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  What people are saying about




  The Tragedy of Madagascar




  The Tragedy of Madagascar is a must read for anyone who cares about the fascinating, beguiling, maddening red island off the coast of Africa - or for anyone who wonders why so many forgotten, seemingly invisible people are trapped in poverty across the globe. With a sharp eye for detail, analysis, and storytelling, Adams is an expert guide who brings the island to life. There are few books about Madagascar, and this one will quickly become the go-to book to understand the island’s history, its politics, and its depressing trajectory. A fascinating, well-written read.




  Brian Klaas, Washington Post columnist and author of The Despot’s Accomplice and Corruptible: Who Gets Power & How It Changes Us




  Adams’s book is incredibly insightful and will be valuable for Malagasy leaders, its people, and the international community. It is well-written and well-researched, provides an in-depth picture of modern Madagascar, and is a wonderful contribution to the historical literature of the country. It sheds new light on the progress of democracy in a developing country and the responsibilities of our leaders and the Western countries. A great read for anyone interested in Madagascar’s past and its future.




  Monja Roindefo Zafitsimivalo, Former Prime Minister of Madagascar




  The South of Madagascar has been struggling for years to find enough water to feed all of the people in the region. In his new book about the island, Nathaniel Adams has written an important chapter about climate change in the Great South, one that beautifully tells the stories of the millions of people here trying to survive in an unforgiving land.




  Vital Batubilema, UN World Food Program, Madagascar
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Introduction







   We shall not cease from exploration; and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.




  -T.S. Eliot







  We had waited for the General all day.




  It was a warm day in Antananarivo and I stood with my translator, Michael, outside a government building swapping stories about life and politics in our respective countries. We were in the neighborhood known as “The 67,” a poor section of the city settled mostly by coastal people, where we had arranged to meet a man who had been cryptically described to me as a senior member of the armed forces with vital information to share. Each time we called to check on his location the General would put us off, saying he would be there in 30 minutes, right after he finished mailing a package at the post office and running a couple of other errands. Day turned into night, and I told my translator I was leaving if he didn’t show up by seven.




  At ten minutes before seven, the General called and told us to meet him a few streets away, deeper into the heart of The 67. “This is strange,” my translator said. Then it dawned on him. “I think he wants to meet you after dark, in a place where no one can see him with you.”




  We drove to the assigned street and Leon, my taxi driver, looked worried as he parked on a dimly let street and let us out. “Be careful with your bag here,” he said, pointing to my backpack and showing me how to wear it in front rather than on my back. “Call me as soon as you’re done.” We walked down the main road and turned a corner onto a side street where the General, who I will call General X, had told us he would be. All I could see were a few restaurants – shacks really, each with kerosene lamps illuminating a desolate interior. It was almost pitch dark now, but the street was busy with people I couldn’t see. We stopped, and as my translator called the General to ask where he was I felt someone tug on my backpack, then a hand fishing in my pocket for my phone. I pushed them away and turned to my interpreter. He shrugged his shoulders, indicating no answer to his call. “It’s not safe here,” I said. “Let’s go.”




  We started walking back toward the main road, but before we had gone a block the door to a black SUV swung open and a chauffeur stepped out, opening one of the back doors and gesturing toward the back seat in one motion. “He wants to talk in here,” he said, motioning me inside the vehicle. I peered into the back seat and there was a round-faced man dressed in slacks and a blazer. “Come in, come in,” he said. “I am General X.” I got in with my translator and the chauffer walked off with a woman who had been in the front seat. “I’m sorry for the delay. I didn’t feel comfortable talking to you in the daytime,” the General said. “If anyone sees me talking to a white man there will be rumors, lots of rumors. I could get in serious trouble.”




  “I understand,” I said. Madagascar had just gone through a presidential election, with countless accusations of corruption and foreign interference marring the result. Antananarivo itself was a hotbed of political intrigue, and General X, as a well-known member of the new president’s entourage, was taking a risk even meeting with me. He asked to see my passport. “Very interesting,” he said. “You have a tourist visa. If you’re an American spy I guess you’re under some very deep cover.” We both laughed, I somewhat nervously. In the darkness of the car, I could hardly see him. I assured him I didn’t work for any government and just wanted to hear his version of events that took place in 2009, when a coup d’etat ousted Marc Ravalomanana, the twice-elected president of Madagascar, and replaced him with a political upstart backed by the military.




  “That was an interesting time,” he said. After a few pleasantries, his jovial face took on a serious expression. “OK, give me five hundred dollars and I will tell you everything,” he said. “I was an active participant in the change of power, and no one has really asked me to tell the story before. But it needs to be told. I just need some money to tell it.” I looked at Michael and rolled my eyes. This had never been part of the plan. I explained to the General that I was here in Madagascar on my own, currently unemployed and on a tight budget. He relented, and after some haggling that would have made my Malagasy friends proud, we agreed on a much lower fee for his time.




  He insisted on going to my hotel for the interview, and his driver and the woman who had left us when I entered the car returned upon a signal from the General. We navigated the dark, empty streets of the capital and the General spoke to the others in the car in their native language while I tried to decipher some meaning from their words. When we arrived at the street below the hotel we walked up one of the city’s many staircases, the General huffing and puffing behind Michael and me. We walked into the lobby, now empty except for a young night watchman listening to music on his phone, and the General asked if we could sit in a far corner. We ordered bottles of beer and he settled back into his chair, looking relaxed for the first time since I had met him. He folded his hands in front of him and looked away for a moment, composing his thoughts. Then he turned back to me and spoke in a strong, clear voice.




  “This is how it happened.”




  * * *




  There are times in the life of every nation when order gives way to violence, political instability or constitutional crisis. In Western nations these civil conflicts are thankfully rare, and in most cases long behind us, but in the developing world they still occur with some frequency. Unfortunately for Madagascar, these events have been erupting with increasing regularity since 1972, although the violence has not been on a large scale. In 2009 a personal rivalry between two longstanding rivals split the country apart, resulting in a societal schism that would last another decade. In March of that year, Andry Rajoelina, the 34-year old mayor of Antananarivo, led often violent protests through the streets of the capital city and seized power with the help of dissident army officers, overthrowing the popular Marc Ravalomanana halfway into his second term. Calling Rajoelina’s seizure of power unconstitutional and a coup d’etat, aid donors suspended non-emergency assistance, exacerbating the country’s already extreme poverty. Rajoelina managed to stay in power for over four years through a combination of skillful maneuvering and outright deception, but the coup would stain his reputation until democracy was restored, and even then he remained a deeply divisive figure. Ravalomanana, for his part, was forced to wait nine years to try to regain the office he still believed was his. When the two men finally confronted each other again in 2018 for what was expected to be a final showdown, Rajoelina won a decisive victory that appeared to end, at long last, the political strife that had bedeviled the island for over almost 50 years.




  The overthrow of Ravalomanana had a devastating impact on the economy of Madagascar and the island’s development generally. More importantly from a political perspective, the events of February and March 2009 continue to divide the nation today. Rajoelina supporters claim their man bravely led a popular movement to replace a president so intoxicated by power he authorized the shooting of dozens of innocent people, while Ravalomanana supporters call his overthrow a military coup, pure and simple. Each side clings to its version of the truth like a talisman, and a typical Malagasy’s view of the president today is largely shaped by what they believe happened in those crucial days. So what is the truth – was Ravalomanana a murderer or the last honest democrat in Madagascar, one who was simply overwhelmed by events? I interviewed several people to find out, starting with the General, a man who was an active participant in the coup, and thus in the nation’s downward spiral into obloquy.




