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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

The Color of the
Enlightenment

Contexts: Memory and Forgetting

In recent years, specifically since the last decade of the twen-
tieth century, France has been going through a period of
painful national debate about its official role in a number of
key historical events. Of course, as Derrida observes in Sur
parole: Instantanés philosophiques (1999, 123-45)—his reflec-
tions on pardon, forgiveness, and memory in the context of
post-apartheid South Africa—such debates and acts of soul
searching and the national work of memory to which they
have sometimes given rise are not limited to France: “Today
these scenes are taking place across the face of the earth,” he
writes, “with heads of state asking forgiveness from specific
communities or other states in Europe and the entire world”
(128). In the case of France, the first such recent public debate
is the one concerning the deportation to their death of French
Jews during the Vichy regime. After several decades of silence
about these events, a period during which the national narra-
tive about World War II spoke only the language of resistance

vii



viii —~ Translator’s Introduction

(even though historians were already quietly challenging it
[Paxton 1972]), the French state through its president admit-
ted in 1995 to the moral necessity of recognizing its complici-
ty in the tragic events of that period (Jelen 2002).

A second and no less painful event that France has (again)
been confronting is the Algerian War and specifically the
events of 1961, when many Algerians lost their lives in Paris
in a demonstration that was brutally broken up by the police.!
Never far from the surface of the national consciousness, the
wounds of this period were reopened with the publication of
books in which some members of the military of the period
admitted to the widespread use of state-sanctioned torture
and murder.2 Although no recognition of responsibility by
the French government has been registered, the city of Paris
in 2001 took what has been seen as a tentative step in this di-
rection with the commemoration of a plaque to the memory
of the Algerian victims of the events of 1961 (see Jelen 2002).

The event and the act of collective introspection related to it
most relevant to the present book concern the role of France
in an enterprise that lasted some four hundred years and
was abolished over a century ago: the slave trade and French
Caribbean and Indian Ocean plantation slavery. While the
late-twentieth-century French national debate on this issue
may not have attained the scope or displayed the rawness of
emotion associated with those issues mentioned above, it led
to a significant result: the enactment into law by the French
National Assembly in May 2001, after two years of debate, of
the Taubira-Delannon Bill, so named after the deputy (for
French Guyana) who introduced it in parliament.? Article 1
of this law declares:

The French Republic acknowledges that the Atlantic and
Indian Ocean slave trade on the one hand, and slavery on
the other, perpetrated from the fifteenth century in the
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Americas, the Caribbean, the Indian Ocean and in Europe,
against African, Amerindian, Malagasy and Indian peoples
constitute a crime against humanity. (Loi Taubira-Delannon
N°2001-434, in Le Journal Officiel, May 21 2001, 8175)*

The law further acknowledges, in Articles 2 and 4, the need to
create spaces of memory in the French collective imagination
through the introduction to the school history curriculum of
courses on slavery, and the commemoration by local commu-
nities across France of a Slavery Remembrance Day, this to
“ensure that the memory of this crime lives forever in future
generations” (Article 4).

I have opened my introduction to Dark Side of the Light:
Slavery and the French Enlightenment with these issues of
memory and commemoration first to situate the book in the
moral and political climate of opinion of the 1990s, when it
was written and which it reflects in important ways. Second, [
want to draw attention to the important contribution, academ-
ic as well as activist, made by Louis Sala-Molins, the book’s
author, in creating this climate and in shaping and raising
public awareness of the issues through his books (1987, 1992a,
1992b), interviews (2002a), magazine and newspaper articles
(1999, 2002b), and various public interventions (2000). Not
only were some of his arguments and formulations used in
the parliamentary debates on the question—sometimes liter-
ally even if not always with proper attribution, he wryly ob-
served (1987, x, n. 1)—he was the rare if not the only French
academic invited, in March 2000, to testify before the French
senate on the issue.

A Frenchman of Catalonian roots, Sala-Molins, now an
emeritus, was a professor of political philosophy in various
universities including the Sorbonne, where he held the chair
vacated by Vladimir Jankélévitch, and Toulouse-Le-Mirail.
He came to public attention, after an early career teaching
and researching medieval philosophers and the Inquisition,
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with the publication in 1987 of his edition of Le Code noir ou
le calvaire de Canaan, the body of laws, statutes, and decrees
that codified and regulated the practice of French Caribbean
slavery and was promulgated in 1685 under Louis XIV. Sala-
Molins’s book (now in its seventh edition) both reproduces
and meticulously analyzes each of the sixty articles of the
Code noir (last edited in 1788), bringing out the inconsisten-
cies in and between articles, providing sources for the articles
in Roman law, canon law, and the earlier Spanish Black Code,
which he also edited (1992b), and situating the document in
its appropriate historical, religious, and ideological contexts.

