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Intimate Bonds: Family and Slavery in the French Atlantic. By Jennifer 
L. Palmer. Early Modern Americas. Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2016. 279 pages. Cloth, ebook. 

Reviewed by Mélanie Lamotte, University of Cambridge

Intimate Bonds is an impressive work of research exploring how individ-
uals and families in the eighteenth-century French Atlantic were affected by, 
responded to, and shaped notions of race, slavery, gender, family, and empire. 
It creatively examines how intimacies shaped the construction of all these 
notions. Jennifer L. Palmer draws on the Encyclopédie to define “intimacy” 
(13) (“Intime”) as the “‘close and deep’ personal relationships” (15) uniting 
individuals.1 The book navigates between metropole and colony, focusing on 
people with ties to both the French port city of La Rochelle and the Western 
Province of Saint Domingue. It alternates between case studies of particular 
families (chapters 1, 3, and 5) and broader analyses (chapters 2, 4, and 6). The 
family stories rely on personal papers, including correspondence, plantation 
records, marriage contracts, and wills. The more thematic chapters are based 
on sources more commonly used among historians of race in France and its 
colonies, including legislation, notarial papers, and church registers. They 
also rely on the underexplored administrative records of people of color in the 
metropole.2

Palmer questions the timelines of the emergence of racial categories pre-
sented in the current historiography. Although intellectual and legal histori-
ans date the emergence of racial thinking in the Antilles to approximately the 
end of the seventeenth century, some identify a stiffening of racial legislation 
in the mid-eighteenth century. Social historians of the French Caribbean 
generally agree that, in practice, racial categories crystallized over the course 
of the eighteenth century.3 Palmer convincingly posits a greater fluidity across 

1 Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers. . . . (Paris, 
1765), 8: 842 (“Intime”).

2 In her study of race and slavery in early modern France, Sue Peabody uses legis-
lation and court cases. Peabody, “There Are No Slaves in France”: The Political Culture of 
Race and Slavery in the Ancien Régime (New York, 1996). 

3 For the legal and intellectual history of race in the French Empire, see Yvan Deb-
basch, Couleur et liberté: Le jeu du critère ethnique dans un ordre juridique esclavagiste 
(Paris, 1967); William B. Cohen, The French Encounter with Africans: White Response to 
Blacks, 1530–1880 (Bloomington, Ind., 1980); Guillaume Aubert, “‘The Blood of France’: 
Race and Purity of Blood in the French Atlantic World,” William and Mary Quarterly, 
3d ser., 61, no. 3 (July 2004): 439–78. See also Pierre H. Boulle, Race et esclavage dans la 
France de l’Ancien Régime (Paris, 2007), 73–79. For social history, see Gwendolyn Midlo 
Hall, Social Control in Slave Plantation Societies: A Comparison of St. Domingue and 
Cuba (Baltimore, 1971); John D. Garrigus, Before Haiti: Race and Citizenship in French 
Saint-Domingue (New York, 2006), 8.
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racial lines, which persisted despite the legal “ossif[ication]” (39) of racial clas-
sifications in the second half of the eighteenth century.4 She brings intimate 
bonds to the fore to show how they disrupted those solidifying notions of 
race across the French Atlantic. In Saint Domingue, where people of color 
were an overwhelming majority interacting with whites on a daily basis, the 
two groups were likely to form intimate relations. Racial lines were therefore 
more fluid in that colony than they were in metropolitan France, where peo-
ple of color were only a small minority.

Additionally, Palmer sheds more light on how notions of enslavement 
were understood in the French Atlantic. Like other historians, she points 
out the blurred lines between slavery and freedom in the Antilles.5 In Saint 
Domingue, contemporaries were unlikely to view slavery as an immutable 
condition, and freedom existed on a spectrum for people of color. Some 
slaves were officially manumitted, though many lived as “libres de fait” (37): 
enslaved in the eyes of the law but living as if they were free. Palmer’s work 
moves the historiography forward by presenting interracial intimacies as 
a key factor underpinning this phenomenon. Her claim that slaves in the 
metropole often enjoyed “de facto freedom whether or not their owners 
actually set them free” (170) is original as well. There, the role of enslaved 
people mirrored that of house servants, who enjoyed freedom of movement 
and financial rewards. However, “de facto” freedom was precarious, as it relied 
entirely on the will of the slave owners.

