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CHAPTER 3

Empire of Métissage

A few years after marrying the French carpenter Antoine Payet
in the Catholic Church, on January 30, 1681, in Saint-Paul, Isle Bourbon,
the free Malagasy woman Louise Siaram gave birth to a mu/dtresse baby girl
named Louise Payet.' Louise’s childhood was cut short abruptly in 1692,
when, at age eleven, she was married to a twenty-one-year-old French-
Malagasy creole mulstre named Frangois Cauzan in the Catholic Church.?
But despite the hardships entailed in such an early marriage, she grew up to
become one of the most admired women on Isle Bourbon. By 1709,
Boucher described her as “a model for all women of the island.”® Louise
never had children of her own, but she took in several little girls from her

«

neighborhood and made it her mission to raise them to become the “wisest
and most educated” ladies of the island, teaching them to perform Euro-
pean domestic tasks like sewing and washing the laundry.* Louise and her
husband Frangois worked so hard to make a living for themselves that they
became one of the island’s wealthiest couples.” By the early eighteenth cen-
tury, they owned nine enslaved people, many heads of livestock, and sev-
eral parcels of land.® Louise and Frangois also embraced some elements of
French material culture: for example, records of public sales and other doc-
uments indicate that—in addition to cultivating crops favored in early
modern Europe, such as wheat and wine grapes—they wore silk stockings
as well as shirts made in France.” By 1709, Louise and Frangois were
described as “the most fashionable and best lodged of all the settlers” and
had saved up 2,000 écus—a significant amount of money.® Frangois passed
away on June 7, 1715.” His death turned Louise into one of the most eligible
widows of Isle Bourbon.

It took only a few months for Jacques Macé, a thirty-two-year-old white
army surgeon from Brittany, to propose to Louise. She accepted, and they
married on January 14, 1716, in the church of Saint-Paul.” Ancien Régime

98
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patriarchal customs gave Jacques some control over Louise’s estate, and he
could also count on her generosity."! Louise Payet was an extraordinarily
generous woman indeed, as suggested by the many gifts that she made to
the Church and to her family and friends. For example, in 1714, she donated
a plot of land in the mountains to the incoming governor of Isle Bourbon,
Henry de Justamond, who was from Languedoc and also the husband of
her youngest sister, another mulétresse, named Luce Payet.” A devout
Christian, Louise also maintained close ties with the Catholic Church
throughout her life. In 1696, she became the godmother of a little girl named
Marie Grondin, to whom she gave an enslaved six-year-old Malagasy girl as
a Christmas gift in 1714.% In 1715, she also made a donation of 200 écus to
Lazarist missionaries on the island, “to provide for two female school-
teachers who should educate the girls of the parishes of Isle Bourbon.”"*

In 1729, Louise Payet fell gravely ill and died shortly thereafter. She had
so many personal effects that it took three days to complete the postmortem
inventory of her estate. This inventory listed many plots of land, seven
residences and cabins, a pharmacy cabinet worth 400 livres, countless fur-
niture, clothes, shoes, jewelry, and tools for dressmaking, construction, and
gardening, as well as kitchenware, including China dishes. By the end of
her life, Louise owned thirty enslaved people and several hundred heads of
livestock worth over 3,681 livres. She also had over 30,146 livres in sav-
ings—an enormous sum of money.”

This chapter demonstrates that mérissage (interracial sex) was instru-
mental to the establishment of France’s colonial empire. In remote places
where European women were especially few in number, such as Isle
Bourbon, mixed children born to early Catholic unions between white men
and freeborn or manumitted women of non-European ancestries like
Louise Siaram furnished the fledgling French settlements and outposts
with free Christian colonists, planters, farmers, artisans, and other free
workers, offsetting limited arrivals of people from Europe. Some of these
mixed people, especially in isolated places with restricted metropolitan
oversight like Isle Bourbon, French India and early Guadeloupe, were
assimilated into white settler societies by being classified as “whites” in
local official documents—Dbecause they were Christian, and often Europe-
anized and well-off financially.’* Meanwhile, other mixed children on Isle
Bourbon and the French Caribbean islands, who were born to enslaved
women who had sexual relationships with white men, began to grow slave
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workforces as a relatively rare, yet especially coveted commodity. In vastly
larger territories with much more powerful local populations—Iike Lou-
ise’s mother’s homeland in Madagascar, or Senegambia—mixed relation-
ships (including Catholic unions, intermarriages d /a mode du pays, and
casual sex) between Frenchmen and local freeborn women helped the
French forge many of the diplomatic and commercial alliances that proved
vital to the endurance and commercial success of the French empire.

In the end, the sexualities of both unfree and free women of non-Euro-
pean ancestries were harnessed in the making of France’s early overseas
empire. Only a few French officials, most of whom lived overseas, foresaw
how some of these widely different mixed relationships could solidify the
foundations of empire. Even when these relationships were not endorsed,
or when they were outlawed, they often turned a blind eye to them and
even leveraged them in order to grow local populations and protect the
French colonies and outposts.

Most of the ordinary men and women who engaged in these relation-
ships were probably unaware of the ways their day-to-day sexualities
advanced the formation of empire. Some of the free women of non-Euro-
pean descent who formed relationships with white men might have wanted
to escape diflicult matrimonial practices in their own cultures or increase
their influence, for example, by becoming Christian leaders in their societies
or diplomatic mediators between the French and their own community.
Some were almost certainly hoping to advance their own socioeconomic
interests. Many others—both free and unfree—were brutally coerced and
violated by European men. The early modern French imperial formation
was grounded in sexual violence and coercion because all enslaved women,
and many free women of non-European ancestries, did not have the freedom
to refuse European men’s sexual advances. In Madagascar, for example,
several free roandria women were presumably pressured by their own kins-
people to marry or live in concubinage with Frenchmen to advance their
clan’s military and economic interests, while hundreds of female captives
were also coerced into forming such relationships.

This chapter addresses important gaps in the rich literature on the exploi-
tation of enslaved Black women’s wombs.” In the French colonial histori-
ography, literature on this topic tends to focus chiefly on the Caribbean
islands in the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, giving less atten-
tion to the earlier period and to other French colonies.® Most importantly,
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although scholars have already focused on the instrumentalization of
enslaved Black women’s wombs in the rise of slave reproduction, they have
paid less attention to the role played by the sexualities of both unfree and
free women of non-European ancestries in the growth of free settler popula-
tions across early European empires.” In the Illinois Country, Catholic
intermarriage between Frenchmen and Frenchified Illinois (especially Kas-
kaskia, but also Tamaroa and Peoria) women famously minted new subjects
who were categorized as “French” in official documents, thereby helping
the French to populate their settlements.”’ Americanists often cite the Illi-
nois Country as “the exception to the rules” for having “managed to incor-
porate Native and métis people as subjects in the French empire” through
widespread Catholic intermarriage—which itself has been described as “a
practice unique to the Illinois Country.”? Yet even more Frenchmen entered
Catholic marriages with women of non-European ancestries in the remote
outposts and settlements of seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century
French India and Isle Bourbon.

In addition to growing colonial populations, mixed Catholic marriages,
marriages “in the manner of the country” (a la facon du pays or a la mode du
pays) and casual sex with local women facilitated the formation of essential
diplomatic and commercial alliances in vast continental arenas well beyond
North America.”? In particular, like their counterparts in North America,
Frenchmen in Senegambia and Anosy understood very well the opportuni-
ties that flexible (breakable) unions “in the manner of the country” could
give. They leveraged those marriages in both regions to multiply alliances
with local populations. Well beyond North America, too, in places like
Madagascar and Isle Bourbon, Catholic intermarriage also advanced
French colonization by encouraging female converts and their female
descendants to serve as models or spread Christianity in their communities.
Many of the women of non-European descent who formed relationships
with Frenchmen entered these relationships as agents in their own right,
hailing from widely different cultures that gave them significant sexual
freedom.

The question of whether enslaved women could have some agency as
well when having sex with a free man is a more complicated and delicate
one. Some scholars hypothesize that some enslaved women used their rela-
tionships with white men to improve their own living conditions and those
of their mixed children.” According to other scholars, this perspective runs
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the risk of minimizing the violence of the slave system “by turning the
trauma and coercion enforced by enslavers into narratives of power wielded
by the enslaved.”? As Walter Johnson puts it, the agency of the enslaved is
“thick with the material givenness of a moment in time.”? This is why this
book approaches the agency of enslaved women as a “historically con-
fined” process—to use the words of Marisa Fuentes.” It does so by offering
an in-depth study of the “thickness” of the adversity within which these
women’s agency existed while also recognizing the possibility that some of
these women who improved their conditions may have done so as a result
of their own strategic actions. In particular, this chapter seeks to recover
the “thickness” of the adversity faced by enslaved women by questioning
the notion of “consent” within the context of slavery, and by exposing the
hitherto unacknowledged breadth of the sexual violence they faced across
the French Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds.”

Sexual Abuse and Slave Reproduction in the Caribbean

From the onset of French colonization in the seventeenth century, the
sexual coercion and rape of enslaved women by white men, when resulting
in pregnancy, helped reproduce enslaved workforces in the nascent Carib-
bean slave societies. Ownership gave slaveholders unlimited power over
the bodies of enslaved men, women, and children, allowing them to act
with impunity whenever they wanted to.”® For this reason, I agree with
Saidiya Hartman, Tiya Miles, Jennifer Shaw, and other scholars that real
“consent”—defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “voluntary agree-
ment to sexual intercourse or other sexual activity by a person who Aas the
(legal) freedom and capacity to make such a choice”—could not exist between
an enslaved person and their owner.” Instead, Sharon Block usefully
employs the expression “coerced sex” to describe sexual relations between
slaveowners and enslaved people that cannot be neatly categorized as
“rape” defined as “the act or crime, committed by a man, of forcing a
woman to have sexual intercourse with him against her will.”*" This does
not necessarily mean that mutual fondness and desire did not exist and
complicate the dynamic in those relationships.” However, these affective
ties—real though they sometimes probably were—did nothing to free
enslaved people from their owners’ control when they did not result in
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a manumission. Affection could even reinforce an enslaved woman’s sub-
ordination when a white man used it to his own advantage to further exploit
her or when he made her jealous by forming relationships with other
women: as Hartman puts it, “sentiment, enjoyment, affinity, will, and desire
facilitated subjugation, domination, and terror [. . .] by preying upon the
flesh, the heart, and the soul.”*?

While many scholars have already theorized slaveowner—slave relation-
ships, less attention has been paid to sexual relations between enslaved
women and white men other than their owners. Those men could also act
with impunity because French slaveowners were not inclined to defend
their enslaved women against abuse, especially if they were not so injured
that they became unable to serve them. Some slaveowners gave very little
value to their enslaved servants’ lives and well-being, especially when
doing so could come at the expense of another white person. This is illus-
trated by an incident that took place in 1752 involving the Ursuline nuns of
New Orleans: when asked if they wanted to press charges against a French
soldier named Pochenet for wounding their captive, Louison, in what
looked like a probable attempt at sexual assault, the Ursulines responded
that “they would prefer losing their négresse rather than doing anything
uncharitable to their fellowmen.”*

Cases of sexual coercion and rape of enslaved women appear only spo-
radically in early French legal records because authorities never criminal-
ized sexual abuses perpetrated against enslaved people in the French colo-
nies.”* The Edict of Blois of 1580 defined rape in the kingdom of France as
the enticement of a woman under the age of twenty-five, which was pun-
ishable by death.*> However, enslaved women remained unprotected by
this regulation because of their special nonhuman status as property.*®
Instead of trying to dissuade slaveowners from abusing their own female
captives, article IX of the Code Noir of the French Antilles (issued in 168
to regulate slavery) merely condemned freemen who had children with
enslaved women outside of Catholic wedlock to pay a fine of 2,000 livres of
sugar and ordered the confiscation of their enslaved concubines and mixed
children except if “the man [. . .] were to marry the aforementioned slave in
the Church.”® Enslaved people were not even allowed to appear as plain-
tiffs in civil and criminal courts.®® When a case involving a sexual assault
against an enslaved woman did reach a court, it was because a white person
had also been injured in the process or because the trial focused solely on
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the resulting loss of or damage to “property” on the part of the owner (if an
enslaved person had been murdered or wounded in the process).”’

For enslaved Africans bound for the Americas, sexual abuses began in
Africa. African women, girls, men, and boys in the context of the Atlantic
slave trade faced humiliating physical examinations in which merchants
and buyers evaluated their beauty as well as their physical and reproduc-
tive capacities.”’ Marine personnel sometimes purchased women and girls
with the sole intention of abusing them during their long transatlantic
voyage, like the French ship captain who acquired an enslaved woman
from the dame/ (king) of Kajoor in 1715, reportedly “for his own lech-
erous abuse.”* Several ship captains and sailors also abused women and
girls in cargo holds during the Atlantic crossing. Women and girls
amounted to about one-third of the captives sent from Senegambia to the
Caribbean between 1701 and 1807.%

Once in the French Caribbean, many enslaved Black women were raped
and sexually coerced in their owner’s households, on their owner’s planta-
tions, and outside their owner’s estate, from the very beginning of African
slavery in the region. After spending time in the French Caribbean in the
1640s, Du Tertre explained that “there are some colonists who have abused
their négresses.”*® He also lamented that many enslaved women and girls in
the Caribbean were forced into submission by “[their| fear of bad treat-
ment, the terrifying threats of [their masters], and the force used by these
passionate men to corrupt them.”** Such relationships were not unusual as
suggested by the French crown’s decision to punish slaveowners who had
fathered a child with their female captives in the Code Noir of 1685. In 1695,
the missionary Jean-Baptiste Labat mentioned several (allegedly jealous)
white mistresses who had denounced their own husbands to religious
authorities because they had fathered a child with their enslaved servant.
One of those white mistresses was married to a mysterious Monsieur ***,
who was described as a rich planter established in Fort-Royal, Martinique.
Labat lamented that several white men had even promised freedom to their
Black concubines on the condition that they would not mention their names
to French authorities.” He recounted how one of these white slaveowners
went so far as to induce his Black partner to falsely accuse a priest of being
the real father of her muldtre child, insisting—amid general courtroom
laughter—that her baby really resembled the missionary.*
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Plantation overseers in the Caribbean also often used their positions
of authority to abuse enslaved Black women. A regulation issued in the
French Caribbean in 1672 condemned “the vicious actions of plantation
overseers with the négresses.”*” Du Tertre noted in 1667 that “a planta-
tion overseer sometimes abuse[d] a négresse,” who would then give birth
to “a muldrre child.”*® Those abuses were frequent enough to prompt
Labat to advise plantation owners to hire Blacks or elderly whites instead
of young white men as plantation overseers, “so that they would be less
inclined to cause [those] disorders with the négresses.”*’ He also advised
plantation owners that “as soon as one realizes that white men at our ser-
vice are doing things with the négresses, the best response is to fire them
immediately.”*

The status of children born from sexual relations between freemen and
enslaved women in the French Caribbean changed in the second half of the
seventeenth century. Before 1674, the muléatres were, it seems, not subject to
the Roman legal principle partus sequitur ventrem (“that which is born fol-
lows the womb™), according to which the slave condition was literally
transmitted to children through their enslaved mothers’ womb. Du Tertre
explained that “the governors [in the Caribbean] do not follow that legal
principle giving the condition of their mother to the child, partus sequitur
ventrem, and [therefore] [the muldtres] have been declared free.”™ It is
unclear at which point in their lives the mulétres became able to enjoy this
freedom. According to Labat, they were only considered free after reaching
twenty-four years of age, and only so long as they had serviced their owner
for eight years to compensate for the loss of labor incurred when their
mother raised them.” French authorities initially approved of the manu-
mission of the muldtres not only because of their paternal parentage but
also because of their Europeanized upbringing. The French governor-gen-
eral of French Antilles, Charles de Courbon, count of Blénac, advocated
for the systematic manumission of the mulatres on the grounds that they
were Christian and Frenchified. He explained that: “they take our manners,
our language, and they rise up in our religion.”