“The most monstrous legal document of modern times,”
writes Sala-Molins from his natural rights perspective (1987, 9),
the Code noir manages the conceptual feat of yoking together
what Rousseau was later to qualify as meaningless and mutu-
ally exclusive notions—“slavery” and “right.”6 It condemns the
black African slave to legal and political nonexistence, declares
her “chattel” (meuble) (Article 44),7 and legitimizes her en-
slavement not in economic terms but—we shall come back to
this issue—as a necessary process of redemption of her soul.?

To the ordinary French citizen whose memory of France’s
role in modern slavery is shaped by a celebratory nationalist
discourse (at full throttle during the 1989 bicentennial of the
Revolution, as we shall see later)® and marked by a few mo-
mentous dates and heroic names—1793 and 1794 (the earli-
est attempts at abolition by Sonthonax and the Convention
respectively), 1848, when slavery was definitively abolished
by Schoelcher, and by the great critique of slavery by such
Enlightenment thinkers and abolitionists as Condorcet, Mont-
esquieu, the abbés Raynal and Grégoire—the disinterment of
a text, Le Code noir, that establishes French state involvement
in the institutionalization and legalization of slavery came as
an immense surprise.l° But an even greater surprise, even for
Sala-Molins, was the realization that this document and, with
it, slavery remained in force for 163 years, surviving the ancien
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régime, the Enlightenment and Revolution, and the Empire
to be finally and definitively repealed only during the Second
Republic. That it survived the ancien régime is perhaps to be
expected. What was less expected, however, is that it also did
(and more) the French Enlightenment. The Code noir actually
found understanding with the Enlightenment’s many leading
thinkers—tearful understanding is what Condorcet would
claim in his Réflexions sur lesclavage des négres (1788) but
understanding all the same—that is, when they were not quite
simply silent on it. And this, notwithstanding their universal-
ist doctrine of rights. In short, then, Sala-Molins was able to
bring to light the fact that the Enlightenment, especially when
read in the context of and side by side with the Code noir, is
not all light and radiance as traditionally presented but also
night and darkness, not all insight but also blindness. While
the Enlightenment’s core values are abstractly antithetical to
all that the Code noir symbolized, it nonetheless managed to
find accommodation with that body of laws and, as in the case
of Montesquieu, to suggest ways of improving the lot of the
slave that were worse than was contained in the Code noir (see
Sala-Molins 1987, 230-37). It proclaimed the inalienability of
human rights but excluded to various degrees and for differ-
ent reasons entire categories of humans (for example, Jews,
women, slaves) from the purview of their applicability.

It is this dark side of the French Enlightenment as it specifi-
cally relates to slavery that the author, building on earlier work
in the field,"' sought to bring to wider public knowledge in Le
Code noir ou le calvaire de Canaan (1987). It is also to this dark
side that he returns five years later in his 1992 book Dark Side
of the Light: Slavery and the French Enlightenment (in the origi-
nal French, Les Miséres des Lumiéres: Sous la raison, l'outrage).
Because the 1992 book is a spin-off from the 1987 volume and
presupposes to be properly appreciated familiarity with the
detailed arguments of that volume, I will make frequent refer-
ences to some of those arguments in this introduction.
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It is obviously impossible within the framework of a short
translator’s introduction to fully convey the substance of Sala-
Molins’s 1992 book. In what follows, I propose to (1) com-
ment on its reading strategies and form and their significance,
(2) provide the reader with a few concrete examples of the para-
doxes and contradictions in the Enlightenment texts it exam-
ines, (3) discuss the reasons the author advances to explain these
problems, (4) raise a few possible objections to his arguments,
and (5) conclude by relating Dark Side of the Light to the 1989
French bicentennial celebrations of the Revolution, an event that
Sala-Molins holds in constant parallel to the Enlightenment,
that frames his entire discussion of the Enlightenment, and that
enables him to link it to a consideration of issues in contempo-
rary French politics.

The Margin Reads Back

Dark Side of the Light is an unconventional and in many re-
spects a polemical reading of French Enlightenment think-
ing on the problem of slavery.!2 It is unconventional in two
respects. The first is in its oppositional or “off-center” reading
of some of the founding texts of modernity. It adopts in its
approach to them the perspective from “below”—not just in
class and gender but also in racial terms—the perspective of
those in the outermost margins of eighteenth-century French
life, the “barefooted, the starving, the slaves” (1992a, chapter
2). Although Sala-Molins does not use the word postcolonial
itself, his reading practice can easily be qualified as such.!? It
is postcolonial in the way it foregrounds in its approach to
canonical Enlightenment texts and thinkers the awkwardly
material and often repressed issues (in polite society as in
scholarship) of race, plantation slavery, and colonial domina-
tion, issues that were a “major concern,” as Malick Ghachem
has recently recalled, “of the philosophes and their nineteenth
century successors” (2000, 8).
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Referring, for example, to the focus of his Sorbonne lec-
tures on Montesquieu, Sala-Molins declares, “I was not in-
terested . . . in the marvels of the separation of powers, whose
transcendent importance in the history of ideas and institu-
tions is well known. I spent time instead showing the ease
with which one could catch in the same man, at the same
time, and in the same texts, so much generosity of spirit . ..
and so much money-grubbing insolence in justifying for the
France of his time the continuation of the practice of Roman-
like slavery” (1992a, chapter 2). A focus such as this is one
that mainstream scholarship, concentrating on the loftily
philosophical or the geographically and ethnically European,
often deems irrelevant or at best marginal to the concerns of
the age. As Paul Gilroy observes, “interest in the social and
political subordination of blacks and other non-European
peoples does not generally feature in contemporary debates
around the philosophical, ideological, or cultural content and
consequences of modernity” (1993, 44). And yet such subor-
dination should be a part of contemporary debate, contends
Sala-Molins, because insofar as that subordination is based
on a theory of “man,” the “human” and the “inhuman,” on an
anthropology in other words (more on this later), it is in fact
key, and not marginal, to a fuller understanding of the French
Enlightenment: “the crucial test for the Enlightenment,” he
writes, “is the slave trade and slavery. To interpret [it] without
them is to play the game of the Enlightenment: it is tanta-
mount to limiting universal philanthropy to one’s neighbor-
hood” (1992a, preface).

