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Abstract: Published in 1814 in Haiti, Baron de Vastey’s essay Le 
Système colonial dévoilé (The Colonial System Unveiled) provides 
a detailed account of colonialism’s violence and anti-Blackness. 
As he “unveils” the atrocities of slavery, Vastey demonstrates how 
subjugation and racialization are the result of not only spectacular 
violence and killings but also laws and policies that work to produce 
race itself through more quotidian forms of violence. The author 
consistently returns to the experience of enslaved Black women and 
to the role and subject position white women occupied in enslaving 
societies. In this article, I examine the contested homosocial space 
that Black and white women shared in Saint-Domingue, a space 
fraught with multifarious articulations of scandal. As I track the 
colonists’ uses of scandal, I explore how the construction of gender 
through whiteness renders Black women’s autonomous sexuality and 
reproductive capacities as always already scandalous and therefore 
disruptive, threatening, and destabilizing to the colonial order. 

Résumé : Publié en Haïti en 1814, l’essai du baron de Vastey, Le 
Système colonial dévoilé, fournit un compte rendu détaillé de la 
violence et du racisme anti-Noir.e.s du colonialisme. Vastey revient 
systématiquement sur l’expérience des femmes noires mises en 
esclavage et sur le rôle et la position occupés par les femmes 
blanches dans les sociétés esclavagistes. Dans cet article, j’examine 
la contestation de l’espace homosocial que les femmes noires et 
blanches partageaient à Saint-Domingue, un espace chargé de 
déclinaisons multiples du scandale. À travers la notion de scandale 
telle que déployée par les colons blancs, j’explore comment la 
construction du genre par la blancheur fait de l’autonomie sexuelle 
des femmes noires et leur travail reproductif un scandale, une force 
perturbatrice, menaçante et déstabilisante pour l’ordre colonial.
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Unless one counts the memoirs of Toussaint Louverture, written while 
he was imprisoned at Fort Joux, there exists, as far as we know, no text 
written in French by a Black woman or man who had been enslaved 
under the French empire. Le Système colonial dévoilé (The Colonial System 
Unveiled ) by Jean Louis Vastey, published in Haiti in 1814, ten years after 
the nation’s independence, is the work that most resembles such a project. 
As he “unveils” the atrocities of this system, Vastey demonstrates how 
subjugation and racialization are the result of not only spectacular violence 
and killings but also concrete laws and policies that work to produce race 
itself through more quotidian forms of violence.1 To read Vastey’s account 
of a society forged through and against sustained anti-Black violence is 
also to encounter vividly the gendered dimensions of colonial power and 
racial subjugation.2 As Vastey maps the inextricability of racial supremacy 
and violence, he consistently returns, through multiple accounts, to the 
experience of enslaved Black women and to the oft overlooked role and 
subject position of white women in enslaving societies. In this article, I 
examine the contested homosocial space that Black and white women 
shared in Saint-Domingue, a space fraught with multifarious articulations 
of scandal. I shed light on the production of the human and the nonhuman 
across the Atlantic, and on the groundings of liberatory Black subjectivity. 
Through this study of scandal, I explore how the construction of gender 
through whiteness renders Black women’s autonomous sexuality and 
reproductive capacities as always already scandalous and therefore 
disruptive, threatening, and destabilizing to the colonial order. I also argue 
that in the wake of enslavement and across the Black Atlantic, because of 
the perpetual association between Blackness and scandal, the constitution 
of white women’s gender is defined precisely by whiteness’s ability to either 
be reconciled with or overcome scandal in some way.

The word scandale in French stems from a Christian lexicon that dates 
back to the twelfth century. Le scandale is a “fall caused by a bad deed, by 
vicious words.” It is also that which provides an “occasion to fall into a 
trap, into sin.”3 Scandalum, from ecclesiastic Latin, represents a metaphoric 
object—the rock or the trap that causes the moral stumble. Scandal refers 
to the cause of the fall, to the disturbance that is a consequence of the fall, 
and to the event of falling itself. The word slander in English shares these 
same origins, evoking both shame and clamor. Esclandre, a synonym of 
scandale which also derived from scandalum, seems to be more closely related 
to the Kreyòl word eskandal. Eskandal signifies an undesired noise, or more 
precisely a tumult, a riot, a disturbance; it is a close cousin of eskonbrit, 
which means a loud quarrel. Scandal always exists in relation to some 
order, religious or otherwise—some sense of moral stability, permanence, 
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or quiet, which the scandalous subject disrupts through her words, actions, 
or behavior. Since Sylvia Wynter has shown that colonialism marks a 
transition from a religious worldview to a racial one, we might also consider 
that scandal goes from being constructed through religious norms to 
existing first and foremost in relation to a racial and colonial order.4 

Historian Jennifer Morgan argues that “for European travelers, both 
those who settled in the Americas and those who did not, the enslavement 
of African laborers required a sense of moral and social distance over 
those they would enslave. They acquired that distance in part through 
manipulating symbolic representations of African women’s sexuality.”5 
Keenly aware of this maneuver, in addition to unveiling it, Vastey seeks 
to reverse it, thereby bringing white settler women into moral and sexual 
disrepute. However, the more he works to shift the shame from Black 
women to white women, the clearer it becomes that the social attribution 
and division of scandal lies irreparably at the heart of the racialized 
production of gender and misogyny themselves. I am therefore interested 
in how the structural antagonisms that exist within a particular order, 
namely a colonial order, reveal how some subjects are always already 
scandalous and presumed guilty.6 In this context, not only has the Black 
female subject always already “fallen”; the impossibility of her complete 
integration or assimilation within the colonial order creates a perpetual 
instability and at times outright rebellion that threatens to cause that 
order’s implosion or destruction. As I track two formulations of scandal—
sexual and reproductive—across the litany of acts of violence Vastey 
narrates, I examine an enduring system in which Black women living is 
in itself a scandal. 

