the colonial identification system on the photographs, when descendants view their 

ancestors’ portraits these rigid colonial processes no longer confine the photograph. 

 

Mauritian descendants of the indentured labourers are well informed about the harsh and 

traumatic conditions experienced by their indentured labour ancestors. The Indo-Mauritian 

community has been very active in formulating the history of indenture in Mauritius and 

promoting its significance through educational institutions, heritage sites, memorial days, the 

media and a plethora of written material, as well as joining with other British colonial 

indentured labour sites around the globe. Through this research, the descendants of the 

Mauritian indentured labourers have renegotiated the perceptions and meanings created from 

these images. Before viewing their ancestors’ photographs, they feared they would see their 

ancestor as weak, downtrodden and oppressed. This implies a preconceived expectation of 

what they would encounter. However, at the time of viewing, the photograph elicited a very 

different vision. They were often surprised, making comments such as ‘he/she looks 

dignified; strong and proud; smart; healthy; or well-dressed’. 

 

We can find similar reframed and localised relationships between colonial photographs and 

their descendants in other circumstances around the globe. Jane Lydon (Lydon 2005), for 

example, has conducted ground-breaking research of Aboriginal colonial photographs and 

descendant encounters with them. Lydon notes that: "These images of aboriginal people, 

produced by whites, often with exploitive intentions, are today used in different ways as 

descendants make creative and effective use of the photographs in their work and family 

lives." She comments that the relationship between the white photographer and black subject 

has been destabilised and that the photographs have shifted into the descendant family 

context, bringing each person to life as part of the family. In later research, Lydon (2010:247) 

observed that when Aboriginal descendants viewed colonial photographs of their ancestors, 
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as prisoners in neck chains, "… they see past the chains to their relatives recorded within the 

photograph, bringing those distant in space and time into the present …" Michael Aird (2003) 

describes how Aboriginal people look past the stereotypical way their relatives and ancestors 

have been portrayed in colonial images. When he watched an Aboriginal women view 

photographs taken in the 1890s of her grandmother posing bare-breasted in a photographic 

studio image, she seemed undisturbed by the way her grandmother was portrayed and was 

simply grateful for the opportunity to view a photograph of her grandmother taken so long 

ago. As Aird (2003:25) states: "They are just happy to be able to see photographs of people 

who play a part in their family's history." Laura Peers and Alison Brown (2009: 134) found 

similar responses when colonial photographs of the Kainai people were presented to their 

descendants some eighty years after their creation. They found that some descendants spoke 

of the images as representing negative experiences of their people’s loss and dislocation, 

while others saw within the images strength and contentment. 

 

In contrast, for some communities the viewing of ancestral colonial photographs evokes 

affective responses that empathise with the circumstances of their ancestors at the time the 

photograph was taken and continue to enact the 'wounds' of the ancestor's colonial experience 

(Chaudhary 2012). Maureen T. Schwarz's (1997: 35) work with Navajo descendants in New 

Mexico is a good illustration. Here, colonial photographs taken of incarcerated Navajo 

women and girls at Fort Summer between the years of 1863 and 1868 were shown to their 

descendants. For these people, the images continue to reflect and evoke the pain, sorrow, 

grief, and dishonour experienced by their ancestors at the time the photographs were taken. 

Consequently, they serve to remind the descendants of their ancestors’ past and continue to 

evoke negative responses and 'wound' the descendants today.  

 

As Christopher Morton and Elizabeth Edwards (2009:7) propose, this 'looking past', 

accommodating, or, as Azoulay suggests, ‘suspending’ of the colonial view can be 

understood as a contemporary and ongoing process of re-appropriating historical imagery by 

'indigenous' communities. In the Mauritian indentured labour setting, and I suggest in many 

other circumstances of colonial photography, the term ‘indigenous’ could be replaced with 

the phrase 'those colonised'. While the descendants of the indentured labourers indeed ‘look 

past’, accommodate, or suspend the colonial imprint on their ancestors’ photographs, they do, 

in fact, appear grateful that their ancestors made the choice to come to Mauritius as an 

indentured labourer. Instead of interpreting the photograph as a visual image of colonial 

oppression, they view it as a picture of ancestral achievement. There were many comments 
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made by descendants that implied that India was 'a place to escape from,' and that if their 

ancestors had not undertaken the brave journey to Mauritius, they would still be living in a 

rural village setting in India. 

 

At the start of my analysis I assumed that the descendants’ lack of concern for the colonial 

footprint was a form of conscious resistance or re-appropriation. However, when I analysed 

the descendants’ relationships with their ancestors’ images, I found it was less a display of 

resistance or re-appropriation, and more an opportunity to connect with their ancestor, honour 

them, and strengthen their ancestral traditions and knowledge. If we think about the 

photographs and their surrounding milieu, the Indo-Mauritian community is actively engaged 

in religious performance and ancestral heritage. It should therefore be no surprise that the 

portraits of the indentured labourers accentuate ancestor narratives of virtue and sacrifice, and 

have become included in the realms of ancestor worship and ritual. 

 

While listening to and observing the descendants’ encounters with their ancestors’ 

photographs and noting the nature of their affective responses, I realised that the focus on 

their ancestors’ bravery and achievements, and the descendants’ display of gratitude towards 

them, closely mirrors the attitudes and practices of Hindu ancestor worship. Hinduism, while 

remarkably old, complex, and diverse, has always incorporated ideas of ancestral worship 

and ancestral rites (Sayers 2015). These ideas and practices most certainly travelled with the 

indentured labourers and were cultured and nurtured amidst the environments of the 

indentured labour camps. While these traditions and religious practices have adapted over 

time to have more of a Mauritian ‘flavour’, they have nevertheless remained a stable 

indicator of Indo-Mauritian identity and culture. I have already discussed the strong presence 

of religion in Mauritius; in particular, the practice of Indo-Mauritian religious pilgrimages 

such as Shivratri and Kavadee, and the ancestor ritual of Gran Dimoun. In the Indo-

Mauritian context, these are not only religious performances, but also collective reenactments 

and commemorations of the past sufferings of the immigrant ancestors (Eisenlohr 2004:93). 

There are many examples of religious performances enacted in Mauritius depending on the 

particular religious community (Telegu, Tamil, Marathi, etc.) and their calendar of religious 

festivals and auspicious days. I also explained the prevalence of temples and the presence of 

shrines in the domestic space. I observed that the social lives of Indo-Mauritians are centered 

around religious events and auspicious occasions. Given that this is the social milieu 

surrounding the descendants of the indentured labourers, it makes sense that their religious 

ideologies would strongly influence their encounters with their ancestors’ photographs. 
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The encounter and rasa 

 

After giving a seminar in which I talked about my research with Mauritian colleagues at the 

Mahatma Gandhi Institute, a lecturer in art at the Rabindranath Tagore Institute of Mauritius 

approached me and reminded me of the nature of Indian aesthetics. She was very excited by 

my research and in particular the relationship between the descendants and their ancestors’ 

photographs. She suggested that the theory of rasa may help explain the descendants’ 

experience of viewing their ancestors’ images. From this comment I became curious about 

the possible link between rasa and the descendants relationships with their ancestors 

photographs. While this is not a definitive theory, and would require a greater in depth and 

extensive exploration, the linkages between the affective experiences of the descendants, 

their religious viewing practices and rasa are never the less intriguing.  