A second unconventional feature of Dark Side of the Light
is its form. The author’s decision to read and understand
the center from its occluded and, in this case, literally en-
slaved margins finds materialization in his choice of form.
He eschews the conventions of traditional academic writing
much in evidence in, for example, the critical apparatus of Le
Code noir. In Dark Side of the Light, he resorts instead to the
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techniques of the creative writer, interspersing his expository
prose with scenes of dialogue between an imaginary slave
and various Enlightenment thinkers. In other words, the “I”
in the book refers at times to the author-historian of ideas,
at other times to the slave, at other times to the slaver, and at
other times still to the author as fictional interlocutor of the
imaginary slave. The result is a book of striking originality of
form and styles in which the high and the low, the slave and
the philosopher, the detached scholar and the crusading pam-
phleteer, the disembodied language of learned discourse and
the somatic language of the slave’s suffering body all mix.
Now, readers used to the standard scholarly monograph
might find the book’s sometimes graphic, denunciatory, and
on occasion inflammatory language, its tendency to cross
the line between analysis and activism, unfortunate, perhaps
excessive, very probably disconcerting. What should be re-
membered, however, is that the use of this language is delib-
erate. To Sala-Molins, discussions of slavery cannot be just
conceptual, for slavery was also (need it be said) an experi-
ence of physical and existential dereliction, and that needs to
be conveyed, if only to express outrage and to give a sense of
moral and political urgency to the discussion. In this sense he
falls squarely within a certain eighteenth-century tradition
of the socially and politically committed writer—the Voltaire
of the Calas affair, for example, to whom he refers admiringly
in his book (1992a, chapter 2). Equally disconcerting but also
very deliberate is the device of making the slave—the great
absentee in all the learned discussions on his fate—intervene
throughout the book. This is part of Sala-Molins’s overall
project of restoring the slave’s humanity by giving him initia-
tive and voice. Once the decision to make the slave speak is
made, his speech is subject to the constraints of the genre if
he is to sound credible. Because he is uneducated, brutalized,
and angry, he has to speak in character to carry literary con-
viction, and thus he must use the language of (feigned) na-
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iveté, sarcasm and irony, and sometimes invective. The issues
discussed are serious, but the tone the author/slave adopts
(also like the eighteenth-century writers he critiques) is de-
flationary, the tone of derision.

It may be tempting at this point to see in Dark Side of the
Light nothing more than a contemporary instance of what,
presumably in fit of irritation at what he sees as the be-
smirching of a great movement, a distinguished historian has
called “the old accusations” (Darnton 1997, 36) against the
Enlightenment, “accusations” that he attributes to those in
the camp of the “postmodernists and anti-westernizers” (35).
But to view the book this way would be to seriously misread
it, for Sala-Molins clearly does not reject the French Enlight-
enment even if he is aware of its limitations. On the contrary,
he is strongly committed to what he sees as its emancipa-
tory values: reason, justice, universalism, and equality. His
critique, in other words, is not directed at those core values
per se, which it has been argued is the case, for example,
with Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in Dialectic of
Enlightenment ([1947] 2000}, and Michel Foucault (Racevskis,
1998, 65-87; Bronner 1995), but rather at the Enlightenment’s
failure to extend these values to apply to all human beings
at all times, in other words, to be true to itself by being
truly and fully universal. Put differently, for Sala-Molins,
the universalizable normative claims of the Enlightenment
(to human equality, for example), far from being repressive of
the particular—a well-known criticism by postmodernists—
are an indispensable reference point for any meaningful con-
testation of injustice.! It is precisely because the French En-
lightenment was not universalist enough on the question of
slavery, contends the author, that it betrayed its promise and
thus remained an incomplete project. Nowhere is this more
in evidence to him than in the text to which he devotes most
of the book’s first of three chapters: Condorcet’s Réflexions
sur lesclavage des négres (1788), a text that Condorcet wrote
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under the pseudonym M. Schwartz (Mr. Negro in German),
presumably, Sala-Molins suggests, to identify with the sub-
jects of its contents.