sex sCandal

A whole realm of scandal relies on the ideological deployment of the 
notion of scopic obscenity and therefore of modesty, propriety, reserve, and 
prudery. Within the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century colonial order, 
that which is obscene, that which must not be seen, is notably that which 
upsets and challenges the visual regime of gendered racial hierarchies. 
Having already reviewed in painstaking and seemingly endless detail the 
forms of corporal violence, torture, and killing to which free and enslaved 
Black people were subjected, having revealed the sadistic imagination that 
fueled these spectacles, Vastey’s text then turns to some of the quotidian 
and prosaic forms of colonial anxiety that impinged on Black freedom. 
Discussing the mechanisms of control and alienation to which colonists 
subjected free men and women of color, he cites an edict that regulated 
the clothes these women and men were permitted to wear, delineating the 
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attire deemed to be above their station. The “Règlement provisoire des 
administrateurs concernant le luxe des gens de couleur,” dated February 
1779, prohibited Black persons, particularly free men and women of color, 
from mimicking the white settler class, and more broadly from donning 
any and all extravagant or luxurious apparel. As Vastey paraphrases the 
text, he describes the significance of these ordinances within the political 
economy of scandal in Saint-Domingue:

Il leur était défendu par les ordonnances les hommes de 
s’habiller comme les blancs, et les femmes comme les 
blanches ; une mise un peu relevée, des étoffes au-dessus du 
commun, c’était s’assimiler aux blancs, un noble maintien, 
une tournure élégante, c’était le comble de l’audace, un 
horrible scandale, c’était sortir des bornes de la simplicité, 
de la décence et du respect, apanage essentiel de leur état. 

(Ordinances forbade the men to dress like white men, and 
women were forbidden to dress like the white women. If their 
manner of dress was ever so slightly distinctive, and the cloth 
of a certain quality, why then, they were trying to rival the 
whites. If their bearing was noble, and they cut an elegant 
figure, why then, it was the height of audacity, a frightful 
scandal, it was bursting the bounds of simplicity, decency, 
and respect, those essential attributes of their condition.)7 

Vastey stresses how the production of racial difference between Black 
and white subjects was imperative for the maintenance of colonial power 
structures. In fact, positing gendered differences between white women 
and men (and in turn a lack of relevant gender distinction between 
Black men and women) became central to the construction of race and, 
of course, of gender.8 The boundary produced was also based on class 
struggles. As Vastey shows, the colonial administration worked to police 
the parameters of conspicuous consumption and of aesthetic seduction, 
such that luxury against Black skin constituted an affront to “decency 
and respect,” a “frightful scandal.” The sexual respectability of Black 
women, if at all conceivable under these terms, was therefore contingent on 
bolstering white supremacy. The sartorial regulations and aesthetico-moral 
norms that Vastey refers to betray the enduring entanglements of race and 
lace, and the constant anxiety Black freedom produced. These policies 
added layers of visual scrutiny to colonial mechanisms of subjugation, 
surveillance, and alienation. Writing about the post-emancipation US 
South, historian Thavolia Glymph notes how symbolic and material 
possessions, particularly clothing, as well as the newfound control Black 
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women had over their personal time, resources, and labor functioned as 
ways for them to wield political power, to strike “a deliberately targeted 
blow at racism and the pedestal of southern white womanhood.”9 In 
eighteenth-century Saint-Domingue, at the time of the ruling Vastey 
cites, free women of color were consistently forging pedestals of their own, 
reinventing new markers of distinction and refinement that white women 
in turn actually found themselves mimicking.10 Sartorial performances of 
gender and class constituted a stage, a battleground on which to (re)produce 
or contest the racialization of care, indulgence, and seduction as white, and 
the contained, laboring, and scandalous body as Black.11

Beneath the sartorial scandal lay a biological one that also produced 
political instability within the colonial state. Vastey notes that luxury fabrics 
and attire were the mainstay of French commercial exports, “l’aliment 
du commerce de la métropole” (SCD 82–83), cycling through the colony 
to fuel material and symbolic racial confrontations. Yet the continued 
physical presence of settlers, in their aspirations to racial and moral purity 
and white supremacy, hinged on the circulation of white women’s bodies 
and reproductive capacities. The supply of white women was a constant 
moral, economic, and biological concern for colonial administrators and 
missionaries seeking to create not only wealth, through the extraction of 
Black labor, but also a racialized social order. This decidedly patriarchal 
order depended not only on the commoditization of Africans but also on 
the purchase of European women to serve as wives who would perform 
and oversee domestic and reproductive labor within the white home.12 
The violence of the system itself, through the circulation of enslaved Black 
women as (sexually available) property, threatened the stability of this 
order. The offspring of Black and white subjects, the result of rape or 
attempts at strategic sexual alliances, was scandalous and therefore part of 
the logic that informed the sartorial regulations described above. Another 
“scandal,” in other words, was the white settler class’s own role in the 
production of a free-of-color class capable of usurping its position. Doris 
Garraway explains the effect of rising fears of so-called miscegenation: 
“Laws of exclusion, by restricting the political, economic, and social 
opportunities of free people of color, also functioned to displace anxiety 
about the conditions of their production—interracial sexuality, and 
libertinage—away from the white minority.”13

