The contribution of Mauritius to Tamil language, culture, religion and the global Tamil diaspora

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the contribution of Mauritius to Tamil language, culture and religion and to situate the role played by Mauritius to the vibrant development of the global Tamil diaspora.

The best way to achieve our purpose is to start right from the origin. What is Mauritius? How old is the island? Were there natives? How was it discovered? How and when did the first Tamils set foot in the island? There are so many questions to be asked. I hope to have aroused your curiosity and will do our best to answer all the questions, basing myself on historical facts and my own personal experience. I will also attempt to make a projection on the future endeavours of the Mauritian Tamils.

Geographical location of Mauritius
Situated on the 20th parallel to the north of the Tropic of Capricorn, between the continents of Africa and India, the 1872 square kilometres of the island represent a dot in the Indian Ocean. The island is of volcanic origin and is about 70 million years old. Its volcanoes ceased to be active over a million years ago and its craters are all extinct.

Who discovered the island?
The virgin and uninhabited island was first indicated by Arab navigators on their sea charts between the seventh and tenth centuries under the name of Dina Arobi. However, they did not leave behind any trace of their presence. In 1511, the Portuguese explorers came to the island for fresh water and called it Ilha do Cirne’ (isle of the Swan) on account of the large birds called the dodo. There was no firm attempt to establish a settlement   and the Portuguese simply left. Then, came the Dutch in 1598, but it was only in 1658 that they settled on the island which they renamed Mauritius in honour of their Prince, Maurice de Nassau. Their occupation span over some seventy years. They used the island for the slave trade with Madagascar and depleted our ebony forests. Furthermore, they exterminated our endemic bird Dodo. Their only positive contribution was the introduction of some domestic animals and sugar cane from Java. Disheartened by violent cyclones, they abandoned the island in 1710, leaving behind a few slaves.

French Settlement and arrival of first Tamils
In 1715, the French took possession of the island and renamed it Ile de France. The French era is important for the development of the island, the importation of thousands of slaves from Madagascar and Africa and the emergence of Tamil presence. Governor Dumas of Pondicherry dispatched 28 Tamil slaves to Ile de France in 1728 and within a year, he sent a hundred Tamil skilled artisans to Ile de France and the neighbouring islands to work as stone masons, carpenters. Between 1728 to 1731, an estimated 328 Tamils were brought by the French East India Company. Governor Mahé de Labourdonnais who was also responsible for Pondicherry brought more skilled workers from Pondicherry, Madras and Karaikkal to work on key structures like the Government House, Military Hospital, Military Headquarters, Supreme Court building, religious buildings and the cobble stone streets of Port Louis. During the same period when the focus was on sugar cane, Tamil merchants, traders and businessmen travelled to the island to start their business activities and they were quite successful. The budding administrative system employed a few literate Tamils from Pondicherry as clerks. Some prominent Tamil settlers obtained land concessions while others bought large plots of land. Some names to remember: Pitcha, Pergasa Moutou, Arnacelon, Ramachetty, Ayavou, Sinatamby, Vendasalon.  

Between1730s and 1770s, according to the 1776 population census, there were more than 3,000 Tamil slaves and indentured labourers alongside other slaves and free workers from Africa, China and other parts of India and some 300 Tamil immigrants who paid their passage to work as traders. merchants, businessmen and skilled artisans.

How did the Tamils get organized?
The majority of Tamils lived and worked in very harsh conditions on the sugar estates scattered all over the island. They toiled daily under the scorching sun to help transform a barren volcanic island into a beautiful and prosperous sugar cane plantations. They lived frugally and endured immense sacrifice, but they held together through a common bond, the Tamil language, culture and religion.

Hailing from Pondicherry, Madras, karaikkal, Cuddalore, Vellore, Arcot, Madurai, Cochin, Tanjore, Trichinopoly and Kanchipura, the Tamil workers brought with them not only their rich ancient traditions, but also their sacred books, scriptures, cooking utensils, spices and clothing items. Their prayer books and the immortal teachings of Thiruvalluvar played a vital part in the constitution of a stable Tamil community in the island. They were reminded of the saying of the saint poet Thiruvalluvar that no Tamil should stay in a place where there is no kovil. Consequently, in all sugar estates, the Tamil workers started constructing small, thatched roof kovils to hold common prayer sessions. Gradually they celebrated major ceremonies like Canjee, Thimidee and Cavadee.

