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Preface and Acknowledgments

On April 1 many years ago at a very large American embassy in a very important European capital, a very senior Foreign Service officer handed to a very junior subordinate an incoming dispatch from American Embassy Tananarive (now Antananarivo). The dispatch complained about our Foreign Service's habitual misuse of the names "Malagasy" and "Madagascar"; painstakingly, it gave all the rules for appropriate usage. Handwritten on this copy was the following annotation addressed to the junior officer:

The Ambassador suspects you to be among those who habitually abuse the term "Malagasy" as a noun for the country, rather than, as appropriate, for its inhabitants and language only. He has been advised, further, that you may have even resorted to the improper neologism "Madagascan." I needn't remind you of the consequences entailed by such insensitivity.


The incoming dispatch from Tananarive had been trusting, even plaintive. Naively, it presupposed some sympathy in the great halls of U.S. diplomacy for the sensibilities of obscure Third World societies. The junior officer was of course entirely innocent of the nomenclatural abuse. His superiors enjoyed this April Fool's jest less at his expense than at the expense of the remote Indian Ocean islanders—the point of the jollity being: So the complicated title of a fussy funny country has been misused. Who cares?

The junior officer took the point and learned to use "Malagasy" with considerable respect. Interviewed on CBS Radio shortly thereafter, the junior officer tried to explain why he and his family had responded to a State Department appeal for volunteers to work at new embassies burgeoning throughout formerly colonial Africa. Vaguely, he told the radio audience something about his family's interest in expanding its concept of civilization. Eventually, he was indeed assigned to the island place where the inhabitants, their republic, and their language had the same name, not to be used as a noun for the country itself. That was 1962 and the beginning of a love affair with a great island that has resulted at long last in this book.

Many people have contributed to the shaping of this book over more than three decades. They include some who were dead before we got there but who inhabited the island as ancestors do—artists like the great suicide poet Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo; the much-vilified nineteenth century "nationalist" queen Ranavalona I; and her contemptuous French amanuensis, Jean Laborde. Others closer to our time never realized how much they helped shape my understanding—Richard Andriamanjato, who leads still; his old nemesis, the late André Resampa, so different from Andriamanjato and yet so like him; André Ravatomanga, the prescient Jesuit journalist; and Monja Jaona, who contested everything and does so still.

I owe much to companions of the early years: Benjamin Razafintseheno and Lucien Roux of the Foreign Office; Henri and Bébe Razanatseheno, the perfect Tananariviens; Sirine and Asgar Barday among the gracious Ismaelite community; Zèle Rasoanoro ("toujours dans la lutte"); the exquisite poet Flavien Ranaivo; Césaire Rabenoro, who rose above it all; Max Croce of Radio Université; Bob Eisenberg and Heather Bond, who made sense of the American Embassy; Jeannot Rabeson, the nonpareil jazz pianist; Shelby, who saw things I would have missed; Alison and Richard Jolly, who have done more to save the world than anybody else I know.

Later on, there were many who helped ideas to form—Colin Legum, Aidan Southall, John Ostheimer, Robert LeBlond, and Aaron Segal, who still sends me books, clippings, and inspiration. Thanks to Bill Watson of Raymond and Whitcomb, who sent me back repeatedly to the beloved island; and to the African-American Institute, which appointed me to the 1993 election observer team. Thanks especially to Lily Razafimbelo, who taught me so much during and after that visit.

Among my most valuable interlocutors were the Indian Oceanists of the CERSOl at the Université d'Aix en Provence— especially Louis Favoreu, Jean Benoit, Marc and Isabelle Besson, and CERSOI's generous librarian, Monique Girardin. I'm indebted for critiques of ideas to the World Bank's structural adjusters Abderraouf Ben Brahim, Philippe LeHouérou, and Pierre Demangel. Other precious resources turned up at the CHEAM library in Paris and the CeDRASEMI collection at Sophia Antipolis. Pam Williams at my own university's library was especially helpful, as was René Atkinson of WFWM-FM. The librarians at the IMF/World Bank in Washington offered refuge among their excellent collection when conventional repositories failed.

Patience and encouragement came when sorely needed from the admirable team at Westview Press—especially from Barbara Ellington, who never gave up even when I was tempted to do so; and series editor Larry Bowman, who approved the first outline then waited and worked hard whenever something else emerged. Michelle Asakawa and Diane Hess labored over the manuscript well after I was wishing it were done. All these significant contributions notwithstanding, I take full responsibility for what is reported here and how it is presented. That includes the arduously compiled statistical tables and all translations not otherwise attributed.

Philip M. Allen
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1
 The Virtue of Insularity

The Lie of the Island

Africa's largest island—fourth in the world after Greenland, New Guinea, and Borneo—Madagascar marks the southwest comer of the vast Indian Ocean triangle, flanking the long coast of Mozambique. The hourglass channel between them narrows to 400 kilometers between Cap St. André and Moçambique Island, billowing wide to 1,000 kilometers at its northern and southern apertures. Tantamount to a small continent both in extent and complexity, Madagascar spans from north to south as far (1,606 kilometers) as the distance between Boston and Atlanta. Its people, the Malagasy, consider their island as a continental expanse rather than as a maritime spot surrounded by ocean. In French, it is familiarly known as "the great island" (la grande île).

A typical insular people, the Malagasy have been able to live their own unique history while communicating fruitfully with nearby shores and distant lands. In the north and west coast towns, Muslim merchants commerced over medieval centuries with the Comoro Islands and the greater Indian Ocean world. Viewed from the exterior, this northern façade of Madagascar appears as a remote frontier of the international system that connected Arabs, Indians, Indonesians, and Chinese, together with Swahili- and Bantu-speaking Africans for more than a millennium.1 In fact, the island's permanent population settled there only quite recently from points in Africa, South Asia, and the Indonesian archipelago. Madagascar's interchange with the Indian Ocean littoral is being belatedly documented, for the island lay far from the core of the great monsoon system.2 It took a more central role in the world only after Europeans had rounded the Cape of Good Hope to defeat that system and link the Indian Ocean with the Eurafrican west. And even that distinction evolved slowly.

Madagascar's insularity is more than a geographical platitude. A hundred million years of biophysical isolation permitted the evolution of a unique natural environment, just as several centuries of political separation allowed the development of a civilization unlike any other. Lying so snugly alongside southeastern Africa, Madagascar nevertheless kept its distance and became something quite different. Apart from curious moments of interchange, the two land masses developed—or rather deviated—in parallel. As the zoologist Alison Jolly describes it, "The world of Madagascar tells us which rules would still hold true if time had once broken its banks and flowed to the present down a different channel."3

During the Upper Cretaceous period, some 50 to 80 million years after the disruption of the ancient unified landmass of Gondwanaland, Madagascar actually broke free from the present area of Tanzania-Kenya. This major fragment of earth carried off a cargo of plants and animals from the contemporaneous stock of East Africa. Some of those species survive to the present time on the island, long after their extinction on the parent continent with its far older population of humans. In most cases, they evolved their own new forms adapted to the hospitable, temperate insular continent. Madagascar thus became a kind of sea-secured museum.