The production of white women’s gender under colonialism carried 
deep anxieties about purity, contagion, and origins. The social status of 
female colonizers consistently depended on thwarting scandal. Reading an 
account by the Dominican missionary Jean-Baptiste Du Tertre, Garraway 
reminds us that in seventeenth-century Saint-Domingue, “men avid for 
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conjugal pleasures and domestic comforts essentially purchased women as 
indentured servants and ‘freed’ them in marriage.”14 These transactions 
offer a glimpse of the production of white innocence and the erasure of 
ignominy through marriage and property, further binding these institutions 
to confinement and punishment. Such commercial exchanges laid bare 
a larger economy of scandal that was lost neither on European travelers 
passing through Saint-Domingue nor on Vastey. In his analysis of the 
colonial administration’s discriminatory fashion police, Vastey highlighted 
that white women were

plus entachées de préjugés, la plupart des poissardes ou des 
malheureuses échappées de Bicêtre, portées sur nos plages 
par l’infamie de leur conduite ; ces femmes méchantes et 
orgueilleuses ne pouvaient voir, sans un cruel désespoir, sans 
un mortel dépit, le luxe, la beauté, les formes élégantes et les 
charmes inexprimables de nos incomparables Haytiennes. 
(SCD 84–85)
(even more tainted with prejudice. The majority of them 
being foul-mouthed jades or wretched creatures escaped 
from Bicêtre, who were brought to our shores as a result 
of their shameful conduct, these vicious and arrogant 
women could not look upon the adornments and beauty, the 
elegant forms and inexpressible charms of our incomparable 
Haytian women, without a feeling of bitter dejection and 
fatal resentment.) (CSU 138) 

Refusing the constitutive innocence of white women, Vastey offers a 
genealogy for them that restitutes the scandal of their origins. He centers 
this genealogy on one institution: Bicêtre. In 1656, Louis XIV inaugurated 
the Hôpital Général, a prison-hospital network in Paris that included 
Bicêtre and served to discard and confine the poor, the orphaned, the 
mentally ill, those physically and mentally disabled, criminals, vagabonds, 
vagrants, and others deemed to be delinquent, including sex workers. 
Bicêtre incarcerated mostly men, while La Salpêtrière, which was part 
of the same network, almost exclusively confined women.15 Women in 
Paris displaying “une débauche publique et scandaleuse” (public and 
scandalous debauchery)—as the 1684 ordinance reads—were destined 
to be incarcerated in the prison-hospital for women.16 One might therefore 
be surprised that Vastey did not mention Salpêtrière instead of Bicêtre. 
Starting in 1690, however, syphilitic women were incarcerated at Bicêtre in 
a wing called La Miséricorde, and syphilis was most commonly associated 
with sex workers.17 The conditions in Bicêtre were made notorious by a 
constant fascination with the spread of disease in Paris and moralizing 
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discourses policing sex work. Having himself been incarcerated and 
entangled in scandal several times, the essayist Honoré-Gabriel Riqueti 
Mirabeau wrote about Bicêtre in 1788, comparing the conditions in the 
ward for “les individus infectés de la maladie vénérienne” (individuals 
infected by the venereal disease) to those on a slave ship.18 Mirabeau’s 
comparison hints at the racialization of sex work and infectious diseases, as 
well as the ways the French affixed the logic of banishment to sex workers. 
Rumors about and anxiety surrounding the deportation of incarcerated 
sex workers—known as “filles de mauvaise vie,” “filles de joie,” or “filles 
publiques”—from the metropole’s carceral institutions to the Antilles’ 
dining rooms and salons circulated throughout the Atlantic from the 
early eighteenth century on, contributing to the colonies’ disrepute and 
pathologization.19 An engraving by Gérard Jollain, dated 1724, depicts 
and laments the “sad” departure, or exile, of the “filles de joie” from 
Paris in December 1687.20 The drawing includes captions describing the 
different characters—mostly men and their mistresses—as well as the 
spaces represented, from the Seine to the Hôpital Général. A trail of 
human figures is lined up from the entrance of the prison-hospital to a 
boat on the Seine, labeled “Their embarkation for America.” The scene 
encapsulates the “shameful conduct” that Vastey sought to point out and 
castigate. Perhaps because the banishment of sex workers was a practice 
the French crown established as early as 1560, the assumption subsequently 
was that most of the women sent off overseas shared this profession.21 
Beyond the rumors, correspondence between administrators in the late 
seventeenth century as well as the hospital’s logs themselves confirm and 
document the banishment of women from the infamous Parisian hospitals. 
Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, despite colonial 
administrators’ entreaties and prejudice, the crown exiled several groups 
of incarcerated French women, totaling in the hundreds, from the Hôpital 
Général to New France, the Antilles, and Louisiana.22 