By the end of the French colonisation, there were some 10,000 Tamil speaking slaves and more than 2000 stone masons, carpenters, blacksmith, cart drivers, tailors, cooks and domestic workers alongside some 300 Tamil businessmen, merchants and traders. All the three categories of Tamils played a pioneering role in upholding Tamil values, traditions and way of life in the challenging process of laying foundation stone for making the island what it is today.

Early contribution to Tamil language, religion and culture
As the Tamil workers could not understand or speak French, their only language of communication was Tamil. Language is a strong identity marker and the concentration of Tamils in specific areas of the capital and sugar estates was a decisive factor in enabling them to better maintain their language, religion and culture despite all odds. Apart from the strong emotional attachment to the language, there was the constant contact with Tamil Nadu through the Tamil merchants.

However, they had to face continuing attempts of the Catholic Church to convert them to Christianity by providing them with better jobs and other favours. Some of them got christened and joined the first group of Tamil Christians.

As early as 1772, the Tamils built a small religious structure in honour of Goddess Mariaman and it became a rallying point for their common prayers, social meetings and the sharing of anadanam after major religious ceremonies. Other aspects of Tamil culture in Ile de France were demonstrated by Tamil women who wore their sarees, blouses, bedecked with Tamil jewelry, including the taali, the symbol of their married status. Their hair was decorated with flowers, and they had a pottu on their forehead. In his landmark book ‘’Les Tamouls de Maurice’’, Ramoo Sooriamoorthy, a highly respected educator and temple administrator, describes the atmosphere in the Tamil community in the following terms’ So, here they were speaking their mother tongue, chewing betel leaves and areca nuts and enjoying themselves as they would do in their own village’.

As for the commercial activities, the Tamil businessmen occupied the main streets of the capital by opening shops with Tamil signboards, selling all the spices and ingredients which the Tamil families needed for food preparation and the items for religious, wedding and other ceremonies. The Tamil merchants who lived in town were well organized and gave a unique identity to the community. The colonial register of 1886 contained details of companies owned by Tamil merchants, eg Arumuga Chetty, Soopaya Chetty, Vyaboury Chetty and Valaydan.  Through the trade activities, Tamil culture was gradually exposed and shared with other inhabitants, a source of social integration. The Tamil business community also provided financial support for religious activities, including the construction of other kovils. 

The category of skilled workers left a unique kind of legacy to the coming generations. The edifice they have put up with the ingenuity of the Tamil knowhow in various aspects of construction and architecture, for example the Government House, the Line Barracks (Police Headquarters), the Saint Louis Cathedral in Port Louis and the Chateau Le Reduit  proudly form part of  the  National Heritage.

New Tamil era under the British rule
During the Napoleonic war, the British fought the French here in 1810 with an army of 3,000 soldiers from Tamil Nadu and took over the island which they renamed Mauritius. The Tamil soldiers left after the French defeat but had the opportunity to interact with the local Tamil community. The French surrender was a civilized one and the British agreed to preserve French language and culture. They also allowed the French settlers to stay along with the workers and help to expand sugar cane production. The Tamil workers took the Oath of Allegiance to the British Government by signing their name in Tamil. The peaceful coexistence led to the gradual emergence of a bilingual population, enriched by the language of other communities such as Tamil. Hindi, Urdu, Telegu, Marathi and Mandarin.

Abolition of Slavery and Importation of Indian indentured labour
One of the most important events in the history of mankind is the abolition of slavery in 1835.The British were forced to free the slaves and import indentured labour from different regions of India on an unprecedented scale. Between1834 and 1839, a contingent of 25,000 Indian workers were hired out, of which one third were Tamils. Official statistics also show that between 1843 and 1910, more than 430,000 Indian workers were brought to work mostly in the sugar cane fields. Many were accompanied by their wives and children. Approximately two thirds of the Tamils decided to stay permanently and contributed in a magnificent way to enrich the demographic, social economic, religious and political landscape of Mauritius. Some decided to leave and join the Tamil community in South Africa.