Paradoxes and Contradictions

The picture of Condorcet’s Réflexions that emerges from Sala-
Molins’s text is of a thought deeply entangled in intellectual
contradiction. Sala-Molins gives samples of the positive term
of this contradiction: Réflexions’s uncompromising condem-
nation of slavery. “Any polity” Condorcet writes, “where gen-
eral peace is secured through the violation of the rights of
its citizens or its foreigners ceases to be a society of human
beings to become a den of thieves” (quoted in Sala-Molins
1992a, chapter 1). Sala-Molins also points admiringly to such
facts as the French thinker’s demolition of the idea of natural
or voluntary slavery, and to his dismissal as pure fabrication
of the pro-slavery argument that sees in slavery a humanitar-
ian act that saves the lives of war captives from certain death.
Nowhere in the world, Condorcet argues, are prisoners sys-
tematically put to death. But even if they were, “it’s no less a
crime to buy [them] if it’s to re-sell [them] or reduce [them]
to slavery” (1788, 5). “The crime” to him is even worse for
the colonists in the French Caribbean islands, who could not
claim to be rescuing their enslaved from certain death, since
these were born and raised on the plantation (see Condorcet
1788: 7).

But Réflexions, Sala-Molins is quick to point out, is not all
generosity of spirit, the only aspect often presented in sup-
port of its author’s abolitionism.!5 It also has truck with what
ought to be “nonnegotiable, [and] cheapens what it adores,”
Sala-Molins remarks (1992a, chapter 1). In support of this
view, he emphasizes Condorcet’s opposition to the elevation
of the slave to the realm of the human through the imme-
diate and effective recognition of her rights: “The slaves in
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the European colonies have become incapable of carrying
out normal human functions,” asserts Condorcet, and like
“children, madmen and idiots,” should therefore be deemed
to have “lost their rights or as not having acquired them”
(quoted in Sala-Molins 1992a, chapter 1). He at best concedes
to them what Sala-Molins (1992a, chapter 1), borrowing
the vocabulary of the sixteenth-century Spanish theologian
Bartolomé Las Casas, calls “monastic” and “domestic” sover-
eignty (the sovereignty to exercise dominion over oneself and
one’s household, respectively), but not political sovereignty,
the right to be a member of civil society and participate in
the deliberations of the body politic.6 Such a right presup-
poses a faculty of the “will,” “rationality,” and “personhood,”
attributes that Condorcet like the Code noir denies the slave.”
He may be physically human, but the slave is not a “person,”'8
or what in the French language of the age was known as an
“accomplished man.”

So, in spite of his lofty enunciation of principles, Condorcet,
the many times president of the abolitionist 1788 Society of
the Friends of Blacks, finds himself unable to apply those prin-
ciples. Instead of calling for immediate abolition, he equivo-
cates and compromises, only to opt (in the chapter “Des moy-
ens de détruire l'esclavage des négres par degrés” [On the
Ways of Destroying Slavery in Stages]) for a formula of phased
emancipation according to which (to bring out a few of its
proposals) children born into slavery are emancipated only at
thirty-five; those who are fifteen at the time of his suggestions,
at forty; and those above fifteen only when they are fifty, and
so on (Sala-Molins 1992a, chapter 1; Condorcet, 1788, 38-52).
Condorcet further goes on to recommend (1788, 67-70) as
compensation to those religious and ethnic minorities—Jews
and Protestants—whose civic and political rights had been se-
verely curtailed as a result of the 1685 revocation of the Edict
of Nantes, their resettlement in Haiti and commercial involve-
ment in slavery.
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Even allowing for Condorcet’s political evolution into a
radical abolitionist on the eve of the Revolution, Sala-Molins
still detects ambiguity in his speech to the Convention when
he spoke, with fellow Society of Blacks member the Jansenist
abbé Grégoire, against the idea of admitting as deputies of
the free nation into the Convention members of Haiti’s white
slave-owning class. In that speech, writes Sala-Molins, Con-
dorcet makes “an elegant distinction between the urgency to
‘destroy slavery, [which Condorcet was not demanding], and
the time to ‘prepare the destruction of slavery,” which he was
(quoted in Sala-Molins 1992a, chapter 3).