The relatively flexible practice of letting the muldtres become free at
some point in their lives began to disappear in the 1670s as the result of a
change in their legal status. The king decided in 1674 that all muldtres
born to an enslaved mother and a free father in the Caribbean would
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inherit the condition of their mother, in accordance with the Roman law
principle partus sequitur ventrem. Labat explained that “the king [. . .] rein-
stated the Roman law principle according to which children follow the
condition of the womb that bore them [. . .], and as a consequence, muldtres
born to slave mothers will also be enslaved.”® The Council of Guade-
loupe officially confirmed the enslavement of the muldtres born to unfree
women in 1680.”

In applying the principle partus sequitur ventrem to all children born to
enslaved women, the French had aligned their legislation not only with
Roman law but also with existing Iberian and British legal practices. As
early as the thirteenth century, the Siete Partidas (a famous Castilian statu-
tory code) had already determined that “he who is born of a slave mother
is also a slave.”®® The practice of hereditary slavery was also inscribed in
the slave code of Virginia since 1662, on the basis of this same partus sequitur
ventrem Roman legal statute.”” As shown by Camillia Cowling, Jennifer
Morgan and Sasha Turner, among others, the partus sequitur ventrem prin-
ciple applied across all other early modern British, Spanish, and Portuguese
Atlantic colonies.”®

As was the case in other European empires, hereditary slavery was
above all else a way for authorities to perpetuate slavery and help European
slaveowners maximize their wealth.” Buying enslaved people was initially
considered more cost effective than relying on slave reproduction, due to
high infant mortality rates, the labor loss incurred when an enslaved woman
was pregnant or nursing, and the cost of raising enslaved children into their
adulthood.®’ Because fertility rates were low and infant mortality rates
were high, slavery in the seventeenth-century French colonies was essen-
tially maintained through the slave trade.” Yet French officials and planters
began to take a few measures to advance slave reproduction as early as the
late seventeenth century because, as Jennifer Morgan puts it in her study of
the early British American colonies, “high mortality rates and decreased
fertility rates [among enslaved women] did not remove childbirth from the
equation”; on the contrary, “if anything, the rarity of surviving infant
births may have further highlighted the pragmatic and symbolic value of
African women’s reproductive potential.”®

French contemporaries clearly understood the possible advantages
of hereditary slavery from the beginning of French colonization in the
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Caribbean. As a case in point, here is what Du Tertre explained to his
readers after he had spent time in Guadeloupe between 1635 and 1647:

The power that masters have over their slaves is so complete, and they enjoy such
a full ownership over them, that they do not only own them as they do purchased
goods: they also have the same right over the unfortunate children who are born
to their marriages [. . .]. It is for this reason (that the négres make the strength and
wealth of their masters [. . .]) that our Frenchmen marry [their Black slaves] to
each other as soon as they can: to acquire children who then replace their own

fathers, doing the same work, and serving them in the same way.®®

Even King Louis XIV recognized the possible economic benefits of hered-
itary slavery: in 1680, he complained of the lack of marriages among enslaved
Blacks in the Caribbean, lamenting that such conduct “prevented [slave]
women from becoming pregnant, thereby depriving him of the support that
he could get from négres who could be born in the country.”® The French
began to explicitly promote Christian marriages among enslaved people as
early as the late seventeenth century, in order to increase enslaved labor forces
and advance Christianity.” According to the Jesuit missionary Jean Mongin,
who spent time in Martinique and Saint-Christopher between 1676 and 1682,
a few French slaveowners even went so far as to pay enslaved men from other
plantations to breed with their enslaved women “in order to acquire the chil-
dren who always belong to the master of the mother.”% A similar practice
was recorded on Isle Bourbon where, in 1704, a slaveowner gifted a twenty-
year-old Black woman named Isabelle Moine to another slaveowner, in order
to force her to copulate with a twenty-two-year-old enslaved Black man
named Maximin, in exchange for “a little six-year-old négresse,” as well as
“the first two children to be born to said Black and négresse.”’

By applying the Roman legal principle partus sequitur ventrem to the
muldtres, French authorities ensured that coerced sex and rape by freemen
against enslaved women would further expand enslaved workforces. The
number of mulétres recorded in Guadeloupean censuses rose from 47 in 1671
to 282 in 1696. It reached 290 in Martinique by 1688.% Those numbers were
admittedly small. However, planters in the seventeenth-century French
Caribbean particularly valued enslaved muldtre workers. Because of their
mixed origin and creole upbringing, the muldtres were typically assigned the
most desirable positions within Caribbean enslaved communities, instead of
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being asked to do field work, which was considered especially demeaning.
By the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, several mu/dtres in the
Caribbean were trained as artisans, while others worked as domestic ser-
vants.”” The muldtres thus became a highly marketable commodity in the
eyes of many slaveowners.

As is to be expected, Black women reacted to the commodification of their
children with ineffable grief and despair. Since the 1940s, considerable research
has been produced on instances of “gynecological revolt” by enslaved women
in the Americas, who dared to defy sexual exploitation through infanticide
and the use of herbal remedies as contraceptives or abortifacients.”” In the
French Caribbean, the missionary Labat lamented “the frequent abortions”
performed by enslaved women when they became pregnant with mixed chil-
dren. He described these women as “very skillful” in their use of herbal rem-

edies to terminate their pregnancies without suffering medical complications.”

He also accused their white abusers of encouraging them to do so.”?

Recent work by Jennifer Morgan, Sasha Turner, Rhaisa Kameela Wil-
liams and others has also moved beyond historiographical narratives of resis-
tance by approaching motherhood among enslaved women as a site of
trauma—attributed to their inability to “convey kinship,” or “to have family
represent something other than the expansion of someone else’s estate.””
Black women in the French world were no strangers to this unbearable suf-
fering. In the French Caribbean, Du Tertre even dedicated a special section
of his book to the love that enslaved Blacks had for their children. He
explained, “The négres love their children with such intensity that [. . .] they
can’t bear the thought of seeing them being punished, or to hear them
scream [. . .] I have never seen a slave as unable to control their anger as
when the interest of their poor children is in question.””

French contemporaries in the Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds sought
to morally dissociate themselves from the sexual exploitation of the enslaved
by spreading representations of Black women as extraordinarily resilient
mothers. Much like British observers, they depicted those Black mothers as
nonhumans who could not be descended from the biblical figure of Eve since
they were not subject to the curse that made her feel the pain of childbirth. In
order to make the commodification of mixed children more acceptable and
to justify horrible postpartum treatment, French observers, like their British
counterparts, described those Black women as extremely fertile mothers

who were so unaffected by the difficulties of childbirth that they could go
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back to work immediately afterward.” Du Tertre described enslaved Black
women as “naturally hugely fecund.” He added: they “give birth with a lot
of ease; most don’t even need a midwife to help them do it.” “They are so
untouched by childbirth that I have seen some work right after for two or
three hours in the cabin, as if nothing had happened.””® Frenchmen in the
Indian Ocean made very similar remarks regarding Black women. Here is
what Carpeau du Saussay said about Madagascar: “It seems that the punish-
ment imposed on Eve by God after her sin, in condemning her to give birth
in pain, does not apply to women of this country; indeed, the easiness with
which they give birth is unimaginable [. . .] a woman giving birth in the
morning returns to her usual business in the afternoon, as if she had never
been interrupted.””” As opposed to what happened in the French Caribbean
from the late seventeenth century, many of the mixed children born to white
men and unfree Malagasy women in Madagascar and Isle Bourbon were
free, since their mothers had been manumitted before they had married
European men. Those mixed couples minted more colonists who came to
play a vital role in the progress of the colonization of Isle Bourbon.

Assimilation and the Peopling of Imperial Margins

French officials instrumentalized the sexualities of free and manumitted
women of non-European descent by assimilating mixed children born to
their Catholic marriages with Frenchmen to “white” society in an attempt
to populate the French settlements and outposts. This pattern of assimila-
tion through Catholic unions occurred on multiple French imperial mar-
gins, including the Illinois Country, but also early Guadeloupe, Isle
Bourbon, and French India. Assimilation in the Illinois Country was
largely the result of consistent campaigns of Christianization, Frenchifica-
tion and Catholic intermarriage that had begun in the first half of the sev-
enteenth century in New France. French authorities had also promoted
intermarriage between Frenchmen and Christianized women of South
Asian descent on Isle Bourbon and in French India. By contrast, they had
shifted their policy regarding Malagasy women when they prohibited rela-
tionships between Frenchmen and “women of the country” in Madagascar,
starting in 1664. Intermarriage in the Caribbean was not supported by
any official policy either, except, some may argue, for article IX of the
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Code Noir of the Antilles of 1685, which condemned freemen fathering
mixed children with their enslaved servants to pay a fine and have their
concubine and mixed children confiscated, except if they were “to marry
the aforementioned slave in the church.””® Yet colonial officials often turned
ablind eye to intermarriages when they were unendorsed by French author-
ities or even when some began to be prohibited from the 1660s. They also
allowed some of the mixed descendants of Christian unions to be integrated
into “white” society, no matter their (Malagasy, African, South Asian, or
Native American) origin(s), well into the early eighteenth century.

The practice of assimilation was not limited to the French colonies: it
was a common pattern across many other European colonies and outposts,
from the Spanish Americas to Dutch Batavia.”” An official form of white-
ness grounded in wealth, instead of being inscribed in skin color, was made
accessible to people of non-European descent in the Spanish Americas as
early as the sixteenth century.® By the 1770s, children born to Portuguese
men and Christian Asian women in Portuguese India were officially
granted white status, too, in accordance with an earlier order that had
declared the “Christians of Portuguese India [to be] equal in every respect
to the Portuguese.”® Similar assimilationist practices were recorded more
sporadically in the English-speaking world. By 1707, several people of
non-European descent in Jamaica were able to claim white status at colo-
nial assemblies. People of African ancestries were able to claim “white”
status in Barbados, as well, after four generations of intermingling with
Europeans.®

The most important step toward assimilation in the French context was
the formation of Catholic unions between white men and freeborn or man-
umitted women of non-European descent, whose Catholic mixed offspring
were then integrated into the settlers’ class. French authorities in the Carib-
bean initially turned a blind eye to the practice of assimilation partly
because they needed whites to control growing enslaved workforces and
defend the colonies against enemy threats.® Recounting the history of this
practice in 1842, the French abolitionist and politician Victor Schoelcher
explained, “When we ask the reasons for this [. . .], they retort that we
probably needed white people at the time!”* Frenchmen in the early period
of colonization in the Caribbean were especially likely to seek out relation-
ships with non-European women, since there were very few female Euro-
pean colonists on the islands. By 1686, there were more than two white men
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per white woman of marriageable age in Guadeloupe (1,899 men for 788
women), and some of these women were already married.*

Few European men in Guadeloupe ended up marrying Indigenous
women because contact with the Kalinago was limited. As early as 1636,
authorities in Guadeloupe implemented a segregation policy, confining the
Kalinago to an area in the Southeast of the island, which was labeled “the
home of the sauvages.”®® By 1671, only fifty-one Indigenous people (cate-
gorized as sauvages) were recorded in the census of Guadeloupe because
many had died of Old World diseases or been removed from the island in
the aftermath of the Franco-Carib Wars (1654—1660).8” With the rapid
decline of the Kalinago population, only a few Frenchmen married Indig-
enous women in the Catholic Church. Among them was Charles des
Champs, a man established in the southern parish of Capesterre. He mar-
ried Susanes Belamée, a woman categorized as a sauvagesse, with whom he
had twin boys who were baptized in 1648.%

Other French men and women in Guadeloupe married people of African
ancestry. Some of these unions were between white women and men of
African descent. Here is what Du Tertre noted in 1667: “There are many
[- . .] muldtres on the islands, who are free; I have seen some of them, who
have married French women. This disorder was more common in the past
than it is today: but at the beginning of the establishment of the colonies, it
was dreadful and almost without remedy.”® The first census of Guade-
loupe, taken in 1664, listed Manuel Vaze, a thirty-five-year-old “free négre,”
married to a (presumably white) “Marie Blanche,” with whom he lived in
Capesterre.”” But most intermarriages in Guadeloupe were between white
men and women of non-European descent, owing to the challenges posed
to both gender and racial hierarchies by alliances between white women
and men of African descent and because men outnumbered women in the
French population.” In 1669, governor of Guadeloupe Claude-Frangois
Du Lyon wrote that “there [were] many more men and boys than girls
of marriageable age, which is why [. . .] some masters have married their
négresses.””* For example, the census of 1671 listed Mathieu Pasquet, a white
slaveowner married to a Black woman named Marie, with whom he had a
muldtre son. That year, another white man named Florent Commeére was
married to a Black woman named Luce Sarisse, who came from the parish
of Goyave, in the East of Basse-Terre. One Jacques Cramilly was married
to a Black woman named Suzanne in Grande-Terre.”” Some of the white



712 BY FLESH AND TOIL

men who married women of African descent in Guadeloupe came from the
upper strata of French society. For example, Jacques Valette, a Frenchman
listed as a “Cabin Master, Bourgeois and Merchant” in the Guadeloupean
census of 1671, had married a woman named Marie Mamachou, categorized
as a négresse and a “domestic servant.”” Another Frenchman named Sieur
Antoine Lietard, described as a lieutenant in the militia of Pointe-Noire (on
the western shore of the island), married a Black woman named Barbe in
1673.” The missionary Labat described Barbe Lietard as “a very beautiful
négresse” and her mixed children as “handsome little mu/dtres.””

While Labat’s comments seem rather supportive, by the late seventeenth
century, many local colonists looked unfavorably on those mixed alliances.
According to the parish registers of Pointe-Noire, no banns were published
to announce the marriage between Antoine and Barbe, “for very grave rea-
sons.””” Authorities in Guadeloupe had already expressed their objection to
such alliances six years before Antoine had married Barbe. In 1667, a
Flemish settler named Jacob Michel had been taken to the court of the
Council of Guadeloupe by relatives who wanted to exclude his Black wife,
Marie Licotti, from a family inheritance. Strikingly, the council had agreed
to annul this marriage, invoking “the shame [/a Aonte| on the family”—we
will see later how this notion of familial shame was brought up again sev-
eral times across the empire.”® This sentiment of shame arose as settlers in
the Caribbean increasingly relied on enslaved Africans, causing Black
identity to become increasingly associated with the debased status of the
enslaved. The Council of Guadeloupe had also issued an edict after the
trial, which in the end was never ratified by the crown, that prohibited cler-
gymen from officiating weddings “between a white man and a Black
woman, and a white woman and a Black man” without the approval of the
governor or the commander of the island.”