The size of the Tamil community gave a new impetus to their multiple talents. Since the immigrants and the businessmen came from different backgrounds in Madras, Tiruchirapalli, Nagappattnam,Salem,Pondicherry,Melur,Tirunelvedi,Coinbatore,Thanjavur,Madurai,Vellore,Krishnagiri and Kariakkal, they had to work out a strategy to remain united to improve their living conditions and to preserve their identity.

Multi-pronged strategy for creation of a local Tamil community
As the Tamil workers were separated and scattered in different regions of the island and had to work alongside workers from other parts of India and Africa and China, speaking different languages, they had to rely on their own solidarity and undertake common actions to be effective as a community.

Two Immediate unifying conditions: Construction of Kovils and Pallis
The Kovils also provided for a classroom for the teaching of Tamil language and traditions. While Tamil language was widely spoken by workers and businessmen, it gradually fell prey to the emergence of the creole language, considered as a broken French, blended Tamil and Hindi words. Today, Creole language is identified as the language of national unity.  
The language issue will be dealt with later in the light of the emancipation of the workers, the national education policy, improvement of living conditions, the political struggle for Independence.

Was the plight of the Tamils better under the British?
There is no denying that the working conditions were very harsh in the sugar cane fields both for men, women and children. The Tamils were the ones in the front line of the struggle for the improvement of working and housing conditions for all workers .One of the Tamil Educators, Rajaratnam Mudaliar, worked at the prestigious Royal College in 1870s and was very active on the social front .The Tamil leaders did not hesitate to raise their voice against the glaring  injustice and used their mighty pens to petition the British governor for the appointment of Royal Commissions  to deal with their concerns and those of other workers. They succeeded in their venture. However, the implementation of the recommendations for the improvement of living conditions did not happen easily. At the risk of their own lives during numerous public demonstrations, the workers pressed hard for changes. New Labour and Education laws were enacted. More Tamil parents were encouraged to send their children to both the Pallis and the government schools. This resulted in a phenomenal awareness to education investment.

The role of female Tamil Immigrants
The Tamil women were an example to follow. They toiled very hard to become small shop keepers, hawkers, small landlords and were involved in various semiskilled jobs. They got married locally and raised their family according to Tamil traditions but had to take on board the presence of other communities. They played a pivotal role in the propagation of the Tamil language by speaking Tamil at home, kovils, places of work and social gatherings. The preservation of Tamil values, the organisation of religious ceremonies both at home and in kovils were very much within their domain. They saved whatever they could to send their children to government primary schools. The best students would go to secondary schools.


Impact of Gandhi’s unannounced visit
The unscheduled and short visit of Mahatma Gandhi, a fearless lawyer, to Mauritius in 1901 was extremely beneficial to the whole Indian community. He advised them on the importance of language, culture, education and their dedication to serve loyally their adopted country. The Tamil merchants contributed with others to enable Gandhi to make a firsthand assessment of the pressing needs of the community. On his departure, he urged the prominent Indian leaders to take a sustained interest in the economic, social and political issues and  promised to send another Indian advocate, Manilall Doctor, with a clear mandate to alleviate the plight of all indentured workers.

From 1907 to 1911,Manilall Doctor met workers in all parts of the island and  acted as their spokesman before the Swettenham Royal Commission of 1909.His relentless actions helped to shape the consciousness of the Indian workers. The Tamil workers followed his precious advice and a few years later, several Tamil students went overseas for University studies. The first Tamil lawyer to return to Mauritius was Renganaden Seeneevassen in 1940.He immediately became a leading national political figure and a genuine guide for the Tamil community. Other graduates shone in their different professional fields and more importantly in Public Service.