Despite this separate evolution, new species also crossed to the island on winds and tides, at least until the end of the Eocene (40 million years ago). Humans arriving there over the past fifteen centuries have brought their own biological entourage and in their millennium added a new wing to the museum of Madagascar. Records still do not tell us clearly who the original inhabitants were or precisely when they arrived. The second-century Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, the earliest documentary source for the commercial world beyond the Roman Empire, remains silent on the subject. Its maps show Africa rounding off to the west after Cape Guardafui to balance an Asia rounded off at India to the east, leaving no room for Madagascar.4 The island may have been first identified by Arabs, who called it the Isle of the Moon. No doubt people lived on that moon by then, but they weren't consulted on its name. Portuguese captain Diogo Diaz, encountering the big island on August 10, 1500, called it after Saint Lawrence, whose day it was in the Roman Catholic calendar. How or why the good saint's name gave way to "Madagascar" remains uncertain. Marco Polo may have mistaken the island from afar and confused it with "Mogadiscio," actually on the Somali coast to the north.

Shaped like a great footprint in the sea, the island slopes toward a toe-point at the north; the vast bay here is Antsiranana harbor (once called Diego Suarez). The contour bulges westward toward Africa below Mahajanga; it tucks in again at the river delta of the Tsiribihina in the midwest and pushes out once more at the mouth of the Mangoky River and the town of Morombe (see Map 1.1). Upstream along these western rivers, the midregions contain grassy savannas with rare remaining deciduous patches begging for moisture. In the southwest, which receives less than 400 millimeters (16 inches) of rain a year, a unique desert of spiny thorn trees is ravaged by periodic drought, and life quivers on the brink of extinction. By contrast, along the even-edged east coast, a steep escarpment deflects the Indian Ocean trade winds into a rain forest that receives from 1,500 to more than 3,500 millimeters of precipitation a year.

West of that escarpment, the land flattens into high plateaus, including the area around Antananarivo (Tananarive in French) at roughly 1,250 to 1,500 meters. Two clusters of volcanic mountains point upward from the plateaus to a peak of 2,880 meters in the northern Tsaratanana range and slightly lower along the island's central vertebrae from the Ankaratra range south of Antananarivo to the Andingitra around Fianarantsoa. Some of the granite up
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buddings of central and eastern Madagascar date back more than 3,000 million years, representing "perhaps the oldest rocks on the face of the earth."5 Ravaged by fire, overgrazing, and erosion, the mountains are often entirely devoid of vegetation.

What forest remains after a millennium of such abuse amounts perhaps to 125,000 of the 587,000 square kilometers of total area. There are about 29,000 square kilometers of arable land to support more than 12 million people (barely one acre for each member of a farming family) and an equal amount of prairie for 10 million head of cattle. Rural per capita income has stayed under $100 a year—including the nominal value of subsistence crops—for as long as statistics have reflected Malagasy poverty.

This virtual continent wears a loose wreath of smaller-island satellites about its coastline. Some of the neighboring islets are truly tributary to Madagascar. Others are relatively autonomous. Independent Mauritius, 800 kilometers to the east, once had historical importance as the île de France, headquarters of the short-lived eighteenth-century French empire in the Indian Ocean. Halfway between the two lies hat-shaped Réunion, equally lovely step-sibling of Mauritius in the Mascarenes archipelago.6 Dependent for long periods on sugarcane for their mark in the world economy, both Mauritius and Réunion have grown steadily apart since 1811, the year of Britain's decision to retain the one (Mauritius) and toss the other back to the defeated French.

After generations of economic and demographic vicissitudes, both of these diminutive neighbors have done well for themselves—Mauritius as an indomitable example of pluralist microstate democracy, Réunion as an overseas department of France.7 They have recently grown somewhat closer to their bigger, less-privileged Malagasy neighbor in a western Indian Ocean network favored by European and UN development assistance.

Strewn across the northern mouth of the Mozambique Channel, the four Comoro Islands have bridged that space for warfare, civilized trade, and piracy during a millennium. From Zanzibar or the Tanzanian mainland (Tanganyika), settlers, traders, missionaries, and predators hopped to the Grand Comoro, Moheli, or Anjouan, and finally to southeasternmost Mayotte, where they became intimate with Madagascar. Called Mahore or Maore in the old sea-going literatures, Mayotte has been a French possession since 1841, and its majority has voted three times to remain so in perpetuity. Hence, the island was retained by France after the other three Comoros declared their independence in 1975.8

Several archipelagoes stretching from 300 to 1,500 kilometers north of Antsiranana compose the modern Republic of Seychelles, tiny outpost of nonalignment in a seascape beckoning urgently to Western tourist affluence.9 Together with Mauritius, Réunion (France), and the Comoros, these Seychelles cooperate with Madagascar in regional development undertakings through the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC). Unlike Madagascar and the Comoros, the Seychelles and Mascarenes have blended Asian, African, European, and Malagasy elements into variegated examples of "Creole culture," with a lingua franca based on French, a position of potency for the Roman Catholic Church, and a thoroughly maritime idiom in their institutions.10 By contrast, the Comoros extend Islamic and Swahili culture into the penumbra of southeastern Africa up to the portals of the Malagasy microcontinent.

Two or Madagascar's own offshore islands have the size and carrying capacity for historical noteworthiness. Both Nosy Be—westward from the northern tip—and Sainte Marie (also known as Nosy Boraha) off the northeast coast were fortified early in the nineteenth century by France well before French seizure of the great island itself in 1895-1896. In the centuries before this, however, both offshore islands had served other international maritime purposes. Nosy Be (the name means "big island") was an important component of the Sakalava kingdom of western Madagascar and was used for slave raids and pillage of the nearby Comoros—and probably the African mainland as well. In 1840, as the central Malagasy monarchy of the Merina surged outward to the coasts, French admiral de Hell, governor of Réunion, occupied Nosy Be and offered a refuge there to his ally, the besieged Sakalava queen Tsiomeko.

In a somewhat different, more maritime mode, Sainte Marie and the corresponding northeast coast were capitals of Eurasian piracy in the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth century. Here was enacted the stirring story of the pirate republic of Libertalia.11 Later, Sainte Marie was a favorite colony and emporium for French nationals, many of them descendants of the buccaneers and their Malagasy clansfolk. Hence, through the first thirteen years of Malagasy independence, Sainte Mariens were by treaty endowed with dual nationality. But even though the ex-pirate stronghold maintained that privilege, it suffered from severe economic neglect, whereas charming Nosy Be was being cultivated into Madagascar's prime tourist attraction.12

Still another fringe of islets adorns the outskirts of Madagascar, although scarcely with the historical or cultural significance of Nosy Be and Sainte Marie. These are virtually uninhabited, forlorn flecks—the îles éparses—that France persisted in retaining for its own scientific, strategic, and meteorological purposes until 1990. The islets were in fact detached from Madagascar in 1960, just before Malagasy independence, and added to the jurisdiction of France's prefect in Réunion. After three decades of futile protests, the Malagasy have recovered them for whatever purposes they may serve. Several of these islets—Juan de Nova, Bassas da India, and Europa—perch advantageously inside the Mozambique Channel; from them one can view petroleum tankers plowing the seas around Good Hope. The Glorieuses sit just outside the channel to the north. At most, the islets have housed weather research and radio stations, nature sanctuaries, and small detachments of lonely marines or gendarmes who kept the watches of empire along the frontiers of a still strategic sea. But these insular territories give their proprietors important oceanic exploitation rights under the prevailing law of the sea.