But despite growing opposition to intermarriages, some of the muldtres
born to mixed Catholic unions in the French Lesser Antilles were assimi-
lated into the “white” population of the islands. This practice was appar-
ently less frequent in Martinique than it was in Guadeloupe, for several
possible reasons. The first of these is that Black plantation slavery was more
developed in Martinique than in Guadeloupe: there were 11,476 enslaved
people in Martinique in 1688, compared to 5,347 in Guadeloupe in 1687.1%
Martinique may have exhibited heightened prejudice as a result, with colo-
nists on that island being more committed to protect the slave system.
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Importantly, colonists in Guadeloupe experienced less oversight from met-
ropolitan authorities than their counterparts in Martinique owing to the
island’s isolation: beginning in the 1660s, the port of Saint-Pierre in Marti-
nique exercised a monopoly that prevented direct exchanges between
France and Guadeloupe."” According to historian Jessica Pierre-Louis’s
study of the parish registers of Fort-Royal, Lamentin, Marin, Riviére-
Pilote, La Trinité, Sainte-Marie, and Le Précheur, the number of people of
African descent who were assimilated into white society in Martinique
grew from thirteen in the period between 1674 and 1683 to fifty-two in the
period between 1714 and 1723.1% A higher proportion of people of African
descent might have been able to cross the color line in Guadeloupe: this is
suggested by Frédéric Régent’s study of the story of the 1,400 members of
the Caniquit family, who were all descended from two Black women named
Marguerite Maignan and Isabelle Galande and from a Brazilian man named
Frangois Caniquit. Because all the female descendants of the Caniquit
family married white men, only one was classified as a muldtre in parish
registers.!” According to Régent, the process of assimilation that took
place in the seventeenth century played a significant role in the formation
of the (pseudo) “white” planter class of Guadeloupe.™

But of all French colonies, Isle Bourbon was probably the one where the
practice of assimilation was the most widespread. To trace the history of
assimilation on Isle Bourbon, we must first go back in time and return to
Madagascar for a moment. Since the 1640s, many Frenchmen in Anosy had
married local women in both vodin‘omby ceremonies @ /a mode du pays and
the Catholic Church, often after establishing a farm with them in the coun-
tryside of Anosy.” While some of these unions, between Frenchmen and
roandria women, were intended to seal or strengthen diplomatic and com-
mercial alliances with grands du pays, others were to enslaved captives cap-
tured in raids since the 1630s. Many of these mixed marriages to manu-
mitted captives started off as relationships of concubinage.” Johannes
Swarts, a traveler from Batavia, noted sarcastically in 1661 that every
French colonist in Madagascar “openly [kept] a concubine in his house to
serve him, like a nobleman [served] by a slave.”"”” Because unfree and free
Malagasy women in those relationships with European men in Anosy faced
sexual coercion and abuse, the French Company of the East Indies resolved
to take measures to protect them: article III of the “Statutes, Ordinances,
and Regulations” issued by this company in 1664 prohibited Frenchmen
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from raping and mistreating local women in Madagascar. It explicitly
declared, “Whoever takes a woman or gitl by force will be punished.”!®
Although this ordinance did not target enslaved women specifically, article
XIII of the same document did enjoin Frenchmen to treat enslaved ser-
vants “humanely without molesting or outraging them, under pain of cor-
poral punishment.”'?”

Because no parish registers have survived, the precise number of Cath-
olic intermarriages officiated between manumitted or freeborn women and
Frenchmen in seventeenth-century Madagascar cannot be assessed, nor can
the number of mixed children born from them. Over two dozen French—
Malagasy Catholic intermarriages are documented, however, and dozens
more probably took place."” As early as 1648, the missionary Nacquart
reported that some of the Malagasy women who had been baptized in
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Anosy had been married to Frenchmen." Then, in 1656, the missionary

Bourdaise officiated the marriages of ten Frenchmen (and one English

2 Over a decade later, Sieur Du

Catholic convert) to Malagasy women.
Bois noted the presence of 250 Frenchmen in Madagascar, who “for the
most part [had] married women from this island,” although probably not
all of those marriages were Catholic.® Most Catholic marriages celebrated
in Madagascar were between a Frenchman and a Malagasy woman who
were already married in the manner of the country, or already living in
concubinage.

The Tanosy tradition of intermarriage was subsequently transported to
Isle Bourbon by the French—Malagasy couples and other evacuees who
began settling on the island from 1663, helping authorities to remedy the
lack of European settlers in the colony. Reflecting on the history of Isle
Bourbon in 1717, the French traveler Guy Le Gentil de La Barbinais
recounted how some of the mixed couples on the island had come from
Madagascar, fleeing the French outpost of Fort-Dauphin after the anti-
colonial revolt of 1674. A group of European pirates had also settled on Isle
Bourbon, where, in his own words, “they [had] married Black women out
of necessity.”"* European sailors had then married the mixed girls born to
those earlier alliances. La Barbinais claimed that these mixed girls were
“neither Black nor white, but rather had something of both colors.”> By
1690, an astounding 70 percent of all free couples recorded in the census of
Isle Bourbon consisted of a European man and a woman of non-European
descent (twenty-eight couples). Of these European men, 39 percent had
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married Christian Luso-Indian women (categorized as métis des Indes or
Indo-Portugaises), 32 percent had married Malagasies, and 21 percent had
married mixed women of Malagasy, South Asian, or other non-European
ancestries born on Isle Bourbon (labeled mézis or muldrresses).'S Most of
these mixed unions were celebrated in the Catholic Church because those
women had been converted by European missionaries in India, in Mada-
gascar, or on the island itself. Many manumitted women of Malagasy, South
Asian, and African descent on Isle Bourbon also married Frenchmen in the
Catholic Church after they were baptized by the Lazarist priests."’

This is how mixed children born to Catholic unions between Frenchmen
and women of non-European ancestries came to form the bulk of Isle
Bourbon’s free settler society through the late seventeenth century and into
the beginning of the eighteenth. Among the dozens of evacuees from Mad-
agascar, there were already at least four mixed French—Malagasy children
(categorized as méris)."® Sieur L'Huillier even claimed (by mistake) that
“the first people who [settled] on [Isle Bourbon] were [mixed French—Mal-
agasy| métis who had found refuge [on the island] after they had been
expelled from Madagascar,” following the anti-colonial revolt of 1673."
Among these immigrants, Malagasy women married to European men had
at least 97 children (amounting to 37 percent of the first generation of set-
tlers born on Isle Bourbon). Meanwhile, Luso-Indian women had 109 chil-
dren (42 percent), and Frenchwomen had only 55 (21 percent).’” The
number of mixed people on Isle Bourbon (initially labeled interchangeably
as rmuldtres or métis) grew from only 3 people in 1667 (4 percent of the
population) to 106 in 1686 (30 percent).”” Most of these mézis or muldtres
were of mixed French—Malagasy and Eurasian ancestries.

French metropolitan authorities rapidly began to look unfavorably on
these mixed alliances. Many colonial officials on the island clearly sup-
ported intermarriages, since they engaged in them. Remember the story
of the Six Seniors of the parish of Saint-Paul who ruled over the island
from 1692 to 1696: half of them—Touchard, Carron, and Payet—had
married women of Malagasy or Luso-Indian ancestries. Yet, from the
1670s, metropolitan authorities began to issue the very first consistent
series of intermarriage bans of the French empire, for Isle Bourbon. Ten
years after the Company of the East Indies had expressed its intent to
prevent mixed relationships between Frenchmen and Malagasy women
in Madagascar, in 1674, while visiting Isle Bourbon, the viceroy of the
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East Indies, Jacob Blanquet de La Haye, issued an ordinance whose article
XX stated, “We forbid Frenchmen from marrying négresses [. . .] and we
forbid Black men [Nozrs] from marrying white women [Blanches].”'?* This
ban clearly targeted unions between Frenchmen and Malagasy or South
Asian women since the labels “négres[ses]” and “Black” were commonly
employed to designate free and unfree people of South Asian and Malagasy
ancestries on the island at the time.”> Metropolitan authorities thereafter
repeated on multiple occasions La Haye’s intermarriage prohibition of
1674 for Isle Bourbon, first under governor Sieur de Vauboulon in 1689 and
then under his successor, Sieur de Villiers, in 1701 and yet again in 1709."**

How can we explain this decision by metropolitan officials to prohibit
intermarriage on Isle Bourbon? When they made their decision to ban
intermarriage, metropolitan authorities might have been influenced by
ideas from other European colonies and outposts in the Atlantic and Indian
Ocean worlds. To better understand La Haye’s decision to issue the orig-
inal intermarriage ban of 1674, we must look at his prior travel experiences.
When visiting the French outpost of Fort-Dauphin while on his way to
India in 1671, La Haye might have heard about the local ban of 1664, which
prohibited Frenchmen from “giving themselves away” to “women of the
country.” Then, when he finally reached India in 1672, La Haye traveled to
Portuguese Daman, San-Thomé, and Goa, where he also witnessed growing
opposition to intermarriage, in this context between the Portuguese and
South Asian women.”> When issuing the intermarriage bans of Isle Bourbon,
French officials might have also been influenced by ideas from the Atlantic
world. In fact, the rhetoric employed by French authorities to justify the
issuance of the intermarriage ban on Isle Bourbon in 1709 echoed the lan-
guage of “shame” already used by the Council of Guadeloupe decades ear-
lier: its authors described intermarriages between whites and Blacks on Isle
Bourbon as “indecent and shameful [ignominieux].”?

But the series of intermarriage bans issued for Isle Bourbon from the
1670s was, above all else, a response to local circumstances. These bans
were clearly intended to protect the emerging bonded labor system on the
island, since article XX of La Haye’s ordinance explicitly stated that mixed
marriages would “divert Blacks from [their] duties.”?” Colonists on Isle
Bourbon initially engaged in subsistence agriculture to become self-sufhi-
cient and supply fresh food to passing ships en route to Asia.”® Because
they relied on a bonded workforce, bonded laborers on Isle Bourbon
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already amounted to 45 percent of the population by 1674.””” Preventing
intermarriage in this context thus seemed necessary to avoid manumissions
and protect the local economy.

Despite prohibitions, however, the tradition of métissage on Isle
Bourbon remained alive and well throughout the early eighteenth cen-
tury. The number of mixed couples on early eighteenth-century Isle
Bourbon cannot be evaluated with precision, though, because census
makers in 1704 and 1705 began to group all island-born free men, women
and children under the undifferentiated categories “creoles of the island”
(créoles de [’isle) and “from Mascarin island” (or de Mascarin, which was
the other name given to Isle Bourbon).?” Only four French married cou-
ples were recorded in 1705, amounting to just § percent of all free house-
holds on the island. Eight free mixed white-Malagasy married couples
were also recorded that year (amounting to 10 percent of all free house-
holds), as well as five free white-Luso-Indian married couples (6 per-
cent). It is reasonable to assume that many of the free men and women
categorized as “creoles of the island” or “from Mascarin island” by the
early eighteenth century had origins in Madagascar and South Asia, since
most were born to earlier mixed unions. Therefore, as many as sixty other
free married couples in 1705 might have been mixed or nonwhite (78
percent).”

The story of the Fontaine family illustrates how mérissage became
entrenched in the local tradition of Isle Bourbon. The French carpenter
Jacques Fontaine married Marie Anne Sannes “from the Matatafia [prov-
ince], on the Island of [. . .] Madagascar,” in 1671.%* Together the couple
had five children, whom Boucher labeled “creole rmuldtres” in 1710.1%3
Hervé, their fifth son, married Thérése Damour—the daughter of Georges
Damour from Paris and Marie Toute from Madagascar—in 1696. Marie
Anne Sannes and Marie Toute were close friends, which probably brought
the two families together. In 1698, Jacques and Marie’s third child, Jacques
Fontaine Jr., married the daughter of a Frenchman and a Malagasy woman.
Their second child, Marie Anne Jr., married a Frenchman named Jacques
Lauret a year later and had three children with him.?* The Fontaine family
ended up building kinship networks that extended far beyond Isle Bourbon:
in 1702, Jeanne, another of Marie Anne and Jacques’s children, married a
white sailor named Eustache Le Roy from the Caribbean island of
Martinique.”
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Mixed French—Malagasy and French—Luso-Indian children born to
early intermarriages were assimilated into the “white” population of Isle
Bourbon, eventually forming the bulk of the island’s “white” planter class,
which by the 1720s played a key role in France’s colonial coffee economy.”
These mixed children probably amounted to a majority of the free popula-
tion of Isle Bourbon by the 1710s: in a random sample of 201 free adults
studied by historian Nathan Marvin, as much as 52 percent had at least one
parent of Malagasy or Asian ancestry by 1711.”” The assimilation of these
muldtres into the “white” population of the island was progressive, as
reflected by the evolution of the lexicon used in local censuses to describe
them. Until the 1690s, local census makers employed racial labels to clas-
sify free people on the island—such as “white woman” (fernme blanche),
“négresse woman from Madagascar” (femme negresse de Madagascar),
“métis woman from the East Indies” (fernme des indes mestice), or “négresse
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woman from the East Indies” (femmes des indes negresse Those racial

labels began to fade around 1704 and 1705, when local census makers began
to use the labels “creoles of the island” and “from Mascarin island.”"’
Then, finally, the census of 1713 lumped together all white Europeans and
white creoles with free creole people of Malagasy and Luso-Indian descent
under the label “white males and females” (Blancs mdles et femelles)."’
French officials’ practice of assimilating populations of Eurasian descent
into the “white” category was not limited to Isle Bourbon: Eurasian people
were also classified as “whites” in the censuses of French India, as a result
of an attempt by local officials to populate their commercial outposts with

white-passing residents."!

With the near-absence of European women,
Frenchmen in the remote South Asian outposts were especially inclined to
associate with local women: this applied to men from all strata of society,

from soldiers and gunners to high-ranking officials.*?

Many of these
women were Luso-Indians, while some were Indian Hindus (labeled as
Gentils), Muslims, and zopas—the zopas formed a community of Indians
who had been Christianized and exposed to European cultural practices
during the earlier period of Portuguese presence.'® While some were eco-
nomically comfortable, most came from the lower strata of society: in 1702,
Louis-Estienne de Pilavoine, the director-general of the company, told
company officials that “those of your employees who die in the [East]
Indies are typically married to a woman of the country, who is often of low

birth.”** Marriage, even to a low-ranking Frenchman, could bring some
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economic benefits to an Indian or Luso-Indian woman and to her family.
Such was especially the case when the man died because widows in French
India were entitled to a pension that was paid to them by the company.'
Many mixed marriages took place in the French outposts of India.
Around 1690, the French traveler Robert Challe noted that most of the 200
Frenchmen who resided in Pondicherry had married “Indian women or
Portuguese girls, who are not Black, but rather mézis or muldrre.” "¢ In 1693,
Pilavoine mentioned several company employees “with families in Surat.”¥
Although parish registers from the outposts of French India do not usually
state people’s origins, it is reasonable to assume that many of the women
with Portuguese names in these records had South Asian origins, since the
populations labeled as “Portuguese” (Portuguais/es/) in India usually had
mixed ancestries.® An official document from Pondicherry, dated 1716, pre-
sented most members of the so-called “Portuguese race” of India as

). According to officer Mathieu de Gennes de la

“muldtres” (Eurasians
Chanceliere, who spent time in Bengal in the 1740s, the “Portuguese” were
“mainly descended from the families of Portuguese métis (or muldtres),
widespread in Bengal.”™ Thus, as many as 89 percent of the marriages (93
out of 104) recorded in the parish registers of Pondicherry between 1687 and
1719 might have involved a European man and a woman of South Asian
descent. Seven of these unions involved women labeled as mézs or “creole”
or women whose parents were labeled as Genzls. The rest involved women
born in South Asia or Africa, with creole origins on Isle Bourbon—or who had
a Portuguese name and/ or at least one parent with a Portuguese name.” In
the same Pondicherry registers, only seven unions can be identified with near
certainty as involving two Europeans.” Because they were Christian, Euro-
peanized and often comfortable financially, Luso-Indian women and their
mixed children in Pondicherry and Chandernagore were either not assigned
aracial label at all in official documents or lumped together with white Euro-
peans under the “white” label. In fact, Luso-Indian people lived together
with the French in the “white town” (la ville blanche) of Chandernagore.”
How did the process of assimilation work, exactly, across the French
Indian Ocean and Atlantic positions? Multiple factors determined who
could be assimilated into the “white” population. To start with, assimilated
people had to be Catholic, married in the Catholic Church, Europeanized,
and/or born to Catholic parents. According to historians Adrian Carton
and Leonard Hodges, being “white” in Pondicherry and Chandernagore
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depended on one’s style of dress and religious practice rather than skin
color.™ Similarly, the Bourbon Island Creoles of Malagasy and Luso-
Indian ancestries were classified as “whites” because they were Catholic
and embraced European fashion conventions, as well as other elements of
French material culture, such as farming European crops with axes and
spades, drinking wine, cooking in iron pots, or using European silver-
ware.” But other factors also determined who could be considered

>

“white,” including social rank, wealth, profession, education, reputation,
and social networks.”® In fact, social status was probably the most impor-
tant criteria for assimilation. In 1804 and 1805, looking back at the history
of Guadeloupe, a Frenchman stressed the importance of reputation. He
claimed, “There are some whose African origin did not even go back three
generations when they were incorporated into the white class! The virtues
of these families made them deserve to pass into the superior class.”® This
same Frenchman emphasized the importance of social connections as well:
“protections also brought this surprising privilege,” he claimed.”
Phenotype—especially white-looking skin acquired through genera-
tions of intermixing with white people—also allowed many to integrate
into the “white” category. By the late seventeenth century, French observers
began to notice the presence overseas of several communities of non-Euro-
pean ancestries able to blend into the white population because they had
literally become “whitened” by successive generations of intermixing with
white Europeans. This rhetoric had already surfaced in the Indian Ocean
by the 1690s. One of the Frenchmen who articulated this idea of skin “whit-
ening” through métissage was Robert Challe—a French globetrotter who
spent time in New France before traveling to Pondicherry in the 169os and
spent time in the Antilles while on his way back to France. Like several
French observers after him, Challe recounted with both fascination and
contentment his encounter with one of those “whitened” populations. In
1690, he reflected on the impact that mixed alliances had on the skin color
of Eurasian children. He claimed that the children of Luso-Indian women
and Frenchmen in Pondicherry were “light-haired, and with a skin color as
white as that of the finest Europeans.”'® The French traveler Guy Le Gentil
de La Barbinais reached a similar conclusion while spending time on Isle
Bourbon, suggesting that this kind of rhetorical gesture was probably not
uncommon in the Indian Ocean. He explained in 1717 that, through sus-
tained association with white men over generations, mixed Bourbon Island



EMPIRE OF METISSAGE 721

Creole women “puriffied their] blood” and “their complexion “bec[ame]
whiter step by step,” to the point that three generations later, the child was
“blond-haired, and as fair-skinned as an Englishwoman”—a visual experi-
ence which in his own word “made him feel admiration.”!!