 

To make the connection between the affective experiences of the descendants while viewing 

their ancestors’ photographs and the active religious environment in which they live, I 

explored the theory of rasa and its relevance to the descendants’ experience of emotions and 

religious sentiments. Rasa is a theory of emotions linked to what Jayasinhji Jhala calls 

‘Hindu sentiments in action and appreciation’ (2000:263). I do not see this as a movement 

away from the broader notion of photographs as 'objects of affect' (Edwards 2012), but rather 

a progressive cross-cultural step into a culturally-relevant dimension that helps to explain the 

affective nature of these encounters. Using the words of David Lowenthal (2011: 199-200), 

the Indentured Labour Portraits have become both rare and sacred, and "the archive is 

revamped from information center to reliquary shrine". The Indentured Labour Portraits have 

become privileged objects which perform as talismans in the family home.
60

 To have them in 

one's possession has become a symbol of personal and family honour and devotion. Given 

that the Indentured Labour Portraits evoke affective responses tied to the cultural context of 

their spectators, it seems appropriate to turn to a theory of emotion that has its genesis in 

Hindu contexts. 

 

While the theory of rasa is ancient and complex, its general tenet is to explain emotional 

responses to events of performance. Traditionally, rasa is associated with the performance of 

Indian poetry, drama, dance, and music; however, in more contemporary times it has been 

                                            
60 Talisman: An object that is thought to have magical or protective powers (Collins Dictionary) 
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applied to the spectator experience of visual mediums such as deities, art, architecture, and 

photography (Woodman, 2005). In the sixteenth century, the theory of rasa shifted to include 

paintings of gods and deities. This period was noted as the 'picture turn' where paintings were 

not only allowed agency, but could manifest affective powers within the classical Indian rasa 

system of aesthetics, as applied to religious experience (Woodman, 2005). 

 

Central to rasa theory is the notion of ‘performance’. This performance evokes emotions in 

the spectator which can be categorised into eight distinct moods. The experience of rasa is 

not merely of one emotion; it is the confluence of emotions that result in an overall mood and 

feeling. In this way, the Indentured Labour Photographs are a performance. Initially, they 

were a performance of power and control that depicted the extreme measures the colonial 

authority was prepared to go to manage their subjects. Today, their performance is one of 

ancestral presence, history, and connectivity. 

 

To understand the propensity for the descendants to ‘look past’ the colonial backdrop of the 

images and to perceive the photographs consistently as objects of pride and veneration, I 

found the work of Jayasinhji Jhala (2000) to be the most helpful. In his research, he explores 

the social meaning and reception of Indian picture postcards, adopting the aesthetic theory of 

rasa to explain the affective states spectators experience while viewing these images. While 

picture postcards in India perform different functions and have different relationships with 

their viewers, their Hindu visual and religious contexts, described in Jahla's study, provide 

some obvious similarities and useful insights. Jhala asserts the relevance of rasa theory in the 

viewing of images in Hindu contexts. He refers to the two dominant moods of Indian 

aesthetics. The first, Sringar rasa, is described as the emotions of love and the second, Vir 

rasa, as the emotions of power, success, and bravery. While most models of rasa theory refer 

to eight moods, Jhala relates these two as the most relevant to his research on picture 

postcards. Below is a list of the eight rasas as presented by Mahesh Sharma (2014): 

 

1) Srngara rasa - Love 

2) Hasya rasa -Laughter  

3) Karuna rasa - Pathos 

4) Raudra rasa - Anger 

5) Vir rasa - Heroic 

6) Bhayanaka rasa -Fear 

7) Bibhatsa rasa - Disgust 
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8) Adbhuta rasa-Wonderment 

 

The descendants’ responses to their ancestors’ photographs are imbued with meanings and 

charged with emotions. The most obvious emotional charge elicited from these encounters is 

the positive and affirmative regard the descendants have for their ancestor. Namely, the 

descendants repeated appreciation of their ancestors’ courage, tenacity, strength, and 

achievement. Of the eight rasas, I recognise Vir rasa (heroic, success and bravery – 

highlighted in bold above) as the response evoked consistently when the descendants viewed 

their ancestors’ portraits. Sharma (2014) explains Vir rasa as "the characteristic of noble and 

brave characters. Heroism is its bhava (emotion, feeling). It is stimulated by cold-blooded 

courage, determination, justice, chivalry, strength, and bravery." I am suggesting that the 

overarching ancestral narrative of courage, strength, and honour, referred to while 

encountering the photograph, is influenced by the descendants’ general ideologies of ancestor 

worship. The ancestors are viewed as heroic and tenacious, evoking feelings of respect, 

appreciation, and gratitude. Vir rasa can help explain the consistent affective state that 

descendants experience when they encounter their ancestors’ photographs. As a comparison, 

if the descendants were concerned with the colonial imprint on the photograph, then the rasa 

experienced may have been Raudra rasa (anger) or Bibhatsa rasa (disgust). Neither of these 

emotions/moods were noted in the descendants’ responses to the photographs. 

 

The prominence of Vir rasa, veneration, strength, and bravery, goes hand in hand with the 

significance for Indo-Mauritians to connect with their ancestors – to know their origins and 

practise their traditions. As Dakshina Shastri (1963:367-368) wrote: 

 

“The rite of ancestor worship seems to be a legitimate and comforting belief which 

may serve to stimulate piety and virtue. It shows the strength of the ties which bind 

ancestors to their descendants. It ensures that the whole of the Hindu community 

from the highest to the lowest shall ever bear in mind the existence and the strength 

of the innumerable ties to which knit the present to the past.” 

 

The Indentured Labour Portraits fit snugly into this description of ancestor worship and their 

function in Mauritius today, and most certainly serve to strengthen the 'innumerable ties' 

between the ancestors and their descendants: the past and the future.  

 

The portraits and ancestral presence 
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"... photography never seems to merely duplicate the everyday world, but is, rather, 

prized for its capacity to make traces of persons endure ..." (Pinney 1997:149) 

 

Both the material form of the photograph and its content portray the trace or presence of the 

ancestor (Edwards 2014). Descendants often commented on how the photograph felt different 

to the other types of archive information they received about their ancestor. I think that one of 

the reasons for this difference is the photographs’ ability to transmit a sense of ancestral 

presence. Elizabeth Edwards (2014) explains the viewing of photographs to be profoundly 

personal, and, for some, it can be experienced as a form of bodily contact. The portraits allow 

the descendant to engage intimately with their ancestor: in essence, a visual touch. The 

previous chapter on 'light, ritual, and photography' also referred to intimacy and touch as a 

fundamental quality of photographs. Particularly important here is the ability of the 

photograph to evoke a sense of proximity and nearness between the spectator and the person 

in the photograph. I stress the transmission of light as a form of visual touch. When the 

descendants viewed their ancestors’ photographs I describe this sense of touch and nearness 

as an experience of ancestral presence. 