Spaciousness and complexity allow Madagascar some independence from its maritime nexus with the outside world. So people came, some of them to stay, and then lost touch with their own origins. An original civilization developed in that space over a period of relative isolation after the first human intrusions. Somehow, it also became a single civilization, cohesive if
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not uniform in its character. Described in Chapter 4, Malagasy culture is neither Asian nor African despite abundant affinities with both continents. Notwithstanding historically celebrated disparities between coastal and interior peoples, it is one culture. As judged by one of its most assiduous scholars, "Even if undeniable centrifugal forces persist in Madagascar, the society as a whole must be perceived above all in terms of geographic, linguistic, and cultural homogeneity, a phenomenon which places the great island very much on the margin of Black Africa."13

Enigmas of Malagasy Settlement

Lacking direct evidence of the actual lines of immigration into the great island, scholars continue to dispute the unresolved mysteries of Malagasy origins. European, American, and (a few) Malagasy archaeologists, historians, anthropologists, and linguists have debated lustily over the importance of Asian sources (Alfred Grandidier and more recently Jean Poirier and Paul Ottino) versus African (Gabriel Ferrand and Raymond Kent). The answer seems to favor a judicious synthesis of the two.14 What we know is this: For a millennium and a half, Madagascar has been the Indian Ocean's authentic demographic melting pot. Its indigenous population is a blend of migrant people from Southeast and South Asia with East Africans; subsequently, Arabs, Europeans, and others joined the mix. The actual place of contact of these constituent peoples—and the degree of interpénétration among them after arrival on the island—remains open to speculation. Malagasy oral tradition is strangely silent on the fact of the ocean itself, let alone on how and when the ancestors managed to cross it.15 We must indeed still conjecture over the points of arrival and the precise timing of the several waves of settlers on Malagasy shores.

The most plausible of the speculators, Pierre Vérin, accepts the probability of an original Afro-Indonesian population in Madagascar as early as a.D. 400 and no later than A.D. 900.16 Given the antiquity of the trade system linking the Red Sea and the Indian east, these Indonesian peoples probably came with the monsoons in outrigger canoes along the coasts of southern India, Northeast Africa, and the Comoro Islands. There is no direct evidence to confirm the route, however, and no trace of human habitation in the eastward Mascarenes before the seventeenth century to suggest a more direct transoceanic crossing. Physical and linguistic evidence verifies both the Indonesian and African origins of this Malagasy population. Yet no important traces of Indonesian cultural influence can be found in East Africa to confirm the theories of George Murdock, Ralph Linton, and Hubert Deschamps (supported by Raymond Kent and Pascal Chaigneau) attributing the fusions to a sojourn on the continent.17 The blending of continents occurred either on the island or in the Comoros, or in both places.18

Vérin and others thus posit two waves of arrivals between the fifth and twelfth centuries: first, a paleo-Indonesian people who intermarried with Africans in Africa, in the Comoros, or on the island to form a proto-Malagasy people, sometimes identified as the Vazimba; then a neo-Indonesian group, ancestors of the contemporary Merina, who came perhaps more directly (viz., from India to the east coast of the island) between the eighth and twelfth centuries or even later. Bringing the characteristic social organization of the fukun (clan, or deme), the second contingent (sometimes dubbed Deutero-Malayan) retained relative physical integrity, with fairer skins—hence the term/ofsy, or "white people," sometimes attributed to them. Still, they too are blends of African and Asian ethnicity.19

The neo-Indonesian Merina appear to have overwhelmed the technologically less advanced Vazimba. Migrating to the high plateau far from their shores of arrival, they acquired the Borneo-based Maanjan language over a long period of contact with those Afro-paleo-Indonesians. The name Vazimba has been applied at times to the entire first wave, at other times to anybody found on the land by the migrating proto-Merina.20 But no aboriginal population of Pygmies, Bushmen, or other "little people" has ever been confirmed. Indonesian maritime excursions into the western Indian Ocean appear to have stopped in the twelfth century—blocked, perhaps, by Arab sea power.

In addition to hunting and gathering, the original Afro-Indonesians cleared land for cultivation of rice, yarn, taro, and arrowroot, planted in recently burnt fields (the practice of tavy). Paddy rice and banana cultivation came later, as did American roots such as cassava. The seventeenth-century plateau seems to have experienced a surge of population and a corresponding expansion of rice fields. Tavy technology spread throughout Madagascar. It has aggravated the deforestation that so sternly marks the central plateau and threatens to devastate the east and west despite efforts by all governments over two centuries to save the forests. Although it pressed hard upon the land, the island population remained sparse, widely disseminated, and recalcitrant to authority. All governments have been obliged to obtain labor for public works through domestic slavery, village conscription, and even coolie immigration.

Slave trading by Arabs extended to Madagascar even into the late nineteenth century despite British efforts to sweep the seas in alliance with the Merina monarchy. But the Arab role in this part of the world extended beyond slaving. Islamic peoples probably joined the Afro-Indonesian population before the close of the first millennium.21 These included Arabs, Islamic Africans (Swahili and sea-going Bantu), and Persians from Shiraz. Omani and other denizens of the Arabian peninsula brought erudition and a flair for enterprise to combine with the contemplative, poetic, syncretistic spirit of the island. Like the earlier Indonesians and Africans, however, these Muslim immigrants adopted the original Indonesian language—an assimilation that testifies to the strength of the Afro-Indonesian cultural matrix. They also intermarried with and converted indigenous Malagasy to Islam, although without shattering the traditional culture of the islanders.22

Within 500 years, Muslim Malagasy—the Antalaotse, or sea people (the Antalaotra in Merina)—dominated all trading towns on the island.23 Their civilization was particularly brilliant in the northwest, facing traditional East African and Comorean counterparts in the Indian Ocean system. The Antalaotse also settled in the south and in the highlands, but current archaeological evidence there remains scanty and belated (none earlier than the sixteenth century on the plateaus). Scholarly descendants of Arab immigrants in the east traveled the island as priests, wizards, and royal counselors (called ombiassy or ombiassa).

Latter-day Muslims also arrived under colonial aegis. They originated in the Comoros, which had come under French domination during the mid-and late nineteenth century, and from Gujarat and Bombay. Starting as imported coolie labor, the Indo-Pakistani Muslims stayed on and established themselves into a colony of some 10,000 by independence time, passing 18,000 by 1972. Some of them acquired French or Malagasy citizenship; others remained stateless. Most entered retail trade in small towns of the west, south, and the central plateau; some (especially the Ismailis) became important industrialists and captains of import-export trade in the major cities. Together with the Europeans, these so-called Karana (people of the Koran) represent the least assimilated ingredient in the great Malagasy melting pot.