  General X joined the army in 1980 and became a general in 2015. In 2009, during those fateful weeks leading up to Rajoelina’s coup, he was a senior officer and led one of the assaults on the presidential palace that led to Ravalomanana’s departure. He therefore enjoyed a front-row seat to the events leading up to the coup, and over the course of three hours, he told me a rambling story of division, dissension, and the moment when the crisis reached a point of no return for him and his fellow officers, compelling them to get involved. Sitting out on my hotel’s patio that night he told many half-truths and some outright lies, but with such conviction and panache that I and my translator both became mesmerized. It was one version of the story that every Malagasy knows in one form or another, either as heroism or tragedy.




  General X began with an assessment of Ravalomanana’s rise, telling me that the former mayor was largely supported by the military when he was first elected president in 2002. But he squandered his popularity within a few years, the General said, and became seen as wholly corrupt. “He was a good president but he was too selfish. He tried to get all the business in the country for his companies, to monopolize the market. He profited from his position.” This was a common justification for the coup that I heard many times, but the General added a twist to it when he suggested that Ravalomanana became resentful of Rajoelina when the latter became mayor of Antananarivo and, in effect, stole the limelight from him in the island’s capital. “When Rajoelina became mayor he became so popular Marc could no longer control the capital, and this bothered him.” There was also a conflict brewing within the military when Ravalomanana took over, he added. The troops that had supported former President Ratsiraka – mostly reservists who were viewed as unfaithful by Ravalomanana – were sent to prison by the new president. “Many soldiers didn’t like Marc right away because of the way he treated those men.”




  Like most people, General X saw a steady increase in corruption after Ravalomanana was reelected in 2006. “Civil society became stifled and public land was sold to businesses for his own profit,” he claimed. “So Rajoelina revolted. He led some of the protests himself and they grew bigger and bigger. Everyone knew the President was finished.” This, I already knew, was revisionist history at its finest: while a successful coup may look inevitable with the benefit of hindsight, in the early days of Rajoelina’s protests no one knew how they would end, and very few would have predicted a sudden overthrow.




  We eventually got around to the violence of February 7, 2009, and the General, now into his second bottle of the local brew known affectionately as THB – Three Horses Beer – related his version of events that culminated in an extraordinary claim: the president not only ordered the killings of unarmed protesters but murdered many more people than previously reported. “The Prime Minister, not the mayor, led the final march on the presidential palace,” he began, “so even he wanted an end to the regime. We in the army were told to be on high alert as the crowds got closer to the palace. We knew we might have to intervene if a battle broke out.” And then the most damning charge: “Ravalomanana personally told the army to firmly defend the palace at whatever cost, and that the army should keep the protesters back from the palace even if they had to use force.” This order was then repeated to the presidential guard on site at the palace. “The presidential guard received the order to fire. When they knew there was no other option, they started shooting.” I asked him if he saw any of the 30 or 40 people murdered that day as his unit later tried to restore order. “Forty? Many more than 40 people were shot, but the army hid dozens of bodies to reduce the real number. Two hundred fifty people were wounded and more than 100 people died for sure. Many families never saw their loved ones after that day and they never got an explanation as to what happened. We were told to stay silent.”




  I asked him to explain the army’s reaction to the violence in the days afterwards. He responded by basically claiming that he and his fellow soldiers felt a public duty to overthrow the man who had twice been elected president. They saw themselves as neutral arbiters in a conflict quickly spinning out of control but, through somewhat perverse logic, came to the conclusion that neutrality, in this case, demanded their support of “the people,” meaning the throngs of protesters led by Rajoelina. He explained it this way:






   “In Madagascar, the army is the last option to defend the people and the state. So the army attacked the presidential guard the next day to stop the bloodshed. The army has many more troops than the presidential guard and we were able to quickly encircle them. From that day on the people clearly supported the army in the standoff and when that became clear, Ravalomanana fled and the Army took power at CAPSAT [the central military base in Antananarivo]. Overnight we became the leaders of the country and reestablished public order. But by the next day the Army leaders felt out of place. We weren’t supposed to have political power, you know. That is not our role. So the question became, who should we give the power to, now that order has been restored?”







  This piqued my interest. Almost everyone knew the army had installed Rajoelina and I wanted to see if he would deny it. Instead, he doubled down on his claims of impartiality.






   “Some people think we planned to install Rajoelina from the beginning, but we had no relationship with him so that is simply not true. But we were conscious that because of the new political instability the public was in great danger and that we needed to act. We were not taking orders from anyone and we acted independently to restore order and ensure a smooth transition to whoever the next leader would be. Remember the situation we were facing: people now thought the outgoing president was a murderer. We knew that Rajoelina was a man supported by the people, especially the people protesting. Because the people supported Rajoelina, the army transferred power to him. He was the obvious choice.”







  I pressed him further on this. If the army was neutral why did they immediately hand power to one of the rival contestants for power? “Listen,” he said. “The army follows rules, and we just want to have public order. Once we saw that the situation had calmed down and there was no more violence, we did the right thing and restored a civil government. By giving the government to Rajoelina we followed the will of the people.”




  This decision would have serious consequences, of course, not only for the resolution of the crisis in 2009 but, as many could have predicted, for the next several years as well. Rajoelina vowed to hold an election soon after executing his coup, but found one pretext after another to delay a vote. “Well, it’s true that we gave him the power only temporarily, so that he could hold elections. But he kept it as long as possible!” Here the General feigned outrage, banging on the table and rattling the empty bottles in front of him. “We did not know he would do that, and like many people we were not happy about it. In fact, a few officers led by Colonel Charles [Andrianasoavina] revolted because of the length of time it was taking Rajoelina to hold an election. Others tried two of their own coups in fact but there was not enough support and Rajoelina put them in jail afterward.”




  Sure, I said, I know there were a few officers who tried to overthrow Rajoelina after his seizure of power, but most stood by him, knowing they would be rewarded by the new president for their support during the coup. And Rajoelina, in return, would do everything he could to keep them loyal to him during a highly chaotic transition. This the General did not dispute. “Of course Rajoelina felt beholden to the army for making him president. One of his first acts was to name a General, Camille Vital, as Prime Minister to thank us for the army’s support. Also, the Vice Minister in charge of Foreign Affairs was another general. But I want to emphasize, this was not a coup d’etat because the army only acted to help people in danger, and we gave the power back to the people as soon as possible, not to Marc [Ravalomanana]. Remember that after the transition was over, people publicly thanked the army for what they had done. The people in Madagascar respect the army because we are trying to fight the lawlessness and insecurity that are such a problem here.” He later acknowledged that corruption in the army is a problem just as it is in other key institutions on the island, but insisted that the military plays an overwhelmingly positive role in society.




  And as for those army members who had been imprisoned when Ravalomanana became president in 2002 for their supposed disloyalty? The General proudly told me of his role in releasing twenty-five former generals after Rajoelina ordered them set free, in response to what the General called a public outcry for their liberation. A few political leaders who had opposed Ravalomanana were also released simultaneously. This was something else that endeared the army to the public, according to the General.