 

This is exemplified in the way that a descendant searches for physical resemblance, translated 

as a desire for a sense of physical connection and intimacy. By contrast, knowing the lineage 

through written documentation is not the same, nor as powerful, as seeing this connection in a 

physical way through the image. Ancestral presence is also observed when descendants 

describe how the photograph draws them into their ancestors’ past. Armed with the historical 

narratives of the indentured labourers, they sense and imagine the arduous journey on the 

ship, the physical conditions of the labour camp, and the working conditions they endured, as 

if they are trying to experience what their ancestors experienced. 

 

As already discussed, the photographs have 'accrued potency' as they have shifted into the 

family home and into ancestor religious rituals (Pinney 1997:111). The evocation of ancestral 

presence reinforces the survival of family history and tradition. The photographs’ inclusion in 

religious rituals denotes a new form of ancestral presence, where the ancestors’ images help 

strengthen the invitation for the ancestors to be present. The photograph, when included in 

ancestor rituals such as 'gran dimoun' or 'death rituals', has transformed from a photographic 

object to a religious icon. Calling for an ancestor's presence during the ritual is essential in 

assuring a family’s future safety and prosperity. In the past, the indentured labour 
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administrative system compromised the accuracy of ancestor rituals and the reciting of 

ancestral lineage. Today, in the reverse, the archives are serving to help re-establish correct 

lineages and ancestral naming rituals. Descendants who have obtained missing ancestral 

information can now recite their ancestral line correctly, which in turn guarantees the correct 

ministration of rituals and ensures the ancestors’ spiritual presence. Having the visual image 

of the oldest migrant ancestor and the correct family names strengthens the auspiciousness of 

the families’ ancestor worship practices. 

 

I also suggest that the Indentured Labour Photographic Archive performs a form of collective 

ancestral presence. By this I mean that although the images have transferred to the homes of 

descendants, the original photographs remain in the ledgers as a collective group. The 

anxieties surrounding their security and access attest to their shifting state from indexes of 

historical information to icons of ancestral heritage. From my own reflexive account of 

viewing the photographic archives I can see it is easy to become transfixed by the potency of 

the indentured labour portraits displayed en masse, on thousands of pages, placed in the same 

setting, with the same pose (Gosden 2005). The visual impact creates the impression of a 

formidable collective group, evoking a powerful sense of presence. 

 

The portraits and cultural memory 

 

The general Indo-Mauritian community has adopted the ancestor portraits as icons of 

indentured labour history and past achievement. They have become powerful visual icons 

across all dimensions of the Indo-Mauritian community. Patrick Eisenlohr (2006:173) 

discusses the attachment and reinvigoration of ancestral languages in Mauritius performing in 

similar ways. He notes how traditional ancestral languages grew as a political focus in 

Mauritius post-independence. The teaching of Indian languages in respect to ancestral 

tradition helped to ‘valorise' and protect Indian cultural traditions in Mauritius. The 

valorisation of ancestors in the Indo-Mauritian community also resembles the function of 

commemoration sites, where rituals of memorialisation are motivated by affective states such 

as community grief, guilt, and gratitude (Doss 2008). In the Indo-Mauritian context, it is the 

affective state of honour and gratitude that underscores the historical narratives of the 

photographs.  

 

The shifting status of the Indentured Labour Portraits, from their inception as colonial records 

to their transformation into icons of Indo-Mauritian ancestry and heritage, parallels the shift 
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in the social, economic, and political status of the indentured labourers’ descendants. The 

photograph below (Fig. 67) demonstrates just how far these images have shifted away from 

their colonial origins and have been reborn and reframed as privileged social objects in the 

collective heritage of the Indo-Mauritian community. On the 2
nd

 of November at the 178
th

 

anniversary of the indentured labourers’ arrival in Mauritius, the UNESCO Aapravasi Ghat 

Trust Fund presented framed and enlarged copies of the immigrant tickets belonging to the 

ancestors of select Government Ministers. 

 

 

Fig. 67 Photograph courtesy of Aapravasi Ghat, UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

 

Here we see the Ministers (from Left to Right): Mr Kailash Purryag, the President of the 

Republic of Mauritius; Mr Navin Ramgoolam, Prime Minister; Rashid Beebeejaun, Deputy 

Prime Minister and Minister; Anil Baichoo, DPM; and Minster and Mr Mukhesswur 

Choonee, Minister of Arts and Culture. 

To be presented a replica copy of their ancestors’ old immigration tickets with the 

photograph of their ancestors attached was perceived as an honorific gesture at the highest 

social and political level. This picture re-affirms the powerful narrative of the Mauritian 

indentured labourers. The photographs on the tickets represent the labourers who travelled to 

Mauritius under harsh and oppressive conditions. Through the struggles and endurance of 

these ancestors, the succeeding generations have benefitted. They are now the presidents, 

ministers, and prime ministers of the Mauritian Government. 
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For descendants of indentured labourers today, the valorisation of ancestors through the 

Indentured Labour Portraits are a form of ‘cultural memorialisation' (Hirsch (1997:4). In 

Hirsch’s words: “this involves an activity occurring in the present in which the past is 

continuously modified and re-described, even as it continues to shape the future". 

Sujithkumar Parayil (2014:7) refers specifically to the nature of photographs as sites of 

cultural memory, stating that: "Over time, the photograph can potentially acquire different 

meanings, which will become part of the family lore or add to the symbolic capital." The 

Indentured Labour Portraits help to substantiate the families’ social standing in Mauritius and 

negate previous perceptions of the indentured labourers as slaves or victims, and as 

downtrodden, sick, and weak. As I have already proposed, the photographs encourage and 

reinforce affirmative narratives and affective states of pride, honour, and gratitude – an 

experience of Vir rasa. As such, the Indentured Labour Portraits have become sites of 

cultural memory, playing an important role in creating family and descendant community 

histories. To have the photographs of a collective of ancestors adds to the symbolic capital of 

the Indo-Mauritian community. Because the Indo-Mauritian community dominates national 

and political arenas, the photographs have become powerful visual icons, literally bringing 

into view the very ancestors the descendants refer to in their heritage narratives. These 

findings resonate with those of Eisenlohr (2006:100), where he found that the improved 

social and political status of the Indo-Mauritian community is explained by their adherence to 

ancestral traditions: "Hindus in Mauritius have in the end been redeemed by their steadfast 

attachment to ancestral traditions and values, which are responsible for their economic 

success and climb upward from a previously inferior position in the political system." 

According to Eisenlohr (2006), because all communities in Mauritius have origins from 

'elsewhere', the cultivation of ancestral traditions and historical narratives cement the 

successes of the post-colonial experience. The descendants' encounters with their ancestors 

portraits, also cement the successes of the Indo-Mauritian post-colonial experience, one that 

valorises ancestral stories of migration, settlement, and survival. It is a story that leaves in its 

wake the British colonial imprint. 