The Comoreans came through Mahajanga (Majunga) as small tradespeople, domestic servants and guardians, messengers, and laborers in the cities of the north and center; they grew to over 43,000 by 1972, but their numbers were reduced by pogroms at Mahajanga in the late 1970s. Cantonese and other mainland Chinese began arriving as coolies in the 1860s, even before the French period of control, but they, too, took advantage of colonial policy, skillfully converting their wages into business investments on the east coast and in the highlands. Numbering over 10,000 by 1972, they have tended to integrate with the Malagasy population to a greater degree than have the Karana.24

Early penetration of Madagascar by Bantu peoples is likely, since Bantu words appear in all dialects of Malagasy. Migrations from Africa also undoubtedly persisted until the sixteenth century, stopping because of Portuguese and later European mastery of the seas.25 By then, however, Madagascar had already brewed a global hemisphere of cultural sources into a civilization, innovating as well as recycling, challenging anthropologists and art historians to the utmost. The rectangular shape of virtually all Malagasy dwellings and the practice of divination and number magic may have Middle Eastern astrological origins, for instance; the marvelous anthropomorphic grave statues of the west could be either African or Indonesian in inspiration.26 Musical instruments and games can be traced to all continents.27 Social and political systems are evident mixtures of imported influences and existential innovation. Real kingdoms of diverse derivation developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in all parts of the island.28 Territorial clustering has produced impressive variations in the Malagasy language.29 The documents of history, poetry, and religion of southeast Madagascar known as the sorabe (great scripture) use Arabic script for Antaimoro and Antam-bahoaka dialects, not for the official Merina.30

Yet, while studying the Bara people of the southwest, the most ostensibly African of all the Malagasy groups, Huntington found commonality greater than diversity. His summary statement is acceptable to most scholars of Malagasy culture:


All of the peoples of Madagascar (excluding the recently immigrated Chinese, Indian, European, and Comorian populations) have more in common with one another than does any one of them with any overseas population. Although important linguistic, cultural, and physical variations occur in Madagascar, they are more a product of local historical and ecological factors than results of different racial or geographical origins. African, Arabic, and Indonesian institutions have been thoroughly blended into a unique and variable culture on the island of Madagascar.31



Far from being predominantly African or Asian, says Paul Ottino, Madagascar represents an autonomous amalgam of its entire cultural neighborhood, as "virtually all the countries bordering on the Indian Ocean have left their perceptible mark in material technologies, in vocabulary, in familial and political structures, in religious concepts, etc."32 Probably, John Mack's advice is soundest: Rather than seeking to break Malagasy culture down into historical or ethnic components, it's more helpful to assemble it and see it whole.33

For centuries, Europeans trickled into the great island whenever they were permitted to do so by local rulers. They brought mysterious powers of the world, powers over things (mahay zavatra), and a disrespect for ancestral custom. These powers extended to the bodies of people taken by stealth or in combat. Even in the seventeenth century, Dutch and Portuguese records speak of vigorous economic and cultural activity at the Sakalava port of Nosy Antsoheribory in Boina Bay, where 6,000-7,000 Muslims were ruled by trader kings who spoke the languages of the European slave trade.34 Arabs alone are believed to have taken 40,000 to 150,000 slaves from that area. Slaves also went from western Madagascar to the Cape colonies of the Dutch and to the Americas. British freebooters, shunted out of the West Africa trade, set up briefly at St. Augustine in the southwest corner of the island, disputing for slaves with the southern Sakalava. Monarchical Sakalava power increased as the Europeans paid for the captives in firearms.

Plying the Indies routes to the north and east of the island, Portuguese, Dutch, Americans, Hanseatic Germans, and British had their turns at refreshment stations and trade staples along the Mozambique Channel and later on the east coast facing the Mascarenes. At first, Portuguese power in the channel forced the Dutch into the Bay of Antongil on the island's east coast. They were nonetheless able to obtain footholds in the northwest within two decades after their establishment of the South African Cape Colony in 1652. The vast majority of the thousand or so "Magelagie" taken out of Boina were pressed to service by the Cape Company. Apparently, however, few Malagasy were carried on the long, pirate-plagued routes to Batavia, and very few of them arrived alive.

Well before European domination of the island, eighteenth-century Madagascar had served as a major source of slaves and of food for its more Europeanized neighbors. Malagasy beef, rice, corn, and even salt were essentialfor the survival of Bourbon and île de France, especially during the long, exhausting, late-century wars with England.35 An eighteenth-century French outpost on Sainte Marie and precarious trading posts along the Betsimisaraka coast brought firearms and cloth to chiefs who traded Malagasy captives for the new technology. Even after the British conquest of the area in 1810-1811 and the humiliation of France in 1815, British and French parties vied for influence at the nineteenth-century court of Antananarivo. The foreign parties were identified with Protestant and Catholic mission activity and with the various industrial plantation ambitions of their venturesome citizens. England's interests were relatively limited—enforcement of the antislave trade treaty signed originally with Merina King Radama I in 1817, protection of missionaries and their schools (which date back to 1818), and sustenance for the island of Mauritius, which had been retained by the British in 1811 after their conquest of the year before.
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For the French, protection of national interests became increasingly problematic at court during the latter part of the century, stimulating frequent appeals via Réunion and directly to Paris for intervention against the "odious" monarchy. Following the conquest, French administrators and military personnel joined settlers, traders, teachers, and missionaries in virtually all districts of the island, bringing it close to the status of a settler colony (colonie de peuplement).36 Overcrowded and resourceless Réunion needed Madagascar's empty spaces and a French establishment for decanting surplus Creole populations. Réunionnais champions pressed Paris relentlessly for privileges in Madagascar, stimulating cycles of antagonism with the Malagasy.37 As Bloch put it, the 1890 treaty by which Britain authorized French imperial action in Madagascar (in exchange for a free hand in Zanzibar) abandoned the island to "the sordid intimidation of France, egged on by Réunionnais commercial interests."38

Like the earlier Arab arrivals, the French grafted privileged cosmopolitan layers onto a fundamental Malagasy culture. France's impact here was not the Francophonia indispensable to Réunion, Mauritius, Seychelles, and the tightly knit Creole islands of the Caribbean, but a prestigious "second culture" acquired by elites in a civilization neither European nor Islamic at its core. Madagascar remained, and remains, Malagasy. This ability to resist cultural conversion gives Madagascar a second powerful affinity to the Indo-Malaysian world; the great island remains Afro-Oceanic, not a grand specimen of Francophonia in the southwestern Latin Quarter.39 Political unity and linguistic codification of the fundamental culture were in fact enhanced more by early nineteenth-century British policy than by the more ambivalent, less-privileged French of the time.40

Without imposing a Creole matrix on the island, France has an extended history of implants on Malagasy soil. As early as 1638, King Louis's entrepreneurs had landed the first of 4,000 metropolitans on the Tanosy coast of the southeast, establishing the settlement called Fort Dauphin in honor of the future Louis XIV. By 1674, disease and the hostile Antanosy had driven the last of these settlers to nearby Bourbon (now Réunion), from where their descendants never ceased to contemplate recovering access to the larger, richer place to the west. The original Dauphin colony did leave an important work of scholarship, Etienne de Flacourt's Histoire de la grande île de Madagascar (1661), containing the first dictionary of the language among many other revelations. French trade staples and concessions followed at Sainte Marie and at Fenerive and Foulpointe on the Betsimisaraka coast in the mid-eighteenth century to link Madagascar with the more intensively settled Mascarenes and Seychelles.

