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This work is the product of the deconstruction of writings of two colonial West Indian planters utilising enslaved labour during the nineteenth century to produce raw sugar and alcohol for export to the European metropoles. Pierre Dessalles was a French born planter in the French colony of Martinique who in his letters and diary presented his planter’s perspective of the evolution of the slave social order of Martinique and its post-emancipation evolution until the 1850s. The resource is the translated and edited letters and diary in English. The next resource is the journal of the absentee English planter Matthew Gregory Lewis who inherited two plantations in the British colony of Jamaica from his father in 1812. Lewis made two visits to his plantations in Jamaica in 1816 and 1818, recorded in his journal his perspective on the slave social order and in 1834 this journal was published posthumously.

These two resources are then the focus of a deconstruction to unearth the discursive constructs of the discourse of Dessalles and Lewis as slave owners, planters and white males on slavery, the enslaved, the plantation system and its sustainability and the colonial state. This is not an exercise to unearth the nature of Caribbean white male supremacist discourse, but to unearth the manner in which massa interpreted the resistance of the enslaved and the counter measures they framed and utilised to render the enslaved docile and submissive.

What was discovered in the deconstruction is the fact that massa had problems with interpreting actions of the enslaved as acts of resistance in all their potency. White male supremacist discourse simply could not admit that an inferior race with limited intellectual capacity could have in fact resisted effectively and potently, set the agenda in specific power relations and in many others simply hustled and played massa. Dessalles and Lewis, with their racist hegemonic worldview, simply viewed all of these actions as the chattering of slaves a little above the level of apes. There was then a collection of actions of the slaves that set off all the alarm bells of massa whilst the vast body of actions that presented a ceaseless struggle against massa and his order were dismissed as the product of an inferior race, hence they could not help themselves. Refusing to work, running away, being always sick in the hospital were potent signals of rebellion but doing the task allocated slowly and sloppily would get you by. Massa was the demographic minority and massa lived in great paranoid fear of a black planet. Massa was especially paranoid of slave revolts in the tradition of Haiti, poison as a weapon against massa and potent acts of sabotage against the infrastructure of the plantation. In the case of Lewis and Jamaica, the fear of Obeah and the war to eradicate Obeah speaks to this reality for Obeah was linked to the art of producing and using poison against massa and his plantation. To describe the enslaved in the Caribbean as victims is to deny the great heroic struggle they waged against massa and the colonial slave order. The discourse of black victimhood has sought to silence the legacy of ceaseless struggle left to us by our enslaved ancestors, seducing us to accept the neo-colonial condition we are presently in. Massa lamented the failure to proselytise the enslaved during enslavement, the failure to reduce the enslaved to docile, subservient slaves and the failure to seduce female enslaved to become willing participants in a scheme for enslaved females to produce the next generation of enslaved children for massa. These were all the products of ceaseless struggles which constituted potent resistance, a worldview and a dialect of resistance which we have now lost under the assault of the neo-colonial condition and its globalisation.

The deconstruction of these two texts reveal that the psychoexistential complex was formulated and unleashed under the slave order but was limited in its effectiveness by enslavement and the potent resistance from the enslaved. The psychoexistential complex will then explode in effectiveness with the end of slavery and the unleashing of the discourse of being free and responsible under the colonial state dutiful to your mother country, the colonial metropole. This is why there was an enslavement/colonial state continuum for the transmission of the white supremacist apparatuses of power from enslavement to the colonial state. Emancipation brought the pressing need to remodel the colonial state and two models are clearly discernible from the texts: The French Martinique model and the British Jamaica model. The major issue was the politics generated by freedom and how do you accommodate it in the apparatus of the colonial state. The French model was expressed in the adult male franchise exercised in elections for local government and to the Assembly in Paris, which rapidly expanded the domain of the state where the plantation and massa was now supplanted by the State. In Martinique with emancipation the potency of the psychoexistential complex and the State exploded, hence the absence of a powerful independence movement in Martinique to this day.

Politics is then strategically important to the evolution of the colonial state form in the Caribbean in the post emancipation period. In Jamaica the House of Assembly based on limited adult male franchise stifled the politics of post emancipation period by excluding the newly freed from the franchise and preserving the hegemony of the whites over the assembly. In the post 1865 riots at Morant Bay the Assembly abolished itself and the colonial state became driven by the agenda of the colonial metropole, not local politics, hence it atrophied compared to the colonial state of Martinique. For example, adult male franchise and universal adult suffrage were introduced in the post second world war twentieth century.

The underlying reality of the deconstruction of both texts is the white, male supremacist discourse and worldview that constitute these texts. It is then a journey through nineteenth century white male supremacist discourse which illustrates the presence of strains of scientific racism, fascism and national socialism in this discourse destined to evolve later in Europe. What is also revealed is that the evolution of apparatuses of power of the nineteenth century, especially Biopower, was rooted in strains evident in the body of this discourse which was formulated in the laboratories/plantations of the slave order of the colonial West Indies. This is but one of our contributions to world history in the Caribbean, where we punch way above our weight class.