By the end of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, French
observers in the Americas drew on this same “whitening” rhetoric that had
emerged in the Indian Ocean by 1690. Only five years after Robert Challe
had noted the presence of Eurasian people with a skin “as white as that of
the finest Europeans,”the missionary Labat had reached a similar conclusion
concerning the children born to Caribbean mu/dtres.*> He claimed, “If we
marry male or female muldtres to white people, their children will become
whiter [. . .]. A color becomes stronger step by step, by merging with a color
of the same species.”'®® A few years later, after spending time on Isle
Bourbon between 1698 and 1702, Henri Roulleaux Sieur de La Vente, the
vicar-general of Louisiana and one of the most fervent proponents of
Native American—French intermarriage, also invoked the skin “whitening”
effect that intermarriages could have on mixed children.'* Here is what he
wrote about Illinois converts to Christianity in 1708, perhaps after hearing
similar language used with respect to Bourbon Island Creole people while
he was sojourning in the Indian Ocean: “We do not see that the blood of
the sauvages will have any prejudicial effect on the blood of the French. As
we see, the whiteness of the children of French men married with the sau-
vagesses is equal to that of the French themselves.”'® It should be noted that
not everybody agreed with La Vente that the process of amalgamation
through skin whitening could ever be complete. Back in the Indian Ocean,
La Barbinais felt compelled to specify that the women who had become
“blond-haired” and “as fair-skinned as Englishwom[e|n” on Isle Bourbon
“though they had changed their [skin] color, never lost a certain smell
(which may be called fumer [game meat smell], which betrays their

origin.”!66

Women’s Role as Christian Leaders Advancing Evangelization

In addition to enabling assimilation, Catholic intermarriage also advanced
the French colonial enterprise by encouraging local female converts and
their descendants to set a good example and become evangelizing leaders in
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their communities. Scholars have already brought to light the stories of
several Illinois women who endeavored to evangelize their communities
after they had married Frenchmen in Catholic ceremonies.'”” The story of
Marie Rouensa, an Illinois woman who took it upon herself to Christianize
both her family and her community in Kaskaskia after she married a French
voyageur named Sieur Michel Accault in the Catholic Church, is well known.!®®

Several Christian women of non-European descent played a similar role
in the Indian Ocean after they had married Frenchmen in the Catholic
Church. This is illustrated by the story of Louise Payet, the French-Malagasy
muldtresse of Saint-Paul, Isle Bourbon, who educated several little girls
from her neighborhood and also made a donation to Lazarist missionaries
so that they could appoint two female schoolteachers who would instruct
young women across the island. Recall also how Malagasy women had
been encouraged to take on a key role in the French evangelizing project
around the mid-seventeenth century, in the context of the French colonial
enterprise in Anosy, Madagascar. As early as 1655, the missionary Bour-
daise had praised several Malagasy female converts who had just been mar-
ried to Frenchmen for their virtue and devotion to the Catholic faith,
describing them as “a model for all other women to follow.”” One year
later, in the valley of Ambolo, Father Mousnier baptized three Malagasy
women who had also married Frenchmen."”” He rejoiced that these women
had relinquished their old ways and were now “living righteously, setting
an example for other Malagasy women.””! Bourdaise hoped that the
daughter of a village chief named Dian Ramouse would encourage mem-
bers of her community to convert to Christianity. She had gotten married
to a Frenchman described as “a very honest man, and especially a good
Catholic.”* At least one Malagasy woman did convince members of her
community to convert. Bourdaise praised the roandria daughter of a grand
du pays who had married a Frenchman named Balar for her wisdom and
devotion to the Christian faith. Like Marie Rouensa, she had managed to
convince her entire family to convert to Catholicism. She also frequently
brought new converts to Bourdaise so they could be baptized."”

Mixed Christian marriages had another unforeseen positive effect on the
progress of the religious missions: they turned insubordinate Frenchmen
into compliant Christians. Catholic intermarriage in the Illinois Country
famously encouraged unruly French itinerant coureurs de bois and voyageurs
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to become devout Christians, settle down, and cultivate the land."”* The
story of Accault, Marie Rouensa’s French husband, who was “famous in
[the] Illinois Country [for all his debaucheries],
was transformed by his marriage to the devout Marie Rouensa: he pur-
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is well known. Accault

chased half of the Illinois concession, stopped traveling, and embraced a
righteous Christian lifestyle.”® His story echoes that of another Frenchman
who lived in Madagascar in the second half of the seventeenth century,
whom Bourdaise described as a drunken scoundrel “ruder and more bar-
baric than [Malagasy] islanders.” He portrayed his Malagasy wife as “the
strongest woman that God made [him] find in this corner of the world.”
Although she was brutally battered by her French husband, this woman
still took good care of him when he fell sick, eventually nursing him back to
health. Bourdaise claimed that this woman “touched the heart of this barba-
rous Frenchman [. . .] who [began to] love her deeply and [. . .] abandoned
his debaucheries.” He described this Frenchman as “an unbeliever [who
had been] sanctified by his devout wife.”!”¢

What led those Malagasy women to embrace Christianity and to marry
Frenchmen? Imbalanced sex ratios caused by endemic male-led warfare in
Anosy might have been an important factor. Some might have also wanted
to stay away from the difficult realities of polygamous life. According to
Flacourt, women within the same polygamous household in Anosy called
each other mapirase, which meant “enemy,” because these “wives who
share only one man hate[d] each other to death.”"”” Many were also looking
for security, food, foreign goods and connections for themselves and their
kinspeople.””® Conversion to Catholicism and marriage to a European man
also allowed a few to garner influence in their patriarchal communities as
evangelizing agents but also as diplomatic intermediaries. Some, on the
other hand, were pressured into marrying Frenchmen by members of their
communities because they were eager to form advantageous military and
commercial alliances with the Europeans.

Meétissage and Alliance Formation

As was the case in North America, Frenchmen in Anosy and the Senegam-
bian coastline utilized intermarriage to multiply alliances with powerful
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locals."”” Catholic marriage and marriages @ /a mode du pays with roandria
women helped the French form vital diplomatic and military alliances with
several kings and chiefs in Anosy. Marriages in the manner of the country
in Anosy were almost certainly more widespread than Catholic unions,
partly because of the lack of missionaries on the island. This would explain
why, in 1656, the missionary Bourdaise rejoiced that Malagasy women on
the island were finally asking to be “properly married, like the [wives] of
the French.”’®

Accounts of wedding ceremonies d@ /a mode du pays in seventeenth-cen-
tury Madagascar vary. Flacourt mentioned a blessing said by an omébiassa,
after which the newlyweds would tie their hair together while holding

hands and press against one another’s knees.'®!
p

The marriage was sealed
with the sacrifice of an ox or a sheep, intended as a gift to the ancestors to
attain their blessing. Then the blood of the sacrificed animal was mixed
with red coal to form a paste (aringelo or arimbelona), which was applied to
the faces of the newly wedded couple. The best part of the sacrificed ani-
mal’s meat (vodin omby for cow’s rears and vodiondry for sheep’s rears) was
offered to the wife’s family.®? The ceremony was followed by a feast and a
dance.’®

Several roandria explicitly supported marriages between women in their
communities and Frenchmen. Despite the fact that they favored endogamy,
they sometimes let tha-vinany intermarriages (“across the lagoon™) take
place in order to find new allies who were obligated to give them food, live-
stock and military support after being integrated into their family.®* The
roandria had very high expectations from their kinfolk indeed. After they
married a roandria woman, Frenchmen were expected to feed their new
relatives and share with them a portion of the livestock that they captured
in raids.® This is illustrated by the story of Governor Jacques Pronis.
Pronis married the roandria princess Dian Ravellom Manor, the niece of
the king of Anosy, in a ceremony “following Malagasy precepts” in 1643."%
His subsequent decision to support his new roandria relatives occasioned a
major mutiny in Fort-Dauphin: in 1646, a group of hungry French soldiers
threw the governor in prison for having used the company’s meager food
supplies to feed his new kinfolk."’

On the other hand, marriage to a roandria woman also allowed the
French to strengthen their military power and be given new land.
Remember how, after marrying the daughter of King Rassisate, the French
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soldier La Case became the king of the valley of Ambolo and acquired an
army of 10,000 Malagasy warriors, which he used to defend and feed the
French at Fort-Dauphin. La Case was not the only Frenchman positioned
to inherit a local kingdom as a result of marrying into a local royal lineage.
After marrying Dian Ravellom Manor, Jacques Pronis joined the line of
possible heirs to the entire kingdom of Anosy and was given the new name
Ra[/]jac (which meant grand Jac) by his new people. Pronis’s brother-in-
law, another pretender to the throne named Dian Tsissei, even attempted to
murder the man in order to improve his chances: he plotted an attack on
Fort-Dauphin that was eventually thwarted in 1648."%

Like their counterparts in the early eighteenth-century Illinois Country,
many of the Frenchmen who formed alliances with local women in Anosy
acquired a plot of land that they could cultivate.® The French adminis-
trator Sieur Du Bois counted hundreds of Frenchmen in Madagascar who
had acquired agricultural estates after marrying local women.” It was cus-
tomary for the future husband in a marriage @ /a mode du pays to pay a
dowry to the wife’s family, which usually consisted of livestock, jewelry,
furniture and other valuables. The groom would traditionally receive a
dowry from his wife’s family, too, that could include livestock and house-
hold goods.” He would also be granted privileges and land by the chief of
his wife’s village. Remember when governor Flacourt reported that the
masters of the villages offered to French grooms the opportunity to culti-
vate their land.””?

Local wives and consorts in Anosy acted as diplomatic intermediaries
between their communities and the French at Fort-Dauphin.”® Such was the
case of queen Dian Nong after she had married La Case, the legendary
French soldier who became king of the valley of Ambolo. She came to the
fort bearing gifts as a testimony to the continued friendship between the
French and the people of Ambolo.” In 1671, another Malagasy woman,
who was married to a French lieutenant named Thomaspin, was sent as an
emissary to negotiate an important peace deal with a grand du pays from
southern Madagascar named Rafelle, who had plundered the French outpost
at Fort-Dauphin and kidnapped a Frenchman.”” Other local women alerted
French authorities at the fort of impending enemy attacks.” In fact, it was
Pronis’s own spouse, Dian Ravellom Manor, who had allowed the French to
thwart the 1648 attack of the other pretender to the throne of Anosy, Dian
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Tsissei, by sounding the alarm.”” That same year, Dian Ravellom’s own
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nursing mother also alerted the French at Fort-Dauphin of an impending
attack by king Dian Ramach after he had turned against them.”®

In addition to helping them protect their fragile position on the Tolag-
fiare peninsula, intermarriage and relationships of concubinage enabled the
French in Anosy to advance their commercial and wider economic inter-
ests. Those who married high-ranking roandria women in Catholic and
vodin'omby ceremonies a la mode du pays gained membership in both a local
clan and trading networks.”” Those who farmed the land across the coun-
tryside of Anosy often formed business partnerships with their Malagasy
wives and consorts, managing the land, livestock, and human captives
together with them and using their own houses to store their farm products
before they could be sold.?*” The women drew on their own connections to
find buyers, selling the farm’s products on their husbands’ behalf.”
According to a French settler named Degrandmaison, by 1670, individual
Frenchmen effectively controlled the French trade in Madagascar because
they—unlike the Company of the East Indies—had intimate access to
“Blacks” able to find outlets for their merchandise.?*?

Intermarriage @ /a mode du pays, along with casual sex, played a similar
role on the islands and in the coastal areas of Senegambia. French authori-
ties repeatedly complained of high-ranking company agents and ordinary
employees in the region who broke the company’s monopoly by trading
with African and Eurafrican women. Looking back at the history of Saint-
Louis while on his mission to Senegambia in 1758, the French botanist
Michel Adanson explained that, in the past, “these women [. . .] traded on
behalf of the employees with whom they partnered, at the expense of the
company, and they obtained [. . .] fine and precious merchandise from the
director or commandant [. . .].”*”> The evidence suggests that some Euro-
pean men had sex with some of these African and Eurafrican merchants.
When he met several women from coastal villages in the company’s store
in 1685, La Courbe claimed that “there are many of them who, on the pre-
text that they come to sell merchandise, debauch our white men to get mer-
chandise in return.”?* He eventually resolved to expel these women from
Fort Saint-Louis in 1686 in an attempt to prevent French company
employees from having sex with them.”® Some of the relationships between
Frenchmen and female merchants were in all appearances formed in the
context of the folgars. An adventurer named Sieur Mathelot accused
Frenchmen in Senegambia of wasting “the most beautiful and precious
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merchandise of the company to please and satisfy the luxurious aspirations
of those indecent women” during festivities.””® A few of the female mer-
chants who formed relationships with French company agents and
employees in Senegambia were high ranking. For example, La Courbe
described Senhora Belinguere, the merchant princess who hosted him in
Albreda in 1685, as a “famous courtesan of this country [. . .] beautiful, tall,
and with a nice body, although a little old.”*"’

Casual sex, along with the regularity of divorce and remarriage in mar-
riages @ la mode du pays with local women, must have played a critical role
in sustaining colonial trade in both Senegambia and Anosy.?”® Back in Mad-
agascar, Carpeau du Saussay noted that “polygamy, which is in use among
many populations, is also practiced among [Malagasies].”*” Sieur Du Bois
also specified that “men [in Madagascar] ha[d] as many women as they
want[ed] as long as they ha[d] the means to feed them.”?" French observers
also commented on the reversibility of marriage in Anosy: as Carpeau du
Saussay explained, “Men and women [were] allowed to remarry whenever
they want[ed].” In an attempt to satisfy his readers’ craving for sensation-
alism, he added that “many use[d] this freedom to change wives almost
every day.””! According to Sieur Dellon, “[Malagasies] accept[ed] each
other without demanding reciprocal promises, and they le[ft] each other
whenever they want[ed] to” as well.?? Sieur Du Bois agreed that “men
[were] allowed to leave their wives when they want[ed], and women c[ould]
leave their husbands [. . .].” He explained that “they live[d] together as long
as they like[d] each other, otherwise they le[ft] each other and [found]
someone else.”?®

Although many people in early modern Christian Europe would have
disapproved of divorce and polygamy, many Frenchmen in Anosy
embraced those practices out of personal preference—and probably out of
economic self-interest as well. In 1642, so many Frenchmen had already
separated from their spouses in Anosy that Governor Flacourt was forced
to stipulate in letters patent that “a Frenchman married to a girl or woman
from the island shall not leave or abandon his wife under any circum-
stances.””* Unaware of the existence of this ban, the missionary Bourdaise
wrote a letter to his superiors in 1655, explaining that “we need a law here,
among the French and the négres, compelling men to only have one woman,
and to stay with her.””> Neither Flacourt’s letters patent nor Bourdaise’s
complaint succeeded in convincing the French in Anosy to abstain from
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polygamous practices. By 1664, the French Lazarist missionary Nicolas
Etienne literally complained of the numerous Frenchmen on the island
who were in the habit of “maintain[ing] several wives.”