  The night grew long, and as the General’s litany of self-justifications continued I ended our interview by asking him what role the army saw for itself today. Having once crowned a king, or at least a president, would they hesitate to do so again? They had played no appreciable role in the two elections since the coup, in 2013 and 2018, and this return to normalcy had pleased the General. “In 2013, the Army would have supported whoever won. The same for 2018. We would not have acted to prevent Marc’s candidate (Jena Louis Robinson) from taking power or Marc himself from returning. The army knows it must support the winner of our elections. And we are not involved in politics anymore; in fact, we are neutral now towards Rajoelina. He himself told us, told the whole country, to wait until December to evaluate him, and that is what everyone is doing. No one is protesting the president now, as you can see. He is still in his first year and we will all judge him later after he has had some time.”




  This man who had been so bombastic in his defense of the army’s conduct during the coup ended with a surprisingly sober analysis of where Madagascar finds itself today. As a military man, public safety was his biggest concern: “We are not a full democracy yet. The story with democracy here is still unfolding, still developing. But Madagascar is not unique in that respect – in fact, we are just like many African countries. The biggest problem in Madagascar is the lack of security around the country. The second largest is the large numbers of unemployed youth, which is related to the first problem. In Madagascar the national police are charged with resolving this problem. But they can ask the Gendarmes and the Army for assistance, which we’ve done. Also, there is an urban/rural dimension or divide to the insecurity problem: we see kidnapping in the cities and attacks on the rural roads, the stealing of cattle elsewhere. So we need to create jobs, programs to get our youth participating in building the country – and we need financial assistance from abroad to do this.”




  * * *




  There is no other place in the world quite like Madagascar. Most people know it’s an island located somewhere off the southeast coast of Africa, and if those people have children they are probably familiar with the animated movies named after the island, but that’s usually about it. Unless they happen to be French or are especially inclined toward world history, most people don’t know it was a French colony for the better part of sixty years, much less that it was ruled by a largely stable monarchy for some two hundred years before that. All of my American friends are astounded to hear that Madagascar is the size of Texas and that over 25 million people live there. Those millions are almost entirely unknown to the people of the rest of the world, who, if they took the time to visit the Great Red Island – so named for the unique color of its red, lateritic soil – would immediately discover two things about them. First, the ethnic diversity of the Malagasy people is extraordinary, with 18 ethnic groups representing a unique Afro-Asian mix that resulted from the overlapping settlement from two continents. Second, a majority of those people are desperately poor, doing whatever they can to meet their basic needs each day. And even more diverse than its people is the island’s biodiversity, already endangered to be sure, but still awe-inspiring for the spectrum of its national parks, white sand beaches, tropical rainforests and dozens of animal species that became extinct on the African mainland but survived on the large chunk of land that broke away from the continent millions of years ago. Madagascar is truly a jewel of an island.




  Such untapped potential on the island makes General X’s story even more disheartening. The General’s narrative, while problematic in many respects, nonetheless captures perfectly the distance travelled from all of Madagascar’s potential at independence to the political and economic basket case it unfortunately is today. An island of abundant natural resources and a young, industrious population has been systematically throttled by the chronic infighting and self-enrichment of its leaders, even as the rest of the world ignores it. Indeed, the General’s recollection of the chaotic days of 2009 in Antananarivo highlighted several themes that still dominate Madagascar’s political life today. First, the island has been paralyzed by chronic political instability, producing coups and other national crises that are becoming more frequent, not less. Four or five such crises, depending on who’s counting, have engulfed the country since 1972, each time bringing the island’s economy to a halt and forcing many sectors to rebuild from scratch. Second, the two-man rivalry between Ravalomanana and Rajoelina, now well into its second decade, has stifled any real development of mature political parties that cater to the interests of the people. While highly entertaining and an easy prop to understanding a nation’s recent history, a political system dominated by two people over twenty years is not healthy for democracy. Third, the corruption that has become ubiquitous on the island and which people like the General engage in as a matter of course has siphoned off income from an already destitute population, who have become increasingly cynical about their leaders and the entire political process. Lastly, the ethnic distrust of people like the General who hails from the coastal provinces toward the Merina, the island’s elite tribe located in the central highlands, holds the island back from the sense of national unity it needs to develop all of its various regions.




  Madagascar has now been independent for sixty years. It was well situated in 1960 to succeed as a post-colonial state, and indeed, got off to a magnificent start under its first president. With the right leadership the country could have used that momentum and the sense of empowerment following independence to forge a robust democracy and an uncorrupt government. It could have lifted millions of people who were desperately poor out of poverty and into middle-class lifestyles similar to those on the neighboring island of Mauritius (the most democratic nation in Africa and one of the wealthiest). Its leaders could have prioritized the protection of its rainforests and otherwise preserved its unique natural environment. With the help of the international community, they could have proactively prepared the island for the onslaught of drought and other effects from climate change that are now beginning to be felt in various regions of the island. And the country could have curbed its once-rampant population growth and ended the simmering ethnic tensions that have plagued it for centuries.




  If you know anything about Madagascar today you know that none of the possibilities raised in the preceding paragraph came true (except for the facts about Mauritius). Unfortunately, the island has made almost no progress in improving the lives of its citizens since 1960. Its political system is highly unstable, with coups and constitutional crises becoming disturbingly common and populism on the rise. Malagasy people are just as poor now as they were at independence, and there are millions more of them, as the population continues to grow at an alarming rate and with no end in sight. Meanwhile, the southern region of Madagascar is fast becoming a wasteland as crops dry up and shorelines recede due to climate change. Distrust among the regions and the capital city continues to hamper the island’s sense of unity and economic development.




  All of which makes Madagascar a profound exception to an unmistakable paradigm shift taking place around the world. With constant news reports of wars, pandemics, terrorism, poverty, crime and natural disasters, it’s easy to forget that we actually live in an age of optimism, at least among those who study global trends for a living. Multiple books and articles by highly respected authors have been written in recent years lauding the progress made in the world across a broad spectrum of basic development categories – poverty, health, life span, war, human rights and democracy. With the sole exception of climate change, which everyone agrees is a major challenge, and perhaps the very recent erosion of democracy and the growth of economic inequality in some regions, most experts agree that human life across the world is getting better for billions of people. Even the Coronavirus pandemic is seen as a temporary setback on the inevitable march toward health and prosperity that awaits us.




  Steven Pinker’s bestselling book, Enlightenment Now, makes this case more forcefully and more broadly than any other. The values of the Enlightenment, he claims – namely reason, science and humanism – have brought unprecedented progress to the world over the past two centuries. In everything from the safety of long-distance travel to the reduced devastation of wars and advancements in public health, the world has made incredible strides. Despite the barrage of news reports bemoaning the state of the world and a focus on global crises, Pinker finds overwhelming evidence that things have actually gotten significantly better. “And here is a shocker,” he writes. “The world has made spectacular progress in every single measure of human well-being. Here is a second shocker: Almost no one knows about it.”1




  Evidence of global progress, according to Pinker, can be found throughout a dozen or more categories, but a few stand out as emblematic of the vast improvements for basic human welfare. First, people are living longer, healthier and more prosperous lives. “Life expectancy across the world has risen from 30 to 71, and in the more fortunate countries to 81. The proportion of humanity living in extreme poverty has fallen from almost 90 percent to less than 10 percent, and within the lifetimes of most of the readers of this book it could approach zero. Catastrophic famine, never far away in most of human history, has vanished from most of the world, and undernourishment and stunting are in steady decline.”2




  Second, the world has become less violent and safer. “War between countries is obsolescent, and war within countries is absent from five-sixths of the world’s surface. The proportion of people killed annually in wars is less than a quarter of what it was in the 1980s.” Genocides, once common, now occur much less frequently. Meanwhile, Americans are half as likely to be murdered as they were two dozen years ago and, over the course of the 20th century, Americans became 96 percent less likely to be killed in a car accident. Life in poorer countries, he says, will also get safer as they continue to develop and get richer.




