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				PROLOGUE

				
					The greatest minds are capable of the greatest vices as well as of the greatest virtues.

					— René Descartes, Discourse on the Method, 1637

				

				In late 1941, France’s Vichy government created a list of metal statues to be melted down for the German war machine. Among these monuments was a full-scale likeness of one of the country’s most beloved writers, the Enlightenment philosopher known as Voltaire. That France’s fascist regime chose to do away with this statue was no coincidence. Though the author of Candide had been dead for nearly two centuries, his name continued to be synonymous with liberty, tolerance, and freedom of thought—the values of the now-disbanded French Republic. By early 1942, the statue had been transformed into Nazi bullets and shell casings.[1]

				Two decades later, in 1962, the city of Paris replaced the lost monument with a new statue of Voltaire. Sculpted by Léon-Ernest Drivier, the marble version of the writer was erected in a modest, triangular patch of land not far from the Académie Française. Ringed by low fencing and hemmed in by city streets, the statue sat undisturbed for nearly sixty years. Beginning in 2018, however, activists repeatedly slipped into the park after dark to douse the monument with red paint. One night, someone broke off the statue’s nose. Judging by what was being said about Voltaire on social media at the time, the protesters had been provoked by two well-documented facts. The first was that the writer had owned shares in a trading company that trafficked tens of thousands of African captives to the New World. Even more upsetting, Voltaire had repeatedly claimed that Black Africans and Amerindians were intellectually inferior races with no biological link to Europeans.
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						DRIVIER’S STATUE OF VOLTAIRE IN 2022 COVERED IN GRAFFITI
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						THE EMPTY PEDESTAL

					
				
				In August 2022, activists mounted their final attack on the increasingly degraded monument. Shortly after this last incident, the Paris government defiantly announced that Drivier’s artwork would be removed for repair and reconditioning before being returned to its rightful place. Four years later, the same administrative office released a statement explaining that the monument was now too fragile to return to its park and would be replaced with an exact replica cast in resin. This plasticized Voltaire, which is more resistant to both Paris’s weather and militants, now sits atop the original pedestal.

				The downward spiral of Voltaire’s statues in this neighborhood—from bronze, to marble, to a mixture of fiberglass, epoxy, and stone—has paralleled both the writer’s and the Enlightenment’s legacy over the past two decades. At a recent international history conference in Rome attended by over a thousand people, a double session was provocatively titled: “Should we burn Voltaire?” The French philosopher and writer is not alone in suffering such scrutiny. David Hume, Immanuel Kant, and Thomas Jefferson, along with a number of other writers and political figures from the era, are also being re-evaluated in light of their corrosive and often dehumanizing writings on race.

				For many people, castigating these one-time heroes of the Enlightenment has been an act of liberation, a symbolic reckoning with a generation of men whose ideas and writing were tied to colonialism, slavery, or racism. Yet as satisfying as such retribution may feel, this act leaves a number of pressing questions unanswered. The first of these is: Why? Why did this generation of thinkers come to hold such racist views in the first place? And why did these ideas only come into being during the eighteenth century—more than two centuries after the transatlantic slave trade had begun? Such properly historical questions point to an even deeper quandary: Why did so many Enlightenment-era champions of tolerance and civil liberties work so hard to limit these supposedly universal birthrights to Europeans? This book, the first biography-driven history of race, seeks to answer these questions.

				

				
					
					[image: ]

				Writing or teaching about the subject of this book, the history of race, is no longer simply about the past; it is decidedly about our present. Yet it remains imperative to go back to the eighteenth century and even earlier to understand where the most dangerous idea ever invented came from.

				Most people who have thought about the origins of race understand that it is deeply intertwined with two New World tragedies: the disenfranchisement and genocide of native populations and the importation of eleven million captives from West Africa to the New World, approximately 400,000 of whom landed in what is now the United States. Yet the complicated story of race is more than a centuries-long European conspiracy to justify empire and chattel slavery, as useful as the concept itself proved to be in both cases.[2]

				I first became interested in this complex history when I was a graduate student at New York University during the mid-1990s. I realized then as I do now that one of the reasons that so few people are familiar with this story is because the subject is so mind-spinningly complicated. To begin with, the origins of what would become Europe’s understanding of race are scattered throughout history. The first traces of this concept emerged from earlier eras, for a variety of reasons, and from a number of decidedly nonscientific sources. There are proto-biological notions related to race in writings from classical antiquity, in the Bible, in the medieval- and Renaissance-era blood laws used to chase the Jews out of Portugal, in the papal decrees regarding the enslavement of non-Christian peoples, and in the categorization of various “interracial” combinations in Spanish casta paintings. There are also non-European sources that filtered into this genealogy, among them Arabic writings that came into being alongside the trans-Saharan slave trade. Suffice it to say that what now functions as race in our collective consciousness stems from a variety of sources, many of which are lost in the sands of time.

				What happened in eighteenth-century Europe, however, deserves particular attention. As Christianity’s hold on the human story began to falter, secular thinkers raised new questions about humankind’s differences in a range of settings, from medical schools and anatomical theaters to royally sanctioned research academies and the great universities of Scotland and Germany. By the end of the century, scientific inquiry had radically reshaped what it meant to be human. The xenophobia of the past, once based largely on anecdote or religious prejudice, gave way to anatomical “data,” deterministic sociological theories, and racial taxonomies that assigned entire populations to specific stages of development. What we now know as race, in short, came about in large part because of the institutions and methods invented by the Enlightenment.

				The specificity of the eighteenth century, however, was not limited to the creation of racialized ideas themselves. It was also about how and to what extent these ideas were disseminated. If, by 1710 or 1720, discussions related to the emerging idea of race were confined largely to elites, by 1800 these same ideas had seeped into school curricula, geography manuals for children, works of natural history for a general public, women’s magazines, and novels. In fact, increased literacy was arguably the Enlightenment era’s greatest race maker. The more progressive a country’s educational policies, the more people were exposed to this pernicious and seemingly scientific concept.[3]

				Tracking the idea of race as it evolved in various spheres of thought is perhaps the most logical way to tell this story. I have done so myself in two previous books. Several years ago, however, I concluded that I might be able to write a more accessible history by embedding the story in a group biography—by plunging into the lives and (often messy) psychologies of the people who actually made race. The result of such a project, I thought, might read more like a novel than a textbook.

				When I pitched this idea to a friend, she suggested that each one of my chapters feature a “people–idea,” a biography-driven segment that would bring to life the person and the specific concept related to race for which they were responsible.[4] This became the main conceit of the book. The characters in this book are more than simply individuals: They are also stand-ins for the wide range of theorists who helped fashion race during the Enlightenment, among them travel writers, natural historians, climate theorists, anatomists, skull-measuring quacks, classifiers, jurists, planters, kings, ministers, and presidents.

