
 
 
 

INDIAN OCEAN WORLD IN THE 18TH CENTURY (IOW18) SERIES: MASTERCLASS 
 

COLONIAL ARCHIVES INSIDE OUT: 
WRITING ABOUT INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES IN THE INDIAN OCEAN WORLD, 18TH-19TH CENTURIES 

26 March 2020, 9-12AM, Leiden University (Netherlands) 
Masterclass by Professor Sujit Sivasundaram, hosted by the Leiden University Institute for History in 
partnership with the N.W. Posthumus Institute. 

In recent decennia historians have aimed at finding and amplifying the perspective of indigenous 
actors in the global South. Besides local archives and oral histories, colonial archives have also been 
used in seeking out these perspectives. It has become evident that colonial sources can yield more 
information than just the actions of the metropole in the colony, but can they make a relevant 
contribution to the (re)construction of local histories as well? The debate on the decolonization of 
these archives in the historiography of empire, and more recently in Dutch colonial historiography, 
has made it clear that these sources can prove to be valid, but need a critical and innovative approach. 
This Masterclass seeks to discuss the historiography of local actors in Indian Ocean History through 
colonial archives, such as  local elites, litigants, Asian Christians, Buddhists priests and other people 
who encountered colonial power. By discussing indigenous perspectives in colonial archives we hope 
to capture both the opportunities and problems that arise when writing Indian Ocean histories using 
sources created by colonial administrators. If we are using colonial sources to research indigenous 
perspectives, how exactly should we approach these sources? Discussing methods such as reading 
along the archival grain (Stoler, 2010), against the grain and beyond the grain (Raben, 2019) this 
masterclass seeks both a historiographical debate and a practical discussion.  

Applying for the Masterclass 
This masterclass offers PhD candidates and post-docs the opportunity to discuss their research with 
an expert in the field and engage in discussion on current historiography. During the masterclass with 
ca. 10 participants, each participant will shortly introduce their research (max. 5 minutes). These 
presentations are based on a pre-submitted research statement (ca. 1500 words) that discusses some 
concrete difficulties and opportunities of the research in relation to this topic. A list of required 
readings will be circulated beforehand. We invite early career researchers, working on the Indian 
Ocean area and/or whose research relates to this topic to sign up for this Masterclass. To apply, please 
send an email to Bente de Leede, b.m.de.leede@hum.leidenuniv.nl before February 20th. The 
deadline for the research statements is March 11th.  
 

Sujit Sivasundaram was born and educated in Sri Lanka and obtained his PhD 
in history at Cambridge in 2001. In 2012 he was awarded a Philip Leverhulme 
Prize for History. Sivasundaram has worked primarily on the late-eighteenth 
and early-nineteenth centuries in the Indian and Pacific oceans, with a special 
emphasis on South and Southeast Asia and the South Pacific. He has wide 
thematic concerns which relate to the intersection of empires and globalisation 
with the environment, culture, technology, ethnicity, anthropology, science 

and medicine. Sivasundaram is the author of amongst others Islanded: Britain, Sri Lanka and the 
Bounds of an Indian Ocean Colony (2013) and his book Waves Across the South, will appear with 
Harper Collins in 2020. This book links the British empire and the age of revolutions in the oceans of 
the global South, reconstructing the perspective of indigenous and non-European people in the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans. For this project Sivasundaram has used a wide variety of archives, showing 
amongst others how local archives, oral history and colonial archives can complement each other.  
Following the masterclass prof. Sivasundaram will give a lunch lecture open to all, hosted by the 
International Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS) at Leiden University. To register for this lecture see 
https://www.iias.asia/events 
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