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PREFACE

THIS ESSAY WAS FIRST WRITTEN TO BE A CHAPTER OF A COL-
lection of essays about divine kingship that I coauthored with
Marshall Sahlins. When [ had been carrying out my original
field research in Madagascar between 1989 and 1991, I first
learned not only that many of the Caribbean pirates had set-
tled in Madagascar, but, even more, that their descendants
remained there as a self-identified group (a fact I discovered
when [ was briefly romantically involved with a woman whose
ancestry harked back to Sainte-Marie). Later [ was startled by
the fact that no one had ever carried out systematic field re-
search among them. I even made plans, at one point in my
life, to carry out a fieldwork project among them—plans that
ended up short-circuited by life contingencies of one sort or
another and never came to fruition. Someday I still might
do it. I acquired a Bhotocop around that time of the May-
eur manuscript, afcet A %thtotﬁge Mr?t%%lﬁfbrary, which for

a very long time sat in a pile of books and documents near a



vili PREFACE

large picture window in the room in which I'd grown up in
my apartment in New York, on extremely large sheets of pa-
per, barely legible in its eighteenth-century handwriting. For
many years | often felt it was slightly reproachfully beckoning
to me from across the room as [ was trying to work on some-
thing else. Then when I lost my home to the machinations
of Police Intelligence in 2014, I had the whole thing scanned,
along with various family pictures and documents too bulky to
bring with me to London, and eventually, I arranged to have
it transcribed.

[t was always something of a mystery to me that the text
itself had never been published: especially since the British
Library original, which had been composed in Mauritius, con-
tained a little note explaining that a typescript version of the
text could be found in the Académie Malgache in Antanan-
arivo, and that if one wished to view it, one should consult
with a certain M. Valette. Several essays by French authors
who had clearly consulted with, and summarized, portions of
this typescript had appeared, but the original manuscript—a
scholarly tome in its own right, replete with numerous critical
footnotes—never had.

Eventually I realized I had accumulated enough material
on the pirates to make an interesting essay in itself. The orig-
inal title—since it was supposed to be in an essay for a book
on kings—was “Pirate Enlightenment: The Mock Kings of
Madagascar,” the subtitle being a reference to a short book by
Daniel Defoe about Henry Avery In the process of writing,
however, the essay El)f/} %nd grew. aéefrore long it was a good

seventy single-spaced pages, and I began to seriously wonder
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both whether it would make the resulting compendium itself
too long and whether the subject matter had drifted too far
away from the original emphasis on fraudulent kings (and
larger questions of whether all kings were in a sense impostors,
with the differences between them being only matters of de-
gree) to really justify inclusion.

In the end I decided: everyone hates a long essay; everyone
loves a short book. Why not turn the essay into a freestanding
work and let it stand on its own merits?

And that is what [ have done.

D)