				In Biography of a Dangerous Idea, I have chosen to chronicle the lives and evolving ideas of thirteen individuals, all of whom contributed in specific ways to the birth of race as a concept. The first figure is the most famous of French kings, Louis XIV, the seventeenth-century monarch and empire builder who commissioned the sixty-article set of slave laws known as Le Code Noir (1685) for his Caribbean colonies.[5] The second is a French Dominican priest and sugar plantation manager whose published account of African chattel slavery in the Caribbean became one of the most important sources of African ethnography during much of the eighteenth century.

				I focus on France and France’s overseas slave colonies in the early part of the book for several reasons. In addition to the fact that France’s population had reached 22 million in 1700—it was almost three times larger than that of either Great Britain or Spain—the country became the breeding ground for some of the most important developments in racial thinking. The first was the classification of the human species; the second the theory that a prototype race “degenerated” into all of humankind’s varieties, or races.

				From France, the book moves on, much like the concept of race itself, to other countries and thinkers: to Uppsala, Sweden, and the inventor of the term Homo sapiens, Carl Linnaeus; to Edinburgh where an astonishing group of men including David Hume, Adam Smith, Lord Kames, and William Robertson began dividing up humankind in terms of stages of development; and to Prussia and the Electorate of Hanover where Immanuel Kant and Johann Frederich Blumenbach were defining and debating the notion of race as never before. The final chapter brings us to Virginia in the 1780s, where Thomas Jefferson—the architect of American democracy, budding anthropologist, and future president of the United States—confronted the fundamental contradiction between universal human rights and what he believed to be the unfortunate liabilities of the “Black race.” Jefferson is the capstone to this story and this book: He embodies both the lofty ideals of the high Enlightenment and the more brutal, clinical, and economic-based notions of race emerging in the nineteenth century.

				The story that I tell in Biography of a Dangerous Idea is admittedly an example of what is sometimes called “top-down” history, focusing as it does primarily on the ideas and the experiences of influential philosophers, naturalists, and politicians. My intention, however, is not to produce glorified portraits of these men. Throughout the book I have tried to engage with their legacies—good and bad—with honesty and unflinching clarity. I have also tried to remind readers that these same Enlightenment-era individuals not only helped transform the world’s peoples into “races,” but the fates of these same “races” as well. Ironically enough, it is Voltaire who perhaps best sums up the reason for a book dedicated to the history of race and, ultimately, its casualties: “To the living we owe respect, to the dead, however, we owe only the truth.”[6]

			

		

	
		
			A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

			More than most academic subjects, the history of race requires careful explanation and occasional caveats. One key point involves the term race itself. Despite its widespread use, there is no scientific basis for identifying distinct racial categories through the study of DNA or genes. Since the 1970s, geneticists have emphasized that individuals grouped under the same racial label often differ more genetically from each other than from members of other groups. This fact creates an inherent paradox: While the concept of race has no biological foundation, its social and political effects are as real and measurable as any other concrete reality.

			In addition to clarifying here what race is and is not, I would also like to explain what language I chose to describe the actors who were involved in this book. When I first began writing about the topic two decades ago—it was then a lonely field—most scholars did not shy away from citing the often-wounding language of the past. The approach was much more dispassionate, even though the history never was.

			In Biography of a Dangerous Idea, I have decided to avoid or to paraphrase the worst of eighteenth-century epithets in both my text and in my translations. I do not think the reader will lose anything as a result. This said, it is also true that, at times, I occasionally conjure up the point of view of a European taxonomist or Caribbean planter by strategically using an eighteenth-century term—the word “slave” for example—as opposed to “enslaved African.” Likewise, and once again depending on the context and the flow of ideas, I sometimes use a term such as “plantation owner” as opposed to the now more generally accepted term of “enslaver.” I hope that it will be clear that my intention is neither to diminish the plight of the enslaved nor to somehow valorize the enslaver. My objective in such instances is to bring the reader back to a time when language reflected a very different political reality in the Atlantic world.

			This brings me to the related question of capitalization, specifically how to capitalize the categories to which certain individuals belong. Style guides are divided on the subject. The American Psychological Association argues that adjectives such as Black and White when transformed into nouns, e.g., Blacks or Whites, should be capitalized like any other group, e.g., Native Americans. The same guide also recommends that adjectives modifying any given group, e.g., “White people” or “Black people,” should also be capitalized as a matter of respect for all racial and ethnic groups. This generates uncontroversial sentences such as: “There are White and Black people living on the same city block.” It can also lead to curious sentences: “In the United States, we find Black people, Black workers, White workers, and White supremacists.” Other style guides argue that only Black should be capitalized as either a noun or an adjective because it is a distinct cultural and perhaps even global identity, whereas white should not be capitalized because it does not have the same conceptual coherence. The problem with such an approach in this book is that, when an eighteenth-century writer such as Thomas Jefferson refers to “whites,” he is certainly conjuring a global and biological identity. According to certain style guides, this would merit a capital W.

			Because this book moves across time periods, cultures, and geographical spaces—reconstructing the beliefs of a wide range of individuals in the process—I’ve chosen the terminology that, to my mind, makes the most consistent and meaningful sense. All ethnic groups referred to by adjectives of color are capitalized, e.g., Blacks, Whites, Amerindians, etc. When racial “colors” are used as adjectives, most prominently where authors are speaking about “white” skin or “black” skin and not people qua people, I have decided to use lower case. This rule generates word groupings such as “black resistance” and “white flight.” When these same “color” adjectives are referring specifically to people, e.g., a “Black writer,” or a “White politician,” they are again capitalized. I have followed this format even when quoting from eighteenth-century texts, which are, on the whole, quite inconsistent on this matter.

			Two final caveats. In a book with so many different thinkers and translations, I have not maintained eighteenth-century spelling, even when quoting from, for example, Robert Pierce Forbes’s meticulous edition of Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia. The second forewarning has to do with anachronistic vocabulary. Purists who balk at anachronism will see that I sometimes use words that did not exist during the eighteenth century. I have sometimes availed myself of the word science, for example, to refer to a series of practices that were more generally described as natural philosophy or natural history during the eighteenth century. I also use the word anthropology, which began taking on its current meaning in Germany in the 1770s and only came into being as a “science” in the nineteenth century, to conjure up the general study of the human species (albeit often undertaken without any real contact with the actual peoples being “studied”). My final bit of shorthand is occasionally using words such as ethnography and biology, even though these concepts did not yet really exist in the eighteenth century. Suffice to say that these terms are intended to invoke the concepts, ideas, and methods that we now know by other names.

		

	
		
			
				PART ONE

				RACE BEFORE THE ADVENT OF RACE

			
			
				The principal object of the…colonies must be the glory of God.

