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“Mauritius and the Foundation for Interculturality and Peace”: Interview with Issa Asgarally and Sarojini 

Bissessur-Asgarally by Martha van der Drift. 

Co-founders of the Foundation for Interculturality and Peace1 with JMG Le Clézio, Issa Asgarally and Sarojini 

Bissessur-Asgarally are natives of Mauritius, an island renowned for its diversity of ethnic groups and cultures. 

Here, they accord their first interview with an American publication. Dr. Asgarally is a highly regarded intellectual 

and a prolific writer in the international community. He is engaged in numerous academic, literary and social 

endeavors. While serving as a professor of Linguistics at the Mauritius Institute of Education, Dr. Asgarally is the 

editor for the Mauritian literary magazine, Italiques, is the coordinator for the Jean Fanchette literary prize, 

contributes regularly to the Mauritian daily L’Express and hosts the monthly Mauritian televised literary show 

Passerelles. As a writer, Dr. Asgarally has published 11 books and essays on the topics of Literature and Society, 

Slavery and History, Cultures in Mauritius, Mauritian Media and Interculturality. In 2005, his most well known 

work, L’Interculturel ou la Guerre, prefaced by JMG Le Clézio was published in Mauritius and is recognized as an 

important manifesto in today’s discussions concerning culture in today’s global world particularly in opposition to 

Samuel Huntington’s theory on The Clash of Civilizations. Sarojini Bissessur-Asgarally is the Officer in charge of 

the Foundation for Interculturality and Peace (FIP). She holds a degree in journalism and has served on the board 

for the Mahatma Gandhi Institute and was the Communication and Culture Consultant for the Prime Minister of 

Mauritius. She has regularly collaborated with the daily newspaper, L’Express, regarding Hindi literature and 

culture. She is the author of a recent article that appeared in a special edition of the magazine Italiques dedicated 

to the Nobel Laureate, JMG Gustave Le Clézio entitled “JMG Le Clézio: Myths and philosophies from India”. 

- Martha van der Drift 

 

                                                
1 http://www.fipinterculturel.com/ 
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Martha van der Drift: We are here in Mauritius for the 10th Jean Fanchette literary prize. Since 1992, 

you have managed the coordination of this prize that was created to honor Jean Fanchette, psychoanalyst, 

poet, essayist and editor and also your personal friend. If we keep in mind the Francophone Five 

Continents Prize2 and of Francophone Regions Prize or RFO3, what is the role of this literary prize?  

 

Issa Asgarally: The prize was created in 1992 by the Mayor of Beau-Bassin Rose-Hill. Currently, this 

prize is the highest in the Indian Ocean region for its monetary reward (2,500€) and also because it is one 

of the rare prizes in the area for French language writers from Mauritius, Rodrigues, Madagascar, 

Reunion Island, the Seychelles Islands and the Comoros Islands. It is important to note that the Jean 

Fanchette prize accepts the submission of manuscripts, which is not the case of the Five Continents or the 

Francophone Region (RFO) prize4. It is a coveted prize because of the prestige of the jury members. The 

first was presided by Michel Deguy, a very well known poet, who was the founder of the review Poesies 

and the former president of the College of Philosophy. He also introduced Jean Fanchette during his 

recital at the Center of Beaubourg in Paris. There was also Tahar Ben Jelloun, Laureate of the Goncourt 

Prize in 1992, and since 1999, JMG Le Clézio has been the president. This year will be the sixth time that 

he presides. The Jean Fanchette prize is envied by its participants because it offers the opportunity for 

unknown writers to become known, which is one of the prize’s objectives. This has been the case with 

Ashvin Krishna Dwarka, author of the novel Le Neuvième Passage who was completely unknown in 

literary circles. Another objective of the prize is to provide opportunities for reading. This is the reason 

why half of the prize is reserved for the publication of the manuscript; or if it is a book, the Mayor’s 

office buys a certain number of the books and gives them to cultural centers, social centers and libraries in 
                                                

2 See http://www.francophonie.org/Creation-litteraire 

3 See http://www.presse-francophone.org/langue-francaise/prix-et-distinctions/grand-prix-

litteraire-des-regionsfrancophones-airf 

4 Issa Asgarally was a member of the jury between 2007 and 2010. 
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Beau-Bassin Rose-Hill. The majority of manuscripts that have been awarded have been published, two of 

which were published in Paris. I’d also like to add that literary prizes are important because they shine 

light on an author who could have gone unnoticed. Before, there were not many authors published in 

Paris: you could count them on one hand! Jean Fanchette was published in Paris as were Edouard 

Maunick, Malcom de Chazal, Loys Masson, Marie-Thérèse Humbert and Ananda Devi. It’s important to 

remember that authors in Mauritius write in English, Creole, Hindi … An example is the literary 

television show that I host, Passerelles. We went to a rural region to meet an elderly author who writes in 

Hindi. I do not understand Hindi, but I asked him questions and he answered in Creole. I mention this to 

underline the importance to listen to all authors because there are not only writers in French. This is why I 

say Mauritian “literatures”. 