  Third, societies have become more democratic and individual freedoms have expanded. “Two centuries ago,” he writes, “a handful of countries, embracing one percent of the world’s people, were democratic; today, two-thirds of the world’s countries, embracing two-thirds of its countries, are. Not long ago half the world’s countries had laws that discriminated against racial minorities; today more countries have policies that favor their minorities than policies that discriminate against them. At the turn of the 20th century, women could vote in just one country; today they vote in every country where men can vote save one.”




  All of this progress has inevitably contributed to human happiness, according to Pinker. Americans have more free time and disposable income than ever before, and “are using their leisure and disposable income to travel, spend time with their children, connect with loved ones, and sample the world’s cuisine, knowledge and culture. As a result of these gifts, people have become happier.” Pinker sees only two major problems the world has failed to adequately address: climate change and the threat of nuclear war. But even these he faces optimistically, writing that with “practical long-term agendas” now on the table, they are problems that can one day be solved.3




  The evidence presented by Pinker is incontrovertible from a statistical point of view, and scholars who have predicted the coming decline of the human race now have to grapple with his mountain of facts pointing in the other direction. But what makes his argument unique is his belief that the intellectual values of the Enlightenment sparked the current wave of progress. Indeed, he writes, “The bulk of [his] book is devoted to defending those ideals in a distinctively 21st century way: with data. This evidence-based take on the Enlightenment project reveals that it was not a naïve hope. The Enlightenment has worked – perhaps the greatest story seldom told.”4




  Scholars of the developing world have now taken up these broad themes and applied them to their research on poor countries, with most of them reaching the same sunny conclusions. Steven Radelet’s book, The Great Surge, examines the economic progress made in the Global South and finds overwhelming progress over the past few decades. Real progress for most developing countries began in the 1990s, he claims, in poverty, income, health and education. Most remarkably, the number of people living in extreme poverty (less than $1.25 per day), shrank from almost 2 billion in 1993 to just over 1 billion in 2011, meaning a billion people around the world have been lifted out of extreme poverty in just the last two decades. “After rising relentlessly from the beginning of human history,” he writes, “the number of people living on less than $1 a day dropped by more than half in just eighteen years.” And the percentage of people living in extreme poverty has been falling even faster, making the decline in extreme poverty “one of the most important achievements in global economic history.”5 Incomes for most families are now higher than at any time in history, and although income inequality has worsened within many Western countries, across the globe, income is more equal than it has been in centuries. But the surge in living standards goes beyond incomes, he writes. Far fewer people than ever go hungry, and the world now grows more food than it needs. Women have more opportunities, democracy has expanded, and basic human rights are more widely respected than ever before. What is most remarkable about this progress, he claims, is that such great strides have been made in so many areas at the same time. There have been spurts of progress in certain areas before, but “the simultaneous improvement in so many aspects of development is unprecedented.”6




  In contrast to Pinker’s focus on the values of the Enlightenment, Radelet gives much more modern and specific reasons for the remarkable progress that erupted in the 1990s. First, the end of the Cold War ended the various civil wars in many developing countries and legitimized market-based economic systems and democracy. Second, globalization and the spread of new technologies provided key opportunities that allowed people to attain greater prosperity. And third, new leadership in developing countries themselves brought more effective institutions and smarter policies to those countries. Foreign aid, he notes, also had a “moderate positive impact” on economic progress. Collectively these forces produced a tidal wave of improvement in living standards across the globe, including in some of the poorest places on Earth.7




  International human rights experts, focused as they are on human suffering, often depict the world as a grim, unjust place, but even their outlook is starting to change. Kathryn Sikkink, in Evidence For Hope: Making Human Rights Work in the 21st Century, finds remarkable advances made in global human rights over the past century and tells a mostly uplifting story. Progress has undeniably been made in human rights, she says, largely as a result of struggles fought by brave men and women to secure those rights. Those struggles led to new laws and institutions protecting greater and greater swathes of humanity. She cites lower incidences of genocide and famine, fewer war-related deaths for both combatants and civilians, and greater equality for women in many areas of study. “If I am more hopeful than others,” she writes, “it is because I have seen dramatic improvements in some human rights in my lifetime, such as greater equality and opportunities for women and sexual minorities.”8 Overall, her analysis shows the record is far more positive than current pessimism might suggest, since there is less violence overall and fewer human rights violations than in the past.




  Sikkink uses a provocative argument that not only places her firmly in the optimists’ camp but exemplifies the paradigm shift in favor of progress now taking shape. Like the other new believers mentioned above, she believes that empirical comparisons over time are more useful than “comparisons to the ideal.” For example, when looking at the number of undernourished people in the world, she notes that there were still 800 million of them in 2015, which sounds appalling, but is actually less than either the absolute number of undernourished people or the undernourished percentage of the world population in 1990.9 We need to keep both sets of data in mind when thinking about undernourishment around the world, she believes. Her larger point is that rather than to continually lament the significant human rights challenges still remaining, we should focus on the positive overall trends and make sure the message of progress is heard just as loudly as the predictions of more calamity.




  Prominent journalists are now bringing these claims regarding human progress to a wider audience. Nicholas Kristof of the New York Times has recently begun writing an annual piece at the end of each year explaining why the past year or the upcoming one will be “the best year ever.” Like Pinker and others, he describes the progress made in fighting poverty and disease around the world and believes such advances will only continue. In the early 1980’s he writes, 44% of all humans were living on less than about $2 per day, while fewer than 10% do so today, and by 2030 that number will be just 3-4%. Over three hundred thousand people access clean drinking water each day for the first time; meanwhile, the percentage of children dying before age 5 across the world declined from 27% in 1950 to 4% today. The last famine recognized by the World Food Program struck just part of one state in South Sudan and last for only a few months in 2017. And thanks to the incredible reductions in poverty in China in India, income inequality on a global level is steadily declining. “If you’re depressed by the state of the world, let me toss out an idea: In the long arc of human history, 2019 has been the best year ever ...Since modern humans emerged about 200,000 years ago, 2019 was probably the year in which children were least likely to die, adults were least likely to be illiterate and people were least likely to suffer excruciating and disfiguring diseases.”10




  Taken together, these books and articles paint an astonishing picture of success in combating some of the greatest scourges humanity has ever faced, including many that have been with us since the dawn of time. Indeed, after reading them one wonders whether we have a right to be upset about anything going on in the world today. Like virtually everyone else who has read them, I came away with a certain sense of relief that all is not lost, and with a hope that all of the trends described within them continue. And yet despite the carefully researched arguments from each of the authors cited above, I see three reasons why we should be cautious in trumpeting these gains so confidently.