From the deconstruction it is apparent that white supremacist discourse is driven by false discourse where this discourse is not concerned with approximating reality it encounters towards creating knowledges by which to appropriate the world visualised. False discourse creates the ideal of the world desired by the discourse then sets about the task of creating knowledges and instruments of power to convince and seduce persons that this ideal is in fact real, palpable, concrete, a thing, a fact. By becoming so seduced the ideal desired is realised which constitutes the hegemony of the discourse and the white race. This is a discourse then that is not driven by approximations of reality which are then changed by counter measures applied. It generates its reality desired and the hegemony sought by assaulting the human mind targeted from which the ideal reality is generated, made real. The attainability and sustainability of this ideal given the reality on the ground cannot be visualised, much less grappled, with hence its dependence on the instrument of the Final Solution, for genocide is necessary and viable always. It is a discourse of denial and delusion driven by paranoid hate, whilst possessing the capacity to destroy humankind. Both Dessalles and Lewis repeatedly indicated this discursive reality of white supremacist discourse of the nineteenth century in their texts.
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Book 1: The Letters and Diary of Pierre Dessalles


Introduction
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The letters and diary of Pierre Dessalles encompasses the period from 1808 to 1856, thereby affording a valuable insight into the reformulation of planter discourse in the aftermath of emancipation of the enslaved in 1848 and the creation of a post enslavement social order. Dessalles’ discourse of slavery and the negro dominates the text which enables the deconstruction of the discourse of slavery and the negro of a white European planter in a European colony in the Caribbean island chain, which is the intent of my text. What is revealed is a discourse of white supremacist privilege, right and entitlement driving a structure of colonial domination which can only be rooted in the sustainable hegemony of a white oligarchy from enslavement, to the post-emancipation social order and into the 21st century. The hegemony of white supremacy, expressed in its instrument of the hegemonic white oligarchy locally and internationally, constituted then the enslavement/colonial domination continuum which then constituted the colonial/neo-colonial continuum.
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The Letters of Pierre Dessalles of Martinique



Chapter 1: Letters of 1822 to 1826
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The letters chosen for the deconstruction presented in this text focus solely on Pierre Dessalles’ discourse of the negro and enslavement in the French colony of Martinique. As the discourse is unearthed from the text it is deconstructed to expose its discursive constructs which are then articulated to expose the worldview and courses of action implied.

The letters selected from 1822 to 1826 were by Pierre Dessalles to his mother resident in France, who at time was a co-owner of the plantation.

20 April 1822

The Resistance of the Enslaved

“We are making sugar, although the cane does not yield as much as we expected. We still have a large number of negroes in the hospital, but not one of them is seriously ill.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 45).

The Infernal Negro Race

The Hypocrisy of the European

“One notices that Europeans, who cry out so loudly against the barbarity of the colonial planters, are usually much harsher than the Creoles themselves. This is because they do not know the infernal race whom we have to guide” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 46).

16 July 1822

Negro behaviour and the profitability of the plantation

Marriage as slave social control

Quarantine of the plantation

“Everything is going beautifully at the plantation, the negroes are behaving well, and I have every reason to believe that our revenue will be assured with 7,000 to 8,000 moulds of sugar.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 46

“I am going to marry five couples; Germain and Laurance, Saint-Cyr and Marie-Barnabe, Jean-Pierre and Jeanne-Rose (who has just given birth to two children), Edouard-Bibianne and Adrienne and La-fortune and Monique. I am giving them advantages that will turn to our benefit and re-establish morality. To my mind, this is the only way to ward off evil and bad intentions. The future will tell if I am mistaken.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 46).

“Slaves from other places and free mulattoes are not to come to the plantation.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg.46).

11 August 1822

The Poison Assault of Lamentin

Negroes well taken care of

“The Lamentin district is ablaze right now; poison is causing horrendous ravages.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 48).

“Madame Champ cannot get over the beauty of the negro children and the healthy look of the adults.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 48).

8 September 1822

The divide between the colonial State and the colony

“The kind of individuals the government sends us makes it clear that it is not interested in the colonies.” “Since protection of its colonies is not among France’s concerns, the generous thing would be to let the colonists devise the means to protect themselves against the evils that threaten them.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 49).

18 October 1822

The failure to surveil the mulattoes as enemies of the colony

“The government wants to do us in, and we have ample proof of it,” “What is needed would be to be firm in dealing with a certain class and, in particular, never permit a mulatto to return once he had left it. Communications with Saint- Domingue takes place every day.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pgs. 49-50).

The Evil Race and their sweet words to massa

“If I am to believe some of the negroes, I can count on all of them. It is worth a great deal that they voice such good intentions, but I have little faith that good can come from such an evil race.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 50).

30 December 1822

Loss of slaves, loss of earnings

“I have lost two adult negroes, Lapin and Philoge, and two children. This does not diminish the number of workers, but I am far from saying, as some people do, that this just means fewer mouths to feed. Whatever shape he may be in, a negro is always doing something and must be replaced if he is gone.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 51).