 

Martha van der Drift: Do you think that literature plays a role in the promotion of Interculturality? 

 

Issa Asgarally: Absolutely! Literature plays a crucial role. If you read a book, you become closer to the 

author or to his/her main character: there is a sort of empathy. Reading is the best means to encounter 

others, and for the author who changes his/her identity by taking on the identity of their creations. 

Consequently, this crossing of barriers between human beings is a dimension of Interculturality. Yet, 

there is also translation that enables to cross linguistic barriers. Translators, when they do not betray the 

work they translate, are true intermediaries between people and cultures. Translation fulfills its function as 

a bridge between people and cultures when translating certain types of text from one language to another. 

The translation into Arabic of a text of Primo Levi, the writer who lived in a Nazi concentration camp, or 

the translation in Hebrew of a poem by Mahmoud Darwish, the Palestinian writer, contributes to the 

cultural enrichment of readers and to the promotion of peace between peoples. 

 



 4 
Martha van der Drift: As a professor, writer, sociologist and host for literary discussions on TV in 

Mauritius, how do you strive to live Interculturality in your writing and your work? 

 

Issa Asgarally: In my writing, I have already consecrated an essay to Interculturality5 as well as the 

conception of scholastic exhibits. I also participate in numerous international conferences or in media 

events in Mauritius and abroad. As a Professor at the Mauritius Institute of Education, I constantly strive 

to give my students literary extracts or essays from countries around the world. In the literary magazine, 

Italiques (twelve volumes have been published since 1990), I write about Mauritian books but also about 

authors around the world who write in several languages. An example is the first volume that had articles 

in four languages: French, English, Creole and Hindi! In the literary television show, Passerelles, I 

receive authors from all origins (315 guests to date) with the majority from Mauritius but also with 

authors from abroad.  

 

Martha van der Drift: In today’s world there is often confusion between multiculturalism and 

Interculturality. Could you explain the differences that you see between the two? 

 

Issa Asgarally: Multiculturalism is represented in Mauritius by the slogans: Unity in Diversity, Rainbow 

Nation, etc. It is a simple juxtaposition -- like in a mosaic structure -- of cultures, of different ways of 

living. Of course, in multi-ethnic countries, such as Mauritius, colonized over the centuries by European 

powers, multiculturalism is an asset, and it is a great achievement to have preserved the cultures of our 

countries of origin against all odds. However, multiculturalism, which is by far preferable to interethnic 

confrontation and civil war, is an inadequate concept in this new century. We cannot content ourselves 

with multiculturalism, because it can become the breeding ground for ethnicism. In a multicultural  

                                                
5 L’interculturel ou la guerre. MSM Limited : Port Louis, Mauritius. 2005. 
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perspective, national unity is "the sum total of all ethnic gratifications". The risk of multiculturalism is to 

put people in different boxes and make our overriding vision of society an essentially ethnic-centered one. 

It reduces "the person to a category and the individual to a group." And "representatives" are assigned to 

these groups who are only entitled to talk about their respective "cultures". The field is left free for 

fanatics of all hues to impose their "deadly identities”. If it remains at the stage of multiculturalism, new 

dangers that appeared are likely to lead the Mauritian society to dislocation and civil war. Already in 

1968, just before the accession of Mauritius to independence, there were so called racial riots that had 

opposed the Muslim inhabitants of Plaine Verte, a suburb north of the capital against those of Christian 

faith living in Roche Bois, another neighboring suburb. Peace and order were restored by British troops. 