The ongoing criminalization and circulation of poor white women 
as commodities across the Atlantic contributed to the construction of the 
colony as a nonspace of racialized moral and biological corruption and 
damnation. For Vastey, when these women arrived in Saint-Domingue, 
they were “échappées” (escaped) from Bicêtre, not deported or banished. 
He confers onto them an agency that they did not in fact possess. In many 
ways, the colonial order simply recast the capitalist patriarchal order that 
had incarcerated them; yet at the same time, it allowed them to cross 
class barriers and access subjecthood through marriage and property in 
ways that had been unimaginable for those assigned female and poor 
at birth in France. The colony and the prison-hospital intersected to 
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produce more instability within an already fundamentally volatile colonial 
project.23 Within the colony, this instability meant that moral and biological 
corruption and damnation were all the more vehemently attributed to 
Black women. The moral contradictions of the colonial project created this 
instability that racialized constructions of gender were and still are meant 
to correct. Still, some rejected the complete salvation of white women 
settlers. The baron de Wimpffen, an eighteenth-century traveler and 
philosophe, deplored France’s contamination of its own social engineering 
experiment when responding to the colonies’ penury of women: “On leur 
envoya des catins de la Salpétrière, des salopes ramassées dans la boue, 
des gaupes effrontées, dont il est étonnant que les mœurs, aussi dissolues 
que le langage, ne se soient pas plus perpétuées qu’elles n’ont fait chez leur 
postérité” (“They sent them prostitutes from the hospitals, abandoned 
wretches raked up from the mud of the capital, disgusting compounds of 
filth and impurity of the grossest kind. And it is astonishing to me, that 
their manners, as dissolute as their language, are not perpetuated in their 
posterity, to a greater degree than they really appear to be”).24 Vastey’s 
and Wimpffen’s texts reveal a set of disparate interests that led them both 
to ultimately refuse criminalized white women’s redemption from scandal. 

France’s carceral and medical network, which generated the “wretched 
creatures escaped from Bicêtre,” connected some of the nodes between 
the metropole and the colony’s biopolitical economies in the seventeenth 
century. At this intersection lay French women whose mobile sexuality 
placed them not only outside the “presumed security of heteropatriarchal 
boundaries,” to quote Roderick Ferguson, but outside the national borders 
this order simultaneously sought to produce.25 We can also read this 
association between banishment and sexuality as one of the many ways 
Europeans increasingly racialized deviant sexuality in Europe. Writing 
about nineteenth-century Britain, Ferguson argues that

the prostitute was a racial metaphor for the gender and 
sexual confusions unleashed by capital, disruptions that 
destabilized heteropatriarchal conformity and authority. 
In fact, nineteenth-century iconography used the image of 
Sarah Bartmann, popularly known as the Hottentot Venus, 
who was exhibited in freak shows throughout London, to link 
the figure of the prostitute to the alleged sexual savagery of 
black women and to install nonwhite sexuality as the axis 
upon which various notions of womanhood turned.26 

Ferguson’s analysis demonstrates how white women’s transformation into 
proper subjects occurred over and against the bodies of Black women. 
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The category of the white French female subject, when available, was 
contingent on the individual’s participation in the production of abjection 
through violence—discursive, symbolic, and physical—and on mitigating 
the level of “scandal” her own sexuality produced. Even for France’s most 
abjectified women, the category of the subject as property-owner began to 
come into focus in and through Indigenous dispossession, Black subjection, 
and the control and management of the domestic sphere. What Ferguson 
also establishes is that capitalists, Marxists, and anticolonial thinkers alike 
perpetuated a racialized and gendered biopolitical regime in which sex 
workers, located on the margins of capitalist economies, were imagined 
as symbolizing capitalism itself and thus came to represent the perils of a 
system that monetized labor. Accordingly, Vastey reproduces the violence 
of respectability politics by attempting to decouple the association between 
Black women and sex work, between Black women and sexual deviance. 
By insisting on this particular scandal, on Bicêtre, Vastey betrays his own 
investment in a heteropatriarchal order as he projects back onto France its 
own anxieties about women’s sexual disruptions. This discursive gesture 
in turn mirrors how colonial administrators literally returned France’s 
scandals back, as some of the women exiled to the Caribbean, upon 
causing “trop de scandale” (too much scandal), were returned to France, 
deported anew to be punished for their transgressions.27 

RepRoduCtive sCandal

Misogynist violence in public and domestic spheres remained banal 
and deemed necessary when wielded against Black women, even as its 
spectacular cruelty rose to the most extravagant levels. Tempting as it 
may be to isolate the plantation’s disciplinary structure of subjection from 
the colony’s sexual and reproductive economy, these mechanisms were 
mutually constitutive. As Garraway argues: “I reconceive libertinage 
not merely as the moral deviance of particular colonial subjects but 
rather as a libidinal economy undergirding exploitative power relations 
among whites, free non-whites, and slaves in the colonies.”28 Punishment, 
violence, and subjection were inextricably tied to sexual desire. Sexuality 
and punishment also coalesced in Vastey’s text through the control and 
policing of reproductive capacities, as is the case in the essay’s most 
harrowing and theatrical passage: an elaborate description of a white 
woman torturing her servant, an enslaved woman. The passage concerns 
Madame Charette, whom Vastey describes as a “tigress,” and an enslaved 
young woman or girl. After relating some of Madame Charette’s other, 
more habitual forms of torture, he narrates in detail a sadistic execution 
of mythical proportions. I cite the passage below while keeping in mind 
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Saidiya Hartman’s warnings about “the ease with which such scenes are 
usually reiterated, the casualness with which they are circulated, and the 
consequences of this routine display of the slave’s ravaged body.”29 Each 
account Vastey recounts is more terrifying than the last, and this one 
may be the most detailed and harrowing in the cold, calculated, and 
creative sadism it displays. Contrary to some of the other scenes, which 
carry less narrative excess, this account stands in an intermediate space 
between testimony and fiction, between fantasy and reality, and this 
liminality seems to be intentional. Vastey recounts, in the most matter-
of-fact manner, how Madame Charette had nails driven into a large cask, 
across its circumference, then had the enslaved woman’s friends throw her 
into the cask, push her up a hill, and hurl the cask into an abyss, before 
setting her on fire. The fall of the barrel mimics the fall of scandal, a fall 
orchestrated by the enslaver as punishment. Vastey informs us—in the 
enclosure of a parenthesis—that the son of the enslaved woman’s captor 
had impregnated her: “elle était enceinte pour le fils de cette furie” (“she 
was pregnant by the son of this infernal woman”) (SCD 55; CSU 119).