 

In addition to the surprising absence of the negative critique of the British colonial 

Indentured Labour System in the descendants’ responses to the images, I would also like to 

address very briefly another absence: The absence of any reference or inclusion of other 

Mauritian cultural communities in the descendants’ dialogues. While it is understandable that 

the Indentured Labour System predominantly relied upon the recruitment of Indian labourers, 
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I would like to inject here, as a reminder, the fact that there were other smaller groups of 

indentured labourers who came to Mauritius such as those from China and liberated Africans 

who were indentured on their arrival in Mauritius. Within the broad Indian group, there were 

also Muslim and Christian Indian Indentured labourers. The majority, however, were Indian, 

Hindu-affiliated migrants. It is still interesting to note that there were no shared boundaries, 

nor notions of similar treatment or shared experiences with other cultural groups. I believe 

this absence reflects the clear demarcations between communities in Mauritius, as I discussed 

in the fieldwork chapter on social immersion. While this research has not focused on these 

other communities, because the research unfolded in a similarly bounded way, I am aware of 

the significance of ancestor traditions and rituals in other community settings. For example, 

the Sino-Mauritian Buddhist community devoutly practise ancestral rituals in their homes and 

temples. The Afro-Mauritian community is expending significant efforts to hold onto 

tangible and intangible cultural traditions and ancestral knowledge as their ancestral heritage 

is at risk of vanishing due to the lack of colonial documentation afforded to them as slaves. 

Family names and places of origin were not documented during slavery administration 

processes, and cultural traditions, languages, and rituals were prohibited. While each of these 

communities define themselves with different cultural and religious identities, it is the 

significance of their cultural and religious traditions and desire to connect with ancestors and 

their 'origins from elsewhere' that underscore their similarities. 

 

Conclusion: The Work That They Do 

 

In the context of the descendants of the Indentured Labourers of Mauritius, the viewing of 

their ancestors’ portraits brings to light surprising responses. In this research I found the 

Indentured Labour Portraits firmly situated within an honorific environment, surrounded by 

narratives of courage, brevity, sacrifice, and gratitude. Religious imperatives of ancestral 

worship and the emotional states associated with the viewing of devotional objects influenced 

the descendant encounters with ancestral images. In this local Indo-Mauritian setting, the 

emotion of Vir rasa, bravery, respect, achievement, and gratitude, came to the fore in the 

descendants’ responses. It was also surprising to find the responses of the descendants 

lacking negative references to the British colonial Indentured Labour System. What appeared 

from these encounters was a lack of concern, or an ignoring of matters that directly involved 

the subjugation of the labourers. While these circumstances are well known to descendants of 

the indentured labourers and, I suggest, are stationed indelibly in their consciousness, the 

descendants’ focus is firmly on their ancestors, how they look, their poise and stature, their 
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social status, and the significant impact their choices and actions in the past have had on their 

descendants’ lives today. I surmise that the betterment of Indo-Mauritian social, economic, 

and political status since the advent of Mauritian Independence, has allowed for the colonial 

critique to subside into the shadows.  

 

It has been trumped by more prevalent concerns around ancestral heritage and worship. The 

Indentured Labour Portraits reaffirm the cultural memory of their descendants and reinforce 

historical narratives and perceptions that elevate and venerate their ancestors. As such, they 

have shifted into the field of ancestor worship and ritual, drawing them further and further 

away from their original function as identification documents and, I suggest, away  from 

similar histories of colonial subjugation, such as that of slavery. I have no doubt that the 

descendants’ auspicious encounters with their ancestors’ portraits will continue and I predict 

they will transfigure and  accrue even greater potency overtime. 

 

I conclude this auspicious chapter with the burning out of the diya (flame), while extolling 

my own gratitude for the privilege of encountering the Indentured Labour Portraits and 

playing part in the encounters between descendants and their ancestors’ portraits. 
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Fig. 68  Lolytah, Photograph courtesy of Peerthum family - 2013 'With Gratitude'.  
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Chapter Nine  

 

 

Fig. 69 Collage: PG 30:108. Courtesy of MGI and National Archives Mauritius. 

 

"And then you will see this small country will haunt your dreams and memories. 

Everywhere you go, you will feel like coming back here. It is cold but less cold 

than on the Himalayas, it is hot but less hot than in Calcutta. We do not have 

huge rivers but we have the clear blue sea with colourful flowers on the sand 

below as lovely as those in the gardens. But, above all, there is peace and quiet, 

which one does not have in big cities and places." (Beeharry 1976a:279)  
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Conclusion 

 

This concluding chapter aims to reflect on issues that pertain to the research of historical 

colonial photographic archives, using the Indentured Labour Portrait Archive of Mauritius as 

an exemplar. I will first revisit the power of the colonial construction of these images and its 

influence on our perception of colonial photographs. I will suggest a 'localised' approach to 

colonial photographic archive research helping to open up our preconceptions associated with 

such images. To avoid the potential imposition of fixed preconceptions, I introduce 'the 

constitution of the photograph' as an overarching research concept – one that emphasises the 

unique characteristics of photographs as determined by those who view them. To explain this 

concept, I return to the theoretical approaches used in this thesis that encouraged me to be 

open to the fluid and open ended possibilities of photographs. With this in mind, I promote 

the benefits of using historical photographs as primary sources in ethnographic research. The 

final section of this chapter turns its field of vision back onto the Indentured Labour Portraits 

and considers future research implications and opportunities. I end this thesis with a final 

visual encounter of the Indentured Labour Portraits of Mauritius.  

 

To begin my discussion about the colonial framing of these photographs, I circle back to the 

preface of this thesis where I outlined my own experience of the Indentured Labour 

Photographic Archives and the dilemma that confronted me when 'others' (non Indo-

Mauritians) encountered them. Here a perception of a colonial frame instantly burdened the 

spectator. In this thesis I have argued that the persistent power of the colonial framing of 

images  needs to be addressed in our research of such photographs, especially when historical 

photographic archive research frequently encompasses colonially constructed images. As is 

already known, the British colonial empire used photography as a tool in many of its 

colonies, leaving a plethora of photographic archives in its wake. Given the prevalence of 

colonial photographs in historical archives around the globe, this thesis provides a platform 

for further conversations about how we approach them in localised research settings. I define 

'localised settings’ here as settings in which the spectators are connected historically and 

culturally to the subjects depicted in the colonial photographs. This can include 

circumstances where the photographs have been repatriated back to source communities, or 

where source communities have access to them. This may include portraits, landscapes, and 

other forms of colonially produced images that have particular resonance with spectators. 
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This thesis has questioned the tendency for spectators of colonial photographs to perceive the 

image as always burdened by the subjugation of the colonial subject. I argue that while their 

colonial history is undoubtedly an important part of the photographs’ social life, and indeed 

the photographs’ very genesis and beyond, when we research the photographs with an 

anthropological lens and pay attention to their changing contexts, we find that alternative 

relationships, networks, functions, and meanings emerge. To explain this process I refer to 

Azoulay's (2008:14) suggestion of 'watching' photographs, "entailing dimensions of time and 

movement that need to be inscribed in the interpretation of the still photographic image". By 

watching and piecing together the complexity of relationships, networks, and institutional 

contexts that are involved in each encounter of the photograph, no matter in which period of 

its social biography, we can establish what I describe as 'the constitution' of the photograph. 

The term constitution refers to notions of formation and composition, character and nature, or 

its fundamental principles. When we apply a constitutional approach to colonial photographs, 

we acknowledge that the character and nature of a photograph is determined by the meanings 

and functions imposed upon them by the spectator. Hence, photographs embody relationships 

and their constitution varies as circumstances and environments change. 