  First, while great progress has been made to date, there is some concern that much of it resulted from “once in a lifetime events” like the end of the Cold War and the economic transformations of the world’s two most populous nations, India and China; with those gains now almost fully realized there is no certainty that the numbers of poverty and disease will inevitably continue to drop. The gains we’ve made can therefore be seen as more tenuous than they at first appear. Never mind the stray asteroid hitting the Earth or the threat of artificially intelligent systems eventually destroying humanity; the threats to global peace and prosperity are much closer at hand. A major war between two or more powerful countries or a global health pandemic would have immediate calamitous repercussions, while the longer-term threats of climate change and unchecked population growth could make life deadly or intolerably miserable for untold billions of people.




  All of this became unmistakably clearer in 2020 when the Coronavirus struck virtually every corner of the globe with such terrible force. As it spread outward from China to North America and Europe, eventually reaching Africa, Madagascar and other developing nations cowered in fear of the havoc a pandemic would cause given their fragile health systems. All of the economic gains touted by Radelet and others threatened to be wiped out in a matter of months. In the midst of the crisis, experts began predicting that for the first time since 1998 global poverty would increase, with the World Bank estimating that as many as 60 million people would be pushed into extreme poverty as a result of the pandemic. The UN has recently warned that the world is facing its worst food crisis in 50 years, and that at least half a billion people, for a total of 2 billion, could slip into destitution by the end of 2020.11 The number of people living on less than $1.90 a day, which had been falling steadily since 1990, is now sure to rise again, and in some areas like sub-Saharan Africa the impacts could result in poverty levels similar to those from 30 years ago. A key UN resolution committing the world to eliminating all poverty and hunger and providing universal access to education by 2030 may now be “a pipe dream.”12




  In Africa, the economic and social disruptions of the Coronavirus are battering millions of workers who had only recently seen their incomes begin to rise. The World Bank estimates that sub-Saharan Africa will see its first economic recession in 25 years in 2020, with nearly half of all jobs lost across the continent. From Kenya to Nigeria to Rwanda, Covid-19 threatens to push tens of millions of people in Africa into extreme poverty. But beyond that, it’s also undoing decades of progress on a great African achievement: the growth of its middle class. These new voices for modernization have been critical to the continent’s recent growth by using their newfound status to push for democratic reforms, better schools and health care. The number of middle class Africans has in fact tripled over the past 30 years, but 8 million of them, now facing a loss of steady income for the first time since achieving middle-class status, could be forced into poverty because of the virus and its economic fallout.13




  Meanwhile, other diseases once thought to be on their way out have experienced a resurgence in Africa, one of the unintended consequences of millions of people taking the necessary precautions to avoid Covid-19. Immunizations, which have prevented 35 million deaths around the world from vaccine-preventable illnesses just over the last 20 years, are now viewed as too risky to seek out in many parts of the world. In the Spring of 2020, for example, when the World Health Organization and UNICEF warned the pandemic could spread quickly if children gathered in groups to line up for shots, many countries suspended inoculation programs. The arrival of vaccines and health workers also slowed significantly. As a result, diptheria, cholera, poliovirus, and measles have all flared, to the point where nearly 200 million people were at risk of missing immunizations against these diseases in 2020. Measles, a far more contagious disease than Covid-19, could actually end up killing more people than the Coronavirus.14




  Second, while the Coronavirus may prove to be a speedbump temporarily slowing the spread of human progress, climate change is likely to serve as a permanent check on human improvement. Indeed, global warming is so terrifying in large part because once its effects become serious, there is no going back. The consequences of climate change will be so severe that any optimism about the future must be tenuous. As David Wallace-Wells has written, “There is no good thing in the world that will be made more abundant, or spread more widely, by global warming. The list of bad things that will proliferate is innumerable.” This will inevitably change how we view the field of world history. What was once understood as an inexorable march from barbarism to civilization, enlightenment and wealth will be retold as something quite different: a race to achieve previously unthinkable standards of living that depended upon spewing heat-trapping gases into the atmosphere in quantities so obscene as to render much of the planet uninhabitable. Ours and preceding generations will look even more foolish to future readers when it is pointed out that we had all the knowledge and tools at our disposal to avoid most of the damage.15




  The worst case scenario from climate change would reverse nearly all of the human progress made during the past two centuries. But as Wallace-Wells eloquently confirms, it will not take worst case outcomes to produce effects harmful enough to “shake the casual sense that as time marches forward, life improves ineluctably.”






   “Those ravages are likely to begin arriving quickly: new coastlines retreating from drowned cities; destabilizing societies disgorging millions of refugees into neighboring ones already feeling the pinch of resource depletion; the last several hundred years, which many saw as a simple line of progress and growing prosperity, rendered instead as a prelude to mass climate suffering…But if the planet reaches three or for our five degrees of warming, the world will be convulsed with human suffering at such a scale – so many million refugees, half again as many wars, droughts and famines, and economic growth made impossible on so much of the planet – that its citizens will have difficulty regarding the recent past as a course of progress or even a phase in a cycle, or in fact anything but a true and substantial reversal.”16







  Finally, some regions of the world, most notably sub-Saharan Africa, still have such alarming development challenges ahead of them that to talk of great progress there almost seems callous, even borderline offensive. While China and India have been responsible for much if not most of the development gains to date, Africa has seen much less progress across a range of categories. The number of people living in extreme poverty and the number of undernourished people in sub-Saharan Africa continued to rise through 2010, although the percentages are falling. Income inequality has skyrocketed across the continent, causing some to question whether the rise in incomes is only making the region more unequal.17 Several studies have found that sub-Saharan Africa lagged behind the other developing regions in meeting global development goals. And a few countries in Africa seem to be making no progress at all.




  * * *




  All of which brings us back to Madagascar. Madagascar is one of the poorest countries in the world today, with a per capita GDP of less than $400 in 2016 and a staggering rate of poverty. The past two decades have been lost years for this island nation, with very little improvement in the lives of its people. We know that because progress in development can now be measured and compared, thanks to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) established by the United Nations in 2000 as a way of charting progress across the developing world. With the MDGs, the UN identified eight goals that it hoped to achieve by 2015, in a myriad of categories ranging from poverty reduction to public health and equal opportunities for women. Upon their completion in 2015 the UN hailed the results of the MDGs as “the most successful anti-poverty movement in history,” for all the reasons enumerated by the optimists cited above. But Madagascar showed very little progress in most categories and none in others, including the most important ones.




  The first MDG, the most important of all of them, was “to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger.” One target of this goal was to reduce extreme poverty by half from 1990-2015. Globally, the goal was met well in advance of the 2015 deadline (declining from 47% to 14%). Madagascar, however, not only failed to make progress toward a 50% reduction, it actually saw an increase in extreme poverty. In 1993, 67.1% of the population was living on less than $1.25 per day; in 2010 that number was over 82% and in 2015 it was believed to be still close to 80%. According to the World Bank, per capita GDP, which has never been above $600, actually declined between 2000-10, and has continued to fall since then, in large part due to high population growth and two political crises during that period.18




  A similar target under this goal was to halve by 2015 the percentage of people suffering from hunger in 1990. The goal was just missed globally, declining from 23.3% to 12.9%, but again, Madagascar actually saw an increase in undernourishment, from 27.3% to 33% of its people. The total number of undernourished people on the island also increased from 3.3 million to 8 million. The World Bank reported that an incredible 62% of the people in Madagascar were still living on less than the cost to purchase 2100 calories of food a day in 2013, and thus hardly able to survive above a starvation level. UNICEF found that half of all children under the age of five suffer from chronic malnutrition, one of the highest rates in the world.