Intimate Bonds makes other significant contributions to the scholarly 
literature on race, family, gender, and empire in the early modern French 
imperial context. Historians have so far largely equated intimacy with sexual 
relations between white men and women of color.6 Yet Palmer underlines 
the multiplicity of interracial intimate bonds that prevailed in the French 
colonies, “ranging from relations of trust based on common masculinity and 
shared labor, to kinship, to neighborliness” (14). Her work shows how colo-
nial expansion transformed gender categories. Moreover, it challenges the par-
adigm of the emergent nuclear family by showing how colonialism expanded 
household boundaries.7 A single household could include people of different 
social statuses, bloodlines, and “races.” Following in the footsteps of recent 
historiographical contributions, her study also highlights the existence of “an 

4 Here Palmer follows in the footsteps of Dominique Rogers. See Rogers, “Les libres 
de couleur dans les capitales de Saint-Domingue: Fortune, mentalités et intégration à la 
fin de l’Ancien Régime, (1776–1789)” (Ph.D. diss., Université Michel de Montaigne, Bor-
deaux III, 1999).

5 For example, see Rebecca J. Scott, Degrees of Freedom: Louisiana and Cuba after 
Slavery (Cambridge, Mass., 2005); Garrigus, Before Haiti, 43–44.

6 See for example Catherine Clinton and Michele Gillespie, eds., The Devil’s Lane: 
Sex and Race in the Early South (New York, 1997); Martha Hodes, ed., Sex, Love, Race: 
Crossing Boundaries in North American History (New York, 1999). 

7 Jean-Louis Flandrin, Families in Former Times: Kinship, Household and Sexuality in 
Early Modern France, trans. Richard Southern (Cambridge, 1979), 53–92.
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empire of multiple layers” and “entangled connections” (12).8 Palmer’s contri-
bution challenges the notion of empire as an enterprise eminating from core 
to peripheries by examining two peripheral zones. La Rochelle was a second-
ary port behind Nantes and Bordeaux, connected to the Western Province of 
Saint Domingue, which itself took a backseat to the more productive north-
ern province of the island. The two zones were connected through trade, fam-
ily, and kinship ties that overlapped with Protestant networks—La Rochelle 
had been and remained a Protestant stronghold since the sixteenth-century 
Wars of Religion.

Palmer lays the foundation of her argument by showing how men of 
French and African descent formed intimate bonds across the French Atlantic 
world. Initially, planters lived and worked alongside slaves. This brought 
white men into close contact with men of color, leading to a nuanced under-
standing of slavery and race. Opportunities for interracial intimacy between 
slaves and planters diminished when absentee ownership of plantations 
became more common in Saint Domingue, from the 1720s to the 1780s. 
Slave owners, now frequently based in metropolitan France, could no longer 
develop direct contacts with Caribbean slaves. As a result, they increasingly 
perceived slavery and freedom, and black and white, as binary categories. 