The second Enlightenment document to which Sala-Molins
pays close scrutiny, in chapter 2 of Dark Side of the Light, is
the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.
I will present his analysis of its first two articles. The question
is normally asked whether the “Man” referred to in the first
article of that document (“Men are born and remain free and
equal in rights”) included such groups as Jews, women, slaves,
the non-tax-paying, comedians, actors and so on (Singham
1994, 114-15; Hunt 1996, 16). Making a distinction between a
theoretical exclusion and a practical one, an exclusion based
on a philosophical premise and one based on the lack of, say,
political will, Sala-Molins attempts to show that of the groups
mentioned above only the slave was excluded for theoretical
reasons, excluded, that is, within the very terms and logic of
the document. He arrives at this conclusion in two ways: by
focusing on the Preamble to the Declaration, and by reading
the Declaration itself, and insisting that it be read, side by side
with the Code noir, which, he reminds the reader, was still the
law of the realm when the Declaration was proclaimed. In the
Preamble it is written:

The representatives of the French people, constituted as a
National Assembly . . . have resolved to set forth in a solemn
declaration the natural, inalienable rights of man: so that by
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being constantly present to all members of the social body,
this declaration may always remind them of their rights and
duties. . .. (quoted in Sala-Molins 1992a, chapter 2; emphasis
mine; for the English version, see Hunt 1996, 77)

Now, argues Sala-Molins (1992a, chapter 2), to the extent
that the Code noir—the regulating document on slavery—
categorically excluded the slave from the legal status of “sub-
ject” of the king (the only group to be so excluded on the
grounds of a supposed incomplete humanity or originary
ontological lack),'” he could not possibly be part of the social
body constituted as a National Assembly referred to in the
Declaration. He could not, in other words, be a candidate for
citizenship. Citizenship presupposed subjecthood, the legal
status of subject, which in turn alone authorized membership
of the social body. It is precisely this state of legal nonexis-
tence that also makes Article 2—on the “preservation of the
natural and imprescriptible rights of man [to] liberty, prop-
erty, security and resistance to oppression”—theoretically in-
applicable to the slave. How can he enjoy any rights to proper-
ty when he is himself “ontologically” and “legally” property,
as Dark Side of the Light, pointing to Articles 44-54 of the
Code, puts it (1992a, chapter 2), and how can he enjoy any
right to “resistance to oppression” when all such resistance
is forbidden by law and punishable by death (see Articles 33,
34, 38 of the Code)? Clearly then, its later inspirational value
to slaves and other oppressed groups in the French realm and
beyond notwithstanding, the universal subject, “Man” of the
Declaration, referred to just that: the Frenchman.

But the exclusion of the slave from citizenship is not lim-
ited to Condorcet or the Declaration. Not even Abbé Grégoire
and his Society of the Friends of Blacks seemed to have been
able to avoid this pitfall.2In the third and final chapter of his
book, Sala-Molins accuses them of “casuistry” in their atti-
tude to slavery (1992a, chapter 3) and presents them as being
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more interested in the suppression of the slave trade and citi-
zenship rights for “people of color” or “mixed race,” as they
were known then, than in general emancipation. Already in
his 1987 book, he highlighted Grégoire’s various remarks
to the effect that granting citizenship rights to the enslaved
blacks in the French Caribbean, as the Convention’s 1794
abolition decree had done, was nothing short of “disastrous,”
the equivalent “in politics of what a volcano is in physics”
(Grégoire quoted in Sala-Molins 1987, 263-64). He pointed
to the abbot’s denial (albeit under a vicious campaign by pro-
slavery deputies who were accusing him of betraying French
interests) that he and the Friends ever sought emancipation
for blacks. “We are not asking for political rights for the black
Frenchmen. . . . No, such an idea has never occurred to us. We
said itand wrote it from the founding of our Society” (Grégoire
quoted in Sala-Molins 1987, 268). In Dark Side of the Light, on
the other hand, Sala-Molins focuses on two of the arguments
advanced by the Friends for supporting mixed race slaves.
The first of these, in spite of its cold cynicism and inadver-
tent support of slavery, that enfranchised coloreds could be
used to control the black slaves and uphold the plantation
order (1992a, chapter 3), is only of moderate interest to Sala-
Molins. It is the second argument, that being of mixed blood,
theirs was a more “accomplished humanity,” one more closely
French chromatically and therefore culturally and ethically
and for that reason deserving of rights, that is of interest to
Sala-Molins. He sees this argument as resting on a doctrine
of man that was widely shared by Enlightenment thinkers,
a doctrine that accounts for the paradox of a theoretically
universalistic discourse provincializing itself in practice (to
France, at best to Europe) and racializing its scope of applica-
tion to exclude non-whites. And it is to this paradox and its
implications for slavery and, later, colonialism that he devotes
most of Dark Side of Light, especially the section of chapter 2
titled “Perfectibility and Degeneracy.”
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Explanations