British conquests of the early nineteenth century drove a political barrier among those archipelagoes and kindled eight decades of rivalry between the European powers in the court of Antananarivo itself. Malagasy slaves were illegally incorporated into the Creole islands until full mid-century. In return, superfluous Réunionnais and others were periodically dumped on the great island. Miserable nests of white colonists dotted the entire east coast of Madagascar, and Creoles dominated the business of the great port of Tamatave (now Toamasina) into the present century. The ruling aristocracy at Antananarivo concentrated on internal island relations, pressing against competitor kingdoms in all directions. By and large, the indigenous monarchies left maritime linkages to the Europeans and Creoles—and to what remained of the Antalaotse in the west and north. Eventually, great transportation companies, from Messageries Maritimes to Air France, inherited those networks. Step by step, beginning in the 1880s, the French came to determine how Madagascar was to inhabit the modern world.41

An Archipelago of Localities

Most of the economic and cultural vitality of the Malagasy people is distributed along the dorsal spine of their island—the high plateaus—and its coastal estuaries. More than a millennium of slash-burn agriculture has produced 100,000 square miles of virtually useless space where once people encountered forest. Having done what Jolly compares to "mining the environ ment,"42 the descendants of those people now must fit their livelihood into the remaining pockets of ecological support. These favored localities occupy five major population zones—a tropical rain forest along the east coast facing the prevailing maritime winds, a central highlands of prairies and jagged mountain eruptions, the arid desertlike south, the vast savanna of the west broken by fertile river valleys, and the mountainous yet tropical northwest.43

In time, the early Afro-Asian settlers fanned out over these areas, joining and separating, absorbing occasional accretions of people along the coast, and concentrating into some eighteen population groups. These geographically localized societies are defined by their relation to an explicit environment, a relation that evolved over centuries. They cohere in a kind of terrestrial archipelago, a virtual continent of pasture and desert punctuated by cultural and economic fertility. In discussing the ways in which two plateau societies, the Betsileo and the Merina, colonized new territory, Jean-Pierre Raison refers to Madagascar as "a sequence of populated islets lacking systematic interrelationships."44

The resulting collectives have what Raison terms a strictly geographic reality, organizing and defining their ethnic particularity by lineage or by communal territory. Each of these ethnic groups has developed a cultural personality of its own, but they are not really "tribes" as defined on other continents. None of them is "pure" in distinction from any of the others. They all speak a variation of one language. All retain combinations of African and Asian ethnic and cultural quality, all founding their society on patrilinear and patrilocal clan loyalties; they are all Malagasy. The fact that one group, the Merina, obtained predominance in pre-colonial Madagascar, retaining privileged access to political and cultural opportunity under the French, has little to do with racial or tribal distinctions, let alone "superiority." Lighter pigmentation and pronounced Asiatic features of many (not all) Merina have suggested to some a simple racial explanation for Malagasy achievements; denying Africa its role as a source of island institutions, this "myth of the white king" (as Kent calls it) has proved inadequate to explain Malagasy history.45

By the mid-sixteenth century in at least three areas, the Malagasy had developed monarchical institutions of rule. In a process not unlike that of high feudal Europe, village chiefdoms on the east and west coasts and on the plateaus collected into broader state organizations with dynastic lineages. These states are identified with the Antaimoro, Sakalava, and Merina people, respectively, but the pattern was later followed by the Bara and Betsileo of the southern interior and by the Betsimisaraka of the east coast. These original political cultures all emerged from a synthesis of Indonesian and African factors. Much research is needed to define them precisely; their evolution may have started with the arrival of new Africans or Africanized Asians on the coasts.

Those belated immigrants (forebears of the Antalaotse or Antalaotra) probably introduced Islam and other Arab influences into the insular communities of Afro-Asians—the tompon'tany (masters of the land). The results were first felt along both coastlines through the impositions of Koranic literacy and the commercial concomitants of the slave trade. In any case, as Kent argues with vigor against conventional race-oriented European theories, lighter-skinned Asians cannot alone be credited with cultural advances in Madagascar.46

The early development of Malagasy states proved exceptional along the northeast coast and the offshore island of Sainte Marie. There, Betsimisaraka leaders joined forces, and nuptials, with English, French, and American pirate crews who used the island for refuge beginning in the late seventeenth century. After establishing one of the first republics in history, known as Libertalia, the enterprising buccaneers were virtually expelled from these waters by a British expedition in 1721.47 Their cohabitation with indigenous populations bequeathed a caste of Euro-Malagasy called Zana-Malata (mulatto children), one of whom, Ratsimilaho, forged the Betsimisaraka into a state in the mid-eighteenth century.

In southeastern Madagascar, the Antaimoro recorded the development of theocratic institutions from the early seventeenth century in their sorabe. Arriving a century earlier, probably from Islamic Africa, they diffused highly advanced technology into the island. Readily dominating the tompon'tany of the Matitana locality, they traded with the Europeans and Muslim Africans ("Moors") of the larger region and lived in precarious proximity with their Antanosy, Tanala, Antaifasy, and Antaisaka neighbors. Hemmed in by hostility, the Antaimoro exported their robust culture through itinerant sorceror-priests (ombiassa) as far as the lofty levels of Imerina, where they probably penetrated in small numbers by the mid-seventeenth century. In about 1800, they were again invited there by the mighty Merina king Andria-nampoinimerina. The Antalaotse doubtless influenced the rougher-hewn, decentralized, cattle-based kingdoms of the Bara, a people subdued only in part and never fully controlled by Sakalava, Merina, French, or modern republican suzerains.48

Both the southern Menabe and the northern Boina kingdoms of the Sakalava originated in the Maroserana dynasty, known also as the kingdom of the gold (Volamena). The royal line traces its sacred power to ancestor kings of the sixteenth century and earlier. These monarchs are credited with conquering and absorbing indigenous Vazimba, Vezo, and Antanandro chiefdoms in the sparsely inhabited country to the north and south. Sakalava tradition tells of the wisdom of the ombiassa, consulted by founding rulers to establish the boundaries, rituals, and institutions of the realm.49 Even after the collapse of the empires, ancestor sovereigns visited the loyal living in seances of possession called tromba, expressing their pleasure or dissatisfaction with the way of the world.50 These were times when the west coast maintained frequent commercial contact with "Moorish" Africa, supplying rice, cattle, and slaves across the channel. Ombiassa invoked the Arab zodiac and other sources of continental lore in their divinations on behalf of ambitious monarchs. They still serve Sakalava society in its contemporary senescence as diviners and healers.

After the mid-seventeenth century, when Malagasy rulers and their Antalaotse communities began controlling the southwest corner of the Indian Ocean trade, the Sakalava states enjoyed a century of maturity. Helped by French and Swahili African partners, the Maroserana kings expanded their dominion into vast reaches of hinterland, covering perhaps a third of the great island. European witnesses testified to the splendor of the Volamena court at Boina (near present-day Marovoay) and the activity of Mahajanga, the port established by the Volamena kings.51 Sakalava serenity was interrupted by occasional vassal revolts and by Tsimihety antagonism in the northeast. It was broken finally by invasion from Imerina in the early nineteenth century.

