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Abstract

In 1968 the inhabitants of the Chagos Islands were forcibly displaced by the British to set up a US military
base on Diego Garcia, in an act which Chagossians have contested for over 50 years. At the time, and to
the present, the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) attempted to legitimise the displacement
by disingenuously claiming that the Chagossians were a mobile population of contract workers. Through
archival analysis, this paper addresses the FCO representation of the islanders as a mobile ‘floating popu-
lation’ of ‘contract workers, linked to the figure of the ‘migrant’. At the same time, it problematises the legal
contestation of the islanders’ displacement through a politicisation of stasis, linked to claims to ‘indigenous’
status based on long-held ties with the islands, as well as a discrete Tlois” or ‘Chagossian’ identity category.
It argues that these debates reproduce distinctions between ‘migrants’ and ‘natives’ which obscure mobile
political relations, including the imperial mobilities that constitute ‘national’ polities, as well as the histories
of enforced mobility of enslaved and indentured labourers. Drawing on Glissant’s concept of errantry, the
paper highlights the need to multiply conceptual and legal frameworks and create additional frameworks
that can recognise mobile forms of rootedness.
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‘We were taken, agianst our will to foreign territories, as Mauritius and the Seychelles
were to Chagossians. We were uncermoniously dumped into abject poverty. We were
made to live in what would be considered “garden sheds” in the U.K. There was no
infrastructure, no utilities and no viable means of even simple subsistance. Treated
as unwelcome outsiders and interlopers in these foreign territories, we miraculously
persevered ...

Yet, we never, never gave way to hate.

For half a century Chagossians maintained faith that, eventually,
we will be treated equally as human beings.

We believe that justice will prevail.

We believe that we will return home.

We have protested for 50 years in that belief.

We will never give up. Ever!”

'Olivier Bancoult, ‘Written Evidence Submitted by Mr Olivier Bancoult (CHA0016), 28 February 2024, available at: {https://
committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128048/pdf/}, [sic.], accessed 15 May 2025. Bancoult is Chair of the Chagos
Refugees Group, a grass-roots organisation which fights for Chagossian rights.
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Introduction

From 1968 to 1973, Britain forcibly displaced between 1500 and 2000 Chagossians from their
homes on the Chagos Archipelago in order to build the US-UK Diego Garcia military base. At
the time, and to the present, the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) claimed that the
Chagossians were a mobile population of contract workers who were residing temporarily on the
islands. This narrative effaces both the Chagossians’ multi-generational inhabitation of the islands,
and the imperial histories of slavery and indenture which led to their presence on the archipelago.
By portraying the islanders as mobile or ‘errant’ (commonly defined as ‘behaving wrongly in some
way, especially by leaving home)? ‘going outside the proper area;® ‘straying outside the proper path
or bounds, or ‘moving about aimlessly or irregularly’) as a means to legitimise their displacement,
this narrative undermines the rights and political belonging of contract workers, migrants, dias-
poras, and others perceived as mobile more broadly. The above account by Olivier Bancoult, Chair
of the Chagos Refugees Group, complicates this narrative. The statement, which was given as writ-
ten evidence to the UK Parliament Foreign Affairs Sub-Committee on the Overseas Territories in
2024, highlights the injustice of the displacement of the Chagossians, and the ongoing Chagossian
resistance to their exile.

Located in the middle of the Indian Ocean, the Chagos Archipelago is now the site of the US-UK
Diego Garcia military base. In a secret agreement made shortly before Mauritian independence in
1968, US and UK officials agreed to set up a military facility on Diego Garcia, the largest island on
the archipelago, which FCO officials at the time stated, ‘you may say ... will in no way constitute
a base’® To this end, in 1965, the UK excised the Chagos Archipelago from the British colony of
Mauritius, and created the British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT).® The agreement depended on
the depopulation of the entire archipelago. As British diplomat Dennis Greenhill lamented: ‘along
with the Birds go some few Tarzans or Men Fridays whose origins are obscure, and who are being
hopefully wished on to Mauritius etc” The Americans wanted the islands ‘swept’ and ‘sanitised?
and the Chagos Islanders posed a problem, which the FCO wanted to resolve as discreetly as pos-
sible. From the FCO’s perspective: “The object of the exercise was to get some rocks which will
remain ours; there will be no indigenous population except seagulls’® In an attempt to create this
reality, the ‘sanitisation’ of the islands also meant killing the Chagossians’ pet dogs. The order to
kill the dogs was issued by Sir Bruce Greatbatch, then Governor of the Seychelles,'’ and carried

*Errant, Cambridge Dictionary, available at: {https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/errant}, accessed 7 May
2025.

*Errant’ definition and meaning, Britannica Dictionary, available at: {https://www.britannica.com/dictionary/errant},
accessed 7 May 2025.

“Definition of ‘errant, Merriam Webster Dictionary, available at: {https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/errant},
accessed 28 April 2025.

Note that Britannica gives the example of ‘an errant [= unfaithful] husband, which associates errantry with infidelity. This
is mirrored in the Cambridge definition which defines errantry as ‘behaving wrongly in some way, especially by leaving home:
an errant husband’

*Stewart in TNA FCO 37/388.

®Stephen Allen and Chris Monaghan (eds), Fifty Years of the British Indian Ocean Territory (Springer International
Publishing, 2018), p. 1.

Note that the detachment of the Chagos Archipelago from the colony of Mauritius has since been recognised as unlawful
on the terms of the UN Charter by the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2019, and in October 2024, the UK agreed to
cede sovereignty to Mauritius. The terms of this agreement are under negotiation at the time of writing.

See also IC]J, ‘Legal Consequences of the Separation of the Chagos Archipelago from Mauritius in 1965, 2019, available at:
{https://www.icj-cij.org/case/169}, accessed 15 May 2025.

’D. A. Greenhill, in David Vine, Island of Shame (Princeton University Press, 2011), p. 91. [sic].

*John Pilger, ‘Paradise Cleansed, The Guardian, 1 October 2004, available at: {https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2004/
oct/02/foreignpolicy.comment}, accessed 15 May 2025.

°Sir Paul Gore-Booth in Vine, Island of Shame, p. 91.

"pilger, ‘Paradise Cleansed:
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out by Marcel Moulinie, the copra company manager."! Accordingly, ‘they put all the dogs into a
gas chamber until they died’'? Almost 1000 pet dogs were gassed in a sealed copra-drying shed
by British actors and US troops, using exhaust from American military vehicles, and then burnt,
in front of the remaining Chagossians who were awaiting deportation.”” By 1973, the islanders
had all been displaced. Almost 50 years later, 81-year-old Chagossian Rosemond Samynaden told
reporters ‘[w]e're like birds flying over the ocean, and we have nowhere to land. We must keep fly-
ing until we die’'* The islands were left with no indigenous population except the gulls, the dogs
were killed, and the islanders, like birds, were flown away.®

With attentiveness to the dynamics of imperial mobilities, errantry, and the displacement of
the Chagos Islanders, the paper focuses on how the justification and contestation of the islanders’
displacement relate to claims about their status as ‘belongers’® on the island, linked to representa-
tions of the islanders as mobile or sedentary. Attempts by the FCO to legitimise the displacement
hinge on the politicisation of mobility by representing the islanders as an itinerant population of
contract workers from Mauritius and the Seychelles. This also implies the erasure of the ‘Tlois’ (or
Chagossian) identity categories. In the words of Olivier Bancoult:

“To circumvent any legal constraints, the British Government created and maintained the fiction
that there was no population. Despite the evidence of multi-generational existance, Chagossians
were deemed “contract workers” that had no right to be there. The disingenuous narrative told to
the world is that our “labor contracts” were being terminated and they were all being “relocated.”
“Relocation” ceratinly sounds better than “being forcibly exiled against their will”."?

The FCO strategy of representing the islanders as a mobile population of contract workers as a
means to deny their political rights is consistent with broader hostility towards those perceived
as ‘errant, ‘mobile’ or ‘out of bounds’ within an international order. Outside of the specific case
of the Chagossians, this logic has wide-reaching implications for other apparently mobile people,
including migrants, contract workers, Roma and other travellers, nomads, diasporas, minorities,
and descendants of enslaved people, indentured labourers, and other displaced people, rendering
them ‘errant’ (or out of place) and therefore potentially displaceable.

In contrast to FCO representations of the islanders as a mobile population of contract labour-
ers, some Chagossians (as well as human rights actors and academics) make a legal claim to
Chagossian indigenous status based on long-held ties with the islands, and a discrete Chagossian
identity."® For example, Chagossian Voices states that ‘Chagossian Voices have asserted the indige-
nous rights of Chagossians at the United Nations by registering as an indigenous group and by
"“Moulinie Marcel Statement: 1999-11-22.pdf; The Chagos Archive Documents Collection, 17 November 2022, available
at: {https://thechagosarchive.omeka.net/items/show/3311}, para. 14. in Human Rights Watch. ““That’s When the Nightmare
Started” UK and US Forced Displacement of the Chagossians and Ongoing Colonial Crimes, 2023. See also Vine, Island of
Shame, pp. 113-14.

"*Rosemone Bertin, in The Last British Colony in Africa | How Chagossians Were Forced off Their Homeland, 2023, available
at: {https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YkFhy_ET4ik}[5.53 minutes], accessed 07 May 2025.

“Vine, Island of Shame, p. 1.

“BBC News, ‘Chagos Islands Dispute: UK Accused of “Crimes against Humanity” by Mauritius, 27 December 2019,
available at: {https://www.bbc.com/news/world-50924704}, accessed 15 May 2025.

"*The dogs were replaced with other dogs. After visiting Diego Garcia on a ‘heritage visit, Olivier Bancoult noted that the
cemetery for US military dogs was better maintained than the graves of the Chagossians buried on the islands. See Human
Rights Watch interview with Olivier Bancoult, 1 December 2021, in Human Rights Watch.

'®A term I borrow from FCO official Alan Brooke-Turner’s ‘British Indian Ocean Territory’ memorandum, 18 March 1966,
UKTB in Vine, Island of Shame, p. 91. As Vine notes: ‘“Turner suggested issuing documents showing that the Chagossians and
other workers were “belongers” of Mauritius or the Seychelles and only temporary residents in the BIOT. “This device, though
rather transparent,” he wrote, “would at least give us a defensible position to take up in the Committee of Twentyfour”.

Bancoult, ‘Written Evidence.

"I use ‘indigenous’ in lower case to signal that I am analysing indigeneity as a political and legal concept in this paper.
This reflects the grammar used in several Chagossian and academic sources I cite, some of which describe the Chagossians as
‘indigenous;, often in lower case. My use of this form is not intended to undermine those claims. In reference to scholarship that
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attending both the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) at the UN in New York and
the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP) at the UN in Geneva - both
in 2023" This is echoed by Human Rights Watch who state that ‘[tJhe Chagossians are a dis-
tinct Indigenous people under UN and African standards, including those set out by the African
Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights’*® The displacement of the Chagossians, many of
whom are descendants of enslaved and indentured labourers whose presence on the archipelago is
a result of enforced imperial mobilities, is being contested through a legal framework that empha-
sises sedentarism and bounded identity as the basis of political belonging. While this framework
rightly affirms the Chagossian right to return to the Archipelago, and the specificity of Chagossian
identity, it also points to the lack of legal or conceptual frameworks that can make political claims
based on histories of mobility and fluidity. It also potentially stretches the concept of ‘indigeneity’
to disturb links between ‘indigeneity’ and autochthony (or originating in a place). This may have
implications for other descendants of mobile or displaced people, although it is unclear how far
this would transpose to other contexts.

The paper advances three related arguments. First, that attempts to both legitimise and contest
the displacement of the Chagossians are articulated through representations of the Chagossians as
a mobile or settled people, and as a discrete indigenous group, or a ‘floating population’ of contract
labourers from Mauritius and the Seychelles. This binary emphasises nativity and sedentarism as
the assumed norm of political belonging, effectively ‘sinking “peoples” and “cultures” into “national
soils;* with implications for access to land and resources. The terms of these debates limit recog-
nition of forms of belonging based on mobility, fluidity, or displacement. Second, by focusing on
the question of whether the Chagossians are ‘mobile’ or ‘sedentary, these debates risk obscuring
the mobilities of the settlers, soldiers, and contract workers involved in historically running the
archipelagos’ copra plantations, and currently running the military base. This effaces the history
of slavery which led to the inhabitation of the islands. Moreover, it obscures the fact that US and
UK nation-states are not the result of timeless national belonging, but are also produced through
mobilities.

