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THE COURT, (3) By thirteen 
votes to one, Is of the opinion that, 
having regard to international 
law, the process of decolonization 
of Mauritius was not lawfully 
completed when that country acceded 
to independence in 1968, following 
the separation of the Chagos 
Archipelago; AGAINST: Judge 
Donoghue; 

And how does all this hit close to home? In February 

2019 The International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruled that 

the UK return the Chagos Archipelago to Mauritius1, 

following Chagossian protests in Mauritius and London. 

The United Nations (UN) adopted the ICJ’s ruling in May 

of the same year. Prior to this breaking news, I had been 

unaware of the issues at stake for the Chagossian people 

and what was happening on my own island. I grew up 

10 minutes away from their community which they 

had to start from scratch: make a home in exile (Jeffrey 

2011, 5). The 2019 ICJ ruling was my awakening to a 

bigger picture of the post-colonisation of Mauritius - that 

unless there is no agency within my generation, we could 

end up in a society of ethical dormancy, controlled by 

powers like the UK and the U.S. I was not the only one. 

Private conversations with childhood friends brought 

more clarity to the fact that a big circle of Mauritian 

connections had little to no insight into the Chagossian 

struggle. With privilege comes the inability to relate to 

certain positions, and the ability of laissez-faire. Like 

my own entourage growing up, we were able to live our 

lives despite our neighbours’ struggle, because at the end 

of the day, we had not been displaced, nor forcefully 

uprooted to start from scratch in a new land. 

If a post-colonial cultural movement like the Mauritian-

Chagossian sovereignty dispute does not affect all 

Mauritians and Chagossians alike, who are we, as 

citizens of the same sovereign islands, to be living on 

lands that had also been colonised and exploited with our 

ancestors’ sweat and tears? What can such a sovereignty 

dispute like the Chagos Archipelago prove a system that 

does not even teach its generations on issues like these? 

And this is what really incited this thesis. To find out 

why and what exactly I was so ignorant about, and incite 

a future generation of Mauritians and Chagossians to 

do the same: ask questions, reasons, and incite an inner 

post-colonial awakening, because if not everything, to 

this day, we are all colonised. 

This thesis evolved, from anticipating a crowd-sourced 

archive of memories, to a field guide exposing the 

realities of research to guide myself and others from my 

generation to conduct research in our home of Mauritius. 

1 “Legal Consequences of the Separation of the Chagos Archipelago from 
Mauritius in 1965,” International Court of Justice (ICJ, February 25, 2019), 
https://www.icj-cij.org/public/files/case-related/169/169-20190225-SUM-01-00-
EN.pdf.

Excerpt from the ICJ’s 2019 Advisory Opinion.

Judge Donoghue represents the United States, 

and presides the ICJ as of 2021.

(4) By thirteen votes to one, Is of the 
opinion that the United Kingdom 
is under an obligation to bring to 
an end its administration of the 
Chagos Archipelago as rapidly as 
possible; IN FAVOUR: President 
Yusuf; Vice-President Xue; Judges 
Tomka, Abraham, Bennouna, 
Cançado Trindade, Gaja, Sebutinde, 
Bhandari, Robinson, Gevorgian, 
Salam, Iwasawa; AGAINST: Judge 
Donoghue

2 “General Assembly Welcomes International Court of Justice Opinion,” United 
Nations (United Nations, May 22, 2019), https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/

ga12146.doc.htm.
3 This new and unfortunately, constant new fashion of accepting and furthering 
work without moral evaluation thus highlight the development of a new 
generation - Zaheer Allam, PhD.
“Breaking from the Culture of Ethical Dormancy: A Wakeup Call for Utilitarian 
Urban Planning in Mauritius.” Lexpress Maurice, December 18, 2012.
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HISTORY

a back-story

Before delving into the harsh history and context of the Chagos Archipelago, one has to 

be aware of the geopolitical factors that have aff ected the sovereignty of the archipelago. 

Ever since the discovery of Mauritius, the Chagos Archipelago, Agaléga, Réunion, 

Rodrigues, Seychelles, St. Brandon, and Tromelin have formed part or been part of 

the colonised history and a piece of the governing party of the colonies. This is why a 

majority of this research centres around Mauritius and the geopolitics that have and still 

aff ect its governance to this day.