Divorce and remarriage were common practices in Senegambia as well,
allowing Frenchmen to form alliances with local African and Eurafrican
merchants and businesswomen. Most of the Frenchmen who married local
African and Eurafrican women in Saint-Louis did so through Lebu and
Wolof ceremonies @ la mode du pays®’ Intermarriage between local
women and European men was hardly new in the region: African women
had begun to marry Portuguese traders on the west coast of Africa begin-
ning in the late fifteenth century.?® Jean Barbot, a French Huguenot who
spent time in West Africa in the 1670s and 1680s, explained that marriages
a@ la mode du pays were “not unbreakable [. . .] but rather [lasted] as long as
the parties ha[d] no reason to complain about each other, or until they
[were] separated forever.””” The French medical doctor and explorer
René-Claude Geoftroy de Villeneuve, who traveled to Senegambia in the
1780s, also explained that free African and Eurafrican women “freely con-
tract a type of limited marriage with Europeans, regarding themselves
as legitimate wives [. . .]. The departure of the white [man] to Europe,
with no expectation of returning, breaks the ties of matrimony, and [the
woman] soon after enters a new contract.”?? Those unions could be
advantageous for local African and Eurafrican women if the Frenchman
had access to European merchandise. They were especially advantageous
for Frenchmen when the woman had access to inland connections that
could allow her to secure trading opportunities across Wolof, Lebu, and
Pulaar circles.?

Although those mixed relationships turned out to be crucial to the com-
mercial exploitation of the French outposts in Senegambia, French authori-
ties had divided opinions about them. Several French officials clearly
approved, since they were willing partners in such unions. Sieur Mathelot
noted in 1687 that French “superiors, residents and sailors [in Senegambia],
freely formed relationships with the négresses, and for all to see, as if they
were their legitimate wives.”??> Yet other French officials loudly disap-
proved. Because these interactions facilitated illicit trading exchanges, the
Royal Company of Senegal took measures to prevent them in an ordinance
issued in January 1688. Articles III and IV of this ordinance prohibited
Frenchmen in Senegambia from “support[ing] any négresses, go[ing] to
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their cabins, or let[ting] them enter their own, under any circumstances [. . .]
under penalty of paying a fine of six livres for each time” or “go[ing] to the
villages of the négres without orders from the commandant.”?”® These reg-
ulations were clearly intended to prevent illicit trade between French
employees and African women: their authors explicitly complained of
“abuses and disorders sustained by [. . .] Directors, Captains, Clerks,
Sailors, Soldiers and other employees, who only think about their own
»224

profit and will bring about the ruin of [the company’s] business.

* X X

Meétissage helped the French lay the foundations of their early colonial
empire overseas in many different ways. Some women engaged in sexual
relationships with Frenchmen as powerful (though most of the time unwit-
ting) agents themselves, while others faced brutal sexual exploitation, coer-
cion and violence. The French began to exploit slave reproduction as early
as the seventeenth century in the hope of improving their revenues. They
established hereditary slavery and on occasion even engaged in brutal
human breeding practices. Though mixed children born in slavery were
relatively few in number, they were considered a particularly desirable
commodity in the eyes of French colonists. Métissage also facilitated the
populating of France’s most remote overseas colonies and outposts. Well
beyond the Illinois Country, French authorities endeavored to assimilate
many freeborn and manumitted Christianized and Europeanized people of
non-European descent into “white” society. This pattern of assimilation
was most widespread on Isle Bourbon, though it also existed in places like
French India and the early French Caribbean. Similarly, the practice of
forming alliances with powerful locals through intermarriage or sex
advanced empire building not only in North America but also in Anosy
and Senegambia. From North America to Senegambia and Madagascar,
many Frenchmen embraced local matrimonial practices, using intermar-
riage “in the manner of the country” to form vital alliances.

Despite the role it played in empire building, not all French officials
viewed métissage positively. Biases against local women, along with public
health preoccupations, led the French Company of the East Indies to issue
a first order prohibiting mixed relationships in Madagascar in 1664. Then,
as Black people’s identity became associated with the debased status of the
enslaved, the Council of Guadeloupe issued the unratified edict of 1667
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that prohibited clergymen from officiating marriages “between a white
man and a Black woman, and a white woman and a Black man.” A few
years after this, between 1674 and 1709, colonial officials on Isle Bourbon
enacted a consistent series of intermarriage bans, citing concerns that such
unions would “divert Blacks from [their] duties” and were “indecent and
shameful.” This series of bans was followed by the decision of the Royal
Company of Senegal, in 1688, to prohibit Frenchmen from associating with
African or Eurafrican women, in order to curb illicit trade. Opposition to
intermarriages was also on the rise in North America by the early eigh-
teenth century.””” There were concerns that the Frenchmen who had mar-
ried Native American women in ceremonies a /a facon du pays, along with
their mixed children, were becoming ensauvagés (“savage”) by staying in
Indigenous villages. At the same time, the Christian missions of New
France were failing to deliver their expected outcomes. These factors,
along with the staggering expansion of plantation slavery across the eigh-
teenth-century French Atlantic and Indian Oceans, brought a very impor-
tant shift in the content of imperial policy during the 1720s. This shift
marked the end of the early era of French imperialism overseas, whose
hallmark was the assimilation project, and ushered in a new era of stringent
racial policing.
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CHAPTER §

Sex and Racial Power

André was born around 1708 in the city of Basse-Terre in Guade-
loupe to a white Englishman named Richard and a mu/étresse named Jean-
neton. Jeanneton was enslaved, and she belonged to Richard’s wife, a white
woman named Elisabeth. André became Elisabeth’s captive at birth, in
accordance with the Roman legal principle partus sequitur ventrem (“that
which is born follows the womb”).! The precise nature of Richard and
Jeanneton’s relationship is forever lost to history. Was it an ongoing love
story, or did Richard violate Jeanneton? No matter the nature of their rela-
tionship, Jeanneton was unable to refuse Richard, since she was apparently
never manumitted by Elisabeth. The latter did approach a notary before
she died in 1716 with the intention of freeing André, reportedly because of
“the friendship that [she and her husband felt] towards [him].”? Unfortu-
nately for André, however, the manumission act was deemed invalid
because it did not comply with an ordinance issued in 1713, which pre-
vented slaveowners from manumitting their captives without permission
from the governor and the intendant of the island.?

As a result of this oversight, André spent most of his life in slavery. Fol-
lowing Elisabeth’s death, he lived with his father, Richard, according to
Guadeloupean authorities, “as if he were his own child, and as a free man.”*
Then, in 1720, Richard made a secret agreement with a Capuchin priest
named Ambroise to have him take André to France so that he could be
free.’ The priest took André under his wing, teaching him to read and write
and treating him as a free man. However, Ambroise and Richard both died
before André could be taken to France.® After the two men’s passing, the
Capuchins did not honor the promise made to Richard. They had André
trained as an artisan, allowing him to become “a skillful carpenter, of con-
siderable value.”” They treated him like their captive, forcing him to work
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in the city of Basse-Terre where he reportedly built “a church and other
remarkable buildings” for them.® When in 1738, André petitioned members
of the Superior Council of Guadeloupe to obtain his freedom, they rejected
his request, declared his freedom papers invalid, and confiscated him from
the Capuchins.” Although André’s market value as a captive was appraised
at a considerable §,000 livres, the Marine Secretary ultimately decided to
keep him in the king’s estate. In the end, André spent the rest of his life in
slavery, building infrastructures for the French crown, including a major
bridge in the city of Basse-Terre."”

André’s story illustrates the main claim of this chapter: although
French officials sought to prevent sexual relationships between women
of non-European descent and Frenchmen during the first half of the
eighteenth century, the continuation of these relationships played an
integral role in advancing white people’s domination throughout the
French empire. Mixed relations within and outside of Catholic wedlock
remained widespread across the French empire in this period, contrary
to past claims in the scholarship that the French Americas and Indian
Ocean were home to a “small number of mulattoes” and that “racial and
ethnic boundaries remained largely distinct” in the French context."
Although several scholars did note the pervasiveness of métissage in
these contexts, it was often interpreted as the hallmark of a “lenient racial
regime.”'? Interracial sex in the French colonies has been considered a
signal that “racial openness” prevailed and that French contemporaries
“exhibited no embarrassment at [the] mixing of blood.”” However, as
this chapter demonstrates, interracial relations often contributed to fos-
tering racial regimes by advancing white people’s socioeconomic domi-
nation. This argument aligns with recent work on race, empire, and
slavery in other European imperial contexts. As these publications have
shown, in the context of slavery, “the institutional dominance of white
[people] had to be translated into personal dominance,” and such rela-
tions could “reinforc[e] the sexual, gendered, and racial orders of colo-
nial societies.””

Sexual coercion and violence, in particular, played an important role in
advancing white domination. By the first half of the eighteenth century,
they both acted as large-scale instruments of subjugation through the terror
they inflicted on now-sizable enslaved communities in the slave societies of
the Caribbean, Isle Bourbon and Lower Louisiana. Even in the Mississippi
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valley, the number of enslaved Black people rose from §33 in 1721 to 4,730
in 1746, and the bulk of this population concentrated in the Gulf Coast
region, especially in the New Orleans and Mobile areas. Spurred by the
influx of thousands of new enslaved captives in the colonies, white colo-
nists tried to find ways to subjugate expanding slave populations: sexual
coercion and violence helped them achieve this goal. Their scope has yet to
be assessed, especially because their development in the Indian Ocean has
received relatively little attention."”

Interracial relations outside of Catholic wedlock between Frenchmen
and enslaved women also helped shape white dominion by reducing access
to social mobility for enslaved Black women and their mixed children.
Especially in Louisiana and the Lesser Antilles, these out-of-wedlock rela-
tionships became widespread, partly because of official attempts to prevent
whites from marrying Blacks. Unlike marriage—which necessitated the
approval of a priest and the publication of public banns—interracial rela-
tionships outside of Catholic wedlock could flourish because they were
relatively easy to hide. Unlike marriage, however, relations out of wedlock
did not permit enslaved women and their mixed children to inherit, nor did
they allow them to systematically achieve manumission. Their fate in such
situations usually remained under the control of their white partners or
owners: consider Jeanneton, who was never manumitted by Elisabeth, and
André, who could never be free because of his mistress’s negligence. Access
to patrimony for these people was further blocked by a slew of—largely
overlooked—Atlantic policies that prohibited white fathers from acknowl-
edging their mixed children in parish registers.

When Catholic intermarriage did occur despite legal restrictions—as
was frequently the case in the Indian Ocean—it was often between an
underprivileged white man and a prosperous, assimilated freeborn woman
of Malagasy or South Asian ancestry whose fortune allowed the man to
ascend the social ladder. This further advanced white socioeconomic
dominion, especially since the woman was often categorized as “white” in
official documents. Because French inheritance customs and household
financial practices were patriarchal, these alliances conferred substantial
advantages on underprivileged Frenchmen.

However, free and unfree people of non-European descent refused to
stay passive when confronted with manipulation or coercion. This chapter
is premised upon Vincent Brown’s interpretation of Orlando Patterson’s
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notion of slavery as “social death,” not as the actual outcome of bondage,
but rather as a constant threat that drove the enslaved to fight against alien-
ation.”® Enslaved women resisted their aggressors as best as they could, for
example, by running away or by using self-defense, and they (along with
enslaved men) also attempted to protect girls and women in their commu-
nities. Other enslaved women, as well as their mixed children, like André,
strove to free themselves from enslavement or to ameliorate their socioeco-
nomic condition.

Sexual Violence: A Large-Scale Weapon

of Domination in Slave Societies

With the rise of Black slavery in the eighteenth century, sexual coercion
and violence became a defining feature of all French slave societies, acting
as a large-scale instrument of subjugation not only insofar as it boosted
slave reproduction but also by terrorizing large enslaved communities
across the Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds. Black feminist scholar Angela
Davis has convincingly presented sexual violence and coercion as a way for
white men to assert their sovereignty by spreading affliction and fear—not
only among enslaved Black women but also across enslaved Black commu-
nities at large, given the depth of kinship and friendship bonds.” We know
how enormous the impact of sexual violence was on enslaved people’s
experience in other (especially Anglo-American) slave societies for which
we have firsthand slave narratives. It is very clear from those accounts that
the emotional and physical toll of sexual abuse on enslaved communities
cannot be sidestepped, even if the evidence documenting it in the French
context is scarce.?

Sexual violence was not solely the preserve of white men over women of
non-European descent. Same-sex sexual abuses and sexual abuses perpe-
trated by white women on Black men were also an important reality. Same-
sex sexual abuse is much less visible in French historical documents partly
because the French did not have access to an archive-keeping institution like
the Spanish Inquisition, whose role was specifically to combat religious
irreverence, as in cases of sodomy.”? Moreover, most European contempo-
raries would have found the idea of a white woman abusing an enslaved
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woman or man unfathomable: chastity was too central to gender ideals
imposed on European women, and any assault by a woman against a man
would have upended established European gender hierarchies.”” This is not
to say that such abuses did not take place: in fact, there is no doubt that white
women also engaged in acts of sexual violence against enslaved men and
women. This is illustrated by the story of a white creole woman on early
eighteenth-century Isle Bourbon named Gabrielle Bellon, who was said to
commit horrible acts of sexual mutilation against her captives. The store-
keeper and upcoming governor of Isle Bourbon Antoine Desforges-
Boucher described Bellon as “the devil incarnate” because she was known for
punishing her captives by attaching them to a pillar, burning their intimate
parts, and placing iron plates into their mouths to prevent them from eating.?’
By the first half of the eighteenth century, multiple cases of sexual vio-
lence were being recorded in the court registers of the now flourishing
French slave societies of the Americas and the Indian Ocean. In 1733, on
Isle Bourbon, for example, a French carpenter named Rochefort was fined
and imprisoned because he had attempted to rape a pregnant enslaved Mal-
agasy woman named Nanon, causing the death of her unborn baby.* About
ten years later, French officials lamented the presence of colonists on this
island who did not hesitate “to resort to violence against [the négresses| who
resist[ed] their criminal desires.”” In 1744, in Guadeloupe, a merchant
named Antoine Thuillon, who was awaiting his trial for unpaid debts in
prison, was accused of having entered the cell of an enslaved Black woman
named Marie Anne in order to sexually assault her.” We only know of this
story because Thuillon also attacked the white jailer who came to Marie
Anne’s rescue. In the end, Thuillon was not punished for his assault on
Marie Anne: he was only sentenced to spend a month in prison and pay a
fine of 200 livres for his attack on the jailer who tried to intervene.”’
Enslaved victims behaved with incredible dignity, fighting back against
their oppressors and attempting to protect members of their communities.
This is illustrated by the story of Louison, an enslaved Black woman cook
who belonged to the Ursuline nuns of New Orleans. On a rainy afternoon
in June 1752, Louison was washing linen with other enslaved women by the
Mississippi River, near the Ursuline nuns’ convent-hospital, when she
spotted a drunken French soldier named Pochenet. Pochenet’s face looked
familiar, for she had taken care of him at the hospital. Pochenet walked
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toward the river and requested that the women wash his dirty handkerchief,
which they refused to do. Infuriated, Pochenet threw himself at Babet, one
of the other laundresses, and stabbed her to death with his bayonet. Lou-
ison immediately ran toward Babet to rescue her, putting her own life at
risk. In an attempt to assert his control over Louison’s Black body, Pochenet
forced her to her knees, hit her with his bayonet, and demanded that she
beg for his forgiveness. Louison apologized, but only after defying
Pochenet by saying, “It is only from God that one ask for forgiveness.”?
The whole incident no doubt had a sexual undertone: when the case went
to court, one of the first questions that the French commissioner Jean-
Baptiste Raguet asked Pochenet was whether he had intended to “seduce
the négresses,” to which the soldier answered that he did not remember
because he was too drunk at the time.” The victims and witnesses’ testimo-
nies in this court case shed light on the spirit of mutual aid and community
among enslaved people. After hearing the women scream, many enslaved
people ran to their rescue, along with a Frenchman and other people from
the hospital. They were eventually able to stop Pochenet and take him
away. Louison’s husband, who was an enslaved surgeon’s aide at the hos-
pital, even wounded his hands while trying to protect the women.*