This leads to the paper’s third claim, that scholars of global politics need additional conceptual
frameworks that can make sense of political relations and forms of belonging that are either mobile
in the present, or ‘rooted’ in histories of mobility. This includes an attentiveness to imperial mobil-
ities and the political pitfalls of mobile political relations. However, it also proposes alternative
conceptualisations of mobile forms of rootedness. Drawing on broader explorations of ‘roots’ and
‘routes,” I suggest that Edouard Glissant’s concept of ‘errantry’ — understood as a mobile form of
‘rootedness’ which includes a recognition of Relation® - can act as an entry point into conceptualis-
ing these alternative conceptual frameworks. The necessity of multiplying conceptual frameworks
and advancing concepts such as ‘errantry’ that articulate mobile forms of political belonging is
evidenced by increasingly politicised contemporary debates over migration and diaspora.** These
debates point to the constraints of articulating political belonging in relation to original homelands

uses ‘Indigenous’ as a proper noun (e.g. Indigenous thought’ or ‘Indigenous sovereignty’), I follow those norms and capitalise
‘Indigenous’

Chagossian Voices, ‘Chagossians Are an Indigenous People, 11 December 2024, available at: {https://chagossianvoices.
org/chagossians-are-an-indigenous-people/}.

**Human Rights Watch, “That’s When the Nightmare Started’

*'Liisa Malkki, ‘National Geographic: The rooting of peoples and the territorialization of national identity among scholars
and refugees, Cultural Anthropology, 7:1 (1992), p. 31.

*James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Harvard University Press, 1997); Elizabeth
M. DeLoughrey, Routes and Roots: Navigating Caribbean and Pacific Island Literature (University Of Hawai'l Press, 2010);
Stuart Hall, ‘Cultural identity and diaspora;, in Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory, pp. 392-403 (Routledge, 2015);
Gurminder K. Bhambra, ‘Introduction -roots, routes, and reconstruction: Travelling ideas/theories, The Sociological Review,
68:3 (2020), pp. 455-60.

*Edouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation (University of Michigan Press, 1997).

**For an alternative conceptualisation of errantry as ‘knight-errantry, see also Costas M. Constantinou, States of Political
Discourse: Words, Regimes, Seditions (Routledge, 2004).


https://chagossianvoices.org/chagossians-are-an-indigenous-people/
https://chagossianvoices.org/chagossians-are-an-indigenous-people/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210525101034

https://doi.org/10.1017/50260210525101034 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Review of International Studies 5

(as per anti-migrant politics, or ethnonationalist and Zionist articulations of diaspora), and the
urgent need for additional political vocabularies that do not define legitimacy and belonging by
sedentarism. At the same time, the paper recognises the multiplicity and contextual specificities
of political ontologies, and the conclusion explores tensions and pitfalls of mobile political rela-
tions, as well as complementarities between errantry, geographical connectedness, and meaningful
relations with land.

In the following sections, I first give an account of the histories of imperial mobilities that led
to the inhabitation of the Chagos Archipelago, as well as the displacement of the Chagossians and
its legal contestation. I then outline the papers” approach to archival materials and the politics
of knowledge, and its engagement with the concept of indigeneity. Locating the paper in post-
colonial debates on ‘migrants’ and ‘natives, I unpack the argument that the problematisation of
the Chagossians as ‘mobile’ makes them appear ‘out of place’ within an international geographic
imaginary that treats rootedness as the norm. I address the stakes of this for other descendants
of enslaved people and indentured labourers. By proposing to think with Glissant’s concept of
‘errantry’ I explore articulations of additional forms of political ‘rootedness’ that unfold in move-
ment which can challenge the binary distinction between ‘migrants’ and ‘natives. Based on this
framework, the article then analyses the centrality of FCO representations of the Chagossians as
mobile to their displacement, as well as FCO attempts to erase the ‘Tlois’ identity category. Finally,
I address the problematisation of the ‘permanence’ of the Chagossians and their status as a discrete
indigenous population to the legal contestation of their displacement. In conclusion, I draw out the
potential and tensions of errantry as an entry point into conceptualising mobile forms of political
belonging, and geographic connectedness.

To conduct this analysis, I focus on British state archives, and draw on primary archival doc-
uments as well as secondary analysis of UK government documents, communications, and legal
documents relating to the islands and the ongoing legal cases.” This analysis is focused on one
FCO file (FCO 37/388) of approximately 150 pages which documents internal and some external
communications from 1969, as well as an additional FCO map of the archipelago from 1981 (FCO
18/366), and analysis of current UK government communications and parliamentary reports. I
chose to focus on FCO file 37/388 because it is composed of documents relating to the period when
the displacement and relocation of the islanders was being carried out. It represents a moment
where the official narrative was being constructed on an ad hoc and often somewhat candid basis
in internal communications. I work with a critical approach to archives which treats ‘archives not
as sites of knowledge retrieval but of knowledge production; including through elisions and era-
sures.?® Based on this, I read these materials with attentiveness to knowledge production, and the
question of how categories are produced, contested, and erased in the archive.”’

Imperial mobilities and the displacement of the Chagossians

The history of the Chagos Archipelago is a microcosm of the constitutive role of mobilities in
making apparently sedentarist international politics. These mobilities characterise imperial and
anti-imperial circulation in the Indian Ocean World and more broadly, including the enforced
mobilities of enslaved and indentured labourers, as well as settlers, soldiers, imperial interme-
diaries, missionaries, pilgrims, tourists, pirates, and merchants.”® Indeed, as argued by Cooper,

Many of the documents that these secondary sources draw on have been recently released by the UK National Archives,
were made available through FOI requests associated with the legal cases or were leaked through Wikileaks.

%6 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Colonial archives and the arts of governance, Archival Science, 2:1-2 (2002), pp. 87-109, p. 90.

“Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton University Press, 1996);
Mahmood Mamdani, Define and Rule: Native as Political Identity (Harvard University Press, 2012); Luis Lobo-Guerrero
and Yara van't Groenewout, ‘Archival methods, in Routledge Handbook of International Political Sociology (Routledge,
2016), pp. 247-52; Henry Alexander Redwood, ‘Archiving (in)justice: Building archives and imagining community,
Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 48:3 (2020), pp. 271-96; Stoler, ‘Colonial archives.

*Clare Anderson, Subaltern Lives: Biographies of Colonialism in the Indian Ocean World, 1790-1920, Critical Perspectives on
Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2012); Lauren Benton, ‘Legal spaces of empire: Piracy and the origins of ocean region-
alism, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 47:4 (2005), pp. 700-24; Sunil S. Amrith, Crossing the Bay of Bengal: The
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Stoler, and other scholars of empire, imperialism and anti-imperialism depend on the circulation
of these and many other actors to build, maintain, and resist empires.”” These mobile actors
can be understood as ‘imperial diasporas’ that include colonised populations, labourers, mer-
chants, and bureaucratic elites.’® In the Indian Ocean World, histories of circulation long preceded
European imperial expansion.”® Nevertheless, by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
Chagos Archipelago was a site of competition between French and British Empires as both
attempted to expand into already global and cosmopolitan Indian Ocean World networks. The
islands were uninhabited until their settlement by French settlers and enslaved Africans to estab-
lish a copra plantation in 1785, producing oil from coconut shells,” leading the islands to be known
as the ‘oil islands’*® In 1814, sovereignty over Mauritius and the Chagos Islands was ceded from
France to Britain. In 1834, when slavery was abolished in the Indian Ocean, Mauritius (then part
of the British Empire) acted as a test site for the transition from slavery to indenture.** On Chagos,
the existing population of formerly enslaved labourers was supplemented through the circulation
of indentured labourers from India, although in relatively lower numbers than in Mauritius, and
(in the 1960s), by contract labourers from Mauritius and the Seychelles.”

The Indian Ocean remains geopolitically central in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.*
The establishment of the Diego Garcia military base reflects the perceived geopolitical centrality
of the Indian Ocean to US and UK states. The geography of the archipelago, and specifically
Diego Garcia, is illustrated in Figures 1 and 2, while Figure 3 shows an 1981 FCO map locating
the islands in relation to Mombasa, Aden, and other strategic points, reflecting the geopoliti-
cally strategic location of Diego Garcia. The Diego Garcia base played a key role in the 2001 US
invasion of Afghanistan, and the 2003 invasion of Iraq, and has also attracted controversy due

Furies of Nature and the Fortunes of Migrants (Harvard University Press, 2013); David Graeber, Pirate Enlightenment, or, The
Real Libertalia (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2023); Michael Francis Laffan, Belonging across the Bay of Bengal: Religious Rites,
Colonial Migrations, National Rights (Bloomsbury Academic, 2017); Joel Quirk and Darshan Vigneswaran (eds), Mobility
Makes States: Migration and Power in Africa (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015); Lisa Yun, The Coolie Speaks: Chinese
Indentured Laborers and African Slaves in Cuba (Temple University Press, 2008).

*Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (eds), Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World (University
of California Press, 1997), p. 28; Tarak Barkawi, ‘Empire and order in international relations and security studies, in Robert
A. Denemark (ed), The International Studies Encyclopedia, Vol. 3 (Blackwell Publishing, 2010), pp. 1360-79; Debbie Lisle,
Holidays in the Danger Zone: Entanglements of War and Tourism, Critical War Studies (University of Minnesota Press, 2016);
Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of the
Revolutionary Atlantic (Beacon Press, 2002); Clare Anderson, Subaltern Lives: Biographies of Colonialism in the Indian Ocean
World, 1790-1920, Critical Perspectives on Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2012).

**Latha Varadarajan, ‘Out of place: Re-thinking diaspora and empire, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 36:2
(2008), p. 90.

*! As Francoise Verges notes: ‘Exchanges, encounters, commerce, new languages and cultures, all took place in the Indian
Ocean long before the arrival of the Europeans. There were cosmopolitan cities, genuine global towns where Jews, Armenians,
Arabs, Indians, Chinese, Malagasy rubbed shoulders. In Frangoise Verges, ‘Creolization and resistance, in Encarnacion
Gutiérrez Rodriguez and Shirley Anne Tate (eds), Creolizing Europe: Legacies and Transformations, Migrations and Identities
(Liverpool University Press, 2015) pp. 38-55, p. 49. See also Isabel Hofmeyr, “The complicating sea: The Indian Ocean as
method, Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 32:3 (2012), pp. 584-90; Sujit Sivasundaram, “The
Indian Ocean, in David Armitage, Alison Bashford, and Sujit Sivasundaram (eds), Oceanic Histories (Cambridge University
Press, 2017), pp. 31-61; Renisa Mawani and Iza Hussin, ‘The travels of law: Indian Ocean itineraries, Law and History Review,
32:4 (2014), pp. 733-47; Engseng Ho, The Graves of Tarim: Genealogy and Mobility across the Indian Ocean (University of
California Press, 2006).

*Vine, Island of Shame.

**Laleh Khalili, review of Guano to Guns, by Philippe Sands, London Review of Books, 16 February 2023, available at: {https://
www.Irb.co.uk/the-paper/v45/n04/laleh-khalili/guano-to-guns}, accessed 15 May 2025.

**Radhika Viyas Mongia, Indian Migration and Empire: A Colonial Genealogy of the Modern State (Duke University Press,
2018), p. 25.

*Vine, Island of Shame, p. 115.