Flatt ened Mercator World Map Projection. 

Indian Ocean at centre.
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HISTORY:
IN TIMELINE

MAURITIUS:  Arabs,  Chinese,  Malagasy & 
Indo-Malay travel lers  (could have)  set  foot ; 
ultimately not settled,  nor  colonised.

pre-1500s

CHAGOS:  Vis ited and mapped by 
Portuguese (did not settle)

1500s

MAURITIUS:  French colonial ists  sett le, 
rename  ÎLE DE FRANCE with enslaved 
people from Madagascar & Eastern Afr ica 

1721

SEYCHELLES:  French colonise1740s

CHAGOS: Coconut plantations establ ished. 
1783:  22 enslaved brought to Diego Garcia 
from Maurit ius,  becoming the archipelago’s 
f i rst  inhabitants

1780s

CHAGOS: Brit ish East  India Company arr ive 
to create a provisional  plantation,  but 
leave due to French colony. 

1786

MAURITIUS:  Dutch East  India Company 
starts  using Maurit ius en route to East 
Asia

1598

MAURITIUS:  Dutch East  India Company 
abandons Maurit ius colony

1710

France claims Maurit ius1715

1794-1810

1814
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COLONISATION OF THE INDIAN OCEAN
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U.S. :  U.S.  Navy init iates secret 
conversations with Brit ish Govt.  to make 
Diego Garcia a  base (COLLUSION)

1960

CHAGOS: Chagos-Agaléga Ltd consol idates 
plantation ownership on Chagos

1962

British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT) 
ORDER:  Chagos Archipelago excised from 
Maurit ius

1965

BIOT (EX-CHAGOS):  UK purchases 
plantations from Chagos-Agaléga Ltd.

1967

BIOT:  Chagossians travel l ing outside of 
archipelago barred entry  back

1968-1971

BIOT:  U.S.  Navy start  construction on 
Diego Garcia

1971

Chagossians exi led to Maurit ius and 
Seychel les

1971

Chagossian expulsion complete1973

BIOT:  U.S.  Navy base deployed in Israel i -
Arab war,  I raq and Afghanistan confl icts

1973

SEYCHELLES:  Seyhel les gains 
independence from UK

1976

UK Govt.  compensates (some) Chagossians 
in  Maurit ius (5  years post  expulsion)    
£650/adults=£3900,  inf lated for  2022.  Many 
famil ies receive none

1978

MAURITIUS:  Maurit ian Govt.  reiterates 
claim to Chagos sovereignty

1980

MAURITIUS:  Chagossian-born is landers 
become el igible for  Brit ish Dependent 
Terr itory cit izenship under the Brit ish 
Nationalty  Act 1981

1981

BIOT:  U.S.  part icipation in  Gulf  War1990

United Nations Working Group recognises 
Chagossians as indigenous people

1996

BIOT:  U.S.  retal iat ion:  Afghanistan (9/11)2001

UK: House of  Lords decide the Queen had 
power to exi le  Chagossians:  BIOT was a 
ceded,  not a  settled colony  ( in  1971)

2008

W I K I L E A K S:  UK&U.S.  off icials’  tactic  to 
block Chagossians’ return:  UK establ ishes 
BIOT Marine Protected Area (MPA), supposedly 
to ban commercial  f ishing (544,000 km 2) 

2010

BIOT:  UK extends lease of  Diego Garcia for 
American use unti l  2036

2016

INTERNATIONAL COURT OF JUSTICE:  “the 
process of  decolonization of  Maurit ius was 
not lawful ly  completed  when that  country 
acceded to independence,”  “the United 
Kingdom is  under an obl igation to bring 
to an end  i ts  administration of  the Chagos 
Archipelago as rapidly  as possible.”