 

While primarily a material object made through technological processes, photographs have 

always been loaded with human agency and a desire to capture what was seen in a permanent 

state. However, no matter how strong the desire to capture what is seen, the fix ability of 

photographs is undermined by the relationships that interact with them. As Erin Haney (2010: 

89) cautions, to regard only the surface of the image ignores the photographs' diverse and 

richly articulated conceptions of personhood, identity, and memory. Brenda Croft (2002:26) 

an Indigenous Australian artist and academic takes this further by suggesting that the subjects 

gaze in colonial photographs is powerfully disruptive, fighting against the erasure of 

colonialism. In the case of the indentured labour photographs, the subject's gaze challenges 

the colonial framing of the photograph, as an object owned, used and dispatched.  

This thesis has illustrated the significance of local contexts on our understanding of 

photographs. It has shown how cultural settings play a significant role in determining the 

character, nature, and constitution of the photograph. In this thesis, I have challenged 

assumptions that pertain to our encounters with colonial photographic archives, suggesting 

that, even in instances where photographs appear highly contrived as tools of control, they 

can shift and morph into entirely different objects with different meanings and functions. 
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The Indentured Labour Photographs are a powerful illustration of the changing constitution 

of a colonial photographic archive and its images. Christopher Wright (2008:368) suggests 

that we must be open to 'other understandings of photography', acknowledging how cultural 

practices greatly influence how photographs are encountered and experienced. As Elizabeth 

Edwards (2012: 221) also advocates, “photographs cannot be understood through visual 

content alone but through an embodied engagement with an affective object world, which is 

both constitutive of and constituted through social relations”. Today's context of the 

Indentured Labour Archives finds the photographs solidly placed in the realm of ancestor 

worship and genealogical research. 

 

This thesis has also demonstrated the value of Azoulay's Civil Contract of Photography, 

which directed us to perceive the photograph as an encounter between the photographer, the 

subject, the spectator, and the camera; thus, foregrounding the relationships involved in the 

creation and function of the photograph. For example, the photographer and the colonial 

institution they were contracted to work for, is part of every photograph they created. On the 

other hand, the indentured labourers’ circumstances, their need to obtain the photograph, and 

the impact of the photograph on their daily lives, are also indelibly contained within the 

image. 

 

In this thesis, I have argued that colonial photographs can never be solely determined by their 

original identity as colonial objects. While their genesis may have started within the political 

framework of British colonialism and, more specifically, as a system to monitor and control 

labourers, I have shown how the 'colonial' in 'colonial photographs' can be relegated into the 

shadows of the image. In this particular Mauritian indentured labour scenario, I do not 

profess an erasure of 'the colonial' as such but observe its performance as a backdrop to 

alternative meanings relevant to the Indo-Mauritian community today.  As a backdrop it both 

emphasises and elevates the indentured labourer as successfully negotiating the hardships of 

the Indentured Labour System. Therefore, the colonial framing of the image remains an 

important part of the descendants’ experience of the photograph, but has diminished in power 

and transformed in meaning. This observation reinforces Azoulay's (2008:13) earlier 

statement that: “the photograph is out there, an object in the world, and anyone, always (at 

least in principle), can pull at one of its threads and trace it in such a way as to reopen the 

image and renegotiate what it shows, possibly even completely overturning what was seen in 

it before." 
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As I discussed in the introduction, to appropriately deal with the variable data that ensued 

from the photographs and to adequately present their complexity, I found it necessary to rely 

on a multitude of theoretical approaches. The following approaches underpinned my 

methodology. In this thesis, from its onset, I approached the Indentured Labour Photographs 

as important 'articulations and inscriptions of history' (Geary 2013). As previously explained, 

Azoulay's Civil Contract of Photography encouraged me to use a model of encounter that 

ensured the complex relationships of the photographs were considered in each research 

setting. As Azoulay asserts, we as spectators have a civic duty to attend to all relationships 

involved in the photograph. James Hevia’s (2014) conceptualisation of ‘the Photography 

Complex’, while referred to more emphatically in the early social biography of the Indentured 

Labour Photographs, can be applied to the photograph at any period in their social history. 

For example, the Photography Complex ensures the consideration of all networks involved in 

the photographic encounter. This may include the technologies involved in the photographs’ 

changing material status as they shift from the archive ledger to digitised formats; as well as 

the complex technologies required to scan, store, and archive the images. It could also 

involve ancestor images and their inclusion in religious ritual performance, such as their 

reproduction, change of size, framing, display, and placement. Each one of these scenarios 

has a myriad of networks and relationships at play. Elizabeth Edwards (2001b; 2012; 2014) 

also extended my thinking by taking the notion of agency a step further, suggesting that we 

expand our contemplation of colonial photographs from agency to affect. If we approach the 

photographs as affective objects, then the sitter, particularly in instances where the subject’s 

agency was compromised, is no longer limited by the colonial frame and the restrictions 

imposed upon them. This suggestion strongly resonated with this colonial photograph archive 

research setting and encouraged me to pay close attention to the affective dimensions of the 

photographs. 

 

These approaches persuaded me to perceive the photographs as fluid and forever changing, 

and, consequently, allowing the many dimensions, relationships, and shifting nuances of the 

photographs to emerge. Central to all these approaches, whether they were referencing 

colonial images or general photographic research methods, was their challenge to the power 

of authorship in photographs. As Christraud Geary (2013) argues, in the past, the colonial 

portrait photograph was not counted as a research tool, because the images were taken by 

foreigners and authorship was assumed to reside with the photographer and, in this instance, 
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the colonial photographer.
61

 This thesis has exemplified that when assumptions of colonial 

authorship were challenged, and the restrictions of the perceived colonial frame removed, the 

photograph elucidated an abundance of information and insights. The following summarises 

the various ways the Indentured Labour Photographs performed as effective research tools: 

 

1) The photographs helped to piece together a social biography of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs. Complementing and expanding the History of Indentured Labourer in 

Mauritius. Most notable was the significance of the photographic ticket system and its unique 

role as a method of visual identification in Mauritius. 

2) Research of the Indentured Labour Photographs adds to the history of photography in both 

Mauritius and the world. The Indentured Labour Photographs marked the first use of 

photographs as visual identification documents used to control the movement of people 

across geographical boundaries, albeit the boundary of the sugar plantation. Their albumen 

form, number of images taken, and production over 49 years from 1864 to 1914 demands 

their inclusion in the history of photography. 

3) A detailed and historical analysis of the Indentured Labour Photographs highlighted the 

cross-cultural nature of the photographic encounter, signposting the differing circumstances 

of all parties in the creation of the image. 

4) By following and 'watching' the social life of the Indentured Labour Photographs over 

time, persistent themes and patterns emerged such as the prevailing anxious state of the 

photographs throughout their social biography and the dramatic shifts in their function and 

meaning in response to changing contexts. 

5) By using the photographs as an elicitation device the significance of ancestral connectivity 

and worship, as well as family origin, lineage, and social status, came to the fore. Thus, 

reflecting family and broader Indo-Mauritian interests and concerns. 

6) The examination and analysis of the descendants’ responses to viewing their ancestors’ 

photographs found links with Hindu aesthetics and the experience of Vir rasa: the consistent 
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 For further reading on colonial photographs and changing authorship see Christraud Geary's case 

study of Bamum photographs.  