Slave-seeking Boina raided the Comoro Islands to the north, earning firearms by the sale of captured people for the conquest of still more people, in repetition of the most sordid of historical patterns. Slaves were also brought back into Boina, working the earth to feed an otherwise pastoral, warrior empire. A cosmopolitan western Indian Ocean culture flourished in that prepared soil, although oral tradition yielded to written history only after the decline of Sakalava power. The African-influenced Sakalava language, Sakalava forms of celebration and art, their ways of building state institutions, keeping cattle, and honoring the dead all penetrated Bara and lands farther south. Sakalava culture entered remote Tsimihety refuges and influenced even the hitherto unimpressive upland societies of central Imerina.52

Emergence and Supremacy of the Merina, 1787–1896

The Merina are the largest, historically most prominent, and most exhaustively studied of the Malagasy people. They dwelt on Madagascar's central plateau and were virtually unknown to the outside world until the late eighteenth century. Oral tradition characterizes an older Imerina (their territory) as a loose aggregate of chiefdoms supported by a combination of pastoral and rice-growing economies.

Merina culture seems to have scored an important breakthrough some three centuries ago through the extension of inundated (paddy) rice cultivation. This complicated technology gradually supplemented the ruinous practice of slash-burn agriculture (tavy), which had by then virtually deforested the entire central plateau. Cattle are still pastured on the periodically burnt prairies of lean grass, but the staple food of Imerina grows green in the paddy fields. The use of iron for tools and weaponry may have been acquired from the Antaimoro or Antalaotse of the Muslim southeast. Technological innovation allowed small principalities to develop around fortified centers of food production, including Antananarivo. Security was provided by clan militias called fokon'olona, which were to evolve into political and economic institutions with broad communal participation.

In ethnic and cultural traits the contemporary Merina represent a convergence of ancient Afro-Indonesians (Vazimba) with at least one major immigration of lighter-skinned Asians. The later immigrants are probably the original hova, although that name was subsequently applied to all freeborn Merina commoners. This convergence probably took place in intermittent combat from the late sixteenth through the late seventeenth century.53 The synthesis eventually produced a new dynasty of monarchs who emerged from mortal competition among contenders in the andriana, or nobility. A reigning monarch's legitimacy was renewed annually in the purgative rite of the fandroana, or royal bath.54 Andriana elders formed a class of royal advisers, called ray aman'dreny (literally, fathers and mothers). Vazimba tradition supplied much mythical content for later Merina culture—including a devotion to founding ancestor-kings who remained present in the world as an invisible foundation for community. Through this synthesis of tradition and technology, the Merina developed a dynamic of superiority that survives to this day. When the great king Andrianampoinimerina looked out from his provincial throne at Ambohimanga in about 1780, the Merina were ready for military, economic, and administrative expansion. Unified under his dynasty, they moved beyond their treeless, windswept hills and intricate green rice fields to the very shores of the land. Within a half-century, the Merina had overwhelmed all but the island's most southern peoples, eventually including the proud Sakalava.55

An enigmatic man of vast ambition and corresponding personal resources, Andrianampoinimerina (Nampoina for short) easily imposed authority on his major rivals for control of Imerina. The beneficiary of a palace coup against the hova clans, he combined personal command with organizational genius in military, economic, and administrative matters of state. He sent for Antaimoro scribes from the renowned country of the sorabe, installed markets and corresponding systems of taxation, law courts, labor mobilization, and irrigation technology to expand the capacity of imerina to feed armies, colonists, and specialized townsfolk. A head tax had already been levied on some Merina subjects by his distant predecessor Ralambo (ca. 1610— 1650) to support a standing army and keep it supplied with firearms. Subdividing Imerina into directly administered monarchical lands (menabe) and allocated land (menakely,) Nampoina administered through loyal agents, called vadin'tany. Colonies of peasants, soldiers, and merchants sprang up around the great Merina citadels of the central plateau—Antananarivo, Ambohimanga, Ambohidratrimo, Ambohidrabiby.56

In a strategy that has influenced Malagasy administrative thinking to this day, Andrianampoinimerina adapted the ancient fokon'olona system of peasant militias for public works purposes.57 Communal institutions among the conquered Tsimihety, Sakalava, Bara, and Betsimisaraka were re-formed along Merina fokon'olona lines to integrate newcomers and outcasts into village structures. This integration gave them an identity with the physical space they inhabited (the fokontany), in addition to their customary lineage ties.58 The Merina king also skillfully used traditional institutions of legitimacy for his own purposes—especially the ancient rite of the kabary (royal speech making), Codifications of kinship practices, marriage laws, and rules of landholding were given new (royal) patronage, always in favor of the central authority of the monarch.59

Once Imerina was under control, Nampoina's legions forged eastward in order to preempt the lucrative slave traffic, supplying both the labor needs of warlike Imerina and those of the French colonies of Bourbon (Réunion) and île de France (Mauritius). Revenues from slave exports helped buy firearms to pursue the familiar cycle. Merina victories caught the eye of France's principal Indian Ocean rivals, and there soon was agitation, especially at the British court. Andrianampoinimerina's kingdom had little interest in the momentous wars that preoccupied Indian Ocean Europeans during the Napoleonic period, but Madagascar profited from the needs of both sides. Although the Ile de France became Britain's Mauritius in 1810, it still needed Malagasy rice and beef and, despite growing antislavery pressures in England, conscript labor. French Réunion proved even more dependent on provisions from Madagascar.

By obliging Europeans to deal for these commodities at his court, Andrianampoinimerina's son and heir, Radama I (1810-1828), brought Madagascar into world history on favorable terms. He continued the conquests of his father, bequeathing to his heirs a realm that covered more than two-thirds of the island. Boina was invaded in 1822 and Mahajanga captured two years later, thus erasing the Sakalava empires of the west. The march of centralization was inexorable. A vast landscape holding perhaps 4 million people at this time also underwent a cultural transformation based on the Merina dialect of Malagasy as lingua franca. Asserting direct control over administrative and economic resources, Radama weakened the influence of the feudal nobility and used the vadin'tany as magistrates in local justice proceedings. The Merina never succeeded in fully dominating the south, where warfare remained endemic. Foreign slave raiding afflicted the west coast throughout the nineteenth century, even after the Merina state had undertaken to bring it to an end.

Radama used foreign lesson and example to organize his dominions. He imposed labor duties and taxable commerce on subject populations, sent Merina agents into the hinterlands under extraterritorial protection, and maintained diplomatic contact with France and Britain. His cabinet and armed forces adopted the structures of modern European monarchies, and he employed foreign missionaries to codify laws and to reduce the Malagasy language to a standard written form—in Latin script, not the Arabic used by the ombiassa or ampandrano (diviners) of his father's time. His army was trained by British advisers sent by the astute governor of the new Mauritius colony, Sir Robert Farquhar. Appreciating the Merina empire's need for military buttressing, Farquhar committed capital, armaments, textiles, and technical assistance to help Radama compensate for the loss of revenue from the slave trade. He kept the king's commercial rivals away from the slave-hungry French along the east coast. Thanks to Farquhar, Radama had a Mauritian named Robin as his secretary and British sergeant James Hastie to drill his squadrons.