				—Father Jean-Baptiste Du Tertre,

				Histoire générale des Antilles, 1654

				The inhabitants of [Barbados] may be ranged under three heads or sorts, to wit, Masters (which are English, Scotch, and Irish, with some few Dutch, French, and Jews), Christian Servants, and Negro-Slaves…. The Masters, for the most part, live at the height of pleasure.

				—Richard Blome,

				A Description of the Island of Jamaica, 1672

			

		

	
		
			I

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					LOUIS XIV AND JEAN-BAPTISTE COLBERT; DETAIL FROM PAINTING BY HENRI TESTELIN, AFTER CHARLES LE BRUN; 1667–1670

				
			
			LOUIS XIV: KING OF THE SLAVES

			On April 30, 1681, Louis XIV of France began his day as he always did, with the meticulously orchestrated ritual of le petit lever—the royal rise from bed. Once the “First Doctor” and “First Surgeon” had confirmed that the king was in good health, the officers of the bedchamber fastidiously washed, shaved, and dressed the forty-two-year-old monarch. Louis then sat down to a small bowl of soup, after which his wig master secured a towering mass of human hair atop his head to hide his premature baldness. By ten o’clock, cane in hand, he stepped out of his private quarters into a grand antechamber where dozens of lingering aristocrats awaited him, applauding his every movement.[1]

			The remainder of the day followed a similarly regimented pattern. At midmorning, the king attended mass in Versailles’s chapel, where the liturgy was interspersed with Gregorian chants and motets or other choral compositions.[2] He then returned to his chamber to confer briefly on religious matters before sitting down to a prodigious meal that typically featured a large plate of salad, a spicy soup, and sweetmeats.[3] After this midday “dinner,” he escaped from the château for some blood sport. Mounting one of his 200 horses, he set off with his hunting party into the forests of Versailles in pursuit of pheasant, deer, and boar. By midafternoon, he returned to the council chambers reeking of horse and gunpowder. Waiting for him there, with several files related to France’s overseas colonies, was his comptroller general, Jean-Baptiste Colbert (1619–1683).
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					COLBERT, PAINTING BY PHILIPPE DE CHAMPAIGNE, 1655

				
			
			Colbert, the son of a clothing manufacturer from Reims, had risen to become the king’s chief minister and Secretary of the Navy—the second most powerful man in France. By 1681, this long-serving policymaker was juggling a seemingly impossible array of responsibilities. In addition to overseeing the construction of Versailles, which was then entering a particularly crucial phase, he was also managing France’s manufacturing sector, the country’s colonial policy, and the kingdom’s labyrinthine finances. The many oil paintings of Colbert that date from this era, most of which he probably commissioned, tend to emphasize his soft, cowlike eyes and disarming smile. These images, however, reveal nothing of his crushing workload. In truth, they present a misleading portrait of the man, one that belies the most single-minded and, at times, ruthless administrator in Louis XIV’s government.[4]

			During his meeting with the king on this Saturday afternoon, Colbert brought up a series of pressing issues related to France’s colonies in the Caribbean. Managing these island settlements from 4,000 miles away tended to be exasperating, especially given how long it took to communicate with colonial administrators. When Colbert and the king sent a letter to Martinique or Guadeloupe, this same royal dispatch would first be carried by courier to either Saint-Malo, La Rochelle, or Nantes. At this point, it was entrusted to a ship captain who, once he made his way across the Atlantic, would deliver the document to the intended recipient. Responses from the islands retraced the same route; in all, an exchange of letters took four to five months.

			When Colbert had first begun serving the king in the early 1660s, much of this day-to-day administration had not been under the direct supervision of the crown. In 1664, in fact, Colbert himself had delegated the oversight of France’s New World colonies in Canada, Acadia, Newfoundland, and the Caribbean to a new business syndicate called the Compagnie française des Indes occidentales (French West India Company).[5] The hope had been that the Compagnie would soon become the “Master of the Atlantic,” the dominant force from Canada to the Caribbean.[6] Ten years later, the debt-ridden trade syndicate was in such turmoil that Colbert and Louis assumed direct control of the French islands. It was only then the two men were wholly involved in solving an enormous array of maddening “Caribbean” problems, among them the constant threat of attack from France’s Protestant rivals, tensions between colonists and the crown’s administrators, and, perhaps above all, making sure that the colonies had enough laborers.
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					THE LARGE ISLANDS OF CUBA, JAMAICA, HISPANIOLA, AND PUERTO RICO, AND THE “LESSER ANTILLES” INCLUDING GUADELOUPE, MARTINIQUE, AND BARBADOS; C. 1680

				
			
			Securing enough workers for the islands had been a challenge since Louis XIV’s father (Louis XIII) and Cardinal Richelieu first decided to send colonists to Saint-Christopher, Guadeloupe, and Martinique to cultivate tobacco and cotton in the 1630s.[7] To address this problem during these early years of colonization, plantation owners and investors had hired shipping agents and labor recruiters to lure the urban poor (and sometimes petty criminals) to the islands with the promise of a small plot of land in exchange for three years of hard labor.[8] During the 1640s and 1650s, these so-called engagés, or indentured servants, who came from French port cities such as Nantes, La Rochelle, Bordeaux, or Dieppe, crammed themselves into merchant ships by the hundreds.[9] Once they arrived on plantations, they often worked side-by-side with enslaved Africans who had been purchased from Dutch traders in exchange for twenty or twenty-five bales of tobacco.[10] The punishing life of the slave and the engagé during these years was quite similar with one major exception: The suffering of the indentured servant was a contractual obligation limited to a specific duration.

			Colbert and Louis XIV were facing a dramatically altered labor situation in 1681. The number of French farmhands or laborers willing to relocate to the islands as indentured servants had dropped off precipitously, largely because so many of the plantations were being converted to sugarcane. Reports coming back from the colonies were hardly reassuring: Sugar production was significantly more dangerous than cultivating crops such as tobacco. The cane fields were notorious for harboring deadly fer-de-lance snakes (Bothrops vipers) that lay coiled and ready to strike at ankle level.[11] And sugarcane was not a delicate flowering plant; it was a towering, dense grass, with thick, razor-sharp stalks that were difficult to cut and even harder to carry. The worst stage of sugar production, people said, took place in the mill, once the harvested stalks were hauled back to the plantation. There, workers had to feed the cane by hand into a pair of massive vertical rollers, a task that could cost them an arm or, in some cases, their life.