  Its results with the other MDGs were mixed. The country fell short of reaching universal primary school enrollment and the World Bank found that Madagascar now has the world’s fifth highest number of out-of-school children in the world. Furthermore, its success in other metrics used to judge a country’s advancement into the modern world is also discouraging; for example, the rate of access to electricity in Madagascar is one of the lowest on the planet, at only 13%.




  The failure to make any progress in reducing extreme poverty or hunger when almost the entire rest of the world was doing exactly that is a damning indictment of Madagascar’s political class. But as we’ll see in Chapter 2, the political system itself has been plagued by such chronic instability as to render its government largely ineffective. Its democracy – to the extent one can call it that - is perilously fragile, with the specter of a military coup in 2009 still haunting the country. Its human rights record remains bleak, with pretrial detentions and police corruption a fact of life and over a million people in the south one step away from famine.19 Moreover, Madagascar has sadly done virtually nothing to prepare for the demographic disaster that awaits it at mid-century; nor has it come up with any strategy for dealing with the effects of climate change that will also begin to ravage its people and its economy in the next few decades. Its population continues to soar, its economy is unable to cope, and the number of Malagasy living a precarious existence continues to rise. Meanwhile, drought in the south of the countries is pushing many villagers to relocate or take up banditry, while reducing the overall food supply. By any meaningful measure, therefore, post-independence Madagascar is clearly not a success story.




  Its capital city, Antananarivo, is a woeful case in point. High in the central plateaus, at an elevation of 4,200 feet, Tana was once a charming city with a bustling downtown area ringed by lovely green and brown hills. It was relatively safe, even at night, and high up in those hills it almost felt like a small town. Now every guide book will tell you Tana is a place to be skipped if not avoided (although there are some great restaurants). The capital has become notoriously polluted, and an afternoon spent choking on the smog and fumes rising from every downtown street and vehicle will make you sick. It’s safe enough during the day, but when I asked my taxi driver about walking around at night he didn’t even reply, preferring to show me what would happen by drawing his hand, palm down, across his throat. Dozens of homeless children lie on the streets with no parent in sight. And while everyone says the traffic in their city is a nightmare, Antananarivo is on another level, not just because of all the cars and buses on the street but because of the mass of humanity spilling out from the sidewalks, which can no longer begin to contain them. Tana’s population has gone from 1 million people in 1990 to 3.2 million in 2019, and the city is simply overwhelmed.




  And yet there is nothing inevitable about Madagascar’s downward slide, and economists are often puzzled when confronted with the depressing statistics cascading out of the country. The 2009 crisis played a role, to be sure, but the real mystery surrounding the great island’s development may be its long-term decline, traceable almost as far back as independence. With per capita GDP falling since 1960 the average Malagasy’s standard of living has declined as well, and few countries, even including those in sub-Saharan Africa, have witnessed such poor results over time.20 It hasn’t been one slow, inexorable, decline, of course; Madagascar has embarked on a growth spurt on several occasions. But each time it showed signs of an economic takeoff, the resurgence ended a few years later in a major political crisis. This happened in the early 1970s, the 1990s, the early 2000s and again in 2009.21 And while the long downward spiral is obvious to anyone looking at Madagascar’s history, what increasingly concerns experts tracking its development is the increasing frequency of the crises. This troubling development has led some political economists to identify a uniquely Malagasy paradox, centered around a confounding link between economic growth and political instability. Each time the country takes a step forward, something quickly happens that causes it to take three steps back.22




  So while the larger trend across the world today is clearly toward peace, health and a reduction in poverty and disease, there remain places like the great island of Madagascar where progress is stagnant, and may even be heading in the opposite direction. The international community should not lose sight of those countries or regions still falling behind. Just as important, we should try to understand why they are failing and what risks their failure poses to other similarly situated countries. And let’s think about what failure in 10 or 20 countries would mean for a world in which everyone else is making steady advances. Because if Madagascar – a quasi-democracy that suffers from no war, no terrorism, no border disputes, no violent ethnic conflict and no economic sanctions – can’t keep up with the rest of the world, then perhaps we should check our faith in the inevitability of global progress.




  * * *




  It gives me no pleasure to write this book, for Madagascar is a country I love more than any other except my own. I first traveled there some 25 years ago as part of a student exchange program, mostly on a whim, and have been returning periodically ever since. It was my sophomore year at Georgetown and I was looking for a French-speaking county in which to spend half of the next year. I originally chose Paris, but one day I got a message from an advisor for the semester abroad program asking me to see him the next day. Something’s wrong, I thought. When I arrived at his office at the appointed hour the advisor, a genial, gray-haired man in his sixties told me the Paris program had been cancelled due to ongoing strikes and protests that threatened to shut down the capital for weeks if not longer. I should therefore consider other options.




  “We have a well-established program in Brussels that I think you would you love,” he said.




  “Belgium?” I said incredulously, and perhaps a little too loudly. I had my heart set on going to Paris, and Brussels just sounded like a dull substitute. I think he sensed my disappointment, because before I knew it he had pulled out a map of some place that was clearly not Europe.




  “Well, we also have a few affiliated programs in French Africa,” he said.




  “Really?” I asked. “Like where?”




  “Like Cameroon,” he said, and pointed it out on the map. “They speak French there.” I hesitated, and he began to draw his finger across the waist of Africa, stopping at a large island just off the coast, in the Indian Ocean. “Or Madagascar.” I must have looked interested, because he began to tell me about it. “It’s a bit exotic, but they recently democratized and I’ve heard they’re very welcoming of foreigners.”




  Some important decisions I’ve made after careful deliberation and some I’ve made on the spot. Looking back now, I’d say each method was about equally effective. For some reason I can’t explain, I saw that man’s finger tapping on Madagascar and knew I was destined for that mysterious, footprint-shaped island with the unforgettable name.




  “That sounds great,” I said, “I’ll go there.”




  “Well, surely you’ll want a few days to do some research on it and talk to your parents before you make a final decision,” he said. “Why don’t come back on Monday and we’ll ...”




  “No, no,” I said. “I don’t need any more time. I’ll go to Madagascar. You can sign me up now.”




  It turned out to be an incredible experience. Over the course of four months I saw a nation that had recently held its first democratic election but was devastated by crippling poverty, weak institutions and a low rate of education. I lived with a wonderful host family and made dozens of Malagasy friends, who were as kind and generous to me as any friends I’ve ever had. I traveled around the whole island – by car, by bus, by ship, and by plane – and saw one of the most beautiful countries in the world before it became an ecotourist destination – indeed, before it had much tourist infrastructure at all. I followed its progress, or lack thereof, from afar, returning each decade to visit people I knew and to try to relive that first experience all over again (which is, of course, impossible). What I saw and heard about over the years was a nation in trouble.




  So I decided to return to Madagascar in 2019 and write about its problems firsthand. While I’m relying on some social science research to illuminate my story, I prefer to look at the island through the eyes of a spectrum of individuals who represent all that is great and tragic about the island. During almost nine months of often desultory travel throughout this sometimes enchanting, occasionally maddening country I was fortunate enough to interview politicians, economists, teachers, village leaders, entrepreneurs and farmers. What I hope is that after listening to this kaleidoscope of voices the reader will see the country in living color, and experience its remarkable potential and endless frustrations almost as intimately as I did.