Sexual violence and coercion by white men caused widespread emo-
tional and physical suffering in enslaved communities. This is illustrated by
a series of sexual assaults that took place on a plantation in the environs of
New Orleans in 1730. That year, a plantation owner and member of the
colonial council named Sieur Raymond Amyault d’Ausseville filed a civil
claim against his plantation overseer, a Frenchman named Jacques Le Roy
Charpentier, for engaging in horrible acts of cruelty. Le Roy created a cli-
mate of terror on d’Ausseville’s plantation, keeping enslaved people
severely overworked and underfed. In addition to having killed a captive,
he repeatedly tried to form “scandalous relations” with enslaved women in
the fields, mistreating those who rejected his sexual advances. Le Roy had
also caused a series of miscarriages among enslaved women on the planta-
tion, killing several unborn babies who might have been his own. An
enslaved woman named Suzanne gave birth to two stillborn babies, one of
whom had reportedly had “its head crushed,” as a result of “a violent
blow.” Suzanne’s husband, an enslaved man named Lafleur, was devastated
and inconsolable: “[He] does not want to eat nor drink, all he does is cry, he
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complains that [Le Roy] ha[s] beaten his wife even though she is pregnant,”
d’Ausseville explained.” D’ Ausseville’s position as a colonial councilor did
not help him win this case in the end, since the court decided not to rule
against Le Roy: the French overseer was allowed to keep working on the
plantation until the end of his contract.”

Like Jacques Le Roy, many white plantation overseers and other white
staff on Atlantic and Indian Ocean plantations abused enslaved women,
causing such turmoil that officials and several slaveowners were forced to
take matters into their own hands to protect French financial interests.
Such was the case with a planter named Sieur du Buisson, who lived in
Martinique: in 1717, he made the decision to fire his white sugar refiner
“for having pressured a négresse instead of having her work like he should
have done.”*

Sexual abuse against enslaved women by plantation overseers was espe-
cially common on Isle Bourbon. This development even prompted the
French Company of the Indies to write a letter to the Superior Council of
Isle Bourbon in 1729, complaining that “disorder persists [. . .] with the
négresses, and [yet] you allow young soldiers to become plantation over-
seers, and don’t attempt to curb their debauchery.”** Several Frenchmen
described as “young libertine soldiers [. . .] unable to restrain their amo-
rous desires” were imprisoned on Isle of France because they had had sex
with enslaved people on plantations. After they were released from prison,
one of these soldiers took a married enslaved Black woman away from her
cabin, and another abducted a domestic servant described as a “négresse”
belonging to one Madame Dhauterive.*> Because of those developments,
authorities on Isle of France and Isle Bourbon declared in 1729 that “we
must ensure that no soldier will abduct any négresse, that all the négresses
have cabins where they can lock themselves while their husbands are away,
and which are kept separate from soldiers’ cabins.”*® This declaration did
not, however, deter French soldiers and plantation overseers on Isle
Bourbon from trying to have sex with enslaved women. In 1736, three
white men were expelled from the island because they had had sex with an
enslaved Black woman. One of them was a plantation overseer named
Joseph Pascal, who used to work for a female planter named Catherine de
Justamond in the parish of Saint-Denis. Pascal had reportedly “developed
a habit with a married négresse with whom he was apparently caught in the
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act several times” and who worked as a nurse on Justamond’s estate.’’
Members of the Council of Isle Bourbon lamented that “most plantation
overseers,” of whom Joseph was a prime example, were becoming “inso-
lent, arrogant and libertine.””® Another one of the expelled men was a plan-
tation overseer accused of “leading a scandalous life devoted to wine and
négresses” on the plantation estate of one Mr. Villarmoy.*

Although some refused to let plantation overseers abuse their enslaved
property, many slaveowners did not hesitate to assert their own sovereignty
over their captives’ bodies, by coercing and violating them. It has been
argued in recent work on French New Orleans that, in contrast to what
happened in the Caribbean, “white men who did not have a white woman
(mother, spouse, or daughter) to take care of their house did not rely on a
free or enslaved ménagére”—a housekeeper who lived with a white man,
often having sexual relations with him, and sometimes acting as his busi-
ness partner.”’ A close look at city census data nuances this assumption: by
the 1720s and 1730s, a substantial number of single white men and white
t.4 By
1721, almost 20 percent of all slave-owning households in New Orleans

women in the city cohabited with an enslaved Black domestic servan

were home to one single white male or female who lived with only one
enslaved Black housekeeper or domestic servant.* Additionally, three out
of ten slaveowners in the village of Tchoupitoulas that year cohabited with
only one enslaved Black domestic servant.®® In 1731, thirty-nine of the sla-
veowners who lived by the river right outside of the city also lived together
with one Black domestic servant.*

Coerced sex must have been a widespread occurrence in this context,
reinforcing white dominion in the process: this is suggested by the fast-
growing number of mulétres born to enslaved Black women who were bap-
tized in and right outside of New Orleans, most of whom officially spent
their life in slavery. The New Orleans census of 1732 listed only six
“muldtres or muldtresses,” and only two muléatres were baptized in New
Orleans between 1731 and 1733.* However, over the course of the short
period between 1744 and 1759, as many as 184 muldtres appeared in New
Orleans’ parish registers, most of whom were born outside of wedlock and
few of whom were officially manumitted. This is an enormous figure when
considered in context, since there were only 759 white people living in New
Orleans by 1737.* Priests over this period also baptized eleven children
described as gquarterons (“quadroons”), or born to white men and
muldtresses."” Métissage in French New Orleans eventually peaked at the
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end of the French period: 124 other muldtres and 3 quarterons appeared in
the city’s parish registers between 1759 and 1762, most of whom were not
manumitted.*® This remained a proportionally large figure, since only 1,284
white people lived in New Orleans by 1763.* Several of these mixed chil-
dren were explicitly described as being born to “an unknown white father,”

2 <

“an unknown father,” “a businessman,” or “a master.” A baby girl named
Marie-Frangoise, who was baptized in December 1752 in New Orleans, for
example, was described in church records as a milatresse born to a Black
woman named Angelique and as “the product of her master.”*

Cases of sexual coercion by white slaveowners against their enslaved
properties were not restricted to New Orleans and its surroundings: many
muldtres were baptized in the northern parish of Pointe Coupée as well,
most of whom also remained in slavery. Located about 150 miles north of
New Orleans, Pointe Coupée was an isolated frontier settlement sur-
rounded by a U-shaped lake now known as False River.” French colonists
there purchased a growing number of enslaved people in order to expand
tobacco and indigo plantation agriculture, as well as farming. This is why
the census of Pointe Coupée of 1731 listed thirty-seven white men, twenty-
five white women, and seven engagés for seventy enslaved Blacks.”? Because
those enslaved people were spread quite evenly across all estates, most
were forced to live in very close proximity with whites: a majority of white
estates in Pointe Coupée owned up to five enslaved people, whereas only

six households owned no enslaved people at all.”

Many enslaved women
must have faced sexual coercion as a result. This would certainly explain
why fifteen mulétres were recorded in the census of Pointe Coupée in 1745,
none of whom were officially manumitted, as well as twenty-three others,
most of whom were born to enslaved Black women and “unknown
father[s]” between 1756 and 1763.>* These numbers are significant since
Pointe Coupée was home to only 259 white residents by 1745.”

Because the French in the Caribbean also lived in very close contact
with some of their captives, many enslaved women in the Antilles also
faced sexual abuse from their owners or from men in their owner’s family.
It became a notoriously common practice among white men in late eigh-
teenth-century Saint-Domingue to live in concubinage with an unfree or
free Black ménagére.”® The practice of living in concubinage with a female
Black housekeeper already existed in Martinique decades earlier. This is
why, in 1722, the Dominican missionary Father Mane criticized white men
on the island “who [were] not ashamed to stay and live with négresses and
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muldtresses as their concubines, as if they were their legitimate wives.”’

Father Mane blamed Blacks and muldtresses for “easily ced[ing] to the
seduction and threats, gifts and solicitations of those who want to debauch
them”—who, according to him, included “their masters, very often the
children of the house, and almost always white domestic servants.”*® He
explained that “there [were| almost no plantation[s] [in Martinique] left
where there [were] not many [mulérres]” as a result.”’

In the eighteenth-century southwest Indian Ocean, many slaveowners
also asserted their authority by forcing enslaved women in their households
into concubinage. A Lazarist priest lamented in 1740 that “most [settlers on
Isle Bourbon] have a large number of bastard children born to their
négresses.”®® According to the French writer, engineer, and botanist Bernardin
de Saint-Pierre, who spent time in the Mascarenes, few settlers on Isle Bourbon
were willing to get married “because of how easy it [was] to find concubines
among Black slaves.”® He claimed that “men far too often neglect[ed] [Euro-
pean and creole women on the island] in favor of enslaved Black women.”®

The practice of keeping enslaved concubines was not restricted to
France’s slave societies in the Americas and on Isle Bourbon: in seven-
teenth-century Pondicherry, for example, the French traveler Robert
Challe noted the presence of several very young enslaved Hindu girls
whom he branded filles de mauvaise vie (prostitutes) because they were
hired out by European men for sex and domestic services. He advanced the
commodification of these enslaved little girls by describing them as sexu-
ally available and consumable, explaining, “There are many Europeans
who maintain [them] [. . .]. They cost the same price as valezs and domestic
servants, a roupie [local currency] each month is enough.”®

Enslaved women’s sex work was a very important site of enactment of
white supremacy. Marisa Fuentes has already shown how brothels and other
such institutions, in particular, were places where “degrading and violating
racia[l] and [gender] inequalit[ies]” were replicated, since they reproduced
the power relations “owner and owned; patriarch and submissive female”
and confined enslaved women and Black procurers to “a particular eco-
nomic function.” White men’s control over enslaved women’s bodies was
so complete in this context that powerless women were forced to perform
the illusion of “mutuality,” given the “performative nature of such
[economy].”%* All this is best illustrated by Challe’s extremely troubling
account of the prepubescent enslaved Asian girls forced into sex work in
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Pondicherry.® He catered to his male readers’ appetite for exoticism by
bragging about his own sexual adventure with eight of these girls, who
according to him had nothing to cover their bodies “except for some brace-
lets around their arms and legs.”*® He explained, “Don’t be surprised if I
am so knowledgeable and confident when I talk about this subject: [. . .] I
was there, my eyes have seen, my hands have touched: I have satisfied my
curiosity, and that is all.”®” Challe’s account is appalling. He claimed that
the oldest girl in the group was only twelve years old and that the two
others he touched “weren’t even ten years old, having no pubic hair on
their intimate parts.”® French Caribbean cities were home to a particularly
large number of brothels, as well as other such institutions where enslaved
women were also forced into sex work. According to a Guadeloupean legal
document written in 1711, many enslaved people in Caribbean cities acted
as procurers, “gathering women, and conducting their business in manu-
mitted people’s homes, managing cabarets, even in white people’s homes.”®’

Especially in the Caribbean, many white contemporaries attempted to
displace the responsibility for sexual contacts between white men and
enslaved women onto enslaved women themselves by describing them as
dissolute temptresses responsible for their own victimization. This is mani-
fest in the language employed by members of the court in Guadeloupe in
1738, after they refused to manumit the aforementioned muldtre carpenter
André, the son of the Englishman Richard and the enslaved Black woman
Jeanneton. They invoked a “need to dissuade those masters who are weak
enough zo succumb to the lubricity of their négresses” from manumitting their
children.”” Many scholars, including Saidiya Hartman, have already dis-
cussed this rhetoric in British American and US slave societies.” In 1722, a
priest in Guadeloupe even began to encourage acts of public penance for
enslaved Black women who had had sex with white men, forcing them to

wear iron collars “in order to make the public sanction more glaring.””

Out-of-Wedlock Relations and White Social

Dominion in Slave Societies

Out-of-wedlock relations between white men and unfree and free women
of non-European descent also helped shape white supremacy by narrowing
the path to upward mobility for these women and their mixed children.
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Because these relationships, unlike marriage, did not necessarily result in
the manumission of enslaved women and their mixed children, white men
in this context retained complete power over the fate of their enslaved
partner and mixed children.” They were the ones deciding whether they
would receive gifts or whether they would be manumitted and under what
terms. And even when the white man did take measures to manumit a
woman, a nonmarital relationship did not normally enable her and her
mixed children to inherit: the Paris Custom only allowed widows to have a
claim to the estate if the couple had been married in the Catholic Church.™
Nonmarital relationships between white men and enslaved women thus
helped keep patrimony in white hands.

Relatively few Frenchmen across the French Atlantic slave societies
defied intermarriage restrictions in the first half of the eighteenth century,
favoring out-of-wedlock relationships instead. In the Lesser Antilles, inter-
marriage became increasingly rare when the practice of requesting mar-
riage authorizations was normalized after the 1720s.”” This period also
coincided with the prohibition of intermarriage by the Code Noir of Loui-
siana of 1724, which—according to historian Léo Elisabeth—had an enor-
mous impact on marriage practices in the Lesser Antilles.”® The governors
and intendants of Martinique only occasionally allowed intermarriages
from the 1720s onward.” While a total of twenty-four mixed marriages had
been celebrated in Fort-Royal, Martinique, in the thirty years between 1679
and 1709, only eleven were celebrated between 1710 and 1739 and only five
between 1740 and 1769.” In Guadeloupe, too, authorities appear to have
sanctioned only a few of these unions. When they did so, it was often
because the relationship was already happening out of wedlock. As a case
in point, for the period between 1700 and 1759, the well-preserved parish
registers of Le Gosier, Guadeloupe, mention only one mixed marriage,
which took place in 1757. This marriage was between a white creole woman
named Marie-Madelaine Delbourg and a “free muldtre” named Frangois
Taouira, with whom she already had two mixed children born out of wed-

7 Marie-Madelaine’s own father,

lock, named Charles and Frangois.
Nicolas Delbourg, already had a mixed-race boy out of wedlock with a free
muldtresse named Marie Rose Taouira, who was probably a relative of
Frangois.®” This family connection may have encouraged him to approve
of his daughter’s union with a man of African descent. The parish register

in which Marie-Madelaine and Frangois Taouira’s marriage is recorded
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specified that “the marriage was celebrated with the consent of the par-
ents.”® This was unusual: relations between white women and Black men
provoked even greater opprobrium than those between white men and
Black women because they challenged race and gender hierarchies and
threatened to give Black men control over white patrimony.