			Not surprisingly, during the progressive conversion to sugarcane, many of the indentured servants who had finished their three-year contracts in the French islands returned to the mainland or left for other islands in the Caribbean.[12] The demographic shifts that took place in Martinique were telling. In 1664 there were approximately 1,500 White men directly involved in agricultural production on the island. Fifteen years later, when far more of Martinique was under active cultivation for sugarcane, this number had dropped by twenty percent, to 1,200.[13]

			French planters, eager to replace indentured servants with a far larger and permanently enslaved workforce, repeatedly appealed to the French crown. In 1673, Colbert and Louis XIV responded to this “need” by chartering a new trading company—the Compagnie du Sénégal—tasked primarily with transporting significantly more African captives to the French islands.[14] Between 1678 and 1679, French ships carried almost 4,000 slaves to the Caribbean, mainly to Martinique.[15] Louis and Colbert recognized this as the dawn of a new era. From the halls of the Louvre or Versailles, they were engineering the same demographic transformation that had already reshaped other Caribbean islands, Barbados in particular. Barbados, in fact, had foreshadowed the future of all the major sugar islands. As early as 1640, planters on the English island had purchased 6,400 slaves; by 1681, the enslaved population had swollen to 38,000 while the number of White indentured servants had plummeted to the point where the ratio of indentured servants to slaves stood at 1:12.[16]

			As chief finance minister and architect of France’s commercial policies, Colbert knew that larger and larger enslaved populations in the French colonies were key to improving France’s maritime and, by extension, domestic economy. The advantages began with the trade in humans itself. Although transporting captives across the Atlantic had enormous risks for investors, crew, and especially Africans—up to fifteen percent of the captives perished on board—the sale of the surviving slaves in the Caribbean sometimes doubled or tripled the initial outlay.[17] The real profits, however, only began after these African men, women, and children were incorporated into plantation workforces. Enslaved laborers became the means of production for a range of precious colonial commodities: not only sugar, but also ginger root, achiote spice, cocoa, indigo, coffee beans, and cotton. These commodities, which were exported to French ports, then passed through royal customs houses, where import levies filled the royal coffers.

			Benefits of the colonial enterprise extended to the manufacturing sector as well. Port cities such as Bordeaux were receiving, refining, and ultimately re-exporting a range of colonial goods at significant profit throughout France and the rest of Europe. Equally important, entirely new industries and factories were coming into existence in order to create the goods needed to supply the colonies themselves, or to be bartered in Africa for slaves. As early as 1670, Colbert had trumpeted the fact that there was “no business in the world that produces as many advantages as the trade in Negroes.”[18]

			It should be pointed out that neither Colbert nor Louis was under any illusion regarding the type of slavery that they were encouraging on the islands. Even their own colonial administrators sometimes recoiled at the horror of what was transpiring on Caribbean plantations. In 1672, the Governor-General of the French Islands informed Colbert that there was something profoundly un-Christian about a form of agricultural production that relied on a population of ill-fed and overworked Africans: “I have a great deal of difficulty in the matter of carrying out your orders, for slaves are human beings,” he wrote, “and human beings should not be reduced to a state that is worse than that of beasts.”[19] For Colbert, at least, the tremendous economic advantages of African chattel slavery trumped such moral considerations.

			LOUIS AND SLAVERY C. 1680

			
				Despite the economic benefits of slavery, the status of France’s enslaved workforce in the Caribbean remained something of a nagging philosophical and religious problem for Louis during the 1670s and early 1680s. For centuries, France had prided itself on a longstanding antislavery tradition that maintained that, within its own territory at least, slavery and serfdom were not permitted. This belief had been sanctified in 1315, when King Louis X signed letters patent that forever associated the words French and France with free and the eradication of slavery.

			According to this so-called Free Soil principle, any bonded person who set foot in French territory was decreed as free. This doctrine had been put to the test on several occasions, most famously in 1571, when a Norman ship captain returning from West Africa attempted to sell a cargo of African captives in the port city of Bordeaux. The city’s parlement, which was scandalized at the audacity of the trader, ordered that the slaves be freed, and the owner of the African captives arrested.[20] The ruling of the parlement was unequivocal: “France, the mother of liberty, does not permit any slaves.”[21]

			There was one telling exception to the Free Soil principle, however. To man the huge galley warships that Louis needed to patrol the Mediterranean, he relied on forced labor provided by thousands of decidedly unfree galériens, galley slaves who spent most of their lives chained to the oars of his southern fleet.[22] Maintaining an army of domestic slaves in a country without slavery, as it turned out, was surprisingly easy to justify. When pressed, the crown explained that it was simply respecting a longstanding Mediterranean tradition. As the Minister of the French Navy put it in 1694, the Free Soil principle did not apply to the Muslims, Turks, and Black Africans serving in the galleys because “they were purchased in foreign countries [i.e., North Africa] where this kind of commerce is established.”[23] As for the other French-born galériens who did not benefit from the rule—Jews, rogue Protestants, prisoners of war, and criminals who were sentenced to hard labor—it was said that they had simply lost their rights. This was also the case for a shipload of thirty-six rebellious Iroquois warriors who, during the 1680s, were dispatched (in irons) from Montreal to Marseille to spend the rest of their lives—rarely more than ten years—rowing for Louis XIV.[24]

			While Louis lost no sleep regarding the legality and morality of enslaving his galériens, what he and his entourage thought about Black Africans was more complicated. One can make an educated guess about how the inhabitants of Versailles envisioned most Africans by consulting the 1658 Le Monde, ou Géographie universelle (The world, or a universal geography), which was written by the king’s friend and personal geographer, Pierre Duval, for the instruction of the dauphin.

			In the section dedicated to sub-Saharan Africa, Duval explains that the inhabitants of this part of the world are backward, that the men are polygamists, that the women are licentious, and that, more often than not, these godless people worship snakes and fetishes. As a supplement to this prejudicial “ethnography,” which came primarily from traders and European missionaries, Duval also added the opinions of French plantation owners living in the Caribbean. This Caribbean-derived information evaluated several African ethnicities according to their uses and most suitable roles in a plantation setting:

			
				
					The Negroes [of Senegal] are very robust, and are therefore sold more than others. Those of Guinea are very good, but they are not as strong; this is why we make them domestic servants. Those from Angola are used to cultivate the land because of their strength. It is said that whoever wants to best draw service from his Negro, must give him a lot to eat, a lot of work, and many lashes.[25]

			

			Such was the worldview that was circulating at Versailles in the 1670s and 1680s, and not only during tutoring sessions with the dauphin. As France’s Caribbean territories evolved from a series of tiny outposts into one of the cornerstones of its empire, Louis and his ministers fully absorbed the vocabulary and the mindset of both slave trader and plantation owner. This was reflected in the way that the term “Negro” was increasingly being used throughout Europe. If the word nègre (the French equivalent of “Negro”) had long indicated a dark-skinned inhabitant of sub-Saharan Africa, it was progressively becoming synonymous with that of slave as well. This enormously significant and seemingly racialized connotation would soon appear in the era’s dictionaries.[26]
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					VERSAILLES IN 1682, ENGRAVING

				
			
			There were surely many times at Versailles where Louis XIV and his entourage envisioned all Black Africans as potential commodities, as little more than the tools necessary to accomplish France’s colonial aspirations. And yet, there were also numerous instances during his reign where Louis, in his capacity as steward of France’s foreign policy and trade in Africa, interacted with shrewd African rulers and diplomats, not only via his emissaries in West Africa, but also in France. In 1669, King Tezifon of Allada, who had heard of King Louis of France from representatives of the Compagnie des Indes, sent an emissary named Mattéo Lopes to Paris to meet the French monarch.[27]
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					DOM MATHEO LOPES, AMBASSADOR FOR THE KING OF ALLADA; ENGRAVING BY NICOLAS DE LARMESSIN; 1690

				
			
			As was generally the case for anyone in Africa wishing to travel to Europe, Lopes was obliged to first travel to the Antilles before going back to France. In his case, he traveled on a ship called the Concorde carrying 432 African captives, 100 of whom died and were unceremoniously thrown into the ocean during the crossing.[28] There is no record of what Lopes, his three wives, and his three children thought about this.