  It would be impossible to understand the twenty-first century dynamics of any country without first understanding its past, so the next few chapters will give a brief history of the island, starting with the rival kingdoms that sprung up in various regions, then turning to the drama and violence of French colonialism and the missed opportunities of Madagascar’s first sixty years of independence. All of this will culminate in the rise of the President himself, someone who has ridden the populist wave, now spreading through the developing world almost as fast as the Coronavirus, all the way to the top. It was President Rajoelina, more than any other individual, who shaped the contours of modern Madagascar with his brazen seizure of power in 2009, and who continues to shape it today. If he were the president of a larger (or European) nation he might be discussed in the same sentence as Putin, Orban and Duterte, but as he only leads Madagascar he is merely one of the most controversial presidents the world has never heard of. With the weakness of the country’s institutions and civil society now on full display, it is no exaggeration to say that the future of Madagascar rests on his success or failure. Later chapters will examine the lack of economic opportunity stultifying a generation of young Malagasy now entering the workforce, the rapid and unsustainable rise of the island’s population, and the coming climate crisis in the south of the island.




  But first, let’s go back to the General for a moment. When we finished the interview it was around midnight, and as we stood out on the terrace of my hotel saying goodnight I could see the normally chaotic city beneath us pitch dark and eerily quiet. The General left through the iron gate leading to the staircase that would take him back down to his car, and I began to gather my things and head upstairs. But as I heard the gate close and saw the General disappear from view, I felt someone approaching me over my right shoulder. I turned around and saw the hotel concierge, now free of his headphones, standing next to me. He was a young man with his long hair tied back into a knot behind his head and facial features that could have been mistaken for Malaysian or Indonesian, and though it was dark I could see him looking at me with a troubled expression. He was clearly agitated, and as he began to speak tears came into his eyes. This conversation would come back to me time and again as I traveled throughout the island and tried to understand the divisions among its people.




  “Monsieur Adams,” he said, “I was pretending to listen to music but I heard your entire conversation with that man. It was almost all lies! I know what happened that day. It was nothing like what that man said. You must talk to one of Ravalomanana’s people to get the real story.”




  I tried to calm him down but, having begun, he couldn’t stop now. “You can’t let the world think our president was a murderer,” he said. “You must find out the truth!”




  I promised him I would try.













  Chapter 1




  Discovery and the First Kingdoms






   These Austronesians, with their Austronesia language and modified Austronesian culture, were already established on Madagascar by the time it was first visited by Europeans, in 1500. This strikes me as the single most astonishing fact of human geography for the entire world ... How on earth could prehistoric people of Borneo, presumably voyaging in boats without maps or compasses, end up in Madagascar?




   - Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel







  They came first by the dozens, then in waves. Setting out from Borneo and Sumatra in their outrigger canoes and later, in larger twin hulled outriggers, they had no idea that the island of Madagascar, some 4000 miles to the west, even existed. They may have been driven out by waves of migrants to modern day Indonesia or by religious persecution, or they may have decided to make use of their seafaring talents to expand their trade to wider spheres. A direct route from Southeast Asia to Madagascar is possible, or they and their descendants may have taken a circuitous route, settling first on Ceylon and the Maldives, then moving across the Arabian Sea to Socotra and eventually along the coast of modern day Tanzania and Kenya. There they would have introduced their crops from Indonesia – coconuts, breadfruit, yams, bananas – which quickly replaced hunting and gathering as the main way of life along the East African coast. At some point after the first century AD they would have undertaken further exploratory journeys further south, first to the Comoros islands, and soon thereafter, perhaps around the middle of the fourth or fifth century AD, landed on Madagascar. What they found there must have awed them.




  The island now known as Madagascar was named by no less a personage than Marco Polo, the famous Venetian explorer. Passing through Arabia on his way home from China in 1294, he wrote a description of “Madeigaskar” based on stories he heard from other travelers. The only problem was that he had confused the great island off the east coast of Africa with the bustling port of Mogadishu on the African coast, so none of the things he described were true of the real Madagascar. Besides getting the name wrong, he wrote of lions, giraffes, camels and huge flying birds on his mythical island that lifted elephants off the ground and dropped them to their deaths from a great height. The island was a source of indescribable wealth in his telling, full of gold, ivory and jewels.




  And yet if none of those animals existed on Madagascar when the first settlers arrived, they did find a land wholly unlike anything else in the world at that time. Having separated from Africa millions of years ago, Madagascar’s flora and fauna had developed independently from that of its much larger neighbor, such that thousands of species that became extinct in Africa survived in Madagascar. If they found no lions or camels, these settlers certainly would have seen giant lemurs and tortoises, and Polo’s giant elephant-crushing bird was probably an exaggeration of the Aepyornis maximus, a flightless, ostrich-like bird that stood almost 10 feet tall and laid eggs 12 inches long and 9 inches wide – the equivalent of 150 hens’ eggs – and which must have been a primary source of protein for the proto-Malagasy.




  These first Malagasy settled on the western coast of the island across from Africa, and gradually made their way north and south until they had formed a ring of settlements around the island, from the fine natural harbor at Diego Suarez in the north to the more hospitable climate along the east coast and even the thorny desert in the south. By the end of the first millennium, whether by choice or through expulsion, a few communities had sprung up inland, pushing all the way to the high plateaus in the center of the island. The first Arab traders arrived on the coasts around the same time, and although their impact today has been largely forgotten, for five hundred years they played a significant role in the island’s development, introducing tools, utensils, cloth, glass beads and porcelain to the island, in exchange for Malagasy staples like beef, rice and honey. They also brought the slave trade to Madagascar, at first importing slaves from Africa to Madagascar but later carrying them in both directions.1 Slavery had existed for centuries on the west coast, but this was the first time an external trade in human beings was established on the island, a practice that would haunt Madagascar through the ages, as it did so many African territories.




  By 1500 the population of the unique Afro-Indonesian people of Madagascar had grown exponentially to almost all parts of the island but remained divided into small tribes or clans without anything close to a single political authority. Two groups, however – the Merina and the Sakalava – were beginning to coalesce into larger tribes that would, in a few centuries, rule all but the wild southern regions between them. It was also around 1500 that the first Europeans arrived, resulting in an epic clash of civilizations that, through cooperation and conquest over five centuries, gave rise to the modern Malagasy state.




  The record of the first European visits to the island is one of utter failure. The Portuguese came first, of course, sailing around the Cape of Good Hope in their caravels on their way to the Spice Islands. Vasco da Gama led the first fleet to India in 1498 but did not seek out the large island across from Mozambique, known to Arabs as the Island of the Moon. Neither did the second Portuguese fleet, which left for India in 1499; but when four of their five ships were sunk by a tremendous storm near the Cape, the fifth ship, captained by Diogo Dias, was driven around the Cape and further east. Dias made landfall on August 10, 1500 on what he first assumed was Mozambique, but what he quickly gathered was a large island, which he named Sao Lorenco. When news of Dias’s discovery reached Portugal the court realized that this must be Marco Polo’s Madagascar, and it duly appeared on a Portuguese map in 1502.2




  After some deliberation Portugal concluded that the island had little to interest in them in the way of gold, spices, or anything else worthy of a diversion from India and the Spice Islands, but as it was on their way to the East they lost hundreds of shipwrecked sailors there, including 600 men in 1527 alone.3 Most of them probably died of disease or were killed by the Malagasy, but enough returned to Lisbon to keep alive the rumors and possibilities of Madagascar in Portugal and throughout Europe. These early Portugal explorers were soon followed by French sailors in the 16th century. After a few exploratory visits, however, King Francis I, in serious financial difficulty, issued a decree forbidding any of his subjects from visiting the lands claimed by the Portuguese in exchange for the King of Portugal’s agreement to cancel substantial debts owed to him by Francis, and that was the end of French voyages into the Indian Ocean for over 50 years.