The opportunity to publish the book with Libertalia Press
proved impossible to resist. The image of Libertalia, the uto-
pian pirate experiment, has remained an endless source of in-
spiration for those on the libertarian left; it has always been
felt that even if it did not exist, it should have existed; or even
if it did not exist in any literal sense, even if there was never
any actual settlement that bore that name, the very existence
of pirates and pirate societies was itself a kind of experiment,
and that even at the deepest origins of what has come to be
known as the Enlightenment project, one now seen in revolu-
tionary quarters as a false dream of liberation that has instead
unleashed unspeakable cruelty upon the world, there was a
kind of redemptive promise of a genuine alternative.
Intellectually, this small book can be seen as one con-
tribution to a 1argecr: Olgt\éﬁlegputa?dprlgjlgéte Hlaalt [ first laid out
in an essay called “There Never Was a West” (which also
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appeared as a small freestanding book in French), and that
I'm now pursuing as part of a joint project with the British
archaeologist David Wengrow. In the language currently fash-
ionable, it might be referred to as a project of “decolonizing
the Enlightenment.” There can be no doubt that many of the
ideas we now see as products of the eighteenth-century Eu-
ropean Lumieres were, indeed, used to justify extraordinary
cruelty, exploitation, and destruction, not just on the working
classes at home, but on those who lived on other continents.
But the blanket condemnation of Enlightenment thought is
in its own way rather odd, when one considers that this was
perhaps the first historically known intellectual movement or-
ganized largely by women, outside of official institutions like
universities, with the express aim of undermining all existing
structures of authority. What'’s more, if one examines many of
the original sources, Enlightenment thinkers were often quite
explicit that the sources of their ideas lay outside what we now
call “the Western tradition” entirely. To take one example,
which will be developed in another book, in the 1690s, just
around the time the pirates were establishing themselves in
Madagascar, there was something of a proto-Enlightenment
salon being held in Montreal in the home of the Comte
de Frontenac, then governor of Canada, in which he and his
assistant, Lahontan, debated questions of social importance—
Christianity, economics, sexual mores, etc.—with a Huron
statesman named Kandiaronk, who took the position of an
egalitarian and skeptlcal ratlonahst and held that the punitive
apparatus of Europgexl W anqi gtg?orrllawas made necessary

only by an economic system arranged in such a way that it would
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inevitably produce precisely the behaviors that apparatus was
designed to repress. Lahontan was later to release his own re-
daction of his notes from some of these debates as a book, in
1704, and that book rapidly became a bestseller across Europe.
Almost every major Enlightenment figure ended up writing
an imitation of it. Yet somehow, figures like Kandiaronk have
been written out of history. No one denies these debates ac-
tually happened; rather, the assumption is always that when it
came time to write up accounts of what happened, men like
Lahontan simply ignored everything Kandiaronk actually said
and substituted some kind of “noble savage fantasy” drawn
entirely from the European intellectual tradition. In other
words, we have projected backward the idea that there was
a self-contained “Western civilization” (a concept that didn’t
even really exist until the early twentieth century) and, with a
genuinely perverse irony, used accusations of racial arrogance
on the part of those we designate “Westerners” (basically now
a euphemistic code word for “white people”) as a pretext to ex-
clude everyone not designated “white” from having any influ-
ence on history, and intellectual history in particular. It’s as if
history, and especially radical history, has become some sort of
moral game where all that’s really important is to make clear
just how much one is not letting the Great Men of history
off the hook for the (obviously, very real) racism, sexism, and
chauvinism they displayed, without somehow noticing that
a four-hundred-page book attacking Rousseau is still a four
hundred-page book about Rousseau. _

[ still recall as acc:l“olide géglgt\/eegy '}/lrr?ptreegggé by an interview

with the Sufi writer Idries Shah, who remarked how curious
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it was that so many intelligent and decent human beings in
Europe and America spent so much of their time in protest
marches chanting the names and waving pictures of people
that they hated (“Hey hey, LBJ, how many kids did you kill
today?”). Didn’t they realize, he remarked, how incredibly grat-
ifying that was to the politicians they were denouncing? It was
remarks like that, I think, that eventually caused me to reject
a politics of protest and embrace one of direct action.

Some of the indignation that can be traced in this essay
flows from this. Why do we not see a man like Kandiaronk as
an important theorist of human freedom? He clearly was. Why
do we not see a man like Tom Tsimilaho as one of the pioneers
of democracy? Why have the contributions of the women who
we know played such important roles in Huron and Betsimi-
saraka society, but whose very names have largely been lost,
been excluded even from the stories we do tell about such
men—as, for that matter, the women who organized the
salons have largely been excluded from the story of the En-
lightenment itself?