Dessalles accepts the reality that the wealth generation capacity of the capitalist entity that produces raw sugar for export to the colonial metropole is entirely dependent on the productivity of the enslaved Africans. The problem for Dessalles to solve on a day by day basis is the strategy to devise and deploy that assures the productivity of persons held against their will, persons forced to generate wealth with no compensation due to them. In addition, Dessalles has to devise a strategy to deal with resistance that spans a spectrum of human action from passive resistance to murder and at the apex genocide, both African and white. Placed in the context of the colony, Dessalles has to deal with the role of the colonial State in securing the colony and the threats posed internally and externally. Dessalles is living in and walking through a minefield.

Dessalles describes the African as an infernal and evil race primarily because of their resistance to enslavement and in this categorisation the Haitian Revolution is the grave threat always battering his consciousness. Dessalles in 1822 walks his strategy on the ground by marrying enslaved couples to send a message of reward and stability for those who work to the standard policed by him. In this he also wants to raise the number of children born to the enslaved and survive into adulthood. Dessalles is then expecting enslaved Africans to willingly procreate and willingly raise their children as slaves for the benefit of massa. Dessalles is relying on a web of personal patronage that moves outwards from his persona which seeks to enmesh all persons on the plantation into a matrix of power relations with him. All power then resides in Dessalles solely and those who challenge his imperial power will be dealt with, including the white employees. Through this matrix of power relations Dessalles sets about the task of creating a cadre of enslaved Africans throughout all the work gangs of the enslaved who report directly and personally to him and project his power via their bodies into the spaces where they inhabit. In exchange they are rewarded and Dessalles takes pride in the quality of the care he affords his enslaved. But there must be another side to Dessalles, the side that handles resistance and rebellion.

What is noteworthy in 1822 is that every enslaved African mentioned in his letters has a French name and is of importance to the strategic intent of Dessalles, including the children, hence his knowledge of their life situation. Dessalles was then executing a strategy of the cultural and worldview modification of those enslaved Africans he considered of strategic importance to him. This had nothing to do with house slave and field slave and the false dichotomy it generates, it was based on the strategic importance the enslaved African held in the social order of the plantation for Dessalles.

Dessalles has a grave problem with the threat posed by the existence of Haiti in 1822, seen in the fact that he still uses the old French colonial designation Saint-Domingue. He is insisting that there are links between the colony and Haiti and the prime threat is posed by the Mulattoes of the colony as they are the agents of the agenda to replicate the Haitian model in Martinique. Dessalles wants the Mulattoes surveilled by the State and those who travel abroad banned from returning to the colony as they are carrying the virus. But the colonial State is failing in its duty as its personnel are inadequate to the task at hand and Dessalles envisions a process of localisation of the personnel of the colonial State as the solution needed, hence a power grab. The product of coupling across the racial divide, the Miscegenated of slavery is now for Dessalles posing a grave threat to the survival of the slave colony.

6 January 1823

The White Paranoia over Slave Revolts

“Today the government must make its position perfectly clear and no longer give hopes to a class that will never pass up an opportunity to revolt. The conspiracy was serious; all the whites were to be massacred,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 52-53).

Manumissions banned

“It has been decided that no more manumissions are to be authorised.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 53).

26 March 1823

Suicide and other causes of Slave mortality

“Sacriste hanged himself and I lost Baron, Elie, and poor little Delie, whom I miss very much. She was attached to her masters and would have grown up to be a good subject.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 53).

4 July 1823

The Slave, Illness and Death

“I always have between 30 and 40 negroes in the hospital. Twelve have died since January, and several others are threatening to die. This is not normal, but I keep up my courage,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 55).

The Imperative to Breed Slaves

The Discourse of the Good and Bad negro

“Praxcede says that she is pregnant, but her pregnancy does not show yet. As long as she is promiscuous anyway, I would at least like her to have many children who would someday make good slaves for us. Praxcede always behaves well, she is running everything in the house and especially in my room: she is eager and faithful. Edouard is the best negro one has ever seen, and Celicour will follow in his footsteps. Foiry is a good negro,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 53).

The Non-whites and the threat they Present

The Quarantine continues

“The kinds of people who inhabit the colonies are not like those in France; and so the prefect, before implementing his intentions and before taking steps to restore morality, which had been entirely forgotten by the people of colour, should have thought about the interests of the colonial system.” “and let himself be convinced that the established order must be preserved if slavery and the respect that free people of colour owe the whites are to be maintained.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 56).

“The people of colour and the negroes have no belief in the truth of religion; they are thinking about one thing only; and that is the destruction of the whites and the overthrow of the government.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 56).

“I no longer allow any slave from the outside on the place, nor any free blacks. All these communications are dangerous.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 57).

26 July 1823

The Suicide of Enslaved Cesaire

The Pressure to remove the white manager Chignac

Good and Bad Slaves

“Our negroes continue to torment me.” “On the eve of my name day, I indicated that I would not accept the good wishes of any negro.” “I have just spent a whole week at the Cafeiere. Several delegations came to see me, led by our most notable subjects.” “Cesaire told me, ‘give us the devil, if you can, but do not keep M. Chignac. You do not have poison on your place, and discouragement is the only cause of all your troubles.” “‘Cesaire has killed himself by throwing himself down from the top of the mill wheel.’” (Forster and Forster 1996 pgs. 57-58).

“Actually, everything was in good order, and the work gang did not show any kind of sorrow about this event.” “Since January, this Cesaire has been accused by several negroes of having giving them poison.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg.58).