Of course, as was observed earlier, Sala-Molins is far from
being the first to have drawn attention to or analyzed this
paradox.2! Where, perhaps, his approach is different is in
the filiation he attempts to establish between the eighteenth-
century doctrine of man and medieval, especially Spanish
theological, interpretations of the biblical story of the Curse
of Ham. This story, it will be recalled, narrates Noah’s con-
demnation in Genesis 9 and 10 of his son Ham (and the
latter’s descendants, the Canaanites) into the servitude of
his brothers Shem and Japheth for having seen him naked.
A long tradition of biblical interpretation (coincident with
the “massive emergence of Africa in European Letters,” Sala-
Molins ruefully observes [1987, 22]) “misguidedly” identified
Ham and his progeny with “blackness,” the peoples of black
Africa (Sala-Molins 1992a, chapter 2, n. 29; see also Sollors
1997, 79-111, on the uses and abuses of the Curse of Ham).
Sala-Molins explains the theoretical link made by theo-
logians between the curse and slavery (1987, 20-30). Because
the Canaanite (read the inhabitant of sub-Saharan Africa)
is a descendant of Noah, he is a human being and therefore
cannot be excluded from the possibility of divine grace and
salvation. But because of his original curse/sin, he is a lesser
human; he is lesser because with the curse comes a loss of the
faculties of “rationality,” “memory,” “intelligence,” and “voli-
tion,” which inhere in the condition of being fully human and
are, as Condorcet was later to argue, a sine qua non for the ex-
ercise of political sovereignty, of rights. However, not all islost.
Although a lesser human being, the Canaanite can through
time, Christian teaching, and conversion to Catholicism (in
the eighteenth century both usually provided in slavery) re-
cover his lost faculties and thus his full humanity. The link
between this religious interpretation of the curse of Ham
and the politics of slavery is clear. It is precisely this doctrine,
Sala-Molins argues, that the Enlightenment secularizes.
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The medieval religious notions of “perfectibility,” ofa “fall”
from a normative religious ideal of humanity, and of a return
to that ideal are all present in the dominant Enlightenment
theories of and assumptions about man.?? What has un-
mistakably changed, however, is the content of those notions.
“Degeneracy” has replaced the notion of a “fall.” Varieties
of human populations—Laplanders, Amerindians, Asians,
blacks from Africa, and so on; non-Europeans in other
words—are all seen as exemplifying various degrees of “de-
generacy” from the norm, a norm that is white European—in
culture, religion, chromatics, and morphology. The accounts
for the deviation have also changed. Noah’s curse has been re-
placed by environmental theories of climate, food, and tyran-
nical government, extensively developed by such thinkers as
Montesquieu in Books XIV to XVIII of The Spirit of Laws, for
example, and the naturalist Buffon (see Cohen 1980, 73-76;
Popkin 1973, 250-54; Sloan 1973, 293-322; Sala-Molins 1987,
221-37). “[C]limate,” writes Buffon, for example, “is the prin-
cipal cause of the varieties of mankind. . .. [Air] is necessary
to produce the blackness of Negroes. Their children are born
white, or rather red, like those of other men. But two or three
days after birth their color changes to a yellowish tawny,
which grows darker till the seventh or eight day, when they
are totally black” (Buffon, Histoire naturelle [1748], quoted
in Eze 1997, 22-23).23 It is this belief that “whiteness” is the
original color of man that explains the intriguing experiment
imagined by Buffon and referred to by Sala-Molins (1992a,
chapter 2) to settle a group of blacks in Denmark and pro-
scribe any intermarriage between them and the local Danes
to see if their descendants would regain their original “white-
ness.” Buffon’s sincerely held theoretical assumptions con-
vinced him they would.

But whether it is through divine malediction or climate, the
result is the same, degeneracy: from a state of spiritual salvation
in the case of one, and from human nature or “accomplished
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humanity” in the other. The solution and its underlying as-
sumptions are also the same. The human being or population
that had “deviated”/“degenerated” remains by virtue of the
fact of being part of the human species (Enlightenment think-
ers were in the main monogenist) “perfectible.” In other words
she/it can be made to recover her/its lost state of grace in the
case of one, or humanity in the other, through Christianization
and (French) civilization, respectively.

With this doctrine of man in mind, it is easy to under-
stand why the Enlightenment “stuttered,” to borrow Sala-
Molins’s apt expression, in the face of slavery, why a thinker
like Condorcet could not have recommended the immediate
emancipation of the slave. The slave needed time (Condorcet’s
moratorium) to regain the sense of “natural relations” that he
had lost as a result of his master’s tyranny. One can also bet-
ter appreciate the priority given by the Friends of Blacks to
the emancipation of coloreds. With their part-white heritage,
they were much closer than the wholly black slaves to the
Enlightenment physical and therefore ethical and cultural
ideal of the human. The slippage here, the causal relationship
between physique/“race” and culture and ethics, later in the
nineteenth century to rigidify into a doctrine of “scientific”
racism, is clear. Rights, civilization, and their opposites all
became a function of and were determined by skin color and
tone and other somatic or phenotypic features. “How mov-
ing, this Enlightenment,” exclaims Sala-Molins sarcastically
(1992a, chapter 2). It proclaims the inalienable rights of all
human beings and armed with its anthropological “science,”
ends up justifying slavery as a redemptive process and lay-
ing the intellectual foundations of the mission civilisatrice of
colonial ideology.