			After recrossing the Atlantic, and finally arriving in Dieppe in December of 1669, Lopes was received with the pomp and circumstance reserved for any other foreign dignitary. This initial welcome was followed by the journey to Paris in a luxury carriage drawn by six horses financed by the Compagnie. On the day that he finally met the king at the Tuileries Palace, he was greeted by an honor guard composed of Louis XIV’s Swiss and French regiments.[29] Such meetings were not altogether unusual. In both 1672 and 1686, the king of Commanda (present-day Ghana) also dispatched embassies to France to discuss new trade agreements with the French crown.[30]

			The one African that Louis ultimately came to know better than all others was a man named Aniaba, the purported king of Issiny (a portion of Côte d’Ivoire), who arrived in France in 1688.[31] Aniaba became a favorite of Louis’s second wife, Madame de Maintenon, and ultimately spent quite a bit of time at Versailles. Although scholars now assert that Aniaba may not have been a king’s son at all, Louis not only attended Aniaba’s baptism in 1691; he also granted the African “prince” a position in a royal calvary in Picardie with a (substantial) annual pension of 12,000 livres.[32] According to a report in the 1701 Mercure de France, Louis had even supposedly declared to Aniaba that “there is no more difference between you and me than black from white.”[33] Behind all these honors, of course, were the king’s strategic interests in Africa. It is quite reasonable to assume, although there is no proof, that Louis believed that Aniaba’s eventual return to Africa might allow the French to establish another trading fort on an area of the coast whose slaves, according to the era’s “ethnography,” were believed to be the most productive in the field.[34]
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					FRANÇOISE-MARIE DE BOURBON, ILLEGITIMATE DAUGHTER OF LOUIS XIV, WITH HER PAGE; PAINTING BY PHILIPPE VIGNON; C. 1690

				
			
			Visiting African dignitaries or princes were not the only Black people that Louis came to know during his reign. Among the thousands of servants who roamed the corridors of the Louvre or Versailles were a number of Black or mixed-race pages, footmen, and ladies’ maids. Some of the king’s royal family, in fact, had readily adopted the Spanish fashion of acquiring African négrillons—literally “small Negroes”—who became living symbols of the power and prestige of their masters. Most famously, Louis’s first wife, Marie-Thérèse of Spain, was offered a young twelve- or thirteen-year-old “dwarf moor” named Nabo as a wedding present. Taken from his home in Dahomey (Benin), Nabo reportedly became a great source of amusement for the queen, generally hovering about her and entertaining her with his miniature guitar.[35]

			The time that the queen spent with this young boy, who was said to be as beautiful as he was short, actually led to an unfounded rumor. According to some of the court’s more nasty tongues, the queen had become so embittered with Louis’s philandering that she had taken her teenage page as a lover and gave birth to a mixed-race baby girl in November of 1664. Those who were in attendance at the birth (these were semipublic events) were supposedly shocked to see the dark complexion of the queen’s love child. To avoid scandal, the story went, Louis’s valet Alexandre Bontemps purportedly whisked the queen’s baby off to a Benedictine abbey outside of Paris, where she grew up as the so-called Mauresse of Moret Convent. That this dark-skinned nun (who actually existed) was somehow directly related to the royal family was given more credence in the early 1680s when the young woman, who formally took her vows, chose as her new name Sister Louise Marie de Sainte-Thérèse—a highly unusual combination of the king’s and queen’s first names.[36]
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					LOUISE MARIE DE SAINTE-THÉRÈSE, OR THE BLACK NUN OF MORET-SUR-LOING; PAINTING; SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

				
			
			Most of Sister Louis Marie’s life is shrouded in mystery due to the fact that her file at the convent has been extensively redacted. What the file does reveal is that the nun received a lifelong royal pension from the crown and regularly received visitors from Versailles, including Queen Marie-Thérèse, the princes, and on at least one occasion, the king himself.[37] And yet, more likely than not, the diminutive Nabo was not the father of this young nun, nor was the queen her mother. The more probable story is that Louis himself was the father of this child. One theory has it that the mother of this mixed-race nun had originally been hired by the king’s theater troupe at the Louvre to play the role of the sauvage (probably with pseudo-African or pseudo-Amerindian music) in various plays or ballets.[38] And like many of the women who worked in the Louvre palace in the 1660s, she perhaps—whether by her own choice or coercion, or some combination thereof—found herself in the royal bedchamber.

			What exactly Louis himself thought about Black people, in short, was shaped by the conventions and contradictions of his time. At the Louvre or Versailles, blackness was not a fixed category, but a fluid identity shaped by social class, religion, geopolitics, and economics, not to mention the king’s libido. To the extent that a vague concept of race may have existed in Louis’s mind in the 1680s, such ideas had nothing to do with biological determinism or racial classification.

			During the 1680s, the most important factor related to the conceptual shift that Africans were undergoing was the simple fact that certain types of work were increasingly being mapped onto certain types of bodies.[39] How to manage this example of “race” before the advent of a truly biological understanding of the human species generated a five-year debate at Versailles. The legally binding document that resulted from these deliberations, the so-called Code Noir, would become the most famous of the era’s European slave laws.