2019

BIOT:  American Occupation of  Diego 
Garcia:  END OF LEASE (can always change. . . )

2036

Brit ish seize control  of  Seychel les and 
Maurit ius

1794-1810

Mauritius gains independence1968

Treaty of  Paris:  Napoleon  Bonaparte is 
defeated.  France formally  cedes Maurit ius 
and other  French-control led Indian Ocean 
is lands (Chagos,  Seychel les)  to Britain

1814
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Portuguese Visit
(1500)

According to Mauritian historian Sydney 

Selvon“A New Comprehensive History of 

Mauritius: A History of Private Enterprise & 

Economic Evolution from Dutch Mauritius 

to the 21st Century.,” there is no clear 

indication of when Mauritius was fi rst found 

by the human race (Selvon 2019, 4). Although 

debatable, as Selvon states, the Portuguese are 

widely said to have been the fi rst discoverers 

of Mauritius and Réunion in July of 1500, all 

of which form part of the Mascarene Islands 

named after the Portuguese explorer Pedro de 

Mascarenhas. The latter, however has most 

likely not been the Portuguese sailor to have 

discovered the Mascarene Islands (Selvon). 

Indications as to human-introduced plants 

and animals can be traced on the adjacent map 

(Map 01). Those introductions were curated 

to show the impacts of colonisation, and how 

some introduced species have induced and/

or infl uenced the extinction of others. The 

Portuguese military decline induced by the 

annexation of Portugal by the Spanish from 

1580 to 1640, infl uenced the British, French, 

and Dutch to take up the colonial mantle and 

settle on unclaimed territories (Selvon 2019, 

16).

Portuguese Visit

Selvon“A New Comprehensive History of 

some introduced species have induced and/

Right: Map 01
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Dutch Colony
(1598-1710)

Contrary to the Portuguese, the Dutch stayed 

and settled in Mauritius. The Dutch Republic 

was under the presidency of Prince Maurice 

de Nassau when they discovered Mauritius 

in 1598, thus why the name Maurice when 

translated into French. The Dutch East India 

Company only offi  cially settled in 1638 but 

had ships frequenting the island, warning 

the French and British of a Dutch-occupied 

Mauritius (Toussaint, 1972). Map 02 indicates 

other species introduced by the Dutch, 

prompting additional misbalance in the 

Mauritian fauna and fl ora. The Dodo bird, for 

example, which was once a thriving endemic 

being to Mauritius, went extinct in (offi  cially) 

1681 - during the Dutch occupation. The dates, 

however can be debated as later, as voyageurs 

claim to have seen “big” birds being killed by 

humans in 1688 (Main)4. Although the Dutch 

left Mauritius by 1710, some escaped enslaved 

people stayed and later joined French-enslaved 

runaway shelters (Selvon 2019, 61).

Right: Map 02

4  Douglas Main, “When Did  the Dodo Go Extinct? Maybe Later 
than We Thought,” NBCNews.com (NBCUniversal News Group, 
October 9, 2013), https://www.nbcnews.com/sciencemain/when-did-
dodo-go-extinct-maybe-later-we-thought-8c11361418.
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French Colony 
(1715-1814)

The French had heard of the Dutch planning 

to leave Mauritius, as they had been settled 

nearby in Bourbon (now Réunion). The 

French “immediately saw the opportunity 

to cultivate coff ee in the Mascarenes for the 

European market,”5 thus introducing and 

cultivating Arabica coff ee crops in the Moka 

region of Mauritius after settlement (Map 

04). Mauritius was then named Isle de France 

(island of France) upon an offi  cial 1721 

French settlement on the Dutch-abandoned 

island. With Bourbon being located so closely 

to Isle de France, the French colony became 

a powerhouse coff ee cultivator in the Indian 

Ocean, with Bourbon being the main coff ee 

plantation. 

The Chagos Archipelago, including Peros 

Banhos, Trois Frères islands were discovered 

in 1743 under the orders of French governor, 

Mahé de Labourdonnais. The island Trois 

Frès became a pivotal stopover for the French 

route to India (Selvon 2019, 89). France and 

England declared war against each other 

the following year. The French-British clash 

continued within the Indian Ocean until 

1814, and the Subcontinent until 1815 (Chew 

2008). The French eventually settle on the 

Seychelles islands in the 1740s, establishing 

a coconut plantation and closer outpost from 

the Chagos. Giving the British a glimpse of the 

French colonies, in 1786, the British stepped 

on Chagos Archipelago, to only retreat after 

realising it was a French colony. It can only be 

assumed that this somehow generated a ripple 

eff ect which Britain waged war on France to 

gain the total control over the Indian Ocean 

islands. 

Right: Map 03

French Colony 

5 Selvon 2019, 63.
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French Colony - ctd
(1715-1814)

Right: Map 04

French Colony - ctd
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