Not later than February 1999, the sense of injustice felt after the death in police cell of a popular singer 

(accused of smoking hashish in public) quickly led the country to the brink of an ethnic confrontation this 

time among the people of Hindu faith and those of Christian faith. The ‘Rainbow’ faded; it is in its nature 

to be ephemeral. The mosaic was shattered, revealing its fragility. Basically, when people live in mental 

compartments and, sometimes, physical compartments, as ghettos exist - when they see society in terms 

of "tribes" or "communities" with accredited chiefs, feelings of injustice and frustration quickly become 

catalysts for a social explosion. This is probably why there is a most vigorous reappraisal of 

multiculturalism in countries where it is institutionalized, for example, in Lebanon and in Britain. 

 

Martha van der Drift: And how would you appeal for Interculturality in today’s world? 

 

Sarojini Bissessur-Asgarally: In a larger sense, Interculturality, for me, is the pursuit of harmony in 

human life. Humanity is suffering from ego-born differences and inequality. If people throw aside the 

confinements of sectarian feelings and stop discriminating against their own brothers and sisters on the 

basis of complexion, religion, amount in bank balance etc., they will identify themselves as human 

beings. We judge that one is good and another is bad, such concepts are superimpositions by our mind, by 
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our thinking and by our impoverished philosophy of life. Interculturality is about inclusion and to be 

inclusive is to respect and value differences as well as our common links. It may take much more time but 

we should keep alive the dream of getting rid of all hatred, wars and boundaries so that the flower of 

humanity can blossom. We should continuously foster intercultural dialogue and condemn dark and 

negative forces in order to transform the world with its habit of self-destruction into a haven of peace. In 

order to practice Interculturality, we have to free our minds from mental barriers and limitations. We can 

never have a true vision of man if we do not have love for humanity. It is the noble function of love to 

understand limitations and transcend them. Then we have to go beyond the physical boundaries created by 

man; we must look at man as human beings not as machines. To live interculturally in today’s world, we 

should provide the most meaningful opportunities for sharing, understanding, feeling and dialogue while 

encompassing gender, age, academic and financial background that will lead the way towards peace and 

planetary humanism. The motto of the desire to understand and the desire to be understood should go 

hand in hand and are the two sides of the same coin of Interculturality. 

 

Martha van der Drift: If we speak in practical terms, how do you believe that we can arrive at opening 

up communities? 

 

Issa Asgarally: We need to encourage exchange without emphasizing ethnic groups or religions but 

privileging the cultural aspect. A good example is the Institute of the Arab World in Paris that anyone can 

visit and that is not an Islamic institute. As Jean-Marie has said, art and literature do not have borders for 

culture is the common heritage of humanity, but it is a fragile heritage. What is important is the 

multiplicity of shared experiences that unite us, the communion of our gazes as shared in the plastic arts, 

music, cinema and world literature. It is an important experience for Interculturality and for peace because 

war often arises when people don’t know each other, when there isn’t a shared experience, when one 

gives in to distrust and fear that can be heightened by stereotypes promoted by politics and the media. 
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Martha van der Drift: How did the idea come about to begin implementing Intercultural activities with 

the Mauritian and Rodrigues communities? What was the vision of the F.I.P.?  

 

Sarojini Bissessur-Asgarally: Before the creation of the F.I.P., I was too busy to work with 

underprivileged children. Amongst the numerous cultural projects I worked on, there were several that 

touched on ideas on Interculturality. Particularly, when I was the Vice-President of the Mauritian Cultural 

Center JEAN-MARIE Le Clézio gave a beautiful presentation on “The Religion of Malcolm de Chazal” 

for the 100th anniversary of this Mauritian writer and painter. In conjunction with this event, I organized a 

cultural afternoon not far from Le Morne, Ene tantôt avec Malcolm (Un après-midi avec Malcolm/ An 

afternoon with Malcolm) based on the ideas of Chazal that artists evolved on a natural platform. We had 

the sounds of sitar or guitars accompanying a poetry recital by children from Rivière Noire, classical 

Indian dance, Bharat Natyam of Maleena Mooneesamy, that married well with Christian Rouget’s 

contemporary ballet with music by the late Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, and rap singers from an 

underprivileged neighborhood of Chamarel – all living their talents fully with Chazal’s aphorisms. So, 

when Jean-Marie, Issa and I created the F.I.P. in 2009, I had a specific structure from which to work with 

Interculturality, above all with children because we love them. Don’t we often find children who 

challenge adults in Jean-Marie’s works? Children are the future of any country. In general, children have 

a greater capacity to grasp certain ideas pertaining to Interculturality than adults who are rather quite rigid 

in welcoming new challenges to their habit patterns, to their generally accepted ideas. Children have a 

better ability to be open minded, to experience different cultures; they are more curious and willing to 

learn about the other person and his/her culture. This is one of the objectives of the F.I.P, that one should 

be able to understand different cultures and use that experience to improve their own life and 

surroundings through personal feelings, thoughts, perceptions and reactions. 
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Martha van der Drift: On a practical level, how do you implement the principles of the F.I.P. in 

Mauritius and Rodrigues? 