			NEW WORLD BLACK CODES

			
				Among the many letters that Louis hated receiving from his administrators in the colonies, few were as disturbing as those that conjured up the potential violence simmering among France’s enslaved populations. As the ratio of Blacks to White colonists continued to increase during the 1670s, Louis and Colbert heard more and more about sabotaged equipment, work slowdowns, and the fact that some mothers practiced infanticide in order to save their offspring from a life of slavery. The greatest fear was, of course, the possibility of a murderous uprising or revolt that would not only scare off potential colonists but interfere with the colonial enterprise as a whole. In early 1679, Colbert and the king were informed that a large group of slaves had revolted in Martinique. In the same letter, the then governor, Count Charles de Courbon de Blénac, reassured the king that a dozen or so slaves had been shot and killed during the uprising, and another nine had been tortured and killed publicly, either by hanging or being broken on the wheel.[40]

			Well before the 1670s, the Spanish and the English—with far larger slave-based colonies in the New World—had already faced such rebellions. The Spanish, who had imported approximately 300,000 enslaved Africans to their colonies in Mexico, Peru, Central America, and the Caribbean, had responded to such perils by establishing overseas militias and, when necessary, sending more troops. By the early sixteenth century, the Spanish government had also created slave laws that not only restricted the movement and autonomy of their Black populations in colonial America, but prescribed specific punishments for particular offenses.[41]

			The British had followed suit. As early as 1636, only a few years after the first forests in Barbados had been cleared for cotton and tobacco, the Barbados Council instituted the first rules of conduct for enslaved Africans in the Caribbean. In addition to enumerating a list of infractions and punishments for the enslaved population, the English island’s council took one of the first steps toward creating something approaching a theory of racial distinction by separating the islands’ populations on the basis of their color and political status. Whites and White indentured servants were deemed free, whereas Africans and Indians were described as having one sole function: “to be sold” and serve their masters “for life.”[42]

			Twenty-five years later, the members of the Colonial Legislature of Barbados instituted an even more comprehensive codification of African enslavement, the 1661 “Act for the better ordering and governing of Negroes.” Designed to regulate the relations between the comparatively small society of White colonists and a swelling population of enslaved Africans who were “prone to escape and revolt,” the so-called Barbados Code listed a series of “objectionable” behaviors alongside the horrific punishments—whipping, branding, and nose slitting—that such offenses incurred. The language of the document, which soon was adopted (and adapted) in other slave-based colonies, including Virginia, also hinted at a further step in the human categorization of slaves and non-slaves. According to the act, Blacks were described as both heathens and slaves who were somehow zoologically or biologically different from their White masters. They were, as the document put it, a “heathenish brutish and…uncertain dangerous pride of people.”[43] The word pride, generally used to refer to a group of animals, is one of the more telling precursors to a biological understanding of race.

			By late April 1681, Louis and Colbert had decided that the time had also come for France—the most populous country in Europe by a factor of three—to join their European rivals in standardizing codes of conduct governing “black” behavior on the French islands. While French planters had been given tacit permission to make use of slave labor in the islands beginning in the 1640s, it had been the colonists themselves who had instituted their own rules related to slave management.

			To address this lapse in colonial administration, Louis and Colbert composed a letter on April 30 to the crown’s so-called “Superintendent of Justice, Police, and Finances” in Martinique, Jean-Baptiste Patoulet. Their directive was straightforward. Patoulet was told to study the locally established practices and rules related to slavery in the French islands and report back to Versailles with recommendations related to a new “code of conduct” for the islands’ slaves. The subjects that he was supposed to cover included “interdictions, punishments, as well as the safeguarding, policing, and legal treatment of this sort of people [Negroes].”[44] Versailles’s objective was clear: putting a royal and legal stamp on the institution of French slavery.

			Patoulet received the king’s letter sometime in June 1681. As a seasoned colonial administrator who had already served in Acadia before coming to the Caribbean, he was well placed to think through and execute this multilayered task. In addition to serving as the president of the three French islands’ so-called Sovereign Councils—the legislative law courts where all the local decrees concerning slavery had originated—Patoulet was already deeply involved in a range of slave-related matters, including auctions, censuses, punishment, and the “seasoning” of newly arrived Africans.[45] In fact, he was one of the few colonial officials in the French Caribbean who had invested his money directly in both sugar refineries and the slave trade itself.[46]

			From Patoulet’s point of view, the most difficult part of providing a blueprint for a new slave code was not the work itself; it was the fact that Versailles had instructed him to work closely with the only man who outranked him in the Caribbean, the aforementioned Charles de Courbon de Blénac, Governor-General of the French Islands. Blénac was a bullheaded ex-military man known for being as truculent during periods of peace as he was during times of war.[47] Both Colbert and the king were well aware that the two administrators loathed each other, so Colbert sent a second letter to Blénac instructing him to cooperate fully with Patoulet on the draft of the slave code. To a certain extent (and for several months), this imposed truce worked. During the fall of 1681, the two men consulted plantation owners to determine what slaves ate (and did not), how they were punished, and whether they had been instructed in the Catholic religion or not. Patoulet and Blénac also pored over the sometimes-contradictory decrees related to slavery issued by the Sovereign Councils on the three major Caribbean islands. When it came time to make recommendations on a given subject, such as the punishment of slaves, Patoulet and Blénac agreed to list their dissenting opinions in separate columns.

			Blénac, despite his belligerent reputation, actually favored a more “humane” form of slavery. He even suggested outlawing two particularly horrible punishments that were frequently used on French plantations: whipping slaves while they were hanging by their wrists or, even more horrifying, while they were suspended by all four members.[48] Blénac also had a more lenient view of miscegenation. From his point of view, Whites producing mixed-race children with the Black population was not only inevitable given the demographics on the islands; it was perhaps necessary.

			Patoulet disagreed with both these proposals. As someone with far more sympathy for the planters themselves, he saw no reason to abandon what he believed to be an effective means of discipline. He also asserted that Black–White coupling was an abomination.[49]

			Patoulet and Blénac nonetheless jointly signed off on a preliminary report in December 1681. The resulting document then made its way to Versailles for review and revision by the king and Colbert, presumably during the spring or summer of 1682.[50] This timetable, however, was upended by a strange twist of fate. Sometime during the first months of 1682, Blénac discovered that Patoulet had been illegally importing watches, clocks, mirrors, and barrels of beef to sell on his own behalf. Beside himself with glee, Blénac sanctimoniously informed Colbert and the king that their “superintendent” had committed the same sort of unpardonable offense that he was supposed to be policing![51] Upon hearing this news in July of 1682, Colbert sent off a letter relieving Patoulet of his responsibilities. He also informed Blénac that he was naming Michel Bégon, who happened to be Colbert’s first cousin on his wife’s side, as the new superintendent.

			Bégon arrived in Martinique sometime in the fall of 1682. Some six months later, the new superintendent and Blénac collaborated on a more polished version of the slavery-related document that comprised fifty suggested articles or rules related to slavery. While this second set of recommendations varied little from what Patoulet and Blénac had produced the previous year, by the time that this new document reached Versailles (in the spring of 1683), the atmosphere at the château had undergone a significant political shift, a shift that would have a measurable effect on the final form of France’s slave code.

			To begin with, the man who would have doubtless crafted the final language of the slave laws, the long-serving chief minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert, had both fallen gravely ill and, to a certain extent, out of favor with the king.[52] After Colbert died in September 1683, the king divided up his enormous portfolio among several ministers, including Colbert’s own son, Seignelay. None of these administrators, however, would have the same influence with the king that the elder Colbert had enjoyed.