Tamil Newspapers
Tamil articles and notices for funerals and weddings appeared in the newspaper Le Mauricien as far back as1843.Exclusive tamil newspapers would later be published under different names, e.g The Peacock, L’Eclaireur, Tamil Voice, La Lumiere, Sakthivel and Vanakkam The articles focussed not only on Tamil language ,religion and culture but also on socio economic and political developments. Today, with the evolving technology, Tamil newspapers like the Pathirikai appear online only.

Dream of Tamil leaders
Following closely the involvement of the Tamils in India in the epic struggle for the independence of India, Tamil leaders in Mauritius wisely decided to join forces with other leaders to develop a strategy for the gradual political emancipation, leading to the full Independence of Mauritius. The Tamils were inspired by such Tamil Nadu freedom fighters like Subramania Bharatiar, Sarojini Naidu and they took the lead on many fronts. The boldest ones assumed the role of trade unionists and negotiators. In September 1943, one Tamil lady worker by the name of Anjalay Coopen did not hesitate to participate in a major strike at Belle Vue sugar Estate with hundreds of workers, demanding an increase in wages and better working and living conditions. Police ruthlessly opened fire on the unarmed strikers. Anjalay Coopen was shot dead along with three other Tamil workers. Later it was known that Anjalay was pregnant, and her baby also died. Her martyrdom has since become a vibrant symbol of the workers’ struggle for their legitimate rights. Today we can see her statue right opposite the Supreme Court building. Furthermore, her name has been given to an important stadium.


The struggle for Independence
Renganaden Seeneevassen was a staunch leading politician, canvassing for the Independence of Mauritius, He was spotted for his charisma and sharp intelligence and was appointed as the first Minister of Education. It was he who came forward with the policy of teaching oriental languages, including Tamil in primary schools. As a towering politician of the Labour Party, he galvanized the Tamil community in the fascinating journey to Independence. The main Labour party agents were Tamils. Unfortunately, Seeneevassen did not live long enough to witness that unique event. He died unexpectedly at the young age of 48 in 1958. His funeral procession drew one of the largest crowds of the time. The fight for full emancipation went on with renewed vigour. Mauritius proudly became independent in the 12 March 1968. One significant recognition of Tamil contribution is the printing of Tamil characters on all bank notes and the effigy of Seeneevassen on one bank note. On the 12 March,1992, Mauritius became a Republic, with Sir Veerasamy Ringadoo, a Tamil, as the first President.

Mauritian Tamil literature
At the start of the 20th century, Thulasinga Navalar, a Tamil soldier from Madurai came to Mauritius. Endowed with great literary talents, he gave lectures in Tamil and was praised as a Navalar (orator). His contribution to Tamil literature is immense. He taught Tamil, started the first Tamil newspaper and published a bilingual magazine in English and Tamil in 1911.He invited the local Tamils to write poems and dramas and offered training courses to encourage the emergence of the local Tamil literature. Those who benefited from his vast knowledge, e.g Pandit Perumal Soobrayen, Ramathevar Veerabatran, Soundarajan and Vadivel Chellan. They, in turn, shared their passion with so many others. Another frontliner was Arunachala Aranadigal who arrived in Mauritius in 1930 and created a generation of students well versed in Tamil grammar. He too published a number of literary works. It is generally recognized that the period between 1930 and 1950 constitutes the golden age of Tamil literature.


Pandit Perumal Soobrayen and others
Coming from poor parents, Perumal Soobrayen, a bright student of Thulasinga, soon excelled in Tamil grammar and literature and published the first literary work in Tamil ‘Thiyanabimana Geethangal’ in Mauritius. Other literary works followed. He was also a talented dramatist. One of his plays’’Sadaram’’was successfully staged. He had the brilliant idea of putting up a number of private Tamil schools and promoted unity of action to coordinate the work and progress of the schools. His vision was shared with another proponent of Tamil language, Perumal Soondron who created a wonderful organization called the’’ Union Tamoule de Maurice’’ in 1953 for the transmission of Tamil values. Fortunately, a proper relay was ensured, and the baton was passed to dedicated students like Rajarathinam Sangeelee and Mootoocomaren Sangeelee, commonly known as the Sangeelee brothers who lifted the Tamil literature to another level. A few other important names to be remembered are: (1) Vadivel Chellen, considered as one of the greatest Mauritian Tamil poets, (2) Soopaya Mudaliar, famous in elocution, poetry and drama. His drama entitled ‘’Tamil Mannan Kumanan’’ got a rousing welcome, (3) Vinayagam Pillai who revived the Tamil drama tradition through the national radio station.


