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memorable and enriching experience.
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• local customs and traditions
• the impact of history, religion, and politics
• the Mauritians at home, work, and play
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• business practices
• communication, spoken and unspoken
and many practical tips for managing 
the unexpected.
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guides will
help you to deal confidently with unfamiliar
situations abroad. They tell you about the
beliefs, attitudes, and behavior of people in
different countries, so that when you arrive
you are aware of local manners and
sensitive issues, and are well equipped 
to make friends and enter into successful
business relationships. Practical advice 
on what to expect and how to behave
enables you to avoid embarrassing gaffes,
establish a rapport with your hosts, and
make the very best of your visit.
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the essential guide to

customs & culture
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“...the perfect introduction to the weird, wonderful and downright 
odd quirks and customs of various countries.”

Global Travel

“Culture Smart has come to the rescue of hapless travellers.”
Sunday Times Travel

“...full of fascinating—as well as common-sense—tips to 
help you avoid embarrassing faux pas.”

Observer

“...as useful as they are entertaining.”
Easyjet Magazine

“...offer glimpses into the psyche of a faraway world.”
New York Times
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• New Zealand
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• Romania
• Russia
• Saudi Arabia 
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• Singapore 
• South Africa 
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• Sri Lanka
• Sweden 
• Switzerland 
• Syria
• Tanzania
• Thailand
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• Tunisia
• Turkey
• Ukraine
• UAE
• USA
• Vietnam

Books are regularly updated, and the publishers 
welcome readers’ comments and suggestions.
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NOTE ON SPELLING
Throughout the text, you will find many Kreol words and others derived
from Asian, African, and Malagasy languages. Many of these words are
often only spoken, and others have variable spellings. In the case of Kreol
words, we try to follow the spelling adopted in the Diksioner Morisien
(the first monolingual Kreol dictionary) by Arnaud Carpooran.

When referring to the creole language spoken in Mauritius, we have
used the spelling “Kreol” to distinguish it from “Creole,” a term used to
refer to Mauritians of predominantly African and Malagasy ancestry.
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Other customs have been created locally and have
become part of an authentic native culture that is
shared by all—such as sega, the distinctive, lively,
and popular music of Mauritius.

Mauritius is not always, however, the haven of
peace, love, and understanding that it may at first
sight seem, and the reality is more complex and
nuanced. Although today many Western and
European-style customs are encroaching on both
private and public life, Mauritians are ambivalent
about this, and ancestral traditions are still firmly
established in the daily lives of the population. On
the downside, the Mauritians have a tendency to
fight among themselves and to create communal
stereotypes of their compatriots—Creoles are
characterized as lazy and fun-loving, Indo- and
Sino-Mauritians as clannish and nepotistic, and
Franco-Mauritians as insular and racist, for
example. However, the march of modernization
and globalization means that many young,
socially mobile Mauritians now share a common
culture and outlook on life, where the sense of
being Mauritian far outweighs ancestral ties and
divisive communalism.

This book aims to make sense of the modern
and the traditional, of the complex legacy of
shared and ancestral cultures. It will help you to
navigate your way through the contradictions of
Mauritian society and to enrich your experience
of this fascinating and beautiful island.

A small, exotic, multicultural island nation in the
middle of the Indian Ocean, Mauritius gives the
impression of a paradise on earth. Graceful palm
trees, fine sandy beaches, blissful lagoons, and
endless fields of lush, green sugarcane help to
reinforce its romantic image.

This island nation is a very new society, forged
over the past three centuries. Although similar in
many ways to neighboring Réunion and the
Seychelles, and to Caribbean cultures such as
Trinidad and Tobago where there is also a mixed
population of African and Indian ancestry,
Mauritius actually has a much greater South and
East Asian influence than these islands. But that is
not the whole story: a strong French cultural and
linguistic heritage persists, even though the island
was taken over and ruled by Britain for a hundred
and fifty-eight years, and you only have to scratch
the surface of many a Mauritian custom to find its
African and Malagasy roots.