Intermarriages between whites and Blacks, prohibited by the Code Noir
of 1724, were even rarer in Lower Louisiana than they were in the Lesser
Antilles, with Frenchmen preferring out-of-wedlock relationships that
offered fewer social advantages to enslaved women and their mixed chil-
dren. There are no records of mixed marriages celebrated between whites
and Blacks in the parish registers of Mobile for the period between 1724 and
1763 or in the records of Natchitoches from 1729 through 1763.3> The same
is true for the parishes of Pointe Coupée from 1756 to 1768 and Biloxi,
Yazoo, and Natchez between 1720 and 1730.% In the parish registers of New
Orleans for the period between 1720 and 1763, only two mixed marriages
between a Black person and a white person were recorded. The first one,
which took place in 1725, was between a white woman named Marie Gas-
part and a free Black man from Martinique named Jean-Baptiste Raphaél.
The priest sought the permission of the commandant-general, Pierre du
Gué de Boisbriant, before performing the ceremony, probably because of
the Code Noir prohibition of 1724. The second mixed marriage recorded in
the archives of New Orleans took place more than two decades later. A
woman named Christine Chovin, who was listed as a “free muldtresse,”
gave birth to a child named Jean-Paul in 1747. A New Orleans—born man
named Jean La France (or La Flot), whom we may assume was white,
acknowledged being the father of Jean-Paul and “having the intention to
marry the muldtresse Christine, the mother of the child.”®® Christine was
born to a Frenchman named Deler§ and a woman named Frangoise, who
was identified as an enslaved négresse. Jean eventually married Christine in
1748, and the couple had another son named Jean-Baptiste in 1754.5 Jean-
Paul and Jean-Baptiste were lucky because most white fathers in French
Louisiana did not usually recognize their mixed children.

Since one of the few scenarios in which a mixed child born outside
of Catholic wedlock could inherit was if their father recognized them in
official documents and gave his consent, most mixed children born outside
of Catholic wedlock faced social inertia.®® It has been argued that, “as
a general rule, white fathers remained silent [in the parish registers of
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New Orleans, Louisiana], not deigning to publicly acknowledge their
sexual partners or mixed-race children.”® In making this choice not to
record the names of the white men who had fathered those mixed children,
however, Louisiana priests might have also been complying with a series
of policies imposed by French authorities in the Caribbean and metropol-
itan France.”” A judgment issued after a white father refused to have his
name listed next to his muldtre son in a church register of Martinique in
1670 stated, “We prohibit priests as well as all other clerics, to baptize any
child and to name the father without having obtained the explicit consent of
the man who fathered [said child].”” Then, in 1734, an ordinance issued in
the kingdom of France forbade priests from inquiring about the names of
the fathers of all children born outside of wedlock.”” Finally, the practice
of requesting the names of white fathers who had had mixed children out-
side of wedlock was targeted by a series of policies formulated in the
French Caribbean.”” In 1752, the French intendant of the fes du Ven,
Charles-Martin Hurson, opposed the practice of letting mixed children
bear the names of their white fathers and requested that priests use the
idiom “unknown father” (pére inconnu) instead.” The Council of Marti-
nique issued another judgment six years later, which reminded priests that,
for children who “are not born to a legitimate marriage, there will be no
mention of the father” in the records.” This partly explains why 45 percent
(228 out of 501) of all free children of non-European descent born between
1763 and 1767 in Martinique, many of whom were mixed, were listed as the
progenies of “unknown father[s]” (pére/s/ inconnu/s]) in the records.”

A very small proportion of white fathers had their names recorded next
to their free and enslaved mu/dtre sons and daughters in the parish registers
of Lower Louisiana, suggesting that few mixed children of African descent
in the region were able to enjoy their male progenitor’s patrimony and rela-
tive social status. Priests in the Mississippi valley employed the exact same
expression as that used in the French Caribbean, labeling the fathers of
mixed children “unknown.” Of the fifty-one muldtres baptized between
1744 and 1753 in New Orleans, thirteen were recorded as born to an
“unknown father,” and thirty-eight others did not have their father’s name
listed in the registers. Only four were born to a white father identified by a
name.”” Ninety-six of the muldtres baptized between 1759 and 1762 were
also born to “unknown father[s],” and only a handful of mixed children
bore their white father’s name: the muldtre Joseph La Combe, the presumed
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son of the French pitch-and-tar manufacturer whom we encountered earlier
in the opening of this book, is one such example.” Another young mulétre of
Louisiana, Mathias Forcade, also bore the name of his white father, Jacques
Forcade. Mathias was born to Jacques and to an enslaved Black woman
named Manon, who belonged to a resident of the German Coast, west of
New Orleans. After purchasing Mathias from his owner, Jacques officially
acknowledged him as his own son by calling him “Mathias Forcade” in the
documents that he drafted to secure his freedom. After moving to Saint-
Domingue, in 1745, Jacques enlisted a New Orleans-based woman named
Anne Galbreon to help him get Mathias’s freedom.”” Since out-of-wedlock
relationships, unlike marriage, did not bring manumission, enslaved Black
women and their mixed children only became free when their white partners
or fathers took the necessary steps to manumit them, as Jacques did.

This dynamic reinforced white men’s authority over enslaved women
and their mixed-race children. Some slaveowners might have manipulated
their female captive’s hopes of manumission in order to sexually exploit
them."”” The records of a New Orleans court case point toward one prob-
able example of such manipulation. Sometime before 1736, a white slave-
owner named Pierre Gargon L’Eveillé promised freedom to his enslaved
Black house servant Jeanneton. However, L’Eveillé changed his mind after
Jeanneton ran away, told authorities that she was pregnant with his child,
and asked to be taken away from him.!”! Others only manumitted their cap-
tives under certain conditions, perhaps to keep their leverage over them.
Such was the case in 1762, in the parish of Pointe Coupée, Louisiana, when
a white man named Alexandre Chenet used the services of a notary to man-
umit his captive Hypolite, classified as a “négresse,” and her six-year-old
muldtre son, Isidore. Perhaps because Chenet wanted to dissuade Hypolite
from leaving him, he added a provision to the manumission act specifying
that she would only become free after his death and that she should con-
tinue to serve him until then.'2

Since very few white men in Lower Louisiana took the necessary steps
to officially manumit their mixed children or Black sexual partners, most
Black concubines and mixed children in the region had no path to getting

183" According to Cécile Vidal, half of the manumission

freedom papers.
deeds recorded in New Orleans during the French period involved enslaved
women and their mixed children, suggesting that some white men did emanci-

pate their Black partners and mixed offspring.” Manumission records point
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toward a few cases in which a white man appears to have freed his Black
partner and mixed children. For example, in 1735 in New Orleans, one Sieur
Pierre de Saint-Julien mortgaged all his enslaved servants and property to
manumit Marie Charlotte and Louise, the two daughters of an enslaved
Black woman named Gaigne. Saint-Julien claimed to want to manumit
those girls to thank Gaigne “for specific reasons, to ease his conscience,”
without further explanation.!®® Some fathers used intermediaries to free
their mixed children, presumably because they wanted to avoid paying the
fee prescribed by the Code Noir of 1724 for free men fathering children
with enslaved women. I already mentioned Jacques Forcade, the Saint-
Domingue-based white man who enlisted Anne Galbreon to help him get
his son’s freedom in New Orleans in 1745. A few years earlier, prior to his
departure for the Chickasaw Wars (1721—1763) with little hope of return, a
Marine troop captain named Sieur Jacques de Coustillas officially manu-
mitted Pierrot, Frangoise and Marianne—three captives described as “mulétre”
and “mulétresse/s/” in one document. Pierrot was born to a white man who
might have been no other than Jean-Baptiste Martin Diron d’Artaguiette—
Coustillas’s army fellow and the commissaire-ordonnateur of Louisiana
turned director of the French Company of the Indies who opposed inter-
marriage between Frenchmen and Native American women. Manumission
records explicitly described Pierrot as “the muldtre son of D’Artaguette
[sic].”1% A few years later, in 1745, in Pointe Coupée, another white man,
Vincent Le Porche, manumitted a muldtresse named Marie Louise on the
grounds that she should “enjoy full and complete liberty, being the daughter
of a Frenchman,” though he did not identify this man.!”’

Although more white slaveowners took the necessary steps to free their
Black partners and mixed children in the French Caribbean than in French
Louisiana, such manumissions were slightly less common in Martinique
and Guadeloupe than on the isle of Saint-Domingue. Saint-Domingue
developed a large free population of non-European descent as a result of
métissage and manumissions through self-purchase, military service, and
other accomplishments.'”® Colonists on the island developed a flexible
approach to manumissions, perhaps because the island’s sizeable dimen-
sions made it more difficult for authorities to control mixed relationships,
and the colony also shared a porous border with a Spanish colony—where
manumissions had long been common practice.” Although Blacks,
muldtres, and people of Indigenous descent amounted to almost 18 percent
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of the free population in Saint-Domingue (2,525 people) by 1740, they only
amounted to 14 percent of the free population in Guadeloupe by 1731
(1,332) and to 13 percent of the free population in Martinique as late as
1764 (1,846).% At least some white men in the Lesser Antilles must have
manumitted their enslaved female partners: this is suggested by the fact
that women outnumbered men in the free population of African descent
of Martinique." Women amounted to 63 percent of the free adult population
of non-European descent in Martinique in 1726 (422 people) and to 54 percent
in 1742."2 Some white fathers must have manumitted their mixed children,
as well, since mixed people (categorized as mulétres or métis) amounted to a
majority within the population of free children of non-European descent on
both Martinique and Guadeloupe."

Once freed, however, those people saw their social mobility restricted
by the slew of racial policies issued beginning in the late seventeenth cen-
tury. The provision of article LII of the Code Noir of 1724, which banned
endowments from whites to Blacks “[neither] inter vivos, nor after death,”
was applied on at least two occasions in Louisiana." Such was the case in
1728, in New Orleans, when a ship captain on his deathbed granted all his
personal possessions and all the money owed to him by the French Company

»
>

of the Indies to an enslaved woman described as “Mr. Larou’s [négresse]
reportedly to reward her for “her faithful care of him while [he was] sick.”®
Colonial authorities refused to honor this section of his will invoking “said
négresse’s incapacity to receive donations.”"® The provision banning dona-
tions from whites to Blacks was then used a second time to disenfranchise a
Native American woman. One year after the Larou case, in Natchitoches, an
enslaved Osage woman was also denied a donation from her owner on the
grounds that “said sauvagesse cannot enjoy [the legacy] in accordance with
article fifty-two of the Code Noir.”"

Some other Blacks in Louisiana, who had been manumitted, were even
reenslaved following court sentences for crimes. These reenslavement
cases did not fully align with article XXXIV of the Code Noir of 1724,
which subjected free Blacks to enslavement if they had failed to pay the fine
for sheltering maroons: there is evidence that two manumitted Blacks were
reenslaved for other reasons.’® One of them was a twenty-year-old free
man of African ancestry named Jean-Baptiste (or Baptiste) Coustillas, who
had been manumitted with his family in the 1730s by his owner and possible
father, the aforementioned Marine troop captain Jacques de Coustillas."”
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Jean-Baptiste only enjoyed his freedom for a few brief years until he was
accused of theft by one Sieur Fabry in 1743. Although Jean-Baptiste denied
the accusation, he was convicted for robbery, reenslaved, and sold for the
benefit of the hospital of New Orleans.'® Jean-Baptiste’s sister Jeanne (or
Jeannette) was also reenslaved four years later in 1747 for theft and unpaid
debt.1?!

Although some enslaved Black women and their mixed children did
obtain their freedom and retain it, the vast majority remained subject to
their white owner’s yoke. When a Frenchman wanted to free a Black female
partner whom he did not possess, there was no guarantee that her owner
would agree to sell her. Still in New Orleans, a militia officer named Sieur
André Jung succeeded in convincing one Monsieur Benoit Payen de Cha-
voye to sell him his probable Black partner, Jeanne, in 1763 for the exorbi-
tant sum of 17,500 livres. He also convinced Chavoye to sell him Jeanne’s
muldtresse daughter within four years for an additional 4,000 livres.'?
However, another enslaved woman in Louisiana, named Catherine, was
not so lucky. We only know of Catherine’s story because she ran away
when her owner, a man named Sieur Frangois Henry Duplanty, refused to
sell her to her presumed partner, Louis, in 1767, and she found refuge in a
cabin belonging to one of her friends. Catherine and Louis continued to see
each other in this cabin and in Louis’s bedroom at the inn where he had
been staying. When Catherine was arrested, Duplanty requested from
Louis that he pay a fee of ten livres for each day that she had been away.””

There were also several cases in which a child was manumitted while
the mother was not. In New Orleans, this is what happened to a woman
named Marie-Jeanne, categorized as a “négresse slave.” Although her sexual
partner, a French merchant named Louis Rangon, secured the freedom of
their muldtre son, Louis-Frangois, in 1751, he did not free her and eventu-
ally married a more “acceptable” (white) woman, Marie Frangoise Gallot,
in 1762.”* Another woman of African descent from New Orleans, Jacque-
line Lemelle, also remained enslaved after a man named Gardelle Gaspard
spent 8oo livres to purchase and manumit her six-month-old so-called
“quarteron” (“quadroon”) in 1765. Gaspard also agreed to pay an extra
twenty sols per day to allow this infant to stay with his mother for another
year. He may have acted on behalf of a man named Joseph Dusuau de La
Croix, who later admitted being the father of one of Jacqueline’s children,

a boy named Louis.””
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Even when the child and the mother were both freed, it could take years
before their freedom was officialized or before they could leave their own-
er’s estate. Remember Marianne, the Black house servant who likely
engaged in a relationship with Claude Vignon La Combe, with whom she
cohabited and probably had two mixed children. It turns out that La
Combe’s business partner at the pitch-and-tar factory on Lake Pontchar-
train, a Paris-born Frenchman named Chavannes, also had a relationship
with his house servant. In 1732, in New Orleans, Chavannes requested an
authorization from the governor and commissaire-ordonnateur of Louisiana
to manumit his Black or mixed-race housekeeper, Isabelle.'? Yet it took
Chavannes another six years to finally have her freedom recorded at the
clerk’s office, on the grounds that she had “contented him through her loy-
alty and services.”'”” Chavannes appears on several occasions in historical
documents because of his activities as a planter and a secretary at the
Council of Louisiana.”® He may have fathered a daughter with Isabelle and
allowed her to live as free without freedom papers. Strikingly, however,
Isabelle and her daughter continued to work for Chavannes, even after
their manumission. The couple eventually moved to the northern shore of
Lake Pontchartrain, where Chavannes ran the pitch-and-tar factory with
La Combe."” When he died in 1752, Chavannes designated Isabelle and her
daughter as his sole heirs “as a payment for their salary for when they
worked for him.”"® The council agreed to deliver Chavannes’s belongings
to Isabelle despite article LII of the Code Noir of 1724 (which prevented
Blacks from receiving such donations from whites), but only because of
“their limited value.”™

Like Isabelle’s daughter, several mixed children in the Americas were
allowed to enjoy an informal and incomplete form of freedom, without
official documentation, and which forced them to remain under white peo-
ple’s yoke. There were different paths to freedom for enslaved people. A
few white men in the French Americas used church registers to manumit
their mixed children. Such was the case of the abovementioned French
merchant Louis Rangon: he had his muldtre boy Louis-Frangois recorded
as a “free muldtre” in 1751 in a baptism record of New Orleans, acknowl-
edging his paternity and claiming to have “procured [his] freedom” from
his owner beforehand—though there is no evidence that he actually did
s0.’2 The practice of recording enslaved mixed children as free in church
records was not limited to French Louisiana. The crown protested in 1736
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that several white men in the French Caribbean “have children whose
mothers are slaves baptized as free, in order to have them identified as man-
umitted slaves.” As a result, the king enjoined priests not to baptize any
children as free unless their mother was clearly manumitted.”® Scholars
have called the people in this state of limbo in between slavery and freedom
the libres des savanes or libres de fait, though neither of these expressions
was used before the late eighteenth century.*

As shown earlier by the story of the carpenter André in Guadeloupe,
informal manumissions created a group of second-class subjects of non-
European descent whose freedom was entirely dependent on white peo-
ple’s intentions. The story of Charlotte, an enslaved muldtresse from New
Orleans, also illustrates this point well. Charlotte was born to an enslaved
Black woman named Jeanneton and a white infantry captain named Pierre-
Henri Derneville. Although Charlotte was by all evidence allowed to live
as free in her father’s household, he never formally manumitted her. As a
result, Charlotte was rumored to be working as a prostitute in the city to
make enough money to purchase her own freedom. It seems that she was
pushed to do so by her father’s wife, Mrs. Pelagia Fleuriau, who happened
to be the daughter of the attorney-general of Louisiana.®® Around 1754,
Charlotte had a son named Charles, who was probably raised alongside
Derneville’s children. Charlotte was only able to purchase her own
freedom, and that of her son, years later, in the 1770s, under the Spanish
regime.”¢

The archives contain some evidence of white men attempting to afford
more protection and care for their mixed children and Black partners than
Pierre-Henri Derneville did. Some even took measures to transmit patri-
mony to them. Recall Chavannes, the secretary at the Council of Louisiana
who made his former enslaved housekeeper, Isabelle, and her mixed
daughter his sole heirs in 1752. Three years later, in Saint-Claude, Guade-
loupe, a white man on his deathbed named Michel Antoine Bourdaise
Demontérant manumitted his enslaved house servant Roze, as well as her
children and grandchildren, bequeathing them a plantation named Petite
Place.”” In 1758, still in Guadeloupe, another Frenchman named Sieur
Duchesne confessed to having murdered an enslaved man named Pierre to
steal the cassava that he was carrying. Members of the Guadeloupean court
accused Duchesne of having fabricated his confession to protect his own
son, the real murderer—a muldtre named Frangois. In the end, Francois
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was sentenced to be whipped and pilloried, and his father was condemned
to pay a compensation along with a fine of 300 livres for his false confes-
sion.”® Other white fathers took measures to provide for the education of
their mixed children, though this did not always lead to freedom, as the
Guadeloupean story of the muldtre carpenter André demonstrates. Some
mixed children really took advantage of the educational opportunity that
was given to them. The story of the Guadeloupean mu/étre Joseph Bologne,
born in the mid-eighteenth century to a wealthy planter named Georges

Bologne and one of his Black captives, is well known."”