“I shall play my role to the very end. To dismiss Chignac would be to show weakness, yet he cannot stay with me much longer. He himself will eventually ask to be let go, this is what I am working on. Unfortunately, this Chignac is a brute,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 59).

“I was able to buy 27 negroes both adults and children, all of them Creoles, on very easy terms.” “It will provide home grown food for all the negroes, a labour force to maintain the revenue of the sugar mill, as well as a certain quantity of coffee which when sold in France, will always fetch better prices than the shipments of sugar.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 59).

“Some good individuals can be found among our slaves, but many are bad. I am pleased with the house slaves; they are all well. Edouard is worth his weight in gold,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 60).

13 September 1823

Revolt in the ranks

Dawdling over Chignac’s removal

Another outbreak of fatal disease

“but one must never shout victory, for the race of men we must command is diabolical and treacherous.” “Romauld he confessed to having committed grave crimes,” “I asked him about the work gang, and he named Cesaire, Raymond and Eulalie as the only ones who had caused us to suffer losses.” “This Raymond met an end very similar to that of Cesaire, for he threw himself from the top of one of the breadfruit trees in the provisioning ground and died on the spot. Romauld told me positively that Eulalie had sworn that no black baby would ever come to anything as long as she was on the plantation. Two days after she said that, I lost Vitaline’s little girl and Helene’s, the prettiest little negro children we had on the place, and they died of very strange illnesses. Romauld died after he had received confession.” “Now I must deal with Eulalie;” “This criminal woman is astonishingly calm. Five months pregnant she made her belly disappear.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 59).

“The hatred against Chignac seems to have died down since I decided to make him head overseer,” “I realised that to dismiss him outright would be to yield to the will of people who might well become even more demanding and might even go in for revolt if they noticed the slightest weakness on my part.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pgs. 60-61).

“Proprietors must no longer leave their interests,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 61).

“An accursed epidemic called Spanish War or vapour, has mown down a prodigious number of negroes, and many whites have also fallen victim to it.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg.62).

10 December 1823

Further Slave mortality

“I just lost Jeanne-Rose, a mother of four children, who was married last year. I had all the last rites administered to her in order to distinguish her from all the others.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 62).

“I am not pleased you gave Honore his body; you will be sorry. I will wait before I make such a gift to Dieudonne.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 62).

Dessalles in 1823 is now faced with revelations of challenges to his power over the plantation, posed by members of the enslaved African population, in spite of his declaration in 1822 and continuing into 1823, that all contact between the enslaved of the plantation and the enslaved and free non-whites external of the plantation are forbidden. Dessalles attempts to isolate the enslaved of the plantation, encapsulated in a bubble of his creation and policed by him, first Cesaire challenged his power in spite of Cesaire’s special status in the work gang by committing a graphic public suicide. Then Romauld served up the second grave cut by confessing to crimes and naming Cesaire, Raymond and Eulalie as fellow enemies of Dessalles, all of them his enslaved and special to him, especially Eulalie as she apparently was charged with the delivery and care of the new born of the enslaved. Raymond committed graphic suicide at the provision grounds of the sugar estate in public view rather than surrender and suffer the public fate of Romauld. The gravest blow to Dessalles was what Romauld the informer said of the actions of Eulalie, for Dessalles’ exercise with biopower was to increase the live births of the enslaved Africans through his strategy which rewarded those who married and had children with special status, but child bearing outside of marriage was also expected as the wombs of all enslaved women of child bearing age belonged to Dessalles. Their duty to Dessalles was not complete until they produced children, no matter how hard they worked in the other areas expected of them. Dessalles was then formulating a sexuality to encapsulate the bodies of the enslaved Africans, thereby facilitating his technology of power charged with policing these bodies. Eulalie then mounted an attack on Dessalles’ biopower which sent the message that the wombs of the enslaved must be liberated from Dessalles, for enslavement must not pass from generation to generation. One can well imagine the public example Dessalles made of Eulalie to the inmates of Dessalles’ bubble as he does not speak of it in his letter to his mother.

In his letters to his mother in 1823 Dessalles reveals his strategy to manage the daily power/force relations of the plantation in his favour. He establishes a discourse of Dessalles as the omnipotent, benevolent dictator where he sits above all the noise of every day power relations as the central, all powerful force of last resort. To lose his favour is then to lose life, for he alone in the space of Dessalles’ bubble has the power to kill and to let live and he makes repeated attempts to evolve his power to that of to make live, but he simply does not have the required State form to attain that. Dessalles then formulates, unleashes and polices his discourse of the norm of the negro which drives his technology of power. Dessalles identifies and grades all the enslaved according to their conditioning by the norm of the negro as there are “the best negro”, “the good negro” and just “negroes” for all negroes are expected to be treacherous, liars, shirkers, thieves, murderers, godless etc. The negro is the binary opposite of white, and both form the duality of race superiority/white and race inferiority/ /negro/black. In 1823 Dessalles has reported the most potent assault on his power, his discourse and the technology of power. The suicides of Sacriste, Cesaire and Raymond where the power to kill and let live of Dessalles was seized by three members of the enslaved and the infanticide and murders of Eulalie usurped his prerogative to kill and let live only held by whites over blacks. Whilst Romauld the informer who was granted confession before his execution for crimes against the white omnipotent, benevolent, dictator illustrated the power exerted by the norm of the negro of Dessalles’ discourse and technology of power in constituting the “negro”, no longer African now just negro, as defined by, and constituted in the image and likeness of white racist hegemonic discourse.