In France, these slave owners faced challenges to their property rights over 
enslaved people they brought to the metropole. There, owners’ control of their 
slaves was more tenuous than in Saint Domingue because a legal tradition 
identified as the “Freedom Principle” forbade slavery in the kingdom of France.9 
The crown ultimately abrogated this rule, but successful emancipation lawsuits 
suggested that slaves could be freed if their masters failed to comply with met-
ropolitan regulations. Palmer makes the very plausible assumption that slave 
owners carved out opportunities to legitimize their slaveholding through the 
same legal channels intended to limit slavery. Thus, although early metropol-
itan slave legislation was not supposed to apply in La Rochelle, many slave 
owners complied with its requirements. They obtained the required permission 
from the colonial governor to bring their slaves to France and registered them 
at the Admiralty upon their arrival in the metropole. Palmer’s assertion that 
masters in La Rochelle gave little religious education to their slaves because they 
considered the church likely to challenge their authority is less convincing. If 
many of these slave owners were Protestants, they likely had other reasons to 
keep their slaves away from the Catholic Church.10 

  8 See for example Emma Rothschild, The Inner Life of Empires: An Eighteenth-Century 
History (Princeton, N.J., 2011).

  9 Peabody, “There Are No Slaves in France,” 145 n. 11. 
10 Moreover, Protestant slave owners in the Atlantic world were less likely to offer a 

religious education to their slaves, partly because Protestantism was considered a symbol of 
freedom. See Katharine Reid Gerbner, “Christian Slavery: Protestant Missions and Slave 
Conversion in the Atlantic World, 1660–1760” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 2013). 
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Palmer shows how French families used contracts to prepare for transat-
lantic separations but also how the contingencies of colonial contexts could 
render such preparations useless. Prior to their husbands’ departures, women 
attempted to protect their own assets in their marriage contracts. Many men 
in La Rochelle granted their wives power of attorney. Women could there-
fore operate their families’ transatlantic businesses, manage property, and 
defend their interests before courts, notaries, clerks, and other individuals. 
Nevertheless, Palmer argues, gender limited women’s ability to step into men’s 
roles. Once in the colonies, husbands could also change their notions of what 
family meant and break the terms of their marriage contracts. Single and 
married men frequently formed intimate bonds with women of color in Saint 
Domingue. They used contracts to provide money and property to their chil-
dren of color, sometimes disinheriting their metropolitan family in the process. 

One of Palmer’s most important interventions challenges contempo-
rary narratives portraying white women in the Caribbean merely as passive 
and neglected housewives by highlighting their involvement in colonial 
life. Economic participation was less strictly regulated in Saint Domingue, 
allowing them to become active participants in the colonial economy. They 
were owners, buyers, sellers, and leasers of properties, businesses, plantations, 
and slaves. They could accumulate wealth by working as merchants, crafts-
people, pension managers, or planters. Additionally, white women in Saint 
Domingue maintained personal relationships with people of color. A majority 
of emancipated slaves in the French Caribbean were women, which seems to 
suggest that white men mainly sought to free their sexual partners. However, 
Palmer shows, white women also preferred manumitting enslaved women. In 
her opinion, the reason for this was that enslaved women were more likely 
to come into close contact with whites because of gender expectations. They 
often worked as house servants and personal attendants. She therefore con-
cludes that “everyday interactions, not sexual commerce, lay at the heart of 
interracial relationships” (101). 

Palmer then shifts her attention to the ways in which white and non-
white relatives viewed family and to the impact these different visions had on 
the experience of people of color. Although mixed marriages were increasingly 
unusual in late eighteenth-century Saint Domingue, many white fathers on 
the island provided for their mixed-race children, who could occupy priv-
ileged and prosperous positions. According to Palmer, the socioeconomic 
condition of people of color in metropolitan France was more precarious. In 
France, white fathers were apparently less likely to officially recognize their 
mixed offspring, who could therefore only receive a minor portion of their 
inheritance. The inferiority of the social status of free people of color became 
even more visible when metropolitan law began to define these children solely 
on the basis of race. By 1762, all people of color were required to register with 
the Admiralty, regardless of whether they were free or enslaved.
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The final chapter uses Admiralty and church declarations to show how 
patriarchy shaped the articulation of gender roles among people of color in 
metropolitan France. According to Palmer, people of color deliberately chose 
to emphasize conformity with French gender expectations in their statements. 
Men of color, she argues, emphasized their patriarchal authority by present-
ing themselves as husbands, fathers, heads of households, and wage earners. 
Some even married white women from the lower ranks of French society. 
This interesting interpretation must be taken cautiously, however. As Palmer 
acknowledges later in the book, people of color probably answered standard-
ized sets of questions from clerks and priests. Women of color found it more 
difficult to conform to French gender ideals and often remained unmarried. 
According to Palmer, people of color used French gender notions to demon-
strate their integration into the French community and to safeguard their 
increasingly threatened right of residence in La Rochelle.