It took the Haitian Revolution of 1791-1804, according to
Sala-Molins, to finally put the French Enlightenment in har-
mony with itself, to make it live up to its promise. In line with
the thinking of historian Yves Benot in La Révolution frangaise
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et la fin des colonies (1987) and before him C. L. R. James in
The Black Jacobins ([1938] 1984), Sala-Molins argues that it is
the events of 1791-93 in Haiti and the war with Napoleon of
1802-4 that imposed abolition on the Convention and impe-
rial France, respectively. That such a major historical contri-
bution should have gone totally unacknowledged during the
1989 bicentennial celebrations of the French Revolution, dur-
ing which abolition was presented as an act of charity from a
generous and enlightened France, is, according to the Sala-
Molins, one of the many shortcomings of those celebrations.

In the epilogue to Dark Side of the Light, Sala-Molins imag-
ines the tricentennial of the French Revolution, during which
a France possessed of a true sense of universal justice and by
then secure in its identity as a multiethnic society finally ac-
knowledges the contribution of black Haiti, and as it rightly
did Monge, Condorcet and Grégoire in 1989, receives into the
Pantheon one of its greatest revolutionary leaders, the former
slave and black Frenchman Toussaint Louverture.

Demurrings

Dark Side of the Light does not leave the reader indiffer-
ent, and it is conceivably open to various objections, espe-
cially from the specialist reader. I would like to conclude
this introduction by raising some of the more general criti-
cal points that could be made against the book. The first is
that the book engages in a retrospective trial and uses a late-
twentieth-century sensibility on the issues of race and slavery
and knowledge accumulated since the eighteenth century to
judge eighteenth-century positions on them. Although seem-
ingly valid, this objection is not applicable to this book, be-
cause French Enlightenment thinkers were not themselves
moral relativists. So when Sala-Molins insists that ethical
perspectives should not be situational, he is doing no more
than holding those thinkers to their moral universalism.
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Slavery, he wrote, “should not be trivialized by invoking, as
is always done, the question of the gap between today’s moral
demands and the easy-going attitude of the people of that
period” (1992a, chapter 2). Two hundred years before the
Enlightenment, he reminds the reader, there were already
individuals like the Andalusian theologian Bartolomé Las
Casas, who unambiguously rejected the various interpreta-
tions by Spanish neoscholastics to justify the enslavement of
Amerindians and later of Africans using Aristotle’s theory of
natural slavery (1992a, 57; 1987, 43-48), and who, with other
Spanish theologians, even managed to convince Charles V to
outlaw the enslavement of Amerindians in 1530. And long
before them, he observes, was Saint Augustine, who, asked
what he thought of the extraordinary ancient Greek tales
about antipodean humans, headless and with faces stuck in
their chests, replied simply:

Rubbish in all likelihood. I ask to see, but fear there is noth-
ing to see. But if they truly exist, why should that bother
me? Their shape and color matter not. They think; they are
therefore human beings like you and me, because in them,
reason is the image of God. (Saint Augustine, quoted in
Sala-Molins, 1992a, 59)

Finally, Sala-Molins gives the example of the Spanish monk
Peter Claver (1581-1654), who spent his life taking care of sick
and dying slaves (1992a, 56). In the Code noir (3), he even
gives the example of the American Quakers, who only armed
with their faith and no noisy philosophical theory of rights
fought relentlessly for abolition.

If Sala-Molins makes many positive references to Christian
theologians in a book on the Enlightenment, it is partly to
deflate the superior anti-Christian religion pretensions of
the latter. Sala-Molins devotes several deliciously ironic and
philosophically dense passages in chapter 2 of his book to the
paradox of a religion dismissed as a farrago of “prejudice” and
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“superstition” by the Enlightenment and yet turning out to
be a surer guide to ethical choices in the area of slavery than
all the enlightened “science” of the Enlighteners. In a posi-
tion similar to that of Dialectic of the Enlightenment (1-34),
Sala-Molins seems to suggest that one of the pitfalls of the
Enlightenment lay in its atternpt to establish and rely on to-
tally scientific-rationalist grounds for ethical judgments and
meaning, to abjure myth, religion, and the nonrational, to
dismiss them as error and superstition. While such grounds
are indeed essential and are a bulwark against intolerance
and fanaticism—not to talk of the liberating understanding
and control of the natural world to which they have led—their
tight conflation with the ethical, the belief that they provide
the surest and only groundwork for morals, can also lead to
moral disasters.