The strategic power game Dessalles plays is also ably illustrated in the case of Chignac the senior white male of France who manages the plantation on a daily basis answerable only to Dessalles. Chignac applies the whip liberally on the plantation, Dessalles insists that Chignac is too brutal, but he allows Chignac to become the central personification of the evil beke/white man on the plantation. Dessalles has then a white fall guy, which enhances his power as all the enslaved through their dominant figures, as Cesaire, are allowed to approach the benevolent dictator of the plantation seeking redress from the brutality of Chignac. Dessalles then humbles Chignac by demoting him to head overseer, whilst he fills the void created, as terminating the employment of Chignac will weaken Dessalles’ power over the enslaved as the act reeks of weakness as he would have broken the white line of solidarity. Dessalles finds himself enmeshed in the web of his own making as he has failed to seduce all sides of the power game, except himself, as he is clearly drunk on the impunity afforded by the power relations of a slave plantation in the West Indies.

In 1823 Dessalles continued his articulation of the threat posed by the State to the sustainability of the colony, but he now adds a specific cleric to this list. Colonial officials and a specific cleric, the prefect, in their approach to dealing with the threat posed by the free Mulattoes and blacks are now threatening the very safety of whites in the slave order of the colony. The free non-whites for Dessalles must be policed to ensure that they recognise and show deference to the inherent superiority and dominance of the whites over the colony. And the prefect must understand that all the free Mulattoes and blacks are only interested in is white genocide and their rise to power, not religion. Dessalles is insisting that these groups are not to be welcomed into the Christian churches as free Christian Mulattoes and blacks are a grave threat to white power. Dessalles in his letters makes no mention of an attempt to Christianise the enslaved in his bubble. In the marriages of the enslaved he frequently includes in his letters, he married the enslaved couples.

Dessalles is insisting that the spaces of the slave colony must be demarcated and segregated on the basis of the duality of race, white and black, not on the basis of the duality of free and enslaved. Free non-white, non-enslaved persons must be excluded from white spaces as they are not white, as only white persons hold the right to and entitlement of freedom, the rest were made free by white people and as such this freedom can be taken away by white people. White free space is then sacrosanct and must remain so through the exclusion of non-whites from this space. Dessalles insists that there will be no manumission for the enslaved from his bubble in light of this position and the suspension of manumissions by the administration of the colony.  But his mother sends back Honore to the plantation in Martinique from France, where he is deployed by Dessalles, then she grants Honore his manumission. Dessalles gets a lesson in power, as his mother is the substantive owner of the plantation, which places him in the position of having others on the plantation now expecting manumission of which he names one.

Dessalles in 1823 provides details of his pet project of the Cafeiere where he has invested in creating a food crop venture to feed the entire work force of the plantation and to plant, tend and eventually reap ripened coffee beans for export. Dessalles is moving to reduce his overhead costs of purchasing imported food, which is a huge cost given some 200 mouths to feed daily, eclipsed only by the annual cost of purchasing enslaved labour, given the mortality rate of adults and the failure of enslaved labour to reproduce itself. In addition, Dessalles is putting in place another export cash commodity. To this end in 1823 he purchases enslaved adult and children to work at the Cafeiere and the raw sugar factory through long term debt. A debt he is obligated to pay even though the enslaved Africans die before it’s amortised. Such are the risks of a capitalist enterprise, rooted in enslavement of labour, in a social order where the State form is antagonistic even averse to capitalist enterprise. This is no bourgeois State marching in lockstep with capitalism. It is a lesson to the bourgeoisie, of especially Britain and France, that their hegemony and the hegemony of capitalism in Europe is only assured with a State form that is appreciative of the specific needs of capitalism. Another potent lesson afforded the discursive agents of the European bourgeoisie is the organic need for capitalism to be rooted in free labour charged with the task of the reproduction of labour which enables the application of biopower by the State. From the fifteenth to the twentieth century the colonial order has always insisted that the plantation order of export capitalism must be rooted in coerced, servile labour where various models were applied from enslavement to contracted immigrant labour.

The lesson is then clear that there must be a State in operational existence legislating and policing these measures that Dessalles conceptualises as being vitally necessary to the sustainability of their capitalist enterprise rooted in enslavement. The colonial slave State was not the necessary state form and in the absence of State policed order there was a series of plantations, each with their own specific social order, held together by dint of the need for security and by the demands of the capitalist enterprise on a colonial State form predicated on the right of conquest. This was a social order with a State entirely distinct from that of the colonial metropole, where it formulated multiple racist discourses with their technologies of power premised on white supremacy, exported to the colonial metropole where they were reformulated and operationalised from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. Racist discourses formulated in the colonial West Indies were then at the leading edge of the discursive evolution of  the European social order and its State form.