  The Dutch then found their way to the great island, but when hundreds of their men died on Madagascar in 1601 during the first few voyages, they opted to base their operations in the neighboring island of Mauritius, which had only been discovered by the Portuguese a century earlier and remained uninhabited until the second Dutch expedition landed there in 1598. The Dutch named this neighboring island after Maurice, the Prince of Orange. A Dutch settlement was later reported in Madagascar near the Bay of Antongil in 1645, but this too was abandoned in favor of a lighter presence on the island that would bring them supplies and slaves to Mauritius while avoiding the dangers inherent to a settlement on Madagascar.




  Then it was England’s turn, with East India Company fleets stopping at St. Augustine’s Bay on the southwest coast of the island as early as 1607 and thereafter making almost annual visits to either coast of Madagascar on their journeys to and from India. A pattern of trading then began with the natives; in most cases relations with the Malgasy were fine, but they endured enough hostile receptions to always keep the visitors wary. The first plans for an English settlement came under Charles I, and the first expedition arrived in St. Augustine’s Bay in 1645 with 144 men, women and children. Like previous expeditions, however, the English settlers were decimated by disease and warfare, and the remaining settlers left the island after only a year. A second attempt was made on the more hospitable offshore island of Nosy Be in 1649, but the timing of that venture coincided with the rise of the fearsome Sakalava tribe and it too lasted only a short while.




  After such a dismal record it is hard to imagine any other nation becoming eager to visit Madagascar, but the French settlement at Ft. Dauphin became the closest thing to a real colonial presence in Madagascar until the 19th century. In 1642 Cardinal Richelieu granted a charter to the Societe Francaise de L’Orient, which sent a small party to Madagascar to establish a settlement in the southeast of the island. The settlers arrived in September of that year and declared the entire island a possession of France, constructing an initial fort at San Luce before moving the colony to a peninsula further south, which proved to be a healthier and more defensible location. The party named the settlement Ft. Dauphin after the dauphin prince of France, who by that time was no longer a prince but had ascended to the throne as King Louis XIV. If it did not prosper, the colony at least held its own for the next twenty years, at which point the young king began to take a more avid interest in Madagascar. He granted a royal charter to the new French East India Company in 1664 and provided it with much greater resources than previous companies had enjoyed. Over the next few years thousands of additional settlers arrived at the fort.4




  With no clear policy and increasing distrust between the settlers and natives, the directors of the East India Company faced a quandary as to whether to forge ahead with the settlement or give up. After five years the company, like others, decided to quit Madagascar and focus its efforts on India, with its rights to the island reverting to Louis XIV, who remained reluctant to give up on the colony that had been named after him. When the king sent an emissary to report on the state of the colony, however, the envoy not only recommended that the colony be abandoned at once but also returned to France with all but 200 of the remaining settlers, who were left to fend for themselves amid a hostile population. The colony’s ultimate demise then became the stuff of legend.




  Fifteen teenage French girls had been sent by Louis XIV in October 1672 from an orphanage in France to Bourbon (Reunion) to become brides for the settlers on that island, which was now looking like a far better option for a colony. After a short stay on Madagascar, the ship bearing the fifteen girls set sail for Bourbon, only to be shipwrecked almost immediately after leaving Ft. Dauphin. The girls, fearful of further calamities, begged to be married to some of the settlers at the fort rather than risk any further hazards on another attempt to reach Bourbon. The French Major in command at the fort, La Breteche, agreed, and they all found willing husbands, but the Malagasy women who were already married to the settlers were not pleased, to put it mildly. The men attempted to divorce their Malagasy wives by returning them to their fathers and saying, “Thank you for this woman,” as was the local custom. The Malagasy women, however, reported this betrayal to local Malagasy warriors, who had been looking for any excuse to rid the area of its French presence. In August 1674, in the middle of the French marriage ceremonies, half of the colonists were massacred, including all but one of the girls. When another French ship arrived the remainder of the colonists made their escape, but not before thirty years of effort to build a colony had ended in ignominy.




  Or perhaps not. The debacle at Ft. Dauphin cannot be put down as a complete disaster. Though it would take them another two centuries, this first settlement sparked French interest in the Mascarene Islands that would last until the present day. The failure at Ft. Dauphin led to the colonization of Bourbon (now Reunion) and later Mauritius, which was colonized and renamed Ile de France after the Dutch abandoned that island. These new possessions ensured continued French interest in Madagascar as a source of supplies for its more prosperous nearby colonies, and once in control of the Mascarenes, it became much easier for France to establish trading posts on the east coast of Madagascar. Reunion soon became the base for French territorial ambitions in Madagascar after Mauritius was lost to Britain in the 19th century. The beginnings of a colony on the great island can be said to have started then.5




  * * *




  The massacre of the French settlers ended European attempts to colonize the island for nearly a century, but it coincided with the rise of the two greatest indigenous kingdoms ever to appear in Madagascar. By the end of the 17th century the Merina in the high plateaus and the Sakalava on the west coast were both growing in strength. Because of its enormous impact on the western half of the island, some historians consider the rise of the Sakalava to be perhaps the single most important political revolution in the history of Madagascar. As a warrior tribe they combined military strength with religious authority and commercial acumen, benefiting from major population movements from other parts of the island looking for protection. Building an empire based on cattle and slaves, they built one of their kingdoms, known as the Boina, into the most powerful monarchy in Madagascar during the 17th century.6 The Sakalava extended their authority to the north and reached the height of their power in the middle of the 18th century before entering a period of gradual decline. They used their position on the west coast of the island to their advantage, making wider contacts with the outside world than the rest of the Malagasy tribes. The Boina king Andriantoakafo extended his kingdom north as far as Nosy Be, and by the time the kingdom eventually passed to Queen Ravahiny, the first of the great Sakalava queens, the Sakalava were received on equal terms by the Merina, as evidenced by the queen’s official visit to their expanding kingdom on the central plateau.7




  The Merina were emerging as a formidable power of their own by this time, but because of the concentration of their population in the interior of the island they were still largely unknown to Europeans. When Baron Benyowsky, a Polish-Hungarian count acting on behalf of France, had a map of Madagascar prepared in 1776, it showed an empty space in the middle, evidencing the fact that to this point the Europeans’ knowledge of the island was limited to the coasts. The next year he sent an envoy, Nicolas Mayeur, on a secret mission into the interior to investigate possible trading opportunities. On his return to the coast Mayeur wrote a report that concluded with news that startled its readers in Paris: “The Europeans who have frequented the island of Madagascar and who read these memoirs, will have difficulty in persuading themselves that in the interior of this great island entirely surrounded by savage peoples there is more enlightenment, more industry and a more active administration than on the coasts where the inhabitants are in constant relations with foreigners.”8
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