Although it would be difficult to claim a single
overarching identity for the Mauritian people,
certain traits recur in the accounts of foreign
visitors: hospitality, warmth, and friendliness,
albeit with an unexpected element of reserve.
Above all, the most defining characteristic of the
Mauritians is their multiculturalism. The island’s
rich cultural diversity reflects the origins of the
people who settled there, and Mauritian language,
food, and religion form an intoxicating medley.
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Key Facts

République de
Maurice (Republic 

of Mauritius)

Port Louis 
(pop. 150,000)

Beau Bassin, Rose
Hill, Quatre Bornes,
Vacoas, Phoénix,

Curepipe, Mahébourg,
Port Mathurin
(Rodrigues)

788 sq. miles 
(2,040 sq. km), incl.

dependencies of
Rodrigues, Saint

Brandon, and
Agalega

Tropical maritime,
with southeast trade

winds. Hot, wet,
humid summer,
November–April; 
dry, cooler winter,

May–October

1.3 million 
(2010 estimate)

Indo-Mauritian: 68%
Creole: 27%

Sino-Mauritian: 3%
Franco-Mauritian: 2%

Official Name

Capital City

Main Towns

Area

Climate

Population

Ethnic Makeup

Languages

Religion

Risk of heavy rain
and cyclones during

summer 

Parliamentary
multiparty

democracy based on
Westminster model.
Coalitions common.

The president is
head of state.

Mauritian rupee 
(Rs or MUR)

MBC broadcasts
national TV and

radio. Also, local and
international
commercial

channels

Mauritius Times
(weekly)

220 volts, 50 Hz

Generally metric, with
some old French

measurements still 
in use 

.mu

The country code for
Mauritius is 230.

GMT + 4 hours (+ 3
hours during British

Summer Time)

Government

Currency

Media

Media: English-
Language

Electricity

Weights and
Measures

Internet Domain

Telephone

Time Zone

Nine mainland
administrative

districts and three
dependencies

(Rodrigues, Saint
Brandon, and

Agalega)

The exchange rate
in 2010 was roughly

Rs30 to US$1.

Free and democratic
press, including

L’Express, Le
Mauricien, and

Week-End (mostly 
in French)

Both European two-
prong (type C) and
British three-prong
(type G) plugs used.

Power outages
occur, especially
during cyclones.

Kilograms (kg) used
in Western shops

and supermarkets.
Pounds (lb) often
used at fruit and

vegetable markets
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English (de facto official language),
French (business and media), Kreol

(lingua franca), Bhojpuri, and other South
and East Asian languages

Hindu 48%; Roman Catholic 24%; 
other Christian 8%; Muslim 17%;

other (including Buddhist) 3%
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Arabian Peninsula, South and Southeast Asia, and
beyond. As such, movements of people, goods,
languages, and cultures have created a shared sense
of belonging among the peoples of this part of
the world. These days, many of the islands in the
southwest Indian Ocean share a common bond in
the French language.

GEOGRAPHY
The Republic of Mauritius (République de Maurice
in French, Repiblik Moris in Kreol) comprises the
main island of Mauritius and three dependencies:
Rodrigues, the Cargados Carajos Shoals (or Saint
Brandon), and the Agalega Islands. The country also
holds territorial
claims to Tromelin
Island and the
Chagos Archipelago,
which are ruled,
respectively, by
France and the
United Kingdom.
The capital, Port
Louis, is found in 
the northwest of
Mauritius. Administratively, the country is divided
into nine mainland districts and three dependencies,
which are subdivided into smaller municipalities.

Mauritius
The main island of Mauritius (Île Maurice), almost
oval in shape and surrounded by coral reef, lies
approximately 530 miles (855 km) east of

THE INDIAN OCEAN ISLANDS
Mauritius is a sovereign island nation in the
southwest Indian Ocean, which—together with
Réunion, Rodrigues, and the Cargados Carajos
Shoals—is one of the Mascarene Islands. Rodrigues is
a smaller island under Mauritian rule, approximately
350 miles (560 km) east of its larger neighbor. The
Cargados Carajos Shoals (also Mauritian) are located
some 267 miles (430 km) to the northeast of the
mainland. Réunion is a slightly larger but less
populous island ruled by France as a département
d’outre-mer (overseas department), and lies
approximately 135 miles (220 km) west of Mauritius.

The Mascarenes share a common geological
origin and natural history. They were formed by a
volcanic ridge that emerged some 8 to 10 million
years ago, which explains the strange rocks and
craters one finds on Mauritius, and the active
volcano on Réunion.

Alongside their Indian Ocean neighbors
Madagascar, the Seychelles, and the Comoros, these
islands have a shared history of slavery, colonialism
(under France or Britain), and maritime trade.
Looking further back and further afield, the islands
of the western Indian Ocean have been linked,
historically, to places as far-flung as East Africa, the

land and people
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that remains of the once-pristine forest is now
called the Black River Gorges National Park. The
non-mountainous parts of the landscape are now
dominated by endless fields of sugarcane.