If nothing else, what I'd like this little experiment in his-
torical writing to bring home is that existing history is not just
deeply flawed and Eurocentric, it’s also unnecessarily tedious
and boring. There is a surreptitious pleasure in moralism, yes,
just as there is a kind of mathematical glee to be found in
reducing all human action to self-aggrandizing calculation.
But these are ultimately tawdry pleasures. The real story of
what happened in human history is a thousand times more
diverting Copyrighted Material

Let us tell, then, a story about magic, lies, sea battles,
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purloined princesses, slave revolts, manhunts, make-believe
kingdoms and fraudulent ambassadors, spies, jewel thieves,
poisoners, devil worship, and sexual obsession that lies at the

origins of modern freedom. I hope the reader has as much fun

as I did.

)

The first Greeks were all pirates.
—Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws

This is a book about pirate kingdoms, real and imagined. It’s
also about a time and place where it is very difficult to tell
the difference between the two. For about a hundred years,
from the end of the seventeenth century toward the close of
the next, the east coast of Madagascar was scene to a shadow
play of storied pirate kings, pirate atrocities, and pirate utopias,
rumors of which shocked, inspired, and entertained the clients
of cafés and pubs across the North Atlantic world. There is
absolutely no way, from our current vantage, to disentangle
these accounts and establish a definitive narrative of which
were true and which were not.

Some clearly weren't. In the first decade of the eighteenth
century, for instance, many in Europe believed that a great
kingdom had been created in Madagascar by a certain Cap-
tain Henry Avery and ten thousand pirate henchmen, a king-
dom that was on the verge of estabhshmg itself as one of the
world’s preeminent naeﬁrp%wers I'\/I?stlgt”?}ns kingdom did

not exist. It was a hoax. Most historians are now convinced
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the same could be said of the story of the great utopian ex-
periment of Libertalia, a story also set in Madagascar, which
appears in a chapter of a certain Captain Johnson’s A General
History of the Pyrates in 1724. Johnson describes Libertalia as
an egalitarian republic, in which slavery had been abolished
and all things were shared in common and administered dem-
ocratically, created by a retired French pirate captain named
Misson under the philosophical influence of a defrocked Ital-
ian priest. But historians have found no other evidence that
either a pirate captain named Misson or such a defrocked
priest (his name is given as Caraccioli) actually existed—
despite the fact that almost all the other pirates mentioned
in the book can be documented from archival sources. Simi-
larly, archaeologists have been unable to locate any evidence
for the physical existence of Libertalia. As a result, the general
consensus is that the whole story is simply made up. Some
are willing to allow it might have been a sailor’s legend that
the author of History of the Pyrates just felt was too good not
to include, even though he presumably knew the events in
question never really happened. Most simply Captain Johnson
(whoever he was) fabricated the entire incident. Few, however,
seem to feel it matters much, one way or the other, because
the only important question is assumed to be: “Was there ever
really a utopian settlement of former pirates called Libertalia
on the Malagasy coast?”

To my mind, this is a rather trivial question. It would ap-
pear likely there was no Misson or Caraccioli, or a settlement
with precisely th%to ge}/rrrlle(;:l Q&te t e':\r/leargleorsltacertainly were pirate

settlements on the Malagasy coast, and what’s more, they were
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the place for radical social experiments. Pirates did experiment
with new forms of governance and property arrangements;
what’s more, so did members of the surrounding Malagasy
communities into which they married, many of whom had
lived in their settlements, sailed in their ships, formed blood
brotherhood pacts, and spent many hours in political conver-
sation with them. One way the story of Captain Misson is
indeed deceptive is that it arranges the story in such a way
that the Malagasy are kept out of it, providing the pirates with
shipwrecked foreign wives and reducing the surrounding peo-
ple to hostile tribes who eventually overwhelm and kill them.
But this just makes it easier for historians and anthropologists
to do what they are inclined to do anyway in such circum-
stances: that is, to treat the political affairs of those identified
as Europeans, and those identified as African or anyway non-
white, as entirely separate domains of inquiry, separate worlds,
which were unlikely to have any serious political, let alone
intellectual, influence, one on the other.

In fact, as we'll see, the reality was much more compli-
cated. But also much more interesting and hopeful.