In a brief but significant epilogue, Palmer brings her analysis into the 
Age of Revolutions, highlighting the hardening of racial categories during the 
late eighteenth century. Colonial law increasingly defined free people of color 
by their race, attempting to prevent them from exercising their civil rights. 
According to Palmer, the revolutions also reduced possibilities for whites and 
people of color to form intimate bonds. Nevertheless, interracial intimacies 
persisted—for example, when former slaves maintained ties with their owners 
after the Haitian Revolution.

Overall, Palmer’s analysis is strong, but it could have benefited from 
greater contextualization. As in recent microhistorical works on slavery, her 
use of case studies proves very engaging and sheds light on the experiences of 
people who had little textual voice in history.11 But case studies may also limit 
the scope of analysis when it is unclear how representative they are of broader 
patterns. Palmer argues, for example, that “common masculinity” (17) facil-
itated bonds across races as evidenced by one Saint Domingue planter who 
developed a relationship of trust with his slave and encouraged him to choose 
a future wife. No other example is provided in which interracial relations in 
the French Atlantic seemed to rely on “common masculinity.” Historians of 
slave resistance mostly focus their attention on the colonies, which is why 
Palmer’s argument that outright slave resistance existed in the metropole is 
particularly interesting.12 Yet in this example too, she underpins her assertion 
with only one example and does not comment on the frequency of such acts 

11 See for example Linda Colley, The Ordeal of Elizabeth Marsh: A Woman in World 
History (London, 2007); Rebecca J. Scott and Jean M. Hébrard, Freedom Papers: An 
Atlantic Odyssey in the Age of Emancipation (Cambridge, Mass., 2012).

12 For striking examples on the French Caribbean, see Laurent Dubois, Avengers of 
the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution (Cambridge, Mass., 2004); Dubois, A 
Colony of Citizens: Revolution and Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, 1787–1804 
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 2004). On the British Caribbean, see Michael Craton, Testing the 
Chains: Resistance to Slavery in the British West Indies (Ithaca, N.Y., 1982).
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of defiance in the metropole. Her analysis of the connections between La 
Rochelle and Saint Domingue makes a significant contribution to the current 
scholarship, which seldom examines conversations between metropole and 
colony. A glimpse at other networks tying different French Atlantic port cities 
to other colonies would have nonetheless strengthened her case for an empire 
of multiple connections. She presents Protestant families and merchants as an 
integrated community, particularly likely to form “close-knit” (6) networks 
between La Rochelle and the colonies. However, she does not discuss how 
Catholic contexts could shape transatlantic networks in distinctive ways. 
Similarly, she does not explain how the diverging metropolitan legal systems 
prevailing outside of La Rochelle could shape racial categories and slavery 
differently. 

Intimate Bonds is, however, a very compelling new book that will chal-
lenge the ways scholars think about race, slavery, gender, family, and empire 
in the French context. Palmer’s approach should encourage others to inter-
rogate these notions through the lens of intimacies beyond sexual relation-
ships. Her demonstration of how resistance to social categorization persisted 
throughout the eighteenth century is a reminder that examinations restricted 
to legislation and intellectual discourses can provide a distorted view of 
historical realities. Through its consideration of the impact of colonialism 
on French socioeconomic behaviors, this book may open up new avenues 
for research in the fields of family, gender, and religious history. It may also 
encourage historians to continue their fruitful endeavors to reconstruct the 
dense imperial networks that spanned the French Atlantic world. 