*$For an account of the depopulation and securitisation of the islands in relation to Cold War geopolitics, see Mark B. Salter
and Can E. Mutlu, ‘Securitisation and Diego Garcia, Review of International Studies, 39:4 (2013), pp. 815-34.
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Figure 1. Map of the Chagos Archipelago/ British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT).
Hogweard, ‘English: Map of the Chagos Archipelago, BIOT’, 15 July 2016, Chagos map.svg., available at: {https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Chagos_map_2.svg}, accessed 23 May 2025.

to its role in US renditions of terrorist suspects, and UK complicity in knowingly denying this.*”

%7 As Vine writes: ‘Diego Garcia is home to billions of dollars worth of B-1, B-2, and B-52 bombers; reconnaissance, cargo,
and in-air refuelling planes; nuclear submarines and navy surface vessels; and an armada of pre-positioned ships with enough
tanks, weaponry, ammunition, and fuel to equip an expeditionary force of tens of thousands of US troops for 30 days. The
base became a key launch pad for US forces in the recent invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan and Diego Garcia may be the
site of a secret detention centre holding accused terrorists. David Vine, ‘War and forced migration in the Indian Ocean:
The US military base at Diego Garcia, International Migration, 42:3 (2004), p. 112. See also Alkatout, Josef, ‘Diego Garcia
Remains a Dark British-American Secret in the Indian Ocean, Al Jazeera (7 May 2025), available at: {https://www.aljazeera.
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Figure 2. Map of Diego Garcia.
Hogweard, ‘Map of Diego Garcia in the British Indian Ocean Territory’, 7 December 2024, Biot-travel-svg-map.svg., available at: {https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Diego_Garcia_map_-_British_Indian_Ocean_Territory.svg}, accessed 23 May 2025.

Since 2022, Diego Garcia has also been the site of the illegal detention of Tamil refugees.”® Both

com/opinions/2024/10/17/diego-garcia-remains-a-dark-british-american-secret-in-the-indian-ocean}; ‘U.S. Held Terrorism
Suspects at British Island: Report, Reuters, 1 August 2008, available at: {https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-britain-
interrogations-idUSN0143885520080801}, accessed 7 May 2025.

**Rajeev Syal and Rajeev Syal, ‘Tamil Refugees on Chagos Islands Fear Deportation under Rwanda-Type Plan, The Guardian,
18 October 2022, available at: {https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/18/tamil-refugees-on-chagos-islands-fear-
deportation-under-rwanda-type-plan}, accessed 15 May 2025; Diane Taylor, ‘Court Finds UK Children Act Protections Apply
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https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/10/17/diego-garcia-remains-a-dark-british-american-secret-in-the-indian-ocean
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https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/10/17/diego-garcia-remains-a-dark-british-american-secret-in-the-indian-ocean
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Diego_Garcia_map_-_British_Indian_Ocean_Territory.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Diego_Garcia_map_-_British_Indian_Ocean_Territory.svg
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/10/17/diego-garcia-remains-a-dark-british-american-secret-in-the-indian-ocean
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/10/17/diego-garcia-remains-a-dark-british-american-secret-in-the-indian-ocean
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-britain-interrogations-idUSN0143885520080801
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-britain-interrogations-idUSN0143885520080801
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/18/tamil-refugees-on-chagos-islands-fear-deportation-under-rwanda-type-plan
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/18/tamil-refugees-on-chagos-islands-fear-deportation-under-rwanda-type-plan
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Figure 3. FCO Map of the Indian Ocean.
TNAFCO 18/366. This 1981 map may indicate distances between fuelling points and reflects the strategic geographic location of the Chagos
Archipelago.

the detention of Tamil refugees and the role of the islands in the rendition of terrorist suspects are
possible in part due to the legal grey areas afforded by the archipelago’s status as a British Overseas
Territory. In addition, China has recently built a naval base in Djibouti, France has a military
base on Reunion, and India is allegedly building a military base on Agalega, in partnership with
Mauritius.”

Since the displacement of the Chagossians, the islands have been the subject of ongoing legal
debates in British, European, and international law.** These debates roughly span: i) the excision of

to Children Stranded in Diego Garcia, The Guardian, 3 April 2024, available at: {https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/
apr/03/court-finds-uk-children-act-protections-apply-to-children-stranded-in-diego-garcia}, accessed 15 May 2025.

*Iqbal Ahmed Khan, ‘Agalega: How It Became the Worst Kept Secret in the Indian Ocean, lexpress.mu, 25 April 2021,
available at: {https://lexpress.mu/node/392504}, accessed 15 May 2025. See also the following for information on the geopo-
litical and logistical significance of Indian Ocean sea routes: Christopher Colley, ‘A Future Chinese Indian Ocean Fleet?, War
on the Rocks, 2 April 2021, available at: {https://warontherocks.com/2021/04/a-future-chinese-indian-ocean-fleet/}, accessed
15 May 2025; Jeremy Prestholdt, ‘Locating the Indian Ocean: Notes on the postcolonial reconstitution of space, Journal of
Eastern African Studies, 9:3 (2015), pp. 440-67, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2015.1091639}; Hofmeyr, ‘“The
Complicating Sea.

“Stephen Allen, ‘R (on the application of Bancoult No 3) v. Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs (UK.
Sup. Ct.); International Legal Materials, 57:4 (2018), pp. 671-707.


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/03/court-finds-uk-children-act-protections-apply-to-children-stranded-in-diego-garcia
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/03/court-finds-uk-children-act-protections-apply-to-children-stranded-in-diego-garcia
https://lexpress.mu/node/392504
https://warontherocks.com/2021/04/a-future-chinese-indian-ocean-fleet/
https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2015.1091639
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the archipelago from Mauritius, and British and Mauritian claims to sovereignty over the islands;
ii) the islanders’ right to return (or right to abode) on the islands, and iii) the legality of the
establishment of a ‘Marine Protected Area’ (MPA) extending 250,000 square miles around the
BIOT by the British in 2009 - arguably to further prevent resettlement.*' In 2019, an International
Court of Justice (ICJ) advisory opinion deemed the detachment of the Chagos Archipelago from
the colony of Mauritius to be unlawful and stated that ‘the process of decolonization of Mauritius
was not lawfully completed when that country acceded to independence’ and ‘the United Kingdom
is under an obligation to bring to an end its administration of the Chagos Archipelago as rapidly
as possible.*

In October 2024, the UK government agreed to cede sovereignty over the islands to the
Mauritian state, and negotiations over the terms of this agreement are ongoing at the time of
writing. The transfer of sovereignty to Mauritius does not resolve the question of Chagossian
resettlement, or the presence of the US military facility on Diego Garcia. Controversially, the
current agreement (which may or may not be accepted by the newly elected Mauritian govern-
ment) includes a 99-year lease for the US-UK military base.*’ This will prevent the islanders from
returning to Diego Garcia, although it remains unclear whether they will be able to resettle the
outer islands,* and has been criticised by some Chagossians.*> For example, in a 2024 letter to
the UK Foreign Secretary, grass-roots organisation Chagossian Voices note that they ‘have never
been properly consulted by the UK Government on any aspect of their future or the future of their
homeland’ and were not included in or consulted in the negotiations.*® Current statements build on
long-standing critiques of the lack of commitment from Mauritian officials to resettle the islanders,
which have led commentators to distinguish between Mauritian state and Chagossian interests,

! As Pilger notes, a US embassy diplomatic cable published in 2009 on Wikileaks suggested that: ‘Establishing a marine
reserve might indeed, as the FCO’s [Colin] Roberts stated, be the most effective long-term way to prevent any of the Chagos
Islands’ former inhabitants or descendants from resettling. See John Pilger, ‘How Britain Forcefully Depopulated a Whole
Archipelago, 25 February 2019 (15 May 2025), available at: {https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2019/2/25/how-britain-
forcefully-depopulated-a-whole-archipelago}. For analysis of this as a case of ‘greenwashing, see Peter Harris, ‘Militarism in
environmental disguise: The greenwashing of an overseas military base, International Political Sociology, 9 (2015), pp. 19-36.

For an overview of the legal debates, see Allen, ‘International Law’; Allen, ‘R (on the application of Bancoult’; Vine, Island
of Shame.

*ICJ, ‘Legal Consequences. This decision was based on the verdict that ‘the Court noted that “the adoption of resolution
1514 (XV) represents a defining moment in the consolidation of State practice on decolonization™ and that “[bJoth State
practice and opinio juris at the relevant time confirm the customary law character of the right to territorial integrity of a
non-self-governing territory as a corollary of the right to self-determination”.

*“The UK Must Focus on How the Chagos Decision Is Implemented to Gain Its Benefits and Minimize Risks | Chatham
House - International Affairs Think Tank} 10 October 2024, available at: {https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/10/uk-must-
focus-how-chagos-decision-implemented-gain-its-benefits-and-minimize-risks}, accessed 15 May 2025.

*“OHCHR, ‘Chagossians Should Be Centre Stage in Negotiations between Mauritius and the UK: UN Experts,
12 December 2024, available at: {https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/10/chagossians-should-be-centre-stage-
negotiations-between-mauritius-and-uk-un}.

It is important to note the multiplicity of Chagossian perspectives. For example, Chrisyl Wong-Hang-Sun notes that
‘some Chagossians feel that they are Mauritian, particularly those who were born in Mauritius, after the displacement.
Some Chagossians feel that they are British and would have liked the Chagos to remain under British sovereignty. Some
Chagossians support the US Naval Base for security purposes, others call for demilitarization and the right to resettle in Diego
Garcia, see Chrisyl Wong-Hang-Sun, ‘Chagossian endangered material knowledge and the prospect of indigenous advocacy in
museums, Journal of Museum Ethnography, 38 (2025), pp. 88-102, pp. 94-95. The multiplicity of perspectives was discussed by
Chagossian speakers at an April 2025 event at the Africa Centre, London, titled ‘Chakula x Chagos Reclaimed: Engaging with
Britain’s Last ‘Remaining Colony’. For more information and speakers see: {https://protect2.fireeye.com/v1/url?k=31323334-
501d0a38-31357b2d-454441504e31-149¢a85c68b75aa9&q=1&e=a489fFab-914f-4b26-9c85-4c52100f78ce&u=https%3A%
2F%2Fwww.africacentre.org.uk%2Fevent%2Fchakula-x-chagos-}; {https://www.africacentre.org.uk/event/chakula-x-chagos-
reclaimed-engaging-with-britains-last-remaining-colony}, accessed 15 May 2025. (p.17).

*Chagossian Voices [@ChagossianVoic2], ‘Our Letter to the Foreign Secretary, available at: {Https://T.Co/pIhRjuLAs7}}
Tweet, Twitter, 17 October 2024, available at: {https://x.com/ChagossianVoic2/status/1846938766646432032}, accessed 15
May 2025.


https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2019/2/25/how-britain-forcefully-depopulated-a-whole-archipelago
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2019/2/25/how-britain-forcefully-depopulated-a-whole-archipelago
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/10/uk-must-focus-how-chagos-decision-implemented-gain-its-benefits-and-minimize-risks
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/10/uk-must-focus-how-chagos-decision-implemented-gain-its-benefits-and-minimize-risks
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/10/chagossians-should-be-centre-stage-negotiations-between-mauritius-and-uk-un
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/10/chagossians-should-be-centre-stage-negotiations-between-mauritius-and-uk-un
https://protect2.fireeye.com/v1/url?k=31323334-501d0a38-31357b2d-454441504e31-149ea85c68b75aa9&q=1&e=a489ffab-914f-4b26-9c85-4c52100f78ce&u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.africacentre.org.uk%2Fevent%2Fchakula-x-chagos-
https://protect2.fireeye.com/v1/url?k=31323334-501d0a38-31357b2d-454441504e31-149ea85c68b75aa9&q=1&e=a489ffab-914f-4b26-9c85-4c52100f78ce&u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.africacentre.org.uk%2Fevent%2Fchakula-x-chagos-
https://protect2.fireeye.com/v1/url?k=31323334-501d0a38-31357b2d-454441504e31-149ea85c68b75aa9&q=1&e=a489ffab-914f-4b26-9c85-4c52100f78ce&u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.africacentre.org.uk%2Fevent%2Fchakula-x-chagos-
https://www.africacentre.org.uk/event/chakula-x-chagos-reclaimed-engaging-with-britains-last-remaining-colony
https://www.africacentre.org.uk/event/chakula-x-chagos-reclaimed-engaging-with-britains-last-remaining-colony
Https://T.Co/pIhRjuLAs7
https://x.com/ChagossianVoic2/status/1846938766646432032
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with the Mauritian state having an interest in maintaining the military base and claiming the dis-
placed Chagossians as a Mauritian ‘minority’ population, which is at odds with the Chagossians’
interest in returning to the islands and their status as an ‘indigenous’ population.”’ The ongoing
displacement of the Chagossians despite the formal ‘decolonisation’ of the islands points to the
limitations of academic and ICJ calls to ‘decolonise’ the islands which involve retaining the US
military base.*®

Legality, indigeneity, archives
The paper starts from the basis that the forced displacement of the Chagossians is illegal within
international law.* In contrast to much existing academic work on the Chagossians, I do not focus
on the legal justifiability of the displacement.” Instead, I focus on the political stakes of attempts
to legitimise and contest the displacement, and the broader understandings of political belonging
and access to land which they produce. These understandings of belonging are articulated in rela-
tion to international legal frameworks, but they are not defined by them. The limits of legality in
accounting for the political possibility of displacing the Chagossians is illustrated by the fact that
since 2000 the UK government has recognised the displacement to be unlawful, but this has not
led to the practical resettlement of the islanders.”" In 2019, the ICJ advised that the detachment of
the archipelago from Mauritius was also unlawful. Following a vote in which UN representatives
voted 116 in favour to six against ‘that the United Kingdom unconditionally withdraw its colo-
nial administration from the area within six months’ the UK representative responded that: ‘While
such opinions can carry weight in international law, they are not legally binding}* pointing to the
distance between legal technicality and political possibility. It is also important to note that FCO
attempts to represent the islanders as a ‘floating population’ of ‘contract workers” were found to
be false, and were unsuccessful in avoiding political controversy. However, the question at stake is
not only whether the islanders were ‘contract workers, and whether or not they had inhabited the
islands for multiple generations, but also the broader question of whether contract workers could
make any claim to political belonging. In other words, if the islanders had been contract workers
from Mauritius and the Seychelles, who had not been born on the islands, and who had moved
every few years, would it have been politically possible to dispute their displacement? The FCO
strategy suggests that whatever the legal technicalities, there was a belief that a “floating population’
of ‘contract workers’ would have no political traction to dispute their removal.