After a lull prior to Independence, the next generation of Tamil teachers and writers decided to strive harder to compensate for the time lost. Some of the most prominent names are: Arunachalam Pushparathnam, Dasan Chetty, Manickam Pillai, Ganesan, Ponnan, Patten, Muttthusamy, Padayachy, Thancanamootoo, Thirumalaichetty, Chinnapen, Sornum and Annai Kasthuri. They also helped in the translation of Tamil literary works in other languages to make them more accessible to the local Tamils.

The plight of Tamil language-Tamil Education and Government policy
The records show that the first Tamil school started in Souillac, south of the island in 1852 when the government provided some financial assistance. In 1854, Governor Higginson gave the go ahead for the official introduction of Tamil in the school Another school was opened in Port Louis in 1855.Taml was the language of instruction. By 1868 there were 18 schools for all Indian languages and 29 Tamil teachers imparted Tamil literacy and numeracy lessons to the children.
Parallel to the state schools, the Indian community started running evening classes in Ethnic Mother Tongue schools and Pallis which played a vital role in the maintenance of Tamil and other Indian languages. However, Bhojpuri and Creole impacted on the Tamil language and that gave rise to the development of the Mauritian Tamil dialect. Tamil workers in the sugar estates who mastered Tamil were chosen as Vaatiyaars and performed a number of community functions, they even acted as priests in kovils and upheld the tradition of worshipping village deities along with Ganesha, Murugan, Amman, Vishnu and Shiva. The unified contribution of the Vaatiyaars have been warmly acclaimed by the Tamil community. They have left us with a rich legacy.

Under a government plan in 1954 to support oriental languages, some seventy five Tamil schools were set up in all Tamil conglomerations, attracting boys and girls and created employment opportunities for male and female teachers who had to pass an examination conducted by the ‘’All Mauritius Tamil Examination Syndicate’’ and the ‘’Tamil Kalvi Manram’’.The teachers subsequently upgraded their knowledge and skills by following a one year Tamil training course at the government Teachers’ Training College. Since Independence, Tamil has been taught in all government primary and secondary schools. The increasing number of Tamil teachers gave rise to the creation of a Tamil Inspectorate Division within the Ministry of Education, resulting in more qualified Tamil personnel. With the setting up of the Mahatma Gandhi Institute (MGI) catering for the needs of the Indian languages and cultures, diploma and degree courses in Tamil were offered, followed by Master degrees. The full-fledged Tamil Department in the MGI has well qualified lecturers holding Master’s degree and Ph.D, awarded by prestigious Tamil Nadu Universities. The institutional links between the MGI Tamil department and other academic organisations in the Tamil diaspora keeps flourishing.

The status of Tamil speaking
Although much progress was made on the teaching side, the spoken Tamil suffered a serious setback along with other oriental languages, mainly because of the growing influence of Creole which cut across all communities. Renewed efforts are being made to salvage the situation. The government decided, after we became a Republic, to set up by way of legislation Speaking Unions for all languages and Cultural centres. The Tamil speaking Union is thriving hard to offer courses all over the island and create conditions for children and adults to learn Tamil through Creole, and French and engage in speaking Tamil. Only time will tell whether we have been successful.

Tamil Culture
Language and Culture are inextricably intertwined. It is generally recognized that language strengthens the civilization it serves and nourishes the culture it is part of. In the case of Mauritius, Tamil language has supported Tamil culture retention and now Tamil culture is reviving the interest in the Tamil language.