Geary, Christraud M 

 2013 The Past in the Present: Photographic Portraiture and the Evocation of Multiple 

Histories in the Bamum Kingdom of Cameroon. In Portraiture and Photography in Africa. J. Peffer 

and E. Cameron, eds. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 
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feeling of pride, honour, and gratitude. These themes, were found consistently repeated in 

todays historical narratives of the indentured labourers. 

I do not claim that these are the only research outcomes of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs, but rather suggest that photographs, regardless of their beginnings, can be used 

to obtain many forms of information and that each research approach can lead to new 

insights. Of particular note is the value of historical photographs as elicitation devices for 

anthropological research in contemporary societies. As this thesis has shown, while the 

photographs emerged from a defined historical past, their engagement with spectators in the 

present and their elicited responses can unveil current life issues and concerns. Today, the 

Indentured Labour Photographs in Mauritius are not perceived by the descendants as 

representations of colonial oppression or violence; rather they serve to elevate the ancestor 

and make tangible, in a visual way, their bravery, strength, and accomplishment. They have 

transfigured into icons of veneration and honour. Therefore, today's context of the Indentured 

Labour Photographs must take into account the significance of ancestors and religion in the 

lives of the indentured labourers and their following generations. This relationship was 

illustrated in the previous chapter on 'encountering ancestors', in which I proposed that the 

evolution of these honorific meanings stems from an inherent desire to portray life in 

Mauritius as intrinsically grounded in spiritual origins and ancestral achievement, a finding 

also supported by Patrick Eisenlohr (2004). To understand the significance of the Indentured 

Labour Photographs in Mauritius means piecing together their particular characteristics in 

context of their local setting – their constitution. 

 

This research project supports the premise that the social life of an archive cannot be 

understood in isolation, nor within the confines of the archive itself. As Elisabeth Kaplan 

(2000:147) says: "[T]he archival record doesn't just happen; it is created by individuals and 

organisations, and used, in turn, to support their values and missions, all of which comprise a 

process that is certainly not politically and culturally neutral." An anthropological approach 

to the archive allows for a broad contemplation of these important environmental and 

contextual issues, taking into account the values and missions of the individuals and 

organisations that interact with the photographs. Therefore, the surrounding and changing 

contexts of the Indentured Labour Photographic Archives has significantly influenced their 

changing functions and meanings over time. 
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To conclude this final chapter, I now turn my thoughts to the future encounters of the 

Indentured Labour Portraits, addressing potential areas for further research and to predict 

future changes. One such area that warrants further research is the historical phenomenon of 

family indentured labour migration. Current indentured labour research has focused on the 

status of the individual indentured labourer and their circumstances; however, as this research 

discovered, there were also families of indentured labourers, including wives and young 

children, that embarked on this high risk and arduous process of migration. The lack of 

attention to this phenomenon is likely due to the administrative processes set up by the 

British Colonial authorities where each member of a family was indexed separately, implying 

indentured labour was primarily an individual phenomenon.
 62

 As we found with the 

Sunnaisee family in this thesis, remarkable stories of family migration under such onerous 

conditions may have been more common than previously assumed, and warrant further 

investigation. 

 

Another area that has been under-explored and brought to light by this research project is the 

quarantine experience of the indentured labourers. The Indentured Labour Photographs show 

a distinct category of these individuals seen photographed without tops and shaven hair (as 

seen in the introductory photograph collage of this chapter). The contrast of these images 

between those quarantined and those not quarantined beckons an investigation into this 

experience, one that acknowledges the additional and more extreme hardship inflicted upon 

the quarantined labourers on their arrival to Mauritius. A small amount of research has been 

done on the quarantine stations of Mauritius; this is an area still to be explored more 

extensively.
63

  

 

The change to viewing formats of the Indentured Labour Portraits, from ledger to digital 

format, is another area worthy of research. I hypothesise that the digitisation of the ledger 

photographs may have a dramatic impact on how the photographic archives are experienced 

in the future. When a descendant makes an application for their ancestral search and a 
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 While the indentured labour arrival documents in Mauritius note the names of father and mother on 

the child's document, the individual entries and papers make it difficult to ascertain family 

connections unless a full historical search is done. 
63

 Through my research of the PB and PA archives I have gathered detailed information about the 

photographic system and about the quarantine stations to be used in future research. This potential 

area of research crosses over with health and medical histories of the indentured labour period 

(Boodhoo, 2010).  
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photograph is found, the first viewing of the photograph will now be in a digital format, via 

their computer screen. The portraits of ancestors will no longer be viewed as a tangible 

objects unless printed by descendants at a later date.  

 

In retrospect, I admit to my research bias towards seeing the portraits in a physical printed 

format. This bias was reflected in my preparation for the descendants’ first viewing of their 

ancestors’ images, when I printed the digital image onto photographic paper. When I reflect 

on my preference for a printed tangible format of the image, I acknowledge my bias was 

linked to notions of historical photographs and nostalgia – a desire to salvage the past and my 

own affective experience of viewing the portraits in their original state in the ledgers. Given 

my intervention in this changing process, I have not obtained any data that indicates 

differences between the viewing of an ancestor in printed paper format or digital computer 

format. I see this topic as a potential research project. Such a project would focus upon the 

viewing of ancestor images in both digitised and printed image settings, especially in cultural 

settings where images of ancestors are perceived as living objects. 

 

Another consequence of the digitisation of the portraits is that the en masse viewing of the 

ancestors’ portraits, situated in the ledgers, will become less frequent, and the original images 

of the ancestors will experience fewer intrusions of light and humans while they remain 

encased within the archives under strict conservation protocols. While this is desirable for the 

future welfare of the photographs, it changes the viewing circumstances of the Indentured 

Labour Portraits. I question what impact these changes to viewing practices will have on the 

future relationships between the photographs, the descendants and the broader Indo-

Mauritian community? Will viewing the images within the realm of family and individuals 

via a computer remove their power as both tangible objects and a community of images? As 

Jacques Derrida (1998:100) observes, "what is no longer archived in the same way is no 

longer lived in the same way". 

 

Dewan and Hackett (2009) have noted that most studies on photographs and affect have 

focused on single images. They make the claim, as do I, that images as a collective group do 

something else to the spectators that 'surpasses emotion'. They describe this experience as the 

‘cumulative affect’. The ‘cumulative affect’ refers to the emotive reactions of viewers to a 

body of images already familiar to the viewer (2009:338). They explain these reactions as 

part of a shared cultural language that has built up over time through exposure to a body of 

images. This is in direct contrast to Susan Sontag's (1977) notion of the 'desensitised and 
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disaffected viewer', which occurs when the public are over exposed to violent photographs. 

The Indentured Labour Photographic Portraits have a powerful impact when viewed en 

masse; I predict that the ensuing changes to the viewing practices of the photographs will 

result in more individualistic and familial based encounters where the community narratives 

of the indentured labourers as a group may dissipate in future representations of indentured 

labour history; where the value of ancestral connectivity and family heritage will become the 

greater narrative of the indentured labourers. Alternatively, due to the removal of the need to 

view the original images during the process of photograph retrieval, there may be a growing 

desire for descendants to see the original image situated on the page of the ledger, marking 

this particular style of encounter as more honorific and valuable. 