Instead of focusing on legal justifiability, I focus on the politics of knowledge production and
categorisation in imperial archives. As Mahmood Mamdani argues, colonial categories did not
historically ‘reflect’ identity positions, but ‘defined and ruled;, by classifying ‘natives’ into tribal and

“Stephen Allen, “The Oral Hearings in “Legal Consequences of the Separation of the Chagos Archipelago from
Mauritius in 19657, EJIL: Talk! (blog), 11 September 2018, available at: {https://www.ejiltalk.org/the-oral-hearings-in-legal-
consequences-of-the-separation-of-the-chagos-archipelago-from-mauritius-in-1965/}, accessed 23 May 2025; Stephen Allen,
‘Self-determination, The Chagos Advisory Opinion and the Chagossians, International and Comparative Law Quarterly, 69:1
(2020), pp. 203-20.

“For one example of this understanding of ‘decolonization;, see Peter Harris, ‘The case for decolonizing the Chagos Islands:
A response to Bashfield, Journal of the Indian Ocean Region, 17:2 (2021), pp. 224-29.

* As Martin Welz argues, the displacement of the Chagossians is illegal, regardless of their indigenous status, as a case of
‘forced displacement’. “The Chagos Islands and international orders: Human rights, rule of law, and foreign rule, International
Relations 38:4 (5 November 2022), available at: {https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00471178221136015}; see also
Human Rights Watch, “That’s When'.

*These debates are well covered in existing work, for example: Allen, ‘International Law’; Allen, ‘R (on the application of
Bancoult’; Pilger, ‘How Britain Forcefully Depopulated’; Vine, Island of Shame.

*'Human Rights Watch, “That's When, p. 6: ‘In 2000, a UK court declared the BIOT Immigration Ordinance of 1971 that
authorized the forcible removal of the Chagossians from their homeland to be unlawful’

**UN Press, UN, ‘General Assembly Welcomes International Court of Justice Opinion on Chagos Archipelago, Adopts
Text Calling for Mauritius’ Complete Decolonization | UN Press, 2019, available at: {https://press.un.org/en/2019/ga12146.
doc.htm}, accessed 15 May 2025.


https://www.ejiltalk.org/the-oral-hearings-in-legal-consequences-of-the-separation-of-the-chagos-archipelago-from-mauritius-in-1965/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/the-oral-hearings-in-legal-consequences-of-the-separation-of-the-chagos-archipelago-from-mauritius-in-1965/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00471178221136015
https://press.un.org/en/2019/ga12146.doc.htm
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ethnic groups, linked to rights and homelands.> I primarily focus on official British state archives
and formal legal representations, rather than other genres of knowledge production of Chagossian
self-representation. This is partly because of the historical power relations which mean that the
FCO archive is a primary source of written information about the displacement of the islanders in
the 1960s and 1970s. However, it is also a research choice to focus on state knowledge production
and legal systems of governance. Equally, it is important to note that Chagossians are actively
involved in the ongoing legal cases and advocacy, led by Olivier Bancoult and the Chagos Refugees
Group, meaning that there is no clear separation between legal representations and Chagossian
self-representations.” Equally, while most scholarship on the Chagos Islands is not written by
Chagossians, it is often written in conversation with Chagossian interviewees and collaborators,
and Chagossian academics and filmmakers are publishing work on the Chagos Archipelago.”
However, a valuable future area to expand this research will be to engage further with Chagossians’
understandings of belonging, mobility, and indigeneity through interview-based or ethnographic
work, and engagement with alternative genres of knowledge production that exceed legalistic
materials.

Because of the paper’s focus on the politics of categories, it is important to clarify the use of
the terms ‘Tlois, ‘Mauritian, ‘Seychellois, and ‘Chagossian. In FCO official documents before the
displacement of the islanders, the island’s inhabitants were categorised as ‘Tlois, ‘Mauritian, or
‘Seychelloise’™ The ‘Tlois’ category corresponded to people who were identified by the FCO primar-
ily by their relation to the islands. This was related to, but not strictly defined by, being born on the
islands. At displacement, the ‘Ilois’ category was erased from the FCO lexicon in an attempt to deny
the existence of a Chagossian people with a relationship of belonging to the islands. During and fol-
lowing their displacement, the FCO represented the islanders as only ‘Mauritian’ or ‘Seychelloise,
effectively as belonging elsewhere and residing on the islands.” The ‘Tlois’ administrative category
was a politicisation of identity which was then erased in an equally politicised manoeuvre. When
I use the category of Tlois’ this refers to how this category was used in FCO documents, which
was intended by the FCO to contrast with the categories of ‘Mauritian’ and ‘Seychelloise’ In con-
trast, when I refer to ‘Chagossians, ‘Chagos Islanders, ‘islanders, or ‘the islands” inhabitants’ this
is a looser framing that refers to all those who lived on the islands and their descendants, and/or
identify themselves as ‘Chagossian, including those identified at the time or now as ‘Mauritian’ or
‘Seychelloise’ in official documents.

The paper explores the politicisation of ‘indigeneity’ as a legal concept in the specific con-
text of contemporary debates over the Chagos Islands, in relation to broader international legal
frameworks. The concept of ‘indigeneity’ is a subject of ongoing academic debate, which has been
critiqued by some academics for cultural essentialism, even if, with Spivak, it is considered a valu-
able form of ‘strategic essentialism’*® Drawing on existing scholarship in anthropology, I work

**Mamdani, Define and Rule, p. 7.

*See the following for examples of Chagossian organising and advocacy, and the centrality of legal charges brought
by Bancoult to the legal debates: Allen, ‘R (on the application of Bancoult No 3)’; Olivier Bancoult, ‘Dear US and UK:
Spare Us the “Regret” — Give Our Homes Back, openDemocracy, 18 April 2023, available at: {https://www.opendemocracy.
net/en/chagos-islands-olivier-bancoult-uk-us-military-base-human-rights-watch/}, accessed 15 May 2025; Bancoult, ‘Written
Evidence’; ‘Our Mission — Chagos Refugees Group; available at: {https://thechagosrefugeesgroup.com/about-us/}, accessed 3
May 2024.

**For example, the HRW film The Last British Colony in Africa is co-produced by Chagossian filmmaker Ellianne Baptiste.
See also recently published work by Chagossian scholars: Thierry Mandarin, ‘Intergenerational challenges, cultural identity,
and future prospects for Chagossian communities in the UK, in Laura Jeffery, Chris Monaghan, and Mairi O’Gorman (eds),
Challenges and Prospects for the Chagos Archipelago, Small State Studies (Routledge, 2025); Chrisyl Wong-Hang-Sun, ‘Certainty
and uncertainty: Native and older generation Chagossian perspectives from Mauritius amid the UK government’s Nationality
and Borders Act 2022] in Jefferey et al., Challenges and Prospects.

*TNA FCO 37/388.

*"Vine, Island of Shame, p. 91, writes that “Turner suggested issuing documents showing that the Chagossians and other
workers were “belongers” of Mauritius or the Seychelles and only temporary residents in the BIOT".

*8Spivak in Zips and Barnard in Mathias Guenther et al., “The concept of indigeneity} Social Anthropology, 14:1 (2006), p. 10.


https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/chagos-islands-olivier-bancoult-uk-us-military-base-human-rights-watch/
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from the basis that critiques of peoples’ self-identification as ‘indigenous’ are paternalistic.”® As
such, while I critically engage with the limitations of international legal framings of indigeneity,
the paper does not critique the Chagos Islanders for their understanding of indigeneity either as a
form of self-identification or as a legal strategy. Equally, the paper recognises the value and political
stakes of work that draws on Indigenous thought and/or advances understandings of ‘Indigenous
sovereignty, above all in settler colonial contexts.” This research is often attentive to the risks of
the essentialisation of ‘indigeneity’ The paper’s analysis of the Chagossians’ claim to indigeneity is
therefore based on an understanding of the contingent meaning of ‘indigeneity’ across space and
time, and focuses on the problematisation of indigeneity in international law. It recognises that
debates over the Chagossians’ indigeneity are distinct from understandings of indigeneity in many
other contexts, especially as Chagossian indigeneity is not based on first inhabitation. Indeed, the
Chagossians claim to indigenous status stretches the concept of ‘indigeneity’ in ways that could
rupture the links between ‘indigeneity’ and autochthony (or originating in a place), while contin-
uing to define indigeneity by long-standing settlement, discrete cultural identity, and, crucially, by
ongoing oppression/exclusion by dominant societal groups. While specific to the Chagossians, this
potentially has implications for other people descended from enslaved and indentured labourers,
although it is unclear how this understanding of indigeneity would transpose to other contexts,
especially those with pre-colonial inhabitation.

Migrants, natives, errantry, and the international geographic imaginary

The problematisation of the Chagossians as a ‘mobile’ or ‘floating’ population of contract labour-
ers makes them appear ‘out of place’ within an international geographic imaginary (or ‘taken-for
granted spatial ordering of the world’®') that treats rootedness as the norm, and is characterised
by hostility towards those who are represented as mobile. International geographic imaginaries
are characterised by an understanding of ‘states as “containers” of societies,** the ‘discrete spatial
partitionings of territory’ into national units, and a ‘sedentarist metaphysics’ which idealises the
‘rooting’ of peoples in place and pathologises ‘uprootedness’®® An international geographic imag-
inary is specific to international order, and linked to the ideal of national or ethnic homogeneity
within a territory, in contrast to earlier imperial geographies within which multi-ethnicity was a
norm.**

Rather than marking the end of imperial order, the early twentieth century creation of interna-
tional order rearranged imperial power relations in ways that are characterised both by continuity
and radical discontinuity.”> The division of empires into a sovereign state system, characterised

**Guenther et al., “The concept of indigeneity) p. 18.

%For some recent work in International Relations, see Jamal Nabulsi, ‘Reclaiming Palestinian Indigenous Sovereignty’,
Journal of Palestine Studies, 52:2 (2023), pp. 24-42; Cristina Yumie Aoki Inoue and Paula Franco Moreira, ‘Many worlds, many
nature(s), one planet: Indigenous knowledge in the anthropocene, Revista Brasileira de Politica Internacional, 59:2 (2016);
Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty, Indigenous Americas (University
of Minnesota Press, 2015); Ananya Sharma, ‘Decolonizing International Relations: Confronting Erasures through Indigenous
Knowledge Systems, International Studies, 58:1 (2021), pp. 25-40; Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research
and Indigenous Peoples (Bloomsbury Publishing: 2021).

'Gregory, 2009, in Joanne Yao, ‘The power of geographical imaginaries in the European international order:
Colonialism, the 1884-85 Berlin Conference, and model international organizations, International Organization, 76:4
(2022), pp. 901-28, p. 905.