			The vacuum created by Colbert’s death also coincided with the beginning of a far more religiously conservative period in Louis’s XIV’s life. Perhaps no other event was more telling in this respect than the king’s decision to marry the exceedingly devout Marquise de Maintenon in a secret ceremony sometime in October 1683.[53] Foregoing the type of politically advantageous wedding that was customary among European monarchs, Louis instead entered into the first monogamous relationship in his life, in part so that he could consummate the bond.[54] Gone were the days when his court was a pleasure palace of extravagant clothing, culture, and sexual excess, where his own cavorting had resulted in at least a dozen illegitimate children.[55] Gone also were the days when a man like Colbert could convince the king to look beyond spiritual priorities in the interest of the nation and the economy. Religion, as one courtier put it about this era, had become the fashion at Versailles. So had rooting out disorderly behavior, blasphemy, sodomy, prostitution, and gambling, many of which had been popular pastimes at Versailles.[56]

			During the post-Colbert years, Louis had also decided to let nothing stand between him and his dream of ruling over a truly Catholic nation, a land defined by “une foi, une loi, un roi” (one faith, one law, one king). The most reckless decision along these lines came in October 1685, when Louis signed the so-called Edict of Fontainebleau (better known as the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes). This infamous document, which nullified the longstanding policy of religious tolerance toward nearly a million French Huguenots, sanctioned a two-pronged campaign of terror throughout the kingdom. In the weeks after the royal edict went into effect, the French army began razing Protestant houses of worship and padlocking Huguenot schools. A far more insidious form of terrorism was also delegated to roving bands of armed dragoons, who broke into Protestant households and presented their inhabitants with a choice: convert or go into exile. Though fleeing the country was later forbidden on pain of death, over the course of the next two decades, hundreds of thousands of French Protestants boarded ships and fled to neighboring Protestant countries.
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					THE CODE NOIR, 1743 EDITION

				
			
			In March 1685, a few months before Louis ordered the wholesale persecution of French Protestants, he also put his big looping signature on the so-called Ordonnance related to management of the slaves in the French islands. This set of regulations, which ultimately came to be known both familiarly and officially as the Code Noir, or Black Code, had as much to do with the king’s aspirations to become Europe’s foremost Catholic monarch as it did with the welfare and punishment of enslaved Africans. Rare indeed are the documents that reflect such a curious admixture of royal authority, New World capitalism, and supposedly irreproachable religious duty.

			THE CODE OF RACE

			
				The Code Noir made abundantly clear from the outset that the king’s first priority was ridding the colonies of their undesirables. For years, Louis had heard from the islands’ missionaries that the French colonies were polluted by a confusing mishmash of cultures and religions. The island of Martinique, as one Jesuit priest put it, was filled with “Portuguese, Castilians, Englishmen, Zealanders, Scots, Flemish, Dutch, Germans, Africans from almost the entire west coast of Africa, and [Native] Americans from both the islands and the northern and southern continent.” The result, according to this same letter writer, was that Martinique had become an island of “atheists, idolaters, Jews, Lutherans, Huguenots.”[57]

			Among the different “types” of non-Catholics in the Caribbean, Louis had long been particularly keen on expelling the community of approximately 300 Sephardic Jews who had settled on Martinique after being driven out of the Dutch colony of Recife (Brazil) by the Portuguese in 1654.[58] Louis would surely have “purified” the colonies of this population by the late 1670s, had it not been for the ever-pragmatic Colbert, who had repeatedly convinced his king that it was not in the crown’s economic interest to harass or expel these productive colonists, regardless of their religion.[59]

			As the final form of the Code Noir took shape, however, Louis ordered that the very first of the document’s regulations ban the Jews from the islands. Following up on a similar edict that he had already issued in 1683, the Code’s initial article stipulated that any remaining Jewish colonists “who had established residence” in the islands now had three months to leave. Having assured the forced departure of these so-called “declared enemies of Christianity” once and for all, the king then made use of the Code to target his other religious bugbears, the region’s Protestants. Articles 3 and 4 of the Code outlawed any Protestant religious services, prohibited any slave from being instructed in a reformed religion, and, most effectively, barred any non-Catholic from getting married in the islands. The final disincentive to being a Protestant was the proviso that any children from a Catholic–Protestant marriage would be declared bastards.

			In Louis’s view, ridding the Caribbean of infidels was an essential step toward building a forward-looking empire sustained by an enslaved workforce of believers. Slavery, to his mind, was never separate from religion. From his earliest years as monarch, he had been taught that his late father had only allowed the presence of enslaved Africans on Saint-Christopher after being persuaded that slavery could serve a spiritual purpose: saving the souls of pagans. This logic not only shaped Louis’s personal beliefs; it also became official policy, publicly endorsed by the crown’s chief trade official in the widely circulated Perfect Merchant (1675):

			
				
					[The fate of Africans on our islands] appears inhuman to those who don’t know that these poor people are idolatrous or Muslim, and that our Christian merchants, by buying them from their enemies, are saving them from a cruel slavery [in Africa. In the French islands, we] create a type of servitude for them that is not only more pleasant, but that provides them with knowledge of the real God, and the path to salvation thanks to the good instructions of the priests and clergy who take care to make them Christian.[60]

			

			To ensure that this Christianization was carried out, the subsequent articles of the Code (many of which were based on existing practices) obliged slave owners to baptize Africans within eight days of their arrival in the islands and provide instruction in the Christian religion. Religious indoctrination even extended into the fields: Only Christian slave drivers—always of African descent—were supposed to oversee slave populations. In addition to facilitating Christianization throughout the plantation environment, the new Code was also designed to curb the depravity of colonial life, especially the dissolute sexual conduct of the slave owners. Theoretically, at least, White masters who had bastard children with enslaved women were to receive a heavy fine, and any resulting offspring were to be confiscated and sold by the authorities.

			Louis also saw himself as a royal curb on abuse and neglect. He instructed the planter class to ensure that enslaved Africans in the French colonies had a modicum of basic necessities. Slave owners were ordered to provide a certain amount of clothing (two full sets or two meters of canvas each year) and food (cassava flour, salted beef, or fish) to each of their workers. Louis also forbade colonists from breaking up families and stipulated that sick or aged slaves should be properly cared for, receive last rites, and, if they were baptized, receive a proper burial in sacred ground. According to the Code (at least on paper), the king also allowed enslaved Africans to seek legal recourse against their masters if they were being mistreated. The 1685 version of the document even left open the possibility of proper Christian marriages between a free White man and his slave, in which case the enslaved woman would be manumitted and any resulting children similarly considered free and legitimate.