 

Sarojini Bissessur-Asgarally: With the children, we are working on two distinct levels. On a national 

level, we work with all Mauritian children, for example the organization of the Exhibition/National 

Competition in all the primary schools of Mauritius and Rodrigues, entitled “Tous parents, tous 

différents” (All related, all different). With this project, the majority of children have access to culture and 

education, which makes the work more pedagogical because these children can easily understand and 

assimilate new ideas and challenges to foster Interculturality and peace. Paradoxically, we have to make 

greater efforts to work with adults, the teachers, by making them aware of the stakes of Interculturality. 

We prepare handouts, booklets and other pedagogical materials for them to better understand how to work 

with concepts of Interculturality.  On the other hand, we work on a more regular basis with the children of 

underprivileged groups of Mauritius on a regional level as in Bambous, Canot, Gros Cailloux, Petite 

Rivière Noire and Rodrigues. Here, most of the children do not have access to culture. How can we talk 

about Interculturality when we see that inequality, injustice and growing poverty are the fate of these 

children? This is why we started our activities here.  

With Jean-Marie Le Clézio, we initiated the project called Livres pour Tous, (Books for all) at Bambous 

in 2010, and we started the donation of fiction books from different cultural areas of the world for 

children of the deprived populations of Mauritius. This is an ongoing project and its objective is to reduce 

the disparity of access to culture on the one hand, and to promote reading habits among these children, on 

the other. However, we found that most of the children liked the books but were unable to read. 

Consequently, with the help of Amarnath Hosanee who has written many books for youth, we started the 

second phase of the project in 2011 to empower these needy children with new activities. This 

Empowerment Program aims, firstly, to develop literacy skills among these children through the medium 

of story telling/reading and performing arts like theatre, music, dance and painting. The children are 
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initiated to learning how to express their feelings, creativity and potential in their own unique way. At the 

same time, the program aims to build the children’s personality and self-confidence, as they are children 

with deep psychological scars coming from families facing complex problems in their everyday life. It is 

also a disguised form of providing educational support to these children. With regards to Interculturality, 

this Empowerment Program is subtly making these children aware of the vitality of education and culture 

through different artistic mediums such as theatre, music and dance from different backgrounds because 

the program also strives to develop an awareness of the need to value different cultures among the 

children. By promoting intercultural dialogue at an early age, we can pave the way for a society free from 

conflict and civil chaos, especially when we know that the problems often emerge from poverty areas 

where people are vulnerable and are prone to react with the feeling of being victims of injustice. Hence, 

the program is a pre-requisite for a sustainable development. 

However, I have a firm belief that music is an excellent medium to foster Interculturality, as it reaches the 

hearts of people straightaway. We made a video film Hum prem ki Panchi hein6 that is often broadcasted 

in Mauritius where I brought together the music director Nund Ramdin, the singers Neetusha Ramprogus 

and Eric Triton as well as the writers Cassam Heerah and Sedley Assonne. The clip, made by Wassim 

Sookea, is in Hindi, Urdu, Creole and French with subtitles in French: with such a language diversity, we 

are able to reach a large public with our message for peace and Interculturality. 

 

Martha van der Drift: Through your work with the F.I.P., what have you found to be the main 

preoccupations of youth today and how does the F.I.P. help them with these challenges?  

 

Sarojini Bissessur-Asgarally: The main preoccupation, or I should say the dream of the youth with 

whom we work in the disadvantaged communities, is that they wish to get out of the difficult situation of 

poverty and pain where they are now. They want to succeed in school because this success will represent 

                                                
6 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_etG4nHDCSg 
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a passport for them to get a job and have a decent life later. But the reality is different for they are looked 

down upon at school or by the society; they are exposed everyday to very difficult situations such as drug 

abuse, alcohol, domestic violence and scars from rape and other tragedies. During our workshops, we try 

to gradually help these children to face dramatic situations and to show that they are important in life. For 

example, the various painting, music, dance or drama workshops are special spaces for them where they 

can express their feelings in freedom and security, where we share the love and affection they need. With 

time, they develop their creative potentials with much ease and some are eager to join the workshops. The 

dance workshop helps children focus and the music workshop increases their capacity of hearing. 