John Agnew, ‘The territorial trap: The geographical assumptions of international relations theory) Review of International
Political Economy, 1:1 (1994), pp. 53-80, p. 52. See also R. B. J. Walker, “The double outside of the modern international,
Ephemera, 6:1 (2006), pp. 56-69.

% Malkki, ‘National Geographic, p. 34.

*Neil Smith, American Empire: Roosevelt’s Geographer and the Prelude to Globalization (University of California Press:
2004), p. 177; Eric D. Weitz, ‘From the Vienna to the Paris system: International politics and the entangled histories of human
rights, forced deportations, and civilizing missions, The American Historical Review, 113:5, (2008), pp. 1313-43.

®Barry Hindess, ‘Citizenship and empire, in Thomas Blom Hansen and Finn Stepputat (eds), Sovereign Bodies: Citizens,
Migrants, and States in the Postcolonial World (Princeton University Press, 2005), pp. 241-56.; Sanjay Seth (ed), Postcolonial
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by national sovereignty, but ‘subject to the regulatory regimes that operate within the system of
states)® was partially achieved through the global nationalisation of migration regulation. Indeed,
the ‘nationalisation’ of border controls to regulate mobility in relation to national borders and
national citizenship, was a primary mechanism by which the nation-state was constituted.”” The
nationalised regulation of migration codified race as a ‘national attribute} and national immigration
regimes discriminated on implicitly or explicitly racialised grounds,* for example, through anti-
Asian immigration policies in the white settler colonies, and attempts to limit Jewish immigration
within Europe.®” These policies were not only restrictive, but also facilitated mobility and ‘encour-
aged entry, migration, naturalization, and settlement,, especially to produce the settler colonies
as ‘white’”® As explored in existing literature, nationalised mobilities regulation continues to co-
constitute shifting and contingent racialised identities and hierarchies in postcolonial international
order.”! While outside of the primary focus of this paper, the displacement of the Chagossians is
coherent with these racialised hierarchies and regimes of deportability,’* and is understood as such
by some Chagossians. For example, Rosmon Saminaden states: Tm going to explain to the judge
that we were fine in Chagos, we lived well there, that’s we don’t know why - for what reason - they
came and took us away to a country we didn’t know. But that this act of domination they subjected
us to is because of our black skin”?

Debates over the Chagossians reflect the problematisation of subjects as ‘migrants’ and ‘natives’
which is key to the nationalised regulation of migration, but only loosely relates to actual mobility.
As Nandita Sharma argues, a primary political distinction within international order is between
the figures of ‘natives’ (or, ‘nationals’), as autochthons or ‘people of a place’, and ‘migrants, as
allochthons, or ‘people out of place’” These figures are not defined by actual movement or the cross-
ing of national borders, but by an imaginary of subjects as mobile or static. As Sharma emphasises:
‘Hostility to those who move - or who are imagined to have moved — is thus bred in the bone of the
Postcolonial New World Order’” The postcolonial hostility towards ‘migrants’ represents an inver-
sion of imperial imaginaries which often operated through a negative understanding of ‘natives’

Theory and International Relations: A Critical Introduction (Routledge, 2013); Nandita Rani Sharma, Home Rule: National
Sovereignty and the Separation of Natives and Migrants (Duke University Press, 2020).

Hindess, Citizenship and Empire, p. 247.

“Nadine El-Enany, (B)Ordering Britain: Law, Race and Empire (Manchester University Press, 2020); Mongia, Indian
Migration; Quirk and Vigneswaran, Mobility Makes States; John Torpey, ‘Coming and going: On the state monopolization of
the legitimate “means of movement”, Sociological Theory, 16:3 (1998), pp. 239-59; Nevzat Soguk, States and Strangers: Refugees
and Displacements of Statecraft, Borderlines, Vol. 11 (University of Minnesota Press, 1999); Sharma, Home Rule.

68Mongia, Indian Migration, p. 113.

%Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line: White Men's Countries and the International Challenge
of Racial Equality (Melbourne University Press, 2008); El-Enany, (B)Ordering Britain; Lucy Mayblin and Joe B. Turner,
Migration Studies and Colonialism (Polity Press, 2021); Sharma, Home Rule.

70 Alison Bashford, Tmmigration restriction: Rethinking period and place from settler colonies to postcolonial nations*’
Journal of Global History, 9:1 (2014), pp. 26-48, p. 31; see also Darshan Vigneswaran, Territory, Migration and the Evolution of
the International System (Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2013), p. 5.

7'Sarah Kunz, ‘Expatriate, Migrant? The social life of migration categories and the polyvalent mobility of race, Journal
of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 46:11 (2020), pp. 2145-62; Tarsis Brito, ‘Between race and animality: European borders,
“colonial dogs”, and the policing of humanity, Review of International Studies, 1 February 2024, pp. 1-18; Nandita Sharma,
‘Global apartheid and nation-statehood: Instituting border regimes), in James Goodman and Paul James (eds), Nationalism
and Global Solidarities: Alternative Projections to Neoliberal Globalisation (Routledge, 2006); Catherine Besteman, ‘Militarized
global apartheid, Current Anthropology, 60:S19 (2019), pp. 26-38; Harsha Walia, Robin D. G. Kelley, and Nick Estes, Border
and Rule: Global Migration, Capitalism, and the Rise of Racist Nationalism (Haymarket Books, 2021).

*Nicholas P. De Genova, ‘Migrant “illegality” and deportability in everyday life, Annual Review of Anthropology, 31
(2002), pp. 419-47.
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as both historically stuck in the past, and geographically fixed or ‘pinned’ to a homeland, or even
understood as part of the land.”® Understandings of ‘natives’ as static, was related to a series of poli-
cies to ‘conserve’ and ‘contain’ people, sometimes literally within reserves.”” In opposition, ‘settlers’
were often associated with physical and existential movement, cosmopolitanism, progress, and
historical agency.”® Mamdani emphasises how, in indirect rule colonial Africa, the ‘native’ (indige-
nous) and ‘migrant’ (non-indigenous) figures were related to legal and political categories, rather
than ontological realities. For example, ‘[s]ubject races were either nonindigenous immigrants, like
the Indians of East, Central and Southern Africa, or they were constructed as nonindigenous by
the colonial powers, such as, for example, the Tutsi of Rwanda and Burundi’”® Based on analysis of
the ‘migrant’—‘native’ distinction, Mamdani argues the colonialism politicised indigeneity ‘first as
settler libel against the native, and then as a native self-assertion’®

Crucially, both representations of people as ‘migrants’ and ‘natives’ are politicised, and form
two sides of a binary between those perceived as mobile and those perceived as sedentary. This
binary understanding is often deployed to either represent those perceived as mobile (migrants)
as ‘errant’ or ‘out of place) or to ‘fix’ and contain those deemed as rooted in the land (natives) in
place. However, these categories do not neatly fit political realities. This is illustrated, for exam-
ple, by current debates over whether descendants of enslaved and indentured labourers (including
people in the US, as well as descendants of European and Indian indentured labourers in the
Americas and Africa) should be understood as ‘migrants, ‘natives’ or ‘settlers’®' Understandings
of the Chagossians as an indigenous people potentially intervene in these debates by stretching
the concept of ‘indigeneity’ away from an understanding of autochthony. However, this paper does
attempt to answer the question of whether the Chagossians or other descendants of enslaved and
indentured labourers should be understood as ‘migrants, ‘settlers, or ‘natives. Instead, the paper
explores how the Chagossians are problematised as ‘mobile’ (associated with the figure of the
migrant), or ‘sedentary’ (associated with the figure of the native), and the political possibilities
and geographic imaginaries which are produced through these representations.*

Errantry and imperial mobilities

In contrast to the ‘sedentarist metaphysics’ of an international geographic imaginary which under-
stands mobility as an exception to a norm of sedentarism and represents ‘errant’ as coterminous
with ‘out of bounds, this paper builds on work that addresses the role of movement and circulation
in constituting global politics. This includes both a recognition of the imperial mobilities that con-
stitute international order, and an exploration of alternative forms of ‘errant’ belonging that exist

7*Mamdani, Define and Rule.

77For the ‘conservation’ of the nomadic Maasai, see Engelhard in Jaakko Heiskanen, Joseph MacKay, Iver B. Neumann, Einar
Wigen, Ingrid Eskild, Martin Hall, Alice Engelhard, Hannah Owens, Jamie Levin, and Franca Kappes, ‘Nomads and interna-
tional relations: Post-sedentarist dialogues, Cambridge Review of International Affairs (2025), pp.1-35. ); Mordecai Ogada and
John Mbaria, The Big Conservation Lie: The Untold Story of Wildlife Conservation in Kenya (Lens and Pens Publishing, 2016).
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”Mahmood Mamdani, ‘Beyond settler and native as political identities: Overcoming the political legacy of colonialism;
Comparative Studies in Society and History, 43:4 (2001), pp. 651-64, p. 657.

%Mamdani, ‘Beyond settler’, p. 664; see also Malkki, ‘National Geographic; p. 29.
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Is There a Difference?, The Wire, 30 May 2021, available at: {https://thewire.in/books/natives-forced-immigrants-slavery-
colonisation-settler}, accessed 15 May 2025; Nandita Sharma, ‘Mutually Assured Survival: Mahmood Mamdani’s Call to
Decolonise the Political and Decriminalise Justice, The Wire, 14 May 2021, available at: {https://thewire.in/books/mahmood-
mamdani-neither-settler-nor-native-book-review}, accessed 15 May 2025. For broader debates that also emphasise the contex-
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Critical Ethnic Studies, 1:2 (2015), pp. 102-121; Peter Geschiere and Stephen Jackson, ‘Autochthony and the crisis of citizenship:
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within and alongside this order. In making this argument, I start from a recovery of the imperial
mobilities which were central to the colonial encounter. These mobilities were not epiphenomenal
to the creation of apparently sedentary nation-states, or of the ‘West’ as a system of states, if the
nation-state is understood first as an imperial-state,** and ‘the West’ is understood as an outcome of
colonial encounter.* This points to the need to recognise mobility not as an alternative to national
belonging or international order, but as constitutive of a globalised system of apparently sedentary
societies. At the same time as recognising the centrality of imperial mobilities to apparently seden-
tary international order, I also propose the expansion of political vocabularies to recognise ‘errant’
or mobile forms of political relation which do not necessarily reproduce imperial or international
politics, even if they exist within and alongside them.

I suggest that thinking with Edouard Glissant’s concept of errantry can advance these debates.
Edouard Glissant is a Martiniquean poet and philosopher who is often read in relation to the work
of Aime Cesaire, Frantz Fanon, and other francophone Caribbean anti-colonial theorists. While I
focus on Glissant’s writing in Poetics of Relation, I read this in conversation with wider work that
emphasises multiplicity, relationality, and movement, including work on ‘traveling cultures;® exile
and traveling theory,*® rhizomatic thought,*” oceans, diaspora and the Black Atlantic,*® and Black
geography and the archipelagic,®” as well as broader work on Glissant in International Relations
and Political Theory.” I focus on Glissants conceptualisations of ‘errantry} but read this within a
constellation of broader concepts including the archipelagic and creolisation.” By thinking with
Glissant in the Indian Ocean, the paper works within broader Glissantian analysis of Indian Ocean
Worlds and transoceanic relations,” and acknowledges the contextual specificities of these contexts
as well as the imperial intimacies which span them.”® Glissant’s thought unfolds through his anal-
ysis of the specific context of the Caribbean, and while it resonates in the Indian Ocean it does not

Gurminder K. Bhambra, ‘Comparative historical sociology and the state: Problems of method;, Cultural Sociology, 10:3
(2016), p. 346; Cooper and Stoler (eds), Tensions of Empire, p. 1.

$*Hamid Dabashi, Europe and Its Shadows: Coloniality after Empire (Pluto Press, 2019); Edward W. Said, Orientalism
(Penguin Books, 2003); Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (Duke University Press, 2015).
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% Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (University of Minnesota Press,
2006).