12 March 1824

The Good and Bad negroes

The threat posed by French clergy

The inadequacy of the white creole

“I have the satisfaction of telling you that I am infinitely more pleased with the negroes, but they vary so much that I do not dare shout victory.” “Your house slaves are behaving well; the little negro will soon be a big negro and follow in the footsteps of his father, with whom I am ever more satisfied.” “Celicour is a good fellow,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 64).

“As for the apostolic prefect, he will be leaving for France in two months, and all the colonists wish that he will stay there. His religious ideas simply do not fit in with the colonial system.” “and it is painful to see that the metropolis does not take a more favourable stance. Everything it does seems to promote the ruin of the colonies.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 64).

“Everyone who sees our coffee plantation is astonished. The manager I had there suddenly quit, saying that he no longer wanted to be under Chignac’s orders. It is a miserable thing to have a Creole as manager, and it is a risk I will never take again.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 64).

26 May 1824

There is no natural increase of the slave population

Slave suicides

Poison again

The need to purchase slaves annually

The Brutal Response of massa to the assault

The free Mulattoes are to blame

30 negroes flee the plantation

An accusation of Infanticide

Chignac is the fall guy

“That is the best I can do, given the obligations I have here. Keep in mind that I have to run and maintain a large property where there is no natural increase whatsoever and for which I have to purchase a certain quantity of negroes every year.” “I am expecting my wife; her return to me is absolutely necessary, for it will prove to the world our will to cut all our expenses and our determination to honour all our obligations.” “As soon as MM. Durant are paid off, I shall send my wife back to France. If I cannot go with her, I am prepared to sacrifice my person for the good of all my family.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg.66).

“Two of our new negroes have hanged themselves while I was at the session of the court. They were the oldest, those whom M. Gruet had bought from the Spoutourne plantation.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 66).

4 July 1824

“all the planters of our district are experiencing the dreadful ravages of poison.” “Everything is going perfectly well here, nothing has suffered, the negroes are content and show me their affection.” “My principal slaves reassure me. Our prosperity(!!) seems to astonish people, and there are signs of jealousy.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 67).

5 July 1824

“Slaves are horrendously expensive, but one must budget the annual purchase of ten negroes in the expenses of the sugar mill. Without that, we cannot possibly continue our business. There are no births, and, although there may be some in the future, we have not had any in a long time, and yet we must produce income.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 68).

12-13 July 1824

“Last night at prayer I announced that I would be forced to imitate the severity of my neighbours. All the negroes gave me to understand that the trouble came from the outside; in order to take away all excuses, I cancelled the distribution of tafia.” “I have established severe punishments for all outside negroes found on the plantation and for those of ours who receive outsiders in their cabins.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 68).

16 July 1824

“and when we opened the cadaver, all the undeniable proofs of poisoning were found.” That night, I had 40 lashes administered to the head mule driver. I warned the ploughmen, carters, prairie guards, and the head mule driver that each of them would receive the same punishment every time an animal died.” “and that things would not return to normal until they had paid me for the poisoned animals with their work.” “They are all submissive, upset, and full of zeal, and I would find it impossible to point to one guilty individual, but it is necessary to show firmness.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pgs. 68-69).

“All of this must remain strictly secret. Only our family must know of these events. You do understand that the merchants in France would stop advancing us money, thinking that all is lost.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg.69)

22 July 1824

“The first arrests have been made. The head mule driver of that plantation has accused Eusebe, the guardian of our prairie; I had him arrested.” “Eusebe has not yet talked, but I think he will be easy to move. It is proven that there was a plot involving all the head carters and head mule drivers. Eusebe must have accomplices here.” “Once the oxen were destroyed, they would have started in on the negroes.” “Thanks to my firmness and the severe measures, I have taken, I have stopped our losses.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 69).

“Do you realise that it is no small matter having to provide three meals a day to more than 200 individuals?” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 69).

24 July 1824

“Eusebe does not want to say anything. I will be sorry to lose this negro; he always worked very hard.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 69).

12 August 1824

“The free mulattoes certainly play a role in all this.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 71).

15 September 1824

“30 negroes ran away. They were brought back by M. de Seguin, and Jean received 100 lashes.” “Jean-Pierre added” “he told me that every year we had eight, ten, twelve, and fourteen pregnancies, but that the negresses got rid of their fruits and that it was known throughout the work gang that Marie-Jeanne had very recently destroyed her child.” “All the known poisoners have been warned that, if I lose one man or one animal to poison, I will clap chains on two of them for the rest of their lives, but make sure that they will work hard just the same.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 72).

29 September 1824

“I have chains only on Jean-Pierre, Leon, Barthelemy, and Jose.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 72).

6 December 1824

“I immediately had Jean and Lucain arrested, just as I had said I would, and had them put in leg irons.” “My first question is, under what conditions? Monsieur, he replies, you will no longer have any losses on your place, the ravages of poison will stop. I forgave everything, the rogues were set free, but eight of them will be held responsible. At the first sign of trouble, they will be retaken and put into irons for the remainder of their days.” “Jean is a great monster, and it appears that he and Marie Barnabe are the most guilty.” “In all, we lost twelve mules, ten draft oxen, and three cows or heifers, plus Bibiane killed herself and Roc hanged himself.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 73).