Acting like a twentieth-century Cold War superpower on the margins of the Third World, England declined to extend herself to dominion in Madagascar. Britain settled, rather, for comity with the Merina sovereign so long as provisions flowed from the great island into Mauritius and the Merina seemed to keep their promises to eliminate their once lucrative slave trade. Unusually deferential to such a "native" prince (compared, for instance, with its treatment of Sri Lanka at the time),60 London even recognized Radama as king of Madagascar in 1817. Although Britain protected Radama's monarchy from direct attack, it did not challenge French machinations on the edges of his island. In 1816, five years after the British navy had ousted French merchants from Tamatave (Toamasina), England permitted them back; it allowed France to retain Sainte Marie and even to foment trouble for the Merina in Sakalava and Comorean country to the west and north. Under Radama's less cosmopolitan successor, Ranavalona I, Christians and refugees from Betsimisaraka and Sakalava country sought refuge under the Tricolor at Nosy Be and Sainte Marie. Great Britain stood aside while France shelled several sites on the east coast in 1829, supporting claims of Creole slave traders against the Merina.

Beginning in 1817, Welsh Congregationalist clergymen arrived as "artisans" in response to Radama's request for technical assistance from the London Missionary Society (LMS). The brightest of Merina aristocratic youth began going to Mauritius, and even to Europe, for schooling. They returned to the island bearing overlays of sophisticated technology and veneers of values, but the best of them—Secretary of State and historian Raombana, for example—could synthesize British culture and ancestral Malagasy tradition into reverent, intellectual, gentlemanly equilibrium.61 By 1820, pastors and priests were allowed to open schools on the European model. Outright conversions to the religious beliefs of the Europeans were soon to follow as missionary groups from Anglican, Methodist, Quaker, and Roman Catholic persuasions arrived on the heels of the LMS. Not everybody was able to achieve the cultural syncretism of a Raombana, so the progress of Christianity among the andriana and hova aristocracy threatened traditional ways of conceiving the world. This antagonism engendered a long-lasting political conflict in Antananarivo between pro-European parties and Malagasy traditionalists.62

But Radama died in serenity, as the political factions waited for subsequent succession crises to make their respective moves. His wife and cousin, Ramavo, became queen in 1828 under the name Ranavalona. Courageous, strong-willed, Ranavalona I lacked her predecessor's understanding of the European direction that the Southern Hemisphere was taking. Her thirty-three-year reign suffered under continuous dispute among the court nobles (andriana) arid several caucuses of commoners (hova). The latter could and did manipulate policy, hold office, even marry a queen, but could not rule in their own name. Ranavalona deployed her own admirable powers of statecraft to play these factions against one another, but she was never strong enough to dominate Antananarivo politics. The chief item of contention was the presence of Europeans both at the capital and in the exploitable countryside. Catholic and Protestant missionaries trekked to Antananarivo to offer services and seek souls. Adventurers sold bills of goods. Timber, cattle, rice, and spice concessions proliferated under the authority of the court. The Lambert Company (French, although based in Mauritius) monopolized production and trade along a substantial portion of the east coast. There was a printing press in Radama's capital, and the Bible was being translated into Malagasy.

But to acquire favor, the foreigners had to negotiate through one political party or another, and each had its rivals. The French persisted in "catching up" with the conquering British, using and defending the interests of their Réunion colony. St. Denis's Catholic diocese was deployed politically against the Protestant missionary phalanxes serving the honor of England. Although never consenting to European-inspired social or cultural change, Ranavalona inclined toward French in preference to British claims for much of her reign. In 1828 she denounced, then renegotiated, the treaties of 1817 and 1820 (which among other provisions, enjoined her from the export of slaves) and in the following year bestowed a gigantic east coast concession on the French colonist Napoléon de Lastelle, representing the firm de Rontaunay of Réunion. She insisted, however, on shorter-term contracts renewable at her own pleasure and on limiting the number of foreigners privileged to dwell in or visit the capital.

Although Ranavalona governed ably with the help of highly skillful counselors, some of them schooled in Europe, she remained a savage in the eyes of uncompromising Christians and an obstacle to the growth of colonial interests based in Réunion and Mauritius. The French navy began troubling Ranavalona's east coast on behalf of slave raiders and land concessionaires from Réunion. France also defended interests in the Comoros and on the islands of Sainte Marie and Nosy Be. The French even tried to weaken Merina control over the west coast. They befriended the deposed Sakalava king, Andriantsoli, who subsequently bequeathed to them sovereignty over his sultanate of Mayotte (southernmost of the Comoros)—thus beginning a Comorean irredentist conflict that remains unresolved to this day.

Eventually, the whole process degenerated into competing British and French bids for a "protectorate" over a monarchy that, ironically, had no enemies except those same predatory British and French. To be pro-European came to imply disloyalty, not merely because Europeans ridiculed the royal rituals and symbols (sampy and sikidy) but because, unlike the patriotic Raombana, second-generation Christians were identified with the ambitions of foreign powers. As P. M. Mutibwa concludes, "Ranavalona I had tried to protect her country's traditions from foreign ideology, and, forced to make a choice, she had preferred her nation's independence, as she and her government understood it, to the white man's technical knowledge offered to them only through Christianity."63

As Ranavalona pursued her predecessors campaigns tor complete control of the island, Christian subversion became increasingly troublesome. The converts joined other dissidents protesting the fiscal exactions and endemic warfare required to sustain those imperial holdings. Christians thus posed a threat to the queen's legitimacy and, in her eyes, to state stability. Ranavalona argued that to acknowledge Christ was to substitute a European "ancestor" for those of the Malagasy—by whose authority she had her title to reign. Baptisms were proscribed in 1832, and the remaining Protestant congregation, over 200 strong, suffered persecutions and martyrdom. As a consequence, the defense of Merina traditional religion was identified with anti-European political nationalism, bequeathing much confusion to twentieth-century politics.64

The traditionalist faction of the hova prevailed in 1836, and ail but a few missionaries and concessionaires were expelled from the country. Those who remained included the genial Gascon entrepreneur, Jean Laborde. A skilled craftsman marooned on the east coast, Laborde ingratiated himself with Ranavalona and many of her courtiers, particularly the hova prime minister and army commander Rainiharo and Chief Secretary Rainimaharo. Engaged in 1833 as an agent for Lastelle's powerful Rontaunay enterprises, Laborde spent decades at Antananarivo and the nearby provinces furnishing industrial manufactures, homemade armaments, and civil engineering to the crown. He built palaces in the capital, roadways to the coast, and factories at his industrial park at Lake Mantasoa, 30 kilometers east of Antananarivo. Now a resort locality, Mantasoa under Laborde employed 20,000 conscript workers to produce cannons and small arms and ammunition, paper, silk and other cloth, porcelain and glass, soap, milled sugar, and ground coffee.

Laborde worked in isolation from other Europeans, serving Ranavalona's interests almost as well as he served the needs of his own country and religion of origin. These were ultimately in contradiction, for what Ranavalona sought was economic independence, and what ultimately interested France was domination of the vast Indian Ocean landscape—if the island could be acquired without unduly antagonizing the British. A characteristic figure of colonial history, Laborde was nicknamed "the queen's foreigner" (vazaha de la reine); he nonetheless remained French to the core— xenophobic, intolerant of "superstition," inveterately suspicious of anything British. This favorite of the queen never acknowledged the authenticity of Malagasy culture, the religious worthiness of ancestral precedent, or the right of Ranavalona's kingdom to genuine independence.65

The wheel of Malagasy politics was to revolve again, even under the recalcitrant Ranavalona, and the foreigners surged back. Soon after expelling the unwelcome Europeans in 1836, the queen had sent diplomatic missions to Paris and London in a futile, almost Thucidydean attempt to explain to imperial powers how the Malagasy understood their independence. She was forced to allow the concessionaires and missionaries to return, unit by unit, to perform work for which Madagascar would have preferred to contract on more indigenously Malagasy terms. The French connived with Sakalava pretenders and took control of Nosy Be, Madagascar's stepping-stone to the Comoros and East Africa.