*Tara Elisabeth Jeyasingh, ‘Edouard Glissant and the importance of reading well: Opacitic-reading as geographic method;
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 30 April 2024; Anjali Prabhu, ‘Interrogating hybridity: Subaltern agency and
totality in postcolonial theory, Diacritics, 35:2 (2005), pp. 76-92; Robbie Shilliam, ‘Decolonising the grounds of ethical inquiry:
A dialogue between Kant, Foucault and Glissant, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 39:3 (2011), pp. 649-65; Devarya
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transpose directly. As Shilliam notes, ‘Glissant grounds this inquiry within the uprooting forced
upon various peoples through the European colonisation of the Caribbean, foremost of which are
the genocide of the indigenous peoples and the shipments of enslaved Africans ... [and] the way in
which the meaningful pursuit of self-determination by uprooted Africans in Martinique has been
consistently “overdetermined” by France’*

While geographically distant, the Chagos Islands and the French Caribbean are connected
through imperial intimacies as francophone postcolonial archipelagos which were characterised
by slavery and plantation economies. They share key elements of what Verges identifies as
‘Creole worlds’: ‘deportation, forced exile, a world of men, a deeply unequal and violent society,
institutionalized racial hierarchy’”> However, with Verges, ‘no Creole society is exactly similar to
another’”® Indeed, generalising and universalising conceptual frameworks from one context to
another entails political risks. As Verges notes in relation to creolisation (but with resonances for
the concept of ‘errantry’) ‘as creolization tends to be connected with diasporic experience, dis-
persal, and the critique of “roots’, it can look suspicious to groups which fight for recognition of
“identity™®” Because of this, Vergés argues that creolisation in French Guyana, for example, ‘must
coexist with the indigenous struggle for land rights and respect for their customs. Otherwise, cre-
olization runs the risk of becoming bland and acceptable to the world of liberalism’*® On this basis,
there is no general application of concepts such as ‘creolisation’ or ‘errantry’ outside of the specific
contexts they are made sensical within, and the political possibilities they create are not predeter-
mined. Therefore, I do not intend ‘errantry’ as a universalising concept, but one which should be
interpreted in relation to specific social and political contexts.

On this basis, I suggest that thinking with Glissant’s concept of ‘errantry’ in the context of the
Chagos Islands can advance a mobile understanding of ‘rootedness, which maintains ‘the idea of
rootedness but challenges that of a totalitarian root’ and understands ‘the root’ to exist in Relation.”
This Glissantian understanding of identity means that ‘identity is no longer completely within the
root but also in Relation’'® While both ‘errantry’ and ‘imperial mobility’ are mobile and relational,
I follow Glissant’s understanding of errantry as a form of relationality which involves the recogni-
tion of the other (‘Relatior’). In contrast to ‘bad’ imperial relations of domination, imposition, and
disavowal of constitutive relationality, Glissant’s understanding of ‘Relation’ has a positive valence
and ‘proposes a situation of equality with, and respect for, the other as different from oneself’'"! As
McKittrick argues, ‘imperial relationalities are the death of (Glissant’s) relation’'”* Therefore, impe-
rial mobilities are not ‘errant’ in a Glissantian sense, as they do not disturb the ideal of a singular
root, but merely impose it elsewhere. As Glissant writes: ‘Conquerors are the moving, transient
root of their people.'®”

While Glissant’s ‘errantry, which is also translatable as ‘wandering}'** implies movement and
fluidity, it does not directly translate to ‘mobility’. First, because errantry is distinct from other
forms of mobility, such as colonial expansion. Second, because errantry is also a way of thinking.

**Shilliam, ‘Decolonising the Grounds of Ethical Inquiry, p. 659. As noted by Shilliam, see also Sylvia Wynter, ‘Beyond the
word of man: Glissant and the new discourse of the Antilles, World Literature Today, 63:4 (1989), pp. 637-48.

*>Verges, ‘Creolization and resistance, p. 56.

*Verges, ‘Creolization and resistance, p. 56.

*7Verges, ‘Creolization and resistance, p. 55.

98Ve:rg‘es, ‘Creolization and resistance, p. 55.

*Glissant, Poetics, p. 11.

'“Glissant, Poetics, p. 18.

Martin Munro and Robbie Shilliam, ‘Alternative sources of cosmopolitanism: Nationalism, universalism and créolité
in francophone Caribbean thought), in Robbie Shilliam (ed), International Relations and Non-Western Thought (Routledge,
2010), pp. 159-77, p. 173.

' Katherine McKittrick [@demonicground], ‘Relation Is Not a Straightforward “Relationship between” Empire Is. Imperial
Relationalities Are the Death of (Glissant’s) Relation, available at: {Https://T.Co/Y YkiNLwyc0}, Tweet, Twitter, 18 January
2020, available at: {https://x.com/demonicground/status/1218560460485726209}, [sic.], accessed 15 May 2025.

' Glissant, Poetics, p. 14.

"%Glissant, Poetics, p. 211.
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As Glissant writes: ‘errant thought, silently emerges from the destructuring of compact national
entities that yesterday were still triumphant and, at the same time, from difficult, uncertain births
of new forms of identity that call to us’'”® Building on this, Glissant emphasises that ‘errant thought’
is available to people who are ‘immobile. As Glissant notes: ‘At this point we seem to be far removed
from the sufferings and preoccupations of those who must bear the world’s injustice. Their errantry
is, in effect, immobile. They have never experienced the melancholy and extroverted luxury of
uprooting. They do not travel’'® This implies the possibility to consider ‘rootedness, identity, and
relationality to be errant, even if individual subjects are not mobile. Therefore, in proposing an
‘errant’ conceptualisation of politics, I am not proposing a way of being in which everyone is mobile
or moving all the time, but one possible way of thinking about ‘rootedness’ as relational, mobile,
and fluid, rather than contained and deriving from a ‘single unique root’- even in contexts where
little displacement is visible. This not only inverts sedentarist understandings of the ‘errant’ as ‘out
of bounds, and replaces them with mobile understandings of relationality, but also recognises that
mobile relationality is not in and of itself politically desirable.

Movement metaphors in the displacement of the islanders

The FCO representations of Chagossians as mobile (or ‘errant’ in the sense of being out of place)
reproduce an international geographic imaginary which understands political legitimacy as deriv-
ing from sedentarism, even when the islanders were displaced to make way for an equally mobile
political entity: empire. Representations of the islanders as a mobile population were used to jus-
tify their displacement, both internally and externally. For example, one official anticipated that the
displacement would not disturb the islanders, as ‘[t]he copra plantation workers are quite used to
being moved about ... [and are] unlikely to be disturbed by change of location providing that there
is no deterioration in their living standards, and hoped that the displacement would be carried out
in a discreet way, so that ‘[t]he removal of the rest of the Chagos population ... [would] attract the
minimum outside interest.'”” These representations were acknowledged at the time to be strategic
and deliberately misleading. For example, in 1966, the Secretary of State for the Colonies wrote that
‘[t]he legal position of the inhabitants would be greatly simplified from our point of view — though
not necessarily from theirs ... if we decided to treat them as a floating population’'®® Moreover, offi-
cials were well aware that many of the islanders had multi-generational attachments to the islands.
Critical of this approach (but in line with the general belief that it is acceptable to move ‘transient’
people), another FCO official noted: “We then find, apart from the transients, up to 240 “ilois™*
whom we propose either to resettle (with how much vigour of persuasion?) or to certify, more or
less fraudulently, as belonging somewhere else’!”

The representation of the islanders as mobile is linked to the use of immigration legislation
in their displacement, essentially rendering the islanders ‘migrants. While the islanders had been
prevented from accessing the islands through a variety of means since 1968, a 1971 Immigration
Ordinance ‘made it unlawful for a person to enter or remain in BIOT without a permit and allowed
those remaining to be removed.""" This made it a criminal offence for any Chagossian to remain
on the islands, or for anyone to be on the islands without a permit.'"" In 2004, the UK government

1% Glissant, Poetics, p-18.

Glissant, Poetics, p. 45.

'K. R. Whithall, 4 August 1969 in TNA FCO 37/388.

"®Erancis Pakenham in Vine, Island of Shame, p. 91.

'Brooke Turner in Vine, Island of Shame, p. 91, emphasis added. This quote is attributed to FCO legal adviser Henry
Darwin by Human Rights Watch. See EWHC, Chagos Islanders v. The Attorney General Her Majesty’s British Indian Ocean
Territory Commissioner [2003] EWHC 2222 (QB), Judgment — Appendix A, 9 October 2003, available at: {https://www.bailii.
org/ew/cases/EWHC/QB/2003/2222.html}, accessed 9 November 2022, para. 70. in HRW “That's When the Nightmare’

"%History | British Indian Ocean Territory, 18 August 2022, available at: {https://biot.gov.io/about/history/}.

MRichard Gifford, ‘Memorandum Concerning British Indian Ocean Territory, October 2007, available at: {https://
publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200708/cmselect/cmfaff/memo/147/ucm5402.htm}, accessed 15 May 2025.
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used immigration legislation again, enacting constitutional and immigration orders which denied
the islanders’ right of abode, which had been recognised in an earlier case.'* This indicates that
immigration legislation is not only used to filter people at the border, but also to displace people
with existing ties to land. It emphasises how the figure of the ‘migrant’ is not necessarily defined
in relation to cross-border mobility, but to understandings of belonging or being ‘out of place’ or
‘errant.

Despite an internal acknowledgment that the strategy to represent the islanders as a ‘tran-
sient’ ‘floating population’ of ‘contract workers’ was deliberately misleading, FCO memos reflect
the contradictory belief that an apparently mobile people would be easy to relocate and that their
displacement would be unlikely to attract controversy. This logic is coherent with a sedentarist
international geographic imaginary of political belonging being contained within nation-states. It
denies the possibility that a historically mobile (or currently mobile) people could have grounds
to dispute enforced displacement. This logic is at odds with an errant conceptualisation of pol-
itics, which could recognise both contemporary practices of mobility, and histories of mobility
as legitimate sources of ‘rootedness, and a basis from which to make political claims and dispute
displacement.

Erasing the ‘llois’ identity category

The representation of the islanders as mobile was linked to the erasure of the Tlois” identity cat-
egory, which had previously been widely used by the FCO to differentiate the population of the
archipelago as ‘Tlois, ‘Seychellois, and ‘Mauritian’ (see Figure 4)."" In a telegram to Washington
the FCO identified most of the islanders as ‘Tlois, ‘some of whom have lived on the atolls for two or
three generations.'"* In addition, those categorised as ‘Mauritian; or ‘Seychelloise’ may also have
born on the Chagos islands and, officials noted, could also be considered ‘Ilois’ on this basis. For
example, in a draft letter to J. R. Todd by K. R.-Whithall, 4 August 1969, Whithall asks for clarifica-
tion of ‘the division between Mauritians and Ilois’ amongst those who had ‘returned’ to Mauritius
from Chagos in 1968, as she notes that their ‘birth place’ was recorded as ‘Chagos in every case.
Whithall suggests that ‘if this column refers in toto to all the persons listed ... then all would appear
to be Ilois.!"* The fact that those categorised as ‘Mauritian’ or ‘Seychelloise’ may have been born on
Chagos is supported by statistics on births (see Figure 6) which illustrates the categorisation of chil-
dren born on Chagos as ‘Mauritian’ and ‘Seychelloise’ as well as Tlois.!'® At displacement, this was
a reality the officials wanted to hide, noting that ‘some of the contract labourers of Mauritian origin
have lived on the islands for one or two generations and (although this should not be admitted to
the Mauritian Prime Minister) are dual citizens of Mauritius and the UK and colonies’!"’

In order to relocate all of the islanders to Mauritius and the Seychelles, UK FCO officials sug-
gested that no references be made to a distinct ‘Tlois’ group in communications with Mauritian
officials. This posed a challenge, as one proposed plan was to resettle the Ilois on the nearby island of
Agalega to continue producing copra, but officials were not able to explicitly recruit ‘Tlois’ people for
this or differentiate between ‘Mauritians,, ‘Seychelloise, and ‘Tlois’ As one official stated: ‘[w]e would,
of course, prefer Ilois to be recruited, but as we do not wish to make any distinction between Ilois
and Mono Mauritians ... we would not wish to place any emphasis on the group to be recruited’''®
Three days later, Greatbatch wrote that the Chagos Agalega Company had succeeded in recruiting
14 families from Mauritius for Agalega, eight of whom ‘can definitely be identified as Ilois, and the
‘remaining 6 have typical Ilois names. He affirmed that ‘Moulinie’s standing instruction to Rogers
is that Ilois should have preference in recruitment as they are used to Island Maritime Province

2 Allen, ‘International Law’, p- 685.

'TNA FCO 37/388.