So: stories about Libertalia, or for that matter Avery’s
pirate kingdom, were in no sense isolated fantasies. What's
more, their very existence and popularity was a historical
phenomenon in its own right. In a certain sense these stories
might even be said, to adopt Marx’s phrase, to be a material
force in history. After all, the Golden Age of Piracy, as it’s now
called, really lasted only forty or fifty years; it was quite some
time ago; but peoplce:gff%(zleg %g%cl)\r/igtaerrel éatlill telling stories

about pirates and pirate utopias—or for that matter, elaborat-
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ing on them with the kinds of kaleidoscopic fantasies about
magic, sex, and death that, as we’ll see, have always accompa-
nied them. It’s hard to escape the conclusion that these stories
endure because they embody a certain vision of human free-
dom, one that still feels relevant—but one, at the same time,
that offers an alternative to the visions of freedom that were
to be adopted in European salons over the course of the eigh-
teenth century, and that still remain dominant today. The
toothless or peg-legged buccaneer hoisting a flag of defiance
against the world, drinking and feasting to a stupor on stolen
loot, fleeing at the first sign of serious opposition, leaving only
tall tales and confusion in his wake, is, perhaps, just as much
a figure of the Enlightenment as Voltaire or Adam Smith, but
he also represents a profoundly proletarian vision of liberation,
necessarily violent and ephemeral. Modern factory discipline
was born on ships and on plantations. It was only later that
budding industrialists adopted those techniques of turning
humans into machines into cities like Manchester and Bir-
mingham. One might call pirate legends, then, the most im-
portant form of poetic expression produced by that emerging
North Atlantic proletariat whose exploitation laid the ground
for the industrial revolution* As long as those forms of dis-

cipline, or their more subtle and insidious modern incarna-

* It was Eric Williams (Capitalism and Slavery) who first developed the idea
that European slave plantations in the New World were, in effect, the first
factories; the idea of a “pre-racial” North Atlantic proletariat, in which these
same techniques of r@&ptyzralg)h] EadeiMa&es[lilahiscipline were applied to
workers on ships, was elaborated by Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker (The
Many-Headed Hydra).
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tions, govern our working lives, we will always fantasize about
buccaneers.

This is not, however, primarily a book about the romantic
appeal of piracy. It is a work of history, informed by anthro-
pology; an attempt to establish what actually happened on the
northeast coast of Madagascar at the end of the seventeenth
century and the beginning of the eighteenth when several
thousand pirates made that place their home, and to make
a case that in a broader sense Libertalia did exist, and that it
could indeed be considered, in a sense, the first Enlightenment
political experiment. And that many of the men and women

who brought this experiment into being spoke Malagasy.

D)

There is no doubt that stories about pirate utopias circulated
widely, and that they did have historical effects. The real ques-
tion is just how widely, and how profound, those effects actually
were. | think a good case can be made that they were extremely
important. For one thing, these stories began circulating very
early, in the time of Newton and Leibniz, long before, say, the
emergence of the political theory that came to be identified
with Montesquieu and the Encyclopedists. Montesquieu of
course made the argument that all nations first emerged as
something very like utopian experiments: great lawgivers im-
posed their visions, laws came to constitute the character of
great nations. In stories such men had undoubtedly heard in
their childhood ang ggdéé&ﬂ%%,dpl\rﬂa%et ecralpatla'ms like Misson

or Avery had been represented as attempting to do exactly
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that. In 1707, when Montesquieu was precisely eighteen years
old, Daniel Defoe was writing a broadside in England that
compared the pirates settling Madagascar to the founders of
ancient Rome, brigands who established themselves in a new
territory, created new laws, and eventually grew to become a
great conquering nation. That much of this excitement sur-
rounding such pronouncements was due to wildly inflated pro-
paganda or even outright fraud doesn’t make much difference
in terms of how such matters were received. We don’t know
if that particular screed was translated into French (it prob-
ably wasn’t), but we do know that men claiming to represent
the new pirate kingdom did visit Paris around the same time,
seeking some kind of alliance. Did the young Montesquieu
hear about this? Again, we don’t know, but it’s hard to imagine
it wasn’t just the sort of news that students at the time were
joking and arguing about, and that was most likely to catch
the imagination of an ambitious young intellectual.