By 1845, the machinations of the Europeans caused the queen to try "naturalizing" them as Malagasy commoners on the spot, a move that would have permitted their ownership of property, but under traditional law. This presumption, tolerable only in a European monarch, prompted the British and French navies to join in a bloody but inconclusive bombardment of Tamatave. The foreigners fled once more, and Madagascar's international trade ground to a virtual halt. Laborde stayed on as a technical assistant without great honor, living off an allocation of (sorely diminished) royal customs duties. His role was reduced to intriguing against the depravity of England and the Protestants. France was once again tempted to occupy the island, particularly after the emancipation of Réunion's slaves in 1848. This belated act of conscience dumped thousands of unemployable Creoles onto the slender labor markets of the erstwhile Bourbon. Still, no government in Paris was ready yet to contemplate direct aggression against the Merina island, even to find a place to deport volatile, unwanted Réunionnais.

The logic of royal business nevertheless had its way at Antananarivo, and one by one, the cast of intriguers was reassembled at court. Laborde was joined by his coterie of shady Jesuits, bribed courtiers, and rapacious civilians. Across town, his mortal enemy, the LMS's William Ellis, was practicing his own Protestant form of intrigue (in Laborde's opinion)—including the scandalous act of distributing Bibles! Finally, in 1857, after a plot to depose her was uncovered by the anti-European minister Rainijohary, Queen Ranavalona reluctantly expelled them all, even this time (but most reluctantly) Laborde. The queen's foreigner spent a five-year exile in Mauritius, denouncing her (un-reluctantly) as atavistic, misguided, and depraved.

However ungracious, this deprecation of the queen is echoed by Madagascar's own modern Christian historian, Edouard Ralaimihoatra. He finds her vulgar, superstitious, lasciviously self-indulgent, and cruel to Christians, particularly to the high andriana nobility, which had opposed her accession in the first place.66 Ironically, since her intention was to save her own people from the alienations of Christianity, Ranavalona's persecutions—particularly the expulsion of the foreign Christians—only strengthened the morale of the indigenous churches, and they would eventually win the day under her successors.67

Europe's technological and cultural attraction had been potent for Radama and it could not be obliterated by his successor. Behind the queen's back, that attraction had long been at work. Varieties of foreign values operated on the heir apparent, Prince Rakoto, who spurned the Malagasy traditionalists on whom his aging mother relied. Once on his throne in 1861, Rakoto substituted Europe's "civilizing mission" for Ranavalona's cautious nationalism. Deliberately taking the name Radama II, he was represented as heir to the legacy of an internationally open Madagascar. The new Radama was prepared by Europhilia to call on the French and British to modernize the degraded, superstitious Malagasy. He summoned the foreign exiles, accepting Laborde, de Lastelle, and their newest tycoon colleague, Lambert, as though their values truly transcended the profits of monopoly contract. Laborde returned in 1862 with the title of French consul. Ellis was back in the same year. As Claudine Caillon-Filet puts it, "The 1857 team is reconstituted. Each returns as he left, Laborde with the protectorate on his mind, the Jesuit Fathers with their dreams of baptisms, churches, and schools, Lambert with his ambitions of mining and agriculture. The four years have been a mere parenthesis. Each resumes his words and deeds wherever the failure of the 1857 conspiracy had frozen them."68

The new king seemed to consider himself a European, and a relatively advanced once at that. But he was also entirely under the influence of a Falstaffian band of dubious European and Malagasy drinking companions, aptly dubbed menamaso (red eyes). He liberally distributed royal concessions to foreign claimants and signed a most progressive treaty with France in September 1862, pledging freedom of religion, belief, and education, as well as property rights for foreigners—a concession deemed anathema by the old queen. The British protested and obtained an equivalent treaty from the evenhanded monarch—with an added clause reaffirming abolition of the by-then-clandestine slave trade. The army was trimmed in size and reduced in importance. Foreign dress, feuds, and duels appeared at court. Riotous living outraged virtually everyone who had not become one of the king's favorites.

It was then that the spirit of Radama's dead mother began haunting the imaginations of Imerina. The living memory of Ranavalona prompted rich and poor, powerful and humble alike, to believe in her imminent return—so hateful was the prospect of Christian-European rule through a turncoat king. Believers in the royal cult, slaves torn from their ancestral land, discharged soliders—all took their visions to the roadways and marketplaces, dancing frantically, calling to their phantoms, enacting scenes of mass hysteria that have been documented for the contemplation of social pathologists. This Europhobia, known as the ramanenjana, represented one of several strands of nationalist reaction that coursed through the kingdom as resistance to modern values came to reinforce hatred of the Christians and foreigners. It was to break out several times later in a Christianized, colonized Madagascar, representing what Françoise Raison-Jourde calls a final agony of paganism.69


Using a symbolic choice of the name to identify with the policies of Radama I, the new monarch adopted a policy of openness to the external world signified by the return of the Protestant English missionaries and the appearance of the Jesuits; it was also a policy of peace with the coastal populations, of progressive liberalism inside the realm. But—emerging from a long, vigorously nationalistic reign fiercely hostile to cultural imports—was Imerina really prepared for such abrupt and utopic liberalization? It took only two and one-half years for popular dissatisfaction with a prince once hailed as the Messiah to become transformed into the crisis of the Ramanenjana.70



This first spasm of reaction aborted the reign of Radama II. He was assassinated on May 12, 1863, by a crowd that had already murdered many of his menamaso companions. The plot was probably the work of the strongest of the anti-European hova parties, the Andafiavaratra faction, which had played a major role in Ranavalona's nationalist policy. In July 1864, one of several competing Andafiavaratra leaders, Rainilaiarivony, married the widowed Queen Rabodo, who had ascended the throne as Rasoherina. As prime minister, he forced the trembling Europeans to renegotiate Radama's treaties and charters, particularly those guaranteeing rights to foreigners over sacred ancestral property.


[image: Palace of the Prime Ministers, Andafiavaratra district, Antananarivo. Photo courtesy of the Embassy of Madagascar, Washington, D.C.]
Palace of the Prime Ministers, Andafiavaratra district, Antananarivo. Photo courtesy of the Embassy of Madagascar, Washington, D.C.



When Rasoherina died in April 1868, she was succeeded by her cousin, Ranavalona II, who likewise accepted Rainilaiarivony as her consort. A man of grand ambition, assiduity, and a flair for intrigue, the prime minister had an oratorical way with crowds and an ability to use tradition for his daily purposes. He governed Madagascar (or the three-quarters of the island under Merina administration) without serious challenge for twenty-two years. Thereafter, he found himself overtaken by European duplicity and, after 1885, managed only to keep the state functioning in stagnation for another decade.71

The new queen promptly signed a treaty with France prepared by the prime minister together with his father's old friend, Laborde.
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