! Stewart, “Telegram to Washington, 16 May 1969, TNA FCO 37/388.
5TNA FCO 37/388 [emphasis in original].

"% Appendix V in J. R. Todd ‘Notes, TNA FCO 37/388.
"7“Resettlement of population, TNA FCO 37/388.

18], M. Stewart, DS.11, M.O.D., 25 August 1969 in TNA FCO 37/388.
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5. Population
(a) Details of the population including the family size and citizenship are given in

Appendix V. Compared to the figures for March 1967, the total population shows a
decrease of 155. The details of this decrease are as follows:-

Change in Number of

Adults Children Total
Seychellois -26 +6 -20
Mauritians -33 -18 -51
Tlois -56 -28 -84
Total -115 -40 -155

Figure 4. Reproduction of TNA FCO 37/388 table showing categorisation of ‘Seychellois’, ‘Mauritians’, and ‘Ilois’.
J.R. Todd, ‘Notes on a visit to Chagos by the administrator: British Indian Ocean territory’, 30 July 1969, in TNA FCO 37/388.

and Copra washing), however, alluding to the intent to simultaneously erase the Ilois’ category, he
wrote: Tlois in this case may be widely interpreted as those with experience on islands but can't do
better without attracting undesirable attention’'*?

The FCO attempt to erase the ‘Tlois” identity category reflects a preemptive defense against an
identity-based claim to land or territory. As articulated at the time: “The existence of the Ilois, and
their possible claim to belong to BIOT, could cause us considerable problems, particularly in the
United Nations’'?® This reproduces an international imaginary of identity-based claims to territory
which resonates with Glissant’s framing of ‘root identity, which ‘rooted the thought of self and of
territory, and ‘is ratified by a claim to legitimacy that allows a community to proclaim its entitle-
ment to the possession of a land, which thus becomes a territory’'*! In contrast, Glissant proposes
‘relation identity’ as a form of identity that ‘does not think of land as territory’, but does still allow for
meaningful relationships with land.'** By disavowing the Tlois’ identity category, and claiming the
islands as the ‘British Indian Ocean Territory’, the FCO affirm a legal order that understands ‘root
identity’ as a legitimate source from which to make and contest territorial claims. This highlights
the political stakes and strategic potential of reconstituting a Chagossian indigenous identity, but
both strategies affirm the underlying logic that an identity-based claim to belonging on the islands
strengthens the Chagossians’ grounds to contest their displacement. However, limited analysis sug-
gests that even if the islanders make identity-based claims to land, they do not necessarily mobilise
the same understanding of territory as the FCO. For example, in 2024 written evidence to the
UK Foreign Affairs Sub-Committee on the Overseas Territories, Olivier Bancoult refers multiple
times to the islands as ‘home), and only once as ‘the territory’'?® This contrasts with FCO fram-
ings of land as territory (implying possession), and emphasises differences as well as overlaps in
FCO and Chagossian framings, even if both are made through legal frameworks which emphasise
bounded-identity based claims to land.

"Sir B. Greatbatch, 28 August 1969 in TNA FCO 37/388 [emphasis added].
Stewart, “Telegram to Washington, 16 May 1969, TNA FCO 37/388.

21 Glissant, Poetics, p- 170.

'22Glissant, Poetics, p. 170.

»Bancoult, ‘Written Evidence’
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Present-day narratives and the centrality of ‘the contract’

Despite the now public knowledge of the FCO’s awareness of multi-generational inhabitation of
the islands, current government communications continue to represent the islanders as a transient
population of contract workers who belonged elsewhere. In 2024, the ‘History’ section of the official
BIOT gov.uk website stated:

‘As for the population of the islands, after emancipation some slaves became contract employees;
the population changing over time by import of contract labour from Mauritius and, in the 1950s,
from Seychelles, so that by the late 1960s, those living on the islands were contract employees of the
copra plantations. Neither they, nor those permitted by the plantation owners to remain, owned
land or houses. They had licences to reside there at the discretion of the owners and moved from
island to island as work required.

The people affected by these closures were the Mauritian and Seychellois contract workers and
their families, who were then given the choice of returning to Mauritius or Seychelles. The
majority chose Mauritius where they had close ties and were moved between 1968 and 1973’.'*

This quote acknowledges that some formerly enslaved people remained on the islands after abo-
lition, but emphasises that the population changed over time with the import of contract labour,
moving from island to island. It also claims that the ‘contract workers’ returned to Mauritius and
the Seychelles. There is no account of what happened to the descendants of the enslaved labourers,
other than noting ‘the population changing over time by import of contract labour, a sleight of
language that implies the disappearance of the original enslaved people.'* This is not only inaccu-
rate, but also reaffirms a logic that transient people are displaceable, and political belonging derives
from sedentarism.

The statement also links the category of ‘contract worker’ to ‘mobility, opening up questions
about the role of the contract in understandings of belonging. This tracks with the strategy in the
1960s. In 1969, the British Foreign Secretary suggested that Prime Minister Harold Wilson pre-
sented the displacement of the islanders to the UN, as ‘a change of employment for contract workers
- rather than as a population resettlement’'* This representation of ‘contract workers’ as having no
claim to belonging other than a contractual agreement, has implications for contemporary under-
standings of ‘economic migration’. It also resonates with debates over the role of the contract in the
transition from slavery to indenture, in making ‘freedon’ a technical and legal, rather than moral
and political question.'” The FCO representation of the islanders as ‘contract workers’ attempts
to legitimise their displacement by presenting their relationship to the island as being defined by
a contract. At the core of these debates are not only the questions of whether or not the islanders
were ‘contract workers, and whether or not they had inhabited the islands for multiple generations,
but also the implicit question of whether or not ‘contract workers’ could make any claim to political
belonging.

Opverall, the use of movement metaphors was (and continues to be) central to the attempted
legitimisation of the displacement of the islanders. Movement terminology such as ‘transient;, float-
ing population, and the reference to the islanders as people who were ‘quite used to being moved
about, and ‘moved from island to island as work required’ were coupled with descriptors of the
islanders as ‘temporary residents, ‘contract workers, ‘contract employees, and people who belonged
‘somewhere else’ These ideas all resonate with contemporary understandings of ‘migrants’ as people
"**History | British Indian Ocean Territory’

With thanks to Sam Opondo for this observation, this narrative is made possible by the reduction of understandings of
slavery to labour, rather than seeing it as a system predicated on the ownership of other human beings. See also Amy Niang,
“The slave, the migrant and the ontological topographies of the international, International Relations, 34:3 (2019), pp. 333-53.
"*Wilson in John Pilger, “The Secret Files That Reveal How A Nation Was Deported, ZNetwork, 22 October 2004, avail-
able at: {https://znetwork.org/znetarticle/the-secret-files-that-reveal-how-a-nation-was-deported-by-john-pilger/}, accessed
15 May 2025.
127Mongia, Indian Migration, p. 61.
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who are out of place, associated with mobility, and ‘errant’ in the sense of ‘leaving home’ or ‘being
out of bounds’ Indeed, the introduction of the 1971 immigration ordinance that prevented the
Chagossians from returning to their home, and 2004 legislation to further enforce this, rendered
attempts to return to the islands as ‘migration, and the islanders as potential ‘migrants. ‘Migrancy’
in this case does not reflect the islanders’ pre-existing mobility but acts as a discourse that enabled
their enforced exile.

Understandings of indigeneity and the legal contestation of the islanders’ displacement

At the same time, the legal contestation of the islanders’ displacement hinges on parallel claims to
permanent inhabitation, and the argument that the Chagossians constitute a discrete ‘indigenous’
people. Within international law, indigenous status gives the Chagossians access to legal arguments
to which they would not otherwise have recourse.'*® This framework lends itself to representations
of the Chagossians as relatively sedentary, and emphasises their multi-generational attachment
to place, in order to make a claim for their right to resettle the islands. This reproduces some of
the logics of an international geographic imaginary that privileges sedentarism and identity-based
claims to land. On one hand, this highlights the challenge of recognising an ‘errant’ politics that
emphasises the present-day and historical significance of mobility as a ‘root’ of identity and a basis
for political claims. On the other hand, it emphasises the multiplicity of identity-based claims to
land, and the fact that they may create political possibilities which do not necessarily reproduce
imperial expansion or national intolerance.

Legal understandings of indigenous status are open to interpretation, but often invoke: i) attach-
ment to place; ii) pre-colonial belonging; and iii) the existence of a distinct ethnic or cultural group.
Drawing on multiple definitions of indigenous status, Allen argues that the Chagossians consti-
tute an ‘indigenous people;, in part because of their ‘self-identification as an indigenous people] as
well as their ‘communal attachments to “place”; experience of severe disruption, dislocation and
exploitation; ongoing oppression/exclusion by dominant societal groups; and distinct ethnic/cul-
tural groups.'” However, he notes that the Chagossians do not fit the common understanding of
indigenous status deriving from having a link with pre-colonial societies. For example, the com-
monly taken Martinez-Cobo definition of indigenous status involves ‘having a historical continuity
with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories’'*® Based on this
definition, the islanders would not fulfil the criteria of historical precedence, nor inhabitation of
the islands before colonisation, as French settlers were the first to occupy the islands."*! In contrast,
the Mauritian government disputes the claim to indigenous status and argues that the Chagossians
are a Mauritian national minority, rather than an indigenous people, because the Chagos Islands
were uninhabited until the nineteenth century.'* This shows that in some ways an understand-
ing of the Chagossians as indigenous is at odds with a state-centric international imaginary of
national majorities and minorities.'”” It also suggests that Chagossian indigenous status may be
increasingly politically expedient or even necessary in the current context of negotiations over
Mauritian sovereignty over the Chagos Islands. At the same time, an understanding of political
belonging based on discrete ethnic identity, linked to claims to land or territory, in many ways par-
allels assumptions which underpin this international legal and geographic imaginaries, even if it
opens up different political possibilities.

"*Stephen Allen, The Chagos Islanders and International Law (Hart Publishing, 2014), p. 288.

' Allen, The Chagos Islanders, p. 284.

0 Allen, The Chagos Islanders, p. 283.

Bl Allen, The Chagos Islanders, p. 286.

2 Allen, The Chagos Islanders, p. 276.

13 As the specific concepts of ‘national minority’ and ‘majority’ emphasise the nation-state and are central to the creation
of an international geographic imaginary, for analysis, see Mahmood Mamdani, Neither Settler nor Native: The Making and
Unmaking of Permanent Minorities (Harvard University Press: 2020); Weitz, ‘From the Vienna.
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The legal significance of the islanders’ status as a permanent population is apparent in academic
work on the displacement of the Chagossians. For example, Allen argues that the BIOT was ‘inhab-
ited by a permanent population and was thus a non-self-governing territory under Chapter XI of
the UN Charter,** and critiques the exile of ‘the Chagossians from their ancestral homeland’'** The
multi-generational inhabitation of the islands is often emphasised, for example, in Vine’s descrip-
tion of the islanders as people who ‘built their own houses, inhabited land passed down from
generation to generation, and kept vegetable gardens and farm animals.'*® This emphasis on multi-
generational inhabitation, while emphasising the inaccuracy of FCO representations, also contrasts
with an errant conceptual framing which could explore Chagossian multi-generational histories
of movement as an equally meaningful source of ‘rootedness, while recognising their geographic
connectedness to the islands.

Moreover, at the time that the islanders were exiled, the administrative category of ‘Tlois” was
not stable or fixed. In this sense, the construction of ‘Chagossian’ as a discrete indigenous group
was sharpened after and through the experience of displacement. An example of the fluidity of the
FCO category of ‘Tlois’ is the role of marriage in determining ‘Tlois” identity. The FCO documents
refer to ‘Seychellois, ‘Tlois, and ‘Mauritian’ people being ‘en menage, or married, with one another
(see Figures 5 and 6)."*” A footnote on these documents notes that children’s citizenship, or ‘origin,
derived from the father in the case of ‘legitimate’ births (meaning within marriage), and the mother
in the case of ‘natural’ births (meaning outside of marriage)."”® This means that a child whose
father was ‘Tlois’ and mother was ‘Mauritian’ would be categorised as ‘Tlois’ if the parents were
married, and ‘Mauritian’ if the parents were unmarried - pointing to the contingency of these
categories. Equally, as some FCO officials noted, many of those categorised as ‘Mauritian’ were in
fact born on the islands. This means that the identity categories of Tlois, ‘Mauritian;, or ‘Seychellois’
were contingent on circumstance and may have changed over time, either in one person’s lifetime,
or generationally, sometimes as a result of arbitrary bureaucratic processes. Claiming a discrete
indigenous identity linked to land as a means of contesting the displacement through international
law may have the effect of fixing and bounding a Chagossian identity, as well as ‘rooting’ it in a
homeland.