Unconsciously and slowly, their minds are trained to listen and to concentrate, which also helps them in 

school. Some of them are getting very good results at the end of primary schooling.  

 

Martha van der Drift: Are the activities of the F.I.P. limited to Mauritius and Rodrigues? How would 

you spread the message of peace of the F.I.P. beyond these areas?  

 

Sarojini Asgarally: We are doing what we can here and now with our very limited resources.  

I would like to point out here that the FIP is a non-profit making charitable Trust that has absolutely no 

grant from government or international bodies, and that it has to look for funds from private sector for 

each of its projects. It is a new adventure with new experiences and challenges and also not an easy task 

to go against the current of established rules and habits of societies. If I may say so: we are planting the 

seeds of peace in the soil. Some of them will hopefully grow up as plants, bear flowers, fruits and seeds 

that may continue the cycle of our actions. These seeds should be nurtured relentlessly in the minds of 

people. It is a continuous process that requires time, effort and commitment to lead us from a world being 

undermined by hatred and war towards a world of comprehension, understanding, sharing, and peace. I 

must say that we cannot work in isolation for such endeavors and that’s the reason for sharing our 

experiences and challenges through intercultural dialogue in the world and knit the thread of 
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comprehension and understanding with the people who believe in humanism. We have started some 

works with other stakeholders in Reunion Island 2010 and 2011. We were invited by the University of 

North Carolina and Duke University in April 20137 to start a very fruitful exchange program for the 

promotion of intercultural dialogue through arts and humanities with the scholars and the students of 

universities and of a High School. We were wonderfully surprised to participate in an interactive 

workshop where reading, acting and sharing with students of East Chapel Hill High School on the 

intercultural dialogues from the books: Mondo at autres histoires and La ronde et autres faits divers of 

Jean-Marie Le Clézio. This was a great moment of living and sharing the intercultural experience. In fact, 

the whole program of 4 days offered very enriching moments that were carefully designed through 

various disciplines at both universities thus providing forums to promote intercultural dialogue through 

the humanities and the arts by means of arts, music and round-table discussions with public in general, 

scholars, university students and local school faculty and students. We are actually working on another 

project of sharing with the students and scholars of Reunion Island for 2014. We are also working with 

South Korean writers and artists on a regular basis since 2010 with a program entitled Jeju-Mauritius: 

Beyond Boundaries. It is disheartening to see the curse of disparity, the darkness of prejudice and the 

blindness of hatred creating so much misery and suffering in the world. But we should keep burning the 

light of hope inside ourselves and persevere in our endeavors. It is my wish that what we are doing here 

along with the work of other stakeholders in similar initiatives in the world will help to bring about a 

better understanding of how people can pave the way for a better world in the future, free from conflict 

and war. 

 

                                                
7 http://interculturalityandarts.wordpress.com/  
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Martha van der Drift: When you consider your idea to create the Foundation for Interculturality and 

Peace (F.I.P.), has the Foundation become what you had imagined before its creation?  

 

Issa Asgarally: Not yet, but I think that we are on the right track. After all, the F.I.P. is only five years 

old! We focus our activities on several levels: 1) in elementary schools by exposing children to the 

concepts of Interculturality through exhibits and a national competition; 2) with underprivileged children 

through workshops where they can experiment with theater, dance and music (Sarojini has talked about 

this is depth); 3) with thought leaders by holding conferences such as the International Conference in 

December 2012 in Mauritius8 and with the international community thanks to our recent conferences in 

North Carolina and Reunion Island; 4) through international exchanges around photography and literature 

with the Island of Jeju in South Korea; 5) by developing music videos such as Hum Prem ki panchi hein 

and 5) art exhibits such as Des artistes pour la paix with the Mahatma Ghandi Institute9. 

 

What do we need to do next? Publish, as Jean-Marie Le Clézio suggested, a small anthology of texts on 

the subject of Interculturality. Organize another exhibit/national competition in all the high schools in  

Mauritius. Produce a documentary to raise awareness about Interculturality with the public like Al Gore’s 

“An Inconvenient Truth”. Organize an event with public readings of the texts from the anthology would 

be accompanied by or interspersed with world music by all types of musicians. As you can see, the list is 

long … until our last breath! 

 

 

Flic-en-Flac, Mauritius 19 June 2013 

                                                
8 See http://www.fipinterculturel.com/actualites/  

9 Idem. 