“Population increase at the sugar plantation is zero, so that we must figure into our expenses the purchase of eight negroes every year. At the Cafeiere, we have had four births this year, and these children are superb.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 73).

“Chignac’s departure has now become indispensable, for all our misfortunes were caused by the slaves’ hatred for him.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 73).

In March 1824 Dessalles is singing the praises of his applied strategy to deal with the enslaved, their productivity, resistance and reproduction on the sugar plantation. By May 1824 he is faced with the need to apply an austerity programme to the enterprise to reduce the operating expenses in a bid to increase profits towards paying off debts that have become due. But there are operating costs that refuse to comply with his strategy, the most important being the need to purchase on an annual basis enslaved African labour. The enslaved African labour force is reduced appreciably by disease and suicide and enslaved African labour is not reproducing itself. The refusal of the enslaved Africans to reproduce is a constant dilemma to Dessalles which he never unravels and a most potent indicator of African resistance. By July 1824 Dessalles’ much vaunted system of social control collapses as the poisoning of livestock on his plantation now presents the most potent ongoing challenge to his all-powerful stance on the plantation. Dessalles’ response to the poisoning assault betrays the weakness of the white minority in dealing with a majority enslaved race in rebellion upon whom the entire capitalist wealth generating machine is hinged. Dessalles applies collective punishment to the entire non house slave population of the sugar plantation. Dessalles is looking for an informer or informers to give up those assaulting his order on the plantation. In September 1824 30 of the enslaved escaped from the plantation, were rounded up and returned, with Jean receiving 100 lashes – a grave failure of Dessalles’ policing and security mechanisms. The informer, Jean-Pierre came forward and Dessalles now completed his rogues list in September 1824 but he refuses to kill, to take the lives of the rogues choosing instead to place them in chains and include them in the work force. He then boasts that the entire enslaved work force surrendered to him led by Jean, where a détente was worked out where in exchange for the removal of the chains from the rogues and the end of the collective punishment the assault on his power will end. Which Dessalles touted as his great victory, but the suicides continued and Dessalles needed to purchase enslaved labour on an annual basis. The grave reality for Dessalles is his inability to kill labour that he desperately needed to keep the capitalist enterprise going, especially in a period of austerity. He simply could not have afforded to make public spectacles of the executions of those who mounted the assault on white power in his plantation. Wealth generation given his families level of demand on the cash generated by the plantation was his primary concern, hence the embrace of the détente.

Dessalles was before July 1824 convinced that his order was threatened externally of the plantation and in response heightened the isolation of the enslaved of his plantation from those of the surrounding plantations. The case of Eusebe destroyed his trust in the efficacy of the bubble he placed the plantation in. The case of the assault from within then left Dessalles’ order in tatters, forcing him to create scapegoats to blame the failure of his experiment on. In this case it was the free Mulattoes and Chignac. Dessalles’ racism lured him into underestimating the nature of the challenge to his power the enslaved Africans were willing to mount. Dessalles actually believed that his strategy to manage the power relations with the enslaved was actually working to place him in a hegemonic position, which will not be effectively challenged, as he had seduced them all into accepting their enslavement and the need to work hard to generate wealth for Dessalles. The reality that revealed itself in September left Dessalles no choice but to accept détente, which was a position that contradicted the hegemonic discourse of slavery which made capital punishment mandatory for acts of rebellion, as those of Jean. This system failure was the product of his racism where he simply could not accept that an inferior race will mount an effective challenge repeatedly to his power and dominance and act upon this reality. The constant resistance of the enslaved Africans and the demands of an export driven capitalist enterprise in an operational environment devoid of an effective State form was the demise of this hybrid experiment. Powerlessness drives Dessalles to détente and the framing of scapegoats; for the continued instability on the plantation can impact his ability to continue to be an investable entity on the part of the merchant houses of France. With the loss of cash advances to fund the operations of the plantation to facilitate raw sugar production from the merchants the enterprise collapses. The enterprise was then not in a state to generate capital savings towards investing in the enterprise to reduce debt financing. The market value of the raw sugar exported to the metropole, the volume of annual production, the costs of production and especially the drawings from the cash flow of the enterprise to fund the lifestyle of the family all conspired to create vulnerable plantation capitalism rooted in enslavement. The enterprise and the white owners/beneficiaries lived on credit, which was driven by the sense of white entitlement, manifested in the life of lavish luxury and indolence made possible by African enslavement justified by the discourse of white racist supremacy.

What is most obvious from the 1824 letters of Dessalles is the operational existence of power relations on the Dessalles plantation in spite of African enslavement. The capitalist basis of production of raw sugar for export to markets in the metropole ensured that capitalist relations of production be present and demand power relations between enslaved /worker and owner of the enterprise /massa. In addition, this capitalist entity was part of a globalised capitalist circuit which embraced the metropole, the Caribbean, West Africa and North America and was a key factor in the rise of industrial capitalism in Britain and France. The capitalist plantation order was then at best schizoid, where massa/owner was called upon to contest force/domination/violence relations and power relations with the enslaved/workers; where the power relations demanded by capitalist production was at odds with the violence/domination/force relations of the hegemonic discourse of enslavement. Dessalles then chose to formulate his own specific blend in the hope of seducing the enslaved to be productive workers, reproducing labour in spite of their enslavement and the enslavement they were condemning their children to, by insisting that the violence/force/domination will be always present, but in the background where its use will be determined by the discipline of the enslaved /workers. But in 1824 public potent resistance scuttled the tentative peace. The word was poison!