This suggests that through the process of displacement, a discrete ‘Chagossian’ identity has taken
on a meaning and cohesiveness that the ‘Tlois’ category did not have as a category of governance
before displacement, and that this identity is linked with an ideal of a fixed homeland. When the
islanders were displaced, inhabitants were understood as ‘Seychellois, ‘Mauritian, and ‘Tlois’ This
raises the question of whether only the Tlois’ have a right to return, and whether ‘Chagossian’
would continue to be a discrete identity category, if it was no longer constituted by displacement.
In contrast, an understanding of political identity and belonging emerging in movement resonates
with Stuart Hall’s writing on Caribbean diaspora. Hall notes ‘the endless ways in which Caribbean
people have been destined to “migrate”,** and argues that the ‘New World; ‘is the signifier of migra-
tion itself - of travelling, voyaging and return as fate, as destiny’ In opposition to understandings
of identity grounded in territorial homeland, Hall gives an account of identity being continually
made and remade in movement, and an understanding of identities which are ‘constantly produc-
ing and reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference’'*’ In relation to the
Chagos Islands, it would not only be the Chagossians’ identity which is made and remade through
travel and movement, but also British and US nationalisms which are produced through imperial

" Allen, ‘International Law’, p. 690.

Stephen Allen, ‘Self-determination, the Chagos Advisory Opinion and the Chagossians, International and Comparative
Law Quarterly, 69:1 (2020), pp. 203-20, p. 214.

SVine, Island of Shame, p. 3.

"7 Appendix V in J. R. Todd, ‘Notes, TNA FCO 37/388.

¥ Appendix V in J. R. Todd, ‘Notes, TNA FCO 37/388.

"**Hall, ‘Cultural Identity’ p. 13.

“Hall, ‘Cultural Identity’ p. 14.
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FAMILY SIZE

Diego Garcia Peros Banhos Salomon Total

S M |1 Total (S |M |I Total | S M |I Total | S M |1 Total
1 56 |1 |12 |69 10 |1 10 |21 14 |- 11 |25 80 |2 [33]115
2 9 - |1 20 - - 4 |4 1 - 3 4 10 |- 18 |28
3 12 |- |5 17 - 1 5 16 - - 3 3 12 |1 13 |26
4 4 - |4 7 - - 7 17 - - 4 4 4 - 14 |18
5 4 - - 4 1 |- - 1 2 - 4 6 7 - 4 |11
6 3 - |1 4 - - 4 |4 2 - 5 7 5 - 10 | 15
7 1 -1 2 1 - 3 14 - - - - 2 - 4 |6
8 1 - |2 3 - - 1 1 1 - 2 3 2 - 5 17
9 2 - |- 2 - - - - - - 2 2 2 - 2 |4
10 1 -1 2 - - - - - - 1 1 1 - 2 |3
11 - - |1 1 - - 1 1 - - - - - - 1 1
Total 56 |1 |12 |69 10 |1 10 |21 14 |- 11 |25 80 |2 [35]115
Single
Men
Total 37 |- |25% |62 2 1 |25 |28+ |6 - 24 |30 45 |1 |74 | 120
Families

* Includes 7 Seychellois en menage with Iloises and
3 Tlois en menage with Seychelloises
+ Includes 4 Seychellois en menage with Iloises and
1 Ilois en menage with Seychelloises

Figure 5. Reproduction of TNA FCO 37/388 showing marriages between Seychellois and Ilois.
Appendix Vin J. R. Todd, ‘Notes’, TNA FCO 37/388. Note that islanders are categories as ‘S’, ‘M’, or ‘I’, indicating ‘Seychellois’, ‘Mauritian’, or
‘llois’, as well as the references to islanders being ‘en menage’ across categories.

expansion. As Engseng Ho has argued, ‘[t]he British became an imperial people - that is to say,
they became a people as they became an empire’'*' While pointing to the role of mobility in consti-
tuting identity, this also highlights the potential for the recognition of movement and relationality
as a basis of political belonging to legitimise settler colonial and imperial claims to belonging, and
the need to be attentive to this risk.

Conclusions: Errant politics and geographic connectedness

Despite decades of campaigning, and the recent agreement to cede sovereignty over the islands
to Mauritius, it remains uncertain whether the Chagossians will ever be able to return to the
archipelago they were displaced from, or at least to Diego Garcia. Debates over the Chagos Islanders
are not only significant in relation to the islanders’ right to return, but articulate broader under-
standings of political belonging, identity, and relationships with land. The displaced Chagossians

"' Engseng Ho, ‘Empire through diasporic eyes: A view from the other boat), Society for Comparative Study of Society and

History, 46:2 (2004)2004;46(2), pp. 210-46, p. 24.
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CITIZENSHIP
Legitimate Natural Total Births | ORIGIN*
Tlois
Seychellois | Mauritian
Diego Garcia
8.11.65- 14 35 49 25 1 23
31.12.69 3 8 11 6 1 4
1.1.69-
30.6.69
Total 17 43 60 31 2 27
Peros
Banhos 19 18 37 8 - 29
8.11.65- 3 10 13 - - 13
31.12.69
1.1.69-
30.6.69
Total 22 28 50 8 - 42
Salomon
8.11.65- 8 20 28 - 1 27
31.12.69 - 1 1 - - 1
1.1.69-
30.6.69
Total 8 21 29 - 1 28
Total Chagos
8.11.65- 41 73 114 33 2 79
31.12.69 6 19 25 6 1 18
1.1.69-
30.6.69
Total 47 92 139 39 3 97
* Origin of father in case of legitimate children or mother in case of natural children

Figure 6. Reproduction of TNA FCO 37/388 table showing children’s citizenship being contingent on marital status of
parents.
Appendix Vin J. R. Todd, ‘Notes’, TNA FCO 37/388.

represent a people with histories of mobility and fluid identity, as well as long-standing relations
with land and cultural specificity, but the legal framings of these debates emphasise only the long-
standing relationships with land, and an ideal of bounded and discrete indigenous identity. On
one hand, this counters the FCO attempts to falsely represent the islanders as mobile or errant as
a means to deny them access to the islands. On the other hand, it reaffirms the logic that political
belonging and access to land derive from sedentarism and discrete identity-based claims.

The paradox is that the US military base on Diego Garcia is now populated by an equally or
more mobile population of soldiers and Filipino ‘contract workers.'*> This represents not only
another set of mobile people, but an illustration of the centrality of imperial mobilities (includ-
ing those of in-between groups such as contractors) to maintain the US and UK as not only
“Exclusive: Inside Diego Garcia, America’s Highly Secretive Military Base, New Internationalist, 14 March 2017, avail-
able at: {https://newint.org/features/web-exclusive/2017/03/14/inside-diego-garcia-americas-highly-secretive-military-base},
accessed 15 May 2025.
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territorially bound sedentary nation-states, but mobile imperial polities that cut across national
borders. By making the islanders appear ‘out of place’ due to their mobility, the FCO repre-
sent the Chagossians as belonging elsewhere. This reproduces an apparent norm of sedentarism
and obscures the constitutive role of mobility (imperial and otherwise) as the basis of political
order. In contrast, a recognition of these constitutive imperial mobile relations could lead to an
understanding of mobile politics not as an alternative to international order, but as an already
existing reality. Whether these relations are ‘errant’ in a Glissantian sense or ‘imperial’ has less to
do with how ‘mobile’ or ‘static’ they are, and more to do with power asymmetries and modes of
relation.

This analysis opens up room for further exploration of overlapping forms of mobile rootedness
and geographic connectedness. Indeed, an emphasis on the islanders’ relationship with land is not
at odds with an understanding of rooted errantry. For example, writing about ‘Maroons, Glissant
notes that their ‘resistance takes its strength [in part] from ... geographical connectedness (essential
to survival in the jungle and absent in the descendants of slaves —alienated from the land that could
never be theirs)’'* This points to an understanding of ‘geographic connectedness’ as a source of
political resistance, which is opposed both to alienation from land, and to understandings of land
as territory. Without the scope to fully explore the relations between ‘rooted errantry’ and land in
this paper, this points to the possibility to make meaningful claims to land which are not defined
by identity-based claims to land as territory, but by other forms of geographic connectedness that
do not hinge on permanence or discrete identity.'**

Both the imperial mobilities that account for the presence of a military base on Diego Garcia
and the histories of mobility that led to the inhabitation of the Chagos Archipelago point to ‘mobile
roots’ as a source of political relationality and ‘rootedness, if not belonging. By recognising the
constitutive role of imperial mobilities, my aim is not to legitimise imperial or settler colonial
politics as a basis from which to make political claims. Neither is it to invert the binary between
movement and sedentarism, to privilege mobility over sedentarism. Instead, the paper aims to
highlight the need for political frameworks that are able to recognise political claims based on
histories and presents of movement, while remaining attentive to asymmetries of power. I pro-
pose that a Glissantian understanding of ‘errantry’ can provide an entry point into conceptualising
forms of political belonging deriving from mobility and fluid identity, premised on a recognition
of relationality and equality with the Other. This additional conceptual framework is necessary for
politics which can recognise meaningful forms of geographic connectedness, as well as providing
a vocabulary necessary for migrant and diasporic politics, which does not understand migrants,
diasporas, travellers, or ‘minorities’ as being ‘out of place, defined in relation to ethnic homelands)
or pathologically placeless and geographically alienated.

Video Abstract. To view the online video abstract, please visit: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210525101034.

Acknowledgements. Thank you to Sara Wong, Tarak Barkawi, Samson Okoth Opondo, Tarsis Brito, Nandini Dey, rémy-
paulin twahirwa, Eva Leth Serensen, Jaakko Heiskanen, Debbie Lisle, and Nivi Manchanda for their invaluable feedback and
for conversations on various iterations of this article. I am grateful to BISA-CPD convenors Heba Youssef, Jenna Marshall,
and Sharri Plonski for their generous support and for organising the Colonial, Postcolonial, and Decolonial Early-Career
Researcher Paper Prize, as well as to Andrew Hom for feedback on the paper and all the RIS editors for their mentorship.
I would also like to thank the organisers and participants of the IR502 research cluster at the LSE, the 2023 EISA Annual
Conference, and the 2024 BISA Annual Conference, and my valued discussants at these events, respectively: Partha Moman,
Renata Summa, and Quyn Pham. My gratitude also to three anonymous reviewers for their helpful and engaged comments.

Funding Statement. This article draws on research conducted as part of a PhD funded by the UK Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC) and the Department of International Relations at the London School of Economics.

143 . . .
Glissant, Poetics, p. xxii.

"“*These are questions that other theorists are also exploring in the context of the Indian Ocean, for example, see Bragard,
“Transoceanic dialogues’; Verges, ‘Writing on water.


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210525101034
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210525101034

https://doi.org/10.1017/50260210525101034 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Review of International Studies 27

Alice Engelhard is a postdoctoral fellow in the Johns Hopkins Political Science Department where she studies mobilities and
postcolonial world order. Her previous role was as an International Relations Department Fellow at the London School of
Economics, where she also completed her PhD in International Relations.

Cite this article: Alice Engelhard, ‘Tmperial mobilities, errantry, and the displacement of the Chagos Islanders, Review of
International Studies (2026), pp. 1-27. https://doi.org/10.1017/50260210525101034


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210525101034
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210525101034

	Imperial mobilities, errantry, and the displacement of the Chagos Islanders
	Introduction
	Imperial mobilities and the displacement of the Chagossians
	Legality, indigeneity, archives
	Migrants, natives, errantry, and the international geographic imaginary
	Errantry and imperial mobilities

	Movement metaphors in the displacement of the islanders
	Erasing the `Ilois' identity category
	Present-day narratives and the centrality of `the contract'

	Understandings of indigeneity and the legal contestation of the islanders' displacement

	Conclusions: Errant politics and geographic connectedness
	Acknowledgements