			Well into the eighteenth century, most people looking back at Louis’s decision to establish the Code Noir credited him with being the first great reformer of slavery, the author of “wise regulations” that were “made in favor of these miserable creatures.”[61]

			And yet, despite the fact that certain articles were theoretically designed to improve the lives of the enslaved, the vast majority of the Code Noir testifies vehemently against the supposed benevolence of its creators, not to mention the planters, missionaries, and administrators who had supplied much of its content. While the French slave laws—as they were written—implicitly rejected the single-minded mercantilism of the Barbados Code, the thrust of Louis’s religion-inspired Ordonnance was nonetheless designed to assure the control and punishment of a society of enslaved humans through coercion, torture, and, in certain instances, murder. The long list of prescribed punishments began with some of the same penalties used in France for criminals. Slaves who gathered in a group or stole something were whipped or branded with the fleur de lys. Those who ran off and were subsequently captured, in addition to being branded, also had their ears cut off and, if they escaped again, their hamstring severed. Any slave who struck his or her master could be put to death.

			As for the implementation of these supposedly compassionate laws, many—if not the majority—of French slave owners simply disregarded the parts of the Code that they found inopportune.[62] Punishments varied widely, religious instruction was generally spotty, and island planters, especially those who lived far from either legal or religious oversight, paid little attention to the sections of the Code that conferred limited legal rights to enslaved Africans.

			Yet whether enforced or not, Louis’s Code Noir nonetheless became the single most important testament to how the legal status of blackness was being codified within Europe’s Caribbean colonies: as dehumanized, inheritable property. This was spelled out most starkly in Article 44, which clarified, once and for all, that slavery was a permanent political status passed on through the mother to her children.[63] In this sense, the real effect of the Code Noir lay less in its day-to-day policing of island life than in its power to define the absolute authority of the enslaver over the enslaved.

			THE KING’S CATHOLIC SLAVES

			
				Versailles dispatched the first copies of the French slave code to Martinique in the summer of 1685. Soon thereafter it was ratified, copied, and sent to the other French islands in the lesser Antilles. Two years later, a similar adoption process took place in the burgeoning colony of Saint-Domingue (Haiti).[64] During the 1720s, versions of the slave laws also made their way beyond the islands of the Caribbean. In 1723, a revised Code Noir was endorsed on the islands of Mauritius and Bourbon (Réunion). The following year, the governing council in Louisiana approved a similar document.[65] As was the case with many such official documents, the edict was posted where everyone would see it, in each of the parish churches.

			By the time that the Code Noir went into effect in New Orleans, Louis XIV had been dead for nine years. After serving as king for over seven decades, he had succumbed at Versailles to a slow and agonizing bacterial infection that had turned his leg black with gangrene. His legacy, by 1715, had darkened as well. Having been the most esteemed and feared monarch in European history, he had more recently suffered a series of stunning military defeats. In addition to a humiliating reversal in Siam (Thailand), France had recently lost the costly War of Spanish Succession (1702–1714), a confrontation which had demonstrated only too clearly that France’s position as the dominant power in Europe was in jeopardy.[66]

			Among the bright spots remaining in France’s portfolio were its American colonies, especially those in the Caribbean. Saint-Domingue, in particular, stood on the verge of an astonishing cycle of growth that would lead to it becoming the most profitable colony in the world. Although Louis XIV did not live to see this day, he would likely have been flabbergasted by the future demographics of the French sugar islands.
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					PORTRAIT OF LOUIS XIV, WAX RELIEF BY ANTOINE BENOIST, C. 1705 (SEVEN YEARS BEFORE HIS DEATH)

				
			
			When he and Colbert had first set out to codify slave laws for the colonies in the 1680s, fewer than 20,000 enslaved people lived under French rule. In 1715, the year of Louis’s death, an additional 62,000 African captives had come under the Code Noir’s jurisdiction. [67] These figures, however, pale in comparison to the situation in 1848, when slavery was irrevocably abolished in the French colonies. By then —163 years after Louis XIV signed the Code Noir—French ships had transported 1,200,000 Africans to overseas plantations. A quarter of a million were still alive and in bondage when freedom came.[68]

			During his lifetime, Louis had envisioned slavery as involving thousands of people, not millions. And yet, he had also expected his Code Noir to provide a set of lasting directives for future generations, for the people whose lives would be affected by the institution of slavery in the years to come: not only French kings, French slave traders, and French plantation owners, but the as-yet unborn Africans who would serve out their lives on France’s islands.

			The so-called Sun King did not invent slavery. Nor did he believe that there was some specifically identifiable corporeal essence among Black Africans that justified their enslavement. Indeed, to the extent that the profoundly religious Louis XIV used the word race, he would have done so to refer to a family of horses or his own blue blood. Black Africans, by definition, were simply another branch of the larger human tree. They were a group of God’s children that, as Louis had been told since childhood, had set off on their own after the ark landed in the Caucuses some 4,000 years before. The paradox of Louis XIV’s worldview was that it had been Africans’ very humanity—and their potential salvation—that had justified their enslavement and their suffering. Such was the supposedly noble intention of the Code Noir.
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					PORTRAIT OF FATHER LABAT, ENGRAVING, 1742

				
			
			JEAN-BAPTISTE LABAT: THE PRIESTLY ETHNOGRAPHER

			
				The state of the Negroes is much more miserable than that of the indentured servant.

				Not only because it is never-ending, but because Negroes are subject to treatments that would make nature herself tremble.

				— Abbé Prévost, Histoire générale des voyages, 1747

			

			In 1693, eight years after Louis XIV had put his signature on the Code Noir, a particularly bad outbreak of yellow fever cut a swath through the small population of Dominican missionaries living on the Caribbean island of Martinique.[1] Death did not come easily for the clergymen. As was often the case, once the mosquito-borne virus had taken hold in their systems, the men spent several days vomiting bile, shaking with chills, and bleeding from their eyes before they finally expired.[2]

			Well before their funerals had been organized, the Supérieur Général, or head priest, of the island’s Dominicans knew that their order was in crisis. Faced with the prospect of empty parish churches, he sent off a despairing plea for volunteers to his fellow Dominicans in France. This letter, which was copied and circulated among the order’s convents, ultimately reached a restless thirty-year-old Parisian priest named Jean-Baptiste Labat.[3] Unlike most people who heard about the missionaries’ plight, this tall, bully-faced clergyman decided that he was more than ready to trade his current responsibilities—teaching philosophy and mathematics to aspiring ecclesiastics—for the adventure and dangers of an island assignment. Much of this decision probably had to do with

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			THE FONDS SAINT-JACQUES PLANTATION
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			AN EVENTFUL RETURN: LABAT’S EXILE AND THE PUBLICATION OF THE “NEW” VOYAGE

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			LABAT’S “ETHNOGRAPHY”
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			PERELÈBA AND PÈRE LABAT
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