In this scene, the grandmother-to-be is at once director and spectator, 
and the reader is forced to witness this performance along with her and 
the victim’s intimate friends. Vastey’s narration highlights the iterative 
dimension of violence, whose logic presumes its own repetition both in 
time and in memory. The author signals the centrality of repetition at 
the textual level through the use of the imperfect tense: most of the scene 
is narrated using the simple past, yet at the very end, just as the barrel is 
released and death is finally imminent, the verbs change to the imperfect 
tense: 

Elle la f it saisir . . . et jeter dans le boucaut, qui fut 
immédiatement foncé par les deux bouts, et ensuite elle le 
faisait rouler, toujours par les compagnes de la victime, jusque 
sur le sommet d’un morne très élevé ; alors elle ordonnait de 
lâcher le boucaut, qui se précipitait dans l’abîme ; là, elle le 
faisait défoncer, et en retirer la victime encore palpitante, 
pour être jetée au feu et brûlée vive. (SCD 55, italics mine) 

(Madame Charrette had the other servants . . . seize hold 
of her and throw her in the cask, which was immediately 
sealed off at the head and bottom. She then ordered that it 
be rolled to the top of a very high hill, again by those same 
servants; when they got there, she had them release the cask, 
and it hurtled down into the abyss. There, at the bottom, 
she had the cask staved in and the girl, still breathing, was 
dragged out of it, to be thrown on the fire and burned alive.) 
(CSU 119)
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The imperfect, of course, marks an ongoing state of being or a repeated or 
incomplete action. This tension builds up the expectation of a concluding 
action, an end—in this case, death. The narration ends rather abruptly with 
the words “brûlée vive” (burned alive), simultaneously calling attention to 
the woman’s life, to flesh, and to excruciating pain. The violence cycles 
out in its own endless repetition, its own chaos, leading to the realm of 
myth. Antonio Benítez-Rojo writes that “chaos looks toward everything 
that repeats, reproduces, grows, decays, unfolds, flows, spins, vibrates, 
seethes; it is as interested in the evolution of the solar system as in the 
stock market’s crashes, as involved in cardiac arrhythmia as in the novel 
or in myth.”30 In this respect, chaos is akin to the unfolding of scandal: it 
disrupts order and threatens endless repetition. When Madame Charette 
introduces the cask, this climactic moment marks the verb tense shift and 
thus the transition into the chaos of mythical time. The scene is reminiscent 
of the Greek myth of Sisyphus, recounted in Homer’s Odyssey, in which the 
gods punished Sisyphus, king of Corinth, for attempting to cheat Death. 
They condemned him, as we know, to push a boulder up a hill, watch 
it roll down once it reached the summit, and then push it up again, for 
all eternity. This reference, whether accidental or intentional, points to 
a refusal to surrender to death even as it is inevitable, and illustrates the 
theatrical dimensions of violence as well as the centrality of repetition in 
its constitution. 

The cask’s tumble operates like another middle passage and produces 
an alternative construction of being that draws not only on the myth of 
Sisyphus but also on scandal. The pushed captive tumbles down without 
any agency, while Madame Charette is omnipotent and stands tall, 
unflinching. Enslaved women and white women, in their relationships with 
each other, are locked in this temporality of myth, of chaos. The captive 
Black woman, hurled into the abyss by the white woman enslaver, as a final 
act of refusal drifts outside linear temporalities of life and into the chaos that 
lies beyond scandal, beyond sin, beyond subjecthood, and beyond gender. 
Enslaved Black women constitute that which is scandalous, that which 
is scandal itself, yet also stand outside scandal because of the limitations 
colonialism places on Black agency and personhood. By claiming death, 
especially as mothers, Black women claim a space of fugitivity beyond 
scandal. Death as a potential space of chaos beyond scandal provides 
a genealogy for a figure such as Korryn Gaines, who filmed the police 
as they killed her.31 This space, as the parenthesis intimates in Vastey’s 
account, is one in which Black mothering—beyond the insurgent work 
of “parading as ladies”—emerges as yet another transgressive act, one that 
reclaims reproductive labor as emancipatory and defies confinement.32 In 
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his essay, Vastey returns continuously to the experience of mothers and 
to colonialism’s persistent negation of Black mothering.33 From the shores 
of the Atlantic to the hold of the ship and to the plantation home, fields, 
and cabins, Vastey takes the rupture of familial bonds between mothers 
and children as the cruelest of crimes, and in this way he marks the 
structures of natal alienation and ungendering that define enslavement. As 
Hortense Spillers argues, “Under these conditions, we lose at least gender 
difference in the outcome, and the female body and the male body become 
a territory of cultural and political maneuver, not at all gender-related, 
gender-specific.”34 Vastey writes of suicide and infanticide, noting in the 
stories of enslaved Black mothers the intersections of ungendering, social 
death, and love. He explains:

Est-il étonnant si nous étions enclins aux suicides, aux 
empoisonnements ; et si nos femmes éteignaient dans leurs 
cœurs les doux sentiments de la maternité, en faisant périr 
par une cruelle pitié les chers et tristes fruits de leurs amours ? 
En effet, comment supporter la vie quand elle est parvenue 
[à la] dernier période de la dégradation et de la misère ? 
(SCD 71–72)

(Is it any wonder if we were prone to suicide and poisoning? 
If our women extinguished the tender feelings of motherhood 
in their hearts and, out of a cruel pity, put an end to the 
beloved and sorrowful fruit of their embraces? Indeed, how 
can life be endured when it has reached the lowest stage of 
degradation and wretchedness?) (CSU 129)

This stage, the “lowest stage,” is where for Spillers, Black women can gain 
“the insurgent ground as female social subject.”35 The embrace of death 
is one site where a transcendental chaos takes hold, beyond gender and 
beyond death. Faced with colonialism’s reliance on necropolitics and the 
devaluation of Black life, Black subjects produce alternative economies of 
death and dying, alternative temporalities that extend the psychic life of 
Black life into death to harness its revolutionary potential. Joël Des Rosiers 
calls attention to the multiple images of death and dying within the Haitian 
imaginary, beginning with the national anthem itself, the Dessalinienne, 
which repeats: “Pour le drapeau, pour la patrie / Mourir est beau, 
mourir est beau.” (For the flag, for the nation / Dying is beautiful, dying 
is beautiful.” He also points to the war cries of the Haitian Revolution, 
such as “Grenadye a laso, sa ki mouri zafè a yo” (Soldiers strike—those 
who will die, it’s their business).36 Another famous cry is “La liberté ou la 
mort” (Freedom or death). As Vastey promised at the outset of his essay, he 
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exhumes the countless dead who expired before and during the revolution, 
lingering in particular on the mothers who sacrificed their lives and remain 
in the twilight of political and historical memory.

Patricia Hill Collins reminds us that “Black motherhood is a 
fundamentally contradictory institution.”37 Death and motherhood 
converge as the seemingly antithetical yet deeply interconnected paths 
that radically disrupt subjecthood to produce alternative modes of being. 
Writing about the predicament of enslaved people who were pregnant, 
Vastey explains: “Leurs situations auraient attendri des monstres, mais 
non pas des colons!” (“Their predicament would have melted a monster’s 
heart, but not those of the colonists!”) (SCD 70; CSU 128). He then writes 
about the appalling fate of disabled enslaved children who were put to 
death. In one passage, he narrates the story of a Black woman who saved 
an enslaved child whom her white father had condemned to death because 
of a disability (CSU 128–129). The “virtuous and good” (CSU 129) woman 
who adopted this child—Élisabeth Mimi, as Vastey calls her—was in fact 
the author’s biological mother, though he does not explicitly acknowledge 
this lineage in the text.38 This veiled personal tribute creates a contrast 
between the possibility of choosing life in the face of programmed death, 
as Élisabeth Mimi did, and the irrevocable denial of life that so many 
Black mothers faced. In this way, I see in Vastey’s text the suggestion that 
Black motherhood always implies a confrontation with either the specter 
or the reality of premature death. As Dionne Brand writes in A Map to the 
Door of No Return: “In the Diaspora, as in bad dreams, you are constantly 
overwhelmed by the persistence of the spectre of captivity.”39 Alexis Pauline 
Gumbs, in turn, proclaims about mothering more specifically: 

We say that mothering, especially the mothering of children 
in oppressed groups, and especially mothering to end war, 
to end capitalism, to end homophobia and to end patriarchy 
is a queer thing. . . . To answer death with utopian futurity, 
to rival the social production of capital on a global scale 
with a forward-dreaming diasporic accountability is a queer 
thing to do.40 

In this way, Black feminisms hold both futurity and negativity without 
contradiction. While these queer politics are found within the text, I 
would be remiss not to note that Vastey foregrounds the experience of 
enslaved women and mothers as a discursive device that still enforces 
respectability politics and naturalizes a narrow heteropatriarchal order 
under which Black women would be protected. It is clear that he makes 
no commitment to challenge patriarchy or capitalist production beyond 
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the abolition of slavery and the end of colonial rule. Vastey concludes 
The Colonial System Unveiled by celebrating the demographic boom he 
says followed independence and represents a healthy nation. In so doing 
he seeks to demonstrate that state control over reproductive capacities 
represents the return of a natural order in the former colony. 