 

By attending to the changing contexts and relationships of the Indentured Labour 

Photographs into the broader scheme of Indo-Mauritian society, we can formulate a greater 

understanding of how the indentured labourers adapted to their migrant life in Mauritius. 

While the tangible and visual power of these images have remained constant throughout their 

social life, what has changed is their function and meaning in response to their changing 

environments and social relationships, namely, their constitution. They are unique to 

Mauritius not only because they were never replicated in other British indentured labour 

colonies, but also because their social biography mirrors the life story of the indentured 

labourers and their descendants in Indo-Mauritian society today. 

 

The photographs began as tools of objectification that indexed and monitored the existence 

and movement of the indentured labourer. They travelled wherever the labourer travelled and 

visually embodied the anxiety experienced in negotiating the restrictions of the indentured 

labourer as they went about their daily lives. The photographs as identification documents 

performed an ambiguous relationship with the labourer, one that served to control their 

movements while at the same time ensuring their freedom from punishment. The indentured 

labour tickets and photographs were decommissioned at the same time that the Indentured 

Labour System ended. The photographs then quietly sat amongst the other defunct 

administration ledgers or in the houses of the labourers to silently decompose. At the same 

time, the indentured labourers continued as contract workers on the sugar plantations or 

moved off to establish new lives as free workers, business entrepreneurs, and landowners. 

Throughout the years, religious practices and traditions continued to develop and take on a 

Mauritian flavour. The growth in the population of Indo-Mauritians began to take hold in the 

social and political realms of Mauritius, all the while, the photographs in the ledgers 
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remained silent. The descendants of the indentured labourers and the Indentured Labour 

Portraits began a process of transfiguration when Mauritius became independent and the 

Indo-Mauritian community began to dominate the newly formed National Government. Both 

the Indo-Mauritian community and the Indentured Labour Archive and its Photographs have 

benefitted from these changes, strengthening their social and historical significance in the 

indentured labour story of Mauritius. I predict that the life of the Indentured Labour Portraits 

will continue to mirror their descendants’ lives. 

 

I have chosen to conclude this thesis with a photo essay. I hope that for the spectator, after 

comprehending the content of this thesis, the surface of the photograph has dissolved into an 

open aperture of the image and that the many complex relationships contained in its life story 

are now available for contemplation. I wonder whether the same process of encounter that 

occurred for me has occurred for the reader, through which the confronting colonial imprint 

of the photographs performs more as a backdrop to the image and the visual encounter is now 

informed by a myriad of interpretations and experiences. The following photo essay draws 

this thesis to a close, re-focusing our attention, one more time, on the Indentured Labour 

Photographic Portraits of Mauritius. 
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Photograph Essay - The Indentured Labour Portrait Photographs of 

Mauritius 

 

 

Fig. (a)  
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Fig. (b)  
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Fig. (c)  



 

 

272 

 

Fig. (d) 
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Fig. (e) 
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Fig. (f) 
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Fig. (g) 
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Fig. (h) 
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Fig. (i) 
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Fig. (j) 
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Fig. (k) 
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Fig. (l) 

 

 

The End 
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Appendix 1.  

Correspondence form Uma Meshtrie regarding labourer identification photographs in South 

Africa. 17/5/2014 

 

Besides these photos I have seen none others for Natal and the best researchers  havent 

succeeded in finding any collection. I would guess that photos were taken - see Marina 

Carter's book  there is an extensive collection of photos for Mauritius so i would presume 

that Natal also used this.  

My source for this photo is an apartheid propaganda piece called Meet the Indian in South 

Africa State Information office, c 1948.  

Its the only photos we have like this. I suspect they exist somewhere but nothing else has 

turned up.  

Uma   

 

Appendix 2. 

 

The Indentured Labour Archive - List of items held at the MGI and National Archives of 

Mauritius. 

 

Group P  Immigration Office, 1843-1911.  

C  Emigration Agency Certificates-Calcutta, 

Bombay & Madras. 1842-1859. (979 

volumes).  

D  D Series: Marriage  

Certificates-Calcutta, Bombay and 

Madras.  

1850-1920. (438 volumes).  

E  Arrival Lists: Calcutta, Bombay & 

Madras.  

1843-1910. (171 volumes).  

F  Re-Engagement Registers-Liberated 

Africans/Indian Indentured Labourers. 

Mid 1800-beyond 1900 (113 volumes).  

G  Photographs of Indentured Labourers. 
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1870-1914. (65 volumes).  

H  Vagrants-(Photographs and data). 1879-

1910.  

(29 volumes).  

I  Lost Ticket Registers. 1880-late 1900. (7 

volumes).  

J  List of return Identification. 1865-1920. 

(58 volumes).  

K  Vagrant Identifications. End of 1880-

beginning of the 1900. (8 volumes)  

L  Departmental records and miscellaneous 

letters. Mid-1800-late 1900. (114 

volumes).  

M  List of return Identification/Conveyance: 

Register related to the PJ Series. 1878. (1 

volume).  

N  Dispatches & Correspondences. 1847-

1914. (61 volumes).  

O  Warrants. 1884-1905. (11 volumes).  

 

 

Appendix 3 

 

2. The PG Ledgers  

Ledger Reference and Corresponding Dates  

 

Below is a summary of the photo analysis done on the PG ledgers numbered 62/63/64. The 

following information was provided to MGI archive in 2014 by Kathleen Harrington-Watt, 

University of Canterbury, Christchurch New Zealand. 

 

The official ID photographic process began in 1865. The photographer in charge was Mr. 

Lecorgne. A trial period was conducted for two months in 1864, then an official system 

began in January 1865. This system remained unchanged until 1869, when a new head 

photographer was employed and the colonial administration decided to take over the 
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management of the photographic studio a year later. 

 

The first indexing system used was alphabetical – each ledger had the first letter of the 

immigrants’ name – first letter only A, B, C, D … not sequential – if the name started with A 

then it was placed in ‘A’ ledger. 

 

Separate ledgers for each letter, only A, B, and C, exist as evidence of this system. 

 

Evidence of early dates of photographs: 

1. Some later markings made on photographs dating their return to India or death. 

2. Date noted on page/folio 107 – “26.9.66” 

3. Style of images: immigrants’ dress _ frontal pose, suggest early period 

4. State of decomposition of paper around images (can only be determined by dating 

paper). 

5. Examples of immigrant numbers that are single or double digit.   

 

Examples: 

 

PG No  Folio no Imm No.  Name  Arrival  marking 

PG62  26 - 12405 236587 Annigum 1859   PE 79 Rd. 5/9/65 

PG 62 20 - 12405 265117 Anundoor 1860   PE 86 Rd. 16/7/72 

PG 62  62 - 57299 233386 Arbally 1859   PE 78 Rd. 26/2/67 

PG 62 55 - 34355 266040 Allaghun  1860   PE 87 Died 1871 

PG 62 109- 72570 124613 Anmolah 1853   PE 41 Rd. 3/5/69 

      

 

 

 

PG No  Folio no Imm No.  Name  Arrival  marking 

PG62  75 - 45582 19 Amasalom ?  

PG 62 102 - 65002 137 Andiapen ?  