In the letters of 1824 the reality emerges of the divisions within the enslaved where Dessalles is loud in praise for his house slaves for having provided a safe haven for him on the plantation especially in times of instability. It is apparent from previous letters that Dessalles’ strategy calls for the constituting of slaves throughout the ranks of the enslaved where slaves identify with the agenda of the owner/massa rather than with resistance, which has a race identity. The manufactured dichotomy of house slave vs. field slave simply did not exist on the Dessalles plantation for the assets of Dessalles existed throughout the population of the enslaved.  Disciplined, self-policed, internalisation of white racist discourse with its anti-African intent, self-hate and viewing the world through white racist discourse; i.e. – the condition of black skin, white masks. This sums up the individual constituted by white racist supremacist discourse which was the means to divide the enslaved where informers, hand wringers and the hopeless destroy all attempts at resistance. This model will proliferate under the post Emancipation colonial state, where in the era of independence, the State was handed over to this group crucial to facilitate the neo-colonial order.

22 January 1825

Poison in the New Year

Optimism that is delusional

The best workers are in chains

The free Mulattoes are to blame for the poison attacks

Two slaves commit suicide

Europeans simply don’t understand the slave order

The colonial state fails to protect the interests of the colony

The suppression of the slave trade has started

Colonial officials are acting against the interests of the colony

The colonial state ends manumissions

France recognises the independence of Haiti

Free Mulattoes are being executed by the State and slave runaways recaptured without massas to claim them

“On the first of the year, the negroes poisoned one of my oxen as a New Year’s present,” “they poisoned a second one, and I found chains on all the rogues who had been taken out of them on 25 September last. Since then, everything is going well; the hospital is empty,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 74).

“The plantation is in magnificent condition, and we will bring in big revenues. All it takes is order and thrift. They will get tired of doing evil, and we will have a few more years of tranquillity.” (Forster and Forster 1886 pg. 74).

1 February 1825

“Do you realise that those who are in chains are our most valuable subjects?”

18 February 1825

“It is generally believed this time that the poison comes from the free people of colour, who are giving evil advice to the slaves.” “It was no doubt a plot, and everything seems to point to perfidious plans, but we have nothing to fear.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 75).

27 February 1825

“Since 1 February, we have lost three draft oxen, a little calf, and a small heifer.” “Moise, who was in chains, threw himself into the big vat just as it came to the boil. He was pulled out and died 24 hours later. He confessed to things that make your hair stand on end. Jean is dead. I believe that he communicated with somebody during the night and they smuggled in some poison with which he killed himself.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 75).

“The losses continue. All the plantations are in the same situation, and it is believed that the free mulattoes incite the slaves.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 75).

15 April 1825

“because any talk of poison would have caused the Europeans, who have only a very imperfect understanding of our colonies, to imagine that everything was lost, everything was desperate.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 76).

“But that presupposes the government’s will to preserve the colonies, and to give them a little better protection than in the past.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 76).

10 May 1825

“On the agenda is the decision concerning three ships accused of having engaged in the slave trade. General Donzelot is vigorously pursuing the slave ship owners. Our greatest enemies are some persons in the administration, even though these people owe their fortunes to the colonies.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 76).

“At every execution decreed by the provost court, we see free men of colour executed, along with a lot of unclaimed recaptured runaways, an extremely dangerous class of people that is increasing in an alarming manner.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 77).

“Manumissions are no longer authorised since the affair of the mulattoes,” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg.77).

22 August 1825

“The news of the independence of Saint-Domingue has been devastating to the entire white population of these colonies.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 78).

5 January 1826

Fear of Poison again

“The poison has not been entirely stopped at our place,” “But what is terribly upsetting is to see entire families of whites disappear.” (Forster and Forster 1996 pg. 78).

The poison attacks on the Dessalles plantation have not ended in 1826, in spite of his strategy deployed, which indicates that the attempt to isolate the enslaved on the Dessalles plantation from the reality external of the plantation has failed. His détente has also failed to seduce specific leaders of the resistance movement into acceptance of the life he has prescribed for them. Moise throws himself into the boiling vat of sugar cane juice, which means he was in chains working in the sugar factory, sending a most powerful message, then confessed and died. Jean again in revolt poisoned himself and died. Both by their suicides providing momentum to the resistance. Dessalles recognises in 1825 that the most valuable members of the enslaved workforce are in chains, now two are dead by their own hands. The operational logic of enslavement cannot satisfy the operational demands of a capitalist enterprise whose sole purpose is sustainable wealth generation. Slavery limits the capacity of the capitalist enterprise to fully evolve its wealth generating capacity, it holds capitalism in a parasitic cocoon which spawns a lumpen capitalism with its lumpen bourgeoisie generating lumpen development/underdevelopment.
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