The capital and main port, Port Louis
(pronounced “por-looee” or “port-looiss”), is
located in the northwest of Mauritius. Around
150,000 people (Port-Louisiens) live here, and
many more travel to work here from other places
on the island. Slightly further south, several towns
have almost merged into one vast urban area
within the Plaines Wilhems district (the central
plateau towns, population approximately 400,000).
These comprise, from northwest to southeast, Beau
Bassin, Rose Hill (pronounced “roz-eel”), Quatre
Bornes (“cat-born”), Vacoas (“vak-wa”), Phoénix
(“fen-eeks”), and Curepipe (“cure-peep”), and are
fast becoming the residential heartland of an urban
middle class. Nowadays, they are popular among
many expats who find Port Louis and other coastal
areas to be too hot and humid. Mahébourg
(pronounced “my-bor” or “my-burg,” population
30,000) feels somewhat provincial in comparison,
but has a popular market and historic sites related
to Dutch settlement.

Rodrigues
At 40 square miles (104 sq. km), the younger island
of Rodrigues is much smaller than Mauritius.
Although hilly, its highest point, Mont Limon,
reaches only 1,305 feet (398 m). Like Mauritius,
Rodrigues (usually pronounced “rod-reeg” or “rod-
reegs”) is surrounded by lagoon and coral reef.
It was initially visited by the Arabs, the Portuguese,

Madagascar in the southwest Indian Ocean.
It is just north of the Tropic of Capricorn at 
20º S, 57º E. A dot in the ocean measuring just
720 square miles (1,865 sq. km), it is about half
the size of Rhode Island, or comparable to the
English county of Buckinghamshire. Mauritius is
renowned for its natural beauty, which led Mark
Twain, who visited in 1896, to remark: “What
there is of Mauritius is beautiful.”

A coastline fringed with palms and casuarina
trees, and measuring around 110 miles (177 km),
rises sometimes steadily, sometimes steeply toward
a central plateau at more than 1,300 feet (400 m).
Though not nearly as rugged as neighboring
Réunion, Mauritius is mountainous, with oddly
shaped volcanic peaks dotting the interior of the
island (Twain called them “quaint and picturesque
groups of toy peaks”). The highest peak is Piton 
de la Petite Rivière Noire (2,717 feet, 828 m),
followed closely by Pieter Both (2,690 feet, 820 m),
Le Pouce (2,661 feet, 811 m), and Corps de Garde
(2,362 feet, 720 m). Rivers, waterfalls, lakes, and
reservoirs also occupy the interior, and the little

land and people
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Agalega Islands
Agalega is made up of two islands with a total area 
of 9 square miles (24 sq. km), which can be found
700 miles (1,100 km) north of Mauritius, near the
Seychelles. Here, the three hundred or so inhabitants
work in fishing and coconut exploitation.

and the Dutch before being settled by the French
and their African slaves in the eighteenth century,
and then eventually seized by the British in 1809.
Since October 2002, the Rodrigues Regional
Assembly has enjoyed limited autonomy from
Mauritius. The mostly Creole population stands at
approximately 38,000 (2010), living mainly in the
sleepy capital Port Mathurin and some other small
settlements. Life is quieter than on Mauritius, and
Rodrigues has yet to feel the effects of mass
tourism. Employment is mainly in fishing and
small-scale farming. With an early-to-bed, early-to-
rise culture, many businesses close before 4:00 p.m.

Cargados Carajos Shoals (Saint Brandon)
The Cargados Carajos Shoals (commonly known
as Saint Brandon) lie some 267 miles (430 km)
northeast of Mauritius. They consist of a few
dozen scattered sandbanks, shoals, rocks, and
islets within 73 square miles (190 sq. km) of reef,
protecting important flora and marine life. A
small, non-permanent community of Mauritians
works mainly in the fishing industry.

land and people
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MAURITIAN PLACE-NAMES
Mauritian history and its diverse ethnic makeup
are evident in the place-names that dot the
country’s landscape: names like Flacq and Plaines
Wilhems bear witness to the Dutch presence in
the sixteenth century; Port Louis and Mahébourg
pay homage to former French monarchs and
governors; some places have distinctly British-
sounding names like Highlands and Rose Hill;
and others remind us of former military posts,
sugar plantations, and colonial residences
(Quartier Militaire and Quatre Bornes, for
instance).

Many names are more exotic, like Surinam,
Sébastopol, Yemen, and Médine (Medina), and
others tell us of the Hindu presence on the island:
Gokoola, Coromandel, Bénarès (the French
spelling of Banaras or Varanasi), and Ganga Talao
(Grand Bassin in French), to mention just a few.
Names of mountains and rivers can sometimes
seem quite literal in comparison, but are
nonetheless quite entertaining: take, for example,
Le Pouce Mountain, with its thumblike shape,
Rivière Noire (Black River), Blue Bay (as it says
on the tin), and Lion Mountain (from
Mahébourg it looks like the Sphinx).
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