Ultimately, the Judeo-Christian logics of scandal are not undone and 
remain part and parcel of state formations and their attendant social and 
ideological apparatuses, including in Haiti. Yet even as postcolonial state 
powers reify norms that reproduce scandal, death, and criminalization, 
this ground is fundamentally different from the one on which Madame 
Charette stood. In the interstices, beyond respectability and beyond state 
control of reproduction, there remain alternative and possibly liberatory 
formations of being and becoming that are grounded in Black reproductive 
chaos, in the margins of the marginal subject’s becoming. These alternative 
formations are not foreclosed entirely in Vastey’s text (despite his efforts), 
and they emerge when one sifts through overlapping and intersecting 
social, political, mythological, and affective modes of being, relating, and 
disrupting both death and living. 

What might be generated by a revolutionary praxis fueled by the 
scandals of Black mothers and other caregivers spreading like wildfire? 
How might the iterative dimensions of Black women’s eskandal build toward 
another Haitian Revolution, one that might exhume and recenter the 
political subjecthood of the perpetually exiled sex worker who could not be 
disciplined and the enslaved Black mothers who, even in death, refused to 
die? What kinds of liberatory futures grounded in refusal do the enslaved 
Black women in Vastey’s text point us to? How might those visions help 
us reimagine care and safety in the face of persistent state-sanctioned 
premature death? What would it mean for Black subjects of all genders, 
especially Haitian Black subjects, to tend in our present to the intersections 
between ungendering, social death, and love? These questions might open 
up the chaotic ground beyond the human/nonhuman divide on which to 
reimagine and build alternative futures beyond the unmended wounds 
in Vastey’s essay. Mythological, spiritual, and embodied forms of healing 
and community building invite us to perform and enact new narratives, 
poetics, and affective dispositions that take flight where previous narrations 
left off, with the undying death of ancestors.  
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Notes
1  Vastey’s essay brings together many discursive modes ranging from analysis to 

testimony and indictment in order to provide a detailed and irrefutable account 
of  colonialism’s relentless dehumanization and anti-Blackness. Prefiguring 
cultural studies with his heterogeneous methodologies and strategies, Vastey 
cites edicts, laws, secondary sources, and oral histories to highlight the role of  
administrators and individual agents within the colonial system. The essay is 
also a response to Enlightenment philosophers and white abolitionists for whom 
reflections on slavery and freedom were merely the basis for abstract intellectual 
debates and affirmations of  European superiority and humanity. As Chris 
Bongie explains, “Vastey’s Colonial System can legitimately be considered the first 
systemic critique of  colonialism ever written, certainly from the perspective of  
a colonized subject.” Bongie, “Preface: Baron de Vastey,” 7.  

2  Historian Jennifer Morgan reminds us that “gender functioned as a set of  power 
relationships through which early slaveowning settlers and those they enslaved 
defined, understood, and adjusted the confines of  slavery.” Morgan, Laboring 
Women, 7.

3  My translation. The original reads: “Occasion de tomber dans l’erreur, dans le 
péché. Scandale signifie plus ordinairement, occasion de chute que l’on donne 
par quelque mauvaise action, par quelque méchant discours. Grand scandale. 
Horrible scandale. Scandale public.” “Scandale, n. m.,” Dictionnaire de l’Académie 
française, 5th ed., ARTFL Project, University of  Chicago, 2001.

4  Wynter maintains that the colonization of  the Americas marked a transformation 
in the measure of  the human, which henceforth would be and still is constructed 
through and around white, male, bourgeois rationality. Wynter, “Unsettling the 
Coloniality of  Being,” 257–337.

5  Morgan, Laboring Women, 7–8.
6  Frank Wilderson articulates a political ontology in which there is a scandalous 

incoherence between Blackness and the figure of  the worker. He asks: “What 
does it mean to be positioned not as a positive term in the struggle for 
anticapitalist hegemony—that is, as a worker—but to be positioned in excess 
of  hegemony; to be a catalyst that disarticulates the rubric of  hegemony; to 
be a scandal to its assumptive, foundational logic; to threaten civil society’s 
discursive integrity?” Wilderson, “The Prison Slave,” 23. 

7  Original text: Baron de Vastey, Le Système colonial dévoilé, 83. English translation: 
Baron de Vastey, The Colonial System Unveiled, 136–138. Subsequent quotations 
from the original French text will be cited parenthetically within the article as 
SCD, and quotes from the translation will be cited as CSU.

8  Morgan writes: “While descriptions of  naked native females evoked desire, 
travelers depicted black women as simultaneously unwomanly and marked by 
a reproductive value that was both dependent on their sex and evidence of  
their lack of  femininity.” Morgan, Laboring Women, 14.
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9  She writes: “In parading as ladies, black women struck a deliberately targeted 
blow at racism and the pedestal of  southern white womanhood.” Glymph, Out 
of  the House of  Bondage, 214, italics in original.

10 Johnson, The Fear of  French Negroes, 127. 
11 Garraway, The Libertine Colony, 129; see also Joachim, “There/Then, Here/

Now.”
12 Debien, “Les Premières femmes des Colons des Antilles,” 7–11. Sarah Haley 

tracks the continued legacy of  this system in Haley, No Mercy Here. 
13 Garraway, The Libertine Colony, 31.
14 Ibid., 128.
15 In 1683, Salpêtrière held 3,000 women, children, and men (the women’s 

husbands). About a century later, in 1790, Bicêtre housed 3,979 men and 
women, while Salpêtrière confined 6,704 women, children, and a few husbands. 
Williard, “Islands of  Enclosure,” 121–122.