Different components of Tamil Culture
The culture and traditions we inherited from our previous generations are omni present in the life cycle of all Tamils. From birth, puberty, marriage and death. The rites performed by learned elders and priests provide an excellent opportunity to dwell on the profound meaning of each life cycle. The most glamorous Is the wedding ceremony and its elaborate preparation. Wedding invitations printed in Tamil were in the form of Pathirikai The dress code was sarees and veshtis. Today the invitations are printed on magnificent cards in English, French or Tamil. The rituals have remained more or less unchanged. The first invitation goes to the kovil for divine blessing, then to the future in laws by way of sambandi paaka and subsequently other parents, relatives, close friends and neighbours. The wedding ceremony is preceded by the saffron ceremony and a vegetarian meal of seven curries is served on the eve separately by each party. Originally the wedding ceremony was performed in the bride’s house, Today, most families opt for large wedding halls, richly decorated in Tamil and western styles, being able to accommodate hundreds of guests, including those from overseas, all elegantly dressed. It looks like a superb beauty contest! While the ladies relish wearing their gorgeous and colourful sarees  and Tamil jewelry ,the men ,even the elderly ones, wear smart suits. The one and a half hour ceremony, masterly, conducted by a swami, consists of a set of elaborate rituals, interspersed with Morlon music, songs and dances. The climax is reached when the swami hands over the blessed taali, to the bridegroom for tying it around the neck of the bride. The atmosphere is one of immense emotion, joy and good humour. Cakes are distributed to each guest at the end of the ceremony, Selected guests are invited to the traditional virundoo (lunch or dinner) on the wedding day by the bridegroom’s parents and a week later by the bride’s parents. The delicious goat curry is served on a banana leaf. Hats off to the different generations for upholding all our traditions with a few inescapable touches of modernity!

Tamils in Port Louis, the capital
Since the Tamil business centre was situated in Port Louis most Tamils had to travel from different parts to buy their stock of spices, clothing items, jewelry at the Tamil shops. The vibrancy of the contacts led to numerous realisations on the socio economic, cultural and political fronts. The Tamil merchants helped to hire special artisans from Tamil Nadu to build the Sockalingum Meeneeatchee Amen Temple in Port Louis in the magnificent Dravidian style. It started in 1854 and was completed in 1868. The temple, regarded as the main kovil under the responsibility of a Head Swami from Tamil Nadu, is administered by the Hindu Maha Jana Sangham, a prestigious Tamil organisation, recognized by the government. The biggest gathering of devotees carrying the Cavadee and pal kudam, accompanied by prayers and songs on Lord Muruga, occurs on Thaipoosum Cavadee when the street processions from the other kovils in Port Louis, preceded by the Radam and the Hindu Band, converge on the main kovil to receive the blessings of Lord Muruga. The experience gained enabled Tamil kovils in other localities to organize their own processions and thus encourage a wider participation. The Thaipoosum Cavadee is a public holiday in Mauritius, and it is a matter of great pride to see how the government, the municipalities, district councils, private firms help the Tamil community in organizing the Cavadee on a national scale. With the construction of more kovils, the Tamils are able to celebrate other Cavadee ceremonies in a grand way. We can mention the Sittirai, Aadi, Vaigasi, Panguni and Kanda Shasti Cavadees.

Another organisation in Port Louis which has left its indelible mark in the community is the Hindu Hymn Society, later renamed Parama Bhakta Suguna Bhajana Sangham. The Organisation, benefitting from the erudition of Soopaya Modaliar was the first Tamil body to celebrate the Govinden Thiruviga in Mauritius. The cult of Krishna became widespread through the one month fasting during Purattarsi. Special prayers were said every Saturday, but the last Saturday was the most eventful. As a child living just opposite the Sangham, I was marvelled at the scale of the ceremony on the last Saturday. After the special prayers and devotional songs lasting the whole morning. anadanam, consisting of the traditional seven curries was served throughout the afternoon to thousands of devotees, travelling from different towns and villages. The evening programme consisting of prayers, songs, dances, drama plays, religious talks by S.Mudaliar and visiting swamis ,speeches  by the Mayor of  Port Louis ,the Indian Commissioner and a few prominent  political leaders and a film show started at 7.00pm  and ended at 5.00am,culminating with a procession going to the sea front for the last ritual. The Govinden fasting has since developed into one of the most popular and colourful ceremonies, celebrated every Saturday throughout the island among both young and old. While the prayer ceremony is uniform, the cultural component during the whole night has been tremendously enriched with a variety of emerging talents among the male and female artists. 