Sala-Molins’s use of the word genocide (in the December 9,
1948, United Nations definition of that term; see Sala-Molins
1987, 18) to describe the half-millennium-long Atlantic trade
in slaves, and the parallel he establishes in his preface to
Dark Side of the Light between this event and the Holocaust,
even slightly reformulating Adorno’s famous dictum—about
writing poetry after Auschwitz (Adorno 1967, 34) into “How
is thinking possible after Saint-Domingue?” (1992a, preface)—
suggest the influence of or at least an engagement with Hork-
heimer and Adorno’s much debated thesis of a link between the
Enlightenment and the Holocaust (Sutcliffe 2003; Schechter
2001).2* It certainly suggests a view—similar to Horkheimer
and Adorno’s on the Holocaust—of Atlantic slavery as ab-
solute evil, radical unrepresentability. While Sala-Molins is
too much of a product of the Enlightenment to exclusively
ground truth and knowledge, including moral truth, in intui-
tion and revelation, he is nonetheless skeptical of traditions of
thought that make no room for what he calls “mystery.” “If the
Enlightenment failed,” he writes, “it is precisely because it sac-
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rificed the mystery of the human, as it was called in the past, to
a concern with scientific transparency” (1992a, chapter 2).

A second objection that could be made against Dark Side
of the Light is that eschewing its own method of approaching
slavery “from the bottom,” it reduces the French Enlighten-
ment’s attitudes to slavery to only the texts of elite thinkers.
Historian Marie Shanti Singham points to the existence of
non-elite, antislavery patriotic writings in France that were
unambiguous in their opposition to Caribbean slavery, which
they saw as the tropical expression of a similar fate for the dis-
possessed poor and working-class whites in France (Singham
1994, 136-38). In other words, the dichotomy should not be
between an uncompromising Christian doctrine on the one
hand and an ambivalent Enlightenment thought on the other.
Just as there were Christian theologians who justified the
practice of slavery, and against whom Las Casas did battle, so
there were principled Enlightenment abolitionists. To which
I suppose Sala-Molins would reply that since the latter made
no exaggerated claims, avoided being self-righteous, and have
not been celebrated in France, they do not open themselves
to criticism.

A third objection that could be formulated against Dark
Side of the Light is that of insensitivity to the historical con-
text (French rivalry with England and Spain, powerful pro-
slavery interests) in which men like Condorcet and Grégoire
were operating, a context that therefore demanded, indeed,
imposed compromise, if even the smallest gains were to be
registered. Grégoire’s denial in the National Assembly, re-
ferred to above, about ever having thought of emancipating
black slaves was made literally to protect himself from cam-
paigns of treason that had been launched against him and the
Friends. Condorcet, in his speech on planters also referred
to above, pointed to “injustices that cannot be repaired in a
day, and which, tied to political interests . .. can only be de-
stroyed with the care necessary to ensure the good” (quoted
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in Sala-Molins 1992a, chapter 3). Sala-Molins’s reply to this
would of course be that while real, what such a context con-
ceals are the personal economic stakes in slavery of some of
the Enlighteners themselves, and he points, for example, to
Montesquieu’s investment in slave shipping companies.

The 1989 Bicentennial Celebrations Re-visioned

But whether the interests are national or personal is ulti-
mately of little significance. What is of cardinal importance
to Sala-Molins is the conviction that commercial interests
should never have the better of principled opposition to injus-
tice. This conviction animates with a passion the entire book
and provides the link between its immediate concern, the
Enlightenment, and France in the 1980s and early 1990s—the
socialist France of President Frangois Mitterrand, the France
of the bicentennial celebration of the Revolution. If social-
ist France celebrated French Enlightenment thought and the
Revolution with such excess, reducing it all to spectacle, ac-
cording to Sala-Molins, it is because it recognized itself in
that thought (1992a, chapter 3). Both the Enlightenment and
socialist France were high on grandiloquence but short on
results. Both abandoned their ethical projects: slave eman-
cipation in the case of one and social justice in the other.
For socialist France, he gives as examples of such abandon-
ment the violent repression of the demands for sovereignty
from France in 1984 of the Kanak people of New Caledonia,
the (then) new immigration and restrictive citizenship laws
voted by the National Assembly, the sale by France the world
over of military hardware as if it were “melons,” the deregula-
tion (very relative in the case of France) of the economy, thus
leaving the economically weak at the mercy of those he calls
the “sharks,” and so on (1992a, chapter 3). Both also justified
that abandonment in terms of the need for “realism,” “na-
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tional commercial interests,” and “consensuality.” In socialist
France, writes Sala-Molins, the government promotes

[the] holy virtue of consensus (this kind of thing that
could be described as the secularization of a “holy commu-
nion”). ... we retain in our references to the Enlightenment,
the Revolution, and their aftermath, the words and actions
that made for good relations even if that meant disaster.
(1992a, chapter 3)

To readers familiar with the Franco-French quarrels sur-
rounding the bicentennial celebrations, it is clear that the
reference to “consensus” here is to that event. To avoid what
Steven Kaplan in his book on those celebrations calls “ruin-
ous debate” (1995, 21), the government of President Mitterrand
sought national consensus—the word became a by-word for
the organizers—(see Kaplan 1995, 25-37) on an “essential
core” of values that could be celebrated (Kaplan 1995, 26). This
core—freedom, democracy, and human (political) rights—still
left many people dissatisfied, and one such expression of dis-
satisfaction from the French Radical, and possibly Marxist,
Left is Dar