16 Carrez, “La Salpêtrière,” translation mine.
17 Leonore Loft explains: “Between five and six hundred women were generally 

housed in the Hôpital Général in Paris. Women with venereal disease were 
most often sent either to Salpêtrière or Bicêtre, each frequently holding as many 
as three hundred inmates. Overcrowding, understaffing, and ignorance led to 
further infections and indignities.” Loft, Passion, Politics, and Philosophie, 42. See 
also Quétel, “Syphilis et politiques de santé,” 547.

18 My translation. The original reads: “Le quartier de l’hôpital que nous visitâmes 
d’abord, renferme les individus infectés de la maladie vénérienne. Ils sont 
entassés comme une cargaison de Nègres dans un navire Africain.” Mirabeau, 
Observations d’un voyageur anglais, 21.

19 Williard analyzes this anxiety as well as correspondence, on both sides of  the 
Atlantic, that exposes the practice. Williard, “Islands of  Enclosure,” 121–122. 

20 Gérard Jollain II, “Le Triste embarquement des filles de joye de Paris et leurs 
adieu fait à messieurs les Apotiquaires et Chirurgiens ainsi qu’à leurs amans,” 
estampe, 1724, Paris, Carnavalet Museum.

21 Williard, “Islands of  Enclosure,” 127.
22 Benabou, La Prostitution et la police des mœurs, 85–89.
23 Ann Laura Stoler writes: “A colony as a common noun is a place where people 

are moved in and out, a place of  livid, hopeful, desperate, and violent—willed 
and unwilled—circulation. It is marked by unsettledness, and regulated, policed 
migration. A colony as a political concept is not a place but a principle of  
managed mobilities, mobilizing and immobilizing populations, dislocating 
and relocating peoples according to a set of  changing rules and hierarchies 
that orders social kinds: those eligible for recruitment, for subsidized or forced 
resettlement, for extreme deprivation or privilege, prioritized residence or 
confinement.” Stoler, “Colony,” italics in original. 
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24 Alexandre-Stanislas baron de Wimpffen, Voyage à Saint-Domingue pendant les années 
1788, 1789 et 1790, 1797, quoted in Hroděj, “Les Premiers colons de l’ancienne 
Haïti,” 15; translation: Wimpffen, A Voyage to Saint Domingo, 82.

25 Roderick Ferguson reminds us: “Unmarried and sexually mobile, the 
prostitute was eccentric to the gendered and sexual ideals of  normative 
(i.e., patriarchal) heterosexuality. That eccentricity denoted the pathologies, 
disorders, and degradations of  an emerging civilization. Rather than embodying 
heteropatriarchal ideals, the prostitute was a figure of  nonheteronormativity, 
excluded from the presumed security of  hetero-patriarchal boundaries. . . . 
Taking the prostitute to be the obvious and transparent sign of  capital, at 
what point could Marx approach the prostitute and her alleged pathologies as 
discursive questions, rather than as the real and objective outcomes of  capitalist 
social relations?” Ferguson, Aberrations in Black, 10.

26 Ibid., 9.
27 Correspondence between the metropole and colonial administrators in 

Martinique, quoted in Williard, “Islands of  Enclosure,” 130.
28 Garraway, The Libertine Colony, 26.
29 Hartman, Scenes of  Subjection, 3.
30 Benítez-Rojo, The Repeating Island, 3.
31 Patrice Douglass writes: “A critical theory of  Blackness rooted in the urgency 

and immanence of  that death must attend to the specter of  Black gender 
unhinged by a dispossessed status. . . . Black gender as a theorem, not a thing, 
dismantles the predicate of  gender. When gender and Blackness converge, 
Black people are found wavering in an ocean of  violence. The core of  Black 
feminist concerns is how to account for the gravity of  gender violences that 
lack a proper name.” Douglass, “Black Feminist Theory,” 116.

32 Glymph, Out of  the House of  Bondage, 214. See also James, “The Womb of  
Western Theory.” 

33 As Morgan explains: “Even small-scale slaveowners appropriated enslaved 
women’s reproductive legacies to augment their own. Enslaved women and 
their reproductive capacities and potentials thus become part of  the equation 
of  slaveownership quite early in the settlement process, despite the fact that 
the experience of  childbirth, for both black and white women, was delineated 
by excessive mortality rates.” Morgan, Laboring Women, 9.

34 Hortense Spillers argues about the transatlantic slave trade that “that order, with 
its human sequence written in blood, represents for its African and indigenous 
peoples a scene of  actual mutilation, dismemberment, and exile. First of  all, their 
New-World, diasporic plight marked a theft of  the body—a willful and violent (and 
unimaginable from this distance) severing of  the captive body from its motive 
will, its active desire. Under these conditions, we lose at least gender difference 
in the outcome, and the female body and the male body become a territory of  
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cultural and political maneuver, not at all gender-related, gender-specific.” 
Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” 67, italics in original.

35 Ibid., 80, italics in original.
36 Des Rosiers, “Mourir est beau,” 216. English translations are mine. 
37 Collins adds: “African-American communities value motherhood, but 

Black mothers’ ability to cope with intersecting oppressions of  race, class, 
gender, sexuality, and nation should not be confused with transcending these 
oppressions.” Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 195.

38 Daut, Baron de Vastey, 29–31.
39 Brand, A Map to the Door, 29.
40 Gumbs, “m/othering ourselves,” 20–21.
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