Thimidee
Thimidee is another ceremony celebrated island wide in Mariamen Kovils. Again, the rituals are strictly observed by all devotees, including those who would walk on fire. As a rule, the one carrying the karagam would be the first to walk on fire.The Mariamen kovil near my residence would, on Thimidee day ,organize the Cavadee in the morning with an impressive procession starting from Sockalingum Meeneeatchee  Amen kovil to Mariamen Kovil. The Cavadee would be followed in the afternoon by the walk on fire ceremony with the participation of hundreds of devotees, including those of other communities. Men, women and children would line up in religious fervour for the divine walk on fire at sunset. While the Thimidee continues to be organized once yearly in various localities, the one in Mariamen kovil of Port Louis remains the largest crowd puller. 

Mariamen Canjee
Canjee ceremony is yet another very popular celebration of Ammen. Elaborate rituals are carried out at different periods in kovils, attended by numerous devotees. In Tamil Nadu, after the prayers, devotees would be offered the Canjee consisting only of boiled rice. Tamils in Mauritius have over the years embellished the ceremony both in terms of rituals and food preparation. From a nearby river, devotees carrying the manjal neer or pal kudam will proceed to the kovil for the Mariamen Talatu. After the prayers at around noon, Canjee is served as a full meal consisting of boiled rice mixed with yogurt, onion and spring onion, served on banana leaf with murunga kiirai, and kattarikkay (eggplant), coconut and other chutneys, sundal, fried chillies, accompanied by sarkkarai pongal ,paal kozhukkattai and sliced fruits together with a cup of paanakam. Tamils have perfected the art of preparing Canjee. A kovil Canjee can attract as many as 2,000 persons. The Canjee ceremony is also organized at home as a family event. The Ammen cult is permanent in Mauritius.

Role of Temples
Some 285 years the first Tamils brought with the idols of their deities which they placed under the trees and near ponds for common prayer in the sugar estate. They later constructed small kovils which have today been transformed into wonderful temples, representing the best of Dravidian architecture. Any visitor to Mauritius will immediately feel the presence of Tamils through the Kovils. Over a hundred kovils are registered with an umbrella organization called the Mauritius Tamil Temples Federation (MTTF, founded in1957) which receives a financial grant from the government for distribution to the kovils and acts as an indispensable coordinating agency for all religious matters. All the ceremonies and festivals celebrated in Tamil Nadu are likewise celebrated here, Some of them are: Varusha Pirrapu, Thaipoosum and other Cavadees,Aadi Perukku, Govinden Thiruvizha,Navaratree, Krishna Jayanti, Vinayagar Chaturthi Vijaya Dasami, Deepavali, Nombu, Pongol, Maha Shivaratri and Panguni Uthiram. 

The religious calendar is full to the brim. It only shows the permanent bond which unites the Tamils with their religion.

One common factor in all kovils is the Friday prayer during which a bajanum session takes place and extracts from Thevaram, Thiruvaaasagam and Thiruppugazh are recited and sung. Some Kovils have their own specificities. For example, the majestic Amma Tookai kovil in the South. Each prayer session attracts large crowds from Tamils and other communities. It is the only kovil which allocates a whole day for the annual free distribution of sarees, followed by anadanam. All the kovils are generally well managed and follow the Dravidian tradition of organising a Maha kumbabishegam every 12 to 15 years. The financially strong temples are able to employ swamis from Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka while other kovils employ trained locally achagars.
















How have the Tamils fared in terms of official statistics? 
The table below, which is extracted from the Population Census Reports, gives us alarming figures.

