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Africa and the Indian Ocean World

Lecturer: Dr Maria Suriano (maria.suriano@wits.ac.za)

Themes: A history of the flows of people, goods and ideas in the western Indian Ocean

Description: Taking a transnational perspective and using a combination of thematic
and chronological approaches, this workshop focuses on the key networks of cross-cultural
exchange and circulation of people, goods, services and ideas across the western Indian
Ocean region in the longue durée. It examines the formation of cosmopolitan identities in
the area comprised between eastern Africa, Southwest Asia (the Arabian Peninsula,
especially Yemen, Oman and Persia/Iran), and the Indian subcontinent.

The workshop first surveys the recent historiography of the Indian Ocean, the main
advantages of maritime history, the concept of maritime communities and the notion of
the western Indian Ocean as a unified region or ‘world’. It then presents an overview of the
regional trading system on the western Indian Ocean rim, the growth of port cities in the
area stretching from the Red Sea Coast of Somalia to the Mozambique Channel, and the
early Indian diaspora. Regular contacts between Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, Persia and
India, together with the process of Islamisation, brought about the Swabhili civilisation.

The workshop then examines the impact and limits of Portuguese domination (1498-
1698), and the age of global empire. The advent of the steamship and the rise of the British
Empire in the 19th century accelerated the movements of people and shaped new diasporic
communities. We will ask: to what extent did the Indian Ocean turn from an “Islamic
Lake” to a “British Lake”? What is the utility of the notions of webs of empire and
horizontal connections? What was the role of India and its diasporic communities
(intendured labourers, “coolies”, traders, settlers, sailors) in eastern and southern Africa
from 1860 to 1920? How is Mohandas Gandhi’s presence in South Africa and his printing

press related to the formation of the idea of India?