PG 62  114 - 74021 56 (aden) Anandah ?  

PG 62 118- 76577 16 (aden) Assana ?  

PG 63 132 - 58588  4 Chanaya ?  
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PG 63  54 - 25369 31 Curpin ?  

      

 

 

a) Examples of numbers with notation in brackets (aden) – immigrants coming from Aden as 

liberated Africans (as noted in PB 13, L.R. 3820 pg. 250. 6/10/69 national archives) and 

OIOC, R/20/397, Slave Trade Compilation, 1872, Murdock, Emigration Board, to R. H. 

Meade, 27 September 1871. “Between 1859 and 1869, 2339 liberated enslaved Africans 

were sent to Mauritius and the Seychelles “– cited Janet Ewald, Duke University, 2008. "No 

Objection to a Wandering Unsettled Life: Bondsmen and Freedmen in the Ports and at Sea of 

the Indian Ocean World,” c. 1500‐1900  

b) Single and two digit numbers do not correspond with first indentured numbers, suggestion 

that arrived as free immigrants, then applied for indenture once in Mauritius. These two-digit 

numbers are not prevalent in later ledgers. 

6. Different administrative system – alphabetical ledger, changes in 1969 which 

corresponds with new photographer contracted; Mr. Carbonel was made Depot 

photographer (PB 13, No. 106. Nov. 10
th

 1869). 

7. Immigration numbers range from 1,2,3,4,5,6, digit numbers –majority of immigration 

numbers under 300 000. 

8. No women in these three ledgers. 

9. Very few photographs of men with no clothes, different to later ledgers with a large 

percentage of quarantine portraits. Sample of ledger: PG 48: 3991 non-quarantine 

images/ 3190 quarantine images. Assumption is that quarantine images not in these 

ledgers were before photographic system was applied to quarantined immigrants.  

10. Immigrant numbers consistent with period of arrival pre -1860. 

11. PG 63 – all names beginning with C. No markings in this ledger. Images in this ledger 

are in relatively good condition. Appears as if it has been minimally consulted. 

Similar immigrant number ranges and low digits to PG 62. Style of images similar, 

clothing and dress similar. Men only. Same pose. 

12. PG 64 – all names beginning with ‘B’. Similar range of numbers as PG 62/ PG 63. 

Similar style of image. Clothing and dress similar. Men only. Same pose. 

Suggested time index of ledgers PG62, PG64, PG63 

 

 PG A (aka PG 62) – 1865 – 68/69 
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 PG B (aka PG 64) - 1865 – 68/69 

 PG C (aka PG 63) – 1865 – 68/69 

 

Missing ledgers of rest of alphabetical order - assume there was a ledger for each letter, as 

implied by PG 62/63/64. 

 

Implications: 

 

Ledgers 62/63/64 are actually examples of the very first indenture portrait system in 

Mauritius. There was a trial period of taking photograph portraits of indentured labourers 

between 20th July 1864 and 26
th

 September 1864 (PB 11, page 90-91; PB11 page 122-123) 

As far as I can tell, these trial photographs are missing? 

 

The PG 62/63/64 – the first official ledgers created at the commencement of the formalised 

photographic system (PB11 Order 4270 – 30/ 9/1864). 

 

The age of these ledgers and their significance as the earliest ledgers could be further 

confirmed once they have been fully entered, and cross-checked in the software data base 

system. 

 

Conclusion: 

There were two different ledger systems employed: 

1. 1865-1869 

2. 1869-1914 

 

Additional Notes  

PG 34 – after first 8 pages, C ‘folios’ (pages) begin. Should be with PG C (aka PG 63) “C’ 

names. 

PG 2 - part of PG B. ‘B’ names. 

PG 1 - for PG B ( aka PG 2). Photographs and Index start with ‘B’ 

PG 65 - 1901 – 1903 

Fits into same period as PG 46 – 48. 
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Appendix 4. 

 

Location of Immigration Depot Photographic Studio 

 

Information as provided to AGTF in 2014, by Kathleen Harrington-Watt, researcher form 

University of Canterbury, Christchurch New Zealand. 

 

Summary of evidence from PB documents regarding location of photographic rooms at 

Immigration Depot. 

 

PB 27 – 1881 

 

1) Page: 376 No. 47 – Request for shingle roof to be placed on rooms occupied by Depot-

Photographer. Situated in depot yard, 14-foot-high roof, covered in tin, without any ceiling. 

- need for greater ventilation, heat is unbearable,  

- plenty of windows. 

- “Windows in darkroom have all to be closed for several hours in the middle of the day 

while portrait taking is going on.” 

- Portrait taking happens throughout the day 

 

2) Page: 393 - 394 No. 85 –  

Further correspondence regarding the re- roofing of photographer rooms, “On no estate in 

this colony does this department permit a tin roof to be placed over cottages of Indian 

Labourers, unless ample ventilation is provided.” 

 

 

PB 29 – 1881 - 82 

 

1)Page: 285 No. 465 

Repairs for Immigration Depot refers to need to repair ceiling of photographic branch. No 

Photo 

 

 

PB 30 - 1884 - 1885 
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1) Page: 246 No. 1585 

Request of Painting and Ventilation of Photographic Rooms 

 

 

2) Page: 368 No. 74  

Repairs required to leaking roof of Photographic Branch 

 

 

3) PB 30-Page: 184 -185 

Repairs to Immigration Depot “Photographic Yard” - implies an outdoor space in the depot 

that was called the ‘photographic yard’. 

 

This map is taken from Carter and Govinden, 1998 (Stepping Stones) – I have not been able 

to locate a map that specifies the photographic building. In a discussion with Mr. Govinden at 

MGI, he claimed that there is, apparently, a map of the depot that marks the location of the 

building, see X. However, the location is only hearsay until a primary source can be located. 

One must assume that Marina Carter located a map that marked its location. I would be 

interested in researching this further in the future. I suggest a careful perusal of relevant 

Carter publications, to see if there is a map provided and a reference. 

 

The above transcripts from the PB archive do confirm that the Photographic Branch was 

located in the “depot yard” or “photographic yard”, and was a structure that was 14ft in 

height, with many windows, a tin roof and no internal ceiling. It lacked ventilation and was 

extremely hot due to lack of ceiling insulation and a tin roof. This description does not confer 

with it being housed in the immigration building. 

 

The photographic branch was also considered to be below acceptable standard when 

compared to estate building regulations and Indian labourer dwellings, as stated, “… on no 

estate in this colony does this department permit a tin roof to be placed over the cottages of 

Indian labourers unless ample ventilation is provided …” (PB Archive). 
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Appendix 5  

 

Index of Photographic Essay Images 

 

Images provided courtesy of Mahatma Gandhi Institute and the Mauritian National Archives. 

 

Fig. a PG 64: 5 

 

Fig. b PG 4 

 

Fig. c PG 30: 108 

 

Fig. d PG 48: 43 

 

Fig. e PG 62: A 

 

Fig. f PG 15: 295 

 

Fig. g PG 63: 91 

 

Fig. h PG 53: FM 

 

Fig. i PG 23:350 

 

Fig. j PG 46: 91 

 

Fig. k PG 62: A 

 

Fig. l PG 48: 43 
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