Some things we do know. Perhaps it might be good to
start by listing them. We know that a very large number
of seventeenth-century pirates, from the Caribbean and else-
where, settled along the northeast coast of Madagascar, where
their Malagasy descendants (“the Zana-Malata”) remain a self-
identified group to this day. We know that their arrival set off a
series of social upheavals that ultimately led to the formation,
in the early eighteenth century, of a political entity called the
Betsimisaraka Confederation. We also know that those who
live in the territory once controlled by this confederation—a

coastal strip alrr%gtp s%\cle%m&rgdr'\e/lf E(?l[)lr%leters long—still re-

fer to themselves as Betsimisaraka and are considered one of
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Madagascar’s most stubbornly egalitarian peoples. We know
the man who is considered to be the founder of this confed-
eration was named Ratsimilaho, that Ratsimilaho was said at
the time to be the son of an English pirate from a settlement
called Ambonavola (most likely the town now known as Foul-
pointe), and that Ambonavola is described in contemporary
English accounts as itself a kind of utopian experiment, an at-
tempt to apply the democratic principles of organization typi-
cal of pirate ships to a settled community on land. Finally, we
know that Ratsimilaho was eventually declared King of the
Betsimisaraka in that very city.

All of this we can say with a fair degree of certainty. Be-
yond this, though, our sources become extremely confusing.
The accepted chronology, for instance, established in the
colonial period, holds that Ratsimilaho reigned as King of
the Betsimisaraka from 1720 to 1756. Accounts written two
generations later represent him as a kind of Enlightenment
philosopher king who created the Betsimisaraka from his own
personal genius, but whose ambitious plans to introduce Euro-
pean science and civilization were ultimately frustrated by the
eventual defeat of his pirate allies and depredations of French
slave traders. This, however, is extremely difficult to square
with accounts written at the time, which represent this same
person—or what at any rate appears to be the same person—
sometimes as a king, but also sometimes as just one of a collec-
tion of local chiefs, and in one case as the second-in-command
for a Jamaican pirate “king” named John Plantain. Another

account represents gl?TP Xsr{ﬁeh ggc%n —Elirtl—ecrolr%lmand for a Mal-

agasy monarch in an entirely different part of the country.
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What’s more, archaeologists have found no evidence that
there actually was a Betsimisaraka kingdom, in any recog-
nizable sense of the term, at all; states that were created in
other parts of Madagascar at the time show distinct material
traces, but along the northeast coast there is no evidence of
the building of palaces and public works, creation of systems of
taxation, hierarchies of officials, or standing armies, or of any
significant disruption to older patterns of rural life.

What is one to make of all this?

In this small book I might not be able to provide a compre-
hensive explanation of the existing evidence—that might well
be impossible anyway—but I will attempt to provide a general
framework within which it might be interpreted. There are
several points at which my analysis breaks with conventional
understandings of the period.

First of all, I'll argue that in Madagascar at the time,
and particularly in areas influenced by the pirates, stories of
mighty kingdoms, or even the actual existence of what looked
like royal courts, should not necessarily be taken at face value.
All the materials existed on the coast at the time to set up
Potemkin courts to impress outsiders, and it’s quite clear that
at least some of the “kings” encountered by foreign observ-
ers were simply playing a game of make-believe, with the ac-
tive complicity of their ostensible Malagasy retainers. Pirates
were particularly good at such games. In fact, one reason the
Golden Age of Piracy remains the stuff of legend is that pi-
rates of that age were so skilled at manipulating legends; they
deployed wondegs?ce%ggbvkee%y (6)1% ?errlraléying violence or in-

spiring ideals—as something very much like weapons of war,
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