Tamils in Mauritius (1962-2011)
	Census Year
	Language of forefathers
	Language usually spoken
	Religion
	Total Population

	1962
	44,044
	17,970
	49,900
	681,619

	1972
	56,757
	29,094
	60,515
	826,199

	1983
	66,154
	35,646
	68,493
	964,762

	1990
	47,953
	8,002
	68,451
	1,056,660

	2000
	44,724
	3,662
	71,501
	1,143,069

	2011
	19,166
	1,134
	72,036
	1,236,817



Gooroonaden Vydelingum, former Deputy Director of Statistics and a prominent member of the Tamil League has made the following remarks on those statistics. The accuracy of the official figures depends mostly on the responses given. The language of our forefathers is definitely Tamil. As far as language usually spoken at home is concerned, we must be true to ourselves and give the correct answer. Our religion is Tamil notwithstanding the debate whether Tamil is a religion or not. In case we mention something else,e.g Tamil Hindu, the response gets diluted and you are merged with the category ‘OTHER’.

In-depth debates have been initiated on how to improve the performance in all sectors. To this end, a number of Tamil organisations have been set up. Some of them like the Tamil League, the MTTF, the Hindu Maha Jana Sangham, the Union Tamoule de Maurice, regional Tamil Associations and Federations, Thiruvalluvar Circle, Hindu Band, Veeramundar Band, regional Tamil Ladies Associations, Tamil Speaking Union, Tamil Cultural Centre and ATMA have brought about a new awareness in pooling resources to improve the implementation of projects for a‘’Renaissance’’. The results are encouraging .

Tamil Diaspora
Mauritius has undeniably maintained an umbilical relation with Tamil Nadu which has always been generous in sharing its values and wisdom together with its educational, religious and cultural gems with us. Imbued with the grandeur of the Tamil civilization, we have thus been able to produce talented singers of Carnatic music, bharanatyam dancers, Tamil, English and French book writers, artists in different fields, professionals in various disciplines along with the English and French of the Thirukural. One Tamil senior lecturer at the MGI, Dr Sangahramanee Manikkam, had the brilliant idea of translating in Tamil the French play TARTUFFE by the famous writer, Moliere.

Direct flights between Mauritius and Chennai have brought us closer still. Moreover, we have been able to forge closer links with our immediate neighbours, Reunion Island and South Africa and the more distant countries like Malaysia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, UK, France, Australia and Canada. We are proud to have sent our priests to Reunion Island, France and UK to officiate during Cavadee and Thimidee ceremonies. With Malaysia, we had excellent exchange programmes thanks to the collaboration between the Tamil League and a Malaysian Tamil senior lecturer, Paramasivam Muthusamy who incidentally wrote an excellent book’’ Mauritius Tamils-Language, Culture and Society’’ in Tamil and English. 

Mauritius is the first country to have raised the Sri Lankan tragedy at the United Nations. Since Independence, Mauritius has hosted several international conferences and seminars on Tamil language, culture and religion and has likewise sent delegations to other countries. Those interactions have led us to examine perspectives for the Tamil community in a global manner. The Tamil League orgainised a regional conference on Tamil diaspora in 2007 under my chairmanship and the last major conference in Mauritius was the 2014 International Conference on Tamil Diaspora, organized under the aegis of Armoogum Parsuramen, our former Minister of Education and UNESCO director. He is also the main architect behind the International Thirukural Conference which has successfully conducted 28 international conferences by zoom, with talks from eminent Tamil personalities around the world. The ultimate objective is to propagate the immortal teachings of the saint poet Thiruvalluvar to the entire universe and to hold as early as possible an international conference at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris with a resolution to declare Thirukural as part of the UNESCO World Heritage.

With less than 300 years of contact with Tamil language, culture and religion, Mauritius Tamils are proud to pay a vibrant tribute to their ancestors and the thousands of unsung heroes. We are happy to have served the larger interests of the community, especially in this age of modern communication technologies. We are determined to bring our modest contribution to a strong, dynamic and innovative Tamil diaspora. This is our mantra.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion
There are undeniably a lot of challenges on our way. We stand a better chance to ride the waves if we remain united. One way to achieve unity is to set up a permanent Tamil Observatory to monitor effectively the progress of the community and help to shape our future generations. We hope this will be one of the resolutions of this conference.

KRISH PONNUSAMY
FORMER SENIOR CHIEF EXECUTIVE
GOVERNMENT OF MAURITIUS
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