Georges sent
Joseph to France so he could be educated at the Collége Saint-Louis of
Angouléme." Joseph then became a renowned composer, conductor, vio-
linist, and fencer, taking the name of Chevalier de Saint-Georges."! Other
white men also made arrangements for the education of their mixed chil-
dren in Lower Louisiana. Such was perhaps the case with a merchant of
New Orleans named Sieur Henry Decours, who manumitted an enslaved
muldtresse named Rosette in 1757 on the grounds that he was “much
attached to her as she [was] good-natured, and he wish[ed] to take care of

her education.”*?

Marriage and White Men’s Social Mobility

Like enslaved women and their mixed children, white men, too, found some
opportunities for upward mobility through their relationships with affluent
women of non-European ancestries: such alliances could therefore advance
white dominion, especially since French authorities often classified these
women as “whites” in state papers."”’ It was in the Indian Ocean world that
intermarriages could be most advantageous for Frenchmen."*! In India,
Catholic intermarriages took place throughout the eighteenth century,
partly because of the persistent gender imbalance in the French outposts.'®
Intermarriage in India involved Frenchmen from all strata of society, from
soldiers and company employees to merchants and high-ranking officials."*¢
Several Frenchmen in India achieved social mobility by marrying affluent
women of South Asian descent in the Catholic Church. Probably less than
half of the twenty-three wedded European merchants employed by the
company in Pondicherry in 1727 were married to French women."” More-
over, out of the 306 marriage ceremonies involving a European groom that
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were celebrated between 1720 and 1750 at Notre Dame des Anges in Pondi-
cherry, only 35 were to European brides.*® Many of these marriages were
to Christian Luso-Indian women, as suggested by their Portuguese names,
while others were to other Eurasian and Indian women."” According to a
French navy officer named Louis de Granpré, only two European families
in Pondicherry had not “allied to Indian families” by the late eighteenth
century.®

Not all South Asian brides and concubines in India came with wealth
and prestige. In fact, many French company employees and soldiers con-
tinued to form relationships with Hindus, Muslims and low-ranking topas,
both inside and outside of Catholic wedlock.” The founder of Pondicherry
and first governor-general of French India, Frangois Martin, told the story
of a Frenchman named Lafleur who had murdered his wife—a woman
described as a “Muslim or Gentile”—for adultery and had run away to
Bengal with their children to escape punishment. Officials in India could
not prevent French deserters, mercenaries, company employees, and other
adventurers from marrying low-ranking and non-Christian Indian women
because many of them lived beyond the reach of French authority. Mem-
bers of the Superior Council of Pondicherry complained in 1731 of several
Portuguese monks in Bandel, near Chandernagore, who had agreed to
marry several French deserter soldiers to local women “without any for-
malities” and without the approval of the governor.” Because French
authorities in Chandernagore disapproved of his union with an Indian
woman named Manique, one former French company employee named
Zacherie Piget had found refuge in a Danish outpost. He was sentenced to
be burned in effigy in 1729 because he had murdered the French shipmaster
who tried to arrest him.">* By 1737, the upcoming governor of Pondicherry,
Joseph-Frangois Dupleix, lamented that “most [company] employees
[were] married to creole women of obscure origins.”"

However, several other Frenchmen in India—including Dupleix him-
self—also formed alliances with affluent and high-ranking Christian
women of South Asian descent. Financially comfortable Christian Luso-
Indian women were desirable matches for low-ranking company employees
and soldiers eager to marry up.””® Many employees and soldiers in Bengal
had fled severe financial hardship in France only to survive on low wages in
Asia.”” Only a few privileged company employees could afford a wealthy
European lifestyle, with a large residence, European commodities, enslaved
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people, and domestic servants. Marrying a Luso-Indian woman with a sig-
nificant dowry could give low-ranking Frenchmen access to this kind of
fortune.® Wealthy Luso-Indian women also formed a pool of desirable
brides for high-ranking French officials and for merchants and employees
seeking socially suitable spouses.” For example, a French surgeon in
Pondicherry married an affluent Luso-Indian woman named Dona Rose de
Castro in 1705 and had eight children with her. One of these children, a girl
named Jeanne, married a French councilor in 1719. After she became a
widow, she married the soon-to-be governor of Pondicherry, Dupleix, in
1741 in Chandernagore.” Jeanne Dupleix, also known as Joanna Begum,
received a substantial inheritance from her Luso-Indian mother, which
included an estate in Pondicherry, furniture, jewelry, and multiple domestic
servants.'" Still in Bengal, the nephews of the renowned Scottish-French
financier John Law, two high-ranking company employees named Jean
and Jacques Law de Lauriston, also married into a wealthy Luso-Indian
family called the Carvalhos.'” Jean’s Luso-Indian wife came with a consid-
erable dowry of 17,000 rupees.'”®

Because these relationships could help European men climb the social
ladder, French officials did not target mixed marriages to Catholic, Europe-
anized and financially comfortable Luso-Indian women with their prohibi-
tions. This is illustrated by the language employed by the French governor
of Chandernagore in 1732 when he banned unions between Frenchmen and
“bastard or country women who are not descended from Europeans or
French.”'* This language was meant to allow Frenchmen to keep marrying
Luso-Indian women born to European men. In fact, Dupleix is not the
only French official to have married a Luso-Indian woman himself. Born in
1697 in Chatellerault (a city near Poitiers in France), the director of the
Company of the Indies, Pierre Mathieu Renault de Saint-Germain, also
married a Luso-Indian widow, named Claire Splanger d’Aranha. Although
Renault de Saint-Germain did not get the approval of the Council of
Pondicherry, this alliance did not preclude his being promoted to governor
of Bengal in 1755.1°

Many other European men formed advantageous alliances with women
of non-European descent on the isle of Bourbon. Intermarriage rates cannot
be measured with precision for eighteenth-century Isle Bourbon because
clergymen stopped recording people’s origins on a systematic basis in
parish registers. In 1717, however, La Barbinais claimed that “among free
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people, there [were] only six families without mixed blood who have been
careful enough not to associate with families of muldtres and méwis [on the
island].”"* About ten years later, the Company of the Indies described the
number of mixed marriages between whites and free people of non-Euro-
pean descent on Isle Bourbon as “disproportionate.”™” Lineages on the
island can sometimes be inferred by cross-referencing parish registers with
census data and other sources. Through this method, it becomes clear that
many white men on the island continued to marry free women of non-
European descent in the first half of the eighteenth century.

In particular, just like their counterparts in India, many Frenchmen on
Isle Bourbon formed alliances with financially comfortable or affluent
women of Eurasian descent. Such was the case of a former pirate from La
Rochelle named Jacques Bouyer. In 1707, Jacques married a creole woman
of Eurasian descent named Jeanne Wilmann, whose grandmother, Fran-
coise Royer Des Rosaires, was a Christian resident of Daman in India.
Jeanne must have come with a generous dowry since her parents, Jeanne
Royer and Henri-Guilbert Wilmann, a German man, were prosperous
landowners. By 1708, they owned a residence in Saint-Denis, with two
plots of land where they raised livestock and cultivated food crops and
sugarcane.'”® Jacques Bouyer’s union with a woman of Eurasian descent
evidently did not compromise his career, since he eventually became a
member of the island’s council.®’

Even the governor of Isle Bourbon and Pondicherry, Pierre-Benoit
Dumas, married a high-born woman from Nagapatnam (on the Coro-
mandel Coast of India) in the 1720s, whose name was Marie-Gertrude.””
Governor Dumas was a low-ranking and penniless man who brought very
little to this marriage, as illustrated by a dispute that took place after the
couple’s wedding. The controller-general of Isle Bourbon, Mr. Orry,
recorded this dispute in a memorandum written around 1731.”! While trav-
eling at sea, presumably somewhere between Isle of France and Pondi-
cherry, the Dumas couple became friends with a Frenchman named Sieur
Marion, a major on Isle of France formerly stationed in Guiana, where he
had worked as an infantry captain.”> Dumas soon became suspicious of the
relationship between his wife and their new friend, accusing her of “making
love to Sieur Marion.”” The controller-general of Isle Bourbon promptly
came to Marie-Gertrude’s defense, describing her as “a very friendly Indian
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»

woman,” “young and amiable,

»

virtuous and austere,” and “innocent.”
He accused Dumas of slander, adding that “nothing is more hurtful for a
virtuous lady than to feel dishonored.””’* He also recounted Marie-Ger-
trude’s disenchantment after realizing that she had married a penniless man
“with no name and no family,” which she reportedly experienced as a “cruel
betrayal.”"”> This union to Marie-Gertrude must have been hugely advanta-
geous for Dumas: by 1732, the pair had become the most successful slaveo-
whners on Isle Bourbon.”¢

Many other mixed marriages on Isle Bourbon were to financially com-
fortable women of Malagasy ancestry. In addition to being successful pro-
fessionally, some of these women had accumulated significant wealth
through successive marriages. Many had outlived their husbands because
they had gotten married at a particularly young age, due to the scarcity of
women on the island in the early years of colonization: remember, for
example, Louise Payet, the affluent and devout muldtresse slaveowner of
Saint-Paul who married a creole muldtre named Frangois Cauzan at age
eleven in 1692, became a widow in 1715, and married a French army sur-
geon a few months later (see Chapter 3).”” In accordance with the Paris
Custom, a widow retained half of her household’s estate after her hus-
band’s death, with the other half being divided between the children if they
were born inside of Catholic wedlock."”®

This is why several Frenchmen were able to climb the social ladder by
marrying Bourbon Island Creole widows."”” This is illustrated by the sto-
ries of both Louise Payet and her niece, Marianne Payet—the wealthy
creole woman of French-Malagasy ancestry whom we encountered in the
introduction to this book. After inheriting from her late French husband in
1742, Marianne married Joseph Choppy Desgranges, a French army cap-
tain and the soon-to-be commander of Saint-Pierre and Saint-Louis. The
story of another one of Marianne’s aunts (one of Louise Payet’s sisters),
Luce Payet, and her French husbands, Pierre Boucher and Henry de Justa-
mond, is also worth mentioning here. By 1705, when Bourbon Island
households possessed an average of three enslaved people, Luce’s parents,
Antoine and Louise, owned more than ten, as well as several plantations
and food crop fields, and two residences.”® Pierre Boucher, a former pirate
from Nantes, must have received a generous dowry before marrying Luce
in 1707 Antoine Boucher described the man as “a hard-working [person]
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[. . .] [Who] purchased several plots of land when he settled on Isle Bourbon.”?

By 1709, the couple owned a residence in Saint-Paul, eight enslaved people,
nine farms and plots of land, and almost 200 heads of livestock.”® Luce was
the sole beneficiary of Pierre’s sizable estate when he passed away on June
22, 1710. This might explain why Mr. Henry de Justamond—an ambitious
Frenchman from Languedoc who was the former tax collector and ware-
house keeper of Isle Bourbon, as well as the soon-to-be governor of the
island—rushed to propose to her only a few days after her husband’s
passing.® Luce and Justamond went on to amass a considerable fortune in
the parish of Saint-Denis that by 1732 included dozens of heads of livestock,
a coffee plantation, and close to a hundred enslaved people.™ Although the
couple’s five children inherited a significant portion of the estate after Hen-
ry’s passing in 1763, seventy-one-year-old Luce still owned more than fifty
enslaved people and a plantation.'s¢

In 1715, another former French pirate, Jean-Baptiste de Laval, also mar-
ried a comfortable creole woman of Malagasy descent, Louise Aubert.
Born in 1696, Louise was the daughter of a French-Malagasy muldtresse
named Anne Launay and a Frenchman named Jacques Aubert.®” Marrying
Louise would have earned Jean-Baptiste some prestige, since her French
father was a prominent political figure on the island: Jacques had worked as
the commander of the parish of Saint-Paul.®® Louise would have also come
with a generous dowry, since her parents were among the wealthiest inhab-
itants of Isle Bourbon: by 1709, they owned hundreds of heads of livestock,
ten farms and plantations, and a total of fourteen enslaved people.”” One
year before she married Jean-Baptiste, Louise was also gifted a large estate
in the mountains by her friend Louise Payet.”’ Jean-Baptiste enjoyed a
comfortable life in the parish of Saint-Paul thanks to his enslaved workers
and spouse’s estate.”!

* X X

In conclusion, mixed relations between white men and women of non-
European descent remained widespread across the eighteenth-century
French empire, acting as a key instrument of racial power. Especially in the
Indian Ocean, mixed marriages to assimilated, financially comfortable, or
affluent freeborn women of non-European descent helped many white men
improve their socioeconomic standing, further advancing white dominion
in the process. At the same time, many enslaved Black women across the
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French Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds faced sexual coercion and vio-
lence. Those abuses helped white men subjugate the by-now-sizable enslaved
Black communities in these regions by spreading fear and affliction among
them. Sexual coercion and violence affected many enslaved people in the city
of New Orleans, where a substantial number of white slaveowners kept an
enslaved domestic servant in their homes. Colonial policies furthered the
subjugation of enslaved and manumitted Black women and their mixed chil-
dren by denying them the financial security marriage could provide and by
discouraging white fathers from acknowledging their own mixed children.

French racial policies attempted to erect socioeconomic boundaries in
colonial societies not only by prohibiting intermarriage but also by targeting
the social mobility of people of non-European descent. Yet, as the story of
the Bourbon Island Creoles suggests, many people of non-European descent
still managed to accrue wealth and prestige, through the profit they made
from both inheritance and their labor. This labor helped challenge the for-
mation of strict socio-racial hierarchies across the empire at the same time
that it helped France build, maintain, and exploit its colonial possessions in
ways that proved hugely beneficial to many French people throughout the
eighteenth century.
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